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Control + Shift + Culture

‘Shortcuts’ are a combination of keystrokes on 
the computer keyboard providing easier access 
to a command or operation. They significantly 
simplify the usage of computer software and In-
ternet technologies. Shortcuts are so handy be-
cause they are standardized and thus simple to 
use. While it is comparatively easy with the help 
of such shortcuts to edit, copy, revise or decode 
any documents or computer files, the social prac-
tices and individual usages of communication 
technologies show both a much higher degree of 
variation and persistence.  

The question, though, to what extent histori-
cal experiences and cultural identity determine 
the usage of communication technology, contin-
ues to be an ardent topic of discussion, stretch-
ing between the poles of media induced cultural 
imperialism on the one hand and a re-nationali-
zation and ethnicizing of global technologies, on 
the other. In other words: does the worldwide 
proliferation and implementation of computer 
and information technology – which is, as a rule, 
conceived to meet the needs of the English-
speaking, Western societies – lead to a unification 
of cultural patterns of behaviour? Or, conversely, 
does the insistence on cultural specifics in media 
usage result in an artificial ethnicizing, a sort of 
‘cyber-folklore’? 

Control + Shift + Power 

Information technology is a technology of power 
(Herrschaftstechnologie). Notwithstanding the 
political and economic appropriations and ‘an-
nexations’ of the Internet, the current global net-
works present, with regard to their comparatively 
easy accessibility, a challenge to all aspirations for 
economic and political domination and encour-

age grassroots individual and collective activities 
[Gorny, Goroshko]. These opportunities for par-
ticipation, though, are not necessarily used in the 
sense of an emancipating and ‘liberal’ engagement 
[Goriunova], as the often especially skilful usage 
of the Internet by fascist, extremist and nationalist 
movements clearly illustrates. The shortcut ‘con-
trol + shift’ ought to symbolize these ambivalenc-
es: the desire for and the anxiety about control on 
the one hand [Schmidt /Teubener] and the desired 
and adverse shifts in individual and social online 
practices on the other. Attempts to control the in-
subordinate Internet in both political (censorship 
or observation) and economic respects (copyright 
issues or commercialization) are constantly chal-
lenged by new technological ‘solutions’ and shift-
ing usage patterns.  

Control + Shift + Theory

“Mutatis mutandis” - the Latin term engraved on 
the interactive Icon by Oleg Janushevskij, which is 
used for the cover illustration and serves as a vis-
ual introduction into the topic of this book, means 
“things being changed which are to be changed”. 
The term, frequently used in economics and law to 
adapt an agreement or legal statement to changing 
conditions, is also relevant  for cultural and media 
studies: the global communication technologies 
function on a worldwide scale but encounter very 
specific, local contexts, leading, in consequence, 
to a growing diversity of media usages or, in other 
words: to ‘character encoding’ both in the literal 
and in the figurative sense. 

Thus, “things” – terms, theoretical models, em-
pirical approaches – have to be modified when 
applied under changing, ‘shifting’ circumstances; 
but to what extent? The question of how techno-
logical standards influence cultural traditions and 
social practices – or vice versa – has been one of 

Editorial 
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the most passionately discussed topics among the 
authors of the present book. Furthermore, the 
transfer of scientific terms coined in Western aca-
demic traditions (which necessarily reflect a given 
social reality) to the realities of post-Soviet Russia 
has been put into question [Kratasjuk, Goriunova, 
Gorny]. Thus, to mention just one example, the 
term “counter public spheres”, largely used to 
describe the new emerging social spheres on the 
Web, seems to be inappropriate for the descrip-
tion of phenomena of the Russian language seg-
ment of the Internet, though similar practices are 
to be witnessed [Schmidt / Teubener]. 

The question is a thorny one, as the rejection 
of broadly accepted and ‘general’ terms may, in 
the final analysis, lead to a resignation of science 
vis-à-vis the seeming ‘inexplicability’ of other cul-
tures (the well known slogan that “Russia cannot 
be understood rationally”) [Konradova]. On the 
contrary, the appliance of globally valid terms 
(often, indeed derived exclusively from practices 
and experiences of the Western world) may lead 
to a falsification of the results. The present vol-
ume gives different answers to the problem with 
regard to the private and public media usages on 
the Russian Internet – answers, often contradic-
tory ones, which might stimulate further discus-
sion and research.

Control + Shift + Tradition

The Pepsi Gene Icon by Oleg Janushevskij is em-
blematic for the book in yet another sense: it is an 
artistic approach to and reflection of facets of to-
day’s media worlds, as there are a mixture of glo-
bal and local symbols and traditions, a new heter-
ogeneity of forms, contents, and communicators, 
a challenge of interactivity in a global network of 
power relations as well as reflection of the Rus-
sian contemporary art tradition itself, which often 
provides these images to represent Russian so-
ciety. It thus enriches and enlarges the scientific 
approach of the following articles. Below we take 

a stroll through the meanings presented by both 
the Pepsi Gene Icon and by this volume.

Why the icon? 

The icon, is not only an art form, but also an 
element of orthodox religious symbolism. It is 
a medium in a multitude of different senses: a 
window to the transcendent worlds of belief; a 
part of the cultural memory; a truly multi-media 
object combining verbal and pictorial materials. 
Furthermore, the icon presents what Andrej 
Gornykh and Almira Ousmanova, in their article 
on the aesthetics of the RuNet call a, “world vi-
sion” [Gornykh / Ousmanova], implying a specific 
perception of space and time, of inner and outer 
worlds, of the individual and the collective. It is 
a cultural model that it shares with the Internet, 
which is – to our minds – not just a communica-
tion technology, but a medium that embodies a 
world vision, or at least influences our percep-
tion of the world. Both are objects of cult/ure and 
subject to constant shiftings.

Symbolic blend

The artist introduces ‘foreign’ elements into his 
“new icons”: symbols and icons of politics and 
pop culture are combined with traditional motifs 
in order to underline their fetishistic character. 
Thus, the flag of the Russian Federation and the 
Pepsi logo are equated as cultural brands, along 
with the Orthodox saints and communist stars. 
These new icons thus may well be read as signs of 
the “great journey of old Russia from communism 
to orthodoxy”, as Janushevskij states, indicating 
the ideological groundings of both as “great nov-
els” resistant to change: “The modules of Russian 
consciousness are orthodox-archaic and of per-
fect beauty in their pagan simplicity. Their strong 
formal seclusion rejects the smallest structural 
intrusions.” 
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At the same time, Janushevskij’s works do not 
open any new meanings of modern Russian cul-
ture: Russian contemporary artists have been 
using the idea of comparison and confrontation 
of Western, Soviet and Orthodox elements for 
more than 40 years (the images of Pepsi or Coca 
Cola, the Russian tricolour, red star and icons). 
Therefore, Janushevskij uses non-original mass 
images that might even be considered kitsch? 

For some of the authors of the present volume, 
the whole discourse on “our RuNet” is consid-
ered as an attempt to reconstruct the Russian’s 
conception of what is thought to be the ‘real’ 
Russia (actually, utopian) with all its ‘irrational 
understanding’, ‘spirituality’ and other imagined 
features [Kratasjuk, Konradova].

Interactivity

Computer chips are incorporated into Janush-
evskij’s new icons, the relics of future times, as 
well as a diversity of other technological and com-
municative devices, such as the radio translator, 
calculator, digital meter and sensors. The Saint’s 
head begins rotating when the viewer pushes the 
red button: a quite restrictive concept of inter-
activity, for sure, but which nevertheless involves 
the spectator, encourages him/her to take action, 
and reflect on the nature of his/her involvement 
into social practices. Against the tradition of the 
orthodox icon as an object of cult and worship 
this shift in usage, though far from being revolu-
tionary within the context of Russian contempo-
rary media art, is met by strong opposition.
 

Ideology

Janushevskij himself is well aware of the provoca-
tive nature of his work, which he sees as ideologi-
cal. The integration of diverse cultural material 
and strategies is central to him, nevertheless the 
deconstruction of cultural taboos is not a goal in 

itself, but part of a (de)identification process. The 
“new icons” were exhibited in the Marat Gel’man 
Gallery, the owner being a prominent player on 
the Russian Internet himself, in Moscow in 2003. 
An exhibition of the new icons in St. Petersburg in 
2004 was partly destroyed by vandals and the art-
ist chose to continue his artistic life in London. 

The Internet being implemented in Russia com-
paratively late [Bowles], in times of overall social 
transformation and against the background of a 
partially traditionalist society, serves at times as 
a similar provocation, stimulating diverse cul-
tural practices, from resistance and coexistence, 
to participation, as illustrated in the case studies 
of the present volume. The contributions to the 
book present snapshots of the years 2004-2005, 
which also provide a basis for future comparative 
analysis. The volume as a whole reflects – in its 
discursive structure – the process of theory build-
ing and self-reflection of the time, and thus may 
itself become an object of scientific research.

Bochum / Münster / Moscow 2006
Henrike Schmidt, Katy Teubener, Natalja Konra-
dova
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“Our RuNet” (nash RuNet) is a popular expres-
sion applied to the Russian – or Russian language 
– segment of the Internet. It suggests the exist-
ence of a distinct object or space and a collec-
tive ‘we’. The criteria determining its specifics, 
though, are not self-evident and vary with regard 
to the interests articulated by different ‘players’ 
on the RuNet, such as the net community, com-
mercial corporations or State institutions. The  
➝ boundaries that confine this assumed ‘Ru-
Net’ may be accordingly language, technology, 
territory, cultural norms, traditions or values and 
political power.

The term has almost no analogue in West-
ern languages – a request for “our US Net” or 
“unser DeNet / unser deutsches Internet” at 
major search engines (Google, Yahoo) garners 
very few results, which may lead to the as-
sumption that the Russian Internet offers an 
especially high identification potential. Indeed, 
researchers like Jürgen Bruchhaus [2001] or 
Natalja Konradova [2005] refer to a strong 
tendency towards self-reflection in the RuNet 
community, which manifests itself among oth-
ers as a growing tendency towards historiciza-
tion, as reflected in projects similar to Nethis-
tory.ru. As reasons for such a high significance 
of the RuNet for its users – or at least the most 
active ones among them – several factors that 
are closely linked to the specific contempo-
rary context of Internet implementation in the 
1990s in Russia may be highlighted:

The autobiographical factor: The Internet in 
Russia developed within a period of overall 
social, political and economic transforma-
tion. For many of its early protagonists it has 

1.

been representative of professional and per-
sonal freedom and self-realization.

The Tusovka (Russian = party, meeting) or 
clubbing factor: the development of a com-
munication infrastructure in Russia was slow, 
due to the hardships of economic and political 
transition. Only from 2000 to 2005 has a sig-
nificant growth in the numbers of Internet us-
ers in the Russian Federation been witnessed. 
In consequence the core of active participants 
of Russian net culture in the first, decisive 
years of its implementation has not been very 
large. The legacy of these times is a highly per-
sonalized sector of Internet culture and mass 
media.

The ‘grassroots effect’: The development of 
the Internet in Russia from 1991 to 1998 was 
the result of mostly private economic and cul-
tural initiatives, as State influence in these years 
was almost non-existent, due to the rough-
and-tumble of the transition period. Serious 
State activities, whether they concerned fund-
ing or regulative initiatives can be observed 
only since the second half of the 1990s.

Last but not least the specifics of Russian ‘offline-
culture’ have to be taken into account. Two fac-
tors deserve special mentioning:

The highly normative cultural background: 
Official Russian culture – sometimes referred 
to as ‘mainstream’ – as presented on televi-
sion and radio, in the productions of the large 
publishing houses and print media is, to a large 
extent, determined by normative guidelines. 

2.

3.

4.

“Our RuNet”? 
Cultural Identity and Media Usage

Henrike Schmidt (Bochum), Katy Teubener (Münster)
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The book will also serve as a basis 
for an international online course 
offered to students from different 
countries and disciplines.

Hyperlinks – visualized as 
tabs – indicate topics that 
are covered by different 
authors within the book 
and indexed by keywords.

Reader’s Manual
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‘Pornography’, ‘slang’, or obscene language are 
less evident than – by comparison – in Ger-
man media and popular culture. To illustrate, 
one may cite the political initiatives to ban the 
American TV comic serial, The Simpsons from 
Russian screens or the trial of the popular writ-
er, Vladimir Sorokin, accused of pornography. 
Thus, in a restrictive milieu, the Internet of-
fered a space for free articulation of non-nor-
mative cultural activities. 

The strongly controlled media sector: after a 
short period of relaxation in the 1990s, the me-
dia sector, understood in a more narrow sense 
as television, radio and print journals, has been, 
since the presidency of Vladimir Putin, largely 
➝ controlled by the State or (in part) by the 
open purses of the so-called oligarchs. As a re-
sponse, the Internet in Russia offers possibili-
ties for the publication of socially or politically 
questionable contents; it serves only to a less-
er extent as a platform for media experiments. 

5.

Patterns of appropriation 

In terms of technology the Internet in Russia is 
a Western import. Whereas its early popularity 
was ensured by its ‘foreign’, almost exotic char-
acter, the RuNet later was gradually customized 
to meet national needs and interests.

This process started with technological adoption. 
Whereas, in the early years, Russian texts had 
to be written in Latin transcription, in the mid-
1990s Cyrillic encoding was introduced, Russian 
search engines developed, and Russian domain 
names registered. The provision of full Cyrillic 
web addresses will complete this development 
in the near future. A fundamental knowledge of 
English is no longer necessary in order to ben-
efit from the (Russian) Internet. With regard to 
the users, this tendency will lead to a new stage 
of democratization, as foreign language skills are 
no longer a barrier to participation; with regard 
to the contents, though, it results in a growing 
separation of the RuNet as a kind of “ethnonet“ 
[Goralik 1999], a tendency especially significant 
for those segments of the World Wide Web that 
do not use the Latin alphabet. 

I agree with you concerning the Russian Internet 
as a rather ‘meaty’ (oriented to content) than a 
‘formal’ (media) dimension. At the same time it 
is necessary to underline a function of re-struc-
turing: the Internet doesn’t refuse the idea of 
normative structure itself, but does attempt to 
build a new structure (though, in practice this 
attempt often turns into a reproduction of the 
original). [Natalja Konradova]

Some memoirs of a ‘veteran’ – according to 
my first impressions of the Internet in 1996, it 
seemed like a ‘magic window to America’, as  
the only well-known resource of general impor-
tance at that time was Altavista.com. [Natalja 
Konradova]

“Our RuNet”: Fragment of the RuNet award website, launched to mark the Russian Internet’s 10th birthday.

C
ontrol

23, 59, 84

All contributions have 
been carefully read and 
critically commented 
not only by the editors 
but also by most of 
the authors. To record 
the making of the 
book as part of a very 
intensive two years co-
operation, some of the 
problems, questions and 
different theoretical 
and methodological 
approaches that have 
been discussed, mainly 
over the Internet, 
are included into the 
respective texts as black 
highlighted annotations.
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The technological adoption of the Western In-
ternet into the national context is paralleled by 
a similar inscription on a cultural – semantic and 
semiotic – level. Different patterns of appropria-
tion can be distinguished, which vary largely with 
regard to the agents of these discourses, the 
different interest groups, such as the net ‘intel-
ligentsia’, business or political institutions. These 
processes of media adoption and usage are to a 
large extent determined by historic experience 
and cultural identity.

Excursus: Cultural identity and the 
semantics of the Internet

The term ‘cultural identity’ is often criticized for its 
absence of scientific substance. In our understand-
ing it signifies mental constructions that do not ex-
ist in ‘reality’ but, nevertheless, have a ‘real’ impact 
on the individual’s as well as the collective’s world 
views. Thus, cultural identity is assumed, rather than 

given and the effect is identity politics, implemented 
top down as well as bottom up. In correlation with 
the economic, social, and political conditions they de-
termine the limits and the potential of social activity, 
which the individual and the society as a whole assign 
themselves. In consequence ➝ cultural identity in-
fluences media usage as well as understanding of the 
public sphere(s).

The German scholar, Peter Wagner, in a critical 
review of the term ‘cultural identity’ suggests fur-
ther operationalizing its usage by the introduction 
of three antinomies which, by their very nature, 
as contradictions, cannot be solved, but have to 
be analyzed in their constant shifting [Wagner 
1997, 58]: 

“choice“ – “fate”, 
“autonomy” – “domination”,
“construction“ – “reality”. 

The individual as well as the collective – the latter 
as an abstract assumption – position themselves 
within this framework of parameters. With regard 
to the antinomy of “choice – fate” the attributes 
of the personal and national character are inter-
preted as either “achieved” or “ascribed”, e.g. as 
flexible or as fixed. In the first case, responsibil-
ity and freedom are emphasized, whereas, in the 
second case, it is the ability to adapt to the per 
se unchangeable circumstances that is stressed. 
Exactly how interpersonal relationships and social 
communications are practised is dependent upon 
the ‘answer’ given with regard to the first anti-
nomy. If “choice” is stressed, there is a tendency 
towards “autonomy”; if “fate” is experienced as 
a guiding principle, “domination” is the more rel-
evant factor of social organization. The individu-
al’s and collective’s positioning with regard to the 
first two antinomies also determines the inter-
pretation of the last one: “life” will be understood 
accordingly as a “construction” or as “reality”.

The latter approach is, in academic theories, of-
ten labelled as an ➝ “essentialist world view”: 
“the notion that what we are is innate and unique”, 

RUcenter: “The domain .su is also a part of our history.”
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tiplicity of positions within this theoretical frame-
work (see table 1).
 

Patterns of appropriation within the 
Russian net community

With regard to the Russian net community itself 
two lines of media appropriation can be roughly 
distinguished. When speaking about the “net 
community” we refer to those ‘institutions’ and 
forums on the Russian Internet that articulate 
the above mentioned “high self-reflexivity”, that 
analyze and interpret its history, functions, and 
structures. Such institutions and publications 
are, for example, the International Internet As-
sociation, Ezhe.ru, online periodicals, such as 
the Russian Journal or research projects, such as 
Nethistory.ru.

‘Russification’ / ‘Nationalization’: the specifics 
of the Russian Internet (or, more appropriately 
stated: of a specific Internet culture) are inter-
preted in terms of cultural tradition and mentality 
[see Konradova 2005]. The Internet is no longer 
a Western import but is seen as something genu-
inely Russian. Its features of interactivity, con-
nectivity, de-hierarchization, informal network-
ing, and free information delivery are positively 
interpreted and seen as innate competencies and 
characteristics of Russian culture and mentality. 

They seem to fit perfectly into its set of mental 
patterns, as there is a (supposed) strong tendency 
towards collectivism, a popularity of informal net-

as formulate Simon Franklin and Emma Widdis in 
their anthology, National Identity in Russian Cul-
ture: An Introduction [2004, 7]. According to their 
findings, Russian culture – always understood to 
a certain extent as an abstraction – is still largely 
dominated by an essentialist world view, which 
is deeply rooted in such different historical tradi-
tions as Russian religious philosophy on the one 
hand and Soviet ideology on the other. In con-
temporary, Post-Perestrojka Russia this view 
has been challenged by the sudden exposure to 
system transformation and globalization. Or to 
put in the words of the German literary scholar, 
Georg Witte [2005]: Russian society in the 1990s 
experienced a “trauma of contextualization”. The 
confrontation with a networked world, paralleled 
by the loss of a (artificially) homogenized identity 
and a lack of international status was experienced 
by large parts of the population as a shock. Men-
tal patterns inherited from Soviet times made it 
especially difficult to adapt to the changing cir-
cumstances [Gudkov 2004, 797]. 

The Internet, in contrast, may be seen as the 
predestined medium of contextualization, as it of-
fers information never isolated but embedded into 
a large variety of contexts. As a cultural model it 
stands, with regard to the above mentioned anti-
nomies, for “choice”, “autonomy”, and “construc-
tion”. And indeed, the technological features of the 
Internet are often endowed specific ➝ semantics 
– with positive or negative connotations – and 
accordingly inscribed into one’s world view. Of 
course, in practice, there may be realized a mul-

Choice

Autonomy

Construction

Positive semantics Technical feature Negative semantics

Fate

Domination

Reality

Low hierarchies Decentralized
structure

Loss of authority

Flexibility Connectivity Disorientation

Cooperation; 
collaborative ethics
and aesthetics

Interactivity Loss of control and
quality; danger of
abuse

Table 1: The Internet as a cultural model.
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works (blat), or the rejection of the idea of copy-
right in the Western sense promoting instead a 
broader definition of intellectual property. This 
approach is in a typical way expressed in the writ-
ings of the Russian literary scholar and philoso-
pher Mikhail Epshtejn who returns to the tradi-
tions of the ➝ Slavophiles and Russian religious 
philosophy in order to illustrate the “Russianness” 
of the global networks. “Electronic sobornost’” 
(from the Russian: “sobor’” = cathedral; council, 
synod) is a slogan Epshtejn introduced in the late 
1990s; the term alludes to the concept of a spirit-
ual unity, which nevertheless allows for individual 
creativity and self-realization. Epshtejn’s style is 
highly metaphorical; it is typical of the period of 
early Internet euphoria characterized by a fasci-
nation for the new digital world, in a philosophical 
or even metaphysical sense:

We are interested in the metaphysics and culturology 
of the electronic spider’s web that entangles Russian 
intellectual life more and more [...]. This technologi-
cal innovation has something in common with such fa-
vourite categories of Russian thought as “sobornost’”, 
“sophism”, “all-unity”, “cosmism”, “polyphony”, “cos-
mic reason”, [...] “human anthill” […]. [Epshtejn n.d.]

In his detailed studies of specific genres of Rus-
sian net communication, such as the Virtual per-
sonalities or the Russian blogger community, the 
Internet researcher, Eugene Gorny proceeds 
from similar assumptions. He focuses on two pa-
rameters of Russian traditional thought, which, 
according to his findings, lead to an especially 
fruitful adaptation of global information tech-
nologies in Russia; that is 1) a specific and more 
flexible understanding of intellectual property 
rights and 2) a strongly expressed tendency to-
wards collectivist behaviour patterns. Whereas 
the first property influences mostly the content 
and promotes, for example, the development of 
richly furnished web libraries, the second qual-
ity is, according to Gorny, typically expressed in 
a specific usage of weblogs largely oriented to-
wards community building. 

Within this tendency of semantic ‘russification’ tra-
ditional mental patterns turn out to be stronger 
than global technological features. “Our RuNet” is 
accordingly determined by cultural identity, which 
cannot be reduced to the experience of a shared 
language. Such a pattern of media appropriation is 
partly characterized by an essentialist world view 
as it assumes the existence of a ‘typical Russian 
mentality’. The technological features of the In-
ternet are endowed with a positive meaning – col-
laborative ethics and aesthetics, spiritual unity and 
collectivism, creativity and freedom.

One can intensify this point considering the 
concept of “electronic sobornost’” not just like 
one of Epshtejn’s ideas but like an innate base 
of early RuNet. The more I think about it, the 
more I realize that the “nationalization” of the 
Internet was, indeed, the only way to submit to 
the losses on the main ideological field in real-
ity – be it an official or dissident one. [Natalja 
Konradova]

‘Westernization’ / ‘Internationalization’: a differ-
ent pattern of appropriation may be distinguished 
less among philosophers or (literary) scholars, 
than among journalists and representatives of 
Internet business and institutions who see the 
Russian Internet on the road towards a complete 
integration into the global networks. The idea of 
such a ‘Westernization’ or ‘Internationalization’ 
denies the notion of national specifics in global 
technologies. On the contrary, the Internet offers 
the possibility to escape narrow, national con-
texts. It is seen as an instrument for work, and not 
as a specific milieu or community. Asked whether 
there are certain specifics of the so-called Ru-
Net, representatives of the Internet media, such 
as Dmitrij Ivanov [2004] or Natal’ja Loseva [c.f. 
Busse 2005] refer to material constraints, such as 
the low implementation rates, the problems of 
infrastructure and financing and last but not least, 
the strictly controlled media sector. All these 
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clearly definable external factors explain the pe-
culiarities of the RuNet, which are nevertheless 
seen as weaknesses rather than strengths (even if 
they have some positive side effects, such as the 
high number of online media). 

The successful development of the RuNet will 
lead to an adaptation and assimilation to Western 
standards. Mental patterns and traditions are some-
what excluded from this technologically determined 
point of view. The Internet is seen as an avenue of 
escape from national traditions and restrictions. 

Against the background of ideological ‘overload’, 
of growing nationalism within the country, the 
idea of a specific development of the Russian In-
ternet is rejected. “Our RuNet”, in consequence, 
either does not exist, or only exists for an inter-
mediate period of time:

I don’t think that there is a fundamental difference 
concerning the question of how the Internet should 
develop in Russia and on a worldwide scale. The In-
ternet is an instrument, an instrument for different 
purposes: for communication, information research 
and orientation within the contemporary information 
society. [Ivanov 2004]

In any case it is determined almost exclusively by 
such quantitative factors as the number of Russian 
speaking users, sites, registered domains, servers 
– or their absence. The question of whether the 
Russian Diaspora, spread around the globe and 
intensively using the Internet, is a part of “our Ru-
Net” is a further complex issue that needs to be 
discussed separately.

The sketched opposition between a ‘Russifica-
tion’ and a ‘Westernization’ of the RuNet should 

nevertheless not be seen as a simple prolongation 
of the traditional dispute between Westernizers 
and Slavophiles, of those intellectuals who vote 
for an adoption of Western standards and norms 
and those who pledge for a specific, national de-
velopment. Similar discussions concerning the 
causalities of technological and cultural features 
are frequent in Internet studies. The dispute is 
thus part of a more general quarrel about techno-
logical determinism versus cultural constructiv-
ism, e.g. about the question of what significance 
is attributed to the ‘hardware’ of technology and 
the ‘software’ of its cultural adoption. The com-
monality between both patterns of appropriation 
within the RuNet community is their conveyance 
of a rather positive picture of the Internet and 
its potential significance for Russian society. They 
accentuate the creative and deliberating force of 
the web with regard to the individual as well as 
to the collective. In other words: they agree on 
“choice” and “autonomy” as the driving forces 
for its development.

“Our RuNet” – a centralized vision?

The significance of cultural identity for Internet 
usage may also be illustrated by an example from 
the official discourse. The logo of the Federal 
Funding programme, Electronic Russia [Elektron-
naja Rossija 2005], visualizes the historical, po-
litical and religious centres of Russia – the Vasilij 
cathedral, the Lenin mausoleum, and the Kremlin 

As concerns the usage of the Internet in this 
country I think that for lots of people here the 
Internet is a way into the outside world, rather 
than a sort of connection with others in Russia; 
the Web is supposed to be open, ➝ unlimited, 
not at all closed within its own inner bounda-
ries. [Jaroslava Evseeva, Graduate student]

The idea about technological determinism 
seems to be much more popular among Russian 
academics, scholars and artists of my generation 
(“the generation of the 1990s” – a group formed 
in the years of perestrojka, with its own specific 
socio-psychological features). There could be an 
ideological point: to be under technology means 
to be free of the human (cultural) factor. [Natalja 
Konradova]
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– as indeed, ‘central’ source(s) of information. The 
‘rest’ of Russia remains unspecified, and thus re-
produces the common image of the vast country 
as a kind of tabula rasa which becomes informed 
and ‘enlightened’ by the metropolis.

In 2004 the logo of the Funding programme was 
changed, to focus less on the visualization of a 
specific place – Red Square – but on the more 
abstract signifiers of State power, which are the 
flag, the escutcheon and the map of the State ter-
ritory. However, it expresses the same central-
ized visualization – and vision – of Electronic Rus-
sia. The networked structure of the medium, its 
connectivity and interactivity are not reflected in 
the logo as the official brand of the funding ini-
tiative. “Our RuNet” as conceived by the State 
authorities is dominated by a centralized notion. 
Or, to return to the antinomies of cultural iden-
tity: it stresses fate over choice, domination over 
autonomy and the “reality” of national identity.

Cultural identity thus manifests itself not only 
through the content, but is immediately embodied 
in the patterns of usage and media appropriation. 
Accordingly the Internet is appropriated into the 
user’s world view or rejected as a ‘foreign’ and 
endangering element. The latter approach, large-

ly prevalent among non-users, is best described 
by the Internet journalist, Sergej Kuznecov: 

[...] the Internet became a space to where the unde-
sirable feelings and emotions of society were trans-
ferred: hatred, aggression, sexuality. In this sense the 
image of the Internet was constructed relying on the 
same principles as the image of the Other in socie-
ty – the stranger, the alien, the madman. [Kuznecov 
2004, 12] 

With regard to the contemporary context of post-
Soviet Russia, the Internet – “our RuNet” – may 
thus be interpreted as symbol for both hopes and 
fears related to the overall atmosphere of change 
and transformation. Whether it continues to re-
main ‘alien’ to large parts of the Russian popula-
tion or becomes integrated into the lives of the 
people using it depends, not only on successful 
technological diffusion but on its being acknowl-
edged a cultural model of social significance.

Electronic Russia 2004: A centralized visualization.

Electronic Russia 2005: A centralized vision.
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Abstract

How has the Russian Internet developed since its 
origins in the early 1990s? This article examines the 
growth of RuNet from an end user perspective, 
drawing together disparate data on the prevailing 
economic, technical, social and political conditions 
to create an overview of network development. 
The experience of two groups of users, the cog-
noscenti and chainiki (“teapots” or new-comers) is 
contrasted.

The conclusion is that the RuNet has developed 
from an élite club into an integral part of the mod-
ern Internet, but one that retains qualities charac-
teristic of wider Russian society, such as censorship 
concerns and an emphasis on mutuality. 

The teapots are coming

“We’re following the developed countries – the 
quality will rise, the prices will fall, and everything 
is going to be all right”. So ➝ Maksim Moshkov, 
founder of Lib.ru, the most substantial online Rus-
sian-language library [Biblioteka Moshkova 2005], 
asserted in 2000 when asked about the future of 
the RuNet [c.f. IREX 2000]. The aim of this essay 
is to explore the reality of the process so optimisti-
cally predicted by Moshkov: that of the RuNet’s de-
velopment from an élite club into a mass medium. 

Worldwide, early adopters of network technol-
ogy tend to be technically educated. The increase 
in accessibility that comes with the development 
of user-orientated software leads first to a trickle 
and then a flood of users with limited or no IT 
skills: people known as chainiki, or “teapots”, in 
Russian online slang. However, the RuNet has 
been, and is likely to remain, subject to conditions 
that are not shared by the majority of Western 

countries, for example geographic immensity, 
a traditional disrespect for copyright, favouring 
instead, a specific interpretation of intellectual 
property, and a particularly centralized media 
structure. As a result, logging on in Russia is a 
subtly different experience from doing so in Eu-
rope or America, above and beyond the issues of 
price and reliability identified by Moshkov. 

The influence of factors such as geography on 
the Russian Internet would themselves be an in-
teresting topic for study, whereas the copyright 
issue has already been covered, for example by 
Eugene Gorny [Gornyj 1999]. Thus, in this brief 
essay, I propose to focus on the development 
of the RuNet as a social space, paying particular 
attention to the process of community building 
and the tension between élitism and mass con-
sumption.

The development of the RuNet envi-
ronment 

The spread of technology

While there was a small number of Internet serv-
ice providers operating in Russia in the early 1990s 
[Ellis 1999, 163], the RuNet was known to very 
few Russians and used by fewer still. It was the 
introduction of Windows 95, which came with 
the Microsoft standard for Cyrillic encoding, that 
vastly increased the desirability of Internet access 
by enabling the construction of Russian-language 
web pages without recourse to transliteration 
[Ulmanu 2001]. This made it possible to see the 
RuNet as something more distinctive than a mere 
adapted outpost of American technology.

A detailed statistical account of the develop-
ment and spread of Internet access in Russia from 

The Changing Face of the RuNet 
Anna Bowles (London)
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1991-2000 is given by Jurij Perfil’ev [2002]. In 
summary, the second half of the 1990s saw Inter-
net connectivity spread outwards from Moscow 
and St Petersburg; in 1996 75% of the country’s 
Internet users were located in the two capitals 
but by November 1999 the ratios had diminished 
to a level where only 64% of all users were lo-
cated in the major cities. However, at the other 
end of the scale, only 5% were in rural areas at 
that time.

One of the fastest increases in Internet up-
take occurred during late 1999 and early 2000. 
A FOM (Public Opinion Foundation) survey 
of 1,500 respondents found that 3% of the 
population nationwide was using the Internet 
in May 1999; when the same survey was con-
ducted in April 2000, the figure had jumped to 
7% (these figures include all those who had any 
contact with the Internet, not just regular us-
ers). Additionally, Internet activity began to be 
considered desirable by communities as well as 
isolated early adopters, in an urban and even a 
rural setting. The magazine, InterNet reported 
the residents of apartment blocks pooling their 
money to obtain dedicated lines or radio mo-
dems for their building – citing more than 100 
examples in Moscow in 1999 [Ulmanu 2001]. A 
new sensitivity to the potential of the Internet 
was demonstrated by the online activity spikes 
occurring after major events. The Ostankino fire 
in August 2000 drove many people to consider 

the Internet as their second choice for informa-
tion provision [Bogdanov 2000, 8], while the 11 
September 2001 terror attacks in America pro-
duced, during the late morning on 12 Septem-
ber, an Internet audience of around 150 million, 
almost four times the normal daily maximum 
size [Spylog 2001]. 

By the autumn of 2002, FOM was reporting that 
the rate of Internet expansion was slowing: 8% 
of respondents to their survey reported having 
used the Internet in the past six months. How-
ever, frequency of use was on the increase; FOM 
reported that 46% of users had accessed the 
Internet in the previous week in summer 2002, 
which figure increased to 53% in their autumn 
survey [Galickij 2002]. The frequency increase 
was enabled, at least in Moscow and St Peters-
burg, by the continuing installation of networks in 
apartment blocks at the occupants’ own expense. 
These “microregion networks” were the first re-
ally viable solution to the problem of the “last 
mile”, the greatest obstacle to domestic Internet 
access [Perfil’ev 2002].

The reality of these abstract changes was re-
corded by Marcus Alexander [2003, 7-8], in his 
writings about the situation in Moscow. Alexander 
conducted a tour of Moscow’s Internet cafés and 
found various outlets catering to different clien-
tele, including one in the basement of a computer 
hardware store in an affluent region, frequented 
mainly by boys aged 7-12 playing games at US$1 

Kursk: Entrance to the Internet café “Dogout”, male users playing video games.



23THE CHANGING FACE OF THE RUNET

per hour, another at MGU (Moscow State Uni-
versity) patronised mostly by students surfing 
for news and writing term papers at US$2 per 
hour, and a third, new breed of ‘super-Internet 
café’ providing special, cheap all-night offers. The 
Internet had become a familiar phenomenon, at 
least among the young and relatively affluent. 

Commentators have generally estimated that 
the critical mass – the presence of a sufficient 
number of users to allow the product to be used 
to its full potential – for Internet penetration in 
Russia is between 10 and 15%. According to 
FOM, the 10% mark was reached in spring 2003, 
while their most recent survey of 15,000 respond-
ents, the results of which were published on their 
website in Autumn 2005, found that it had risen 
to 20% (based on respondents aged 18+ who 
had used the Internet within the last six months). 
The Internet has become part of modern Russian 
life, and has done so at an impressive speed.

Legislation

A considerable volume of legislation affecting 
the Internet was passed in the 1990s – the key 
laws up until 1998 are discussed in detail by 
Frank Ellis [1999, 149-160] – but little of this 
was actually tailor-made for the Internet, being 
designed to prevent, for example, the spread 
of technological secrets via any mass medium. 

The two primary reasons behind fears of an at-
tempt at repression were the intrusive System 
for Operational-Investigative Activities SORM 
(1995) and SORM-2 (1999). The first version of 
SORM allowed the FSB (Federal Security Service) 
to force Internet service providers (ISP) to install 
hardware that allowed the FSB to monitor the e-
mails and Internet usage of the ISP’s customers. 
SORM-2 developed this by requiring all ISPs to 
route their incoming and outgoing data through 
FSB computers; the FSB was able to force non-
complying companies out of business, as it also  
➝ controlled the government’s ISP licensing 
procedures. However, it is interesting to note 
that following extensive criticism the govern-
ment revised SORM-2 to oblige the FSB to obtain 
a warrant prior to looking at a user’s electronic 
traffic. And in recent years it has become clearly 
apparent that the sheer volume of contemporary 
Internet traffic makes complete monitoring a lo-
gistical impossibility.

The turn of the millennium saw a high point for 
fear of repression, stimulated by SORM and the 
accompanying governmental attitude. In 2000, 
Russian Press Minister Lesin called for legislation 
requiring the registration of Internet media out-
lets – in effect, anyone creating a web site on the 
domains .su and .ru would have be vetted and 
pay for a licence [Ulmanu 2001]. This sparked 
widespread concern, which was given pessimistic 
voice by Alena Ponomareva, then chief editor of 
the magazine, InterNet: 

It’s hard to predict what might happen to the [Rus-
sian] Internet in the next few years of Putin’s reign. 
My guess is the government will deal with it pretty 
soon, imposing fierce, China-like regulatory laws on 
anything published in the .ru domain. They’ve been 
preparing these laws for more than a year already. 
[ibid.]

It was not just journalists who were concerned: 
an Algo.ru poll conducted at the beginning of 
2000 found 67% of respondents opposed to gov-
ernmental regulation of the Internet. [Vassilieva 
2000]

Moscow: 24-hour service at “Cafémaxx”.
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This kind of concern, which nevertheless has yet 
to be fully borne out in reality, is characteristic of 
the Russian Internet community, which fears the 
wider repressive ambitions of the Putin govern-
ment – ambitions which, if genuine, it probably 
does not have the resources to carry out on a 
large scale. It should be noted that similar meas-
ures to control the Internet have been undertak-
en in other countries as well, such as the Com-
munication Decency Act in the USA. in 1996. 
Though similar in intention, they arouse different 
reactions in the context of differing historical ex-
perience. With regard to the the RuNet, the ex-
perience of the Soviet past is significant, and this 
might be seen as the stimulation for strongly-ar-
ticulated concerns about control.

The Putin government’s attitude to the Internet 
has been, on its own terms, very positive. This 
has often been politically useful, as the identifica-
tion of ➝ Putin with the new technology com-
plements the youthful, energetic image on which 
he has traded so successfully – for example, at the 
July 2000 G-8 summit in Okinawa, when he sur-
prised some of the other, IT-illiterate, leaders by 
suggesting they communicate directly via e-mail 
[Azrael, Peterson 2002, 1]. At the very beginning 
of his rule, Putin’s ascendance to the presidency 
and the launch of the new federal government 
website were implicitly linked together as sym-
bols of a proactive, IT-literate future by the publi-
cation of Putin’s vision for Russia on the new site 
in December 1999 [ibid.]. 

Putin’s dissatisfaction with the actual state of 
the Internet – or, to be more precise its commer-
cial sector – is well documented. “Unfortunately, 
the level of development in the New Economy 

does not yet correspond with its importance for 
the country,” he warned in 2001 [Azrael, Peter-
son 2002, 1-2]. That view was echoed by other 
important governmental figures, such as Andrej 
Illarionov, at that time the Kremlin’s chief econ-
omist, who predicted that the “abject failure to 
find markets for [Russia’s] high-tech sector” could 
scupper Russia’s economic recovery [ibid.].

The administration’s interest in the Internet’s role 
in the economy was expressed in the ➝ e-Russia 
initiative, launched in 2001, calling for a rapid in-
crease in the use of IT throughout society, includ-
ing government. The plan predicted that 25 million 
Russians would be online by 2010, and asserted 
that widespread IT diffusion is “a prerequisite for 
the development of civil society based on free ac-
cess to information through the global Internet” 
[Azrael, Peterson 2002, 2]. That official line, of the 
Internet as a liberating force, was underscored at 
“Russia in the Internet Age”, a conference hosted 
in Moscow by IREX (International Research and 
Exchanges Board) in February 2002 when State 
Duma Deputy Vladimir Koptev-Dvornikov claimed 
that “the World Wide Web is the best guarantee 
against any suppression of freedom, democracy 
and rights for information, no matter where peo-
ple may live” [c.f. IREX 2002, 2].

Yet the establishment of high profile govern-
ment propaganda sites further fuelled concerns in 
an online media community already made jittery 
by deteriorating press freedom and State control 
of television. “It is not a business project,” Strana.
ru director Marina Litvinovich said [LaFraniere 
2002]. “It’s a political project. The idea is to sup-
port Russian authorities and the Russian presi-
dent.” 

All national governments have their own ‘prop-
aganda’ sites, but non-governmental actors on 
the Russian Internet media market have been 
quick to view the e-Russia initiative as a potential 
overture to actual repression. “Today we do not 
really feel interference,” said Anton Nosik, edi-
tor in chief of news site Lenta.ru. “That’s because 
they haven’t started yet. Ever since Mr. Putin has 

The Internet community does indeed have such a 
fear (though, honestly, this is rather a panic). But 
[…] this is a special kind of community, which is 
not numerous in comparison with wider Russian 
society. [Natalja Konradova]  
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been in the picture, there has been an urge to 
control the mass media. They are just not ready 
to come for us yet.” [ibid.] Yet, ➝ Nosik himself 
has been associated with chief Kremlin politolo-
gist, Gleb Pavlovskij [see for example Kuznecov 
2004, 152-153].

This kind of situation, where government 
propaganda competes with independent sources 
in an information market, is described by Mar-
cus Alexander as a new “third way”, between 
direct censorship and free speech [Alexander 
2003, 21], and appears to characterize the cur-
rent State approach to the Internet, now that the 
RuNet has become too extensive and diversified 
to be monitored or taken over in the way that 
traditional press organs can. However, the per-
sistence of strong and often murky links between 
the prominent players also affects the status of 
the ‘independent sources’ which often rely on 
“political money” [Ivanov 2004].

Different Categories of Sites and their Popu-
larity

The variety of sites available on the RuNet has, 
of course, grown with time, and by 1999 the on-
line environment had diversified enough to sup-
port professional monitoring. In 1999 the group, 
Monitoring.ru found that 32% of Russian Internet 
users professed themselves interested in news, 
32% in science (nauki)/education, 25% in enter-
tainment, 23% in music/literature, 22% in chats, 
20% in business and finance, 14% in information 
about goods and services, 12% in erotic or por-
nographic sites, 12% in sport, 6% in purchasing 
goods and services, and 5% in medicine [Kan 
2000, 7]. In this respect, usage of the Internet is 
a natural extension of users’ interests from the 
real-world sphere, though the figure for those in-
terested in purchasing goods and services seems, 
at first glance, unnaturally low. This reflects the 
lack of e-shops on the RuNet of 1999: these were 
only just beginning to appear, their existence 

made tenable by some of the Internet legislation 
discussed above. The first, Ozon.ru, opened for 
business in early 1998, and by March 2000 476 
shop sites were listed in the Magazin.ru directory, 
though an estimated half of them were inactive 
[Kan 2000, 16].

The share of the Internet audience enjoyed by 
prominent sites is not influenced by paid adver-
tising to the same extent as is the market share 
of other consumer concerns. To date, mass me-
dia advertising, other than online, has been pro-
hibitively expensive for most websites, and the 
clustering of users in certain social strata of large 
cities has made word of mouth of predominant 
importance, along with the Internet review col-
umns of popular magazines [Kan 2000, 8].

Search engines are in wide use, and were 
utilised by 96% of Russian net surfers by 2000 
[ibid.]. In fact, portals have become the dominant 
brands: FOM reported in July 2003 that Yandex, 
Rambler and Mail.ru were “the most popular In-
ternet brands, [...] mentioned most often in an-
swers to the question: ‘When you hear the word 
‘Internet,’ what site names do you think of first?’” 
[Galitsky 2003]. 

The emergence of Russian-specific portals that 
supplanted their Western equivalents is recorded 
in data gathered by ComCon concerning Internet 
users’ awareness of specific resources in the first 
quarter of 1999 and again in the first half of 2000. 
Awareness of Western resources such as Yahoo 
and Altavista decreased or increased marginally, 
while awareness of Rambler and Yandex almost 
doubled, to 63.2% and 46.1% of respondents 
respectively [Bogdanov 2000, 15]. At the turn of 
the century, the framework of the RuNet was be-
coming fully Russified. 

The RuNet environment

The FOM surveys consistently present a picture 
of an online population whose representative 
member is male, young, urban and affluent. The 
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number, and to some degree the proportion, of 
users not possessing those majority characteristics 
has grown as Internet penetration has increased, 
but the ‘average’ user has, to date, always been 
understood in these terms. 

The time of élites

Not all early adopters of Internet technology 
could belong to the ➝ élite, but the concept of 
such an online class – implying as it does, hier-
archy, definition and finitude, a subculture with 
leaders and a pecking order rather than a limit-
less expanse – is key to an understanding of the 
RuNet atmosphere of the 1990s. 

The spread of the Internet was therefore not 
solely a question of physical access. Cost was 
– and still remains – an obvious factor. Last but 
not least, there had to be the will and the capa-
bility to acknowledge the usefulness of the new 
medium. Elena Mirskaja’s study of online par-
ticipation among Russian scholars uses data from 
the Russian Academy of Sciences (RAN), an en-
vironment where IT was accessible to all if they 
wanted it. Interestingly, she found that no new 
users went online at RAN from 1999 to the cut-
off point of the study (2001), nor did the amount 
or quality of online activity significantly increase 
in that period: it was instead a time of consoli-
dation and stabilization. She concludes that “the 
process of inclusion of the élite RAN institutes 
into the worldwide web essentially took place in 
1992-1998” [Mirskaja 2002]. Those who were 
not using the Internet by 1998 (only 10 to 20% 
of those studied, depending on institutional affili-
ation) had ample opportunity but did not want to 
avail themselves of it. Therefore, until new cad-
res emerged in academia, no new blood could 
enter the RuNet from RAN after 1998. The 
idea that Internet usage is influenced by mental-
ity and social change is also explored by Natal’ja 
Loseva, now head of the Internet department at 
the State information agency, RIA Novosti, and 

formerly employed by Izvestija and NTV Russian 
television network as an expert on web repre-
sentation. According to Loseva, material condi-
tions are not always decisive. They have to be 
met by individual and cultural attitudes: a kind of 
rethinking [see Busse 2005].  

Outside academic institutions, Internet con-
nectivity was even harder to come by, and in the 
earliest days was only available to people with 
the technological know-how and sufficient finan-
cial power. In his history of “authorial projects”, 
Dmitrij Smirnov compares the earliest days of the 
RuNet – 1995-1996 – to the start of the journal-
istic tradition during the 18th century, when print 
runs were tiny but had a disproportionate influ-
ence on cultural life [Smirnov 2002]. However, 
unlike in the case of early journalism there were, 
with the occasional exception, “no arts types on 
the Internet, never mind ‘normal’, offline jour-
nalists”. Such people simply did not understand 
why the Internet was important. In general, there 
were few users and “the more or less notable fig-
ures knew each other, if not in person, then by 
name”. 

This image of a closed circle is at odds with the 
popular perception of the Internet as a free-for-all 
– which, by the way, has never been fully realized, 
either in the Western segments of the Internet or 
on the RuNet. The collision of a seemingly non-hi-
erarchical communication tool and society’s need 
for ‘order’ and social stratification seems to be a 
global phenomenon. Nevertheless, against Rus-
sia’s specific historic background, the RuNet élite 
recalls the underground ➝ intelligentsia of Sovi-
et times, with its ambivalent status as a social and 
intellectual network set apart from mainstream 
academic and political thought. Evsej Vajner of 
the online Russian Journal described the Russian 
Internet in January 1999 as being “a variation on 
the theme of the ancient dream of a republic of 
scholars, artists and writers” [Vajner 1999]. 

The above mentioned study by Elena Mirskaja 
revealed a significant change in the atmosphere 
of the RuNet during 1999 as the numbers of new 
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users from academia had dried up during the pre-
vious year. In Eugene Gorny’s estimation, his own 
distinction between the RuNet cultural élite and 
the Western financial digerati, current in March 
1999, was looking “archaic” by the end of that 
same year, when it had begun to be said that “the 
only criteria for a network personality to join the 
élite is financial success” [Gorny 2000]. This shift 
of emphasis away from cultural achievement to 
baser concerns had been predicted by Vajner in 
January, who had gone straight on from eulogis-
ing online utopia to say that: 

Naturally, soon everything will change for the worst, 
from the point of view of these three categories of 
citizens [the scholars, artists and writers]. And as 
soon as authority takes a serious interest in the In-
ternet, the ‘cult and even pathos-inspiring figures of 
the Russian Internet’ will turn out to be not Lebedev, 
Solov’ev and Moshkov, but Bul’dozerist, Razrushitel’ 
and Boba Rabinovich [writers of semiliterate guest 
book entries discussed earlier in the interview - A.B.]. 
[Vajner 1999]

When asked by the Nethistory.ru project in De-
cember 2002 to explain what he meant by “the 
‘old Internet’, that has come to an end”, Roman 
Lejbov [2004] defined it as: “the Internet which 
had little information, but then nobody asked if 
they had permission to use it.” The interviewer, 
Dmitrij Ivanov, prominent himself as one of the 
people behind Russian Journal, countered that: 

[...] one could say that the ideology of Internet libertar-
ianism, given a soundtrack by you, is today as marginal 
as the old Internet, which you mourn. It’s said that the 
contemporary Masjanja fan doesn’t understand at all, 
what you are pushing about. The point is, commerce 
has finally smothered utopia. [ibid.]

By late 2002, in the eyes of a former élite become 
newly irrelevant, commerce and fandom – fig-
ured here as passive consumption by unsophis-
ticated minds – had united to smother creativity 
and subtlety of intellect. 

However, the changing nature of the Russian 
Internet élite had as much to do with the social 
advancement of individual RuNet élite members 
as with the arrival of a wave of financial thugs who 

shoved the old guard aside. Eugene Gorny ob-
served in August 2003 that: 

[…] most creators of Russian Internet culture have 
overcome their marginal social status, moved to 
Moscow as the financial and cultural centre of Russia, 
reached high social positions and converted their crea-
tive experience into money and fame. Now, some of 
them continue to work on the Internet as experts or 
top-level managers. Most left and turned their energy 
to other realms, such as media, politics, business, edu-
cation and research. [Gorny 2003]

The original élite themselves had changed into 
creatures who benefited from the RuNet’s new 
popularity.

Arrival of the chainiki 

So if the original network élite had either become 
disillusioned and lost interest or transformed into 
a new media élite, what kind of new online order 
was replacing them? 

Even in 2000, most users were still highly educat-
ed and professional. A Gallup Media poll conducted 
that year found that 73.4% of users had post-grad-
uate education, while another 23.4% were gradu-
ates. 32.8% were managers and 32.3% profes-
sionals, while only 2.9% were workers and 3.9% 
were unemployed [Bogdanov 2000, 7]. However, 
the newcomers did not necessarily share the same 
a priori interest in technology that the first wave 
of early adopters had, and new kinds of Internet 
use were observably growing in popularity from 
the late 1990s onwards. The idea that if you’re 
not on the Internet, you don’t exist was catching 
on, among governmental bodies, NGOs and in-
dividuals as well as corporations. For example, in 
their survey of the political segment of the RuNet, 
Grigorij Belonuchkin and Ekaterina Mikhajlovskaja 
report Prime Minister Mikhail Kas’janov’s demand 
in autumn 2001 that all the federal organs of ex-
ecutive power that reported to him should create 
fully-fledged web sites, “thus expressing the idea 
that if a ministry has reported nothing new on the 
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Internet at the end of a day, then it’s probably done 
no work” [Belonuchkin, Mikhajlovskaja 2002].

At the other end of the scale were projects like 
the Levashovo village web site, established in De-
cember 2000 by local computer programmer An-
drej Fomichev, with support from a shopkeeper 
and a businessman. The site was primarily geared 
to advertising, but that advertising was mainly ori-
entated on local concerns, like job openings and 
pork price promotions, and there appears to have 
been a large element of belief in the potential of 
the site to become an informational hub for the vil-
lage. Fomichev believed that “the Internet ensures 
freedom of speech and information [...] People 
must know what is going on in the country and the 
truth in general” [BBC News Monitoring 2001].

Free flow of information was precisely the 
appeal of the Internet to NGOs. The ability to 
network with others inside Russia and convey 
information to potential supporters outside was 
particularly important to pressure groups such 
as environmentalists, who were often concerned 
with corporate operations conducted in remote 
regions of Russia where local populations were 
very small. “We are now in the midst of finishing 
the Eurasia foundation project,” Aleksandr Geor-
gievskij, a representative of the environmental 
information group Ecoline told IREX in 2000. “Its 
main goal is to create a web portal for a public 
ecological movement” [c.f. IREX 2000].

All the above were participatory, constructive 
online activities, rather than the uncritical and 
semiliterate mass consumption feared by some 
of the commentators I have quoted above. The 
key difference between these new activities and 
their forebears was that they were informational 
rather than technological: the content and not the 
medium was the focus of creative and discursive 
interest.

However, in spite of this, the extent of Internet 
penetration, or the success of people’s attempts 
to take advantage of it, should not be overem-
phasized. Many Russian Internet companies, like 
others across the world, suffered from the non-

materialization of overoptimistic revenue pre-
dictions, particularly from advertising, and had to 
fold or shed jobs as a result of the March 2000 
dotcom “bubble” burst [Ulmanu 2001]. Nor was 
the Levashovo village web site ever the object 
of much interest from locals – NTV canvassed 
many people who said the Internet was irrele-
vant to them, suggested it was “something for 
the youngsters” or even replied simply, “the In-
ternet – what Internet?” [BBC News Monitoring 
2001].

Evidently the possibility of access did not al-
ways translate immediately into Internet use, a 
phenomenon experienced by Georgievskij of 
Ecoline, who observed that: 

[...] in our office we have had Internet access since 
1995, and still, people started using the web as a 
resource only after 2-3 years. This happened even 
though they had no problems with connection, tel-
ephone lines etc. And what about the NGOs in the 
provinces, where a man needs a lot of time and pa-
tience just to connect to his ISP?” [IREX 2000]

The nearest thing to a true incarnation of Vajner’s 
fears would have to be Masjanja, the barrel-bodied 
cyberheroine, popularly hailed as the Russian an-
swer to Beavis and Butthead, whose army of fans 
were singled out by Dmitrij Ivanov as symbolic 
representatives of an uncaring new RuNet genera-
tion with no interest in the history or culture of the 
medium they are invading. Her rise was certainly 
meteoric: Masjanja cartoons first began to appear 
on creator Oleg Kuvaev’s site in October 2001, 
and by April of the next year they had made it one 
of the most visited sites on the RuNet, clocking 
over 30,000 hits a day [Kuvaev 2005].

Masjanja’s appeal was not limited to the young 
or the ignorant. Oxford University student Maria 
Artamonova, who grew up in St Petersburg and 
returns there every summer, describes her own 
and her family’s interest in the cartoon as follows: 

[In late 2001 and early 2002] everybody I knew started 
telling me how funny it was – my friends, my parents, 
anyone who had access to the Internet. [...]. I think 
it works just as a good LiveJournal does – probably a 
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tiny bit “artificial”, with a funny little userpic attached, 
but sincere [and] non-censored (so that it’s not at all 
“literary”).  [personal e-mail, 2004]

The characterization and fictional experiences of 
➝ Masjanja and her friends sharply articulated 
the frustrations of modern urban Russian youth, 
and often the specific tribulations of Internet us-
ers. For example, in the episode “Download” [Ku-
vaev 2002], she is seated at her computer trying to 
download a .zip file. Her friend Lokhmatij comes 
in, and as the download edges towards completion 
they stare huge-eyed at the screen together, count-
ing down the last few kilobytes and yelling “Just 
don’t disconnect”! When the connection does fail, 
seconds before the download is due to complete, 
Lokhmatij grabs an axe and smashes the PC. 

“Download” was not the subtlest of art but, cru-
cially, it hadn’t been done before, at least not on 
the RuNet and not in specifically Russian terms. 
Masjanja was an in-joke that the whole of urban 
Russia could share. Serious brand potential had 
blossomed overnight in the ➝ counter-culture 
hinterlands of the RuNet.

Perceptions of the RuNet: the media and 
academe

This, then, was the new, accessible RuNet. An ex-
panded environment with a lower level of entry 

requirement – a situation that was not without its 
enthusiastic proponents among intellectuals. Ac-
cording to online literary journal, Setevaja sloves-
nost chats and guestbooks, with their comple-
ment of Bul’dozerists, are part of seterature (set’ 
= network + literatura = literature) and are a 
new literary form; in fact online chat is nothing 
less than “a return to the sources of drama, as at 
the outset, everyone participated in drama, it was 
a festival” [Kushnir 2001].

The upmarket, non-academic print media often 
demonstrated a queasy combination of defen-
siveness and pride about the RuNet and its users. 
“Russian Internet users may congratulate them-
selves on being ahead of their Western counter-
parts,” enthused Kommersant Vlast’ in a report 
about a MASMI Research Group survey [WPS 
Monitoring Agency 2001]. Kommersant Vlast’ 
quotes the MASMI statistics that 68% of Russian 
Internet users have a college degree (as opposed 
to 48% in Europe), that Russian Internet users 
spend on average 49 minutes online per session 
(as opposed to 41 minutes in Europe) and that 
over 50% of Russian users do nothing else while 
surfing the Internet, while Europeans tend to lis-
ten to music, talk on the phone or watch TV. All 
this “clearly shows how our Internet users are 
better,” asserts the writer rather smugly. Only to-
wards the end of the report is it grudgingly admit-
ted that MASMI’s own interpretation of the data 
is simply that “the behaviour and demographic 
structure of Russian Internet users are character-
istic of countries where Internet use is at a fairly 
modest level”. 

This positing of technological underdevelop-
ment as a complement of intellectual or spiritual 
virtue reads as rather defensive, particularly in 
the decidedly worldly context of a journal like 
Kommersant Vlast’. The diversification of the Ru-
Net, combined with these examples of commen-
tary on its growth, seems, in fact, to imply that, 
with the possible exception of the approach to 
domestic news content, differences between the 
RuNet and the rest of the Internet have gradu-

Masjanja: Download error causing computer massacre.   
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ally been dropping away, and that the RuNet is 
simply another backwater of the Internet, fenced 
in by a language barrier and sometimes subject to 
mystification by loyal denizens, but not essentially 
different.

The RuNet in global context

Adaptation vs assimilation

As well as deriving much of their technological 
basis from Western innovations, computer net-
works in Russia have a history of Western fund-
ing – GlasNet, for example, was set up in January 
1990 by an American body, The Association for 
Progressive Communications – and of general 
openness to Western influences, via the contacts 
that had been maintained for decades by scholars 
in the technological institutes from which the net-
work drew much of its early population. 

Yet during the 1990s this debt existed alongside 
a profound suspicion of, and frequently hostility 
to, the Atlanticist hegemony that seemed to be 
symbolized by the online dominance of English. 
The World Wide Web was “[...] the ultimate act 
of intellectual colonialism,” complained the head 
of GlasNet, Anatolij Voronov in 1996. 

The product comes from America so we must either 
adapt to English or stop using it [...] If you are talking 
about a technology that is supposed to open the world 
to hundreds of millions of people, you are joking. This 
just makes the world into haves and have nots. [c.f. 
Ellis 1999, 162]

Both Voronov’s points are interesting in the light 
of later developments. With regard to physical 
access to IT, his model of “haves and have nots” 
retains its currency to the present day. However, 
the interrelations between Russian users and the 
English-speaking online population have been far 
from the series of impositions that Voronov sug-
gests. For example, in her review of a 1998 sur-
vey, Elena Mirskaja points out that 78% of the 
academics canvassed asserted that they got more 

out of world science than they put in, and only 
4% the reverse. She posits that one of the rea-
sons the Internet is very important to Russian ac-
ademics is because of the penury of institutions, 
which means that access to remote information 
resources has become a vital necessity for Rus-
sian researchers; and that a further reason for 
the popularity of these resources is that Russian 
academics connect with the world community of 
scholars “under passive conditions, through the 
use of information but not real collaboration” 
[Mirskaja 2002]. Most interestingly, she deter-
mines that, in spite of pessimistic predictions, 
the Internet does not exacerbate the problem of 
‘brain drain’, and in fact may alleviate it, as it re-
duces the need for trips abroad. 

One theory that would accommodate both 
views is Rafal Rohozinski’s suggestion that, par-
ticularly in the early days, Russians perceived 
computer networks primarily as an extension of        
➝ blat, the Soviet practice of contact-building 
and mutual aid through the barter of goods and 
services. Blat was a way of circumventing the rigid 
prescriptions of a planned economy by the exploi-
tation of contacts, and in the same way, according 
to Rohozinski, users of early official networks like 
Akademset’ tried to electronically extend their 
circle of acquaintance and influence in an act of 
“private subversion and re-colonization of the 
public sphere” [Rohozinski 1999]. Soviet blat in 
general required reciprocity to function, but the 
one area to which that did not apply was State 
property. Collectively owned Soviet resources 
belonged a little to everyone, and in appearance, 
if not in legal reality, shared Internet services, 
from e-mail to Mirskaja’s scholarly databases, are 
their modern online equivalent. The blat mindset 
of networking with those around you and co-op-
erating, with an aim to extract the maximum ben-
efit from the surrounding institutions, translated 
very well to online life.

In the RuNet of 2004, with its millions of us-
ers, this principle persists, most notably on Live-
Journal.com, a site that is based in America but 
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which has nevertheless come to be regarded as 
the blogging service in Russia. On 4 June 2004 it 
had 50,138 users located in the Russian Federa-
tion, a number that has been steadily increasing 
since Roman Lejbov started the first active Rus-
sian language journal on 1 February 2001. 

LiveJournal is an intensely interactive environ-
ment. Users can post comments on each oth-
ers’ writings, and keep up with the latest entries 
of the other journals they read by syndicating 
them on their “friends page”. Information can 
be traded with contacts on LiveJournal, much as 
goods were previously traded in times of eco-
nomic hardship, as entries can be locked to vari-
ous levels of security and exclusivity. Indeed, the 
Internet journalist and historian, Dmitrij Ivanov 
explains the extreme popularity of LiveJournal 
with regard to a specific social model that facili-
tates a tight and complex relationship between 
users who may simultaneously operate on differ-
ent levels. This model is valid for the reading of 
such virtual diaries as well as for their writing. 
The facility to regulate your number of “friends”, 
to limit who has access to read your posts or to 
comment on them – all these features, which en-
able the user to manage access to information, 
proved to be especially suited to the taste of a 
Russian audience [Ivanov 2004].

The Russian userbase is mostly adult, and often 
highly educated. The value of LiveJournal to pro-
fessionals, particularly academics, is described by 
philologist Marija Levchenko: 

LiveJournal is excellently suited, not only to immediate 
practical facts (although it’s just about perfect for that 
purpose – you get a quick and precise answer), but 
most of all to the preparation of works in progress 
– for example, I can recall discussions which were 
useful to me personally when I was looking for the 
application of the formula ‘Et tout le reste est littéra-
ture’. Members of the community came up with sev-
eral quotations I’d have hardly remembered myself. 
[Levchenko 2003]

Eugene Gorny’s study devoted to the Russian 
LiveJournal, in this book, formalises what Russian LiveJournal: User Statistics, Winter 2005.
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users themselves had long been saying, namely 
that LiveJournal is ideally suited to the Russian 
communal mindset. Russians, for example, of-
ten have many hundreds of “friends” listed, in 
contrast with the much smaller average number 
among English-speaking users.

Of course, there is a certain resemblance be-
tween the blat social structure within the Soviet 
Union and the Russian LiveJournal but this phe-
nomenon is not directly linked to the idea of blat. 
It is an exchange of information (in the broadest 
sense), and not of services - an important dis-
tinction. The aim of personal communication in 
the blat system is to get some material goods. 
And, last but not least - blat is an illegal exchange 
of goods and/or services. If we extend this term 
beyond its historic borders, we risk classifying 
any communication based on the principle of in-
formal networks as blat. [Natalja Konradova]

Although its structures were American in origin 
and apparently uniform, in practice the facilities 
of LiveJournal have been subtly adapted to re-
flect many of the traditional concerns of Russian 
society, from the value of networking to the 
fear of government repression. Similar results 
have been reported in recent studies on the 
Chinese and the Japanese Internet, which are 
determined in their aesthetics as well as in their 
political usages, by psychological patterns and 
historical experience [Bucher 2004; Nakada et 
al. 2004].

The linguistic domination of English has also 
decreased over time, against the expectations 
of Voronov and others. For example, in early 
2000, Eugene Gorny found that, in a Yandex 
search, “guestbook” appeared 77,891 times, 
“гестбук” 3,665 times and “гостевая книга” 
71,466 times [Gorny 2000]. He concluded that 
the shorter words, in English or Russian, were 
winning out because they were quicker to type, 

and that “гостевая книга” was mainly a for-
mal style. However, when I conducted the same 
search on 23 May 2004, I found 701,228 occur-
rences of “guestbook”, 46,177 of “гестбук” and 
7,680,090 of “гостевая книга”. In the inter-
vening four years, incidences of the two shorter 
words had increased approximately tenfold, 
while instance of “гостевая книга” had multi-
plied a hundred times, with the result that the 
longer term now appeared over 10 times more 
often than the two shorter ones combined. This 
suggests that in 2004 correct Russian usage is 
taking precedence over English and neologisms, 
in spite of the inconvenience of extra syllables. 
In principle it is now possible to use the RuNet 
without knowing a word of English.

The RuNet has also been the locus for more 
active and explicit ➝ resistance to the imposi-
tion of global (American) cultural values. Sup-
porters of Alena Pisklova, the unglamorous 15-
year-old who became the surprise winner of 
the Internet poll to select the Russian entrant to 
the 2004 Miss Universe contest, created a web 
site entitled, “Say No to Barbie Dolls” [Skazhi 
net 2004], which claimed that “people who 
voted for Alyona voted against [...] products of 
the same type and trademark, which are made 
into cult objects” [BBC News 2004]. Although 
the Alena phenomenon has been suspected of 
having started as a publicity stunt by the Ram-
bler company, she received 40,000 seemingly 
genuine votes to win the poll. According to pag-
eant producer, Ivan Zasurskij, “the reason why 
the Alyona phenomenon arose is that it was an 
open choice – ordinary people could vote free-
ly” [ibid.]. Implicit here is the suggestion that 
the previous month’s presidential election had 
been a very different affair.

For her supporters, the validity of Alena’s 
popularity and her value as a symbolic state-
ment were directly connected to her apparently 
spontaneous online origin, in contrast with the 
electoral campaigns that had recently played 
out on the central television stations. 
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Conclusion

Broadly speaking, the history of the RuNet use is 
a history of cycles, moving from enthusiastic ide-
alization to suspicion of the technology followed 
by disillusionment and finally realistic acceptance. 
These cycles manifest first in relation to the ex-
istence of the network itself and then to various 
subsections of it. The cumulative effect of these 
processes has been the resolution of a utopian vi-
sion into a pragmatic one, as attempts to deline-
ate and cherish an orderly online Russian commu-
nity have given way to the decentralized building 
of communities. At the same time, the RuNet has 
come to be taken more seriously as a cultural and 
political forum. 

Whether or not everything is now “all right”, as 
promised by Moshkov, is too vague a question to 
be definitely answered. What can be said is that 
the RuNet is, in 2005, an integrated part of Russian 
culture. It has not proven to be merely a highway 
for cultural imperialism, nor has it remained free 
of commercial globalization, instead diversifying 
to accommodate these aspects of modern Russian 
life among many others – a vast expansion that, in 
itself, seems likely to be proof against effective in-
terference by the government or other bodies. As 
for the changing face of the RuNet – The armies of 

teapots have arrived, and if they have sometimes 
brought banality to RuNet, they have also brought 
stability and the assurance of a future. 

Alena Pisklova: Anti-Barbie becomes Russian Icon.
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In the media space of modern Russia, are there 
any means of forming cultural identities apart 
from the ones represented by television? Does 
the Russian-language segment of the Internet 
(RuNet) produce any alternatives to the ‘central-
ized’ forms of collective self-description and self-
awareness?

When trying to answer these questions, one in-
evitably runs into problems related to the idea 
of ‘identity’ itself. The Internet is the technical 
realization of a ceaseless human urge to create 
alternative worlds. It is viewed by many users, 
not only as a medium where one can construct 
‘the other self’, but also as a way of escaping 
from identity. The ever-changing nature of the 
Internet is contrary to the traditional notion of 
identity as a system of stable, easily recognizable 
features; like the real world itself, the Internet 
changes every minute – and this is something, 
that is difficult to put into ‘theory’. Thus, Internet 
research once again brings to the foreground the 
problem of the inadequacy of theories, which is 

especially evident when such an artificial topic as 
the Russian Internet (➝ RuNet) in the context of 
post-Soviet culture is taken as a research topic.

Why, notwithstanding the fact that the Internet 
provides an opportunity to create ‘meta-national’ 
communicative situations, is the Russian-language 
segment of the Web still persistently referred 
to as the ‘RuNet’ by users and RuNet historians 
[Kuznecov 2004], thus becoming an ‘ethnically 
defined’, virtual community? Does this prove that 
the RuNet is specific and unique, or does this sim-
ply mark a post-Soviet identity problem? In the 
absence of general self-description rules, “the ad-
jective Russian is supposed to automatically give a 
new meaning to the noun” [Zvereva 2003]. When 
the word is used too often, it becomes “an empty 
verbal frame”. Thus, the question of whether the 
RuNet ‘really’ exists or is a mythologeme culti-
vated by Russian users and Web researchers to 
define their ‘otherness’, remains an open one.

Returning to the identity problem, it is worth 
noting that some prominent Russian scholars 
tend to present their analysis of the socio-cul-
tural situation in Russia as something that is im-
possible to analyze using categories of ‘Western’ 
culture. While some writers try to modify basic 
➝ terms (e.g. introduce the notion of “negative 
identity” [Gudkov 2004]), others insist on the 
need to change the whole notional apparatus, 
leading towards the realization that “the notion 
of identity is not universal and that the emphasis 
ought sometimes to be shifted towards de-iden-
tification” [Zajac 2005, 216].

Theoretical paradoxes are just one reflection of 
the undefined (indefinable?) situation in modern 
Russia – matched by the incoherent legislation, 
lack of boundaries between the official and the 
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unofficial, the private and the public, the personal 
and the collective. Such uncertainty enhances the 
role of mass media, especially television, and their 
integral, outlook-forming role becomes vital for 
the community.

However, this feature of Russian media (their 
extended role in the re-creation of society) still 
does not make the socio-cultural situation in 
modern Russia, ‘unique’. It is connected, rather, 
with the global changes in the role of the media in 
the culture of the 21st century. This is why a lo-
cal study of Russian media will make an important 
contribution to the development of global media 
theory.

Taking into account the above mentioned fac-
tors, this article was conceptualized as a theoreti-
cal contribution and introduction to the problems 
linked with the analysis of political news pro-
grammes in contemporary Russia. By sketching 
the general outlines of the topic, on the basis of 
some detailed case studies, the specifics of the 
media context are described and a basis formed 
for following empirical studies dedicated to the 
topic of Russian news programmes.  

Russian media space of the 1990-2000s: 
‘global’ media in a ‘local’ setting

Turning to the comparative analysis of TV news 
and the RuNet news websites, it is necessary to 
keep in mind above all, the constructive, mean-
ingful and audio-visual differences arising from the 
immanent, supranational specificity of each of the 
aforementioned, two communication channels 
and thus to note the compulsory characteristics 
of material presentation, defined by the format of 
every release.

The TV-format is more suitable for broadcasting 
straightforward meanings imposed by the domi-
nating élites, while the Internet, which functions as 
a free exchange of opinions, is ‘pluralistic’ by defini-
tion. This latter fact does not follow from the his-
toric or socio-cultural situation specific to Russia of 

the 2000s, but is defined by the technical features 
of the communication channel and the way it is ‘in-
troduced’ into everyday life, as well as by the role 
it plays in the organization of social time.

However, describing the Internet and TV formats 
as ‘supranational’ does not mean that the issue of 
national identity is resolved. On the contrary, for 
the study of Russian TV and the RuNet, the ‘global’ 
specificity of these media is mostly important as 
a collection of given forms, selected according to 
concrete and ‘local’ aims and conditions.

In a certain sense, there is no ‘global’ TV just 
as there is no ‘local’ Internet. While the creation 
of ➝ boundaries is a characteristic of television, 
their erosion is a characteristic of the Internet. 
However, the official and unofficial language often 
resists this erosion (which is proved, for instance, 
by the popularity of the word, RuNet). This be-
trays the complex interrelations of the ‘global’ and 
the ‘local’ in the system of modern mass media. In 
order to create an alternative to the studies that 
tend to overestimate the importance of national 
specificity, it is necessary, first of all, to separate 
format factors from socio-cultural ones.

Russia familiarized itself with Western (com-
mercial) forms of broadcasting within a relatively 
short period of time. However, Soviet stereotypi-
cal attitudes to the media and the ‘Soviet’ broad-
casting style are still very much alive. These two 
factors are vital for the understanding of the cur-
rent situation on Russian TV.

“The rapid growth of Russian media, which 
changed within ten years from one institutional 
model to another and altered the formats of ma-
jor genres” [D’jakova, Trakhtenberg 1999, 125-
126] has led to a most welcome reception of new 
‘commercial’ broadcasts. Entertainment TV, for 
instance, was discovered by people of different 
generations simultaneously. On the one hand, this 
made rather mediocre soap operas (and, subse-
quently, talk shows and reality shows) extremely 
popular. On the other hand, this produced a non-
differentiated audience for many entertainment 
shows. Thus, ‘children aged seven to seventy’ 

Boundaries
14, 148
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watched programmes aimed at teen audiences, 
while a ‘well-educated’ part of the population 
hurried home to catch the next episode of a sec-
ond-rate Brazilian soap, originally targeted at au-
diences with a low education level. The Russian 
audience turned out to be omnivorous – a con-
sequence, not of their lack of taste, but rather, 
because of a long, enforced abstinence. It must 
be said that the paradoxes of ‘target audience’ 
are not restricted to TV: for example, LiveJour-
nal, originally a communication channel targeting 
American teenagers, became an élite community 
in Russia, primarily of thirty to forty year old intel-
lectuals. 

Despite a long experience of using Western TV 
genres, the Russian media of the 2000s still con-
tinue to employ ‘primitive’ methods of influenc-
ing their audiences. This is a consequence, first of 
all, of the novelty factor inherent in many media 
forms, and secondly, by the tradition of trusting 
the information obtained from TV or newspa-
pers, inherited from Soviet culture. The latter 
phenomenon is especially noteworthy as a spe-
cific way of reality construction: why do people 
keep trusting the media even though they realize 
that the transmitted information is inadequate? 
This Soviet-era effect has been called ➝ “social 
schizophrenia” by some researchers and is of 
primary interest as an example of the impor-
tance of value constructions that fly in the face of 
the experience of every day life. Individuals are 
united within a nation, and the notional field of 
‘things we can all be proud of’ is created by value 
constructions. The media are expected to repro-
duce the universally significant socio-cultural in-
formation, not to broadcast topical discussions. 
The thinly veiled political spin-doctoring and the 
crude propaganda of the central channels can be 
explained by the low level of critical evaluation 
shown by the audiences (or by the fact that the 
audience’s capacity for critical evaluation is un-
derestimated). It is more probable, though, that 
the reconstruction of the pan-Russian reference 
frame of ‘Russian identity’ (which manifests itself, 

among other things, in the virtual construction of 
the ‘one state’), which is well-known from Soviet 
times, is in much greater demand than the values 
of ‘objective information’.

Is this really a ‘Soviet’ trait only? I wonder wheth-
er television can exist (in other countries, for 
instance) without being expected to reproduce 
socio-cultural meanings? I think the real opposi-
tion here is not ‘Soviet vs. non-Soviet’, but ‘ideal 
vs. real’. TV as a source of objective information 
is simply an ‘ideal’. [Natalja Konradova]

Such a situation is not, of course, solely charac-
teristic of Soviet and post-Soviet television. The 
idea that the normative model of ‘reflecting real-
ity’ and the aim of producing ‘objective informa-
tion’ are in opposition not only with political and 
commercial interests, but also with journalism 
itself, is a key motif in traditional American media 
studies. But the situation in the Russian media is 
even more complex; little nods towards the civic 
society and its values are often perceived as ele-
ments of an alien cultural paradigm. At the same 
time, the need for a unified ‘Utopian’ version of 
events renders nearly optional the values of a 
free society and the individual point of view. At a 
glance, the only peculiarity of the Russian media 
situation is the greater prominence of some fea-
tures of the TV format – for instance, the near-
complete exposure of ideological constructions. 
But quantitative changes lead to qualitative ones: 
thus, material is presented by episodes rather 
than by topics, controversial expert opinions are 
cited less and less often, and presenters, with 
their individual programmes are increasingly 
often substituted by newsreaders. Thus, dis-
cussions as a way of forming the public opinion 
and as a ‘decorative’ element of TV genres have 
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On the one hand, Russian media space is thus a 
convenient ‘colonial’ market where the simplest 
methods of impact can still operate, and trade 
in ‘traditional’ goods is still, in a sense, possible. 
On the other hand, ‘alien’, ready-made forms are 
quickly and freely appropriated in order to trans-
mit ‘local’ meanings.

Television vs. Internet in the post-So-
viet media space: the context 

Statistics have demonstrated that the Internet is 
not at all the most popular medium in modern 
Russia. Besides, the role of the media for the Ru-
Net users is often filled, not by specialized news 
websites, but by resources originally meant for 
other purposes. An example is provided by the 
above-mentioned LiveJournal. Many researchers 
explain the popularity of LJ in Russia by the fact 
that this blogging service has been transformed 
into a most convenient mass medium. Regular 
LJ readers may not even have their own blogs, 
while some ‘web journals’ combine high informa-
tion levels with the ‘inner circle’ rhetoric, creating 
a trustworthiness mode most suitable for mod-
ern Russia: information written by experts still 
appears unofficial and uncensored in LJ. How-
ever, the selection of TV and Internet news is not 
random: such a comparison can help to create a 
model for describing the reality representation 
structure typical for the modern Russian media as 
a whole. This is proved by at least two points.

First, as mentioned above, television is used 
in order to search for and construct values ‘that 
unite all’. It is a ‘monolithic’ system of histori-

cal norms and political preferences, sanctioned 
by the state. The Internet, however, exists as a 
multiplex of communities and points of view; it 
is a ‘discrete’ way of describing ‘modern’ Russia, 
consisting of meaningful alternatives; it is a discus-
sion, a ‘forum’; it is a stream that you cannot en-
ter twice. This division is not restricted to Russian 
media, but it is most prominent against the back-
ground of post-Soviet media space. These are the 
two major complementary types of representing 
(constructing) reality; they can and must co-exist, 
albeit while discrediting and maligning, but not ig-
noring one another. Meanwhile, it is unclear what 
choices the audience is to make (and whether it 
has to make any). Sociological polls organized, for 
instance, by the Levada Centre (former VCIOM 
[All-Russia Opinion Poll Research Centre]), have 
demonstrated that a large proportion of Rus-
sians feel nostalgic about the ‘monolithic image 
of the country’, which is further confirmed by 
the invariably high ratings of news programmes 
broadcast by the central channels that reflect the 
dominant ideology in a straightforward way. But 
to what extent does this give grounds for anxiety 
and conclusions that the country is again hovering 
on the brink of totalitarianism? Rather than invoke 
the political views of the Russians, one can explain 
the ratings more sensibly by the ‘media habits’, 
which are historically slower to change in Russia 
than in Europe or the USA.

The second reason why the opposition of TV 
and the Internet is present in the Russian media is 
that printed press can no longer claim to be the 
universally significant, national medium. After the 
post-1991 recession, the press partly regained its 
influence and circulation by the beginning of the 
21st century, but it is at the moment represented 
chiefly by specialized or local media. This includes 
the high-status, ‘quality’ weeklies like the Kom-
mersant, Vedomosti, Profil’ which have a well-
defined target audience and range of topics, as 
well as ‘branch’ editions (covering, for instance, 
real-estate, cars, health, child-care etc.), and the 
ever-popular tabloids and glossy and ‘semi-glossy’ 

nearly disappeared from Russian TV news pro-
grammes. When this situation is evaluated, it is 
often mistakenly described as primitive and ret-
rograde, whereas it is in fact formed by the ‘un-
balanced’ functions of television in post-Soviet 
society [see Dubin 2000]. [Ekaterina Kratasjuk]
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magazines, which concentrate mainly on the ce-
lebrity news.

The information exchange system in modern 
Russia is more like the ‘mass communication’ 
of traditional societies than the system of news 
production and transmission characteristic of 
the modern post-industrial societies of the West 
[D’jakova, Trakhtenberg 1999, 10-11]. Unlike the 
universally significant values that reconstruct the 
national identity, the universally significant news is 
not fully in demand by Russian society, since there 
is not enough interest in the global problems of 
politics, economics or culture. The interest that 
unites the inhabitants of Russia’s vast territory is 
the hunger for rumors and hearsay, as well as the 
desire to learn ‘useful news’, directly applicable 
to everyday life. The latter category also includes 
local news. This is the reason why local TV and 
radio stations have become serious rivals of cen-
tral channels in the post-perestrojka period: the 
quality of programmes and the professional skills 
of local journalists have improved, while the profit 
made by advertising has afforded local stations the 
opportunity to function normally [Cvik 2005].

The lack of a printed medium for the public dis-
cussion of universal political and economic prob-
lems betrays the fact that the ‘average’ citizens 
do not take part in decision-making at state level, 
and that even the need for such participation is 
absent, since events outside ‘local’ boundaries are 
not interesting to the mass population. However 
it may be, the structure of Russian mass media of 
the 2000s is an “expression and consequence of 
the fact that no social institution, wholly or partly 
independent of the state, has been formed in Rus-
sia during all these years. No independent group 
with its own system of ideas and interests has ap-
peared. This means, strictly speaking, that there 
has been no definite ➝ public sphere with its 
plurality and ‘agora’ spirit, competition between 
viewpoints, clarification and comparison of dif-
ferent positions, open debates, reasonable and 
conscious concessions, obligatory and recognized 
consensus” [Dubin 2000]. 

The direct consequence of the latter idea is 
the hypothesis that “modern Russian society is 
predominantly a society of TV-viewers who ex-
change symbolic remarks about the programmes 
they have watched” [ibid.]. The absence of public 
opinion shaping mechanisms, combined with the 
acutely felt desire for self-identification, for the 
creation of an ‘image of Russia’ (i.e. the search 
for identity) leads to the development, where-
by simultaneous watching of TV programmes 
becomes, for the majority of Russians, the only 
mechanism holding society together.

 
It seems to me that the situation has somewhat 
changed recently. People are not watching TV 
any more (perhaps because the old forms have 
finally stopped working?). Or have they given 
up the ritual exchange of remarks and started 
discussing something different? This is a purely 
private observation, I am not sure if this process 
can be verified. [Natalja Konradova]

I totally agree with you! But what about the Le-
vada Centre polls monitoring the situation all 
over the country? Yet it is clear that television 
has become boring and the TV set no longer 
occupies the place of honor in the household. 
Although the situation is still pretty much as 
described in Russia as a whole, in central areas 
the attitude towards television is beginning to 
change, and people are becoming less and less 
dependent on it. The evident and rapid reduc-
tion of diversity on TV has led to changes in the 
audience demographic, as more audience mem-
bers change their allegiance to the printed press, 
which is more diversified, or the radio, which 
does not distract one from other activities. The 
Internet is high on the list of mass media that the 
inhabitants of the capitals now prefer to the TV. 
[Ekaterina Kratasjuk]
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Incidentally, the fact that conservative state pa-
pers, such as the Rossijskaja Gazeta have sur-
vived in the new commercial conditions, can be 
explained not only by State funding, but also by 
the nostalgia that many readers still feel towards 
an unambiguous value system meted out ‘from 
above’. After the ubiquitous pluralism of the Per-
estrojka times, there is a clear need to make the 
world cognizable once again. It brings society to 
the latest remembered construction of reality 
– that of the ‘Soviet pattern’.

The gap that appeared during the crisis of the 
printed press immediately started filling up with 
various Internet publications. The news sector of 
the RuNet is still a national newspaper of sorts, read 
by a small, socially and geographically contained part 
of the population. Nevertheless, the Internet brings 
back the faith in the realization of an ideal journalis-
tic model: the principles of plurality, multiple points 
of view, ongoing critical discussion, diversity and po-
litical neutrality are suggested by the nature of this 
medium. It is not by chance that the enthusiasm of 
the first web editions, their return to the ‘reflection 
of reality’ rhetoric, even though it already seemed 
inevitable that reality had to be constructed, was 
linked to the hope of realizing the normative models 
of a ‘free press’, sparked off by the start of the In-
ternet age [see Busse 2005]. The impartiality of web 
journalism is, of course, just a myth: the ➝ political 
spin doctors realized the potential of the new me-
dium a long while ago and the web media have sur-
vived by fulfilling specific political orders. It should 
also be noted that the ‘unfeasibility of controlling’ 
the Internet has a second side: it is also a potentially 
useful tool for ➝ leaking politically charged dis-
information.

A concise description of the context of Rus-
sian media, against which TV and the Internet 
should be compared, would be incomplete with-
out mentioning the growing role of radio. In the 
21st century, Radio is becoming the media for 
‘busy’ people, with overlapping work and leisure 
time. The lack of free time, which is often filled 
by watching TV, makes people regard television 

as the equivalent of idleness and passivity. Since 
it is generally accepted that evening time is family 
time and the best time to make use of informa-
tion and entertainment media is during a car ride 
or a coffee break, it is quite natural that the ra-
dio has become, in these circumstances, a chan-
nel for creating the ‘socio-cultural background’ 
and providing the required information. On the 
other hand, a considerable proportion of intel-
lectuals also tends to despise the TV as a ‘debili-
tating’ channel or is denied the access to it: thus, 
for example, students living in halls of residence 
would, as a rule, buy a computer rather than a 
TV-set. For such people, it is the radio and the 
Internet that have become the principal mass 
media. In present-day Russia there is a growing 
number of musical radio stations that regularly 
broadcast short news bulletins throughout the 
day. It is also interesting to note that some popu-
lar radio stations (like Ekho Moskvy) are known 
mainly for their analytic reviews and moderately 
oppositional views.

But while other media may be important for 
certain population groups, it is the TV (a homo-
geneous mass channel) and the Internet (a het-
erogeneous and élite one) that are the two most 
important segments of post-Soviet media space. 
This dichotomy was formulated by Ivan Zasur-
skij, a modern Russian media researcher, who 
defined the structure of the post-2000 Russian 
media system as “state-controlled mass media 
surrounded by commercial media vs. the Inter-
net” [Zasurskij 2001, 279].

The methodology of media studies: 
the Russian situation

Since the 1990s, media studies have become in 
Russia one of the major areas of humanities. At 
the same time, there remains a noticeable gap in 
the Russian academics’ knowledge of the theo-
retical background and methods of the American 
media studies tradition (which has already devel-
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oped a large body of work from it’s considerable 
experience). The lack of translations of ground-
breaking works and a fragmentary rendering of 
the materials in the few textbooks available in 
Russian are not enough to familiarize oneself with 
the language of ‘Western’ communications theory 
to the point of meaningful discussions. 

At the same time, an important alternative to 
culturology methods is the methodology of cul-
tural sociology, based on poll data and offering 
quantitative ways of verifying the research re-
sults.

I would not place culturology in opposition to 
cultural sociology, as if culturology never used 
precise methods. But this is my own opinion: I 
understand culturology as a wide field including 
cultural sociology. This leads to a different ques-
tion though: how do cultural studies treat the 
media? Are media studies the same thing as cul-
turology? [Natalja Konradova]

The flipside of a clear theoretical orientation of 
Russian cultural sociology is a limited number of 
research objects. Thus, the aesthetic, technical, 
psychological, visual and even the proper media-
related aspects of media studies are often outside 
the sociologists’ interest range. Besides, stressing 
one (sociological) analytic logic and ignoring other 
traditions of media studies leads to many ‘discov-
eries’ made by studying Russian phenomena, be-
ing suspiciously similar to the American observa-
tions from the 1970s.

Nevertheless, since the role of modern Rus-
sian mass media in recreating and supporting the 
belief in the ‘unified image of the country’ is ex-
aggerated, the theoretical statements, research 
results and basic terms of cultural sociology, for 
which the problem of identity is a key one, can 
become important materials for studies of tel-
evision and, to a lesser extent, other media. It 
is the works of modern Russian cultural sociolo-
gists that have introduced the term ‘post-Soviet’, 
which is fundamental for the present article (as 

garde ‘artist’. In order for it to be required, it has 
to be included in the division of labour between 
empirical sciences, enhancing its conceptual ap-
paratus by theoretical language and interpreta-
tion means used by other social sciences and hu-
manities. […] in this situation it makes sense to 
apply the experience of other fields in the study 
of culture. This problem is, to my [L. Gudkov] 
mind, most clearly understood by the scholars 
belonging to the German ‘cognizant’ cultural so-
ciology”. I do not fully agree with the rigorous 
view formulated by L.D. Gudkov: I am certain 
that Russian culturology offers wide opportuni-
ties for scholarship. But I agree that the problem 
of method and methodology remains a painful 
one for Russian culturologists. Culturology is 
to a large extent, a problem field rather than a 
scholarly area. [Ekaterina Kratasjuk]

A direct opposition of culturology and cultural 
sociology was advocated by L.D. Gudkov, the 
head of a department in the Levada Centre, one 
of the most authoritative sociological centres of 
present-day Russia. In his paper entitled ‘Les-
sons of the German ‘cognizant’ cultural sociol-
ogy’ and presented at the International Winter 
Academy “Cultural studies in Europe: Bounda-
ries and Opportunities” [Mellas, the Crimea, 
15-25 February 2004], he was saying that Rus-
sian culturology is “inevitably apt to have small-
scale semantic constructions, which mainly limit 
themselves to micro-descriptions of events or 
everyday life occurrences, interpersonal links 
or relations in local or small groups. Hence the 
constant threat of culturology being reduced to 
the level of an irresponsible aesthetic game, la-
dies’ handiwork or a frondeur pose of an avant-
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in post-Soviet media space, post-Soviet TV, etc.). 
The term ‘post-Soviet media space’ denotes both 
the chronological period and the tendencies im-
portant for the understanding of the current situ-
ation in Russian media: on the one hand, there is 
a differentiation, an opposition to the culture of 
the 1970s and 1980s: on the other hand, ‘the So-
viet’ retains its significance in various shapes and 
forms. The image of stability, still associated with 
‘the Soviet’ has not been formed as a result of 
the ➝ stability of the Soviet system, but because 
reminiscences of what is now history have been 
romanticized.

‘The Soviet times’ are associated by respond-
ents with protection and the positive simplicity of 
social relations, and reflect a common wish for a 
respite from the necessity of making one’s own 
decisions and forming one’s own opinion, while 
being bombarded by contradictory information.

Another important term used to describe the 
socio-cultural situation in present-day Russia is 
“negative identity”, the “self-constitution by op-
position”, when “the attitude to […] the nega-
tive component becomes the unifying element 
of group solidarity and the symbol of the group 
itself” [Gudkov 2004, 272]. Such forms are not 
uniquely characteristic of post-Soviet Russia: in-
deed, the processes of ‘negative identification’ 
are typical for a certain (archaic) stage in the de-
velopment of any society. 

What makes them the more interesting and impor-
tant for the understanding of the transformation proc-
esses and the logic of the decomposition of totalitarian 
society, is the fact that they transcend the mundane 
sphere of household superstitions and ethnic stere-
otypes, their secondary ideologization, as means of 
justifying mobilizing political moves, and their further 
transformation into a legitimizing background for core 
social institutions. [ibid., 273]

Introducing the term “negative identity” allows 
one to formulate an alternative explanation of 
some phenomena typical of present-day Russian 
television: mechanisms of ideological impact, the 
‘mobilization’ logic underlying many programmes, 
the specific image of the enemy, causes of culti-

vating the sense of anxiety and ‘national offence’, 
anti-American feelings.

The spread of negative identification on the 
Internet can be illustrated by such phenomena 
characteristic of the Russian segment of the 
Web as ‘the logic of distrust’ and conspiracy 
theory rhetoric. The model of élite vs. mass is a 
reflection both of the opposition of the RuNet 
and other social spheres and the opposition of 
the ‘Russian’ Internet as a free, uncontrollable 
and furthermore, ‘non-mercenary’ space and 
the English-language web as a commercialized 
part of global mass culture. The latter contrast 
is a technological variation of the ideological op-
position of the ‘spiritual’ Russia and the ‘spirit-
less’ West. 

It is noteworthy, however, that the hypothesis 
of negative identity is of limited use and is linked 
to a rather narrow field of phenomena. A more 
realistic explanation of many Internet phenomena 
can be provided by the logic of de-identification.

Besides, sociological studies have demonstrat-
ed that present-day Russian media often assume 
the functions of social institutions and serve as a 
field of defining ‘the mass’ and ‘the élite’ and as a 
sphere of real interaction between the authorities 
and the society (as opposed to elections, ‘meet-
ings’ and adopted laws).

However, the emphasis on the ‘uniqueness’ 
of the Russian situation, typical for the works by 
leading Russian cultural sociologists seems to be 
an accidence of the phenomenon described in the 
works themselves. This is the social ‘inferiority 
complex’ which manifests itself by the constant 
stressing of the society’s ‘special’, ‘unique’ and 
‘unknowable’ character.

The analysis of (or the search for?) historically, 
nationally or locally conditioned peculiarities of 
using the global media is a very popular topic in 
the developing area of Internet studies. But it can 
also be considered that an ideological compo-
nent is always present in the evaluation of these 

Stability
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American media theories are dedicated to the 
study of events arising from cultural and social 
conditions that are fundamentally different from 
those of Soviet and post-Soviet Russia. Neverthe-
less, notions like ‘agenda setting’ or ‘format’ have 
become part of the universal jargon of media de-
scription in the West, while currently, there is no 
alternative and equally developed tradition based 
on Russian phenomena.

The study of Russian media as products of the 
interaction between ‘the global’ and ‘the local’, 
the crossroads of the interior logic of electronic 
communications, politics and social self-identifica-
tion, would benefit from combining the methods 
of cultural sociology and a positivist approach to 
the issue of reality construction (the ‘agenda set-
ting’ hypothesis). At the same time, such a meth-
od neglects many interesting aspects of the prob-
lem, for instance, the ‘visual logic’ of many media 
products and the notion of the Internet as ‘multi-
ple realities’ (a phenomenological approach).

While the chosen approach is irrelevant with 
regard to talk shows, reality shows and other en-
tertainment programmes, it conforms fully to the 
main subject of this article – the study of news.

Russian news programmes

Information programmes are one of the most 
popular research subjects in media studies. 
“News that everyone shares, cements the uni-

ty of modern society and legitimizes its view of 
the world with the same measure of success as 
the myths and legends of traditional societies” 
[D’jakova, Trakhtenberg 1999, 13]. The univer-
sal significance of news and the ‘presumption 
of reality’ (the main genre difference between 
information and entertainment programmes) 
make their study as valuable for political scien-
tists and sociologists as for culturologists and 
philosophers.

At the same time, the Russian media audience 
gives news high status and top ranking in the popu-
larity polls. Russians often turn on their TV- or radio 
sets as soon as they wake up (many watch morning 
information and entertainment programmes while 
having their breakfast). Office workers start their 
day by browsing the online news. Evening time 
spent with the family is associated with watching 
TV, and news programmes are often scheduled to 
be watched during a family supper.

Among the locally specific features of the more 
popular Russian TV news programmes are their 
comparatively small share, their unambiguous 
presentation of information without discussions, 
as well as the paucity of transmitted values. This is 
matched by a straightforward and obtrusive man-
ner of news presentation which has been made 
possible because of the inherited Soviet custom 
of half-listening to boring political indoctrina-
tion sessions about the ‘stagnating West’ or from 
watching TV reports prescribed by the Comso-
mol (Young Communists League) Committee, 
even if they might be showing scenes from the life 
of village technicians that are of little  relevance to 
city dwellers.

Thus, high ratings of TV news programmes 
since the year 2000 can be explained by some-
thing quite different from the mass interest in 
information programmes during the Gorbachev 
era, when the whole country was riveted to a 
succession of broadcasts of party congresses, 
lasting for hours at a time, as the people felt that 
they were, at last, taking part in decision-making 
at State level. At present, the necessity of being 

phenomena. While the manifestations of ‘unique-
ness’ by marginal groups tend to be interpreted 
somewhat positively in the globalized world 
(meaning their freedom from dominant cultural 
paradigms), the insistence on ‘being unique’ in 
countries which, like Russia, have an imperial 
past, is more associated with the intent to main-
tain their dominant position with regard to other 
cultures or nations. [Henrike Schmidt]
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‘in the know’ is not the result of a pleasant, if illu-
sory, feeling of personal involvement in the ongo-
ing changes. For some Russians today, a symbolic 
‘reunion’ with the rest of the country by means 
of watching TV is a way of reassuring themselves 
that things are no worse than they used to be, 
while for others it is, on the contrary, a constant 
confirmation of their pessimistic outlook and a fa-
miliar feeling of anxiety. What is significant is that 
both the former and the latter category read ‘be-
tween the lines’. The most important aspects of 
the information programmes, consequently, are 
the agenda setting, the presentation methods and 
the time distribution between episodes, rather 
than their content per se. ‘Meaningful’ interest is 
attracted by a small number of topics, especially 
emergency situations (terrorism, crime, air ac-
cidents), weather forecasts and, possibly, ‘zoo 
news’ – curious episodes diligently sought after 
by news presenters, usually dealing with the ani-
mal world.

Information programmes on Russian TV do 
not wholly fulfill another function believed im-
portant by normative media theory authors: that 
of introducing their audiences to current events 
through alternative points of view. For instance, 
the requirement that “information should be bal-
anced and unbiased and reflect alternative points 
of view presented in a non-sensational manner” 
[McQuail 1994, 241-254] is evidently ignored. 
Any normative scheme is, of course, idealistic by 
definition, but in the case of Russian television it is 
significant that the standards of ‘free media’ have 
ceased to be part of the channels’ image or a way 
of disguising ‘commissioned’ information: news-
makers (with very few exceptions, including, up 
to a short while ago, the REN-TV channel) do not 
attempt to convince the audience that they are 
presenting diverse and high-quality information. 
On the contrary, they make the viewers believe 
that ‘news’ and ‘information’ are two completely 
different things. This has led to the growth of (of-
ten unwarranted) trust in the Internet as a source 
of information.

Thus, one of the basic assumptions of active 
Internet users in Moscow is that the news pro-
grammes presented by central TV channels are 
purely an attempt to construct reality on the ba-
sis of State ideology, while Internet news is as-
sociated with ‘obtaining objective information’. 
Displayed on one screen and connected by hy-
perlinks, news websites and information agency 
news logs, Russian- and English-language re-
sources create the impression of boundlessness, 
impossibility of control and plurality of informa-
tion streams. Besides, the Internet is the first and 
main source of information for the newsmakers 
themselves and this fact alone makes it an impor-
tant component of the information field in Russia 
as a whole.

On Russian television, the information field is 
formed by national TV channels: The First Chan-
nel, RTR, NTV and REN-TV. The first two chan-
nels are openly State-owned, while the names 
of the remaining two are associated with private 
media ownership, the ideas of ‘the fourth branch’ 
and ‘the free press’. NTV keeps this status main-
ly for history’s sake but REN-TV, despite the fact 
that its controlling interest has always belonged 
to the state, could, until a short time ago, claim 
to be the only ‘independent’ channel specializ-
ing primarily in news releases. Other channels, 
such as TVC, copy the agenda set by the central 
channels.

Interfax.ru: Presumption of objectivity.
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An interesting alternative to the channels with a 
structure-forming news grid is represented by 
entertainment channels such as STS and Domash-
nij (Homely), as well as specialized channels, such 
as Kul’tura (Culture), Sport, DarjalTV or MuzTV.  
Their ever-growing number is an indicator of the 
commercialization of Russian television and a re-
sult of the crisis in the information genres. These 
channels have created their own analogues of in-
formation releases, which help to form an alter-
native opinion of the news: news that is outside 
politics and economics, giving the private world a 
priority over the public one.

‘Local’ news is presented in the information 
programmes broadcast by regional channels, 
such as the Stolica (Capital), which covers Mos-
cow and the Moscow Region. The ‘local’ image of 
this channel affords it the privilege of being able 
to form its own professional and original news 
policy without taking part in political scandals and 
notorious PR spin.

The field of RuNet websites is diverse and inex-
haustible, which is especially evident in compari-
son with the homogenous TV programmes. Be-
sides the ‘universal’ news websites, there is also a 
multitude of dedicated information websites cov-
ering IT news, literary publications, etc. Prelimi-
nary polls have shown that these resources are 
just as popular as the ‘universal’ news websites, 
though they have markedly practical uses.

Among the websites presenting universal news, 
professional journalists give high ratings to large 
information agencies such as RIA Novosti [2006] 
and Interfax [2006]. 

Russian Channels' Logotypes: Homogenous TV 

Information agencies: Highly rated by journalists

RIA Novosti is a State structure, so judging by 
the general train of thought of the article it must 
also be working for the State agenda setting. Or 
do you consider that professional journalists and 
Internet users are ‘special cases’ with ‘special 
needs’, as representatives of a class in their own 
right (due to their education level etc.)? [Hen-
rike Schmidt]

Information agencies definitely have the pre-
sumption of objectivity (they say, in so many 
words, that they only collect and publish facts). 
This is in fact their main function: collecting the 
information for journalists. The websites of such 
agencies are used by news channels that do not 
have their own correspondents and informa-
tion sources. But this raises an interesting point: 
if, for pecuniary reasons, ‘opposition’ channels 
use State-controlled information sources, their 
opposition is restricted to the interpretation of 
events, but not their selection (agenda setting). 
[Natalja Konradova]

We can indeed say that ownership (state or pri-
vate) is not the most important factor for infor-
mation agencies. This becomes evident as soon 
as we start comparing the TV news with infor-
mation agency news logs. Since news has to be 
broadcast every few minutes, and because the 
agencies are supplied with the logs by a great 
number of correspondents, it is practically im-
possible to exercise strict control over them: 
the internal need to reproduce the organization, 
for which the need to ‘please’ the State Authori-
ties is only one of the factors, turns out to be 
much more important. This issue has already 
been widely covered [e.g. in Epstein 1973]. Re-
turning to the case of RIA Novosti, I’d like to 
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An important segment of the news field is formed 
by Internet versions of offline editions (e.g. the 
website of the Izvestija newspaper, which used to 
be a pioneering example of online journalism) and 
TV channels. By launching their own websites, TV 
companies do not simply hope to discover a new 
resource, but also ‘to play on the enemy’s field’ 
by realizing the fundamental rule of television – to 
be omnipresent. 

TV news: ways of agenda-setting

The agenda of TV news is easy to reconstruct, 
while its monolithic and permanent character 
does not deter either journalists or viewers. 
Within the current priority-setting, a pseudo-
thematic form of reporting has been able to 
prevail: isolated and often insignificant events 
can be presented as evidence of the successes 
of present-day Russian politics. Thus, a report on 
the construction of fountains in the city of Kras-
nojarsk makes the Governor of the region the 
‘hero of the day’ and praises the effectiveness of 
the State programmes, while expert opinions in 

emphasize once more that State ownership of 
a media channel does not always imply rigid 
ideological control of the content of that chan-
nel – for example, the TV format allows (though 
not necessarily) for the programme content to 
be subject to the overall thematic grid (which is 
precisely what we can observe on State-owned 
TV channels), while the Internet format offers 
quite different opportunities. We cannot regard 
State-owned and private resources as being one 
and the same thing, but we can compare them, 
since they exist in relatively equal conditions. 
[Ekaterina Kratasjuk]

Izvestija.ru: Pioneering example of online journalism.

I wonder if the news on the TV channel web-
sites is any different from TV news as such – in 
structure, agenda or other criteria. Or do they 
give the same impression of being monolithic 

and monotonous? In other words, do they just 
upload all they’ve got to their websites and 
merely register their presence on the Internet 
[Konradova 2005], or do they publish any ad-
ditional information? Do Internet versions of 
TV news programmes attempt to win over the 
readers who have already been lost as TV-view-
ers? This may well be the case, considering that 
many well-known Internet figureheads used to 
work for the First Channel (Gel’man, Konstantin 
Rykov) [Henrike Schmidt]

Although the Internet content of TV channels is 
little different from the corresponding news re-
leases, the aim of these websites is to win over 
viewers and to bring them back from the Internet 
to their TV screens. However, this is happening, 
not because the news content has changed, but 
simply because they are present on the RuNet. 
I believe it is a characteristic of the RuNet that 
its users tend to trust the Internet as a medium 
(with all the mystical connotations of this word) 
– if you are present in this ‘free’ space, then you 
are an ‘insider’. [Ekaterina Kratasjuk]
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a report on the rise in value of the rouble are, 
for the most part, laudatory remarks on the ef-
fectiveness of State policy and the actions of the 
President himself.

The result of this set agenda is a limited number 
of Russian news ‘characters’ (V. Putin, S. Shojgu, 
Ju. Luzhkov, S. Ivanov). There is more variety 
where foreign figures are concerned, but on the 
whole, the amount of time allocated to the cov-
erage of international events has been significantly 
reduced. The tone of world news has changed as 
well: the enthusiasm to ‘discover the world’ and 
the sudden freedom to be impressed with ‘capi-
talist’ achievements, typical of the perestrojka 
period, gave way to notes of criticism, covert and 
overt denunciation of the West, manifesting itself 
most clearly in anti-American propaganda, which 
has become a familiar feature of the TV news 
programmes. Thus, until a short time ago, infor-
mation channels were fond of juxtaposing Presi-
dents Putin and G.W. Bush. While Bush was often 
presented as uncouth and uneducated and prone 
to make cultural and language blunders, Putin was 
always presented as smart and confident and ap-
peared to be aware of everything that was going 
on. This image is in significant opposition, not only 
with the image of the American President, but 
also with Putin’s predecessor, Boris El’cin, who 
seems to have acquired the associations with an 
‘uncouth bear’ on television, and who appeared 
on the screen in his later days as President mainly 
to humor the public with drunken aphorisms.

The homogeneous character of the Russian 
media field forces the ‘opposition’ structure to 
revive the values of ‘pure information’, which 
have become obsolete in the post-industrial so-
ciety. Elena Fedorova, chief editor of the REN-TV 
channel news department, unwittingly challenged 
the famous BBC slogan of, ‘inform-educate-en-
tertain’, when she claimed that “People ought to 
be informed, and not educated! This is what we 
are doing – informing!” [personal communication, 
April 2005]. In a society with a historically condi-
tioned attitude of suspicion towards any official 

information, both ‘entertainment’ and ‘education’ 
can be perceived to be the screen of ‘objectivity’, 
concealing ideologically charged content.

The REN-TV newsmakers claim that their pro-
grammes are structured according to the rel-
evance of the news reports: news concerning the 
President and the Government are broadcast first 
only if some important State legislation has been 
passed. But the lack of a real diversity of view-
points creates a situation where the few existing 
private channels that insist on the independence 
of their information policy are forced to voice op-
posing views on the main points of the national 
agenda: their criticism of the main issues and fig-
ures is contrasted with the optimistic coverage by 
the central channels but the significance of certain 
topics remains unchallenged. Consequently, the 
‘independent’ channels have to use the same cri-
teria of what is ‘news‘ as the State-owned ones. 

Scandalous and ‘uncontrolled’ news, which be-
came familiar in the Gorbachev and El’cin era, are 
now an exception from the rules followed by in-
formation programmes. This is an indication that 
present-day Russian TV has moved towards com-
plying with world standards. Nevertheless, the 
Russian media have their own specificity which 
was discussed above: the homogeneity of the in-
formation field, the uniformity and lack of discus-
sions, etc. In order to explain this, the following 
hypothesis can be put forward.

The form of national consensus reproduced 
on TV is a consequence of “negative identity”. 
The customary mistrust of media materials re-
moves the necessity of creating the illusion of 
valid TV news. Television exploits the Soviet 
habit of ‘double-coding the world’: the world 
view based on everyday experience and com-
mon sense coexists with an ‘illusory’ world 
view, the only function of which is to maintain 
the sense of State integrity and social security. 
In fact, TV news leads the viewer to nationwide 
identity via negative identification, using the 
universal quality of television. Even, “if the TV 
world is significantly different from reality, the 
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active TV-consumers make evaluations which, 
to a large extent, agree with what they have 
been shown.“ [Gerbner et al. 1984, 283-300].

Thus, the target audience has virtually no influ-
ence over the news content.

Against the background of thematic uniform-
ity it is easy to discern the emotional agenda: the 
relevance of issues is in correlation, not only with 
screen time allocated to specific episodes, but 
also with the familiar intonations associated with 
a specific topic.

An expressive method of constructing the in-
formation stream is the airing of ‘pseudo-dis-
cussion’, ‘pseudo-authorial’ programmes on the 
central channels, such as the Odnako (However) 
programme. The familiar agenda is set against the 
rhetoric of protest and criticism: the speech pat-
terns of the presenters are similar to the emotional 
speeches of the Young Communist League meet-
ings. Until a short time ago, the only exception 
from this rule was the ‘24’ authorial programme 
(presented by Ol’ga Romanova, REN-TV).

The appeal to emotions is a necessary part of 
any mass-produced product [see, for instance, 
Freud 1998, 131-194], which includes TV news. 
This is why creating an emotional environment 
is not something typical to Russian TV alone: the 
public frenzy over the protection of civic society 
values is similar in its psychic origin to the mass 
hysterics over a newly-elected President.

The Russian TV of the 21st century is highly 
puritanical: scandals rarely make it to the news 
releases, and newsmakers try to keep within the 
bounds of ‘high culture’: the ‘interest’ category is 
associated with ‘classics’ and ‘ecology’. The infor-
mation field of Russian TV is, at present, formed 
by monotonous releases exercising the traditional 
scheme of ‘politics, economics, culture’, and ‘in-
terest’ programmes, structured as a collection of 
harmless episodes. Genuine ‘news’ only appears 
during an emergency situation (a terrorist act, a 
plane crash or an unexpected political scandal). But 
such cases immediately expose the drawbacks of 
the Russian media system: all the channels, news-

papers and even the Internet are filled with stand-
ard-made reports deprived of information, while 
the interpretation of the events is nearly always 
the same. While there is a natural explanation for 
uniform reports of tragic events, the appearance 
of standard bulletins on different channels and in 
different newspapers can even be perceived as a 
well-planned PR stunt, although, this is more likely 
due to the paucity of sources used by the journal-
ists than to clever spin-doctoring.

It must be said that such a situation on Russian 
TV reflects not only the passivity of post-Soviet 
audiences, but also the immanent processes char-
acteristic of mass media. Viewers who find ‘noth-
ing new’ in the news work out specific ways of 
obtaining the information that actualize peripheral 
factors such as color, background, sound, rhythm, 
etc. By turning into an “absent-minded examiner” 
[Benjamin 1996], the viewer becomes capable of 
absorbing the material in ways appropriate for 
the “informational society” [Kastel’s 2000]. The 
informational society (as opposed to the infor-
mation society) is one in which the recipient no 
longer reacts to the information logic and content 
per se, but to its form and other formerly periph-
eral characteristics. In the informational society it 
is important to be aware, to know which issues 
are topical and what is on the agenda. There is 
too much knowledge around, and it is too easily 
accessible, such that adapting to its quantity and 
diversity becomes more problematic than finding 
it and there is a need for ‘awareness maps’ and 
universally meaningful landmarks. This is why tel-
evision, with its relaxing lack of options, is a way 
of testing the new ways of absorbing the informa-
tion when there is plenty of it, especially on the 
Internet.

News on the Internet: ways of limit-
ing the agenda

Unlike the information programmes on TV, In-
ternet news sites create the impression of per-
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ceptive discomfort: the first page is overloaded 
with information and offers several search cri-
teria at once. Small print, windows of various 
sizes with text placed inside them, hypertext 
– all this can befuddle an inexperienced user 
and suggests some audience selection. Only 
those who are certain of what they seek and 
who can navigate the combinations of confused 
snatches of text can become permanent users 
of news websites. Often, the illusion of diverse 
information is created by means of splitting the 
information into tiny segments. The agenda of 
Internet sites is not evident; it is marginally lo-
cated, pushed to the boundaries, which only 
highlights its importance in defining the infor-
mation field.

The specific Internet format reflects the key 
features of present-day ➝ post-modernist 
culture. Of particular importance is “diffused 
perception” as described by Walter Benjamin, 
which is a necessary skill for any active web 
user. The information is placed on news web-
sites according to the peripheral way it is in-
tended to be browsed through and the visual 
tricks creating the illusion of diversity are a 
way of luring the reader to the hypertext – the 
variety of commercial inserts located on the 
screen periphery is contrasted with the pau-
city of the sought-after information.

The ‘global’ specificity of the Internet is al-
tered in the RuNet by means of ‘local’ conditions 
– a low number of users (as opposed to users 
in other countries and recipients of other Rus-
sian mass media). Bringing the comparison with 
other mass media even closer, one can say that 
the main distinctive feature of the Internet is the 
absence of State control. The lack of attention 
paid to the Internet by State Authorities is due to 
the small percentage of Internet users among the 
population. However, publications creating the 
image of a ➝ ‘dangerous Internet’ show that 
the political élite is nervous about the potential 
mass popularity of the RuNet.

However, such mass popularity is unlikely 
in the immediate future, due to both objec-
tive reasons (such as the slow rates of tech-
nological spread) and subjective ones. The 
RuNet space nurtures the Soviet traditions 
of underground, closed communities and 
conspiracies. RuNet founders do not conceal 
their counter-cultural or opposition views, 
but to maintain these views, it is necessary 
to remain a minority. Some websites recre-
ate the atmosphere and even the ‘space’ of 
the kitchen [Kaspe 2005] as a traditional place 
for opinion exchange among the Soviet intel-
ligentsia. Resources like Gazeta.ru, Grani.ru, 
Polit.ru attempt to influence public opinion 
and highlight their independent and opposi-
tional character. 

Dni.ru: Splitting information into tiny segments.

Utro.ru: The agenda is not evident.
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News websites are not, of course, random collec-
tions of messages – they contain quite convention-
al headings within a traditional hierarchy of political 
news followed by economics and culture, plus the 

‘hot five or ten news items’: this creates a prior-
ity system, evaluates the relevance of an event and 
sets the criteria of the event. The search options 
(which are a feature of the Internet) can be dif-
ferent from those typical for the traditional media 
like TV and press: for example, ‘news-commen-
tary-analysis’. 

In many ways, news websites imitate the layout 
of a newspaper page. But there are important dif-
ferences: we are dealing with a hypertext, inter-
active newspaper linked to the news log. In the 
absence of a national paper, news websites are 
an attempt to take over one of the functions of 
such a paper – forming the notion of actuality and 
covering all the spheres of the country’s life, in-
cluding relations with the outside world. But it is 
evident that other important criteria make news 
sites very different from printed national newspa-
pers. First of all, their readership is even smaller 
than that of regional periodicals. Secondly, news 
websites are not the place to explain the basic 
values shared by the majority of the society, so 
they cannot be used as a method of regular re-

Gazeta.ru: Attempt to influence public opinion.

I agree that one can find traces of the traditional hi-
erarchy on the Internet news websites. For exam-
ple, the Newsru.com website lists its headings from 
top to bottom: ‘in Russia’, ‘in the world’, ‘econom-
ics’, ‘religion’, ‘crime’, ‘sport’, ‘culture’, ‘inopressa’ 
(foreign media) – a curious structure, isn’t it? But on 
other information websites the hierarchy is more 
difficult to discern. The Polit.ru news log includes 
news from all the sections and the log is structured 
chronologically. Furthermore, the ‘yellow’ column 
is gaining importance (it is called ‘Life’ on Utro.ru 
and ‘From life’ on Gazeta.ru). This is an interesting 
point, which has already been discussed: the key 
positions are given to ‘zoo news’ which overtakes 
the ever-boring ‘news of culture’ which is banished 
to the traditional newspaper position: the last page, 
just before the crossword. [Natalja Konradova]

Grani.ru: Highlight oppositional character.

Polit.ru: Place for opinion exchange.

Polit.ru
66, 100, 185
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construction of State identity, which is one of the 
main raisons d‘être of national press. The key place 
on news websites is occupied by the news log, 
which does not provide the answer to the ques-
tion ‘Who makes the news?’, but rather serves as 
a symbol of objectivity and actuality. The news 
appears at intervals, from one to twenty minutes, 
which creates the impression of a permanent and 
uncontrolled stream of information. Visually, any 
comments or analyses take second place: they 
are located in the margins of the screen or even 
hidden by hyperlinks. The ‘stream’ of informa-
tion mixes ‘yellow’ factoids with serious and even 
tragic messages, which undermines the hierarchy 
of news (breaking news, politics, economics and 
culture).

Besides, the presence of a news log is a real and 
visual reminder of the history of professional jour-
nalism in the post-Soviet period, when key authors 
of many influential periodicals were experts in one 
field or another, rather than professional journalists. 
Thus, the notion of specifically professional journal-
ism was eroded during perestrojka: ‘well-informed 
laymen’ could well pass for journalists. The same 
model is realized on the RuNet: readers absorb 
the current information without the mediating role 
of a professional presenter; they themselves take 
the place of experts and evaluate the relevance of 
events and the present-day reality. There are spe-
cial areas allocated to such texts on the news web-
sites (forums, reader feedback, etc.)

It is noteworthy that news logs reflect yet an 
alternative, more democratic way of shaping the 
event. The hierarchy-breaking mixture of ‘yel-
low’ and ‘serious’ information reflects the notions 
of what is ‘interesting’, ‘exciting’, the foundation 
stones of infotainment genres, which are for some 
unclear reasons not very popular on Russian TV. 

Will the Internet news survive as a 
special semantic space if the Internet 
spreads further in Russia?

Internet news and TV news are not in opposition; 
they are built within the mass media space and 
use the technical facilities of a different medium 
and the aesthetic methods of both. The differ-
ence in ideological content is largely conditioned 
by the lack of a common field (of audience and 
information) and the absence of State interest in 
total control over the Internet. 

This is why the main characteristic feature of the 
RuNet is its ‘élite’ background – it has been rather 
difficult to find other factors that would make it 
(and Russian TV) sufficiently different from their 
counterparts in Western countries. What is spe-
cific for the Russian media is it’s method of self-
presentation: television news programmes openly 
position themselves as either ‘vassals’ of the au-
thorities or as the opposition, which disguises the 
commercial background of many phenomena, 
whereas on the RuNet, it is the élite club rhetoric 
that prevails. This reflects the search for self and a 
national complex connected with the absence of 
historically formed identity. 

Translation by Maria Artamonova.

Could this be related to the State ideology (in 
the wide sense) being oriented towards ‘high 
culture’, and the way this is realized by State-
owned channels? [Henrike Schmidt]

This is a very topical issue and I like this ap-
proach. We are still talking about official art and 
State kitsch, Soviet monumentality, the eternal 
Russian ballet and the love of all things classi-
cal (because there is nothing modern?) [Natalja 
Konradova]
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Abstract 

On April 7, 1994 the top-level domain, dot .ru 
was registered and the official history of the 
Russian Internet began. In 2004 “Our RuNet” 
celebrated its 10th anniversary with a series of 
events, ranging from scientific conferences to 
children’s games and culminating in the spec-
tacular “RuNet Show”. The question remain-
ing is, who actually celebrated the Internet and 
for what reason? In other words, who belongs 
to “Our RuNet”, who is excluded and what is 
the true meaning of this term, in view of a media 
policy (especially since the second presidency of 
Vladimir Putin) oriented towards tight control of 
strategically important sectors of the television, 
radio and to some extent, print media.

The following article will analyse some pat-
terns of appropriation of the Internet in Russia, 
while focusing on the metaphorical inscription of 
the Internet into the official discourses and the 
formation of alternative public spheres. In do-
ing so, it assumes that cultural identity and the 
historic experience of the Soviet regime largely 
determine the understanding and usage of the 
‘RuNet’ as a means of private, public and political 
action both on the side of the official discourse 
and within the Internet community itself.

Monumentalism and metaphors of 
fear: official discourses

At first sight, the official discourse on the Inter-
net in Russia, as expressed in ministerial releases, 
government-supported events and public com-
mentary by ruling politicians appears to be both 

polyphonic and contradictory. Only on closer 
inspection, may the two main strategies be ob-
served.

The first aims at integrating the Internet into 
an official cultural context. This strategy is best 
exemplified by the RuNet Award 2004, which 
was given to 15 companies and projects for 
contributing to the development of the Russian 
segment of the Internet over the past 10 years. 
The prize – a gilded, heavyweight statue shaped 
like an ionic column – was designed to symbol-
ize “high arts”, “the crown of technology” and 
“monumentalism”, and so did the TV show 
which went along with it [10Ru 2004-1].This was 
not the first attempt to popularize the Internet in 
Russia by means of a pop style media event. But 
whereas its predecessor, Nagrada.ru, initiated 
in 2001 by the Internet company Intel, had pri-
marily commercial interests [Gornyj 2001], the 
RuNet Award was an event of decidedly political 
character.  

By featuring artists, such as the prima ballerina 
of the Bolshoj Ballet, the Internet became em-

(Counter)Public Sphere(s) 
on the Russian Internet 

Henrike Schmidt (Bochum), Katy Teubener (Münster)

RuNet Show 2004: High culture meeting new media.
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bedded into the context of ‘high’ culture under 
the auspices of the Federal Agency for Press and 
Mass Communications and, most notably, re-
ceived the blessings of the Patriarch of Moscow, 
Aleksij II. The anniversary thus became part of the 
official cultural politics, which, according to jour-
nalist Mikhail Fishman [2005], can be described 
as a “dictatorship of high style”, supporting the 
effort to revitalize a glorious past and to achieve 
an even better future. For the goal of uniting a 
community through shared memory, the chro-
nology of the RuNet, compiled by Eugene Gorny 
in 1999, was published on the Award’s website 
in an edited version, which focused on corporate 
and official activities rather than on people’s pri-
vate initiatives and web projects [10Ru 2004-2].

In other words: The first strategy aims at making 
use of the Internet by appealing to the people’s 
sense of national pride in their country’s cultural 
achievements and their trust in the authorities. 
In this context, it is noteworthy that, according 
to a survey carried out by the Research Holding 
ROMIR Monitoring in February 2005, respond-
ents expressed the most trust in the President 
(36%) and the church (19%) [ROMIR 2005-1].

The second official discourse strategy re-
garding the Internet focuses on popular culture 
as opposed to high culture. This strategy uses 
discrimination against the Internet, accusing 
it of being, for instance, a “cholera infection” 
(Ljudmila Narusova, Senator of Tuva [Naruso-
va 2004]), or a “mass weapon of destruction” 
(Jurij Luzhkov, Mayor of Moscow [Luzhkov 
2004-1, 2004-2]).

Virtual arachnophobia. Metaphors of Fear 
on the Internet

Probably the most prominent Russian example for the 
usage of metaphors of fear is an article by the Mayor 
of Moscow, ➝ Jurij Luzhkov, entitled The dark side of 
the Internet [Luzhkov 2004-1], which was published in 
the Izvestija newspaper and sparked off a heated dis-
cussion among the representatives of the Russian net 
community [Lejbov 2004]. The following are some of 
its most revealing statements:

“Propaganda of drugs and violence, human traf-
ficking and child prostitution – that’s the reality 
of today’s Internet.”

“The Internet is gradually being settled by un-
concealed terrorists who turn the web, not 
only into their own mailbox, but into a real, un-
derground, military infrastructure.”

“A growing number of online library owners 
are, at their own discretion, dealing with texts 
they don’t own.”

“Even fundamental human rights such as the in-
violability of privacy have practically no protec-
tion of any sort. With minimal button pressing, 
individuals have access to data bases with in-
formation about your identity card data, phone 
numbers, bills, relatives and friends.”

“Following the well-known principle of Goeb-
bels, that, ‘the bigger the lie, the better’, on the 
Internet anything can be published.”

It’s funny how they used and rewrote my chro-
nology: they removed most entries about inde-
pendent projects and introduced more company 
information. If my chronology showed the Rus-
sian Internet primarily as a creation of talented 
people, they tend to show it as a product of big 
corporations. [Eugene Gorny] 

The use of Goebbels’ name conjures up the most 
important and frightening image for Russians, for 
whom, Goebbels represents the horrors of fas-
cism and the Second World War. So, Luzhkov 
(or the unknown speechwriter) links the Inter-
net to a strong national unconscious archetype. 
[Natalja Konradova]
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All the ➝ dangers mentioned are neither only 
propaganda nor specific to the Russian Internet 
alone. Still, the question to be asked is: what will 
be the impact on the ‘average’ Russian citizen of 
all the negative images used by Luzkhov, espe-
cially those citizens who have not yet ventured 
into the world of the Internet? Rather than ob-
taining information on how to avoid unnecessary 
risks and take over responsibility for their own 
Internet experience, he or she is most likely to 
become insecure.

Excursus on fear and distrust in (post) 
Soviet societies

“One of the essential characteristics of totali-
tarian regimes in Communist Europe was their 
persistent effort to stimulate mutual distrust 
among citizens. Inducement of uncertainty and 
of distrust in communication, and the propaga-
tion of fear, helped to maintain the stability of the 
regime,” psychologist Ivana Marková writes in 
her book Trust and Democratic Transition in Post-
Communist Europe [Marková 2004, 9]. Consider-
ing the apocalyptic language used by high-rank-
ing politicians and officials regarding the Internet, 
there is evidence to suggest that fear is a popular 
weapon of mass destruction of trust in Russia, 
even today. 

The use of people’s fears to control society 
in the interest of those in power is certainly 
not limited to Russia. Neither shall the follow-
ing statistics, flashing up in the meaning of as-
sociations, give the impression that the Rus-
sians’ current fears are substantially different 
from those of other nations – in all cases they 

are mainly caused by economical instability and 
social injustice on a global scale which provoke 
migration, war and terrorism as real or imag-
ined threats. People in Russia are, likewise, not 
paralysed by their worries. On the contrary, 
especially with regard to the Internet there is 
plenty of evidence to suggest that resistance to 
the seemingly unchangeable is growing.

For an accurate understanding of the Rus-
sian Internet, which from a Western perspec-
tive might lack a political motivated concept of 
(counter)public sphere, the following excursus 
nevertheless appears to be indispensable – even 
at the risk that the attention given to stereotypes 
to overcome them in part may contribute to their 
consolidation. 

Fear and Distrust – Václav Havel revisited

“What are people actually afraid of?,” Václav Havel 
asks in his famous open letter from April 1975, 
addressed to Gustav Husák, who was then the 

“Luzhkov’s network”: Banner of the Russian Journal website.

Indeed, the Soviet epoch made a great im-
pact on Russian culture, identity and modern 
life. However, in my opinion, it doesn’t mean 
everything is explainable through the Soviet 
past, and in particular, through Stalinist ter-
ror. First of all, the Soviet epoch fostered a 
greater variety of feelings than just fear, espe-
cially during the period of Brezhnev “stagna-
tion”, in the 1970s and 80s, our recent past, 
when one of the feelings that some people 
miss today was a feeling of ➝ ‘stability’.  
[Olga Goriunova]
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General Secretary of the Czechoslovak Com-
munist Party. Whereas the most brutal forms 
of pressure exerted by the authorities on the 
public, such as trials, torture, loss of property, 
deportations or executions are considered past 
history as far as possible, the main thrust of the 
authorities’ attempts at control, according to 
Havel, has moved into the sphere of existential 
pressure, embracing the whole of society and 
every individual in it, either as a specific, eve-
ryday threat or as a general contingency [Havel 
1991, 53]. As was the case with the former, more brutal 

forms of pressure, the system of existential pres-
sure, Havel argues, could not work effectively 
without backing from the ubiquitous, omnipotent 
State Police.

For this is the hideous spider whose invisible web 
runs right through the whole of society; this is the 
vanishing point where all the lines of fear ultimately 
intersect; this is the final and irrefutable proof that 
no citizen can hope to challenge the power of the 
state. And even if most of the people, most of the 
time, cannot see this web with their own eyes, nor 
touch its filaments, even the simplest citizen is well 
aware of its existence, assumes its silent presence at 
every moment in every place, and behaves accord-
ingly – behaves, that is, so as to acquit themselves in 
those hidden eyes and ears. […] Thus, the very fact 
that the state police intervene in one’s life at any time, 
without his having any chance of resisting, suffices to 
rob his life of some of its naturalness and authentic-
ity and to turn it into a kind of endless dissimulation. 
[Havel 1991, 54]

Hierarchy of Russian’s Fears

Asked to name the problems that worry 
them most of all, one in two respondents 
of a poll conducted by the ROMIR Moni-
toring Research Holding in June 2005 men-
tioned price increase as the most acute. 
44% of those surveyed stated that the 
problem of low salaries was the most wor-
risome of all. Additionally, unemployment 
was cited as the most important issue by 
34% of the respondents. One in three re-
spondents (33%) was alarmed by Russia’s 
drug problem, and 26% by the  increase in 
crime [ROMIR 2005-2].

Price increase, inflation 51
Poverty, low salaries 44
Unemployment 34

Drugs 33
Crime growth 26

Weakness of State Authorities 20

Terrorism 16
Corruption of State Authorities 14
Environment pollution 11
Problems of housing and commu-
nal services

8

Problems of morality 8

Salary/pension delays 6

International, regional problems 3
Inner interethnic problems 3
Other 1
Difficult to answer 1

Feared and unloved – Russia’s police

According to a survey by the Public Opin-
ion Foundation FOM in March 2005, 41% 
of Russians fear violence from officers of 
law-enforcement agencies. Young people 
are more likely to express their fears than 
elderly people (46% and 31%, respective-
ly) and more than half of Muscovites (56%) 
and residents of big cities (51%) are afraid 
of the police [FOM 2005-1].
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If it is fear that lies behind people’s defensive at-
tempts to preserve what they have, Havel contin-
ues, the chief impulses for their aggressive efforts 
to win what they do not yet possess are selfish-
ness and careerism: 

Seldom in recent times, it seems, has a social system 
offered scope so openly and so brazenly to people 
willing to support anything as long as it brings them 
some advantage […]. In view of this, it is not surprising 
that so many public and influential positions are occu-
pied, more than ever before, by notorious careerists, 
opportunists, charlatans, and men of dubious record 
[…]. Nor is it surprising, in these circumstances, that 
corruption among public employees of all kinds, their 
willingness openly to accept bribes for anything and 
allow themselves shamelessly to be swayed by what-
ever considerations their private interests and greed 
dictate, is more widespread than can be recalled dur-
ing the last decade. [Havel 1991, 55]

Somewhere between a fear-driven desire to 
protect oneself from the world and an aggressive 
eagerness to conquer the world for one’s own 
benefit, for Havel there lies a range of feelings 
that play a significant role in forming the moral 
climate of today’s “united society”: feelings of in-
difference resulting from hopelessness and frus-
tration: 

The more completely one abandons any hope of gen-
eral reform, any interest in suprapersonal goals and 
values, or any chance of exercising influence in an 
‘outward’ direction, the more his energy is diverted in 
the direction of least resistance, i.e., ‘inwards’. [Havel 
1991, 58]

In times of existential pressure, according to 
Havel, people are preoccupied far more with try-
ing to make life pleasant for themselves by turn-
ing their main attention to the material aspects 
of their private lives. This transfer of energy into 
the private sphere is very much welcomed by the 
authorities, not only because it stimulates eco-
nomic growth, but also, and above all, because it 
means an escape from the public sphere:

Rightly divining that such surplus energy, if directed 
‘outward,’ must sooner or later turn against them – 
that is, against the particular forms of power they ob-
stinately cling to – they do not hesitate to represent 
as human life what is really a desperate substitute for 
living. In the interest of the smooth management of 
society, then, society’s attention is deliberately divert-
ed from itself, that is, from social concerns. By fixing a 
person’s whole attention on his mere consumer inter-
ests, it is hoped to render him incapable of realizing 
the increasing extent to which he has been spiritually, 
politically, and morally violated. [ibid., 59]

What does the situation, as described above, 
lead to, Havel asks. 

What, in other words, is the effect on people of a 
system based on fear and apathy, a system that drives 
everyone into a foxhole of purely material existence 
and offers him hypocrisy as the main form of com-
munication with society? To what level is a society 
reduced by a policy where the only aim is superficial 
order and general obedience, regardless of by what 
means and at what price they have been gained? 
[ibid., 62] 

“He took no bribes till one offered them 
to him” (folk wisdom)

Of the 104 nations surveyed by the World 
Economic Forum for its Global Com-
petitiveness Report 2004-2005, only four 
– Madagascar, Ukraine, Macedonia and 
Chad – were found to be worse than Rus-
sia when it comes to the costs crooked 
officials impose on companies. “Corrup-
tion has grown, become more qualita-
tive, more implanted and moved into new 
spheres,” President Vladimir Putin’s top 
economic adviser Andrej Illarionov told 
The Moscow Times. “One could say this 
phenomenon has come to every house,” 
he said [c.f. Korchagina 2004]. According 
to a survey by the Public Opinion Founda-
tion FOM published in 2004, some 76% 
of respondents report that their local gov-
ernments are infiltrated by people with 
criminal connections. 63% say this is com-
mon in government, while 13% believe it 
to be rare [FOM 2004-1].
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For Havel the answer is self-evident: such a situation 
can only lead towards a crisis of human identity.

Social Schizophrenia

Communist parties in Eastern Europe pursued 
policies designed to create social homogeneity, so 
that they could justifiably claim to represent the in-
terests of the People-as-One, a collective subject 
from which it had effaced meaningful differences. 
With reference to Claude Lefort, anthropologist 
Katherine Verdery argues that in consequence of 
such policies the only way for communist parties 
to construct their identities was to define and set 
themselves off from an enemy:

They created a dichotomized universe, dividing the 
world into the ‘Good’ and the ‘Bad’, communism and 
capitalism, proletarians and kulaks, Party members 
and those who resisted the Parties’ dictates. [Verdery 
1993, 191; see as well Gudkov 2004] 

The result of people’s growing disapproval of 
party rule was the opening up of a gap between 
‘Us and Them’, which formed people’s very iden-
tities (which in socialism were split between the 
public self and the ‘real’ self):

Like the second economy, which worked only in para-
sitic relation to the first, this ‘real’ self was meaningful 
and coherent only in relation to the public or official self. 
In other words, people’s senses of identity and person-
hood were not independent but required the ‘enemy’ 
Party, – the ‘them’, to complete it. Bipolarity, in short, 
became constitutive of the social person. [ibid., 193] 

As he thought it to be wrong to regard the first self as 
wholly spurious and the second as wholly authentic 
– both selves, in fact, share elements of both spuri-
ousness and authenticity – political scientist Stephen 
White, in earlier years used the expression “Two 
persons in one body” to describe the ambivalence 
of personality, the ➝ “social schizophrenia”:

It is the ‘visible’ man, in this metaphor, who repeats 
the phraseology of the authorities when required and 
takes part in ritual demonstrations of unity and com-

mitment; the ‘hidden’ man, on the other hand, retains 
a set of older and more humanistic values and regards 
the actions of the ‘visible’ man with some scepticism. 
[…] It is as a blend of conformity and dissent, of gen-
uine commitment to the Soviet system and pride in 
its achievements combined with considerable cyni-
cism with regard to those presently responsible for 
its management, then, that the contemporary Soviet 
political culture may perhaps most aptly be character-
ised. [White 1979, 110]

Accordingly, the Soviet citizen was committed to 
the

ideal of a paternalistic state with extremely wide pow-
ers, which it would vigorously exercise to control the 
nation’s destiny, but which yet served the interests of 
the citizen benignly, which respected his personal dig-
nity and left him with a certain amount of freedom of 
desire and a feeling of freedom from arbitrary inter-
ference and punishment. [ibid., 103]

Freedom – the right for social protec-
tion

Asked about their attitude towards the coun-
try’s development for the last decade, more 
than half (57%) of the respondents of a poll 
conducted by ROMIR Monitoring in Febru-
ary 2005 stated that the reforms should be 
carried out, but they should have more so-
cial character. Almost one in five respondents 
(21%) considered it necessary to revert to 
socialism [ROMIR 2005-3]. These results cor-
respond with those reported in March 2005 
by the Public Opinion Foundation FOM which 
found that 35% of those surveyed thought 
the number of citizens regarding themselves 
to be free had declined in comparison with 
Soviet times. When answering the question 
of what rights are of greatest importance 
for their personal self-realization, respond-
ents were most likely to mention the right to 
healthcare and medical services (49%), secu-
rity of person (43%), housing (42%), and 
protection from unemployment (25%) 
[FOM 2005-2]. Sc
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With the end of party rule, however, the ‘them’ 
against which so many had delineated their ‘selves’ 
had vanished. A new enemy had to be found and, 
according to Verdery, there is strong evidence to 
suggest that “the other others” – other nation-
alities who existed in all Soviet states, in varied 
numbers – became that enemy.

Political instrumentalisation of Inter-
net metaphors

Luzhkov’s article on the Dark side of the Inter-
net is an almost perfect case for analyzing the 
role and functioning of metaphors for the under-
standing of modern communication technology. 
Most of the stereotypes in the text have been 
introduced by using metaphors that portray the 
Internet as

an ocean of information inhabited by pirates 
and marauders,
a spider web,
a dustbin and rubbish dump.

Clearly expressed, are the negative ➝ semantics 
of the Internet, understood as a loss of control, a 
lack of quality, a constant threat of abuse. This 
impressive list of dangers of the Internet packed 
into metaphors of fear is headed by a short pre-
amble underlining the general significance of glo-
bal information technology and the Internet as an 
attainment of mankind that has to be preserved, 
or, more precisely, ‘civilized’ for the future.

Annette Markham, a researcher in communi-
cation studies, underlines the specific function 
of metaphors for the perception of communica-
tion technologies in general and the Internet in 
particular [Markham 2003]. Metaphors as an ex-
istential and inevitable part of one’s world per-
ception via language and symbolic interaction 
especially shape people’s usage of the Internet. 
They determine their personal and social activ-
ity. Against this background, metaphors of the 
Internet fulfil an explicit political function and are 
an object of political instrumentalization. This is 
even more the case in countries with a rather 
low level of Internet penetration, such as Russia 
where, according to a study taken in 2005 [FOM 
2005-3], approximately 80% of the population 
do not have access to the world wide commu-
nication networks and therefore most often rely 
on information about the Internet primarily per-
ceived via television and print media, which are 
mainly determined by the Russian State Authori-
ties [Brunmeier 2005, 21-30]. 

According to a study by Lee Ratzan [2000] the 
usage of metaphors describing the Internet is 
largely determined by the personal experiences 
of the speakers. Beginners tend to use more 
precise, confined, closed images and are rather 
afraid of the more metaphysical terms relying 
on images of vast, amorphous and unpredictable 
‘spaces’ that the experts use. Ratzan comes to 
the conclusion that it is the low comfort levels 
of the inexperienced users, when confronted 
with the complex information networks of the 
WWW, that lead them to favour a more restric-
tive use of imagery, i.e. the idea of a ‘civilized 

“I hate, therefore I am” [Lev Gudkov 
2004, 29]

According to a survey by the Public Opin-
ion Foundation FOM from October 2004, 
63% of respondents considered it desir-
able for people of certain nationalities to 
be restricted from entering their region or 
city. If a decision to remove people of cer-
tain ethnic groups was adopted, the major-
ity of Russians surveyed (52%) stated they 
would give their approval. Asked which 
nationalities or ethnic groups they most 
disliked or found most annoying, respond-
ents were most likely to mention Cauca-
sians in general and Chechens in particular 
[FOM 2004-2]. 

Sem
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Internet’, as illustrated in the advertisement of 
the Russian provider Peterstar, promoting the 
slogan of “a well trained Internet looking for its 
master”. 

Indeed, the metaphors and images chosen 
by Luzhkov validate Ratzan’s hypothesis: they 
mostly refer to vague, amorphous and open ob-
jects. It is precisely these qualities that produce 
a feeling of fear when contrasted with closed 
objects and spaces, such as sheltered homes or 
controlled informational protection zones. The 
article by Jurij Luzhkov, published in a traditional 
newspaper and addressed to a non-professional 
public, largely relies on this effect: based on the 
usage of metaphors of fear it appeals to an urge 
for control, which is still dominant in post-Soviet 
Russian society. According to a study by ROMIR, 
the majority of Russians (76%) consider censor-
ship of the mass media a must [ROMIR 2004].

Jurij Luzhkov’s negative attitude – his ‘arach-
nophobia’ – towards the information policies on 
the web is partly based on personal offence: the 

Moscow mayor himself was victim to a falsified 
information campaign, in 2000, when he was run-
ning for the presidential elections; the Foundation 
of Effective Politics FEP, one of the most impor-
tant players in the field of political PR, launched a 
➝ ‘fake-website’, publishing offensive material 
[Brunmeier 2005, 106-109]. Nevertheless Luzhk-
ov’s pamphlet against the Internet is typical of a 
whole series of political statements from Russian 
officials discrediting the Internet and calling for 
its ‘civilization’. In addition to the common meta-
phors of fear (spider web, cholera) and disgust 
(rubbish dump) a more subtle threat is articulated 
in the following stereotypes: “to leap, headlong 
into the information world”, “to get lost” in the 
chaotic and “uncivilized” data masses. The idea 
of getting “stuck” or “lost” in the virtual worlds is 
more cogently expressed by the minister of edu-
cation, Andrej Fursenko: 

[...] an easy access to information via the World 
Wide Web “gives birth to a virtual world you want to 
plunge into head over heals. As a result there occurs 
a serious social problem with regard to the relation-
ship between the individual and the society”. [c.f. 
Webplaneta 2004]

In an interview, President Putin himself ex-
pressed his regret concerning (to his mind) the 
excessive use of the Internet by his daughters 
who “sit in the web” [c.f. Utro.ru 2003].

The dominant interpretation of the Internet 
as ‘uncivilized’ implies that it is understood as 
a type of ‘natural environment’ that is danger-
ous to its inhabitants as long as it remains un-
controlled by ‘culture’. Such an argumentation 
has been used in Western countries since the 
beginning of the 1990s and is typical for a coun-
try not yet largely ‘internetified’. Nevertheless 
the danger of Internet addiction, of the loss of 
one’s personal identity in ‘cyberspace’, is feared 
more in Russia than, for example, in the United 
States or Germany. It is expressed by those who 
have yet to experience the medium personally, 
by politicians and – most astonishingly – even by 
academics and scholars. As Natalja Konradova 

Provider Peterstar: Promoting an obedient Internet.
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underlines, the academic discourse on the In-
ternet in the fields of psychology, sociology and 
philosophy articulates an explicit scepticism to-
wards the “virtualisation of society” [Konradova 
2005; see as well Schmid 2005, 74].

Thus, uncontrolled use of the Internet seems 
to endanger not only the functioning of society 
and State organization (terrorism, financial fraud, 
copyright violations) but also the integrity of 
the individual. The metaphors of fear, when set 
against the background of Soviet era psychology 
and an ➝ essentialist world view, prove an ef-
ficient tool of mind control. 

In contrast to the negative semantics of the 
Internet – “disorientation”, “danger of abuse”, 
“chaos” –  the above mentioned RuNet award of-
fers a vertical, hierarchical, monumental, power-
ful identification mark. The dangerous “element” 
(stikhija) of the uncivilized Internet is semantically 
closed. 

Technical control

The symbolical appropriation and metaphorical 
inscription of the Internet in Russia has operated 
in tandem with a constant discussion of legal ini-
tiatives for State regulation. Legal and technical 
➝ control over the Internet may be realized in 
different ways: through the registration of us-
ers or web resources, the surveillance of e-mail 
correspondence, or the exertion of influence on 
providers. A range of such instruments and their, 
more or less, successful implementation in Russia 
are described in the chapter by Anna Bowles on 
the development of the RuNet. As embarrass-
ing, or even threatening as these attempts might 
be, their effects will not lead to total or even ef-
fective control of the web. Too manifold are the 
ways to elude these measures by encrypting pro-
grams or by transferring activities and data to a 
server abroad. For example, take the inefficient 
and unsuccessful battle of the Russian govern-
ment against the Chechen separatist website, 

Kavkaz.org, which regularly surfaces in different 
countries, such as Sweden or Finland. Last but 
not least, the sheer amount of e-mails and web 
postings exceeds the capacities of even the most 
advanced secret services. 

Thus, the statement by the high ranking FSB 
(Federal Security Agency) officer, Dmitrij Frolov 
in April 2005 calling for State regulation of the 
Russian Internet may be understood more as a 
lack of skills in modern information technolo-
gies than as a fully formed plan ready for action 
[Zajceva, Samigullina 2005]. Valerij Panjushkin, 
a prominent commentator from the Internet 
journal, Gazeta.ru, even pities the FSB for its 
thankless task, concluding that the real danger 
is the idea of control rather than its technologi-
cal realisation, which will necessarily be incom-
plete [Panjushkin 2005]. Or to put it another 
way: whoever wants to control the Internet 
– in Russia or elsewhere – needs to control the 
minds of the people.

“Outlook Express can not send your e-mail message as 
the FSB officer controlling your mail is temporarily not 
available. Yes, Sir!” 

Sorm 2: “Appreciate the work of the Chekists. Write 
largely and clearly.”

Essentialism
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Despite all the discussions, up to the year 2005, 
almost no attempts at censorship of the Russian 
Internet have been seen. The protagonists of inde-
pendent and critical media on the Russian Internet 
unanimously affirm that there is no State control on 
the web [Rudenskij 2005]. The discrepancy between 
the numerous political pledges for State regulation 
of the Internet on the one hand and the absence of 
straight forward action on the other, might be in-
terpreted as a strategy to awaken an ominous fear 
amongst the public, leading them down the path of 
self censorship. The continuing paradigm of “fear / 
distrust” described by Marková as a guiding principle 
of post-totalitarian societies forms a backdrop for 
State Officials’ performance on the RuNet.

With regards to the negative attitudes towards 
the Internet seen among the ruling Russian poli-
ticians, promoting fear and distrust there is one 
significant exception: President ➝ Putin is re-
ported to hold mostly positive feelings on the 
topic. As the researcher, Anna Bowles, suggests, 
this open-minded attitude towards modern tech-
nology contributed to the politician’s image as a 
representative of a younger and technologically 
advanced generation. This was particularly evi-
dent in the first years after his election in 2000. 
The German researcher, Viktoria Brunmeier, 
even suggests that the never-ending discussions 
concerning RuNet regulation have been raised 
artificially in order to allow the President to take 
action against the most trenchant efforts of some 

State Officials for control and thus to present 
himself as a guardian of freedom of speech [Brun-
meier 2005, 66].

The creation of State owned, ‘trust-
worthy’ content projects

In opposition to the strategy of defamation and as 
part of the above-mentioned tendency towards 
civilization and monumentalisation of the RuNet 
there has been the development of State owned, 
‘trustworthy’ content. This does not refer solely to 
the official website of the Kremlin and other gov-
ernmental institutions, which are not dissimilar to 
their Western analogues,  but concerns the forma-
tion of an officially sponsored media sector, as politi-
cal content on the Russian Internet is media content 
[Ivanov 2004]. Political scientist, Marcus Alexander, 
in a study devoted to the Internet in Putin’s Russia, 
puts forward the thesis that, especially in the years 
2000-2002, professional Internet media (for exam-
ple Strana.ru) have been created on State orders and 
at least partially financed by State money [Alexander 
2003]. Alexander interprets this tendency as an ef-
fort to control the emerging Internet media sector 
from the inside. This technology of State sponsored 
content production – in Russian political slang often 
referred to as ➝ ‘political technology’ – is seen 
by the researcher as a third way between the liberal 
Internet usage of the Internet in ‘the West’ and total 

Mind Control: President Putin keeping a watchful eye on an Internet Club in Novosibirsk.
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control in authoritarian states as for example, in 
China. Surely the assumption of an emancipating 
media policy in Western countries is an exaggera-
tion. In Germany, as well as in the United States, the 
notion of Internet control is barely disguised and is 
frequently put into practice. Nevertheless, Alex-
ander’s hypothesis regarding the significance of of-
ficially sponsored content creation on the RuNet is 
worth considering. And one of its most prominent 
actors has been the Foundation of Effective Politics 
under the guidance of the polit technologist, Gleb 
Pavlovskij [see as well, Brunmeier 2005].

The Foundation of Effective Politics (FEP) was 
established in 1995 by Pavlovskij, a historian and 
journalist, and the art curator and gallery owner, 
Marat Gel’man. It boasted its first success during 
the re-election-campaign of Boris El’cin in 1996 
and consolidated its reputation of a clandestine 
organization for the making of Russian Presidents 
in 2000, when Vladimir Putin came to power. 
Such successful media resources as Russian Jour-
nal, Lenta.ru, Gazeta.ru, Strana.ru, or Vesti.ru 
have been planned and realized by the Pavlovskij 
joint forces, some of them financed by “political 
money” [Ivanov 2004; see as well, Brunmeier 
2005]. The logo on the foundation’s website gives 
a good impression of how the FEP perceive the 
political Internet media: as a thunderstorm of in-
formation politics enlightening the President’s de-
cision making.

The development of the foundation’s media 
empire is not the topic of this article. It has been 
extensively covered in the Russian and interna-
tional press and even served as a plot for a lit-
erary novel, the Golem, Russian version, written 
by Andrej Levkin [2002]. The author of the novel 
– in the late 1980s co-editor of the Latvian un-
derground magazine, Rodnik and winner of the 
Andrej-Belyj literary contest in 2001 – is just one 
representative of the literary and intellectual élite 
that participated in the activities of the founda-
tion. Pavlovskij himself presents a stylish, intel-
lectual and dissident autobiography in his dossier, 
offered on the website of the Russian Journal. His 

The FEP online: Enlightening the Presidential decision 
making.
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partner, Marat Gel’man, is an internationally rec-
ognized gallery owner who popularised critical art 
projects in Russia and abroad. Gel’man left the FEP 
in 2002 to work as a media consultant for the State 
controlled, ‘First Television’ channel.

We come to a seemingly paradoxical conclusion: 
while criticizing the numerous state initiatives 
for their attempts at regulation of the Internet, 
at least some of the creative forces of the RuNet 
(who were, to a large extent, writers, artists and 
scientists), actively participate in the formation of 
an official media sector on the RuNet, or at least 
work for the associated resources. The moral 
conflicts suffered by some of the journalists and 
writers contributing to the politicised online 
publications of FEP – especially the prestigious 
Russian Journal – are well documented in the 
memoirs of Sergej Kuznecov [2004, 258-262]. 
However, they seldom led to dynamic action, 
such as the withdrawal or creation of alternative 
information projects. The above cited, Dmitrij 
Ivanov, who has been working for the Founda-
tion of Effective Politics for several years, claims 
that the influence of State sponsored Internet 
media, such as Strana.ru or Vesti.ru should not 
be overestimated. In contrast to the situation on 
television, the state holds no monopoly on po-
litical information on the web and ratings show 
that the ‘independent’ media are much more 
popular than the FEP creations [Ivanov 2004]. 
This may be true; nevertheless the connections 
between the net community and state power 
can hardly be ignored with regard to questions 
of media usage and the public sphere.

How might this phenomenon be explained? Two 
possible lines of argumentation are proposed. 
First: the discrepancy between personal convic-
tions and official behaviour, including political activ-
ity, is a return to the social schizophrenia of Soviet 
times when one participated in an official party 
meeting while mocking the system in the privacy 
of one’s home. A striking example is the case of 
➝ Anton Nosik, as reported by Sergej Kuzne-
cov. After having participated in the establishment 
of a succesful media empire, Nosik renewed his 
personal column “The Evening Internet” in order 
to escape from the uniformity of an official public 
sphere he himself had helped to create and main-
tain: “Every day I feel the need for a place where I 
can express my personal, individual opinion, which 
does not correspond to the worldviews of my col-
leagues and investors, in a more acute way” [c.f. 
Kuznecov 2004, 284]. The approach of Verdery 
and White, analysing the split between the public 
self and the ‘real’ self as a constituency of Soviet 
society seems to be adequate and accurate in de-
lineating  the positioning of (parts of) the Internet 
élite under the changing political circumstances of 
the years 2000-2004. This kind of social role play-
ing may be even strengthened by the common in-
terpretation of the Internet as a place of action for 
a multitude of ‘virtual identities’.

A second explanatory model relies on the 
idea that taking part in today’s political and me-

Pavlovskij now has his own political TV-show 
(in ‘infotainment’ style) with the participation of  
➝ Maksim Kononenko (the author of Vladimir 
Vladimirovich™). By the way, some advanced 
analysts suggest that Pavlovskij’s appearance on 
TV denotes the end of his hidden (i.e. ‘real politi-
cal’) agenda. [Natalja Konradova]

This is an important point, to my mind. What 
is the nature of this power? Is it really State 
power? And what is the State power itself, who 
represents it (in Russia)? The Kremlin? If so, who 
is ‘The Kremlin’? Putin personally? Or Putin’s ad-
ministration? The concept of power is ‘fuzzy’. 
And this is an open question at the moment for 
all the political experts in Russia, not only for cit-
izens. Perhaps, if one could answer this question 
he or she might understand the problem of ‘split 
personality’? [Natalja Konradova]
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dia games may be seen as a compensation for the 
Russian ➝ ‘intelligentsia’s’ loss of status, result-
ant from the demise of the Soviet Union and after 
hopes for a participatory society in perestrojka had 
been dashed. The absorption of a critical and crea-
tive web community into official and commercial 
institutions is a phenomenon of general relevance. 
Thus, the open content movement has been ex-
tensively criticized for its collaboration with the 
global players of the information industry. An as-
sumption of purity of personal notions, economical 
and political intentions would be naive in a com-
plex world, but the underlying motives differ with 
regard to the cultural contexts. Whereas, in the 
‘West’, collaboration with the capitalist system is 
discussed, in the Russian context political instru-
mentalisation – both by the state and the so-called 
oligarchs – appears to be a sensitive issue.

After all, with regard to the official strategy mix 
of defamation and monumentalisation of the In-
ternet, the latter partly supported by the Internet 
élites themselves, the individual, seemingly apoliti-
cal and private use of the Internet may have the 
most revolutionary impact on the performance of 
cultural identity, on the emergence of a ‘counter’ 
public sphere on the Russian Internet as it mani-
fests itself, for example, in the amazing popularity 
of the weblogs in Russia.

Excursus on Western concepts of 
(Counter)Public Sphere(s)

To determine whether the Internet, in fact, contrib-
utes to a ‘counter public sphere’ as a condition for 
an increase in general participatory democracy (not 
only in post-Soviet Russia), it first needs a look at the 
most advanced concepts of ➝ ‘public sphere’. 

Jürgen Habermas and his critics

In identifying the French salons, English cof-
fee houses and German ‘Tischgesellschaften’ 

(table societies) as its key institutions, phi-
losopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas, in 
his book Structural Transformation of the Pub-
lic Sphere (1962) investigated certain defin-
ing criteria of the bourgeois public sphere, 
within which literary journals and periodicals 
were read and discussed in eighteenth cen-
tury western Europe [Habermas 1989, 36-37]:

The above-mentioned institutions preserved a 
kind of social intercourse that disregarded sta-
tus;

Discussion within such a public sphere presup-
posed the problematization of areas of ‘com-
mon concern’, which were the objects of public 
critical attention;

The issues discussed became ‘general’ not mere-
ly in their significance, but also in their accessibil-
ity: everyone had to be able to participate.

In other words, according to Habermas, the public 
sphere, which mediates between society and state, 
is based on the principle that any and all individuals 
may unite around issues of general interest, with-
out concern for social status, in order to achieve 
rational consensus by means of critical discussion.

There is no other concept that has sparked off 
such a productive and fruitful debate on the phe-
nomenon of the public sphere than this one by 
Habermas, which has been frequently attacked 
for being overly idealized.

Feminist Critique

Feminist theorist Nancy Fraser in particular ar-
gues that the four central assumptions in Haber-
mas’s conception of the bourgeois public sphere 
need to be called into question:

Social equality is not a necessary condition for 
political democracy.

1.

2.

3.

1.

Public Sphere
38, 213

Intelligentsia
26, 71, 195
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According to Fraser, bracketing of social in-
equalities in deliberation does not foster par-
ticipatory parity. Fraser asserts that proceeding 
as if social inequalities don’t exist when they 
do, on the contrary, works to the advantage 
of dominant groups and to the disadvantage of 
subordinates [Fraser 1992, 120].

A single public sphere is always preferable to a 
nexus of multiple publics.

Since in a single, comprehensive, overarch-
ing public they have no arenas for delibera-
tion among themselves about their needs, 
objectives, and strategies, subordinated social 
groups, such as women, workers, peoples 
of colour and homosexuals, have repeatedly 
found it advantageous to constitute alternative 
publics, Fraser writes. Fraser proposes that 
these groups be termed “subaltern counter 
publics” by which she means “parallel discur-
sive arenas where members of subordinated 
social groups invent and circulate counter dis-
courses to formulate oppositional interpreta-
tions of their identities, interests, and needs” 
[ibid., 122-123].

Discourse in public spheres should be restrict-
ed to deliberation about the common good.

For Fraser, excluding some issues a priori as 
‘special interests’ ignores the fact that general 
interests can only be constituted in a discourse
that provides opportunities for minorities to 
convince others that what in the past was not 
public in the sense of being a matter of common 
concern should now become so [ibid., 129].

A functioning democratic public sphere re-
quires a sharp separation of civil society and 
the state.

A sharp separation of civil society and the state, 
Fraser argues, will be unable to envision the 

2.

3.

4.

forms of self-management, inter public coordi-
nation, and political accountability that are es-
sential to a democratic and egalitarian society 
[ibid., 136].

For Nancy Fraser, therefore, a post-modern and 
post-liberal conception of the public sphere must 
incorporate at least three characteristics:

a post-modern conception of the public sphere must 
acknowledge that participatory parity requires not 
merely the bracketing, but rather the elimination, of 
systematic, social inequalities;

where such inequality persists, however, a post-mod-
ern multiplicity of mutually contestatory publics is 
preferable to a single modern public sphere oriented 
solely to deliberation;

a post-modern conception of the public sphere must 
countenance not the exclusion, but the inclusion, of 
interests and issues that bourgeois, masculinist ideol-
ogy labels ‘private’ and treats as inadmissible. [Fraser 
1995, 295]

Marxist critique

Although it has never reached such a substantial 
audience as the work by Nancy Fraser, probably 
the most elaborate critique of Habermas’s con-
cept of the public sphere was the joint publication 
by sociologist Oskar Negt and writer, theorist, 
filmmaker and TV producer, Alexander Kluge in 
1972. In their book, tellingly entitled Public Sphere 
and Experience (Öffentlichkeit und Erfahrung) 
they focus on the question by which mechanism 
and media, in whose interest, and to what effect 
a “horizon of social experience” [Negt, Kluge 
1993, xlvi] is constituted [Hansen 1993, x-xi]. For 
Negt and Kluge, who were brought together by 
the context of the Frankfurt School (Negt was an 
assistant to Jürgen Habermas, Kluge a friend and 
disciple of Theodor W. Adorno) this question is 
closely connected with the problem of the bour-
geois public sphere, which they describe as an 
ideal that does not correspond to reality, for it 
excludes the working class, women, children – all 

1.

2.

3.
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those groups that are unable to participate fully 
in the process of public consensus [Negt, Kluge 
1993, 10].

According to Negt and Kluge, one of the most 
important exclusionary mechanisms of the classi-
cal bourgeois sphere is the “economy of speech” 
[ibid., 46]: 

All bourgeois forms of the public sphere presuppose 
special training, both linguistic and mimetic. In public 
court proceedings, in dealings with officials, it is ex-
pected of all parties involved that they be concise and 
present their interests within forms of expression fit-
ting to the official business at hand (for instance, that 
they be ‘objective’, ‘pertaining to the petition’, etc.). 
Speeches given in meetings are shaped by a precise 
knowledge of the situation and of the audience’s ex-
pectations. As a rule, they must be grammatically cor-
rect. A public appearance on television is especially 
complicated. A second element enters the scene in 
this case: the speaker finds himself in a position deter-
mined by the recording equipment and the program, 
not by his own speech. [ibid., 45-46]

In advanced capitalism, Negt and Kluge argue, the 
classical bourgeois public sphere is overlaid by 
“new public spheres of production” (Produktions-
öffentlichkeiten) – for example, the conscious-
ness and programming industry – which tend to 
incorporate, as their raw material, the “context 
of living“ (Lebenszusammenhang) by which hu-
man beings reproduce themselves beyond their 
bare economic existence [ibid., xlvi].

The increasing socialization of human needs 
and qualities, however, generates a potential op-
position that can only ➝ resist the conditions of 
alienated production by remaining in the realm 
of fantasy and imagination. The characteristics of 
this activity are multilayered:

In its unsublated form, as a mere libidinal counter-
weight to unbearable, alienated relations, fantasy is 
itself merely an expression of this alienation. Its con-
tents are therefore inverted consciousness. Yet by vir-
tue of its mode of production, fantasy constitutes an 
unconscious, practical critique of alienation. [ibid., 33]

The workings of fantasy and colloquial language, 
which, because of their special human quality, op-

pose the discipline and abstract character of the 
capitalist production process, provide, in Negt 
and Kluge’s theory, the basis for a historical coun-
ter-concept to the bourgeois public sphere and 
a fundamentally new structure in the public or-
ganization of experience – the “proletarian public 
sphere”. The authors insist on using the seeming-
ly anachronistic term, ‘proletarian’ because they, 
“believe it is wrong to allow words to become 
obsolete before there is a change in the objects 
they denote” [ibid., xlv].

Until now, the proletarian public sphere, which 
responds to the needs and interests of all those 
whose self-expression is excluded, or “blocked” 
from the usual arenas of public discourse, has 
emerged only in rudimentary forms. Negt and 
Kluge disagree with Habermas, claiming that: 

A counter public sphere that is based on ideas and 
discourses with progressive content cannot develop 
effective weapons against the combined elements of 
illusion, the public sphere, and public power. In this 
situation, the compensations that the classical bour-
geois public sphere possessed, as compared with the 
public power relations, become increasingly ineffec-
tive. The only antidotes to the production of the il-
lusory public sphere are the counter products of a 
proletarian public sphere: idea against idea, product 
against product, production sector against production 
sector. It is impossible to grasp in any other way the 
permanently changing forms that social power takes 
on in its fluctuations between capitalist production, 
illusory public sphere, and public power monopoly. 
[ibid., 79-80]

In this context, the institution of the Internet in 
Western countries is as much part of the existing 
public sphere, or rather, the new public spheres 
of production, as it has become a political, cul-
tural, economic, and social platform for develop-
ing different forms of oppositional public sphere 
(Gegenöffentlichkeit), which means public sphere 
in the authentic sense of the ➝ term.

The question remaining is whether or not the 
above approach is applicable to the Russian con-
text; and if not, why not? In an e-mail to the au-
thors, literary scholar and Internet researcher  
Eugene Gorny expresses his doubts:

Term
inology
34

Resistance
32, 178
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[...] honestly, I don’t like both terms [counter public 
sphere / ➝ counter-culture] as they suggest to look 
at things from the starting point of such constructs 
as “public sphere” or “culture”. That is more or less 
the same as to call a woman a counter-man. I.e. it ex-
presses the idea of something secondary, something 
subordinate. And that is often not the case. Neither do 
I understand what is meant by public sphere. Official 
State organizations and the associated media? Further-
more the word “counter” implies the idea of negation 
and fight (as in “counter revolution”), which gives the 
whole term a negative connotation. But often there is 
no fight, but an existence in a kind of ‘other’ space. For 
example, the Zhurnal.ru did not fight anyone. People 
just did what they wanted to because it was natural to 
them. [personal e-mail, 18 June 2004]

Decidedly non-opposition. The Creation 
of alternative information resources on 
the RuNet

Since the mid-1990s, many alternative or inde-
pendent media resources on the RuNet have been 
created. Eugene Gorny, as one of the active par-
ticipants in this development refers to the Internet 
as to “a kind of other space” which is not black 
and white, not pro or contra, but sui generis, i.e. 
produces itself out of pure interest and enthusi-
asm. The Internet as an interactive medium with 
a potentially low introduction level has, for quite a 
long time, been indeed interpreted as such a place 
for pure action and self-sufficient cultural activ-
ity. And while in the 1990s the Western segments 
of the web started to bow under the pressure of 
economic interests and growing commercialisa-
tion, the RuNet – due to its comparatively slow 
implementation in the country – still remained to 
be such an “other place”. The number of people 
engaged in this virtual playground was so small that 
it could be counted by numbers and resulted in 
what Anna Bowles calls the RuNet ➝ élite.

Zhurnal.ru – The herald of Russian net culture

Zhurnal.ru [1999] may serve as an illustration, the 
“herald of Russian net culture”, quoted by Eugene 

Gorny as an example of the “natural” activity of the 
early Russian net community [see e-mail above]. 
After its virtual death in 1999 – a decisive moment 
in the development of the RuNet – it nevertheless 
transmuted into a number of popular spin-offs, 
such as Setevaja slovesnost’, a widely known liter-
ary journal, and ➝ Polit.ru. The latter, originally 
a column devoted to political commentaries, de-
veloped into a serious political web magazine with 
an ambitious mission statement. Rather than infor-
mational or political technology, ideology is the de-
clared aim of the journal – ideology being under-
stood as the need of the Russian people to reflect 
on their personal attitudes towards the political 
and social situation in their country. To that goal, 
a new language should be developed, which is not 
derived from the official rhetoric, no “secondary” 
product, but an original and authentic idiom:

The relationship of Russian citizens with their history 
and their country is not a simple one. The ideological 
sphere, in general, is occupied with secondary products, 
not least because of the senselessness and the deliber-
ate lies of our political sphere. We aim to work with real 
content, which is why we are challenged by our mission 
to work on topics and to develop an appropriate lan-
guage for public political debates. [Polit.ru 2005]

The chief editor of the journal, Vitalij Lejbin, 
in an interview with the authors in 2005 [per-
sonal communication, 7 April 2005] explained 
the current political situation in the country in 
radical terms as a continuation of the civil war 

Zhurnal.ru: The herald of net culture.
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in revolutionary Russia, which has not been 
ended by a peace. But the black and white jux-
taposition of State power and opposition does 
not seem reliable to him, either. He clearly 
rejects the idea of ‘opposition’ and ‘counter 
public sphere’. As Gorny has pointed out: that 
does not seem to fit into the Russian context. 
Natalja Konradova, who has been working as 
an editor for the magazine, assists: such grand 
words, as ‘opposition’, ‘dissidents’, or even 
more ‘democracy’ have lost their magnitude. 
Language in the Russian context is more than 
a means of communication, it is still a realm 
of symbolic over-signification, of words that 
suffer from their historic burden. Though ex-
pressing an ideological goal, the producers of 
the journal are afraid of ideology themselves. 
Too fresh is the memory of ‘classical’ dissi-
dence, which reproduced the cultural symbol-
ic and values of ‘The System’ with an opposite 
sign; too frustrating the experience of an ambi-
tious but insignificant intelligentsia in the times 
of perestrojka.

Russian Journal – a place, not a refuge

Most of the alternative information resources  
date from the ‘good old days’ of the RuNet, the 
years 1994-2000. A most insightful example is the 
Russian Journal. The mission statement, written 

by its founder and chief-editor, Gleb Pavlovskij in 
1997, expressed an ambitious vision:

The Russian Journal will be a place, not a refuge. First 
a place, then a community – the Russian Internet is 
good in the sense that – similar to the Silurian sea –  it 
is not yet inhabited by the vile creatures of the ‘upper 
world’. [Pavlovskij 1997]

The statement is put in a strongly metaphori-
cal style and reveals some typical motifs of the 
early period of Internet euphoria. The Internet 
is depicted as a “sea”, i.e. as ‘nature’, compara-
ble to the approach of the Moscow mayor Ju-
rij Luzhkov, but in a reverse sense. The amor-
phous and unbound space is here understood 
as something positive, nature as a vital force 
opposed to the “upper”, i.e. civilized world. 
The Internet is considered – as for Gorny – a 
pure place, not yet invaded by the corrupt 
and distorted creatures of the ‘world above’. 
By refusing to use the term ‘refuge’ the idea 
of the web as an “other place” is again clearly 
articulated: A ‘refuge’ is something secondary, 
inevitably linked to the place from which one 
wishes to escape.

The Russian Journal indeed turned out to be 
a success – both as a place and as a community. 
For years it remained one of the most influential 
platforms for exchanges by Russian intellectuals 
and it paid special attention to the emergence of 
what is referred to as ‘Russian net culture’, its 
resources, protagonists, curiosities, successes 
and failures. Its nevertheless iridescent status is 
insolubly linked with the above cited Gleb Pav-
lovskij as its co-founder and editor-in-chief. As 
president of the Foundation of Effective Politics 
(FEP) and an influential political consultant he 
embodies – at least for his critics [Miljutenko 
2000] – one of the “vile creatures of the upper 
world” he wanted to elude by turning to the In-
ternet. “Political technologist” is one of the more 
neutral designations of his person, “grey cardi-
nal” a more picturesque one, relying on the fas-
cination for conspiracy, popular on the Internet. 

Maybe one of the reasons (though it is hardly 
the main one) of this fear is our age – I mean, 
Vitalij and me. We belong to the generation 
that followed Pavlovskij, Gel’man and Ickovich 
(a difference of about 15 years). Our genera-
tion is named, “The children of perestrojka” 
or “the generation of the 1990s” by sociolo-
gists. To be certain, one should ask Ickovich 
if he wants to call himself the opposition (by 
the way, he has a ‘dissident’ past, too). [Natalja 
Konradova]
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The FEP has indeed realized a number of web re-
sources and election campaigns for Russian politi-
cians. It has initiated and popularised web journals 
with highly qualified journalists offering officially 
sponsored media content. It has participated in 
the building and promotion of political parties in 
Russia, as well as in the Ukraine. In short: it has de-
veloped and realized, most successfully, concepts 
for political public relations [Brunmeier 2005, 
102-107]. In the year 2001, Pavlovskij sold most 
of his media empire. Nevertheless, in 2005, the 
Foundation of Effective Politics still is an important 
media player and Pavlovskij a prominent figure in 
political life. His carefully designed dissident back-
ground [Pavlovskij n.d.] and the ambitious inten-
tions of his mission statement strongly collide with 
the public and political activities of his later years.

The same is true for ➝ Marat Gel’man, the 
co-founder of both the Russian Journal and the 
Foundation of Effective Politics. As a gallery owner 
he promotes critical art projects opposing con-
servative aesthetical values and focusing on press-
ing problems of Russian society. In the second half 
of the 1990s, Gel’man – as did Pavlovskij – turned 
increasingly to politics: 

When I started actively to throw myself from the arts into 
life, politics, media, for me it was an axiom, that the world 
of the arts is especially important but rather narrow and 
passions there are unreal, whereas the world of politics 
was a real one, where destinies were swayed, where 
money – and history – were made. [c.f. Shapoval 2004]

He widened his promotional activities to include 
politicians as well as artists – the strategies evi-
dently remained the same. Gel’man left the Foun-
dation of Effective Politics in 2002 but immedi-
ately accepted the position of advisor and media 
consultant for the State controlled First Channel, 
which he left in 2004. His withdrawal from TV 
was trumpeted by the journalists, Borodina and 
Khamraev, with the heading, “Gel’man goes back 
to the dissidents” [Borodina, Khamraev 2004].

Indeed, in 2005, Gel’man started a project 
named Russia-2, lamenting the total lack of life, 
energy, spirit, and political ideas in contempo-
rary – Putin’s – Russia. The project is labelled, 
decidedly as “non opposition”, though it ex-
presses a deep distrust into the existing State 
system and mechanisms that are seen as imper-
vious to reforms. Thus, according to the mission 
statement, every “intellectual”, as a “thinking 
person”, has several options on how to react: 1) 
to cooperate with the state – which is impossi-
ble due to its seclusion 2) to join the opposition 
– which is a frustrating and ineffective measure 
3) to emigrate or to work in the (cultural) un-
derground – which is personally painful and po-
litically unsatisfying. As none of these reactions 
seem to be adequate, Russia-2 proposes a fourth 
alternative: to build up an independent cultural, 
social and political infrastructure in Russia – in 
short: Russia-2 – which will be prepared for a 
take over when the old, vertical and inefficient 
system of Russia-1 crumbles. But:

Even taking into account the high degree of aliena-
tion between ‘Russia-2’ and ‘Russia-1’, this is not an 
oppositional or dissident project. It does not have 
any prefixes, such as non-, counter-, under-, anti-: it 
simply maintains the distance. It is a symmetrical an-
swer to the hermetic nature of ‘Russia-1’. [Gel’man 
2005]

Russia-2 is not a web project – there has for 
instance been a large exhibition of associated, 
contemporary arts, but it is largely realized via 
the net (However, since March, 2005 it has been 
only occasionally updated).

Russian Journal: “One of Russia’s top cultural criticism 
projects.”
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Its manifesto recalls some of the motives and ar-
guments typical for a large range of Russian Inter-
net projects: the unwillingness to be considered 
as opposition, the search for a separate existence 
(other place), the importance of culture as a po-
litical force on the one hand and the close link-
ages to official culture on the other. 

Political technologist, promoter of critical art 
projects, (non)dissident? The range of possible 
identifications is wide. Gel’man himself articulates 
a pleasure in such identity play. The term ‘politi-
cal technologist’ itself is, in the Russian context, of 
a somewhat dizzying nature and differs from the 
English analogue, ‘spin doctor’. A political tech-
nologist, in Gel’man’s definition, does not identify 
himself with the promoted messages and political 
ideas, but concentrates on successful public rela-
tions (PR). Marat Gel’man compares the activities 
of the political technologist to those of an advo-
cate who does not have to sympathize with his 
client in order to defend him [c.f. Shapoval 2004]. 
But within the Russian net community – and be-
yond its borders – the term is far from being so 
neutral. On the contrary, it has acquired a kind of 
mythical status, mostly with a negative connota-
tion. Endowed with almost demiurgic forces, the 

political technologist’s most effective weapon is 
the so called “black PR” as a tool of disinforma-
tion [Brunmeier 2005, 108-115]. Such black PR, 
the manipulation of public opinion with the help of 
compromising materials (kompromat), is feared 
like a kind of black magic, which fits well into the 
framework of conspiracy, so popular in the con-
temporary media world. 

On the Internet – or in a broader sense – within 
the new media worlds, the borderline between fic-
tion and ‘faction’ dissolves. Biography becomes part 
of an artistic performance that may incorporate such 
different ingredients as a dissident background and a 
modern career as media and Kremlin advisor. The 
political technologist here resembles the artist (and 
less the advocate referred to by Gel’man): both rely 
more on form than on content. In today’s economy 
of attention, their materials are the same – commu-
nication strategies that may best be displayed via the 
flexible networks of the Internet.

Marat Gel’man: “Russia-2 is not a dissident project.”

This exhibit was very interesting. On the one 
hand, there were only politicized works dedi-
cated to the idea of terrorism, military culture, 
Orthodox Church and other sore points in con-
temporary Russia. On the other, it was not a 
➝ political art, per se, because it described but 
did not analyse (with the exception of several 
works by Ter-Oganjan, who is in opposition in-
deed and therefore lives in Berlin). The artists as 
a whole produced works with no content, and 
the political events or persons they used were 
just icons. I find them to be rather more akin to 
Andy Warhol, who produced commercial art 
than Soviet underground artists, who created 
really critical art. [Natalja Konradova]
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Dni.ru – Political entertainment as satire or 
public relations?

Another case study illustrates the complex re-
lationship between arts, entertainment, net cul-
ture and political manipulation – of fictions and 
factions – in perhaps an even more striking man-
ner: The popular electronic newspaper, Dni.
ru [2005] is a political and cultural web journal, 
founded in 2000, which is not afraid of pop cul-
ture and entertainment. Politics are understood 
as part of “showbiz” – and vice versa. Nobody 
better incarnates this profile and ideology than 
the magazine’s editor-in-chief, Maksim Konon-
enko. Kononenko, a professional computer 
programmer and writer, is a well known figure 
in Russian net culture. Under his pseudonym, 
Mr.Parker, he initiated numerous web projects, 
such as the virtual Lenin mausoleum and the in-
teractive project, “This is not my war”, protest-
ing against the way in which the Russian military 
engagement in Chechnja was organized [Eto 
ne moja vojna 2000]. He gained international 
recognition with his polit-serial ➝ “Vladimir 
Vladimirovich™” [2005], a weblog where he 
reported on the political situation in the country, 
from Putin’s perspective. This polit-serial (or, 
better, web soap opera) is a sometimes critical, 
sometimes funny parody of the official image of 
the Russian President, Vladimir Putin. The blog is 
popular, not only in Russia – Kononeko has twice 
been elected, “web writer of the year”, – but 
has been rewarded as one of the BOBs (Best of 
the Blogs) of 2004 by the German broadcaster 
Deutsche Welle. In May 2005 Kononenko’s an-
ecdotes on Vladimir Vladimirovich were pub-
lished as a book.

But the anchorman of Dni.ru is not the only 
prominent figure of Russian web culture actively 
participating in the online journal. Dni.ru is pro-
duced by another protagonist of the early days, 
Konstantin Rykov aka Jason Foris. Both, Konon-
enko and Rykov were once active participants 
in the counter-cultural resource, Fuck.ru, which 

was famous for its obscene art of communica-
tion [Chajtina 2001]. Rykov is considered to be 
one of the first professional Russian Internet 
producers; he has initiated and realized Internet 
and television programs, such as the popular TV-
Show, “Star Factory”. Since 2002, he has been 
working as head of the Internet department of 
the State controlled, First Channel, where he 
cooperated with Marat Gel’man in a range of 
political Internet projects, such as Irak.ru and 
Vojna.ru [Rykov 2005]. Thus, the electronic 
newspaper Dni.ru, with its editor-in-chief, Mak-
sim Kononenko (author of the popular political 
satire on Vladimir Putin) is produced by a lead-
ing representative of the official media sector. 
In consequence, rumours have circulated that 
the project has been completely sponsored by 
forces close to the Kremlin, in order to pro-
mote a more friendly and sympathetic image of 
the President, using political entertainment as 
satire and PR. 

Logo of Vladimir Vladimirovich™: “Today you 
get popular only when you are doing something with         
➝ Putin.” (Marat Gel’man [c.f. Zhidkova 2005])
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Conclusions and hypothesises

The idea of being part of a dissident culture, in 
the Soviet sense, or a counter-culture in Western 
terms is disliked by many representatives of the 
RuNet. Evidently, the dissidents of Soviet times 
are no model for an alternative public sphere in 
today’s Russia. Dissident action has been directed 
too heavily – in its civil rights engagement as well as 
in its aesthetic values – against the system of State 
power, thus (re)producing – at least in the minds 
of the next generation – a dissident culture that is a 
mirror image of the State structure it opposed.

Both – the dissident and the official Soviet cul-
ture – have, from that point of view, primarily 
been ideologically grounded. In the era of per-
estrojka, the Russian ➝ intelligentsia were open 
to participating in the evolving democratic system 
but soon became disappointed – last but not least 
because the utopia of a now accessible ‘West’ 
gradually faded away. Noble terms, such as, ‘de-
mocracy’, ‘opposition’, ‘social market economy’, 
most of them Western imports, sounded hollow 
and lost their value.

Instead, a fascination for the mechanisms, or rather 
the aesthetics of political power, can be observed. 
This attraction opened up not only professional 
perspectives for writers, artists, and intellectuals 
who lost influence and privilege in their proper 
fields, but also possibilities for the construction of 
‘virtual realities’, here understood as socially and 
politically relevant communication strategies.

An emotional conflict is noticeable, which might 
be explained by the aforementioned historic back-
ground: the desire for action, power and influence 
(here understood in a decidedly positive sense) is 
confronted with the deeply rooted fear and anxiety 
of ideological overload, of the “grand tales” in the 
sense of Jean François Lyotard. But this rejection of 
ideology is problematic: on the one hand, partici-
pation in the mechanisms of power is easily trans-
formed into a dubious form of collaboration and on 
the other hand the avoidance of ideological posi-
tions hinders the development of an effective alter-
native public sphere that includes the articulation of 
‘natural’ needs as expressed by Eugene Gorny or 
– to put it in the words of sociologists Oskar Negt 
and Alexander Kluge – “authentic experience”. 

Against this background the Russian net commu-
nity reacts only slowly and with great pain and reluc-
tance to the changing social and political conditions 
taking place under the presidency of Vladimir Putin 
and characterized by an intensifying media control. 
This is even more the case as part of the Internet 
resources offering alternative platforms for publi-
cation relies heavily on money from the so called 
oligarchs, who, on their part, try to influence public 
opinion wherever they see a chance to do so. 

For some, it might seem that successful cultural 
actions are accepted into the cultural mainstream 
or used by certain political interests too quickly 
to be worth regarding as anything close to acts of 
resistance; rather, they should be considered as 
successful acts of self-advertisement. For others, 
a small case of social agitation and attention is a 
worthy result of some alternative emancipatory 
strategies, however long they might succeed be-
fore some kind of collapse occurs. For the third 
party, there is no use speaking in terms of main-
stream, domination and resistance or counter-
culture, as the initial historical, economic, and 
social conditions of the society drastically differ 
from those where such a discourse was raised 
and developed. [Olga Goriunova]

You write that you are “absolutely aware of the 
power of the oligarchs and the ambiguous role 
they play especially regarding the new media.” 
“Ambiguous” is the last word I would use about 
their role – it is absolutely well-defined: it is 
defined by their rapacious self-interest and the 
murderous methods they have been using to 
achieve it.  [Sergej Roj, editor of Intelligent.ru]

Intelligentsia
26, 63, 195
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To defend one’s idea of the Internet as a ‘natural’ 
environment dedicated to the expression of per-
sonal and collective creativity is as understandable 
as it is legitimate, but it may be not the appropri-
ate way to defend one’s freedom and independ-
ence under conditions of strengthened economic 
and political influence in the media. With regard 
to Nancy Fraser, thus a “multiplicity of mutually 
contestatory publics” might be preferable to a 
homogenized public sphere as sketched in the of-
ficial Russian discourse about “Our RuNet”.
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Update Public Sphere – September 
2007

Official discourse

two years after writing the above article it is 
worth noting that in view of the proliferation of 
the internet in russia metaphors of fear obvious-
ly are not (or, at least, no longer) effective and 
therefore have almost completely disappeared. 
instead, the use of metaphors of monumentalism 
and national pride, striving to make the internet 
part of the national culture, is increasing. this 
shift becomes apparent especially when using the 
runet hymn, nowadays performed at the begin-
ning of the official runet award ceremony, as an 
example (Please note that the following transla-
tion is not in tune with the rhythmic and rhyme 
structure of the text):

Runet! You are uniting us!

Music – Valerij Batashev. Lyrics – Anatolij i Valerij Bata-
shevy, Nikolaj Stolicyn

First verse

millions of paths, millions of ways,
you entered our lives imperceptible
the moment was wonderful, wonderful was the day:
We fell in love with you whole-heartedly.

From portal to portal goes the signal,
For that the girl in snowy Siberia
may read, how Gagarin flew to cosmos,
that our country is the best in the world.

Refrain:

runet! you are uniting us. 
runet! you offer us freedom.
runet! you make our lifes easier.
runet!

runet! russia the Great!
runet! Virtual spaces!
runet! Without end or borders !
runet

Second verse

cyberspace where today exists
Whole russia from one end to the other
opened the doors into the future
collecting, creating, enlightening.
and moscow and rostow get nearer to you
coming to life in your monitor,
and it is not by chance that you appeared in our lives:
and everything will change for the better.

Refrain

third verse

With a reliable web you bound forever
everything existing in boundless russia
all russian villages and cities
and the richness of the cultures of the world.
every class, every house, by modem connected
join in the digital expanses.
colleague, counsellor and even postman,
With its help we got a little bit closer to each other.

Refrain (Final, on the music of the refrain)

runet! to thousands of questions,
runet! to thousands of questions,
runet! you give the right answer!
runet!
runet! russia the Great!
runet! Virtual spaces!
runet! Without end or borders !
runet

the hymn is sung by two opera singers and richly 
orchestrated. at the end there is a solo of church 
bells ringing. in this context it might be noted, 
that four of the top ten websites that received 
the runet award 2006 were affiliated to the rus-
sian orthodox church which plays an important 
role in the online world too.

it is most interesting to see, how in the hymn 
the attributes of the internet – its amorphous na-
ture, its boundlessness, its spaciousness – which 
in the discourse of fear have been interpreted in 
terms of negative semantics are turned into posi-
tive characteristics corresponding to the deeply 
rooted stereotype of russia’s endless spaces. 
the almost mythological steppes are semanti-
cally digitalized. at the same time, the principle of 
unity and homogeneity is emphasized – and the 
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contextualizing effects of the internet giving not 
one “right answer” but offering instead a lot of di-
vergent standpoints is ignored. or, to put it in the 
words of nancy Frazer: no “multiplicity of mutu-
ally contestatory publics”, but instead the attempt 
to homogenize through shared (imagined) tradi-
tion. a subversive padonki-version of the runet-
hymn, by the way, appeared only a little later.

nevertheless, it would be to simplistic to pro-
pose an evolutionary model, supposing that met-
aphors of fear are more efficient in the beginnings 
of the internet while the politics of identification 
prove to be more effective on a later stage of 
development. For comparison, we may observe 
in the official discourses in Germany in the years 
2005-2007 an increasing use of negative seman-
tics with regard to the internet preparing soci-
ety for the implementation of specific measures 
of control (for example, the online searching of 
computers by the legal entities of Federal Secret 
Services). the German Federal interior minister, 
mr. Wolfgang Schäuble, got severely criticized for 
his plans of radical control of the internet as a 
means of “fight against terrorism”. in July 2007 he 
proposed to deprive potential terrorists – how-
ever those might be defined – of mobile phones 
and internet.

(Counter) Public Sphere

With regard to the development of the russian 
web community, throughout the years 2005-
2007 significant changes may be observed as 
well. these changes are motivated mostly by the 
upcoming elections and the expected change at 
the top of the State power, with president Pu-
tin announcing his “successor” (preemnik). Some 
strategic web resources have been sold to State 
near media corporations. thus, the popular web 
magazine Gazeta.ru was bought in winter 2006 
by the Publishing house kommersant, belonging 
to the businessman alisher usmanov reported 
to hold close ties to State energy corporation 

Gazprom. observers interpreted the deal as 
part of the preparations in the media landscape 
for the presidential elections. usmanov himself 
explained his engagement in media business as 
motivated purely by economical reasons. edito-
rial policies of Gazeta.ru have meanwhile not ap-
parently changed. 

a deal between the american company Six 
apart and the russian media holding SuP transfer-
ring management rights for the russian segment 
of the prominent blogservice liveJournal.com 
aroused similar fears of a cleanup of the internet 
as a preparation for the election period [see up-
date russian diaspora for detailed account].

but let’s take a look at the development of the 
web resources and actors portrayed in more de-
tail in our article. russian Journal, Polit.ru, dni.
ru – all e-magazines are still existing, but have 
changed significantly, not only with regard to de-
sign and functionality but also, and above all, with 
regard to profile, editorial politics and staff. 
 
Russian Journal

unlike e.g. in Germany, political websites in rus-
sia are very often characterized by a  controver-
sial style of discussion. thus, authors are usu-
ally not selected with regard to the coherence 
of their political views with editorial policies. 
on the contrary, websites like Grani.ru, which 
is said to be sponsored by the ‘oligarch’ boris 
beresovksij, often present not only opposite, 
but also polemic views. the same is true of rus-
sian Journal. regardless of the opposing views 
presented, the content of russian Journal distin-
guishes itself by a more and more nationalist and 
patriotic mission, corresponding to the role its 
editor in chief Gleb Pavlovskij is (still) playing in 
official politics. a closer look at language used by 
the bigger part of russian Journal authors would 
be most instructive for further analysis, as a fall 
back into the highly stereotypical discourses of 
Soviet time is to be witnessed (“Western front”, 
“dictatorship of terms” / “Zapadnyj front”, 
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“diktatura ponjatij”, “Vsja vlast’ oppozicii”), 
paralleled by the usage of pictorial material, that 
often consists of collages of Soviet symbols and 
today’s attributes of State power. in this spirit, it 
most typically stands for those parts of russian 
contemporary media elites that tend to see the 
future of russia in the imperial traditions of the 
Soviet union. 

Polit.ru

networking with political parties and non-gov-
ernmental organizations has been intensified at 
Polit.ru, thus changing the profile of the resource 
as a primarily informational one. Vitalij lejbin, 
chief-editor in 2005, has left the magazine and 
is now in charge for the newly established print 
magazine russian reporter. the russian re-
porter started in spring 2007. it aims to adopt 
the model of such popular print magazines as 
the German Stern or the american times maga-
zine and aims until autumn 2007 at a remarkable 
circulation of about 150.000 exemplars. in an 
interview, lejbin commented on the mission of 
the new journal as “patriotic” and “positive” in 
the following way: 

Here [in russia, - H.S.] we tend to associate the patri-
otic and positive notion for some reason always with 
the words “pro-kremlin” or “servile”, whereas the big 
national publications in europe or north america are 
first of all on the side of their own country. […] it is 
astonishing, that we are among the first to formulate 
our agenda accordingly: to be on the one hand an in-
dependent publication for free and active people, and 
on the other hand – to be truly pro-russian.

the combination of “positivism” and “patriot-
ism” as characteristics of the editorial politics, 
of course, has immediately given rise to specula-
tions about the journal turning into a pre-election 
information tool. Suspicions were further fueled 
by the fact, that the new journal belongs to the 
media holding “expert” which since autumn 2006 
is partly owned by businessman oleg deripaska, 
reported to be a close friend to president Putin. 

While members of the editorial staff of russian 
reporter deny the idea of mr. deripaska influenc-
ing the editorial politics, critical comments in the 
internet guestbooks and weblogs insinuate the 
danger of self-censorship replacing direct involve-
ment of the investor into the journal’s work. 

the new chief editor of Polit.ru meanwhile is the 
old one: andrej levkin, journalist and novelist, has 
been among the initiators of Polit.ru already in 1998 
when the journal started its work as an off-spring of 
famous Zhurnal.ru. levkin in the interim has been 
working for some time at the seemingly ubiquitous 
Pavlovskij Foundation of effective Politics like quite a 
lot of protagonists on the russian internet.

Dni.ru 

dni.ru also has ‘lost’ its prominent editor-in-chief, 
maksim kononenko, who has started his own 
media project “idiot” while continuing to write 
for several other print and online media. “idiot” 
is presented in the format of a weblog, though 
stylishly adopting the look of a 19th century pa-
per journal. the project is a decidedly provoca-
tive one, as the subtitle “chronicles without po-
litical correctness” already suggests. interesting 
is kononenko’s self-description as an “idiot” and 
“jester [fool]” who has – as in ancient russia – the 
freedom to say what he wants to. the provoca-
tive nature of the project has turned out to be 
effective in the sense that it acquired the atten-
tion of a large public, not in the least recruited 
of people who have been living throughout the 
last years with the amusing daily anecdotes on 
Vladimir.Vladimirovich.ru. 

one of the most controversial stories konon-
enko published on this website, the “idiot”, was 
devoted in June 2006 to the incident of marina 
litvinovich, the assistant of opposition leader 
Garry kasparov, being attacked and beaten up in 
moscow. before “turning into a liberal” (maksim 
kononenko) litvinovich in the years 1998-2003 
had been working for the Gleb Pavlovskij Foun-
dation of effective Politics and there has been 
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responsible for the organisation of political Pr 
campaigns. She has been involved in the scandal 
around the fake website discrediting moscow 
mayor Jurij luzhkov when he was voting for the 
office of President in 1999. Her career thus il-
lustrates a fundamental change if not of mind so 
at least of political affiliation (once again typical 
for significant parts of russian media elite). She 
is considered as one of the most successful polit 
technologists and has now, as quite a lot of the 
protagonists, changed sides – but unlike maksim 
kononenko to the opposite side. 

Political responsibility for the assault on litvinov-
ich in 2006 was laid by her friends and colleagues 
directly on russian president Vladimir Putin 
and the head of the Presidential administration 
Vladimir Surkov. kononenko rejects this opinion 
in a rude way, and introduces the reverse version 
of marina litvinovich being beaten up by her own 
entourage who were utilizing the suffering of a 
woman for their political goals, in other words: 
for the sake of regime change. this kind of per-
verse logic, assuming that members of the russian 
opposition (those residing inside the country as 
well as those living abroad) are willing to sacrifice 
“their own people”, in order to accuse the Putin 
government of repressions is quite frequent. the 
same logic has led to the hypotheses that oligarch 
boris berezovskij might have ordered the mur-
der of anna Politkovskaja in october 2006 – or 
of litvinenko in spring 2007. 

What is the point here with regard to the topic 
of (counter)public spheres on the russian inter-
net? the concept of public sphere, and its deriva-
tive “counter public sphere”, relies on the idea 
of a controversial, but nonetheless rational dis-
cussion of the common goods. in today’s russian 
society opportunities for such discussions are lim-
ited – the internet as a largely uncensored infor-
mation and communication environment might 
have stepped in. but the russian internet suffers 
since the years 1998-2000 a fundamental crisis of 
confidence as it has been largely used as a sphere 
to generate black Pr and to launch compromising 

content. the media elites themselves have been 
contributing to this process of generation of ‘false’ 
and ‘fake contents’ and thus established a climate 
of, in fact, completely virtual communication 
– understood here not in a technical sense as tak-
ing place in the online communication networks, 
but in a cultural sense of a de-personalization of 
political communication and social behaviour.

in Western societies, the impact of new media 
on the ‘institution’ of public sphere in the Haber-
masian sense is discussed controversially as well. 
roughly spoken, there may be distinguished a 
utopian and a dystopian vision. in the first case, 
the networked structure of new media leads to 
the emergence of new public spheres for groups 
of people not represented in traditional media. in 
the second case, the volatility of the new media, 
the speed of the proliferation of information as 
well as the enlarged possibilities for faking con-
tents with the help of digital technology, endanger 
the traditional public sphere. 

So is the russian internet a place stimulating the 
emergence of new public spheres? no, said jour-
nalist and writer masha Gessen on a conference 
dedicated to samizdat and new media in Septem-
ber 2006 in Vienna. because, according to her ar-
gumentation, there is no way out of the internet 
from discussion into action. thus, the internet 
as a sphere formally free of censorship serves as 
part of the official policies of ‘appeasement’ and 
maintains anaesthesia. 

moscow political scientist lidija Shevcova as-
sists in an article published in spring 2007: the 
repressive politics of the State institutions do not 
meet any resistance as long as the freedom of the 
individual for travelling or for self-expression in 
the limited spheres of the internet or alternative 
culture are not threatened. From this perspec-
tive, the so called dot.com-intelligencija will of-
fer resistance only in the case of a real danger of 
their intellectual reservations. From this point of 
view, the internet in russia fulfils the function of a 
pressure regulative – and in this sense serves as a 
stabilizing factor for the State system: 
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i remember rolf dahrendorf, who said that the criteria 
for belonging to the intelligencija is defined not only by 
the opportunity to reflect about one’s life, but as well 
by the willingness to constantly oppose power. Such a 
willingness to oppose power is not to be witnessed, at 
least with regard to the main parts of the intelligencija. 
there is, of course, the new generation of intellectu-
als, the technocratic generation, who are called “dot-
comer”. those are far away from politics – they don’t 
need politics, as something unclear, unpleasant. they 
survive in their blogs and networks on their own, un-
til present. they are satisfied by their individual free-
dom and, maybe, a certain breaking point is needed in 
order to make them unite, a breaking point that will 
make them feel the pressure and put an end to their 
amorphous status. […] as soon as the freedom of so-
ciety to belong to itself will be destroyed, the “’dot-
coms” will be forced to join in resistance against the 
system. until then they exist in parallel worlds.

the argument of masha Gessen and lidija Shevcova, 
in varying degrees, is close to Vaclav Havel, postulat-
ing that a return into the private spaces of consumer-
ism, travelling and individual freedom of expression 
is a stabilizing factor with regard to system power. 
on the other hand, it seems to be unfair to reduce 
the existing alternative production spheres as totally 
insignificant. as have shown the works of moscow 
conceptualism in the 1980s, there is no place out-
side the system and any resistance in the long run 
turns out to be a factor for system stabilization. 

instead, we would rather like to reverse the ar-
gument in that sense, that the technological and 
media intelligencija is not apart from politics, but 
a) partly supports the nationalist and patriotic pol-
icies of the State institutions and b) is fascinated 
by the mechanisms of virtual politics within which 
they actively engage.

We would like to put forward the hypothesis 
that the internet in russia suffers not from its 
insignificance but from the fact that it has in its 
early times, in the 1990s, been transformed into 
a valuable tool of political manipulation. Precisely 
its marginality made it so efficient as a subaltern 
sphere, producing content for the traditional me-
dia. From today’s point of view we would con-
sider it a tragic coincidence that the internet as 
a potential means for the formation of (counter) 

public spheres emerged in russia in a period 
when no existing institutions of civil society could 
counter-balance the intoxicating effects of the 
new emerging media realities.

the consequence was the development of a 
cynical media elite that understands itself as ei-
ther political technologists or sacred fools, or: in 
the worst case: strive to combine both types of 
identification, as is the case of maksim konon-
enko. this tendency has been enforced by the 
circumstances, that on the russian internet in the 
1990s developed a specific species of non-pro-
fessional, but highly talented ‘internet journalists’. 
in the marginal sphere of the internet where no 
professionals existed because of the novelty of the 
medium, creative and talented individuals – pro-
grammers, writers, artists, gallery owners – took 
over the role and the function of newsmakers and 
then of political technologists. Journalistic work 
thus intersperses with creative self-expression. 

kononenko delivers a definition of the journal-
ist as polit technologist that is at the same time 
different and analogous to the one given by marat 
Gel’man: if for Gel’man the polit technologist is like 
an advocate who does not have to agree with the 
notions of his client in order to represent him, for 
kononenko the polit technologist is like the artist. 
He describes his “idiot” as an artistic project, but 
nevertheless he produces political content (note: 
not a political programme). the same is true for 
his satire Vladimir.Vladmirovich.ru which is a liter-
ary project fulfilling political goals. konenenko de-
scribes himself as being at the same time outside 
and inside political life – once again a parallel to 
the iridescent positioning of marat Gel’man. the 
positive result of such a mixture is the enormous 
variety of journalistic genres including personal 
comments and columns, but as well weblogs and 
personal homepages, satire and fake produc-
tions. the negative result is the predominance 
of form over content, of discourse over political 
programmes – and the total loss of confidence in 
new media as a factor potentially contributing to 
the constitution of (counter) public sphere.
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Introduction 

LiveJournal.com is one of the most popular web 
services among Russian-speaking users, the world 
over [LiveJournal 2006-1]. The first post in Rus-
sian appeared on LiveJournal on the 1st February 
2001. In three years, the LiveJournal Russian-
speaking community reached 40,000 users. Two 
years later, in February 2006, the number of Rus-
sian users has grown almost by a factor of six and 
exceeds 235,000. The Russian Federation has 
become the second largest virtual community in 
the world by the number of users, after the Unit-
ed States, with its almost 3 million users [Live-
Journal 2006-2]. According to 2004 research, 
the English language prevails among LiveJournal 
users worldwide (more than 90%), but Rus-
sian is in second place (between 6.4 and 8.15%) 
while other languages do not exceed 1% [evan 
2004-1]. To gain a more accurate idea about the 
population of Russian-speaking users, one needs 
to include those ➝ living abroad. According to 
“The LJist Companion: A Guide to Russian Lan-
guage LiveJournal”, in 2004 their number could 
be roughly estimated at 2,000, most of them liv-
ing in Ukraine (466), United States (430), Israel 
(363), Estonia (141), Germany (115), and Latvia 
(111). For comparison: for the year 2005 the fol-
lowing data were obtained: Ukraine (22,071), 
United States (1,230), Israel (6,850), Belarus 
(1,090), Estonia (4,800), the former republics of 
the USSR (3,000), Germany (2,060) and Latvia 
(1,330), which is a significant growth [Sputnik 
ZhZhista 2005].

Although the Russian LiveJournal community 
thus constitutes a significant part of the global 

LiveJournal blogging community, it has received 
little academic attention and remains a blind 
spot in blogging research. Sometimes research-
ers overtly admit that they exclude non-English 
blogs from their analysis [Herring et al. 2003], 
and more often this omission is accepted by de-
fault. The apparent reason for this exclusion is 
the language and cultural barrier. Taking advan-
tage from my marginal position as a member 
of the two worlds of Russian-language Internet 
culture and English-language Internet research, I 
shall try to fill this scholarly gap, using a variety 
of research methods including the following: (1) 
participant observation, a traditional method of 
anthropological studies (using my 3 years’ expe-
rience as a LiveJournal user); (2) textual analysis 
of primary sources (Russian LiveJournal’s textual 
production) and secondary sources (media and 
research literature on blogs, LiveJournal and Rus-
sian LiveJournal) using both continuous reading 
and keyword search (3) analysis of statistical data 
and (4) personal interviews.

As the circumstances are constantly chang-
ing, a typical ‘headache’ of Internet studies, the 
present article gives a snapshot of the situation in 
2004, taking into consideration significant devel-
opments of the latter years only punctually and 
for comparison.

LiveJournal 

LiveJournal (usually abbreviated as LJ) is a web-
based service enabling users to create and man-
age their diaries or journals online [LiveJournal 
2006-1]. It is a personal publishing (or ‘blogging’) 
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tool. There are many definitions of ‘blog’. A blog 
is a personal diary or journal published online by 
an individual and available to others on the web. 
It is a frequent publication of personal thoughts, 
web links, pictures or other information where 
entries are arranged in chronological order with 
the most recent additions placed at the top of the 
page. Blogging software allows people with little 
or no technical background to easily maintain and 
update their blogs. The word ‘blog’ appeared as 
an abbreviation (initially considered as slang) for 
‘Web log’ or ‘weblog’. The activity of updating a 
blog is ‘blogging’ and someone who keeps a blog 
is a ‘blogger’. Blogs in their current form began 
to appear in late 1997 or early in 1998 (although 
they had various predecessors in earlier forms of 
online publishing) and have since become popular. 
They have been praised as the most revolutionary 
and empowering Internet tool, as “a new, person-
al way to organize the Web’s chaos” [Rosenberg 
1999], the future of journalism [Sullivan 2002], 
the birth of “a new social system” that “seems 
delightfully free of the elitism and cliquishness of 
the existing systems” [Shirky 2003], a “grassroots 
communication and civic engagement revolution” 
creating a new online “public sphere” that has re-
turned the Web to “the people” [Vieta 2003].

There exists also an opposite point of view, 
critical to the proliferation of blogs. It is claimed, 
for example, that blogs “add considerably to the 
already large amount of ‘vapid’ content on the 
Web, making it harder to find valuable material” 
[Okanagan Bookworks n.d.], an accusation that 
was earlier brought against personal homepages, 
that there is an essential inequality between blogs 
in terms of the audience and the attention they 
receive and that most blogs are ephemeral and 
quickly abandoned by their authors [Perseus Blog 
Survey 2003], thus creating a virtual “graveyard” 
rather than “community” [Orlowski 2003]. 

LiveJournal is a website where registered users 
can create and maintain their blogs. It is based on 
open source software, simple-to-use but powerful 
and customizable. Customization features include 

multi-language interface, a choice of predefined 
journal presentation styles and an option to create 
one’s own, multiple user pictures, icons to indicate 
a user’s mood, and the possibility to show informa-
tion about current music options playing on the us-
er’s computer. The users can update their journals 
via the web interface or using a client download-
able from the LJ web site. The journal entries have 
three main levels of access – for all, for friends only 
and private. The user can also manage the access 
to his or her entry by creating various groups of 
friends. Users can post to their journals or com-
munity journals, read and comment in other jour-
nals and reply to the comments of others.

The integration of individual journals makes LJ 
more than a mere blogging tool or a congeries of 
individual blogs hosted in one place but rather a 
vivid example of blogosphere – the network of 
mutually connected blogs. LJ is not only a space 
for individual self-expression but also a power-
ful instrument for community-building or a social 
network software. The architecture of LJ makes it 
easy to create virtual communities of various kinds 
– from friends lists (other LJ users whose journal 
entries one has chosen to read) to moderated or 
unmoderated, open or restricted communities fo-
cussed on common interests or specific tasks. 

LiveJournal was launched on March 18, 1999. 
Its creator, Brad Fitzpatrick, was a 19-year-old 
undergraduate majoring in computer science at 
the University of Washington, Seattle, USA. Live-
Journal is based on the economics of voluntary 
support. Joining and using LiveJournal has always 
been free of charge (although the journal did in-
troduce, temporarily, access by invitation only, 
whereby another user’s invitation code was re-
quired in order to create an account). However, 
users are encouraged to upgrade to a paid ac-
count for US$25 per year to receive extra fea-
tures and show their support. LJ development 
has been highly dynamic. In April 2003, the mil-
lionth account was created and by February 2006 
LiveJournal had almost 9.5 million registered us-
ers, of which about 2 million were active in some 
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way [LiveJournal 2006-3]. However, research has 
shown that the rate of abandoned journals is low-
er in LJ than in other blogging services [Perseus 
Blogging Survey 2003]. The aforementioned re-
strictions on access and inexpensive upgrade op-
portunities might well contribute to a higher rate 
of user loyalty. One should also consider, how-
ever, that the community-building properties of 
LJ have contributed to users’ decisions to stay.

Russian Community in LiveJournal

The success of LiveJournal among Russian users is 
amazing. Not only did it receive numerous awards 
from Russian Internet professionals [Russian Online 
Top 2002], but it has also become a “people’s site”. 
It was labelled by the media as “the most fashion-
able address on the web”. It is used, not only for 
keeping private or semi-private online journals, but 
also for receiving information and news, acquiring 
friends, socializing, discussions and developing col-
laborative projects. It has become an independent 
collective medium influencing traditional media 
and cultural production at large and a significant 
part of Russian Internet culture.

Moreover, if in the West, in the context of the 
blogging revolution, LJ is considered as one of 
many blogging services (and by no means the cen-
tral one), in Russia it has been perceived rather 

as the blog. The power of its popularity together 
with the lack of knowledge about other blogging 
tools has lead to the bizarre adoption of LiveJour-
nal (Zhivoj Zhurnal or simply ZhZh in Russian) as 
the generic term for ‘blog’, such that the word is 
often applied to blogs that are by no means re-
lated to the original LJ.

The external difference in social value is supple-
mented by internal differences between LJ’s Russian 
and English-speaking communities. These differenc-
es were described by Anatolij Vorobej (LJ username 
“avva”), a young programmer of Russian origin, liv-
ing in Jerusalem, Israel, who has been a member of 
LJ’s staff since November 2001 [bradfitz 2001].

The Russian segment of LJ differs significantly from LJ 
as a whole, although the difference has, over the past 
three years since its inception, diminished somewhat. 
The overwhelming majority of journals in LiveJournal 
are very personal and devoted mainly to the events in 
the writers’ private lives, descriptions of their every 
day activities and communication with people known 
in real life, such as relatives, friends, classmates and 
college peers. In Russian LJ, there were few such 
journals in the beginning; most journals were used 
by their authors for discussions on cultural, political 
and professional topics with a lot of people who were 
not necessarily known to the authors of the journals. 
This feature has almost vanished over the last three 
years; now Russian LJ has a many journals, which are 
as personal as their American analogues. The main dif-
ference, however, has remained intact; there is a very 
high level of connectedness and communicativeness of 
Russian LJ in comparison with American LJ. In spite 
of a great number of personal independent journals 
that are not part of in any groups or collections of 
journals, there remains a communicative core in RLJ 
consisting of a several thousands of journals that are 
tightly interwoven with each other. There remains a 
common communication environment in which the 
news spreads quickly and discussion about different 
political, literary or social issues can involve dozens of 
journals and hundreds of interested users. LiveJour-
nal in general, as opposed to the Russian segment, has 
never had such a high degree of fellowship and en-
twinement. [avva 2004]

The differences in demography and in typical uses 
of the service can be added to this description, 
resulting in the following picture.

The Russian LiveJournal (RLJ) community shows 
a considerable deviation from average blogging pat-

Frank: The LiveJournal.com mascot.
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terns, both on the level of individual blogs and on 
the level of the blogging community. These differ-
ences are as follows: (1) an increased average age of 
users; (2) the predominance of adult professionals; 
(3) predominance of more serious topics of discus-
sion in the content of personal journals; (4) a great-
er degree of interconnection between individual 
journals expressed in a larger number of “friends” 
of the average user, as well as in the phenomenon 
of RLJ celebrities with an audience of hundreds and 
even thousands of “friends of” (readers); (5) the 
higher priority given to reading other posts, which 
sometimes exceeds the desire to keep one’s own 
journal; (6) an influence upon online and offline me-
dia. To summarize, RLJ appears older, more serious 
and more communal than LJ on average. Although 
this difference seems to efface gradually in the 
course of time, it is still felt and discussed from time 
to time by the RLJ users. 

‘Friends’

The construction of ‘friendship’ seems to be 
somewhat different in RLJ than in the English-
speaking community. This trait may account for 
both a higher significance and a higher number 
of friends. Russian users make inventories provid-
ing a description of their friends and often discuss 
who added or excluded them. If a typical LJ user 
has only a handful of friends, most of whom are 
their personal acquaintances in real life, Russian 
users usually have several hundreds of friends, 
many of whom they have never seen. The choice 
of friends in the latter case is determined by a 
number of factors, such as common or intersect-
ed interest, author’s style, author’s reputation, 
curiosity or sheer vanity. Having many friends and 
receiving many comments allows users to con-
sider themselves significant in their social group 
and positively influences their self-image. It may 
be especially important for Russians living abroad 
as well as for other users who have difficulty with 
their self-identity.

A short, linguistic commentary concerning ‘friends’ 
in RLJ may be appropriate. Russians borrowed 
many English terms designating various phenomena 
and actions within LJ but creatively altered them, 
adjusting to Russian language and habits. Some-
times this has produced a comic effect because of 
the similarity of a technical term to some irrelevant 
Russian word. Thus, the  widespread term ‘lj user’ 
is often pronounced (and written) as lzhe-juser, 
which sounds like pseudo- or false-user. Whilst, for 
English-language users, the word ‘friend’ is ambigu-
ous, since it denotes both real and virtual friends, 
the Russians circumvent this impediment by using 
different words for these two classes. Friends in 
real life are denoted as druz’ja (plural form of the 
Russian drug, meaning a friend), while for LJ friends 
the English word ‘friend’ (spelled and pronounced 
as frend) has been adopted (in plural it often takes a 
Russified form, frendy). 

The seconds, however, are easily converted into 
the firsts. Generally, Russian LJ users have a ten-
dency to de-virtualization. Meetings of RLJ users 
are organized regularly in Moscow and elsewhere. 
RLJ also serves as an organizational tool for flash-
mobs (a flash-mob is a group of people who organ-
ize on the Internet or with the help of cell phones 
and SMS and quickly assemble in a public place, 
do something and ‘disperse’), some of which are 
trifling or facetious and some, quite serious. The 
demonstration of RLJ users in support of German 
Galdeckij in April 2004 [Shpileva 2004] is a good 
example of the latter. The 19-year-old German re-
vealed a system of criminal activity of the Moscow 
underground militia’s officers who would arrest 
young women under various pretences and then 
rape them. On 25 March 2004, German was shot 
in the head at the Jaroslavskij rail station [Newsru.
com 2004]. The incident was widely discussed in 
RLJ, and 50 users joined together outside the hos-
pital where German was being treated and took 
part in a flash-mob in his support. Philanthropic 
actions such as collecting money for medical treat-
ment of sick children are also very typical among 
the RLJ community.   
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The main difference between friends’ networks 
and communities is that the former are based on 
personal relations and value the personal char-
acteristics of the individual involved, while the 
latter are built around common interests and 
problems, value knowledge and expertise and 
provide more formal types of relationships. The 
majority of RLJ users are involved in both types 
of social organization.

Aleksandr Zhitinskij: Friends 263, Friend of 2537.

Language

RLJ users employ a great number of genres and sty-
listic strategies. However, there are some common 
linguistic features that make RLJ a subculture with a 
language of its own. They include the special termi-
nology mentioned above as well as the use of idioms 
born within RLJ, which became widespread. Since 
2004, RLJ has been deeply influenced by jargon as-
sociated with the so-called ➝ padonki (distorted 
from “podonki” – scum or geeks), a counter-cultur-
al movement that developed a special style of online 
expression. Before infecting RLJ, the padonki jargon 
proliferated on underground websites and online 
forums such as Fuck.ru, Udaff.com and Padonki.org 
[Vernidub 2005] but its roots can be traced back 
to Russian FIDO (FidoNet is an inter-connecting file 
and message transport system that was popular in 
the 1980s and 1990s before the Internet obtained a 
widespread and cheap alternative) [Protasov 2005]. 

Probably the best known ‘theoretical’ foundation 
of the linguistic distortions was the Manifesdo of 
Anti-grammatacalaty by Mary Shelley, first pub-
lished at Fuck.ru [Shelley n.d.]. However, due to 
the tremendous popularity of LiveJournal in Russia, 
many tend to consider the jargon as a ‘ZhZh lan-
guage’ [for examples of typical padonki expressions 
see Zhargon padonkov 2006].

The padonki jargon is based on obscenity, word 
transformations, erroneous spelling and special 
discursive formulas. The two language devices 
– inserting double meaning into a message and 
using a mean, unprintable style – can be traced 
back to the Soviet era, when they were used as 
defensive linguistic methods against censorship 
and denunciation [Gusejnov 2005]. The jargon 
is thus closely related to the Soviet anecdote cul-
ture. It can be also read in terms of cultural resist-
ance – not only against official discourse but also 
against globalization, with its ubiquitous English. 
The jargon has distinct counter-establishment 
and counter-cultural connotations but it is mostly 
used as a means of irony, expressivity and fun.

Explanation of the deviation

Deviations of RLJ from the ‘average norm’ found 
in LJ are determined by a complex mesh of in-
terrelated factors such as (1) the multi-language 
environment of LJ; (2) the architecture of the 
service; (3) the historical circumstances of com-
munity’s development; (4) the socio-economic 
conditions in Russia; and, finally, (5) the peculiari-
ties of cultural identity. 

Multi-language environment

From the outset, LJ was devised as a multi-lan-
guage environment. The introduction of Uni-
code in April 2002 [bradfitz 2002] as a universal 
encoding facilitated the use of various languages 
and greatly contributed to LJ popularity among 

Padonki
168, 187
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non-English users. The opportunity to write in 
their native language and use the localized inter-
face has been important for many Russian users. 
Unlike European users, who often write their 
journals in English, Russians tend to write in their 
own language – not because they cannot do it in 
English, but probably “because the large Russian 
community makes it more acceptable to write in 
something non-English” [evan 2004-2].

The architecture of the service

The argument in this sub-chapter is largely based 
on an interview with Anatolij Vorobej (avva) con-
ducted on 12 January 2004, via ICQ (short for “I 
Seek You”, a widely used Internet chat system). 
Thus, in LJ, individual blogs are interweaved and 
integrated into a dynamic interactive system and 
this is one thing that makes it different. The popu-
lar blogging software and its related web services, 
such as Blogger (blogspot.com) and Movable Type 
(typepad.com) are intended for work with an indi-
vidual blog. The individual blog can be written by 
a single author or a group, can provide an oppor-
tunity for the author to create a list of favourite 
blogs (blogroll) and can offer readers an opportu-
nity to comment on entries. Still, ideologically and 
technically it remains the individual blog – an au-
tonomous and separated website consisting of en-
tries and other files pertaining exclusively to that 
website. There is no close connection between 
different blogs hosted by the same service pro-
vider; they are different websites, – places. 

LiveJournal, from the outset, has been designed 
and built in a different way. It has a much high-
er degree of interweaving of individual blogs. All 
journals are kept on the same server in a single 
database. Both technically and conceptually, they 
are all collected in the same place, which is dem-
onstrated by the uniform style of all auxiliary and 
service pages. Owing to this close integration of in-
dividual journals, LJ could include numerous tools 
for amalgamation and communication between 

journals, which is ideologically and technically 
unfeasible in services like Blogger. These include 
friends and friends-off lists, the friends page, the 
comment tree, the unified identification of users 
within the website, the possibility (for paid users) 
to search users by location, interests, age, etc. 

All these unification tools, being an advantage, 
at the same time make LJ very dissimilar to the 
‘regular’ blogs. To summarize, the main advan-
tage of LiveJournal in comparison with other 
blogging systems is its community-building archi-
tecture. Although LJ might be less customizable 
than Blogger and other similar services, it has the 
strongest ‘community feel’. 

A Historical Perspective – How the RLJ com-
munity was built

As seen in Perseus’ research, the typical blog ap-
pears to be maintained by young females [Perse-
us Blog Survey 2005]. Therefore, many bloggers 
and onlookers often regard LJ blogs as some-
thing insignificant, designed for teenagers who 
(in the opinion of the bloggers) prefer to party 
and waste time on idle chatter, rather than for 
mature authors with their serious thoughts and 
individual self-expression. The RLJ community, 
though, was first populated not by the teenage 
girls who form the majority of bloggers in the 

LiveJournal.com: Search methods - a unification tool.
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West, but by mature professionals, predominant-
ly male, including Internet workers, journalists, 
writers, philosophers and artists. This intellectual 
and creative core contributed to RLJ’s popular-
ity by example, word of mouth and numerous 
publications in the media. Thus, LJ, conceived 
by its creator as a tool for old school friends to 
keep in touch, unexpectedly acquired the aura of 
a playground for intellectuals as it developed in 
Russia. This aura persisted into the later stages 
of RLJ development, although now it is gradually 
fading. The use of RLJ as a source of the firsthand 
information (for example, users’ accounts on the 
acts of terrorism they had witnessed) by the tra-
ditional media also strengthened its reputation 
and popularity. 

The socioeconomic conditions in Russia

The age and demographic differences between 
RLJ and LJ as a whole can be explained by the 
relatively poor socioeconomic conditions in Rus-
sia, which are reflected in limited Internet access 
for the younger generation. The fact that the 
majority of Russians (up to 58%) connect to the 
Internet from work and the low level of connec-
tivity in schools and universities may account for 
the demographic structure of the RLJ population, 
the majority of which consists of adults, mostly 
office workers. It may also explain perceptible 
oscillations in user-activity, which (in tandem with 
general Internet use in Russia) declines during 
weekends. 

The impact of cultural identity

The issue of interrelation between ➝ cultural 
identity and online behaviour is probably one of 
the most ambiguous in the field of Internet stud-
ies and may be interpreted as something non-sci-
entific and relating more to popular prejudices 
than to positive knowledge. Furthermore, the 

Internet, as a global communication system, has 
often been perceived as a means of effacing dif-
ferences between local cultures and, sometimes, 
even as a tool of coercive global unification in ac-
cordance with the values of liberalism and Amer-
ican values [Treanor 1996]. Apart from these 
political and ethical dimensions, the uniform-
ity of technical standards of Internet protocols, 
software and interfaces can apparently influence 
the process of cultural unification, which may be 
further intensified by the online interaction be-
tween members of different cultures. However, 
there is also evidence that nationally or ethnically 
defined cultures are resistant to the unification 
impacts of the Internet and tend to preserve 
their individuality. Thus, for example, the Ger-
man scholar, Hans-Jürgen Bucher, demonstrated 
in a detailed case study of the Chinese Internet, 
the increasing customization of originally Ameri-
can patterns of behaviour and media usage: “We 
have to take into account, that there are a lot of 
phenomena on the Internet in China – from the 
visual features of web design to the number-lan-
guage in web communication – that we can only 
understand on the basis of special knowledge on 
the cultural background. All of these features and 
aspects constitute the ‘Chineseness’ of the Inter-
net in China” [Bucher 2004, 426]. Linguistic dif-
ferences are some of the most visible factors in 
this process. As Olja Ljalina put it, “It’s said that 
the Internet has no borders, but one is obvious. 
The border of language. Languages trace new 
maps across the Internet [...]” [Lialina 2000]. 
However, language is not an indifferent means 
of communication; it is connected with cultural 
values and patterns of behaviour. 

The hypothesis presented here is that the de-
viations of RLJ from LJ as a whole (or, to be more 
specific, from the English-language LJ) may be 
explained to some degree by the influence of the 
Russian culture upon the users’ online behaviour. 
To substantiate this hypothesis, a brief review of 
discussions on the (assumed) specifics of a Rus-
sian ‘national character’ may be useful.  

C
ultural Identity

16, 147



80 EUGENE GORNY

The concept of a Russian “national character” was 
first formulated by ➝ Slavophiles and Western-
izers, two opposing groups of Russian intellectu-
als in the 1840s-1860s. The former lauded the 
uniqueness of Russian civilization and promoted 
traditional values and institutions, such as the Or-
thodox Church with its collegiality (sobornost’) and 
the practice of collective confession, a village com-
munity (mir) and the traditional people’s assembly 
for resolving problems (zemskij sobor). The latter 
believed that Russia could benefit from the adop-
tion of Western technology, liberal government 
and rationalism. However, both groups had much 
in common. Slavophile, Ivan Kireevskij, argued 
that if the West represented a triumph of form 
and law, then Russia was governed by spirit and 
conscience. The Westernizers, such as Chaadaev, 
Herzen and Belinskij, could not accept “the con-
servative Utopia” of Slavophiles’, but joined them 
in asserting the specificity of the Russian national 
character and Russia’s supposedly unique histori-
cal mission [Riasanovsky 1952; Walicki 1975].   

The historiosophical approach to the ‘national 
character’ has often been criticized as specula-
tive and producing stereotypes rather than posi-
tive knowledge. Alternatively, there have been 
developed concepts trying to explain peculi-
arities of cultural identity and social behaviour 
from the perspectives of social sciences. Thus, 
in the early 1980s, Russian sociologist, Ksenija 
Kas’janova, conducted research on the topic, 
in which she combined empirical methods with 
the interpretative technique of cultural studies. 
The resulting book, circulated for some time in 
Samizdat, was first published in 1995 and re-
published in 2003 [Kas’janova 2003]. Kas’janova 
pointed out the informality of personal relation-
ships among Russians, which are based not so 
much on social status as on the non-formal rep-
utation of a person, and found a partial explana-
tion of this fact in the deep alienation of Russians 
from the state, which is governed by ideological 
systems alien to the people and their traditional 
“social archetypes”. 

This duality became a central topic for another 
researcher, economist and sociologist, Alena 
Ledeneva. Being an expert on the subjects of the 
informal economy, corruption, and economic 
crime in Russia, Ledeneva focuses her attention 
on the social, economic and political implications 
of social networks and informal exchange. She 
points out that “Russia is a country of unread laws 
and unwritten rules” and scrutinizes the nature of 
these unwritten rules. She argues that “reliance 
on unwritten rules is an outcome of the inef-
ficiency of formal rules and the mechanisms for 
enforcing them, on one hand, and people’s lack of 
respect for the formal rules and their exploitative 
attitude towards formal institutions, on the oth-
er” [Ledeneva 2001]. She holds that the scarcity 
of life, the weakness of the state and mistrust in 
official institutions resulted in the situation where 
“the ability to solve a problem hinges not so much 
on one’s own capacity, as on the power of the 
network that one can mobilize” [ibid., 30]. The 
informal personal networks pervading Russian life 
determined the significance of such phenomena 
as ➝ blat, or non-monetary exchange of favours 
at the State’s expense [Ledeneva 1998] and the 
specific forms of Russian economic crime [Lede-
neva, Kurkchiyan 2000]. But at the same time, 
they account for the exceptional role of network-
ing in Russian culture. The unwritten ethical rules 
analyzed by Ledeneva are based on the mutual 
obligation to help among the network members. 
She also emphasizes the non-formal and highly 
personalized nature of such relationships: “Rus-
sian networks are overwhelmingly personalized 
and, as such, are distrustful of forms of deperson-
alized exchange involving organizations, contracts 
and distance” [Ledeneva 2001, 40]. 

I think that we have to take into account that 
the ‘Russian model’, as described by Ledeneva, 
is relevant to any traditional culture where per-
sonal relationships play the most prominent role 
in the organisation of society, and not the formal 
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The characteristics described above can be found 
in RLJ, which in this respect may possibly be seen 
in the light of a continuation of the Russian way of 
thinking and living. Aleksandr Zhitinskij, a promi-
nent St. Petersburg writer and LiveJournal user, 
reflects on the construction of RLJ: 

It seems to me that at a certain stage one’s journal 
becomes so deeply rooted in the common network, 
it ties itself by a thousand threads to other journals 
and LJ in general, that one seems to cease to belong 
to oneself. 
One becomes a slave of one’s own journal; of this mon-
ster that demands from you new positions, thoughts, 
stories, jokes.
That is, there emerges something like a responsibility 
- or slightly higher - a sense of duty. […] Because the 
elimination of one small chain breaks the solidity of the 
chain or, more exactly, the breach of a mesh damages 
the network.
We deeply penetrated each other, fell in love and 
ceased to love, already became accustomed, became 
indifferent; now we just scan the lines and blame our-
selves for pusillanimity preventing us from cleaning 
our ‘friends’ lists but [...] it is our world, and we are 
also a part of this world. […]
We are much more collectivists than we think.
This is why we have to keep our journal, to harp on 
the same string, to help ourselves and others to cre-
ate this fragile world that can be destroyed so easily. 
[maccolit 2003] 

Dynamics of Russian LiveJournal

Conception

The early history of Russian LiveJournal was 
highly personalized. Admittedly, ‘the father’ of 
RLJ is Roman Lejbov, lecturer at the University 
of Tartu, Estonia, an online journalist and one 
of the pioneers of the Russian Internet. Though 

chronologically he was not the first Russian in LJ, 
the ‘real’ history of RLJ began on February 1st, 
2001 when Lejbov (who had opened his account 
the day before) started his journal with a test 
entry that ran as follows: “First attempt at writ-
ing [proba pera]. Let’s try it in Russian… A funny 
thing!” [r_l 2001] 

Unlike his predecessors, who contented them-
selves with becoming users, ➝ Lejbov immedi-
ately began exploring the possibilities within LJ 
for creativity and self-expression. On his first day, 
he made 18 entries in various genres, including an 
opinion (about the qualities of LJ), a pun, a char-
acterization of his psychophysical state (insom-
nia), the recollection of a dream, a sketch (about 
his wife and a cat), a quotation (from right-wing 
philosopher and nationalist politician, Dugin) with 
an ironic commentary, a plan for action, a reflec-
tion (on the idea of the taught course of history 
as a reverse narrative), a joke on an actual politi-
cal event, a critical remark on a musical group, a 
description of a fact of life, a rumour, a poem (by 
Pushkin) and an extract from the encyclopaedia. 
He also uploaded an animated photo of himself. 
Thus, on his very first day he used LJ in a vari-
ety of ways and sampled most of the genres that 
would be exploited later on. He went on writ-
ing and experimenting, producing entries every 
day that February. Many of his innovations have 
been widely accepted by the RLJ community. He 
coined the word ‘lytdybr’ – the Russian word 

Roman Lejbov: “A funny thing!”

institutions; where the collective ways of acting, 
and not the individual qualities are emphasized. 
As a rule, the Soviet and the post-Soviet ‘real-
ity’ are characterized by sociologists in terms of 
‘pre-modern’ cultures with a strong patriarchal 
tendency. [Natalja Konradova]

Lejbov
125, 163, 173
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dnevnik meaning ‘diary’ mistakenly typed using 
English keyboard layout – which became a stand-
ard genre designation for entries devoted to the 
description of events in users’ personal lives. Be-
ing a prolific dreamer, he frequently described his 
dreams and inspired many users to do the same. 
He was also one of the first users to post photo-
graphs on a regular basis and introduced other 
innovations.

For some time Lejbov kept his journal privately 
but gradually the rumours about the mysterious 
thing called a ‘blog’ ran through RuNet and more 
people followed his example. Initially, LJ become 
popular amongst Internet professionals, many of 
whom came onto the Internet in the period of 
‘Sturm und Drang’ of the 1990s and formed the 
so-called RuNet élite. As a rule, they did not use 
their journals for work but rather for fun, for per-
sonal self-expression and interpersonal play. The 
idea of using LJ for collaborative creative work 
gradually emerged from this playful activity and it 
was fully realized at the later stages of RLJ evolu-
tion.

Propaganda and Recruiting

Since the first RLJ users included many online 
journalists, it is not surprising that they were the 
ones who first revealed LJ to the public. Their ef-
forts led to the fact that LJ has become a hot topic 
for media [Gornyj 2004], as could be seen from 
the characteristic publication that appeared in the 
Russian Journal. It was written by Linor Goralik, a 
prolific author in various genres, publishing both 
online and in print, and was an anthem to LJ as a 
“home” and a “right place” for a small company 
of “nice people” [Goralik 2001]. The text was 
written in a rather esoteric manner; neither the 
full name of the site nor its URL was given. The 
comparison between “ZheZhe” (standing for 
Zhivoj Zhurnal, a colloquial designation for Live-
Journal, just coined by Aleksandr Gagin and then 
unknown except in the narrow circle of RLJ users) 

and the “unforgettable flat of Zhurnal.ru” (the flat 
of the literary scholar and editor Dmitrij Ickovich 
in Moscow where the first magazine of Internet 
culture, the Zhurnal.ru, was founded and edited) 
and “Club O.G.I. in its distant golden times” (a 
club initiated by Ickovich) clearly related LJ to the 
“RuNet élite”.

Although the number of Russian LJ users re-
mained insignificant, these users were powerful 
enough in the online world to establish their own 
ratings, to decide what was important and to in-
fluence public opinion. LJ started to become “the 
most fashionable address on the net”. “To write a 
virtual diary is just the thing,” proclaimed the title 
of an article that appeared in Izvestija (a newspa-
per with a nation-wide distribution) on April 7, 
2001 [Tresshanskaja 2001]. “Now, there is only 
one place on the net and it’s called LiveJournal,” 
echoed Sergej Kuznecov in his column [Kuznecov 
2001]. “To write a diary is modish again,” repeat-
ed Nezavisimaja Gazeta, a respected newspaper 
for intellectuals and decision makers, a year later, 
describing LJ as an example of self-organizing so-
cial systems and a realization of Pierre Levy’s idea 
of “collective intelligence” [Kal’kinen 2002]. 

LJ attracted the attention of writers and crit-
ics. Thus, critic, Dmitrij Bavil’skij, found in it “an 
important link in the creation of a new aesthetic 
uniting the conventional image of artistic text with 
a new, aesthetic product, emerging in the interior 
of RuNet” [Bavil’skij 2002]. Russian Journal, an in-
fluential online magazine devoted to politics and 
culture, initiated a discussion about LJ as a literary 
phenomenon and a new media form and published 
a series of 23 interviews under the common title, 
“LiveJournal in Writers’ Words”. LJ was also praised 
as an ideal meeting place for Russians all over the 
world, without the negative aspects inherent in 
real Russian diasporas [Terent’eva  2002]. 

“Fashionable”, “popular” and their synonyms 
have become commonplace adjectives applied 
to LJ in Russian media. First considered an eso-
teric playground for the ➝ ‘RuNet élite’, LJ has 
gradually metamorphosed into a passion of epi-
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larity, becoming probably the most significant 
phenomenon of Russian LJ. 

In the beginning, it was thought of as a tool fa-
cilitating reading and finding new friends but very 
soon its function shifted: it became a representa-
tion of RLJ as a whole, the most read page and a 
starting point for new users. No analogue of Fif’s 
friends page has yet been found in the English-
language LJ. The page of latest posts, which has a 
formal similarity to Fif’s page, showing all LJ posts 
in real time, is not language-specific and does not 
pretend to serve a community-building function. 

The implications of this unification endeavour 
were twofold. On the one hand, it created a 
sense of unity between members connected nei-
ther by personal ties nor by any common inter-
ests. The unifying principle became more formal: 
by this stage, having an account in LJ and writ-
ing in Russian was enough to be included in the 
hyper-community of Fif’s friends. On the other 
hand, it led to the destruction of the relative inti-
macy of individual journals. Any personal post, if 
it was not made in “friends only” mode (and few 
people used this mode) automatically became 
public – not only in the sense that it could be read 
by anybody but in the sense that one definitely 
knew that it would be read by many. Negative 
views have also been articulated. Dmitrij Volchek, 
a controversial writer, publisher and journalist at 
Radio Liberty, living in Prague, wrote:

The idea of bringing a personal diary to open space 
is quite worthy, but the compatriots, as usual, made 
a mess. From the very beginning all those writing in 
Russian were herded into one foolish “friends page”, 
that is, a club of lonely hearts was created with its rat-
ings, biggies, haemorrhoidal discussions about tossers 
unknown to anybody; now they are practically going 
to establish a political party. The communards have 
reduced this private and hermetic thing to a peep-
show in a sovkhoz. [Volchek 2003] 

It was Fif’s friends page, as a collection of indi-
vidual posts, as well as other similar unification 
tools, which emerged later, that changed RLJ 
from a place for private self-expression and a 

demic proportions. In December 2002 a society 
magazine called Afisha included Zhivoj Zhurnal in 
the list of fifty words, “that have become espe-
cially important”. When, in January 2003, Roman 
Lejbov venomously criticized RLJ (and was met 
with almost unanimous animosity by RLJ’s users) 
calling it an “un-live, non-journal” [Lejbov 2003], 
he used the topos of ‘fashionability’ in the subtitle 
of his article devoted – ironically enough – to the 
virtual space that became fashionable as a result 
of the missionary endeavours of himself and his 
fellows.  

By February 1st, 2004, i.e. three years after 
Lejbov made his first entry, the LJ’s Russian-lan-
guage community reached more than 37,000 
members: it continues to grow. The media in gen-
eral and LJ pioneers in particular have greatly con-
tributed to the popularity of LJ among Russians. 

Unification

As is usual for the early stage of community-build-
ing when the number of members is few, the early 
RLJ was more like a village than a megapolis: al-
most everybody knew one another (at least vir-
tually) and was connected to others by personal 
ties of friendship or acquaintance. The members of 
the community formed a unified group sharing the 
same basic values, cultural codes and implicit rules 
of conduct that ensured mutual understanding and 
a harmony of the whole, securing at the same time 
a unique individuality of every member. However, 
the recruitment of new members and the result-
ing quantitative growth of the community put the 
village idyll under threat. As a result, means of arti-
ficial unification have been developed. 

For a long time, the most popular of these was 
Fisherman’s (Fif’s) Friends Page (lenta Fifa), to 
which all LJ users writing in Russian were being 
added and which made it possible to read all Rus-
sian posts on one page. It was created on April 
20th, 2001 by user a48 (Anton Monakhov) and 
soon outstripped other unifying projects in popu-
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handy means of communication with a handful 
of real friends to a kind of reality show for the 
public. This, in its turn, facilitated the shift from 
writing one’s own journal to reading the journals 
of others as a prevailing activity among many RLJ 
users and non-users accessing LJ via the web. 

How was Fif’s friends page actually used? As it 
has been noted before, collecting almost all posts 
in Russian in one place made it easy to observe 
users’ writing activity in real time. The reasons 
for reading RLJ are numerous and far exceed the 
standard aim of ‘keeping in touch’ with one’s rela-
tives and friends. 

Reading for information

RLJ has become an important source of news and 
opinions on a wide range of topics and a strong 
competitor of the “official media” for audience at-
tention. Many RLJ users admitted that they ceased 
reading other websites or visited them via links in 
LJ. The type of the news can vary from an item on 
the lack of hot water in Moscow or the coming of 
spring in Toronto to exit-poll data during elections 
or witness accounts of acts of terrorism. 

Since the RLJ is often considered ‘as a model of 
society in miniature’, it is also a handy tool for the 
study of public opinion. One can note that there 
is a high degree of consistency and recurrence in 
the apparently disjointed and incoherent narrative 
formed from posts of people who are very unlikely 
to be acquainted with each other in the real world. 

Reading for pleasure

For many users, reading RLJ is a self-sufficient ac-
tivity. They read for fun and pleasure rather than 
for any pragmatic purpose. The contemplation of 
the surrealistic flow of discordant texts in RLJ is 
similar to the practice of web surfing of the early 
Internet (which, in its turn, is analogous to surfing 
data flow in cyberpunk fiction). 

Such a non-utilitarian reading of others’ posts has 
naturally led to the conception of RLJ as a work of 

art. “Fif’s friends page is the most interesting lit-
erary work […], such a mega-documental novel” 
[dm_lihachev 2002]. “I’m reading Fif’s friends 
page. As if re-reading Marquez” [bopm 2002]. It 
is interesting to compare this view with the idea 
of the guest book as the highest form of net-lit-
erature promoted by some authors at the pre-LJ 
stage. RLJ can also used as a divination tool:

Now you don’t need a Book of Change because there 
is LiveJournal. The personal friends page is a fortune 
telling book and this is a reason for the predilection 
for it. Fif’s friends page is a fortune telling book of the 
Universe, and if one was to build a linguistic analyser 
into it, one could see how the universe is breathing. 
[nnikif 2003]

  
However, the practice of reading others’ posts 
is double-edged; while it may bring pleasure to 
many readers, there are also plenty of critics, 
who find RLJ dull and senseless: 

When I’m thinking about the readers of Fif’s friends 
page, I have a quite clear and distinct association with 
the homeless people at a city rubbish dump who rum-
mage about in a pile of shit, spread many kilometres 
in the hope of finding there a gold bar occasionally 
dropped by someone. [xxx 2001]

The degree of meaning of published posts approaches 
zero. Fif is completely unreadable. RLJ is changing into 
an archive of quotations, links, senseless descriptions 
of everyday life and other rubbish. [shakaka 2002]

It is interesting to note that the metaphors of 
the rubbish dump and senselessness applied to 
LJ have often been applied to the Internet as a 
whole.

Reading to monitor

The creation of Fif’s friends page and other tools 
that made it easy to monitor users’ activity and 
to search entries and comments by keywords 
lead to a situation of Foucault’s ➝ panopticon. 
It is not surprising that time and again various 
observers have suggested that Fif’s friends page 
was created by the FSB (former KGB) to monitor 
user activity or, at least, has been used thereto. 
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Irrespective of whether there is any evidence to 
prove these accusations, it is nevertheless clear 
that, since people usually write what they really 
think in their journals, RLJ as a whole is an invalu-
able source for any organization wishing to study 
public opinion. 

Reading for socialization

Monitoring other users’ posts is a popular way to 
find interesting people to include in one’s friends 
list. Sometimes huge friends lists are created from 
sheer vanity because users consider it prestigious 
to include popular authors on their lists. The us-
ers often conceptualize their friendship-building 
strategies and classifications of celebrities with 
detailed instructions about whom to include to 
show what could be found in RLJ archives. 

Fif ’s friends page was finally shut down when 
the number of Russian users became unmanage-
able. However, other unification services took 
its place. Examples of the most popular ones 
include the LJist Companion [Sputnik ZhZhista 
2005] and the Register of Russian-language com-
munities of LiveJournal [Reestr russkojazychnych 
soobsshestv 2005]. 

Differentiation

The quantitative growth of the community has 
naturally led to qualitative change. RLJ is no 
longer an élite entertainment tool but popular, 
social software for communication by the many 
with the many. Some observers have expressed 
the opinion that RLJ provides a representa-
tive sampling of society in general [Bagdasarjan 
2003]. This is not the case. RLJ users tend to 
be more liberal than Russian society as a whole, 
as seen in the sharp discrepancy between the 
results of RLJ’s virtual exit polls during parlia-
mentary [ddb 2003] and presidential election 
[ddb 2004] and the subsequent national results 
of those elections. 

At the mass adoption stage, a new class of LJ us-
ers has became dominant – secretaries writing 
during office-hours about the trivia of their per-
sonal lives, with their favourite topics including 
subjects such as “demanding a 100-dollar salary 
rise”; “I’m overweight”; “my beautiful night of 
love”; “I haven’t had a man for two weeks” and 
“the Man of My dreams” [Burzhuaznyj zhurnal  
2004]. They post extensively, publish the re-
sults of countless tests they have passed, have 
thousands of friends and occupy leading posi-
tions in the top users list, being second only 
to prolific philosophers, pornographers and 
‘old authorities’. The main contingent of RLJ 
now consists of middle-aged office workers as 
well as people of free professions who live in 
Moscow and other big cities; the bulk of other 
social groups within the population, including 
pensioners, farmers or the military remain un-
derrepresented.

According to another widespread opinion, as 
a result of the quantitative growth, RLJ has gen-
erally become less intellectual and less creative. 
The percentage of dull, obscene and senseless 
entries has dramatically increased. Probably, RLJ 
now presents a more realistic image of Russian 
society than it did in its early stages and, as such, 
may provide richer material for sociological and 
anthropological study. However, for many users 
it has become a less pleasant place to live. 

This growth has, naturally, led to differentiation 
of the formerly united community into various 
groups. No unification means could prevent the 
split. The new audience demanded new idols. 
The former RLJ élite, constituted from early 
adopters, either well-known figures, respected 
and prolific writers or both, were, to a great ex-
tent, replaced by new celebrities, among whom 
extreme nationalists and pornographers garnered 
a prominent position.

One form of the split was a conflict between 
the early adopters and late adopters. In RLJ, it of-
ten took the form of arguments about the role 
of the so-called élite of the Russian Internet. Its 
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forming role was declared completed and its 
existence a remnant. As one user put it, “Now, 
the only possible attitude to the RuNet élite is to 
forget it, once and for all” [serg_a 2001]. Some-
times, stronger expressions have been used. One 
user complained that she did not understand the 
meaning of pictures uploaded by Roman Lejbov 
“for those who understand” and added, apropos 
of this: “The RuNet élite. This expression makes 
me sick. If this is humour, it doesn’t make me 
laugh. If this serious, I don’t understand it” [san-
dra_and_me 2002-2]. Earlier she wrote, “The 
élite … the Internet for the chosen ones. What a 
misery! I’m going to vomit on the keyboard” [san-
dra_and_me 2002-1]. The word ‘élite’ has gen-
erally acquired negative connotations and been 
ridiculed by most, including those considered to 
be élite by others.

Widening the initially narrow circle of RLJ us-
ers led to democratization of the community. 
However, the growing communal spirit of RLJ has 
been rejected by many early adopters who saw in 
it a threat to their freedom and creativity. One of 
the most ardent critics of RLJ was Aleksej (Lexa) 
➝ Andreev, a mathematician and poet, inventor 
of the hacked news genre, futurologist and cyber-
punk writer. He never used LJ on principle and 
asked the LJ abuse team to close a journal that 
was being published in his name. In his numerous 
invectives he condemned LJ as a communicative 
McDonalds for “office rats” and unsuitable for 
creative individuals:

Vivid examples of LJ-like self-expression could be 
found eight years ago, during the period of the first 
web observers, when there were only a handful of 
them. Now, the mass character of LJ has reduced 
that to McDonalds. It is one thing when those who 
invented the new means are involved in self-expres-
sion but another thing when the mob take over this 
new environment like a flock of sheep and all do the 
same thing, following the common pattern. [c.f. Anisi-
mov 2002]

The early adopters responded to the changing 
context resulting from the quantitative growth in 
four typical ways:

Withdrawal and return

A temporary withdrawal from the community 
and experiments with new forms of communica-
tion and creative activity followed by return to 
RLJ was typical behaviour for early adopters at a 
certain stage. 

Thus, Roman Lejbov, founding father of RLJ, who 
had a policy of including in his friends list all those 
who had included him, saw himself entangled in 
useless discussions and ‘flames’ and became dis-
appointed with his own ‘child’. Irritated, he wrote 
an article entitled Un-live non-journal in which 
he proclaimed the degeneration of RLJ [Lejbov 
2003]. The article provoked derision among the 
new generation of users, content with life, LJ and 
themselves. Lejbov followed up by writing in pri-
vate mode and sending his posts to a narrow cir-
cle of subscribers to a mailing list that he had cre-
ated for this purpose. But he did not feel entirely 
satisfied with this decision. For some time he dis-
appeared from the journal. Then he re-appeared 
in LJ but this time without words, limiting himself 
to posting pictures. Gradually, he has returned to 
his usual mode of writing but he has considerably 
limited the number of his friends and has become 
more reserved in commenting [Gornyj 2003].

Withdrawal without return or discontinuance of ac-
ceptance

When the feeling of unity and the right audience 
disappear, individuals become disappointed with 
the community and either cease writing or delete 
their journals altogether. Such a path was chosen, 
for example, by writer Margarita Meklina and de-
signer ➝ Artemij Lebedev who were extremely 
popular but at some point deleted their journals.

Non-participation

This reaction to RLJ popularity was chosen by 
many figures that were expected to participate 
in RLJ. They could explain their decision by an ad-
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herence to the old ways of communication, con-
tempt of the masses, reference to their predispo-
sition to addiction, etc. The result, however, was 
the same – they refused to participate (although 
many of them became accustomed to reading 
others’ journals). 

Adaptation to a new situation and acceptance of 
‘the new rules of the game’; openness to others 

Thus ➝ Aleksandr Zhitinskij, a writer and pub-
lisher from St. Petersburg, known as Mass (Massa 
or Maccolit), replying to the greetings he received 
in LJ on the occasion of his 63rd  birthday, formu-
lated what LJ meant for him:

So it has happened - and this is for the better! - that the 
LiveJournal circle has become for me a circle of com-
munication, both in virtual and real life. Not count-
ing, perhaps, the closest circle of my family which is, 
however, represented in LJ quite well. And if we are 
speaking about analogies, then LJ seems to me a kind 
of expanded family stretched over all countries and 
continents. It is a small model of the social structure 
(let sociologists pardon me), not without problems, 
not without black sheep as it should be in any family, 
but with a feeling of strange and essential unity.

We know more about each other than one is supposed 
to know, even in conventional companionship - about 
work, family, children, ailments and sometimes even 
vices. And we help one another even when we keep 
quiet and sometimes this is expressed in real acts, real 
means, as it has been a good many times. 

That is why I love LJ; it corresponds most exactly to 
life and to my ideas about it; something opponents 
seem not to understand well. Here, everyone is like 
the others, in spite of all the differences between us. 
When an occasion offers, I’ll develop this thesis - “to 
be like everybody else” - contrary to the established 
opinion that one should stand out against the mass.

There is no point in standing out against the MASS if 
the MASS suits you. [maccolit 2004]

Breakdown?

In June 2005, many journals of Russian LJ users 
were suspended by the LJ administration. The 

first signs of oncoming conflicts appeared when 
a discussion flared up about the closing of suck_
my_nya’s journal, which author was accused of 
publishing a photograph of a teenage girl. The 
photograph was a reproduction from a book by 
photographer, Eva Ionesko, which had several 
editions and was selling at Amazon.com. The LJ 
abuse team insisted on removal of the controver-
sial photograph. Some RLJ users considered that 
as an infringement of free speach. Believing that 
Internet liberties were under threat, they began 
to discuss the project of an ideal alternative serv-
ice where anybody could realize the right of free 
expression without fear of Russian, American or 
other authorities. 

The conflict escalated to the next stage a cou-
ple of weeks later when ➝ Mikhail Verbickij, 
a non-conformist writer, announced that one of 
the journals had been closed for using the slo-
gan, “Kill NATO” (which was considered by the 
LJ administration as breaking the rules of service) 
and called on others to reproduce the phrase in 
their journals. The journals of those users who 
followed the call were also closed by the abuse 
team. Later on, some of them beat a retreat and 
removed the controversial phrase. However, the 
conflict started a wave of discussion about free 
speech. Several dozens of users, including some 
popular and respected individuals, declared their 
ideological disagreement with LJ policy and moved 
to alternative blogging services such as LJ.Rossia.
org [2005] in hope of finding unlimited freedom 
of speech. A few users followed their example 
but the majority returned to LJ later on because 
of the narrower audience of LJ’s competitors.  

The incident illustrates how profoundly a trans-
local web service and a transnational virtual 
community are influenced by historical and po-
litical circumstances and, in consequence, by 
value conflicts. Copyright issues, political cor-
rectness, or freedom of speech are interpreted 
differently with regard to cultural identity. On 

Verbickij
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National, international and transna-
tional on RLJ

Having considered RLJ in its structure and its dy-
namics and having compared it with the dominant 
English-language community, it remains to discuss 
the issue of their interrelationships. It seems that 
the processes of cultural creativity that take place in 
RLJ may be described by the popular term “glocali-
zation” [Robertson 1985] meaning a combination 
of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies 
or the use of universal means to achieve particular 
ends. As has been seen here, Russian culture largely 
influenced the uses of LJ, sometimes in unpredict-
able ways in regard to its original concept. 

It is unlikely that participation in RLJ may lead 
to the emergence of a transnational culture in the 
sense of the integration of various national cul-
tures into an ecumenical unity. However, it may 

lead to consolidation of a particular (Russian) cul-
ture, helping to establish connections and links 
between people separated by physical space. In-
teraction between cultures requires much more 
effort and willingness to self-transcendence than 
the reproduction of ready-made cultural models. 
The degree in which this interaction is possible 
remains to be seen. Summarized below, are the 
results of a discussion about the correlation be-
tween the national and the transnational in RLJ 
between the author and other LJ users:

 
In LJ, the Russians communicate almost ex-
clusively with other Russians. Exceptions are 
rare. Some users have a few friends writing in 
other languages. Some, especially those living 
abroad, write – constantly or occasionally – in 
languages other than Russian; however, they 
constitute an insignificant minority in RLJ. 

The linguistic homogeneity helps to maintain a 
unity of the RLJ. On the other hand, it sepa-
rates Russian users from the rest of LJ. As a 
rule, the Russian users are not interested in 
overstepping the ➝ limits of the Russian-lan-
guage world and content themselves with their 
language and cultural status.

LiveJournal is an international service and mul-
ticultural hypercommunity. However, it serves 
for most Russian users, not as a means of inte-
gration into a worldwide context but rather a 
means of isolation from the alien environment. 
This especially concerns Russians living abroad: 
instead of doing the hard job of learning anoth-
er culture and establishing personal connec-
tions with people in the country where they 
live, they spend their time in the virtual Russian 
environment of RLJ. 

As this work was nearing completion, I asked 
Anatolij Velitchko (LJ username a_v), a Russian 
émigré, who has lived in Paris for nine years, what 
LJ meant to him. His response was ambiguous. 

1.

2.

3.

the other hand, the difficulties in building up a 
new Russian blogging service that would satisfy 
the specific needs of (a section of) the Russian 
users, illustrate how fast web services and vir-
tual communities form ➝ distinct territories, 
which cannot so easily be reproduced and which 
are characterized by a high degree of stability 
and permanence. [Henrike Schmidt]

LJRossia.org: “A little bit more free of censorship.”
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However, this ambiguity seems fruitful, in that it 
shows both sides of the argument. I will quote his 
response in full:

If I answer your question frankly, it would hardly suit 
you. So, first I will not answer frankly. 

For me, as for any Russian person living abroad, LJ of-
fers the possibility to maintain contact with my habit-
ual linguistic and social environment. During the years 
that I lived abroad without access to the Internet and 
LJ in particular, I started having problems with the Rus-
sian language, as well as with my social and national 
identity. My circle of daily contacts was almost exclu-
sively francophone, and I could not fully identify myself 
with this circle, which produced a feeling of social dis-
comfort. With the advent of the home Internet and LJ 
I have found again my place in the circle of the Russian 
intellectual class with which I feel a deep affinity. I feel 
that these people need me and our interaction serves 
as something important beyond us. For me, as well 
as for many Russians abroad, LJ in a certain sense has 
become a second home, and I wouldn’t agree to lose 
it at any price.     

And now, frankly.

For me, as for a Russian person living abroad, LJ means 
one more bad habit. When I feel too lazy to work or 
read a serious book in a foreign language, I open my LJ; 
write fiddle-faddle, read useless stuff and after two or 
three hours of such a pastime, I feel as if I have eaten 
too many sweets. I’ve spent three years in LJ, and my 
total assets are two or three individuals whom I’ve 
met in real life and who became my real friends; a few 
- not more than four or five - interesting discussions; 
a dozen more of my own postings in which I managed 
to express something inwardly important and to get a 
response. My liabilities are thousands of hours wast-
ed in idle talk and in satisfying a trivial vanity. Having 
weighed up the pros and cons, I made a decision to kill 
my LJ forever. [personal e-mail communication]

Having written this, a_v deleted his journal or, 
to put it more starkly, committed virtual suicide. 
However, he could not go without LJ for too long. 
He resurrected it later the same day. 

Conclusions

The multi-language environment provided by 
LiveJournal.com has greatly contributed to its 

popularity among Russian users. Since joining 
and using LJ has always been free of charge (for 
some time, to create an account an invitations 
code from another LJ user was required), the 
basic service was open to all users, irrespective 
of whether they had the financial means to pay 
for anything extra. Locating the LJ service outside 
Russia made it independent of Russian jurisdiction, 
giving the Russian users more freedom of expres-
sion and defending them from possible State in-
terference. RLJ was first populated by users who 
had authority and could influence others to adopt 
the innovation. The architecture of LJ facilitating 
community-building has meshed well with the 
Russian cultural identity and social circumstances, 
resulting in the special value of informal networks, 
often referred to within the net community itself 
as to a ‘tendency towards collectivism’. 

However, LJ to some extent yields to other 
blogging services in functionality and customiza-
tion. Its community-building feature has a slight 
tinge of coercion: in order to participate in the 
community, users must be registered with LJ, 
use its software, interface and website. It is plau-
sible to assume that further development of the 
syndication technology and emergence of other 
innovations will lead to further decentralization 
by providing an opportunity to create blogging 
communities that are not necessarily tied to a 
particular place. Other critical issues include the 
introduction of various degrees of trust and the 
development of technologies of collaboration. 

A temporary secondary unification of RLJ mem-
bers may occur in situations where the interests 
and feelings of many are touched by outside 
events, such as acts of terror, disasters, political 
elections or a threat to users’ welfare. The dis-
cussion about the future of electronic libraries in 
Russia, provoked by the lawsuit of KM Online, a 
commercial web service, against ➝ Moshkov’s 
Library, can serve as an example of the latter. 
The suit was widely discussed in RLJ and a com-
munity created in defence of Moshkov’s Library 
mustered more than 400 members in two weeks 
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[za_lib_ru 2005]. Generally speaking, a war or a 
celebration may serve as a mobilizing and unifying 
factor for virtual communities as well as for the 
nation at large.   

Furthermore, even if LJ ceases to exist for some 
reason or transforms into something different, 
the LJ experience, which has been so valuable for 
many users, will remain. The general principle of 
community is more durable than the specific forms 
that community takes. LiveJournal made commu-
nity-building easy, but only for its members. New 
technologies like RSS (acronym for web feed for-
mats that enable users to subscribe to websites 
and which are widely used by the blogging com-
munity) are a step towards the removal of this 
limitation – towards a genuine global community. 

Finally, a number of off-line events and projects 
have been first conceived and discussed in RLJ and 
then realized in the ‘real life’. For example, a music 
festival of RLJ users, called Current Music, has been 
conducted in Moscow yearly since 2000. The title 
alludes to the LJ option with the same name show-
ing information about music currently playing on a 
user’s computer. The festival attracted dozens of 
musical groups and more than a thousand listen-
ers. It received wide publicity in the Russian media 
– mostly from the efforts of LJ users, numbering 
hundreds of journalists – and it was considered a 
vivid example of ➝ transforming a virtual com-
munity into a real-life community.

Za.Lib.ru: “We need Lib.ru.”

Current Music: Music festival of LiveJournal users.
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are inherent to the information exchange. This 
exchange can be compared to any complicated 
system, for example, the biological process of 
genetic self-reproduction that requires the sys-
tem to be both stable and changeable, or to the  
political makeup of a democratic society, which 
presumes, in the words of Pushkin, both “fiery 
onslaught” and “fierce resistance”. 

Since human beings are primarily speaking 
beings, and the accumulation of information is 
mainly related to their linguistic capacity (in the 
broad sense, but primarily in terms of the lan-
guage system), it is worth considering how these 
two poles are represented in the language.

On the one hand, since F. de Saussure [1990] 
there has been a notion of two poles of language 
behaviour: ‘language’ (or ‘code’ in R. Jakobson’s 
terms [1985]) as a system of rules that ensure 
the system’s stability, and ‘speech’ as a specific 
realization of rules (which also allows for the 
rules to be violated). 

On the other hand, linguists tend to contrast 
two forms of ‘speech’: text (monologic, struc-
tured, specialized and complete) and conversa-
tion (primarily dialogic, with little structure and 
incomplete). When conversation rather than 
text is placed at the centre of a linguistic theory, 
linguists come to reject the Saussurian concept 
of the language (such a view dates back to W. 
von Humboldt [2001], and, in the Russian tradi-
tion, to A.A. Potebnja [1999]; a recent example is 
found in the works of B.M. Gasparov [1996]).

The Internet, with its short but dynamic histo-
ry, has from the start, been evolving as a medium 
combining both types of activity.

The early Internet was a collection of informa-
tion, a kind of archive or repository (I consciously 

Death
If an occupied cell has 0, 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, or 8 

occupied neighbors, the organism dies (0, 1: of 
loneliness; 4 thru 8: of overcrowding). 

Survival
If an occupied cell has two or three 

neighbors, the organism survives to the next 
generation. 

Birth
If an unoccupied cell has three occupied 

neighbors, it becomes occupied.

John Conway’s Game of Life. The Rules

Abstract

This analysis of the types of expert communities 
existing on the Russian Internet takes a three-
pronged approach. First, the history of this phe-
nomenon is traced through several specific ex-
amples. A typology of information environments, 
such as the expert search, the expert environment 
and the meaning-generating environment is formu-
lated and the discussion concludes with the gen-
esis of a new model, which has yet to be fully re-
alized on the Russian Internet: the expert group.

The ‘Hot’ and the ‘Cold’ on the In-
ternet

Any cultural environment can only function suc-
cessfully if it satisfies two conditions: preserving 
and transferring the existing information and 
contributing to the creation of new information, 
the second parameter being the key to gauging 
the environment’s effectiveness. The static (con-
servative) and the dynamic (creative) principles 

Expert Communities on the Russian 
Internet: Typology and History

Roman Lejbov (Tartu)
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after a specific request and the ‘hot’ online com-
munication. The integral environment requires 
integrating software, which has led, from the ear-
liest stages of the WWW, to the nascence and de-
velopment of universal browsers

As a result, the new environment has largely 
replaced the old one. The very word ‘Internet’ 
has become the default word for the WWW. 
The ‘cold’ section of the net has been fully inte-
grated in the web. The ‘hot’ section has devolved 
to the sphere of private communication (e-mail, 
text messengers) and public communications 
have been transformed and integrated into the 
WWW (blogs and guest books are slowly ousting 
Usenet). This means that conversational speech is 
here transformed into texts, and that the process 
of information accumulation in the integral envi-
ronment has acquired a new quality.

The Library Metaphor and the Prob-
lem of Search

Thus, the mechanism of information accretion on 
the Internet is conditioned by a dynamic ratio of 
several factors.

Firstly, this is the information forming the con-
tent of the Internet space. In this respect, the 
Internet can be represented as a database or a 
library whose contents fluctuate both dramati-
cally and constantly. Secondly, these are the social 
interaction environments (communities) that are 
continuously producing new information. As the 
information is accumulated, the third constituent 
naturally gains in importance. This is the search 
engine, the counterpart of library catalogues.

Finding information on the Internet has, since its 
onset, been a major concern, with several compli-
cations. If the library analogy is continued, these 
complications can be described using the familiar 
language of the pre-net age: 

“The book/article required does not exist”: the 
required information does not exist on the web. 

1.

ignore the issue of the character of this informa-
tion). Access to this ‘cold’ information was provid-
ed by the FTP (file transfer protocol). As informa-
tion was accumulated, there arose the problem 
of searching within the ftp-archives, which was 
solved by systems like Archie, which were not 
very reliable and – more importantly – were only 
meant to look for a name or description. In this 
case, an anonymous request was followed by an 
output of information introduced from outside. 
The information was thus estranged from the au-
thor from the very start, which is normal for the 
textual pole of the language.

However, even at the dawn of the Internet some 
environments were used for spreading ‘hot’ infor-
mation. These continue today and are the mail 
protocols (SMTP, POP3 and their variants) which 
made possible mass mailing lists and the Usenet 
newsgroups (the NNTP protocol). Here the ac-
cumulation of information was directly linked with 
speech communication [Manin 1997]. This fact is 
of prime importance, irrespective of whether the 
interchange is public or private. Live communi-
cation devices, such as Talk, IRC (Internet Relay 
Chat), etc., continued along the same lines as ‘hot’ 
network activity. While Usenet (and electronic 
correspondence) were text exchange systems, 
though inevitably drifting towards conversational 
dialogue, the latter subspaces were never intend-
ed for the exchange of remarks. Here, the coher-
ence of the information space was conditioned 
by its temporal continuity. Line failures in IRC and 
Talk were frequent and characteristically became 
a separate important topic of the dialogues them-
selves; this is not the case with e-mail.

Generally speaking, the difference between 
these two protocol types reflects the opposition 
of the ‘conservative’ and ‘innovative’ tendencies 
described above. The situation changed with the 
arrival of the ➝ WWW. This was an environment 
intended for a direct (not mediated, as with FTP) 
representation of information, both verbal and 
non-verbal, for integration of various activities. 
The latter include the ‘cold’ output of information 
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pert knowledge of the stacks and catalogues and 
who know how the required information can be 
accessed. (A good librarian is one who can find 
a book following an erroneous request, c.f. the 
legend of the Rumjancev Museum librarian, the 
insane philosopher N. Fedorov, who gave read-
ers not only the books that they requested, but 
also other books on the same topic).

The Expert Search, the Expert Envi-
ronment and the Meaning-Generating 
Environment

In other words, the more complex a user’s prob-
lem is, the more it changes our notions of the 
Internet: from information repository to a dy-
namic social environment where the information 
is ‘produced’ rather than ‘acquired’.

Below, I shall consider three models of dynamic, 
meaning-generating expert communities, which I 
shall call the expert search, the expert environment 
and the meaning-generating environment. The 
boundaries between these types are, of course, 
conditional, and I have used the following set of 
criteria to distinguish between them.

The expert search is a request processing serv-
ice aimed at finding information on the net. Com-
munication between the user and the operator 
is here, as a rule, limited by two phrases: the re-
quest and the reply.

The expert environment is different from the ex-
pert search primarily because the respondent is 
no longer the operator (who was only an expert 
in net heuristics), but a specialist in the user’s pre-
cise field of interest. Accordingly, the source of 
information here is not only and not so much the 
net, but traditional ‘paper’ publications and, im-
portantly, the expert’s own personal expertise.

The meaning-generating environment can be 
contrasted with the first two types as a primarily 
dialogic milieu: the conversation in this case is not 
limited by the request-reply scheme, but often 
becomes a dialogue (or a polylogue). The enquir-

This problem has no solution in a traditional 
library. The net, however, can provide alter-
native solutions. One example is the ‘Scan on 
Demand’ service available on the Ruthenia.ru 
server: here, readers can order a digitised ver-
sion of scholarly articles from a list of works 
published by the Tartu University Russian Lit-
erature Department [Ruthenia 2005]. The 
analogy is of course not quite correct: no new 
texts are created, but old ones are transferred 
to the Internet.

“The reader is not competent enough to use 
the catalogue”: the user is unable to set the cor-
rect parameters to be able to look for new in-
formation. This problem is quite common but 
has no straightforward solution. One can, of 
course, modify the search engines to enable 
them to accurately interpret even the most 
incorrectly formulated requests of so-called, 
‘search idiots’. But such a task is akin to that 
of creating artificial intelligence. Steps aimed at 
perfecting the output ranking of search results, 
which have already been taken by the existing 
search engines, partly compensate for ‘search 
idiocy’, but they are, of course, unable to take 
into account all the individual alogisms, spelling 
errors and user inexperience.

“The book is listed in the catalogue but is ab-
sent from the stacks/is out”: the search engine 
provides the information, but the link is outdat-
ed, and the required text cannot be found at the 
given address. This case is partly compensated 
by the preservation of page copies by some 
search engines (e.g. Google or Yandex) and by 
projects such as Archive.org [Internet Archive 
2005]. The traditional solution analogue here 
would be the interlibrary loan, i.e. the oppor-
tunity to order a copy of the book from a dif-
ferent library.

Such a problem is solved in traditional libraries 
with the help of bibliographers who have an ex-

2.

3.
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ers and the respondents can exchange roles, and 
the ‘expert’ role is not a given, but is arrived at as 
the community evolves.

InternetHelp.ru

The simplest solution to the problem of ‘search 
idiocy’ is the bibliographer model. All libraries 
employ experts who help inexperienced readers 
to use catalogues. If a user is unable to formulate 
correct requests for search engines, this task can 
be handed over to specially trained people. The 
expert search model has been implemented in Rus-
sia. A commercial St. Petersburg-based website, 
Internethelp.ru was created in 2000. This service 
(now defunct) was based on another redundant 
Canadian service, Webhelp.com [Lejbov 2001].

The InternetHelp operators received requests via 
the Internet (this was technically implemented as 
a chat in a separate browser window) and provid-
ed relatively prompt answers. In 2001, a group of 
research subjects was asked a question to which 
they did not have the answer, while a concurrent 
search was carried out on the Web. The result 
was a draw, demonstrating a fairly good level 
of operator expertise, considering the relative 
youth of the medium involved. But general reli-
ance on the commercial exploitation of ‘search 
idiocy’ did not justify itself. The project was even 

considered for development into an international 
service (Askwebhelp.com) but this ambition was 
not realized; it was first transferred to a commer-
cial-only mode, and then discontinued. The last 
working copy of the InternetHelp homepage on 
the website, Archive.org dates back to July 2002 
[Internethelp 2002]. The question and answer 
database is, unfortunately, inaccessible at the time 
of writing.

An important aspect of this project was the dia-
logue between operators and users. They had 
an opportunity to ask additional or specific ques-
tions. These dialogues were not of great length, 
and operators could abort the dialogue with ex-
cessively talkative users at any time. A surprising 
feature of the project was some of the operators’ 
choice to retain their own identities and, accord-
ing to the project manager, Aleksandr Kudrjavcev, 
to use their real names in their work.

The Virtual Inquiry Office

Another, much more attractive and viable ex-
ample of an expert search social environment 
is the Virtual Inquiry Office system [Virtual’naja 
spravka 2005-1]. This was created in the same 
year (2000) as an online inquiry office under the 
Kievskaja centralized library system in Moscow. 
At present, this service is part of a large project, 
Library.ru [2005]. After registering in the system, 
the registrant may access the search facility in the 
question-and-answer database and ask a maxi-
mum of four questions per month, which will 
be answered by operators employed by Russian 
municipal and regional libraries. A list of opera-
tors with their photographs and self-written pro-
files is available as a separate page [Virtual’naja 
spravka 2005-2]. The answer to a question is 
provided within 24 hours, and the question and 
answer database is open for browsing [Virtual’naja 
spravka 2005-3]. (Examples of question-answer 
sets from my own sphere of professional knowl-
edge are given below).

InternetHelp.ru: Dialog between operator and user.
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It is worth noting that the operators do not neces-
sarily give dry and dull answers. Sometimes their 
replies show a remarkable sense of humour:

Maria: Good morning! Please help me as soon as 
possible! I need material on the topic, “The Image of 
Motherland in the Works of Tjutchev and Fet”. But 
not school essays, please! Help me to find some arti-
cles or maybe books on this subject!

Operator called Dasha: Hello Maria! It’s a pity you 
don’t need school essays on this subject, they are 
sometimes so touching – you read them and cry, read 
and cry... [Virtual’naja spravka 2005-3, Question No. 
16152]

Keeping in mind the library analogy, it is not acci-
dental that the most successful online search sys-
tem in Russia (as well as in other countries) was 
created by none other than librarians [Purnik 
2001; Zhabko 2005; Mikhnova 2004].

The Virtual Inquiry Office primarily targets stu-
dents. However, it must be noted that bibliogra-
phers do not always take into consideration the 
pragmatic purposes of those making requests:

Lana: Please help me to find the material or at least 
a reading list for a course paper on, “Dante in N.V. 
Gogol’s Creative Thought”.

Operator: I am afraid there is nothing on the web 
matching your course paper title exactly. There are 
only three links that give a passing mention of the con-
nections between Dante’s and Gogol’s plots. Have 
a look at these: The Motives of Homer and Dante 

in The Dead Souls, The Originality of the Genre of 
N.V. Gogol’s Poem, Gogol’s Holy Liturgy. [Virtual’naja 
spravka 2005-3, Question No. 16084]

The first and second of these two links lead to 
anonymous school essays, and the third one to a 
popular article by Viktor Vinogradov, recognized 
as Vice-President of the Academy of Architectural 
Heritage and Professor of the Restoration Acade-
my, but rather unknown as a Russian literary scholar. 
Not one of these sources can be recommended as 
reading for a university student preparing a course 
paper. The operator has overlooked the works by 
Ju.V. Mann (Gogol’) and Ju.M. Lotman (The Narra-
tive Space of the 19th Century Russian Novel), A.A. 
Asojan (‘Read the Most Exalted Poet...’: the Fate of 
Dante’s Divine Comedy in Russia), all available on-
line, as well as the work by E.A. Smirnova, which 
is only represented online by links. [While analyz-
ing the Virtual Inquiry Office, the author interact-
ed with the experts. As a result the answer cited 
above was altered. A postscript was included with 
further recommendations and a note of gratitude 
to Roman Lejbov – the editor N.K.].  

When A.A. Purnik, head of the Virtual Inquiry 
Office, was asked to comment on the present 
state of affairs, he stated: 

At present, around 20 libraries are part of the Inquiry 
Office project – some of those are quite far from Mos-
cow. Some of the operators have not been employed 
for a long time yet, and thus have relatively little expe-
rience. As organisers, we continuously monitor, emend 
and supplement the answers, but unfortunately, the 
sheer volume makes following all the links and look-
ing for missing information quite a difficult task. This, 
of course, does not remove the responsibility of each 
individual operator. This is my first point. Secondly: 
operators are the people recommended to us by the 
libraries themselves. Many of them are doing simply a 
marvellous job. Thirdly: we can never guarantee that 
we have found all that there is to it. An operator can in 
any case, only spend a certain amount of time on the 
search, and may accordingly overlook some relevant 
information. We are certainly aiming to provide the 
fullest possible answer, but we cannot dedicate too 
much time to it, as we have to give an equal share 
of attention to all the users. Fourthly: it is true that 
most of our users are students, but they are no longer 
school students, as [they were] five years ago, they 
are university students. There is a fundamental dif-

The Virtual Inquiry Office: Open database of ques-
tions and answers, indexed by search engines.
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ference between our service and, for instance, some 
American services that do not publish the questions 
and answers because of ethical considerations. We 
are maintaining an open database of questions and an-
swers, which is of course, indexed by search engines. 
This means that when we are giving an answer, we 
do not take into account just the person who is mak-
ing the request (though they are, of course, of prime 
importance), but also all these different people who 
may look for this information on the Internet. To pro-
vide some examples: we get about 40-50 questions a 
day, but the number of people using the Inquiry Of-
fice is two orders of magnitude greater (according to 
the mail.ru counter). And most of them consult more 
than one entry within the Inquiry Office. [personal e-
mail communication, 2005]

The Virtual Inquiry Office is, in my opinion, the 
best Russian service providing expert search. 
Sometimes it transcends the limits of simple 
search for information on the Web. Quoting Mr 
Purnik: 

In the majority of cases the person making an inquiry 
is located far from the answering operator, so it is no 
use inviting them to come next morning and take out 
this or that book. Most of the people (as our practice 
shows) want to get the information specifically from 
the web, that is, here and now. That is why the main 
bulk of our sources are located online. But... when 
there is nothing at all to be found, we can recommend 
something, give a reference, find something in an on-
line bookshop etc., that is, help in any possible way. 
As for expert opinion, sometimes we have to give it 
in order to prove why a specific search has been con-
ducted... in this case the operator has to give links to 
all the facts mentioned. But this is a delicate issue, 
and it’s best not to assume too much responsibility. 
Here is an example of one answer where it had to 
be done:

Tat’jana: Please help me to find the Sri Lankan 
Penal Code. 

Operator: Well, Tat’jana, you have given us some-
thing to think about all right! There is nothing at all 
in Russian. So everything I mention further can only 
be found in English. So, the Sri Lankan Penal Code 
was passed in 1883, and the Code of Criminal Pro-
cedure Act was passed in 1974. We were unable to 
find the Codes themselves (not only on the RuNet, 
but also on foreign websites, including Sri Lankan 
ones). We phoned the Sri Lankan Embassy in Mos-
cow, and we were told that there are probably 
no Codes online. But we asked them if they could 
send us the Code, and they said yes. So we suggest 
that you contact them yourself. Just in case, here 

are links to materials related to Sri Lankan Crimi-
nal Law: Criminal Justice System Of Sri Lanka; The 
Criminal Justice System; Information of a general 
nature – this material is mainly dedicated to what 
the Sri Lankan legislation has to say on torture, but 
it also contains information on the country’s Crimi-
nal Law. [ibid.]

The examples given above have implemented the 
expert search scheme. The expert environments 
are, in my opinion, much more interesting. They 
are not aimed at finding the information already 
available online, but rather at producing/digitising 
new information. These microsocieties do not, 
as a rule, depend on simple commercial stimula-
tion for their existence. Such expert environments 
can be subdivided into two types:

Znatok.ru [The Expert]

Just like the expert search, the expert environments 
are microsocieties with an inherent asymmetry 
of enquirers and respondents. The authors of 
the project, Allexperts.com have given a sound, 
albeit somewhat rhetorical, characterization of 
websites of this type: 

People still think of the internet in conventional terms. 
They think if they have a book of information, they 
can just stick it on the internet and others will read it. 
What people haven’t thought of is how to harness the 
main advantage of the internet, the improvement in 
communications, and how to exploit this new media. 
That’s where our site comes in. We harness the new 
instantaneous nature of communications to create a 
new, organic storehouse of knowledge. Each expert 
is a circuit, or a chip, in a giant human computer which 
will be capable of answering nearly any question. 
Consider that the first library was revolutionary be-
cause it enabled one to visit all the store of knowledge 
in one place and consult it. The first encyclopedia or 
almanac was revolutionary because it enabled one to 
have a summarized version of the store of knowledge 
at one’s fingertips. The Internet was revolutionary 
because it enabled one to grasp knowledge from not 
just a single encyclopedia or library but a whole army 
of libraries and encyclopedias. Our site, Allexperts.
com, is also revolutionary, because it brings together 
the people behind the books; it creates libraries of 
people, divided into dewey-decimal like categories. 
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If you’re still wondering why our concept is revolu-
tionary, consider this: no matter how much knowl-
edge a book, or a library, or a conventional website 
has, in none of those can you easily ask a question. 
Here, you can. Now think about it in sociobiological 
terms, and consider the human brain. Each cell in the 
brain, by itself, is not capable of coherent thought or 
even sentience; but thinking together, or processing 
together, it’s capable of complex thought. Now look 
at the world of television – you have the relative few 
transmitting information to the many. It’s as if a few 
cells are transmitting to the rest of the brain. Even on 
the internet, a few large sites serve to transmit infor-
mation to the rest of the net community. But on our 
site, it’s all individuals communicating with individuals, 
just as individual cells of the brain interact with each 
other to produce higher thought. In that sense our site 
is the first true rendition of a neural-net. [Allexperts.
com 2000]  

While an expert search request is not, as a rule, ad-
dressed to a specific operator, but to the environ-
ment as a whole, within the expert environment 
the role (and responsibility) of the respondents 
are greatly enhanced and the inquiry is directed 
at the individual expert.

The website, Znatok.ru, which opened on 1 Sep-
tember 2000, serves as a good example of an 
attempt to create an expert environment on the 
Russian Internet. Anyone can register at the web-
site as a user or an expert. Any individual regis-
tering as an expert must describe their “Sphere 
of Expertise”, “Work Experience in the Chosen 
Sphere”, “Education and Degrees”, and “Person-
al Achievements” [Znatok.ru 2000-1].

One should note that the body of experts re-
mains semi-anonymous: as a rule, they use 
pseudonyms, but they are permitted to give 
their proper names. At present, around 6,000 
experts in different spheres have registered at 
the website. It is significant how they are dis-
tributed (shown in receding order) [Znatok.ru 
2000-2]:

The number of actual experts is much lower, at 
1,672. According to the site statistics, on average, 
all the registrants proclaim themselves experts 
in nearly four different categories. This is alarm-
ing, as is the ratio of registered users to experts 
(nearly ten to one). A random search has shown 

Computers and the Internet 686

Culture and Art 514

Science and Technology 494

Private Life 431

Healthcare 352

Business 331

Hobbies and Pastimes 292

Games 282

Education and Careers 272

Sports and Fitness 266

Family Life 215

Religion and Philosophy 220

Household 263

Other 235

Travelling 226

Food 220

The Fourth Dimension  [i.e. occultism, 
magic, astrology and the like – R.L]

187

Cars 180

Animals 159

Law 155

Security 116
Znatok.ru: Directing inquiries at individual experts.
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that not all expert answers are satisfactory. Of-
ten, all the experts do is carry out a simple (far 
from expert) WWW search.

Thus, in answer to a question on the origin of 
the saying, “Nature abhors a vacuum”, the expert 
Wind wrote: 

Thanks for your question. Here is my answer: “Nature 
abhors a vacuum: when men do not know the truth, they 
fill in the gaps with fancy” – Bernard Shaw. Shaw, George 
Bernard (1856 – 1950) English author, one of the found-
ers of the Socialist Reformist ‘Fabian Society’ (1884). 
http://www.foxdesign.ru/aphorism/author/a_shaw.html, 
http://easy-web.narod.ru [Znatok.ru 2003-1] 

The excessive information on G.B. Shaw (who is 
not chiefly famous for the foundation of the Fabian 
Society) is here combined with a blatantly wrong 
answer.

Similarly, the expert, edhel answered a question 
on the origin of the aphorism, “Walk and ye shall 
reach”, thus: “This is the title of a book by Jeremy 
J. Stone” [Znatok.ru 2003-2].

This is indeed the title of the book in Russian, but 
it takes just a look at the foreword by the transla-
tor in order to see that its original title is Every Man 
Should Try: Adventures of a Public Interest Activist. 
The book was published in 1999 and translated 
into Russian in 2001 and thus cannot possibly be 
the source of the aphorism [Shakhova 2001].

Unfortunately, it is impossible to assess the ef-
fectiveness of the service, not only for the reasons 
described above, but also because information on 
the ratio of answered to unanswered questions 
has yet to be published. It is notable, however, 
that at present (April 2005) the following question 
(asked in July 2004) remains unanswered: “My 
dog has started breathing heavily... it has dry snot 
in its nose. What can I do? I cannot remove it with 
a cotton bud!” [Znatok.ru 2004].

Gramota.ru [Grammar]

Thus, Znatok.Ru is an attempt at creating a mul-
ti-profile expert environment, which openly at-

tracts semi-anonymous experts and a wide au-
dience. This tactic is fairly likely to fail: at the 
time of writing, website activity was low and 
the e-mail address of the person responsible for 
connecting project authors with users was not 
functioning.

On the other hand, there are Russian expert 
information projects dedicated to specific topics, 
such as medicine, law or culture, and to specific 
audiences. The enquiry service of the Gramota.
ru web-portal is one example.

The portal, which features in all the lists of 
the best educational projects on the Russian 
Internet, “was created in June 2000 following 
a recommendation of the ‘Russian Language in 
the Media’ Commission of the Russian Language 
Council of the Russian Government and is func-
tioning with the support of the Russian Federa-
tion Ministry for Press, Broadcasting and Mass 
Media” [Gramota.ru 2005-1].

Of great interest is the Inquiry Service 
(Spravka.gramota.ru), a dynamic, narrowly 
specialized service that can be regarded as 
the most successful implementation of the 
expert environment model in Russia. It is 
worth noting that orthography and language 
norm have been viewed throughout the 20th 
century history of the Russian ➝ language 
as an ideological construct. Orthography and 
orthoepy have always been culture markers 
allowing one to separate insiders from out-
siders. On the one hand, Russia’s vast ex-
panse of territory and the heterogeneity of 
its populace make great linguistic diversity 
inevitable. On the other hand, however, the 
tendency to standardization and centraliza-
tion imposes great strain between the usage 
and the literary norm. The question, “What 
is the right spelling/way to put it?” acquires 
an unexpected additional sense: linguistic 
‘errors’ discredit the speaker as much as the 
phrase itself. This circumstance determines, 
to a large extent, the great strain on the In-
quiry Service experts.
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Expert answers from the Russian Language In-
quiry Service are anonymous and dispassionate, 
with only occasional exceptions to this rule: 

Irina Voronina: What is the correct way to give a 
quotation with an attribution? For example, “I go out 
on the road alone” (C) S. Esenin; is this the correct 
way to do it? 

Operator: It’s actually Lermontov :) The author’s name 
can be put in brackets but there is no need for a copy-
right sign. [Gramota.ru 2005-2, Question No. 162615; 
the archive is under reconstruction – the editor]

The majority of questions concern either the 
norms of orthography, orthoepy, punctuation and 
word usage, or the history of the language (above 
all, word etymology and the origin of set expres-
sions), as well as linguistic theory: 

Tat’jana Aleksandrovna Ivanova: Hello! Could 
you please tell me what is the correct turn of phrase: 
Tat’jana ne chuzhda romantiki [Tat’jana is not alien to 
romance] or Tat’jana ne chuzhda romantika [Tat’jana 
is not alien romance] or Tat’jane ne chuzhda roman-
tika [Romance is not alien to Tat’jana]? Thank you! 

Operator: The correct phrases are: Tat’jana ne 
chuzhda romantiki [Tat’jana is not alien to romance] or 
Tat’jane ne chuzhda romantika [Romance is not alien to 
Tat’jana]. [Gramota.ru 2005-2, Question No 170854]

Olesja: Could you please tell me about the criteria for 
the establishment of a literary norm. Thank you. 

Operator: Very briefly, your question can be an-
swered in the following way. Who acknowledges the 

norm, and who sets the norm? The linguists do. (Ide-
ally, the subjective linguistic taste of an individual must 
be ignored but in practice – and we are confronted 
with it very often, nowadays – the normaliser’s lin-
guistic taste is made out to be the norm; but this is a 
separate subject). How do the normalisers (linguists) 
choose the ‘right’ variant, that is, how do they codify 
the norm? When a certain variant is recommended, 
the social factor (e.g. the norm’s authority) and its 
compliance with the structure and system of the lan-
guage are taken into consideration. The codified norm 
(fixed as a law) is represented in academic grammars 
and standard dictionaries. [Gramota.ru 2005-2, Ques-
tion No 170847]

Experts, as a rule, avoid dialogues with readers, 
though sometimes these dialogues start sponta-
neously. In the archive, I came across an amusing 
example illustrating both the Russian inclination 
towards logocentrism and the user’s notion that 
order in the ideal world of Language is almost 
more important than order in the outside real-
ity:

Galina Moiseeva: Concerning Question No 170812. 
Now it turns out that you recommend writing, Gos-
udarstvennaja duma [The State Duma] (‘duma’ with 
a low-case d). Your archive of questions on this topic 
seems to be a mess! There is both Duma and duma. 
Relying on your authoritative opinion, I used to rec-
ommend to my colleagues, the variant, Gosudarstven-
naja Duma (questions 157052, 152056, 141943). In 
answer No 141943 you wrote that the official refer-
ence books give the variant, Gosudarstvennaja Duma. 
Maybe this is the time to settle on one thing? The 
Duma has existed for quite a while. Should you per-
haps write an official letter to the Duma (this is how 
you recommend to write this word separately, with-
out the attribute State), signed by your Director and 
ask them to specify how exactly the supreme organ 
of  power in the country ought to be named. If the 
Russian language laws do not apply here and if there is 
no regularity to be discerned, let the Duma itself tell 
us what its official name is. What on earth is happen-
ing in the country, if after ten years, even the Russian 
Language Institute cannot give a definite answer to 
the question of how the name of the institution is to 
be written? Yours in bitterness and sincere bewilder-
ment, Galina Valentinovna

Operator: Galina Valentinovna, we are settling on one 
variant. Gosudarstvennaja Duma [The State Duma]. 
This is final and irrevocable. Answer No 170812 has 
been altered. [Gramota.ru 2005-2, Question No 
170839]

Gramota.ru is a State funded, fairly conserva-
tive web portal. It aims at establishing certain 
language standards, which are also applicable to 
the RuNet – an issue that appears to be of gen-
eral relevance: the ‘great and powerful Russian’ 
as one of the last relics contributing to a homog-
enized cultural identity. So the whole ‘institution’ 
of the ‘expert’ has – to my mind – to be seen 
against the background of culture politics. [Hen-
rike Schmidt] 
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It is notable that, like the Virtual Inquiry Office op-
erators, the Gramota.ru experts try to avoid help-
ing negligent school students (in this case, it can be 
guessed that the enquirer is a Latvian schoolchild):

Anonymous: How do I write this task? 1) I had only 
(one and a half Lats) with me, and these (one and a 
half Lats) could (not) have lasted long 2) (One and a 
half liters of milk) contain 42.5 gramms of protein. 
3) Over 3 centner(s) out of (one and a half tonnes of 
cotton) were under the tent. 4) Only about (one and 
a half weeks) remained before the departure. 5) We 
needed at least (one and a half hours) for the trip. 6) 
About (one and a half dozen) students took part in the 
studio(s) work.
Please write the answer it is very important now! :)

Operator: Please try and do your homework your-
self. [Gramota.ru 2005-2, Question No 168891]

The Polit.ru Guestbook

While the expert search and the expert group are 
systems with an inherent asymmetric structure 
(which does not preclude this structure being 
randomly filled with elements of the information 
exchange, as in the Znatok.ru project), the mean-
ing-generating environment is a micro-society, put 
together spontaneously, with the flexible struc-
ture of the enquirers and the respondents being 
slowly shaped and constantly reformed. In other 
words, random factors and evolution are of much 
greater importance here.

Strictly speaking, these ‘hot’, meaning-generating 
models have been a part of the Internet since its 
infancy – in Usenet and in dedicated mailing lists. 
Since then, they have developed further into In-
ternet forums, guestbooks and message boards. 
Unlike the cases considered above, such commu-
nities do not, as a rule, require special mainte-
nance: they function as self-regulating systems.

As anyone who has ever looked for solutions 
to specific computer-related problems on the In-
ternet knows, it is in the ‘hot’ communities that 
these solutions are most often found. Here the 
permanent members or ‘wizards’ give answers 
to the questions asked by the constant stream of 
new members. The main form of communication 
is dialogue, which can be over when the answer 
to the original question is arrived at, but also may 
continue and develop along unexpected lines. 
Another significant, distinctive feature of the 
meaning-generating environment is the optionality 
of experts’ involvement in the discussion (this is 
also the case with the Znatok.ru project).

Such communities are always narrowly spe-
cialized. Questions on sushi-making are likely to 
be ignored at a car forum, and problems of car-
owners are not meant to be discussed at a forum 
dedicated to the works of Marina Cvetaeva [Mir 
Mariny Cvetaevoj 2005]. 

An interesting case in point is one where the 
main topic of discussion is politics – a field in which 
the majority of participants claim expertise.

One of the most noteworthy projects to ap-
pear in the now-classic, Zhurnal.ru project has 
been the ➝ Polit.ru website [2005] which is still 
in existence. It was created in 1998 – a decisive 
year for new Russian politics and for the Russian 
Internet, when politicians became aware that the 
Internet could be a powerful tool. Polit.ru was an 
attempt to create a low-budget (and hence inde-
pendent) but authoritative mass medium.

The traditional newsline format was chosen by 
the editors and authors (in the early Polit.ru these 
were K. Rogov, a Moscow literary scholar, and A. 
Levkin, an author who had moved to Moscow 

Gramota.ru Inquiry Office: Most successful imple-
mentation of the expert environment in Russia.
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from Riga). However, the main emphasis was on 
the subjective presentation of material rather 
than a full range of information.

A new and extremely interesting stage in the 
project’s development came with the creation of the 
Discussion section. It is worth remembering that, at 
that time, the potential of direct audience feedback 
was greatly under-utilised by political websites.

A survey of opinions of the discussion par-
ticipants and readers, conducted in 2005, dem-
onstrates a direct link between the quality of a 
news resource and involvement in a discussion 
[r_l 2005]. Besides, discussions were initially 
started around topics suggested by the newsline 
and specific Polit.ru publications. Some indicative 
answers to the question, “What made you take 
part in the discussion?,” are set out below:

“The main reason was that I felt deeply con-
cerned with the issue.”

“I don’t remember what it was exactly, but I 
remember it was something about the situa-
tion in Kosovo.”

For other Discussion contributors, the motiva-
tion was no longer the topics concerned, but the 
set of participants. Here are some typical an-
swers to the same question:

“A sound level of postings by existing members.”

“The conversation itself, which was open to out-
side participants; my thoughts on the conversa-
tion.”

“The quality of the people taking part in the 
conversation, their tendency to express ideas 
on politics in relatively decent Russian.”

“I found out where the clever people who dis-
cuss articles at forum.msk.ru come from.”

 “Koch’s appearance.”

The latter reply and the event to which it refers, 
merit further elaboration. The situation in the me-
dia and Russian society in the autumn of 1998 was 
such that some well known and competent Russian 
political analysts, economists and ➝ spin doctors 
(B. Lvin, M. Kolerov, S. Kordonskij, G. Pavlovskij 
among others) were drawn into this milieu, formally 
marginal to the ‘proper’ media. Still, all of them ap-
peared under more or less transparent usernames 
or cryptonyms. None of the participants made a 
secret of their real names, but no one was keen 
to publicise their involvement in the Discussion, ei-
ther. Against this background, the appearance of A. 
Koch, whose  controversial interview was, at the 
time, much discussed in the Russian media, was 
quite unexpected.

Mr Koch, who later became notorious as a 
‘liquidator’ of NTV Russian television network 
and as a tireless author of somewhat incoherent, 
but undoubtedly talented publications, was then 
known exclusively as an ex-head of the Com-
mittee for State Property who figured in several 
publicised scandals concerning privatization. He 
used lofty rhetoric right from the outset, when 
he addressed one of the posters in the following 
way (In as much as it is possible, the quote is re-
corded verbatim, to preserve the authenticity of 
Mr Koch’s authorship):

Alfred Koch: What a sad arsehole you are Korennoj! 
I’ve been reading your arguments on the GKO [short-
term state securities]. You seem to be a normal guy, 
but you are writing this bullshit about me. OK, I repeat 
for those with special abilities – there was no ‘snigger-
ing’! None! Do I need to shout about it in every street? 
As for a cozy place under Primakov – I am not go-
ing to survive for more than a week on their salaries, 
after the kind of wages I am getting now. Do I look 
like an idiot? Etc. Does this look convincing? You’re 
right though. The interview didn’t get the point across 
to everyone. I know it from my previous job – you 
have to yell at some people to make them understand. 
[Zhurnal.ru 1998]

The board participants were considerably per-
plexed and thought the post was a hoax. But they 
were wrong. Mr Koch subsequently authorized 

Polit Technology
39, 60, 181
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his comments and sometimes took part in the 
discussions.

The answers to the questions about the more 
memorable discussions bring forward an impor-
tant feature of this information medium, as noted 
above: the discussion topics are here ‘detached’ 
from the newsline; the presence of experts in 
many fields makes it possible to discuss a wide 
range of issues, as can be seen from the sample 
answers provided below:

“An ancient conversation with ‘bbb’ and ‘vvagr’ 
about copyright and rights to intellectual prop-
erty. I regret very much not having saved it.”

“A discussion of certain facts of World War II his-
tory, discussions of national issues and xenopho-
bia, Aut’s postings about the Silicone Valley.”

“An argument that started after the murder of 
Starovojtova and which became a competent 
discussion of the reasons why the time of the 
democrats in Russian politics was coming to 
an end.”

Polit.ru’s unmoderated Discussion was the basis 
for one of the first instances of a web resource 
being used to feed information to the traditional 
media. The following posting appeared in the 
Discussion in March 1999: 

As the Fifth Channel News (St. Petersburg) has just 
reported, Jurij Shutov, who was arrested a week 
ago, has given evidence against Vladimir Jakovlev, the 
present Governor of St. Petersburg. At 23.00 there 
was an attempt to arrest Mr Jakovlev, but he commit-
ted suicide. [Polit.ru 1999; see also Vajner 1999]

This ➝ false information was repeated by many 
Internet resources who quoted Polit.ru and sub-
sequently disavowed (again quoting Polit.ru) by 
electronic and paper media.

The survey respondents point out that the Dis-
cussion’s decline (they all mark the years 2000-
2002 as the limits of their involvement with the 

resource) was caused by various technical, per-
sonal and historical factors.

The first of these factors was a reform of Polit.
ru’s technical base undertaken, by the website 
administration, and the change of address. The 
second was that many key figures left (some of 
them went over to practical politics and lost 
both the right and the time for private discus-
sions). The third and final factor, directly linked 
with the open space of the meaning-generating 
environment, was inundation with anonymous, 
pseudonymous and virtual personalities.

The Expert Group: A Scenario for the 
Humanities Internet

I have shown above that the environments dis-
cussed differ according to many parameters.

The danger for dialogic ‘hot’ environments is 
the information noise, while the danger for pro-
fessional monologic ‘cold’ environments is the in-
completeness, which limits the accumulation of 
information, and the impossibility or difficulty of 
critical verification and correction of the experts’ 
answers. Subscribers to any unmoderated mailing 
list will be well familiar with the first danger. 

An alternative way of organising a meaning-
generating environment, which allows the users 
themselves to regulate the ‘noise’ level, were 

Polit.ru Discussion: “For me it was really a preview 
to LiveJournal.”
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Typology: Expert search, expert environment, meaning-generating environment, expert group.

InternetHelp Virtual 
Inquiry Office

Znatok.ru Gramota.ru 
Inquiry 
Office

Polit.ru 
Discussion

Expert 
Group

Topics 
Discussed

Open Open Open Limited Open Open

Level of 
Expertise

+ 
(In the field 
of web search)

+ 
(In the field of 
web search

+/- 
(In a special 
field)

+
(In a special 
field)

There is no offi-
cial asymmetry 
of ‘experts’ and 
‘laymen’. Roles 
are assigned 
and reassigned 
in the course of 
discussion

+

Motivation 
for Experts 
Involvement

Professional 
duty

Professional 
duty

Free will Profes-
sional duty

Free will Free will 
linked to 
professional 
occupation

Experts’ 
Individual 
Imprint

Semi-anony-
mous (names)

Non-anony-
mous (names, 
positions  and 
portraits)

Semi-
anonymous  
(usernames)./ 
non-anony-
mous

Fully 
anonymous

A visible strain 
between 
anonymity /
pseudo-
anonymity and 
non-anonymity

Not 
anonymous

Compulsory 
Registration 
of Users

- + 
(for taking 
part in 
dialogues)
- 
(for accessing 
the archive)

+ 
(for taking 
part in 
dialogues)
- 
(for accessing 
the archive)

- - Deter-
mined by 
settings 
agreed 
upon within 
the group

User 
Experience

- - - - There is no offi-
cial asymmetry 
of ‘experts’ and 
‘laymen’. Roles 
are assigned 
and reassigned 
in the course of 
discussion

+

Interaction 
with User

Dialogue with 
clear beginning 
and end

Question-
answer

Question-
answer

Question-
answer

Open dia-
logue with 
reformulation 
of questions 
and search for 
answers

Open 
dialogue 
with refor-
mulation of 
questions 
and search 
for answers
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The evidence presented in this paper suggests 
that the ideal solution for an online scholarly 
community would be the application of the mod-
els of University seminars to expert environments. 
Authority of the respondents is external to the 
environment, but is compensated by the aca-
demic model of free discussion among colleagues 
[Lejbov 2002]. A real technological incarnation of 
this model can be provided by blogs and expert 
groups, based on this mechanism. It is easy to see 
that such a model combines features of ‘cold’ and 
‘hot’ communities 

An example of such a ‘seminar’ is the continu-
ing project by O. Lekkmanov, a collective com-
mentary to an excerpt from a poem by T. Kibirov 
Through Tears of Farewell which is carried out on 
the basis of LiveJournal [alik_manov 2005].

I have not included one of the most well-
known projects impacting the Russian Internet 
and pointing to the active involvement of users: 
the Wikipedia [Wikipedia 2005]. The Wikipedia 
format is a hypertext encyclopedia that is con-
stantly renewed and expanded by volunteers. 
The hierarchy of users here depends on their 
degree of involvement in the project. Being close 
to the expert environments, Wikipedia remans 
quite different from them in terms of its aims: it 
is not meant to generate new information, but 
rather to sum up the already existing data in the 
form of encyclopedia entries connected by hy-
perlinks. It is the formatting of information that 
is the main objective and the chief asset of this 
project. 

the ‘journal’ communities, mostly represented in 
Russia by the site, LiveJournal.com. The former 
Polit.ru Discussion posters gave characteristic 
retrospective allusions to this (the survey itself 
was carried out by means of LiveJournal): 

For me it was really a preview to LJ. The Conf [The 
Polit.ru Discussion – R.L] was a forced democracy, and 
LJ is an anarchy in the best sense of the word. Politru 
is when you are having to read an unstructured ‘live’ 
text, and you are paying a lot of attention to external 
things – the way a comment is written, who by, how it 
is phrased, whether or not it makes a point – you can’t 
help comparing it to the others. I think the move to LJ is 
ruled out for quite a lot of people who would rather talk 
down to others and make comments in context than 
express their own views. Winning in LJ is very hard, 
nearly impossible. Politru is, in many ways ‘the art of 
winning’: this is why it was taken over by rubbish in the 
end. [...] When the Conf was already going down un-
der the mass of PiMs [an abbreviation for ‘buggers and 
arseholes’ current within this web community – R.L.], I 
was imagining the right sort of habitat as something very 
similar to the livejournal that appeared later. [r_l 2005]

It is true that the flexibility of settings and certain 
technical features of LiveJournal (which distin-
guish it in a marked way from ‘high-brow’ blogs 
that are virtually non-existent in the Russian tradi-
tion) allow not only for individual journal profiles, 
but also for creation of communities, which then 
go on to function as expert groups. Such a group 
can be rigidly moderated (for instance, reading 
and/or commenting by outsiders can be prohib-
ited) or open for all comers.

For various reasons, Russian humanities on-
line are – in the field of research and education 
– still in their infancy. The ‘virtual library’ mod-
el, which is often followed, makes this sphere 
an entirely ‘cold’ one, with elements of dia-
logue marginalized. The happy exceptions are 
projects which are, from the start, oriented at 
the interpretation of literature by readers rath-
er than scholars (e.g. the forum of the Marina 
Cvetaeva’s world website [Mir Mariny Cvetae-
voj 2005]) but this does not mean that the po-
tential for internal accumulation of information 
has already been exhausted.

The Internet as a means of shaping (public) opin-
ion, from my point of view, has a lot in common 
with what you call a meaning-generating medium, 
which, indeed, is a revolutionary achievement.
But what exactly is the Internet revolutionary 
for from the Russian Expert’s perspective? Did 
he or she lose or gain power through the new 
medi40? And what does the idea of a ‘Global 
Brain’ mean to him or her? Last but not least, I 
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Translation by Maria Artamonova.

am very keen on learning whether you think that 
expert groups, as described by you, contribute 
towards socio-political changes in Russia, for ex-
ample in the field of education? Here, I would 
also like to mention that an international online 
course we recently provided almost failed, be-
cause the Russian students, who were accus-
tomed to the question-and-answer format, had 
considerable difficulties in partcipating in open 
discussions. [Katy Teubener] 
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I propose some of the perspectives that a co-
herent theory of language and gender must ad-
dress, taking a tripartite approach suggested by 
Shakespeare’s comment on the origin of great-

ness: “Some are born great; some achieve 
greatness; and some have greatness thrust 

upon them”. Thus I address three critical fac-
ets of gender: (a) the INNATE, concerning the 
debates about gender, sex, and inborn physical 

difference; (b) the ACHIEVED, considering 
the linguistics means through which speakers 

construct their gendered status; and (c) the 
ASCRIBED, assessing the role of ideology and 

hegemonic belief systems which underlie social 
roles, and which thrust on speakers certain 
assumptions of gender roles and behavior.

V.L. Bergvall

To the most archaic thinking the normal 
woman doesn’t use the Internet for at least  
two reasons: firstly it is not the same as do-
ing the laundry with Tide Washing Powder 
or cleaning the toilet bowl with the Comet 
stuff. It is very, very unwomanly. Secondly, 
if a normal woman suddenly risks engage-
ment in so atypical an undertaking all the 

same, she cannot approach the PC since she 
is afraid of mice. If she is not afraid of mice 
she is not a typical woman; she is a mutant. 

E. Sherman “The Portrait of Cyberwoman 
or Myth about the Woman in Net”

Abstract

The paper describes gender aspects of commu-
nication in the RuNet, starting from the assump-
tion that gender is a social construction. This 
exploration is aimed towards understanding the 
ways in which the RuNet, as a very specific and 
not gender-neutral medium impacts and contrib-
utes to the construction of gender and gender 
practices. Thus, the article focuses on issues of 
gender, e-language, Computer-Mediated Com-
munication (CMC) and virtual personality, largely 
on the basis of the Russian Internet sites but par-

allels are occasionally drawn with other sites, es-
pecially on the English-speaking Internet. How-
ever, the main stress is placed upon construction 
of gender identity on the RuNet: the resources 
and peculiarities for setting gender and gender 
identity in RuNet personal pages are analyzed. A 
special impact study is undertaken to determine 
how the Russian Internet contributes towards 
building an alternative public sphere in Russian 
society and how this could benefit women. 

Gender: Theoretical approaches

Two words – ‘gender’ and ‘Internet’ – gained wide 
currency in Western scientific discourse at about 
the same time, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
By the middle of the 1990s they could be found 
in post-Soviet discourse after the collapse of the 
Soviet empire when greater access to Western 
ways of thinking became available. Simultaneous-
ly, new information technologies were spreading 
extensively and became extremely popular in the 
former USSR. How are the two notions of gen-
der and the Internet linked, and what accounts for 
their coexistence?

Although gender is defined as “[…] the set of 
social and cultural norms and practices that our 
society prescribes to perform for human individu-
als according to their sex” [Voronina 2001, 102], 
among Russian scholars the idea that gender is only 
a social construct and lacks a biological foundation 
is deeply controversial. Some note the oddity in 
the present situation in which constant appeals 
to overcome or cancel the masculine/feminine di-
chotomy are heard, on the one hand, and, on the 
other, “the insistence that the continual breaking 
[…] of associative cultural links and traditions re-
ferring us permanently to the masculine or feminine 

Netting Gender 
Olena Goroshko (Kharkiv)



107NETTING GENDER

provokes the vagueness and ambiguity towards the 
comprehension of gender in itself. Little by little we 
are facing the situation that this notion is impossible 
to consider through either social or biological lens-
es only […]” [Variacii na temu gendera (Variations 
concerning gender) 2004, 34, italics added - O.G.]. 

Referring solely to social differences between 
the sexes within the framework of social construct 
theory simplifies the broad view of a gender mod-
el and of gender relations. The Internet gender 
model reveals the shortcomings of this approach 
very clearly, given the sharp differentiation on the 
RuNet between male and female performance. 
Although, one can observe the intensive circula-
tion of aggressive gender stereotypes, the idea 
of a unisex society is also extremely popular on 
the RuNet with the partial personification of the 
RuNet itself, in the embodiment (symbol) of the 
female image of Internet-damsel, ➝ Masjanja, a 
popular figure in the animated comics created by 
the St. Petersburg artist and designer, Oleg Ku-
vaev [Kuvaev 2005; Zhavoronok 2002]. 

These two tendencies, clear-cut gender differ-
ences along with a blurring of differences, are 
both prevalent in virtual reality.

The simultaneous emergence of gender 
studies as a field of inquiry in the post-Soviet 
academe and of new information technologies 
in both the academe and the wider culture has 
stimulated the development of ideas about 
gender that differ from those in the West. 
Rooted in a bio-sociological point that may 
be more ➝ essentialist and perhaps not so 
ideologically engaged, this approach has many 
adherents in post-Soviet academe. The purely 
feminist (ideological) way of thinking doesn’t 
predominate in Russia, for a number of historical 
reasons.

First, there is neither serious feminist discourse 
nor a strong women’s movement in Russia. This 
is due in part to the political and social position 
of women in the former USSR and the constant-
ly proclaimed slogan about universal equality. 

Second, there has been no powerful erotization 
of culture, either in the former USSR or Russia. 
As a whole, State policy weakened the percep-
tion of woman as only a sexual and/or reproduc-
tive object [Kirilina 2004, 63]. 

Third, there is political inertia born of fatigue 
and a strong desire to be free of any politically 
‘engaged’ views in the post-Marxist world of the 
former USSR. Then, too, the category of sex 
holds less meaning in Russian culture than it does 
in contemporary Western practice [Kirilina 2004, 
62-65]. 

Masjanja & friend: Face-to-face with her creator, Oleg 
Kuvaev.

Since, in Western societies, to our knowledge, 
a tendency of moving back from constructivist 
approaches to a more psycho-biologically based 
interpretation of gender cannot be seen what-
soever, it is rather difficult for us to believe that 
your observations regarding the Russian society 
are generally accepted. [Henrike Schmidt / Katy 
Teubener]

Essentialism
16, 59, 176

M
asjanja
29
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It is probably more correct to speak, not about 
the reduced importance of this notion in Russia, 
but about the absence of appropriate discursive 
practice. Personal and discursive experiences 
provide a research base for studying this notion. 
However, there has been no special debate about 
sex/gender relations in Russian culture and schol-
arly canon, as Alla Kirilina argues. The number of 
corresponding publications in this field indirectly 
supports this supposition. As Michel Foucault de-
clared, gender studies are deeply rooted in the 
Western cultural paradigm and have formed a his-
toric splice of thinking, with institutions and prac-
tices that provided the obligatory system of rules 
with its limitations and boundaries [ibid.]. In Rus-
sia this tendency did not either manifest clearly or 
consolidate.   

In light of these differences, what facets of the 
RuNet can be identified as gendered? 

Gender differences in RuNet access 
and RuNet use preferences

According to Western research on Internet use, 
men were by far the dominant users at the be-
ginning. As time passed, however, the percentage 
of women using the net increased [Weiser 2000]. 
By 2005, men were only a simple majority of us-
ers (51% male vs. 49% female), as reported by 
Global Company, MRI Cyberstats data based on 
interviews of more than 78,000 Internet users 
around the world [Statistika Interneta 2005]. Sta-
tistics on RuNet usage parallel those in the West. 
In the early 1990s the number of female users 
was minimal (less than 1%) [Sukovataja 2004], 
but their numbers gradually increased. Although 
the gap between the number of male and female 
users remains, it is not nearly as large: today 24% 
of Russian men and 16% of Russian women use 
the net [FOM 2005].

What is the general image of the female Inter-
net user? First of all, it differs from that of the 
male user in the matter of age. Recent research 

into gender issues in this sector of the net points 
out that the number of young users between the 
ages of 16 and 26 years old exceeds that of users 
between the ages of 26 and 35 years old. The 
latter includes more beginners and fewer expe-
rienced and skilled users. Another important dif-
ference is that the RuNet female users are less 
likely to use the net for professional reasons than 
its male users, for whom the net is tied to their 
job [Mitina, Voiskunskij 2005, 206].

For male and female access to information 
technologies (IT), ➝ location is also significant. 
According to a report from the Public Opinion 
Foundation (FOM) Survey Data, the regions with 
the greatest use of the RuNet by women are the 
Southern, Central (excluding Moscow) and Far 
Eastern regions [FOM 2005].

The Russian Diaspora on the web (people liv-
ing in the former Soviet republics and immigrants 
to non-USSR countries) is also enormous. The 
analysis of other national segments of the Inter-
net, for example, in Ukraine, yields a similar pat-
tern in user data based on gender, age, education, 
and employment: 39% of the Internet users in 
Ukraine are female; 43% are between the ages 
of 25 and 39 years old; 79% have received ter-
tiary education, and 80% are employed. Note: 
The data are given according to the total number 
of Ukrainian Internet users [Marketing 2005-2].

It should be noted, however, that an attempt 
in September 2005 to gather comparative data 
on the profile of male and female users in other 
Newly Independent States (NIS) produced no in-
formation at all. This is symptomatic in itself and 
may be due to the lack of interest in gender issues 
or the influence of ideological or religious motives 
(especially in the Muslim republics of the former 
USSR). Whatever the case may be, it is an issue 
that requires special attention by way of further 
research and analysis. Since the break-up of the 
Soviet Union, this topic is an untouched area of 
scholarly investigation.

Gender affects RuNet use in many ways, in-
cluding the information sought on the Internet. 

G
eo

gr
ap

hy
73

, 1
25

, 1
49



109NETTING GENDER

Intriguing research into this has been conducted 
by Ol’ga Arestova and Aleksandr Voiskunskij.

According to their data, women more like-
ly than men take a keen interest in education 
(54% vs. 41%), culture and arts (62% vs. 41%), 
traveling (35% vs. 22%), family and children (22% 
vs.10%), medicine and diets (36% vs. 13%), and 
leisure and hobbies (48% vs. 33%). In strong con-
trast to male users of the RuNet, female users are 
less interested than males in computer software 
and hardware (30% vs. 74%), Internet-news 
(38% vs. 59%), sports (13% vs. 20%), goods and 
prices (27% vs. 44%), politics (20% vs. 35%), 
and cyber-sex and pornography (18% vs. 41%) 
[Arestova, Voiskunskij 2000]. Socializing, access to 
new sources of knowledge, and business transac-
tions are priorities for female users.

Above all else, however, it is communication 
that women seek on the net, an observation that 
is borne out by research in social psychology that 
links the notion of happiness directly with com-
munication but does so only for women [Il’in 
2002, 178]. The fact that, between the ages of 
70 and 90, communication is positively correlated 
with the emotion of happiness only for women 
confirms the importance of communication 
namely for this group. There is no such correla-
tion for the male stratum [Johnson, Termal 1940]. 
Men also communicate less often than women do 
(1:1.5) [Bodalev 1983].

According to Ol’ga Mitina and Aleksandr Voiskun-
skij, by 2005 the volume and range of Internet serv-
ices used by women were more homogeneous than 
those for men. Their research findings, moreover, 
indicate that if a comparison of female preferences 
on the Internet is made with those of males, “we 
can fix the shift of interests towards encyclopedic 
knowledge and socializing, but simultaneously we 
can trace a rather modest incline towards infor-
mation about politics, business, shopping, sex and 
sensuality and technical issues” [Mitina, Voiskun-
skij 2005]. When answering questions about basic 
Internet shortcomings, women are more preoc-
cupied than men with moral issues (personal data 

availability, pornography, copyrights issues). Men, in 
contrast, are more concerned with technical prob-
lems such as spam and low Internet speed [ibid.].

My own survey yields similar findings. The sam-
ple, based on the random selection of e-mail ad-
dresses from the author’s e-mailing list, includes 
100 active RuNet Users: 50 women and 50 men, 
25-45 years of age, with higher education in the 
field of Sciences and Humanities. One of the find-
ings of this study is that male users differ from fe-
male users in the order in which they rank the im-
portance of their use of the net. For men, the net 
is used for the following purposes, listed below in 
descending order:

Research;
Access towards interesting and necessary infor-
mation;
Socializing with friends and relatives through e-
mail.

This data, which displays an instrumental pref-
erences in Internet-activity, also indicates that 
Russian men registered no interest, either in 
➝ pornography or online games (these items 
scored the lowest). They did not surf the net for 
the objects of their sexual fantasies and desires. The 
results of this investigation indicate that the use of 
the Internet for entertainment or relaxation is a low 
priority for men. It should be noted that the survey 
provided anonymity to the respondents. A special 
platform permitting to download and mail informa-
tion anonymously for respondents was developed.

If you were using people from your own address 
book, how can you guarantee that the answers 
were truthful? Is it not possible that people you 
know are more likely to give answers they want 
you to see? Also, whilst these men may have ‘reg-
istered no interest’ I think it highly unlikely that 
their behaviour matches their statements. Again, 
even under the cloak of anonymity, they may have 
just thought it best not to own up. [Gillian Kew]

Pornography
188
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My results correlate in part with the results ob-
tained by the company, Jupiter MMXI about the 
profile of those who visit various websites, specif-
ically, that “the supposition that the most popular 
sites on the Internet are the sites for adults has 
no basis in fact. Furthermore, pornographic sites 
occupy a place well beyond the top ten choices 
by showing up as the 12th” [c.f. Kartashev 2002]. 
The age of users greatly affects this data. Teenag-
ers reveal much stronger interests towards por-
nography [Thurlow, Lengel, Tomic 2004, 119].

One of the findings of my research on female 
users of the Internet in Russia shows a significant 
difference between the Russian female Internet 
users and those in the West, which pertains to 
the area of online shopping. For RuNet women, 
the availability of online shopping has no appeal 
whereas, e.g., US female users frequently surf 
the Internet for shopping [Weiser 2000]. The 
unpopularity of online shopping among Russian 
women may perhaps be explained by the lack of 
trust in Russian society for so-called anonymous 
mediated services. The insufficient development 
of an electronic banking system and the trade 
sector of the RuNet, for example, are contrary 
to the development in the West, where Ebay is 
extremely popular [see also, Zasurskij 2004]. The 
survey also indicated that men are more inclined 
to advertise themselves by creating personal web 
pages than women. The gap in male and female 
ratings on the activity of personal-page creation 
was significant: men ranked it as the sixth priority 
and women as the tenth.

Among other findings, the survey demonstrates 
that the instrumental approach prevails in the 
preferences of male users of the Internet and the 
communicative approach is more important for 
female users. We can assume that this difference 
in use between men and women impacts CMC 
generally and may be manifested through person-
al web pages and sites. 

In addition, the survey shows that online games 
attracted slightly more women than men, a find-
ing confirmed by the PC Agency data. According 

to its survey, 50.4% of online gamblers are wom-
en. The researchers attribute these results to the 
widespread popularity of the Internet for playing 
cards, solving puzzles, and name-description, all 
of which require patience and appear to attract 
female users much more so than male. Men pre-
fer to waste their time online “by shooting (tar-
get practice), scoring goals, playing in strategies 
and other action games in real time” [Igry i ljudi 
(People and Games) 2000].

Construction of gender identity in 
RuNet personal web pages

As one of the most powerful tools for building 
and performing varied forms of identity, including 
gender, language plays a prominent role in elec-
tronic space. In large part, this is due to the rela-
tive anonymity and mediation on the net where 
the possibilities for expressing the self are virtual-
ly unlimited. Considerable research has been de-
voted to the different ways that users can build 
identities in CMC platforms, such as chat rooms, 
news groups, Multi User Dimensions (MUDs), 
blogs, etc., in which communication is conducted 
interactively [Danet 1998; Turkle 1995]. An ex-
ception is the personal web page – a platform 
that offers a challenging object for study about 
gender differences in self-presentation tech-
niques as well as diverse ways of building virtual 
identities in general [Miller, Mather 1998].

CMC Research has paralleled the shift in the 
understanding of identity from Erickson’s idea of 
a stable, personal identity to the pluralities of iden-
tity in ➝ post-modernist interpretations such as 
patchwork, narrative, collage identity and multiple 
selves [Erickson 1996; Wynn, Katz 1997]. The ten-
dency to view identity as non-stable and a ‘puzzle’ 
has already been observed in critical theory and 
French post-modernism in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Scholars, such as George Landow, see the emer-
gence of computer networks and hypertext and 
the changes in the interpretation of the individual 
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as parallel developments that cannot be explained 
using cause-effect-logics [Landow 1992]. According 
to the post-modern theorist, Mark Poster, in cyber-
space, “the self is decentered, dispersed, and multi-
plied in continuous instability” [Poster 1990, 6]. 

German scholar, Nicola Döring, argues that 
post-modern identity is comprised of independ-
ent and partially contradictory, alternative sub-
identities. In consequence, any new identities can 
be constructed with the help of these ingredients. 
This new identity is perceived as a puzzle that 
is possible to deconstruct and then reconstruct. 
In everyday life these sub-identities are called to 
sustain homogeneity and to consolidate person-
ality [Döring 2002, see also Gergen 1994]. The 
notions of constructedness, change and diversity 
form new trends in post-modern theory. They 
help to understand new interpretations of identity 
as dynamic and dialogical self. Namely, these ap-
proaches are embodied very clearly on Internet 
personal web pages. Personal web pages can be 
constantly updated, transformed and are always 
“under construction”, reflecting the latest ideas 
of their authors about their personality [Döring 
2002]. Web pages allow their creators to very 
quickly and easily bring together various sub-iden-
tities and to obtain certain social hypertext as the 
latest introspection of personal self. Hugh Miller 
and Russell Mather claim that no other forms of 
CMC – either chat, e-mail, forums or even the 
LiveJournal permit such manipulations with iden-
tity. The creation of a personal web page, in Miller 
and Mather’s figurative opinion, is rendered as a 
systematic answer to the critical reflection of his/
her self. The web page accommodates all person-
al views on one’s self and sustains its homogeneity 
and effectiveness [Miller, Mather 1998].

As for Russian society as a whole, this concept 
of post-modern identity is only one among many 
concepts or orientations (psychoanalytic, interac-
tive, cognitive) and not the most popular. Even in 
gender studies a number of Russian scholars em-
phasize that gender identity, in contrast to other 
forms of social identity, is the most stable [Milus-
ka 1999, 104; Klecina 2004, 380]. However, fem-
inist-orientated scholars in the Newly Independ-
ent States, specializing in researching problems 
of femininity and masculinity, argue that gender 
identity presents multiple, unstable and dynamic 
selves [Kon 2002; Zherebkina 2001]. As for the 
virtual personality on the RuNet, there has, to 
date, been no research concerning the gendered 
facets of identity.

Usually, in CMC theory the personal page is 
defined as a website that is typically maintained 
by one individual or family, or an organization 
[Dominick 1999, 646]. In their paper, Stephanie 
Haas and Erika Grams give detailed classifications 
and descriptions of methodological tools for per-
sonal web pages research [Haas, Grams 2000]. 
Nicola Döring provides a helpful overview of the 
subject [Döring 2002].

Personal homepages can be defined differently. 
Some scholars studying cyberspace compare 
personal web pages to an open house where the 
owner is never present [Rubio 1993; Dominick 
1999] or with informal resumes that sometimes 
contain very personal information [Erickson 
1996]. Daniel Chandler argues that personal 
homepages present the best self-advertisement 
for personality [Chandler 1998]. There are a lot 
more hostile definitions for them: “Burns said they 
are the business cards of the twenty first century 
while Plotnikoff likened them to electronic re-
frigerator doors [bearing in mind a “motionless”, 
non-animated picture of self on the web – insert 

Isn’t homogeneity a contradictory concept to 
the above, sketched concept of post-modern 
identity conceived as a “puzzle”? And how does 
the post-modern concept of identity fit into the 
Russian context – as you mentioned earlier in the 

text a more “essentialist” and less “ideological” 
attitude prevails in Russian sciences – if not in 
Russian society as a whole? [Henrike Schmidt]
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added, O.G.] […]. As one critic, paraphrasing Sar-
tre put it, ‘Hell is other people’s homepages’” 
[Dominick 1999, 646]. Meanwhile, all research-
ers of this segment of the Internet agree on one 
point – the personal web page presents the best 
place for the meeting of its owner with her/his 
virtual audience, being an original advertisement 
hoarding for the personal self [Winn, Katz 1997]. 
Thus, the structure of gender relations can be 
viewed through the juxtaposition of “individual 
I” and “I – as a representative of gender group” 
[Kljocina 2004, 335]. Both personal and social, in-
terpersonal aspects of identity are construed in 
CMC together. 

It is also considered that gender identity is 
unsteady and can be impacted greatly by social 
transformations. The individual as a subject of 
gender relations is inserted into the system of ex-
ternal evaluations by his/her social surroundings 
to the correspondence of the norms of “feminin-
ity/masculinity”. And this opposition “femininity/
masculinity” becomes a peculiar marker for gen-
der identity performing as its correlate [ibid., 30].  
For this reason, personal RuNet web pages have 
been chosen as a means to study gender identity, 
as they can be considered the best place for per-
sonal self-presentations.

The design of the case study

The sample pages for study were produced with 
the help of the Google Search Engine, using the 
key words ‘personal’naja stranica’ (personal page). 
Then 100 pages were selected from the first 
1000 pages by random numbers method with a 
generator equaling 10. This procedure was used 
in order to reduce the number of professionally 
designed sites in the sample. Under ‘profession-
ally designed sites’ (as opposed to amateur sites) 
are those sites developed by professional web 
designers. This web design service is rendered as 
an additional mediated factor in building personal 
identity. Professionally designed sites are com-

mon on the RuNet and they are very frequently a 
part of the political sector of the RuNet. 

Next, all pages were classified into male and fe-
male sites and from this newly arranged sample 
the first ten male and female sites were chosen 
for study. The total number for research com-
prises 20 items.

The following features were selected as pa-
rameters for the structural analysis: the length of 
web pages was measured in A4 printout (roughly 
equivalent to a screen) paper-sheets, the number 
of hyperlinks (to other web sites) and links (inside 
the site) and graphic objects on the site.

The hypothesis about male-orientated instru-
mental and female-orientated expressive cogni-
tive styles was chosen as a methodological tool 
for research [Bem 1981]. According to Hugh 
Miller and Russell Mather, “[a] more expres-
sive style would focus on feelings, people, and 
relationships, while the instrumental style might 
show itself in reference to abilities and achieve-
ments, material goods, and organizations and 
products rather than people” [Miller, Mather 
1998].

Based on this assumption, the links to other 
people’s sites were counted and compared with 
the links to non-personal sites. Additionally, the 
number of guestbooks, counters and all elements 
in web design providing interactivity for web page: 
e-mail addresses, invitations to chats and forums, 
discussion lists, appeals to visit this homepage 
again, etc. were calculated. The thematic ‘filling’ of 
web pages presents one more item for research. 
Hugh Miller subdivided all web page information 
into the following five subjective blocks:

Own persona;
‘I’ as a member of definite social group;
Family;
Interest and Hobbies;
Personal competence [Miller 1995].

Almost identical rubrics could be traced in RuNet 
web pages. Later this information was analyzed 
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List of sample pages

Male sites

No Name, Profession URL Last Update

01 Dmitrij Krupskij, Music 
and Travelling Lover

http://www.kroupski.ru/ 2005

02 Viktor Janukovych, Politician http://www.ya2006.com.ua/ 2005

03 Boris Nemcov, Politician http://www.nemtsov.ru/ 2005

04 Andrej Legostaev, Writer http://private.peterlink.ru/legostay/ 2000

05 Vasilij Emel’janovich Leonchikov, 
Scholar and Librarian

http://maximw.iphosting.ru/ 2001

06 Muslim Magomaev, Musician http://magomaev.info/main.html 2004

07 Vladimir Ivanovich Kashin, 
Politician

http://www.kprf.ru/personal/kashin/ 2005

08 Aleksej Djubanov, Student http://www.lexpage.boom.ru/ 2003

09 Artur Andronikovich 
Ambarcumjan, Scientist

http://private.peterlink.ru/arthur/ 2004

10 Marat Davletkhanov, Software 
Engineer and Journalist

http://www.maratd.ru 2005

Female sites

No Name, Profession URL Last Update

11 Zoja Aleksandrovna Khotkina, 
NGO Activist and Scholar

http://www.mtu-net.ru/khotkina/
main.htm

2002

12 Marina Omel’janenko, Poet and 
Software Engineer

http://www.marion.sky.od.ua/ 2004

13 Tamara Gverdciteli, Musician http://www.tamriko.diaspora.ru/ 2005

14 Marija Arbatova, Writer http://www.arbatova.ru/private/ 2005

15 Lola, Chinese Translator 
(Dragoman)

http://lopi.ru/ 2005

16 Anna Koshelenko, Student http://www.catalog.gomel.by/_anuta/ 2003

17 Natal’ja Pushkareva, Historian http://pushkareva.narod.ru 2000

18 Ol’ga Taevskaja, Philologist and 
Artist

http://www.newwoman.ru/olga.html 2005

19 Julija Timoshenko, Politician http://ww2.tymoshenko.com.ua/eng 2005

20 Irina Viktorovna Kuricina, Nice 
Person, Spouse and Housewife 

http://irinakuricina.nm.ru/ 2003
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istered more frequently than on the male personal 
pages. However, this difference is not so striking 
in the RuNet space, as was observed in Miller and 
Mather’s or Miller and Arnold’s research [Miller, 
Mather 1998; Miller, Arnold 2001]. 

As for graphic objects, both women and men 
insert the same number of personal photos, but 
there are more avatars containing complicated 
web design, images, symbols and logos in female 
personal pages. This could indirectly demon-
strate a higher emotionality of female personal 
sites [ibid.]. The same picture is fixed in other 
sectors of cyber society on the whole [Kolko 
1999]. The colourful palette of female sites 
also confirms the supposition about more pro-
nounced emotionality among women [Jan’shin 
1996].

Marija Omel’janenko: “Poetry, prose and more.”

The research shows vividly that the manifested 
images of personal pages’ owners differed greatly 
between male and female RuNet images existing 
in the mass consciousness of ordinary Internet-
users [Kompanceva 2004, 294; Sherman 2003-2, 
2004]. These original RuNet images of netizens 
become an inseparable part, not only of cyber- 
but also of mass culture in Russia. There are Mas-
janja, Female Hacker (a prototype of the West-
ern Nikita), Witch, Female Zhensshina-Chainik 
(Female Beginner PC User), Blondie among fe-
male images and Male Hacker, Spammer, Macho, 
Virtual Boss and Family Man among male virtual 

in relation to gender. The number of rubrics that 
were the same and the number that were differ-
ent was counted, between and inside male and 
female start web page samples, based on the ru-
brics’ titles and their contents.  

The graphic objects located on the sites: pic-
tures of the site owners, avatars, images, logos, 
etc were scrutinized. In addition, it was deter-
mined if the site was monolingual or multilingual. 
The number of basic colours on personal web 
pages was counted, proceeding from the as-
sumption that the female choice of colours would 
be more diverse and exquisite. It is thought that 
women, more often than men, choose rare, rath-
er than widespread colours [Steckler, Cooper 
1980]. One can argue that a more colourful web 
page implicitly indicates a higher emotionality of 
its owner or author [Jan’shin 1996]. 

The results of the case study

This RuNet survey reveals a ratio of 3:1 in the 
production of personal pages by males and fe-
males.

Also, the length of personal pages developed 
by males is much longer than that of personal 
pages produced by women. This result supports 
Miller and Mather’s research data. According to 
their research, male personal pages on the Eng-
lish-speaking Internet are numerous but they are 
shorter [Miller, Mather 1998]. However, I regis-
tered strong male domination in the RuNet vir-
tual space.

This research fully endorses the hypothesis by 
Sandra Bem about gender differences between 
female expressive and male instrumental orienta-
tion styles [Bem 1981]. There are many hyper-
links in female personal pages to other personal 
sites, whereas there are more links in male per-
sonal pages to diverse social organizations and 
services.  The female sites also sustain interaction 
more actively: counters and guestbooks, appeals 
to comment on the site information, etc. are reg-
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co-existence with this personal page. There are 
many elements providing instant online commu-
nication – chats and forums – in female personal 
web pages. As for male pages, the information is 
presented in line with the maxim, “Self-presen-
tation is more important than lending an ear to 
somebody else”. Practically the same results are 
registered on the English-speaking Internet [Do-
minick 1999; Döring 2002].

Meanwhile, the male sites appear to be more 
conceptual: mission and objectives, principles of 
social activity, comment and analysis concerning 
everyday political and public events are formu-
lated more clearly and efficiently.

However, the female sites were more dialogic. 
They were used to elicit greater trust and sustain 

archetypes on the RuNet. All these images are 
created according to the stereotype, “Opposition 
of typically male/ female” (embodied in images of 
Blondie and Macho) and “A woman or man on the 
net are also human-beings” (without accent on 
their female or male sex). This idea is manifest-
ed clearly in the images of Masjanja or Spammer 
[Sherman 2003-2]. For a few of them the compu-
ter presents a part of their life and soul (Male/Fe-
male Hacker, Spammer or Beginner PC User and 
a Virtual Witch who is constantly spamming, lurk-
ing, playing dirty tricks in guestbooks and creat-
ing feminist sites). However, the research shows 
no traces of these female images in personal web 
pages. Meanwhile the image of the Virtual Boss of 
cyberspace is manifested clearly on the RuNet.

A trend of lowering social and communication bar-
riers with their audience, namely on female sites, 
was also observed. This is achieved by means of 
more frequent use of emotional, positive and po-
lite forms of address to the site visitors and use 
of personal pronoun, ‘we’, emphasizing in Rus-
sian the moment of unity between the site-owner 
and the site-visitor. A great amount of verbs are 
used in the imperative mood but in more polite 
(indirect) form (davajte reshim, davajte sdelaem 
/ let’s decide, let’s do it), asking to discuss mu-
tual problems (or rather tasks) to facilitate their 
common solution. All these peculiarities imitate 
the effect of real presence and live talk – a direct 

Boris Nemcov: “Everything will turn out well.”

Viktor Janukovich: Leader of Opposition in Ukraine.

Vladimir Kashin: Deputy head of Communist Party.
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The research of female personal web pages on 
the English-speaking Internet demonstrates that 
women academics tried to hide all private (inti-
mate) information considered by them as deni-
grating the importance of their status [Miller, 
Arnold 2001].  

As for the ways of building identities on the Ru-
Net, the standard set of tools for this construction 
includes, besides graphic objects, the next sections: 
“bio”, “job”, “friends”, “interests”, “hobbies”, “pub-
lications” and “projects”. The research of titles and 
filling of thematic rubrics (sections) of sites reveals 
70% of the same titles in male and female samples. 
However, there is a greater variety of rubrics titles 
in female sites. Also, the female sites contain more 
diverse contents than the male ones. The thematic 
filling of male personal pages also shows more ho-
mogeneity. Female identity appears more dispersed, 
individualistic and more of a ‘collage’, whereas as for 
males, we can observe greater homogeneity and in-
tegrity. Thus, there are more similar or identical ru-
brics in male personal pages. Cyberspace provides 
boundless opportunities for experiments with iden-
tity including gender identity. Sometimes role play-
ing on the net even helps to cope with challenges in 
the real world.

With regard to language, all sites are prima-
rily written in Russian (80%), but if the site is 
hosted in NIS, local context immediately arises. 
Usually those sites are bi- and/or trilingual (the 
State language with Russian and/or English). 
The Ukrainian sites from the sample (e.g. the 
Julija Timoshenko’s) illustrate this point rather 
clearly.

the feeling of co-participation. Women are com-
municatively “construing” and “arranging” their 
reality [Kaspeh 2005] but men are either build-
ing it actively or (more often) advising on how 
to do it.

The research also indicates that, from the fe-
male point of view, practically everything on 
the RuNet (both public and private sectors) is 
to be reconstructed and rearranged. Meanwhile 
the boundary between the public and private is 
rather unstable and sometimes blurred. I consid-
er this feature to be peculiar only for the RuNet 
virtual culture, as opposed to Western cyber-
culture, which appears to have clear bounda-
ries (dichotomies, oppositions) between the 
public/private and personal/professional spheres 
[Wynn, Katz 1997].

Aleksej Djubanov: “Do you like my new site?”

Though we would like to agree on the idea of 
an online existence with “unlimited opportuni-
ties for experiments with our identities”, there 
is enough evidence to suggest that social roles 
and gender stereotypes are as powerful in the 
Internet as in everyday life.  [Henrike Schmidt / 
Katy Teubener]

Irina Kuricina: “With birthmarks here and there.”
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Last, but not least: from their pages women are 
smiling more and joking less, or on the contrary, 
they aren’t joking at all. This adds further cre-
dence to the theory that male and female ideas 
about the permission to use humor in public (e. g. 
in virtual reality of RuNet) differ.

Research into RuNet personal pages shows both 
similarities and differences concerning gender 
identity construction. The viewing of gender as 
a social construct presents the most convenient 
methodological tool for this case study (namely for 
the research of virtual space and communication). 
It clearly demonstrates the resources and meth-
ods of building gender identity on the RuNet.

The selective study of RuNet personal web 
pages reveals a number of characteristics peculiar 
to the gendered Russian CMC:

The boundary between private and public, per-
sonal and professional is somewhat unstable 
and unclear. Sometimes the private, personal 
becomes an alternative sphere to the public. 
This typically occurs in female owned sites. 
Meanwhile a contradictory tendency can also 
be traced: social, public cyberspace breaks into 
the personal, intimate zone. However, this ten-
dency is less robustly expressed and less inten-
sive.

From their personal web pages women appear 
to be more experienced and skilled communi-
cators than men. Women are more interested 
in feedback. Male communicative behaviour 
more closely resembles self-presentation - an 
original PR of their selves. 

Women are more inclined to an expressive 
method of information gathering and process-
ing. On the other hand, men exploit the instru-
mental approach towards information retrieval, 
a highly useful approach for website design and 
for advertisements. The data practically prove 
the hypothesis of Sandra Bem about male-ori-
entated instrumental and female-orientated 
expressive cognitive styles.

The research results clearly demonstrate, both 
the lack of stability and the lack of universality of 
the gendered features in personal RuNet pages. 
And at any moment everything can be shuffled 
and then rearranged again according to an abso-
lutely new scenario.

All the evidence presented thus far serves to pro-
vide veracity to the hypothesis about plurality and 
instability of gender – the idea of gender-perform-
ance, gender-mask, covering our personal self.

Gender perspective for the RuNet

The analysis of RuNet resources shows that the 
formation of a new gender paradigm is under 

Julija Timoshenko: “Direct questions.”

Zoja Aleksandrovna Khotkina: “Public activity.”



118 OLENA GOROSHKO

way – with its own history and ideology, values 
and strategies. 

At the same time the RuNet gender paradigm is 
developing in three directions: 

Accentuation of in-born differences between 
women and men;

Construction and circulation of feminine and 
masculine images in cyber society, which ex-
tend outwards from the Internet world;

Construction of gender stereotypes and images 
based on a set of traditional ideas about male 
and female social roles and behaviours.

This is why the chosen epigraph from Victoria 
Bergvall’s paper concerning the innate, achieved 
and ascribed in the structure of gender is quite 
justified. 

At the same time, ‘Russian peculiarities’ of the 
gender paradigm (not so feminist-orientated, as 
mentioned at the beginning of this paper) are 
embodied clearly into RuNet netizens’ images, 
owners of personal pages and those RuNet sec-
tors that manifest themselves obviously, either 
the male or the female. Here, inborn differences 
prevail and are accentuated.

As for social relations on the net, we can dis-
tinguish two types: dominant-dependent and 
partner models. These models are personified 
into male and female RuNet images [Kompance-
va 2004; Sherman 2003-1, 2004] and in a great 
number of sites targeted specifically at male or fe-
male audiences. Meanwhile, to the oft-repeated 

inquiry about the owners of cyberspace, there is 
a simple answer – cyberspace is owned by men. 
Additionally, one can reveal two trends:

A strong opposition between the male and the 
female;

A strong clash between the new (feministic) 
and the traditional (patriarchal) within the fe-
male presented RuNet. 

One can consider these two trends as developing 
simultaneously.

Meanwhile it is the ordinary thinking, which 
doesn’t incline too much to pure theorization, 
that most effectively characterizes the state of so-
ciety. The RuNet illustrates this brilliantly, with an 
habitual RuNet-user (a 30-year old male, mid- or 
top manager with an above-average income and 
daily access to the Internet) living with these ac-
cursed ➝ gender stereotypes. He doesn’t swap 
gender very well and smoothly. The stereotype 
exists to harness our unruly reality. The myths 
that “men know the PC better” or “A woman-
hacker doesn’t exist at all” serve to reinforce feel-
ings of male superiority. However, the stereotype 
is short lived and alternative thinking can quickly 
oust the current stereotypes. “It is naïve to think 
that, as soon as we are able to expose these 
damned stereotypes everything will be OK and a 
new life will begin, where all are equal. Nonethe-
less, I consider reality more complicated. If we 
face the replacement of cultural epochs (this is 
quite likely) the new set of stereotypes, including 
the gender ones, will form the base for the future 
society but they will be simply the alternative” 
[Balla 2005]. 

In virtual reality, where everything is changing 
much more quickly, the shift and circulation of 
stereotypes also adjusts swiftly. The development 
of the RuNet can be a predictor for one of the 
possible changes in Russian society as a whole. 
Nonetheless, this is only one prediction from a 
great number of alternatives.

Taking into account your characterization of Rus-
sian gender studies, could one assume that the 
innate factors – in comparison to the achieved 
and ascribed ones – play a more important role 
here than, for example, in the Western scientific 
contexts? [Henrike Schmidt / Katy Teubener]
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Abstract

Russian Internet – Internet in Russia: the ubiqui-
tous ‘nature’ and narrative of the Internet chal-
lenges the idea of distinct entities and closed 
definitions of cultural and national spaces. This is 
even more relevant with regard to media use in a 
culture such as the Russian one, which is charac-
terized by a strong Diasporic factor. Does the use 
of the Internet by Russians living abroad lead to 
what one might call a virtual (re)unification after 
decades of forced separation? In our article we 
explore the shifting terminology of both ‘Russian 
Diaspora’ and ‘Russian Internet’ in their complex 
relationship and strive to illustrate the narratives 
of ubiquity, of the global and the local in a net-
worked world, in a variety of case-studies and 
‘screenshots’ of the Russian Internet. The article 
includes citations from an interview with the Rus-
sian author, Sergej Bolmat, currently living in Ger-
many, whose book In the air (V vozduche [Bolmat 
2003]) is interpreted by himself as a “manifesto of 
migration literature” [Bolmat 2005].

Introduction

The implementation of the Internet as a full-
fledged mass medium took place on a world-
wide scale in the early 1990s. Within the Rus-
sian context this development was paralleled 
by the breakdown of the Soviet Union, i.e. the 
end of almost 70 years of overall isolation. The 
political transformation within the country was 
accompanied by its involvement in the proc-
ess of globalization. Furthermore, the fall of the 
Iron Curtain at least formally put an end to the 

forced split into a Russian émigré and a ‘home’ 
culture. Millions of Russian emigrants, previously 
isolated from their home country, were allowed 
to return to their cultural origins. However, only 
a few have moved back to Russia while many 
travel back and forth – and use the Internet as a 
means of cross-border communication and com-
munity building.

This coincidence of medial and political 
transformation is of some consequence for 
the development of the Russian-speaking In-
ternet worldwide and the Internet in Russia 
itself. Most of the early Internet resources in 
the Russian language have been developed by 
Russians living abroad, i.e. by representatives 
of the so-called Russian Diaspora, who were 
on the one hand deprived of their home coun-
try and on the other hand privileged by their 
access to the new media. Thus, they had the 
stimulus as well as the means to use the new 
media for their needs. As ➝ Leonid Delicyn, 
one of the pioneers of the Russian-speaking 
segment of the Internet, points out in an inter-
view, in these early times 9 in 10 of the activ-
ists lived abroad [Delicyn 2004]. The reasons 
for their engagement on the Internet were not 
only nostalgia but also the struggle to com-
pensate for a feeling of alienation in their new 
surroundings. But the (re)integration into the 
‘home’ context proved rather complicated: 

We had a paper in one of our first magazines […] 
about this phenomenon – Russians living abroad and 
creating the content of Russian Internet. And the 
person who has written and published it [by] using 
a nickname blamed us and said that it’s time for Rus-
sians to make Russian Internet and kick out those guys 
living abroad and influencing our culture. That paper 
had a great response but we were not really ready 

Virtual (Re)Unification? 
Diasporic Cultures on the Russian Internet 
Henrike Schmidt (Bochum), Katy Teubener (Münster), Nils Zurawski (Hamburg)
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to see this response of Russians living in Russia to our 
invasion with basically foreign values which were really 
not Russian values at that time and perhaps not today 
either. [ibid.] 

The process of a presumable ‘virtual reunification’ 
of Russians living abroad and those living in Russia 
was not as peaceful as one might have expected. 
The differences in economic and social status as 
well as in life style and value patterns were hard 
to overcome. But evidently this demarcation line 
is not only due to the current economic, politi-
cal and media situation but also to the historical 
understanding of Diaspora and emigration that 
frame the background for this encounter: 

Here [in Russia] we have a long tradition of treating 
those abroad as spies or future spies. So if someone 
left Russia that means that he was an enemy. Even for 
me, I still have this somewhere deep in my soul. For 
those who were living here that was really a strong 
feeling about us. [ibid.]

The virtual encounter via the Internet – as the 
“real” one – provokes value conflicts which can-
not be understood just with the help of global ex-
planatory models, as issues of cultural and ethnic 
identity, of (re)presentation, and power are in-
volved, which are closely linked to specific, ‘local’ 
concepts of emigration and Diaspora.

How difficult – and misleading – the act of 
categorization from the outside may be, is dem-
onstrated in the case of the Russian astrophysi-
cist, Sergej Naumov. While temporarily living in 
the United States he founded one of the first 
English-speaking websites dedicated to Russian 
culture [Naumov n.d.]. The American press fo-
cussed largely on his immigrat.ion topics while 
the author himself clearly articulated his annoy-
ance of being classified in a way he did not con-
sider appropriate: 

I have to point out that many of the Russian servers 
abroad are created by immigrants. I do not consider 
myself as one, although in different reviews I am con-
stantly mentioned as belonging to this group of peo-
ple. So, I ask those who are reviewing my pages take 

this into account -- I am just a guest here: he came, he 
went. [ibid.]

Such an objection has to be taken seriously when 
dealing with global concepts and terms such as 
– in our case – ‘Diaspora’, or ‘emigration’. But 
Naumov’s self-description as a guest, who came 
and who went, is revealing not only as a warning 
sign but also as an intimation of a constant mo-
tive in the lived experiences of millions of people 
worldwide, which is to ‘travel’. 

Diaspora and Emigration – ‘Travelling’ 
Terms?

James Clifford, one of the most prominent schol-
ars in Diaspora studies, refers to the term ‘Di-
aspora’ as a “travelling” [Clifford 1997, 244]. In its 
utopian/dystopian nature the term oscillates be-
tween the opposite poles of expulsion and return, 
between the chosen people and the expelled. It is 
not restricted to the past but also has a projective 
potential directed towards future developments. 
Diasporas are interpreted either as ideal repre-
sentations of transnationally organized networks 
to be learned from in order to cope with today’s 
global complexities, or conversely, as part of the 
fluid and borderless networks endangering the 
stabilizing entities such as nation-states/identities,

 

I think that, for most people, it is absolutely 
natural to travel constantly. It mainly depends 
on money: The wealthier a society is, the more 
mobile it is. Also, I think that there are tenden-
cies related to age: whereas older people prefer 
closed paradise-like places, young people are 
looking for dynamic, open, free societies with 
manifold opportunities. […] Then, of course, 
there is the group of wanderers that have been 
rejected by their societies for different reasons. 
Together they constitute an entire world of mi-
gration. [Sergej Bolmat] 
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nationally or ethnically defined and closed com-
munities and spaces [Nautilus Institute 2002]. 

The fascination of the topic is reflected in an 
increasing use of varying terminology: global Di-
aspora, virtual Diaspora, digital Diaspora, net-
worked Diaspora, or transnational Diaspora [see 
for example Breidenbach, Zukrigl 2002; Schoeps, 
Grözinger et al. 2005], not to mention the multi-
ple “trans”-constructions, as there are “transna-
tional,” “transterritorial,” or “translocal” commu-
nities or netscapes [Clifford 1997, 244]. In a large 
range of case studies these old and new terms 
have been applied to such different emigrant pop-
ulations and ethnicities as the Irish, the Jews (or 
indeed Irish Jews) [Lentin 2002], the Basques [To-
toricagüena 2000], the Chinese [Yang 2002], the 
Croatians [Stubbs 1999] or the African Diaspora 
[Kremser 2000], and their representations on the 
Internet. In this paper, the focus shall be on the 
Russian situation.

(Quasi)Diaspora – The Challenges of 
Globalization

Originally derived from the Greek word for ‘dis-
persion’ and traditionally linked to Jewish history, 
the term Diaspora nowadays also refers to nations 
or ethnic groups forced to live, for political or eco-
nomic reasons, spread around the globe (African 
Diaspora, Armenian Diaspora). A standard defini-
tion of Diaspora is given by Robin Cohen who – on 
the basis of an earlier concept by Safran [1999] 
– isolates nine parameters of today’s Diasporas:

dispersal from an original homeland, often 
traumatically;
alternatively, the expansion from a homeland 
in search of work, in pursuit of trade or to fur-
ther colonial ambitions; 
a collective ➝ memory and myth about the 
homeland; 
an idealization of the supposed ancestral home-
land; 

1.

2.

3.

4.

a return movement;
a strong ethnic group consciousness sustained 
over a long time; 
a troubled relationship with host societies; 
a sense of solidarity with co-ethnic members in 
other countries; and 
the possibility of a distinctive creative, enrich-
ing life in tolerant host countries. [Cohen 1997, 
180]

However, the definition by Cohen is not coherent. 
In the chosen criteria premises, forms and conse-
quences of Diasporic life are mixed. These incon-
sistencies are symptomatic as they illustrate the 
significant change in Diaspora studies as they are 
challenged by globalization and intensifying media 
use. As James Clifford argues, today fewer migrants 
plan to return home but intend to build up a new 
life in their host country. At the same time the new 
media and especially the interactive media widen 
the possibilities of staying close to the original con-
text [Appadurai 1996]. In consequence there oc-
curs a “quasi-diaspora” that is no longer oriented 
towards the teleology of return and falls outside the 
strict definition of Diaspora [Clifford 1997]. 

Indeed, the inflation of Diasporic life and experi-
ence on a worldwide scale and the growing in-
fluence of global media affect the seemingly static 
opposition of Diaspora and its (lost) home coun-
try. Globalization thus affects the phenomenon of 
Diaspora on different levels: it seems to enforce 
its significance and to question its nature at the 
same time. Diasporas may be seen as a global phe-
nomenon – as argues Olaniyan [2003], but what 
is to be considered a “global Diaspora”? Would 
not – in a strictly semantic sense – a total disper-
sion include the home country? In their concept of 
“Digital Diaspora” Grassmuck and Wahjudi in fact 
conclude that one may be part of the Diasporic 
community while remaining inside the home 
country itself. “Digital Diaspora” would than de-
scribe an “informational existence that is trans-
posed into an outer sphere without the speaker 
or representatives necessarily leaving their place 

5.
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of being” [Grassmuck, Wahjudi 2000]. Guobin 
Yang makes the same point when pondering the 
status of Chinese activists on the Internet as be-
ing part of the Chinese Diaspora [Yang 2002]. In 
consequence the concept of Diaspora implodes as 
the necessary feature – the sine qua non – of living 
territorially outside one’s home country may lose 
its significance. The border separating the Diaspo-
ra from the home country would than no longer 
be defined territorially, but rather be a result of 
different value patterns, as illustrated by the above 
remarks by Leonid Delicyn. Such a phenomenon 
is of significance especially to those Diasporic con-
texts where, within the home country, an authori-
tarian system controls or at least influences the 
media, as in Russia or China. 

Referring to power relations, the Diaspora status 
oscillates once again between opposite concepts: 
they may be considered as marginalized groups 
(with regard to the surrounding culture) or power 
élites (with regard to their home country). Or in 
more political terms: Diasporic communities may 
take part or be instrumentalized for identity poli-
tics on the one hand or Diasporic nationalism on 
the other. Throughout the last years the influence 
of Diasporic communities in the economic, politi-
cal and military affairs of their home countries has 
been a topic of research and discussion [Stubbs 
1999; Tekwani 2004]. The focus has centred on 
the formation of external élites with great financial 
power and a privileged media access – often in a 
sharp contrast to their compatriots in the home 
country. Quarrels about political influence, cul-
tural representation and values occur [Zurawski 
2000]. The articulation of post-national identities 
may thus be paralleled by the eruption of Diaspor-
ic nationalism born out of the feeling degradation 
and alienation within the new contexts.

All of these aspects underline the changing face 
of Diaspora in an increasingly networked world. 
Anyway, Diaspora as a ‘travelling’ term shifts not 
only in terminology itself. It builds up a termino-
logical cluster with familiar terms like ‘emigra-
tion’, ‘immigration’, and ‘exile’, which owe their 

own complex connotations and historical con-
texts. There are to be witnessed constant shifts 
in the constellation of these terms with regard 
to changes in the surrounding culture as well as 
in the home country. This is especially true for 
the so-called second generations – the children of 
emigrants  – who were born in their host coun-
tries, live there as permanent residents and do 
not plan to go back to their home country, but 
feel ‘different’ nevertheless [Lebedev 2000; Potts 
2004]. The context of their discourses is shifting, 
while often the content and the roots of their im-
aginary geographies, national symbols and indeed 
their points of reference are not. They are how-
ever subject to re-interpretation and re-negotia-
tion – not in the least, via the Internet.  

‘Russia Abroad’? – The Specifics of 
Russian Diaspora

The terminological shifts of the term Diaspora 
are of significance for the Russian context as well. 
Russian history is characterized by two oppos-
ing and at the same time closely linked historical 
trends: colonialism and emigration [Zajonchko-
vskaja 2001]. As a result of both trends millions 
of people have moved within and outside the 
(Russian and Soviet) Empire over the centuries. 
With the breakdown of the Soviet Union formal 
restrictions of cross-border movements became 
irrelevant and the compulsory nature of emigra-
tion gradually loosened. This fact is also reflected 
in a ‘migration’ of terms, a shift in terminology as 
sketched above with regard to the overall phe-
nomenon of globalization. In consequence the Rus-

Identity, for me, definitely is a burden that I have 
to drag around with me my whole life. This is 
why I think about it fairly seldom: I know that I 
will never lose it. It goes deeper than language. It 
is a very resistant part of culture that can hardly 
be eliminated. [Sergej Bolmat]  
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sian academic, Zhanna Zajonchkovskaja, pledges 
to analyse the effects of colonization and emigra-
tion together by focusing on the term ‘migration’ 
[ibid.]. Nevertheless until today in Russian collec-
tive memory the problem of emigration is much 
more present and serves for the home country as 
well as for the emigrants themselves as a clue for 
(self) identification, though due to the historical 
and political changes of the last decade the term 
Russian Diaspora has also slowly increased in pop-
ularity. Nowadays it is used with regard to two 
very different groups and historical phenomena

The old Diaspora is understood as the emigra-
tion into Western Countries, beginning from the 
late 19th century up to the present. The most 
popular immigration countries were and still are 
the United States, Germany, Israel, Canada and 
Finland. Traditionally the ‘old’ Diaspora is charac-
terized by some distinct periods of more or less 
intensity, which are often described as ‘waves’. 
The specific notions towards emigration in Rus-
sia itself vary largely with regard to the different 
waves and historical circumstances underlined by 
their specific metaphorical labelling as the ‘White’, 
the ‘Silent’, the ‘Intellectual’ and ‘Sausage’ emigra-
tion [Sokolov 1999]. They stretch from the under-
standing of emigration as a ‘ridding of the country 
of enemies’ in Stalinist times to the understanding 
of the utechka umov, the brain drain, in modern 
times. It is noteworthy that reports, for example 
of the Foundation of Public Opinion (FOM), show 
that the attitudes of the Russian population con-
cerning ‘their’ emigrants and the representatives 
of the Russian diasporas actually are changing for 
the better [FOM 2001-1, 2001-2].  

The new Diaspora, on the other hand, is under-
stood as the Russian population living in the Suc-
cessor States of the Soviet Union, e.g. the Baltic 
States, the Ukraine, Central Asia (Kazachstan, Us-
bekistan, Tadjikistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgistan) and 
the Transcaucasian States (Georgia, Armenia, Az-
erbajdjan). It largely differs by number and status 
in the different states. The situation of this recent 
new Diaspora is paradoxical: its representatives, 

whilst not physically leaving their place of living, 
had their country taken away from them as a con-
sequence of earlier colonization processes and 
the break-down of the Soviet Empire.

But beside such terms of global use, the ap-
plication of some specific terms valid only within 
the Russian framework can be seen. As an al-
ternative to Diaspora and emigration, the ex-
pression “Russian abroad” (Russkoje zarubezhe) 
is popular [Tarle 1994]. It accentuates the for-
mation of a specific culture in a material sense 
(literature, art, tamizdat [from Russian “tam” = 
there; literature that has been published abroad 
in order to avoid censorship from Soviet insti-
tutions – the authors]) as well as in a spiritual 
sense. The ‘Russian abroad’ has sometimes been 
understood as a protection zone or even a sanc-
tuary of ‘true Russian values’ that have not been 
destroyed by the impact of the Soviet system. A 
controversial discussion was the result, whether 
in consequence there developed one or two – 
or more? – Russian culture(s). ‘Our compatriots 
abroad’ (nashi sootechestvenniki za rubezhom) 
is another formulation used especially since the 
beginning of perestrojka, when the emigrant as 
a concept and emigrants as a part of the popula-
tion were admitted mentally and physically into 
the country. It is often applied to Russian minori-
ties living in the Successor States of the Soviet 
Union, sometimes with the political connotation 
of ‘bringing them back home’.

 

There is a need for a new homogeneity, not of 
products but of cultural raw materials, free ex-
change and the movement of all ideas and values. 
Media makes this world of pure forms moving. 
In doing so, national identity will never be eradi-
cated. Any culture, any work will always be na-
tionally marked somehow. And the wanderers, of 
course, will bring their personal worlds, which are 
connected to each other through a decentralized 
media network, with them. [Sergej Bolmat]  
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Russian Internet – Internet in Russia

When talking about the ➝ Russian Internet 
or any other nationally defined segment of the 
global Internet the same vagueness of definition 
is encountered as in the case of the Diaspora. 
Evidently there are lots of ways to define such 
national segments of the Internet with regard to 
different parameters, such as language, technol-
ogy or user structure. The Russian Internet, for 
example, could be characterized as:

all Russian language websites;
all Russian language communication flows (in-
cluding e-mail etc.);
all URLs of the domain .ru (including the Soviet 
domain .su still in existence);
all users living in the Russian Federation;
all Russian speaking users. [see Bruchhaus 2001; 
Perfil’ev 2003]

Some of these definitions include the Russian Di-
aspora, some do not. Nonetheless, a strict defi-
nition of ‘The Russian Internet’ may not be ob-
tained and is even not necessarily needed. On the 
contrary, we share the approach of the Russian 

literary scholar, ➝ Roman Lejbov who declines 
the existence – and the need – of any distinct 
definitions: 

Russian Internet is what is thought of as being part of 
it: [...] We may even try to sketch a typology on which 
basis our [...] consciousness categorizes different In-
ternet resources as being part of the Russian Internet. 
[Lejbov 2003]

Therefore, analysis has to deal with what Lejbov 
calls “auto-reflexive factors” on both levels: the 
understanding of Diaspora as well as the under-
standing of the Russian Internet. Regardless of the 
principle vagueness of the object it is nevertheless 
important to take a look at some facts and figures 
in order to sketch the dimensions and to illustrate 
where possible discrepancies in the media use in 
‘Russia abroad’ and Russia itself may occur. 

Internet in Russia: According to data by the 
Foundation of Public Opinion, in 2005 approxi-
mately 19% of the Russian population use the 
Internet quite frequently [FOM 2005]. The so-
called core audience, understood as its most ac-
tive part, using the Internet at least once a week 
is less than 10%. In the capital, Moscow, this 
percentage is much higher. Though the Russian 
regions recover ground within the ongoing infor-
matization of the country, still a digital divide with 
regard to remote regions has to be acknowl-
edged [ibid.].

Russian Internet worldwide: According to data 
from the year 2000 approximately 48% of all 
Russian speakers live abroad [Bogdanov 2000]. 
It is difficult to obtain consistent data about the 
Internet usage of the Russian-speaking popula-
tion in the different foreign countries, but it is 
at least possible to analyse the ➝ geographical 
distribution of the audiences of popular Rus-
sian websites. The Russian Internet and market-
ing company Spylog offers, for the last quarter 
of the year 2005, the following data [SpyLOG 
2005]: On average, 58% of Russian site visitors 
are residents of Russia, almost 7% live in Ukraine 
and up to 6% in the United States, followed by 

Russian Diaspora: Connotations of a term.
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Germany (3,1%), Israel (2,1%), Belorus (1,9%), 
Latvia (1,4%), Estonia (1,2%), Great Britain 
(1,1%), Kazachstan (1,1%),  Lithuania (1%), or 
Kanada (1%). 

To summarize: access to Internet resources dif-
fers largely – in Russia itself as well as with regard 
to the old and the new Diaspora. In compari-
son to the average user in the Russian regions, 
the emigrants living in the Western countries are 
often privileged. On the other hand the Russian-
speaking population, for example in parts of Cen-
tral Asia, is largely deprived of the Internet as a 
means of self-representation. 

The impact of the Russian Diaspora 
on the development of the Russian 
Internet

Concerning the specific impact of the Russian Di-
aspora on the development of the Russian Internet 
and the Internet in Russia the ‘historical’ factor also 
has to be taken into account. According to Eugene 
Gorny one can speak of a territorially based Russian 
Internet since 1991 when communication flows 
within the country for the first time surpassed 
those between Russia and other countries [Gornyj 
2000]. But untill the mid 1990s the diffusion of the 
medium in Russia itself was not very high. As a con-
sequence of this situation most of the first resourc-
es devoted to Russia or published in Russian have 
been created by Russians living abroad. 

A typical and very popular resource of the early 
period, which has been covered in the American 
press [Lakhman 1998], was the “Grandsons of 
Dazhdbog”, a personal website of the previously 
mentioned astrophysicist, Sergej Naumov who 
at that time was a medical student at the univer-
sity of North Carolina [Naumov n.d.]. This web 
project was dedicated to ancient Russian culture 
from where it derived its name – Dazhdbog is a 
pagan god – and was published mainly in English. 
In addition to information on Russian history, Nau-
mov collected music, literary texts, anecdotes, 

and other paraphernalia of everyday life as well 
as links to related web resources. In an interview 
he elaborates the threefold aims of his resource: 
his project has been born out of nostalgia, should 
bring together Russians living abroad and inform 
an American society largely ignorant of Russian 
culture about his homeland [Naumov 1997]. The 
predominance of visitors and readers from the 
Russian Diaspora he explains as a result of the 
prevailing, largely underdeveloped Internet sector 
in Russia itself at that time. There was simply no 
audience to access his resource from inside Rus-
sia. In its motivations and characteristics, Sergej 
Naumov’s project may be seen as prototype, as a 
typical example for the self-organizational stimu-
lus of a cultural identity performed through time 
(the continuum of history) and space (the ‘cyber-
space’). Other resources using a similar profile 
initiated by Russian Emigrants – or “guests” as 
Naumov describes himself – are the “Jokes from 
Russia” by the physician Dmitrij Verner, the early 
online magazine DeLitZyne by Leonid Delicyn, 
the Internet columns “Our networks” (Nashi seti) 
written by Anton Nosik from Israel and the cata-
logue of Russian literary web resources by Alex 
Farber, maintained from Germany, just to men-
tion some of the most popular ones. 

Another characteristic example is the entertain-
ment portal, Kulichki [2005], created by Vladislav 

The Grandsons of Dazhdbog: A virtual road to 
Russia.
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Kolpakov, who at that time resided at the Uni-
versity of Michigan. Kolpakov himself doubts 
the “Russian character” of the portal in its early 
times: “And it was even hard to call our resource 
a Russian one, as most of the rubrics were placed 
outside Russia.” [Kolpakov 1997]. In contrast to 
the borderless consciousness of Naumov’s ap-
proach the territorial and geographical principle 
is here still valid, accentuating rather the idea of 
distinction and diversification, than of an entity 
and unity. 

At the turn of the century, in the years 1999-
2000, according to the researcher Anna Bow-
les, a significant change in technology and user 
structure of the Russian Internet took place. With 
regard to the higher diffusion of the medium in 
the country itself and the increasing user rates, 
it was transformed from a playground for the 
élite to a mass medium satisfying the needs for 
commercial activity and entertainment. If the 
importance of the Diaspora had been realized 
during the early days of the Internet, largely on 
the level of content creation, it would by now, 
along with the increasing Internet sector within 
Russia, have shifted it’s focus to the consumption 
of financial services, transactions, goods, and (po-
litical) news [Bogdanov 2000]. The following case 
studies – ‘screenshots’ – in contrast, focus not 
on the big entertainment portals and news mak-
ers, but on the more private and small, individual 
projects which express a self-made, bottom-up 
manifestation of cultural production in the times 
and through the media of globalization and make 
up a significant part of today’s RuNet.

Note on Methodology – Website 
analysis

Note that in this article we concentrate on the 
communication of the Russian Diasporic com-
munities among themselves and with their home 
country. In consequence we review homepages 
that are mainly written in Russian. Filip Sapienza, 

to illustrate a different research focus, investi-
gated the communication patterns of “[Russian] 
immigrant websites reflect[ing] a new kind of 
translocal communication” [Sapienza 2001, 437]. 
Already the chosen terms ‘immigrant’ and ‘trans-
local’ underline the focus on communication with 
regard to the new life circumstances. Sapienza 
concentrates on the function of immigrant web-
sites to facilitate the adaptation of migrants, to 
reduce the stress of integration via the cultural 
affiliation to the global Russian community in or-
der to avoid and to satisfy nostalgia and to offer 
information on the Russian culture for non-native 
Russians and interested publics in the USA. 

For our research interests, directed more to-
wards the analysis of Diasporic networks as tran-
snationally organized ones, we developed special 
guidelines, which may serve for qualitative as 
well as for quantitative research of websites [see 
Appendix]. We pay little heed to the variety of 
other communication channels like newsgroups, 
forums, chats, or weblogs. In our guidelines we 
isolated nine criteria of importance to the per-
formance of cultural identity within the context 
of Diaspora: identification, accessibility, author-
ship, credentials, currency, transparency and 
objectivity, organization and browsability, infor-
mation design, interactivity and networking. The 
case-studies presented have been developed 
with the help of these guidelines. A range of ap-
proximately twenty further Russian Diasporic and 
regional resources has been surveyed. This analy-
sis forms the broader background for our termi-
nological approach and more general conclusions 
[Site Portraits 2005]. 

Kresshatik – Virtual crossroads of old 
and new Diaspora?

The International Literary magazine, Kresshatik 
and its website are dedicated to contemporary 
Russian literature on a worldwide scale. The 
journal’s self-characterization as published on 
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the website gives some significant insights into its 
specific structure and mission: 

We are in an endless search for new names, unknown 
authors whereever they are living – in Kiev, Peters-
burg, Jerusalem, New York or Moscow; we are on the 
famous Kiev main-street as if in a reverie, where once 
upon a time great friendships have been made, great 
verses been written and important encounters have 
taken place [...]. [Kresshatik 2005]

What is typical about the self-description of the 
journal is its characterization as a virtual place, a 
crossroads in the literary sense, where people 
from all over the world gather, united by their 
collective memory, their intellectual interests and 
their creative work. A place, furthermore, where 
past and present meet, as the illustration of the 
Kresshatik clearly shows: it does not depict con-
temporary Ukraine, but Kiev at the turn of the 
19th century. So to join the magazine’s community 
is a journey through space and time. The reveal-
ing mission statement refers both to the global, 
and the local. Whereas the global is described as 
a ubiquitous “wherever”, the attitude to ‘locality’ 
is expressed more concisely. On the one hand, 
it is an enumeration of today’s metropolises of 
Russian literary life; on the other hand it evokes 
– through the visual and verbal identification mark 
of the Kresshatik – the collective memory of the 
old Kiev, the capital of Ukraine. Here the histori-
cal connotations of the ‘global’ term, Diaspora, 
are demonstrated in all their complexity, refer-
ring equally to Russians/Ukrainians who left the 
country during Soviet rule as to Russians living 
in today’s Ukraine, ‘separated’ from the Russian 
Federation.

It is indeed the Internet that offers a place for the 
virtual encounter of the old and the new Diaspo-
ra – the Kresshatik in consequence seems to be 
a vivid example of a ‘virtual Diaspora’ organizing 
itself (not only) via the Internet but using its po-
tential as a positive reference frame to the own 
fluidity and ‘ubiquity’. The journal’s recent history 
demonstrates yet another link between the Inter-
net and Diasporic culture(s) – their volatility: the 
website closed down in 2004 and re-opened in 
2005 with another design and a new address.

Kresshatik: “Once upon a time” - the Internet as a 
place for collective memories.

Ostrakon and Tel Aviv writer’s club 
– the Russian Diaspora in Israel

An even more complex case of Diasporic culture 
and its reflection on the Internet is the one of 
Russian Jewish or Russian Israeli identities. Ostra-
kon, for example, is a web platform of a group of 
Russian writers living in Israel, mostly in Jerusalem 
and Tel Aviv. Its initiator and editor is the poet and 
literary critic, Aleksandr Barash. The community 
has its paper journal, Zerkalo (The Mirror) and its 
literary salon, Krysha (On the roof), so that the 
website serves the function of representation on 
a worldwide scale rather than organization and 
cooperation at a local level.

The name of the resource derives from to an 
ancient Greek artifact and indicates “a fragment of 
clay pottery; an ostracon was used for writing on” 

I think that contemporary history is very strongly 
and negatively linked with these national identi-
ties. Emerging from this environment, only mi-
gration literature can represent both sides of the 
border appropriately. This I find a healthy reac-
tion to the decades of national propaganda and a 
breakthrough. [Sergej Bolmat]
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[Ostrakon 2005]. The Ostrakon website is un-
derstood as a similar tool for writing, for cultural 
self-identification, an old media transformed into 
a new one. Interesting with regard to the mission 
statement of the website, is the characterization 
of Russian literature in Israel as being a part of 
world culture, rather than as a part of the Rus-
sian culture in a more narrow sense. The journal, 
and especially its online representation, aim at the 
“creation of a new geography of cultural perspec-
tive” [ibid.]. The approach of Barash & Co. may 
be seen as a provocative one, but indeed the In-
ternet – in addition to such media as print, radio, 
and TV – offers Diasporic cultures at least some 
possibilities to contribute to the formation of such 
new cultural geographies. Nevertheless the case 
of Ostrakon also illustrates that the constitution of 
such virtual territories on the Internet is – regard-
less to its rhetoric of boundless communication 
– accompanied by processes of inclusion as well 
as exclusion.

Whereas the Ostrakon participants present Rus-
sian literary activity in Israel in – more or less – 
secular terms, the Tel Aviv writer’s club is more 
oriented towards a Jewish identity understood in 
religious terms:

The Jewish author, writing in Russian, is in a constant 
conflict between the culture of language and the lan-
guage of culture. Perhaps that is what fascinates us 
most when we consider the prime examples of this 

kind of literature. […] The Russian language rejects 
topics connected with Jewish life. It badly reflects the 
shades of religious experiences Jewish life and thus 
also Jewish literature is based on. [Shechter, c.f. Kluger 
n.d.]

The authors reflect on their volatile and vulner-
able status at the borderlines between their native 
language and the culture of their new homeland. 
With regard to the origin of the term, Diaspora, in 
relation to Jewish history, for the Jews emigrating 
from Russia / the Soviet Union to Israel – Diaspora 
ended. At the same time, however, a deprivation 
of the cultural Russian context is felt acutely [Re-
mennick 2005, 290-291]. Against this background 
the usage of the Internet as a means to attract a 
broader – Russian-speaking and internationally dis-
persed – audience seems to be an adequate solu-
tion. Jakov Shechter proudly presents the statistics 
of 15,000 readers a month living in about 50 coun-
tries all over the world [c.f. Kluger n.d.]. 

Orbita – the New Diaspora in the Bal-
tic States

Orbita [2005] is a web resource of Russian-speak-
ing designers, artists and writers living in Latvia, 
mostly in Riga. The resource aims to promote 
the creative potential of the region as well as to 
inform about cultural life in the Baltic Region and 
Scandinavia. The geographical identification is not 
reflected in the design and the language style of 
the resource but it fulfils the function of an organ-
izing factor and a programmatic vision. Its decid-
edly peripheral view is understood as an aesthetic 
and philosophical principle. On the level of texts 
and artistic materials Orbita illustrates a tendency 
towards ‘fragmentation’ that is opposed to main-
stream-culture. As Elena Berns, in her analysis of 
the resource puts forward [Berns 2004], the re-
lationship of periphery and centre stays neverthe-
less intact, even in a dual sense – with regard to 
the surrounding local culture as well as with re-
gard to the ‘original’ Russian context. The young 

Ostrakon: “A new geography of cultural perspective.”
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tation; both are endowed with some spatial 
characteristics. But connotations are never-
theless different:

The ubiquity of the Diaspora as ‘dispersion’ 
is understood rather negatively as compelled 
expulsion, as a loss of cultural origins, of en-
tity
The ubiquity of the Internet is understood 
as ‘unity’, as a unifying principle and tech-
nology.

It is the potential promise of the Internet to 
provide unity where a lack of entity is expe-
rienced – often in a painful way. But as the 
presented ‘screenshots’ show, the process of 
internal alienation as an effect of Diasporic life 
is not to be overcome easily by the use of glo-
bal media. Or – more importantly – it is not 
even intended to be so. Life experiences in the 
home and the host country are very different 
with regard to social segregation, financial and 
political power. At the same time, the virtual 
encounter on the Internet is not only influ-
enced by the actual circumstances but also by 
deeply rooted images and interpretations of 
Diaspora and emigration. In this sense we may 
speak of the Russian Internet as an imaginary 
geography, including experiences of Diaspora, 
cultural identities and the spatial concepts that 
the Internet is constructing. Rather then lead-
ing towards a virtual reunification, the ‘Inter-
net in Russia’ and the ‘Russian Internet’ form a 
complex matrix of overlapping areas and dis-
tinct segments producing constant fractions.

The article has been published in a shorter version 
in Media Studies / Studia Medioznawcze Nr 3 (22) 
2005, Warszawa 2005, pp. 132-148. We thank 

artists see no possibility of (re)constructing, ei-
ther a Russian or a Latvian culture in the countries 
themselves [c.f. Stanislavskij 2001]. The Internet 
thus offers an alternative ground for creative ac-
tivity. The historical circumstances of the repre-
sentatives of the Russian Diaspora in the Baltic 
States, who may be considered neither emigrants 
nor a minority in the traditional sense, result in a 
paradoxical notion, a struggle for integration and 
dissociation at the same time. The opposite forc-
es of ‘attraction’ and ‘repulsion’ are evoked by the 
title of the resource Orbita = “orbit” or “sphere 
of influence”. 

Conclusions

The terminological furore stated by James Clif-
ford and the obvious attraction of such terms 
as virtual Diaspora, digital Diaspora, net-
worked Diaspora, or transnational Diaspora 
for academic researchers is not only a result 
of linguistic inventiveness but sustained by 
the similar ‘nature’ of both phenomena. This 
familiarity manifests itself through the use of 
metaphors: both migration and Internet com-
munications are characterized as ‘flows’; both 
share seemingly identical characteristics, such 
as ‘ubiquity’, ‘fluidity’, ‘hybridity’; both un-
derlie a highly utopian and dystopian interpre-

The old, national or international literature 
mainly comes from the field of political correct-
ness, ethnic stereotypes, intellectual tourism. 
It is always doped with “good relations” and it 
always speaks with the polite voice of a guide 
or visitor. The new literature, in contrast, is a 
creolized mixture of complex experiences and 
forms one cannot easily object to. This art is 
straightforward and, at best, does not even flat-
ter the people (reader). It, of course, takes old 
situations but tells them in a new, inconvenient, 
cynical, sometimes evil way. [Sergej Bolmat]

Diversity, in my opinion, is growing: cultures 
are developing, mutating, merging, splitting into 
parts. [Sergej Bolmat]



131DIASPORIC CULTURES ON THE RUSSIAN INTERNET

the editors for their permission to include the article 
in this volume. Sandra Wenzel (Bochum) has con-
tributed largely to the interview with Sergej Bolmat 
by carefully editing the manuscript.
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Website Analysis
General Remark

Please note that the following questions and possible answers have been selected for reasons relating 
to the project’s main objectives and do not claim completeness by any means.

Identification
Accessibility
Authorship
Credentials
Currency
Transparency and Objectivity
Organization and Browsability
Information Design 
Interactivity
Networking

01. What is the title of the source?

02. What is the Internet address of the source?

03. What Internet domain does the site belong to?

 

Evaluation Criteria

Identification

.ru01.

.ua, .kz., .lt etc. (Successor State of the former Soviet Union)02.

.su03.

.de, .uk etc. (West-European country)04.

.com (Commercial Organization)05.

.edu (Educational Institution)06.
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04. What kind of source is it?

05. What topic area(s) does the source belong to?*

06. Are the goals and intentions of the source stated in a Mission Statement, FAQ etc.?

07. If yes, please provide an executive summary

08. If no, what seems to be the primary purpose of the source?

.gov (Government Institution or Department)07.

.int (International Organization)08.

.net (Networking Organization)09.

.org (Not-for-Profit Organization)10.
other11.

Personal Homepage01.
Organizational Homepage02.
Academic Homepage03.
Governmental Homepage04.
Project Homepage05.
Internet / Digital Artwork06.
Newspaper / Magazine07.
Portal08.
Library / Reading Room09.
Museum / Gallery10.
other11.

Computer and Internet01.
Literature02.
Art03.
Entertainment04.
Politics05.
Religion / Philosophy / Esotericism06.
Society07.
Science08.
Cities / Regions / Countries09.
Emigration – Immigration / Diaspora10.
other11.

yes01.
no02.
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09. Is the intended audience of the source stated?

10. If no, who seems to be the intended audience?

11. Is the source part of a network (e.g. webring)?

12. Is the source supported financially or otherwise?

13. If yes, by whom?

14. Is the entire source public / accessible to anybody?

Communication01.
Information02.
Documentation03.
Presentation04.
Interaction05.
Memoration06.
Persuasion07.
Explanation08.
other09.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Politics / State01.
Economy02.
Media03.
Association04.
Private Person05.
Foreign Sponsor06.

Accessibility

yes01.
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15. If no, which restrictions exist?

16. What language is the source written in?

17. Has the source been translated?

18. If yes, into what language(s)*

19. What is the name of the operator? (operator can be a single person as well as a group or organization)

20. Is contact information (name, email, phone number and / or address) given?

21. If contact information is given, please enter details

no02.

Registration (free)01.
Registration (paid)02.
Personal Recommendation03.
other04.

Russian01.
Language spoken in one of the successor states of the former Soviet Union02.
German03.
English04.
other05.

yes01.
no02.

Russian01.
Language spoken in one of the successor states of the former Soviet Union02.
German03.
English04.
other05.

Authorship

yes01.
no02.
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22. What country does the operator come from?

23. Is the operator affiliated with another (reputable) group / organization?

24. Does the operator of the source mystify his biography (e.g. by using aliases or by referring 
to fictional persons, places etc.)?

25. Does the operator have contacts to other persons, groups and / or organizations related 
to the topic area of the source?

26. Is the source supervised by the operator as well as by a permanent group of authors / edi-
tors?

27. If yes, what forms of cooperation are practised?*

Russia01.
CIS02.
United States03.
Israel04.
Germany05.
other Western-European Country06.
other07.
not documented08.

yes01.
no02.
not documented03.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.
not documented03.

yes01.
no02.

Editorial Department01.
Editors’ Collective02.
Authors’ Collective03.
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28. Is the origin, nationality and / or residence of the operator stated?

29. Does the operator follow copyright laws and respect intellectual property?

30. Does the source consciously refuse values and norms of the ‘offline‘-world? (e.g. commu-
nicative conventions, ‘political correctness’)

31. If yes, what net specific values and norms are promoted?*

Interactivity01.
De-Hierarchization02.
Hypertextual Organization of Knowledge03.
Anti-Copyright04.
Open Access to Information05.
Freedom of Expression06.
Grassroots Democracy07.
other08.

32. Has the source been reviewed?

33. If yes, by whom?*

Co-Determination of Readers / Users04.
Independent Publication05.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

 Credentials 

yes01.
no02.

Editor / Editorial Department01.
Authors / Colleagues02.
Readers03.
other04.
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34. Is the source linked to a print publication?

35. If yes, what part does the source play?

36. Is the operator well regarded / an authority in the topic area covered by the source?

37. Does the operator deliberately avoid credentials (e.g. directories, reviews, organisational 
support)?

38. Is the Top Level Domain appropriate for the content?

39. When was the source published?

40. Is the source updated?

yes01.
no02.

Prototype01.
Copy02.
Excerpt03.
Supplement04.
Electronic archive05.
Communication Forum06.
other07.

yes01.
no02.
not documented03.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Currency 

yes01.
no02.
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41. If yes, how frequently does this occur?

42. Is the source current for the topic area it is related to?

43. Do the links work?

44. Does the operator have an agenda or bias?

45. If yes, is it stated?

46. Does the identity of the operator or sponsor suggest a bias?

47. Are facts reported correctly?

48. Does the operator support his or her ideas with references (e.g. footnotes, links, annota-
tions)?

daily01.
weekly02.
monthly03.
less often / not regularly04.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

 Transparency and Objectivity

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.
not relevant03.
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yes01.
no02.
not relevant03.

49. By which style of speech is the source characterised?

50. Are there ethnocentric, nationalist, racist, sexist or fundamentalist expressions?

51. Is the source subject to commercial goals?

52. What categories / columns have been selected in order to structure the content?

53. How is the content structured?*

54. Are there different means of orientation / navigation (e.g. Sitemap, Hypertext, Graded 
Menu System, Full-Text Search Function)?

positive-negative02.
aggressive / provocative03.
ironic04.
metaphorical05.
emphatic06.
humorous07.
critical08.
other09.

objective-neutral01.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

 Organization and Browsability 

chronological02.
alphabetical03.
associative04.
hypertextual05.
other06.

thematic01.
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55. Is the information obtained by different media?

56. If yes, by which ones?*

57. What is the function of the images?*

58. Does the text/site design contribute to their legibility / functionality?

59. Is the source easy to navigate?

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Texts01.
Graphs02.
Sketches03.
Maps04.
Mind Maps05.
Graphics06.
Cartoons07.
Pictographs08.
Photos09.
Animations10.
Audios11.
Videos12.
other13.

Organisation02.
Interpretation03.
Transformation04.
Decoration05.
other06.

Representation01.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.
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60. What is the design of the source like?

61. What metaphors / visualizations with regard to the Internet are used?*

62. To which pictorial tradition does the source refer?*

63. Have both sexes and different ethnic groups been considered, when using images, colors 
and symbols?

 Information Design

metaphorical01.
use-oriented02.
animating / playful03.
topic-oriented04.
complex / multidimensional05.
narrative06.
artistic07.
other08.

Living Things (Spiders, Anthills, Worms)01.
Inanimate Objects (Tool, Device, Machine, Robot)02.
Open Place (Cyberspace, Net, Ocean)03.
Closed Place (Digital City, Library, Market Place)04.
Collectivist Way of being (Spiritual Unity, Noosphere, Sobornost)05.
Individualistic Way of being (Cyber Flaneur, Hacker)06.
other (please document them)07.
none08.

International / Global Symbols (Logos, Labels, Brands etc.)01.
National Symbols (Arms, Flags etc.)02.
Folklore03.
Ethnic Symbols 04.
International / Global Trends and Fashions (Graffiti, Streetart, Manga etc.)05.
Art Styles and Eras (Art Nouveau, Avant-garde, Popart, Socialist Realism etc.)06.
Techno-Imagination, Internet Symbols (Science Fiction, Cyberpunk)07.
Historical Styles and Eras (Middle Ages, Tsarist Era, Soviet Era)08.
Religious Symbols, Fantasy, New Age09.
other10.

yes01.
no02.
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64. Does the source address different nationalities /cultures?

65. Does the source refer to geographical spaces / places through titles, images, maps, sym-
bols etc?

66. If yes, to which ones?*

67. Are there any forms of geographical / spatial structuring (e.g. interactive maps)?

68. Are there any forms of temporal structuring?

69. If yes, which ones?*

70. What forms of communication are used in order to promote contact and exchange be-
tween the operator and the visitors / users of the source? *

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Russian Cities / Regions01.
Foreign Cities / Regions02.
States / Countries03.
Continents04.
Fictional Places05.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Newsticker01.
Announcement02.
Archive03.
Diary04.
other05.

 Interactivity
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71. Are Nicknames and anonymous Postings allowed?

72. If yes, do the visitors / users make use of it?

73. If yes, where are the Nicknames and Pseudonymes taken from? *

74. Does interactive media encourage verbal rather than written forms of communication?

75. Are the discussion forums, chats, guest books etc. supervised by a moderator/ host?

Discussion Forum01.
Café02.
Mailing List03.
Newsgroup04.
Newsletter05.
Chat06.
Message board07.
Weblog08.
E-mail09.
Off-Line Meetings10.
other11.
none12.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Comic / Cult Programme01.
Movie02.
Literature03.
Fairytale04.
Eroticism05.
History06.
Imaginary Name07.
other08.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.
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76. What significance do the communication possibilities have within the source?

77. Are the readers / users given the opportunity to contribute texts / content?

78. Are ratings and / or competitions offered?

79. Is the origin, nationality and / or residence of the visitors / users stated?

80. If yes, what countries do the visitors / users originally come from?*

81. If yes, where do the visitors / users live at present?*

82. Are there links to other sources?

large01.
medium02.
small03.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Successor State of the Former Soviet Union02.
U.S.A.03.
Western Europe04.
Israel05.
other06.

Russia01.

Successor State of the Former Soviet Union02.
U.S.A.03.
Western Europe04.
Israel05.
other06.

Russia01.

Networking
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83. If yes, are they evaluated or annotated?

84. If yes, do they represent other points of view?

85. If yes, do they indicate a bias?

86. If yes, to whom do they refer?*

87. Is the building and maintaining of relationships with individuals, groups and / or institu-
tions a programmatic request?

88. If yes, what is to be achieved?*

* Multiple Choice

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

yes01.
no02.

Sponsors01.
Cooperative Partners02.
Colleagues03.
Topic-related sources04.
Private Persons (Friends / Acquaintances)05.

yes01.
no02.

Social Self-Organization / Civil Society01.
Counter-Public Sphere02.
National Strength03.
Bundling of Cultural Resources04.
International Cooperation05.
(Self)Representation of the Russian Regions06.
Integration of the Russian-Speaking Diaspora07.
other08.
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Update Diaspora – September 2007

to begin with, all of the websites introduced in 
our article on diasporic cultures on the russian 
internet – “kresshatik”, “ostrakon”, “tel-aviv 
writers club” and “orbita” – still exist. this is 
remarkable in itself, taking into account the tran-
sitory nature of the internet and the frequent 
death of, especially, small online resources based 
on private initiative and individual enthusiasm as 
part of it. while in all four cases the profile and 
the design of the sites have not changed in com-
parison to 2005-2006, usage patterns and activ-
ity vary to a large extent: while ostrakon shows 
almost no signs of ongoing activities and has thus 
transformed into a kind of digital memorial of pre-
vious life, (quite) a lot of community engagement 
has been achieved on the companion websites of 
the print journals kresshatik and tel-aviv writ-
ers club. as for orbita, it is updated less regu-
larly, mostly offering announcements of upcom-
ing offline events while the number of online first 
publications has increased. it turns out that when 
looking at the mentioned websites, it needs both 
a combination of online and offline activity and a 
sense of unity to guarantee a long and prospering 
life to an internet resource. pure virtual existence 
is hard to maintain over a longer period of time.

with regard to the theory of “virtual reunifica-
tion” first suggested and then disproved in our ar-
ticle, it is interesting to note, that tel-aviv writers 
club provides detailed information on the location 
of its users. thus, on July 5th 2007, the website 
had been visited by 48 people from 23 countries. 
the significance of the website, offering a global 
public to a local community, is visualized through 
a map and brought to the minds of the users.

a glance at global statistics on the user structure 
of the russian internet or the internet in russia 
reveals significant changes as well, though not as 
radical as one might have expected. user rates 
within the russian Federation are growing steadi-
ly. according to the Foundation of public opinion 
Fom the average percentage of internet usage 

in the russian Federation amounted to 24 per-
cent in spring 2007 (compared with 17 percent in 
2005). internet penetration is expected to grow 
particularly in the regions where the most rapid 
expansion rates can be observed. nevertheless, 
about 75 percent of the russian population do 
not yet have access to the new media, especially 
older people and parts of the population living in 
rural environments.

to learn about the geographical distribution 
of users of russian web resources, it is recom-
mended to look at the statistics offered by two 
main russian internet portals and searching en-
gines, rambler.ru and yandex.ru. the rambler.ru 
rating top 100 represents about 165.000 russian 
language websites all over the world and about 
3 millions unique visitors (ip-address) a day. For 
the week 22.06.-03.07.2007 the following data 
are given (unique visitors): 37,7% of the users 
are residents of the russian Federation, followed 
by the ukraine (4,9%), Germany (4,5%), the 
uS and canada (3,75%), belarus (1,5%), latvia 
(1,2%). the percentage of users whose “origin”, 
i.e. the location of their computer, cannot be lo-
cated is quite high (30%), most of them are likely 
to live in russia. 

the data of yandex.ru, recording an average 
daily traffic of about 5 million users, show a slightly 
different picture: about 85% of the users are liv-
ing in russia, followed by the ciS-countries (8%), 
europe (3,2%) and north america (2,3%). it is 
worth noting, that the figures vary depending on 
the different services offered by yandex. thus, 
the yandex blog search shows the following data: 
russia (81%), ciS (6%), europe (5,4%), north 
america (5,2%). this indicates the special rel-
evance of the russian blogosphere concerning is-
sues of censorship, media policies, and, of course, 
private life as well. 

the russian blogosphere in 2006-2007, indeed, 
is a very good example to illustrate “the complex 
matrix of overlapping areas and distinct segments 
producing constant fractions”, as we put it in our 
article. thus, the russian liveJournal community, 
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as the most prominent blogging service in russia, 
was hit in 2006 by a mayor scandal. So what had 
happened?

liveJournal is a specific blogging tool which 
is extremely popular in russia and among rus-
sian speaking users. its popularity, according to 
evgenij Gorny, may be explained through a va-
riety of reasons: cultural (a supposed tendency 
towards collectivism, the importance of “friend-
ships”), social (the networking capacity) and po-
litical ones (censorship issues). the last aspect is 
of special importance: against the background 
of (real or imagined) growing media control the 
territorial location of the server of liveJournal.
com in the united States always served as a safe-
guard against potential censorship. in autumn 
2006 though the management of liveJournal.com 
concluded an agreement with the russian media 
holding Sup, financed and owned at least partly 
by the businessman and so called “oligarch” ale-
ksandr mamut. object of the deal has been the 
transfer of service and managements rights of the 
russian liveJournal segment to Sup. according to 
the announcements of the Sup management and 
its liveJournal representative anton nosik the 
aim of the deal was – besides commercial ones 
– to consolidate the russian blogosphere and to 
introduce special features and services for rus-
sian bloggers. 

the deal caused a storm of protest among the 
users of the russian liveJournal as they feared that 
the transfer of sensitive personal data to a com-
pany residing in russia might in the long run open 
up unpredictable possibilities for control through 
the secret services FSb. the deal was interpreted 
by some observers as an attempt to take under 
control the russian blogosphere in the run-up to 
the duma elections in 2007 and the presidential 
elections in 2008

besides those rumours and political disputes, 
though, there occurred the ‘technical’ problem of 
how to define the ‘object of the deal’, e.g. how to 
delineate the russian segment of liveJournal from 
the whole service, a question that leads right to 

the core of the problem of identifying national, 
cultural or language segments on the internet. a 
curious decision was taken by liveJournal.com 
and the Sup-company, as the russian liveJournal 
segment was defined as all journals written not 
in russian language but in cyrillic alphabet. thus, 
out of a sudden, bulgarian, Serbian, ukrainian 
liveJournals were assigned the russian liveJour-
nal segment. Here, not language but scripture 
served as the distinguishing feature. also, live-
Journal users writing in russian and living in the 
uS suddenly saw themselves defined as part of 
the russian liveJournal segment and their per-
sonal data potentially transferred to the russian 
Federation. this user group reacted outright and 
rejected having their journals being hosted by a 
company residing in russia. russian bloggers liv-
ing in russia on their part invented different tricks 
to escape the transfer: they started to type their 
russian entries in latin alphabet or registered 
their journals as being ‘located’ in madagascar or 
the carribbean islands. the protest of the com-
munity was at least partly taken into account by 
the management, and users were given the right 
to unsubscribe from Sup services.  

the protest against the Sup agreement led to 
a sometimes hysterical debate with patriotic and 
nationalist characteristics. a paradox: the sell-
ing of the american blogging service to a russian 
company fuelled anxieties not only among ‘liber-
als’, but also among nationalist and patriotic cir-
cles, who feared Jewish world conspiracy. this 
part of the discussions was strongly linked with 
anton nosik, the manager in charge for the de-
velopment of the russian liveJournal sector at 
Sup. nosik is a highly controversial personality 
on the russian internet. He is admired for his 
creative media management and despised for his 
sometimes opportunistic cooperation with oli-
garch and State media. attacks against nosik by 
representatives of russian blogosphere are nev-
ertheless mostly directed not against his business 
practices or even political affiliations, but his Jew-
ish origin, anti-Semitism being a frequent para-
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noia of runet community. thus, we may state a 
paradoxical overlapping of logically self-excluding 
argumentation strategies: the Sup deal is seen as 
initiated at the same time by State power, oligar-
chic capital, Jewish world congress.

the reaction by brad Fitzpatrick, the founder 
of liveJournal, to the turmoil in russia is highly 
instructive: “i wish i could calm people down, 
but i realize the political fears/implications of this 
are way too big for me to make much of a differ-
ence.” the paradigm “control – fear”, of real or 
imagined nature, thus represents until today one 
of the main driving forces of dynamics on the rus-
sian internet. 

the scandal around the Sup-agreement has 
a lot of facets that are of importance as for the 
development of the russian internet segment 
and the diaspora: the political issues of (poten-
tial) censorship, the commercial issue of using 
the blogosphere as a sector for advertisement, 
the social aspect of integrating, and thus at the 
same time isolating, the russian blogging com-
munity, the aspect of self-definition and cultural 
identity. the reactions to the deal and the mani-
fold attempts to escape its regulations clearly il-
lustrate the functioning and the mechanisms of 
what lejbov called the “auto-reflexive factors”. 
confronted with the definitions given and the de-
cisions taken by the administration of liveJournal 
in cooperation with Sup company, bloggers were 
forced to position themselves as belonging to the 
russian liveJournal or not. the incidence clearly 
illustrates several tendencies:

language alone is not a sufficient factor in or-
der to define a national or cultural segment of 
the internet – or in a more broader sense – of 
community; the distinctive features constituting 
a community – on the web as in real life – are 
varying from language to value patterns, terri-
torial, political and social factors;

with the growing convergence of the online 
and the offline-sector, political and juridical 

➣

➣

aspects start to play a more and more impor-
tant role on the internet; paradoxically enough, 
being part of the diaspora one is likely to get 
embedded into specific national, territorial and 
juridical contexts against one’s own will.

the internet in russia and the russian internet 
cannot and may not be clearly distinguished; 
global definitions are of almost no help, and in-
dividual (self)definitions by individuals or small 
groups should be taken more into account.

How sensitive users are when it comes to these 
differences, illustrates a case-study of the rus-
sian-language web resource Germany.ru. Ger-
many.ru is an online portal for russian-speaking 
people living in Germany, regardless of citizen-
ship and ethnicity. (of course, German or Ger-
man speaking users are welcome as well, but do 
not belong to the core-audience.) a case-study, 
done by a group of berlin students, aimed to give 
insights into the pre-supposed understanding 
of Germany.ru as being part of a virtual russian 
diaspora in Germany. For that goal, discussions 
on the website were analyzed and a survey was 
conducted. users of Germany.ru were asked to 
answer questions concerning their ethnic, nation-
al, social background, status, self-perception and 
media-usages. the case-study is not representa-
tive, but may nevertheless give some interesting 
insights into identity formation on the internet. 

the survey on Germany.ru right from the start 
provoked unexpectedly sharp reactions. So one 
user insisted on the difference between the rus-
sian and the russian-speaking internet by using 
typical padonki-slang: 

[…] – why are you posting here, guys? if you are look-
ing for the russian internet than you have to go to 
moscow, here is the russian-speaking internet. Feel 
the difference?? you found your guinea-pigs now eve-
rybody will come and tell you something from the “life 
in diaspora” […].

the difference between internet users territori-
ally based in russia (understood implicitly as eth-

➣
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nic russians) and the russian-speaking users in 
Germany is clearly accentuated. language here 
is not seen as the overall and uniting principle. 
Furthermore, the user reacts to the ‘intrusion’ of 
academic researches applying, to his mind, an ex-
ternal qualification system to their ‘human study 
material’. the term “guinea pigs” in a very explicit 
way puts forward the problem of internet re-
search in the tradition of ethnology as concerned 
with questions of power of (self)definition and 
representation. this reminds of the above cited 
self-definition of Sergej naumov as being no im-
migrant but a guest rather. 

the results of the survey reveal the urge of the 
individuals for self-definition, striving to over-
come external qualifications and categorization 
by delivering their own definitions and self-rep-
resentations. besides the definitions provided by 
the study group, namely “emigrant” (7 answers), 
“member of the russian speaking diaspora” (4 an-
swers), “German” (10 answers), “citizen of the 
country of origin” (2 answers), “Soviet citizen” (4 
answers) and “difficult to say” (3 answers), many 
respondents took the chance to provide their 
own definition aside from these prescriptions, 
as for example “citizen of the universe”, “a snail 
whose house is always on its back”, “cosmopoli-
tan”, “human in the sense of the bible”, “citizen 
of europe” and so forth. 

the main argument of our article – that the 
internet in russia and the russian internet are 
neither identical nor clearly to segregated – has 
proven even more right throughout the last two 
years. the constant fractions postulated in our 
article turned out to be an everyday experience. 
the instability and growing hybridity of contem-
porary russian identity – a ‘ordinary’ fact of con-
temporary life worldwide – is clearly expressed in 
the web resources of diasporic origin and profile, 
a hybridity and heterogeneity that in the ‘moth-
erland’ is still to a large extent ignored or even 
consciously suppressed. attempts to enforce the 
inner homogeneity of russian culture are to be 
observed in different areas of offline and online 

life: in russia migrant workers from the ex-Soviet 
republics are banned from their working places 
on the communal markets, foreign engagements 
into the civil society in russia are interpreted as 
a form of ‘soft colonialisation’. on the internet, 
these tendencies to (re)build a homogenous 
russian identity are most clearly reflected in the 
concept of the national russian internet award 
which tries to tie together the divergent practices 
of cultural identity manifestation with regard to 
the principles of patriotism and orthodoxy. [see 
detailed account in the update for public sphere] 
in 2006, a new nomination “runet outside .ru” 
(“runet za predelami ru”) was introduced to the 
runet award. the aim of the nomination is char-
acterized as follows:

„runet outside .ru” once again underlines the so-
cial relevance of foreign information sites in russian, 
with the language serving as a unifying factor not only 
within multi-national russia, but also in the countries 
of the Far and near abroad [in our terminology: the 
old and the new diaspora, - the authors]. russian lan-
guage resources may facilitate the continuation of au-
thentic experience of our compatriots living abroad, 
and popularize the prestige of rich russian culture and 
russia as a whole.  

the first runet price “runet outside .ru” has 
been awarded to Germany.ru. as a conclusion and 
hypotheses: it seems that residents of russia tend 
to make no significant difference between the in-
ternet in russia and the russian / russian-speak-
ing internet and thus incorporate the diasporic 
communities, while the representatives of the di-
asporic communities themselves express a much 
more differentiated and ambiguous self-position-
ing and definition. cultural activity by diasporic 
communities on the russian-speaking internet 
illustrate the versatile and manifold processes of 
identity formation, by which russian culture has 
been affected after the break-down of the Soviet 
union, but that it denies in its ‘core-identity’. 
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Abstract

The literary websites of the RuNet are some of 
the most representative and informative sources 
for the study of the dynamics and structure of 
Internet communities, as well as of the processes 
related to the ➝ cultural identity of Internet 
users. Zagranica is a project of Maksim Moshk-
ov’s Library [2005-1], a literary self-publication 
website dedicated to stories about life abroad 
and written by Russians. The title may be trans-
lated as “Abroad” or “Across the border”; the 
latter term came into existence during the Cold 
War, and stands for the ‘Fairyland of Freedom’ 
outside the borders of the Soviet Union. 

Russian-speaking users (especially emigrants, 
who are the most numerous and active group) 
can publish their works on the site and engage 
in debates. This article analyzes the contents of 
the Zagranica server in order to reveal the inter-
dependence between the national (in the sense 
of both ethnicity and citizenship), cultural and 
virtual identities of its users. One of the key cat-
egories here is ‘boundary’, whether that of state, 
language, culture or website. The study was un-
dertaken in March 2004. The article presents a 
snapshot of the situation as it stood at that time, 
with new material only used for comparison.   

Introduction

Programmers and literary scholars

The emergence of the Russian Internet as a tech-
nical medium was due to a group of computer 

programmers who were interested in setting up 
a completely new communications system. But 
the RuNet only acquired its characteristic con-
tent when people from the field of humanities 
(the literati and academics) belonging to the same 
1980s generation turned their attention to it.

Until now, these two bodies have co-existed 
and have exercised an influence over both the 
content-generating processes on the Web and 
the analytic approaches to these processes. The 
first users of literary chats and guestbooks were 
mostly those who had the technical facilities and 
knowledge to benefit from the new technology, 
the ‘techno-geeks’. They became the nucleus of 
the literary Internet. An analogy to the ‘techno-
centric’ history of the Russian Internet can be 
found in the history of ➝ web design. The first 
web designers had no arts education or skills, 
but they were familiar with web programming 
technology. (This situation to a certain extent 
persists, and it is not characteristic solely of the 
Russian Internet.)

Research Methods

The Internet as a cultural phenomenon can be 
analyzed from the standpoint of media studies, 
and focus on the influence of the form on the 
content, the search for new ways of representing 
word and thought, for new means of commu-
nication and new text-generating processes; the 
analysis can be grounded in sociology, and while 
such an approach is hampered by the lack of in-
formation on the users’ ‘real’ social status, it can 
still be effective when research is undertaken on 

The Formation of Identity on the 
Russian-Speaking Internet: Based on the 
Literary Website Zagranica (world.lib.ru)

Natalja Konradova
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The Zagranica project within Moshkov’s 
Library

The Zagranica server [2005-1] is part of 
➝ Maksim Moshkov’s library network. This library 
is a good illustration of how the Russian Internet’s 
technical beginnings influence its present-day con-
tent. The network was created by a programmer, 
one of the pioneers of Internet technology and gen-
res, who began taking an active part in online literary 
life after the popularity of his library sky-rocketed.

Zagranica and Samizdat

Zagranica [Abroad] is intended “for the creation 
of authors’ sections with travelogues and impres-
sions of life abroad” and implies self-publication. 
These features make it similar to another Library 
section –  perhaps the best known and most pop-
ular literary website on the RuNet called Samizdat 
(Self-Publication).  

(In 2005 another section entitled “Russian Im-
pressions of Life Abroad” [Russkie vpechatlenija o 
zagranichnoj zhizni 2005] appeared in Moshkov’s 
Library. Its purpose is to answer enquiries and 
provide information rather than to publish literary 
works and essays, and it has more links to other 
resources than actual content of its own. For this 
reason, this particular site is not referred to in the 
present article.)

Samizdat was originally created for the publication 
of texts that had not yet been accepted by ‘paper’ 
publishers – works by, as yet, unknown authors. 
Later on, Internet literature was to become quite in-
dependent. And though ‘paper’ publications remain 
prestigious in the eyes of Internet authors, the publi-
cation of work on Samizdat has become a genre in its 
own right, which implies that the texts are not only 
posted, but also actively discussed and evaluated.

Zagranica emerged after Samizdat and is both 
similar and dissimilar to the latter. In its original con-
cept, Zagranica was intended less for literary works 
than for impressions from ‘across the border’. In 

the basis of indirect social features (speech char-
acteristics, the reality described, etc.). Finally, 
there is the traditional quantitative and qualita-
tive textual analysis. In this particular case, the 
media approach is of little value for the study of 
the Zagranica website (since there are only two 
ways of communication in this community: texts 
are published and then discussed in the authors’ 
guestrooms), while the sociological and textual 
approaches have proven themselves to be the 
most fruitful.

State and Virtual Boundaries

In the present-day mass mythology, the main 
characteristic of the Internet is the destruction 
of ➝ boundaries of state, language, culture and 
information. At the same time, the specific func-
tion of communication – besides the exchange of 
information – is precisely the permanent desig-
nation of boundaries. The analysis of processes 
taking place on Internet websites and chats (and 
on other Web-based communicative forums) al-
lows to find out which identification features are 
of greatest importance for the web users, what 
is the shape of various Internet communities and 
whether any regularities can be observed in the 
type of websites the users choose, and in what 
way they build communicative rituals, a general 
ideology and other sub-cultural forms.

With regard to the significance of media studies: 
to my mind the question remains open as to what 
extent the ➝ platform, as a technical environ-
ment and a communication genre, influences the 
emergence of new texts. Does the Internet serve 
primarily as a means for articulation or does it 
stimulate communication that otherwise would 
not take place? The more ‘natural’ and easy way 
to handle the environment may appear to be, the 
more effective its influence on communication 
structures may be. [Henrike Schmidt]
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the Library’s table of contents, the Zagranica sec-
tion is accordingly placed in the same categories as, 
“Learn English”, “Humour”, etc., while Samizdat is a 
sub-section of Prose (thus placed next to “Translated 
Prose”, “Russian Classics” etc.). The captions of Za-
granica and Samizdat also appear in different print 
sizes on the Library’s main page, which is an indirect 
indication of their places within the total structure.

In 2005, the Samizdat journal has been allocated 
two entries at the same time in the Library’s table 
of contents. It has become a part of “Prose and Po-
etry” and a ‘neighbour’ of Zagranica. It must be said 
that the Library’s table of contents is not very logi-
cally structured or aesthetically rewarding. Maksim 
Moshkov has long been discussing this problem at 
a forum specially created for the purpose, but the 
website’s key purpose is the publication of as many 
texts as possible, at the least possible cost, both fi-
nancial and technical (“I have come up with many 
decisions while striving for ‘optimality’ [...] And I am 
afraid the only satisfactory design is the grey mon-
strosity that you see” [Maksim Moshkov’s Library 
2005-2]). This is a characteristic feature of Moshk-
ov’s policy, which has produced its own aesthetics: 
the minimalism of the ‘programmer style’ consti-
tutes the functional difference between this peo-
ple’s library and such professional projects as the 
Fundamental Electronic Library [Fundamental’naja 
ehlektronnaja biblioteka 2005] or the Russian Vir-
tual Library [Russkaja virtual’naja biblioteka 2005].

At first glance, Zagranica and Samizdat fall within 
one category of online literary projects: they are 
both self-publication sites. Most authors have 
their own pages on both servers and attend both 
forums. The common nature of the two sites is 
brought into relief by the similarity of the exter-
nal structures (all of Moshkov’s projects rely on 
the same technical environment). The main page 
allows for various classifications, which facilitate 
the search for the required texts: “Favourites”, 
“Top 20”, “Editor’s Top 40”. The search is car-
ried out according to the name of the author, the 
literary mode, and –  importantly –  the country 
described in the work (Samizdat has “genres” in-
stead of “countries”).

Nevertheless, Zagranica differs significantly 
from Samizdat in terms of the number of par-
ticipants and published texts, represented genres 
and topics discussed in the guestbooks. The users 
tend to identify themselves firmly as ‘Zagranica 
people’ (often in opposition to the ‘Samizdat 
people’). There exists a nucleus of discussion par-
ticipants and their community has a well-defined 
structure with formal roles. Although Zagranica 
contains both emigrants’ works and travellers’ 
tales, it is the emigrants who are the server’s so-
cial nucleus, and it is the emigrants who will be 
the main focus of attention henceforth.

Russia is, understandably, the favourite tourist 
destination for Russians, and it is to Russia that the 
largest group of texts published on the website re-
lates (507 out of 1,928 = 26% as of March 2004; 
1,573 out of 6,300 = 26% as of August 2005). The 
rating of other ➝ countries largely reflects the 
structure of Russian emigration (the first positions 
are taken by Israel, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
USA and Canada) and tourism. Different authors 
produce a different number of texts; these figures 
are mostly indicative of the online activity of emi-
grants in these countries.

Textual analysis shows that while Zagranica is simi-
lar to other literary websites, it has several distinc-
tive features. The three main factors will be consid-
ered below: language, literary genres and ideology.

Maksim Moshkov’s Library: Minimalism of the 
‘programmer style’.
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The Russian Language

A major factor for the primary identification and 
the subsequent separation of ‘insiders’ and ‘out-
siders’ is the author’s native ➝  language. Thus, 
the RuNet is an essentially Russian-speaking In-
ternet that brings together writers whose native 
language is Russian, but who are not necessarily 
residents of Russia. However, the permutations 
the language undergoes in a new cultural situa-
tion have an impact on the language of the emi-
grant authors of Zagranica.

The most frequent literary ‘faults’ are Cyrillic 
transliterations of Latin (English, French, German 
etc.) words or the use of Russian morphology in 
a foreign word.

Sometimes the authors engage in the ironic 
comparison of Russian and foreign languages 
(and linguistic ideologemes): “In November, 
the weather in the American Gruzija was just 
as beastly as in the Asian Gruzija” (the Rus-
sian name for Asian Georgia (Gruzija) is used 
both in its proper place and as a name of the 
American state, which should have been called 
Dzhordzhija).

These transformations follow a well-known 
principle of ‘Latinization’ which is also experi-
enced by those slang words [Ehpshtejn 2003] 
that are the most meaningful or have no ad-

equate translation. In the texts written by emi-
grants, place names are most often used in word 
play precisely because of their importance to 
people living in a new country and describing it 
both from an insider’s and an onlooker’s point 
of view.

Another distinctive principle of language play 
is the use of Soviet linguistic clichés (“the winds 
of perestrojka began to blow” [Zagranica 2005-
2]; “a brigade of common Minnesotan enjoying 
their deserved rest on a trade-union-sponsored 
group tour” [n.a., not available]; the queues to 
the Mausoleum or the Moscow McDonald’s [Za-
granica 2005-3]). The contrast with the Western 
culture produces a comic and ironic effect, which 
sometimes occurs spontaneously – without any 
intention of the author.

Literary Genres

The literary genres represented on the Za-
granica server have a very distinctive structure. 
Zagranica-dwellers tend to write prose (poetry 
takes up 18% and 43% respectively in Zagrani-
ca and Samizdat). The “article” genre occurs in 
Zagranica three times more often than in Samiz-
dat (21% and 8%), while “essays” (4.5% and 
2.6%) and “short stories” (3.7% and 1.8%) oc-
cur twice as often. Apart from these, there are 
other documentary genres in Zagranica that are 
absent in Samizdat: “sketch”, “diary”, “guide-
book” and “impressions” (42% of texts on the 
Zagranica server have been marked as “docu-
mentary”).

The situation has not changed much through-
out the period of analysis (2004-2005): the per-
centages for poetry are 19% and 37%; for arti-
cles, 18.5% and 8%; essays, 5% and 2.6%; short 
stories, 3.6% and 2%. The total number of texts 
published on Zagranica has grown three-fold be-
tween March 2004 and August 2005 (from 2,228 
to 6,412) and the number of Samizdat texts has 
almost doubled (from 94,686 to 188,125).

Server Zagranica: Reflecting the structure of Russian 
emigration.
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As shown above, the authors of the texts have 
a formal preference for documentary genres 
(i.e., they mark their texts as documentaries 
when publishing them on the server). Even 
a formal ‘work of fiction’ often turns out to 
be an unpolished letter, diary or travelogue: 
“I will describe everything as it was”; “I ar-
rived, I moved to a new place [...] this is what 
I am going to write about now”, etc. If the 
texts are elaborated and turned into works of 
fiction, the authors draw the readers’ atten-
tion to the fact that they are not telling a true 
story. Some pages contain photos instead of 
text, and the forum comments then become 
their main content.

Ideology

Political, historical and ideological problems carry 
special weight for Zagranica, as opposed to other 
literary sites. This is due, partly, to the documen-
tary character of the published texts and to the es-
tablished tradition of the Zagranica community, but 
mostly to the peculiarities of emigrant identity:

Poor command of the language, lack of understanding 
and inner aversion to foreign culture, the uselessness 
of the accumulated life experience, lack of application 
for skills and knowledge, the suspicious and disre-
spectful attitude on the part of the ‘locals’ –  all these 
objective causes make emigrants lock themselves wi-
thin their own community [...]. We are outsiders. This 
diagnosis is forever [...]. [Zagranica 2005-4]

Paradise is not quite what is made of it by the people 
outside. When you return from paradise, it’s easier to 
keep up the image accepted outside than to try to cor-
rect or dispel it. [Zagranica 2005-3]

These topics are spelled out in the texts them-
selves or on the message boards, and the de-
gree of political awareness is quite different from 
other literary sites, although it is comparable to 
the political website boards (where emigrants 
are often among the most active participants [see 
Kovalenko 2005]): “the elections and the notion 
of ‘we’ in my native country are devised by the 
goats leading the sheep to be shorn, if not to be 
slaughtered.”

The authors live in different countries, and for 
the most part their experience of life in a new 
homeland is, in one way or another, contrasted 
with the ➝ memories of the old homeland. Even 
the most integrated emigrants tend to employ a 
very traditional ideologeme expressed by the op-
position of ‘barbaric/civilized’ and ‘spiritually ma-
ture/fat’. In the first case, the new life has positive 
economic, ecological and social characteristics: 
there is freedom of travel, the social services are 
easily accessible, the cities are clean, the disabled 
are well-treated etc. In the second case, it is the 
description of the hardships of emigration that 
prevails, and the emphasis is placed upon how 

The graphomaniac: Used to write on any kind 
of paper to satisfy his passion, he now has discov-
ered his love for a place without paper at all - the 
Internet.
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the residents of the new homeland are ‘lacking in 
spiritual life’ (‘greedy’, ‘stupid’ etc.) when com-
pared to the Russians.

These persistent ideologemes reflect reality (life 
standards, social services etc.) only partially, but 
they are very much in line with the mythological 
stereotype that has historically been used to con-
trast ‘Russian character’ and mentality with West-
ern culture. These stereotypes have been elaborat-
ed by Russian philosophers, from the 19th century 
➝ Slavophiles to the Russian religious renaissance 
of the early 20th century. They conceptualized Rus-
sia as something out of the ordinary – “with a horri-
ble face, but kind inside”. This is how N.O. Losskij, 
in his History of Russian Philosophy [1991], charac-
terizes the Slavophile ideas of Ivan Kireevskij:

The fundamental features of Old Russian education are 
its integrity and sapience. Western learning is based 
on the principles of rationalism and dualism. This dif-

ference is made apparent by many facts: 1) in the West 
we see theology basing itself on abstract rationalism, 
the proving of the truth through logical links between 
concepts, while in Old Russia we see the search for 
the truth through striving for the integrity of inner and 
outer, social and personal, speculative and mundane, 
artificial and moral being; 2) in the West, the state came 
into being as a result of violence and conquest, while in 
Old Russia it was a natural development of national life; 
3) in the West we see the division into hostile classes, 
while in Old Russia they are unanimous; 4) in the West, 
the ownership of land is the foundation of civil rela-
tions, while in Old Russia property is the accidental 
occurrence of personal relations; 5) in the West, there 
exists formal logical law, while in Old Russia law is the 
natural consequence of life itself. In other words, in the 
West we can observe the opposite principles of spirit, 
science, state, classes, family rights and responsibilities, 
while in Russia, on the contrary, there is “striving for 
the integrity of inner and outer being...,” “an abiding 
memory of the relation between the temporal and the 
eternal, the human and the Divine...”. Such was life in 
Old Russia, some vestiges of which are still preserved 
among its people at present.

The cited text retells the major points of Ivan Ki-
reevskij’s conception and is full of quotes from his 
complete works [1911]. At the same time, while 
not ‘justifying’ the Slavophiles, who had had their 
fair share of criticism by the time the book was 
written, Losskij sees ‘the establishment of justice’ 
on their behalf as an important goal. This is why 
Losskij makes the conception sound even more 
graphic and polemical than Kireevskij himself. 
When this conception is transferred from the 
sphere of Russian religious philosophy to the eve-
ryday practice of Russian emigrants, it becomes 
even more graphic – perhaps even trite.

The divergence between the positions of the 
Zagranica authors along this line of evaluation 
does not depend directly on whether life abroad 
is meeting their needs and expectations. The 
same person can voice both types of opinion 
within the same work. One might write about 
the physical and spiritual strength of Russians, 
their ‘grandeur’, great heartedness, heroism and 
other classical folklore traits of national charac-
ter (the West is accordingly presented as ‘fat’ and 
‘unkind’), while at the same time mentioning the 
unstable economy, the lack of social security and 

Double-faced Alexandr Pushkin: The father of 
Russian literature is said to be of African decent.
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the violations of political rights and freedoms by 
the political ‘machine’ at home, which are con-
trasted with the openness, the democratic values 
and the economic prosperity of Western society:

I have no idea how long they had been watching my 
movements, but considering how phlegmatic and slug-
gish their nation is, as a whole, they may well have seen 
the entire performance [about the Swedes – N.K.]. [Za-
granica 2005-5]

No, I am not some stupid Swede, egged on by the 
restrictions on alcohol consumption in his country and 
hungry for cheap pleasures [...]. I am a Russian poet, an 
intellectual, living in Europe, an heir of spiritual experi-
ments of Théophile Gautier and the Count of Monte-
Cristo [...]. [Zagranica 2005-6]

You cannot live there. Why? Well, take the revolting 
concrete blocks in Repin square next to his statue. 
After Utopia, whether of the giants or Lilliputians, hu-
man life would seem unattractive to Gulliver. You can-
not bend your neck under that yoke again, the yoke of 
post-Soviet oppression and lawlessness – worse than 
that of the [Golden] Horde. [Zagranica 2005-3]

I hate this ‘Blue Light’ [the traditional Soviet New 
Year’s Eve TV-show - N.K.] because I know it’s all 
bogus. I hate the drunken New Year’s crowd in the 
streets of Soviet cities; they are mean and dangerous. 
I hate Pugacheva, her legs X-shaped, although perhaps 
she sings soulfully. I hate the ‘we’ – the fat stupid post-
Soviet swine, eyeing strangers with suspicion, self-as-
sured and boorish [...]. [Zagranica 2005-6]

I used to get fed up with their naiveté; I wished they 
could get a taste of Russian life, of the running, the 
fighting for survival, the suffering.  But now I’m thinking 
of the Russians: why run around, why struggle, argue, 
and puff yourself out? [Zagranica 2005-7]

The great Russian culture and spirituality [...] this involves 
the rapid opening, in the West of scores, of restaurants 
and little shops with names like Kazachok (The Little 
Cossack), Borshh i Slezy (Bortsch and Tears), Sleza Kom-
somolki (A Comsomol Girl’s Tear), Berezka (The Birch 
Tree) [...]. But, well, after the Russians “invaded” Great 
Britain over the last decade, there was even one Russian 
art gallery opened in London [...] and two Russian cine-
mas were closed [...]. Those who have cash bought them-
selves satellite dishes and now watch Russian TV at home, 
not worrying that they might bump into Aunt Masha from 
the local grocery store who knows all their relations and 
will shriek so that everyone in the store can hear her: 
“Vassechka, I remember you from the time when your 
drunken daddy brought you home from the maternity 
ward all covered in shit!!!” [Zagranica 2005-8]

It is noteworthy that whenever the former home-
land is mentioned, it is presented as uninhabitable 
and referred to as sovok, the Union, Soviet Russia, 
sometimes as the post-Soviet homeland, but hardly 
ever as Russia. This does not depend on when the 
writers left the country: even those who emigrated 
within the last few years still regard their emigra-
tion as the departure from sovok [this contemptu-
ous word in Russian also means “dustpan”– transl.].

Zagranica as a Virtual Locus

The evaluations and comments by colleagues and 
discussion participants are hardly ever concerned 
with the works’ literary qualities (which is not the 
case of other literary sites and Samizdat in particu-
lar). They appear if the author manages to produce 
an informative text or a fascinating story about the 
country he lives in, or if the reader has either vis-
ited this country or is a resident, there. Judging 
by the discussions, the latter is a frequent motiva-
tion for reading a particular text – apart from the 
existing connections allowing authors to exchange 
comments (just as at ‘normal’ literary boards).

It has already been noted that issues of nation-
ality, ethnicity, politics and ideology are, under-
standably, more prominent in the Zagranica texts 
and discussions than any other themes, though 
they do not constitute the absolute majority of 
topics under discussion. However, just as on oth-
er websites with a stable member structure, one 
of the most important questions – discussed on 
the boards and, after a period of time, reflected 
in the published texts – is whether Zagranica it-
self is a website visited by the same people, with 
a system of connections and discussion topics of 
its own. There is a traditional initiation ritual for 
new members: “Criticize the others, and you will 
be criticized”.

On the message board, more detailed instruc-
tions and reflections on the ‘exploration’ of the 
new website and the ‘profitability’ of online com-
munication are to be found:
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In order to appear on a new resource out of the blue, 
even if you have something to do with it, you have to 
consider yourself a part of it. This means that, at the 
least, you have to be interested in the response of its 
members to your words (why else take part in conver-
sations?). So you need some spin, you need to get inside 
this circle [...]. Another way is in starting to provoke the 
public successfully. On the other hand, getting a reputa-
tion in conversations on one resource while publishing 
your works on another is very unprofitable in terms of 
response [...]. After you have settled on one resource, 
you may well have no time or strength left for the active 
exploration of others. [n.a.]

Thus, server boundaries become the boundaries 
of space, which the ‘inhabitants’ may be unwilling 
to cross because the space has been explored, 
while the strange and unknown sites are full of 
perils:

We are not authors here [as opposed to Samizdat 
– N.K.]. We are not going to admire storiettes 2 lines 
long – Oh you have said it all! And we are ready to 
rrrrip you to pieces for any inaccuracy of description. 
Who knows the Abroad better than we do! [n.a.]

Please transfer your stories here, to Zagranica. I assu-
re you that readers are going to love them. Running 
to and fro is too much hassle. And it’s easier to leave 
comments on this site. [n.a.]

Once an online community has established its borders, 
it tries to keep to them without violating the others, 
all the while constantly monitoring the state of its own 
resource. There are counter-examples of showing 
disrespect for the ‘inhabitants’ of the Zagranica server, 
which proves the existence of this ➝ virtual space, 
which is a structural and functional analogy of physi-
cal and geographical space: “Across the border [the 
server Zagranica – N.K.] is no dearer to me than the 
whole of the former Soviet Union, which is also across 
the border from where I am.”

National and Virtual Identity

The apogee of patriotism felt towards Zagranica 
was the publication of a text headed, “I am proud 
I am from Zagranica”. (In August 2005 the original 
text could no longer be found on the server, al-
though the people who discussed it the previous 
year, are still visiting and publishing their works.) 
It was published as a separate contribution, i.e., 
with a page of its own and a lot of comments. 
Both the text itself and the comments describe 

Zagranica: Or, there is no place without borders – not even in Cyberspace.
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Zagranica, setting it against Samizdat, which is 
quite a common feature of the self-identification 
of its members:

The other day, I tried to culturally enrich myself by 
having a look at Samizdat. There are a hundred times 
more people there than here in Zagranica. These 
authors are all over each other. Just like Madonna, 
Britney and Christine. They just keep drinking each 
other’s health happily ever after. Poets are perched 
on branches like nightingales, whistling their rhymes 
in each other’s ear, and tapping the rhythm on the 
branches with their little feet. “Your composition is 
perfect – graceful as a deer!” “And the style! The sty-
le!” “You are welcome to a fresh read here, Lunok-
hod! [Moon-buggy – transl.]” “And you are welcome 
to our new verses, Mr Zvezdovich” [Starson – transl.]. 
Just the picture, The Union of Religions. Moore’s Har-
mony [what is meant here is Sir Thomas Moore’s Uto-
pia or Charles Fourier’s Harmony, that is, idyllic images 
of mutual respect and universal love, which, in the 
opinion of the author, have been realized in Samizdat 
– N.K.]. I’ve seen quite a few familiar names from our 
little place. People from Across the Border are going 
back to Samizdatia. It’s kind of stuffy there. No con-
frontations. It’s so boring without them. I’ve decided 
our Wild West is better. [n.a.]

Further on, some comments to this text ran as 
follows:

The Samizdat authors are supposed to be caring about 
themselves and their works, just as proper authors 
or graphomaniacs ought to be. Everyone brings their 
stuff, the fruit of their pains. They have no time to grub 
about in the others’ sections; the aim is to get into 
the top 8,000. The comments are more literary, too, 
they are more or less polite and well-known to every 
author: “The dialogues are fantastic, but the ending 
is a bit overworked: the dialogues are weak, but the 
ending is brilliant: a bit more fire, please: Get rid of the 
jokes: this is powerful stuff: this is weak stuff: I don’t 
get it: I understand it all, but please explain what you 
mean etc. [...].” [n.a.]

But whatever: thanks to Moshkov, we have a way of 
seeing the others and showing what we’ve got. And 
here, Zagranica is going to help you/us [well-known 
phrase from a Soviet book (and movie), 12 chairs writ-
ten by I. Ilf and E. Petrov – N.K.]. Across the border 
from Samizdat there are, of course, much fewer gra-
phomaniacs. And not only in number – the direction 
and the aim are different from the start. We are not 
supposed to be refined masters of style, but rather 
people with experience who have tales to tell: where 
you’ve been off to, who you’ve seen, what you’ve 
learned [...]. [n.a.]

Online communication that brings different users 
together under a common theme as important as 
emigration is for the emigrants, undoubtedly de-
stroys the identification boundaries of state, but it 
sets up new boundaries instead. Apart from the 
common language (which can be a uniting prin-
ciple only in diasporas, where a foreign language 
has the dominant position) and a topic of com-
mon significance (which includes, as has been 
demonstrated above, not so much impressions of 
the new country as memories of homeland), such 
boundaries are formed by the limits of the web-
site itself. The latter fact is especially noteworthy: 
it is the self-identification of regular members as 
‘Zagranica people’ that allows the nucleus of the 
community to shape their identity. At a certain 
point, membership of Zagranica becomes one of 
the primary identifying features – along with emi-
gration itself, which is always a serious traumatic 
experience.

Over the last year and a half, Zagranica has 
demonstrated a remarkable effect, which is not 
typical for other online projects: it has under-
gone practically no change. This is true for the 
topics discussed (life as an emigrant, impressions 
and observations of other cultures, political and 
‘national’ discussions), as well as for the percent-
ages of texts of different genres and forms, and 
most importantly – for the set of members. Their 
number has, of course, tripled, but this has not 
led to any significant changes in the look and con-
tent of the website.

Translation by Maria Artamonova.
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That which holds most true in the individual is 
that which, most of all, appears to be to himself, 
this is his potential, revealed by the story that 

part of himself that is wholly undefined.

Paul Valéry

Only by creating a legend, a myth, can one un-
derstand man.

A.M. Remizov

Introduction

This work is dedicated to the examination of the 
phenomenon of virtual’naja lichnost’ (virtual per-
sonality or persona) in Russian Internet culture.

The focal point of this investigation – the virtual 
persona as a form of creativity – can pop up un-
expectedly in the context of existing investigative 
literature. The creative aspect of online self-rep-
resentation has rarely attracted the attention of 
researchers. There are several reasons for this. 
Firstly, the phenomenon of ‘the virtual I (ego)’ 
has been analysed predominantly by psycholo-
gists [Turkle 1996; Suler 1996-2005], who were 
more interested in psychological rather than 
aesthetic issues. Secondly, the majority of work 
dedicated to virtual identity is based on material 
from the English-language Internet and reflects 
the reality inherent within it. However the same 
technocultural phenomena can function and be 
interpreted in various ways within the frame-
work of different cultures. 

The expression, virtual’naja lichnost’ in its 
wider sense, as its English counterpart ‘virtual 
identity’, is polysemantic and has a whole series 
of synonyms, the meanings of which only over-
lap to a certain degree. The primary definitions 
of the term are as follows: 1) an identification 

in order to get into a computer system (login, 
user name); 2) a pseudonym used for the identi-
fication of a user on an electronic medium (user 
name, nickname); 3) an abstract representation 
of the persona used for civil, legal or other social 
identification (passport number, personal code, 
finger prints, DNA); 4) a computer programme 
that simulates intelligent behaviour (robot, bot); 
5) an artificial intellect in conjunction with the 
body (android, cyborg); 6) a fictitious personal-
ity, established by a person or group of people 
which creates semiotic artefacts and/or which is 
described ‘from without’ (virtual character, vir-
tual persona); 7) an individual, as perceived or 
simulated by another; in other words, images or 
hypostases of a personality as something differ-
ent from its essence (for example, the ‘I’ [ego] as 
opposed to the ‘self’).  

In this article the discussion will predominantly 
focus on the virtual personality as defined in the 
sixth definition (a virtual character or persona). 
In this definition the virtual persona can be char-
acterized by the removal of opposition to truth 
and lies, fact and fiction, reality and unreality, ma-
terialism and idealism, which aligns it closer to 
the creation of art [Gorny 2003]. 

What place does the virtual persona occupy in 
relation to the other forms of online self-repre-
sentations? Based on a classification system of 
strategies and procedures developed for the anal-
ysis of various forms of autobiography [Spenge-
mann 1980], the creation of a virtual persona is 
predominantly the realization of a poetic strategy 
of self-invention [Gorny 2003; Gorny 2004]. It is 
worth noting, however, that this classification sys-
tem does not encompass those forms of the virtual 
persona, when the object of the representation is 

The Virtual Persona as a Creative Genre 
on the Russian Internet

Eugene Gorny (London / Moscow)
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in the USA and Great Britain the Internet had 
been accessible in academic institutions since the 
1970s, in Russia it was only in 1990 that the first 
international telecommunications session took 
place, and the first more or less feasible access 
for users only really became available in the mid-
1990s – around the same time as the appearance 
of ➝ WWW (World Wide Web) technology, 
which to a significant extent superseded other 
earlier popular Internet protocols. This, in turn, 
led to a situation where the most actively used 
environment for the development of virtual per-
sonalities on the Russian Internet was specifically 
the WWW, while in the West, the problem of vir-
tual identity was, historically, tied up with earlier, 
purely textual environments, such as Multi-User 
Dimensions (MUDs) and Bulletin Board Systems 
(BBSs).   

This difference in technologies left its imprint 
on the construction and nature of virtual perso-
nae. The open space of the WWW did not require 
‘membership’; the medium in which virtual perso-
nae lived had become ‘the whole of the Internet’, 
and not the semi-private space of games or fo-
rums. Moreover, this allowed users to go beyond 
the text and to build up the virtual persona as a 
distributed multi-media object. It is worth noting 
that the classic Western works dedicated to virtu-
al identity are based on textual environments and 
rarely touch upon the WWW. In Russia, the op-
posite was the norm. I have noted that Multi-User 
Dimensions (MUDs) – the traditional environment 
for the conceptualization of the virtual persona in 
Western literature – never played a significant role 
in Russian cyberculture. Those Russian users who 
went out onto the net before the advent of the 
WWW (the majority of whom were studying or 
working in the West), evinced a clear preference 
for political and poetic debate in Usenet groups, 
as opposed to participating in online adventures 
of the ‘dungeons and dragons’ kind.

Thirdly, one has to take into account the influ-
ence of a literature-centric Russian culture on 
the formation of virtual personae. Traditionally, 

another ‘I’ (the most striking example being clon-
ing). Correspondingly, the autobiographical mode 
should be supplemented by the biographical one, 
and at least one more procedure should be in-
troduced, which can provisionally be labelled as 
creative modelling. 

The specific character of this study lies in the 
historical approach to the material. The object of 
the research is the evolution, over the last dec-
ade, of the genre of the virtual persona on the 
Russian Internet.   

Virtual Personae on the Russian Inter-
net 

Historically, virtual identities have played a slightly 
different role on the Russian Internet than on its 
English-speaking counterpart. It is notable that 
Western studies on Internet Art [e.g. Greene 
2004] do not include virtual identities (personae) 
in their lists of genres, while at the same time in 
Russia the virtual personality is a recognized gen-
re of web-based creativity legitimized by a cor-
responding category in Teneta’s online literature 
competition [Teneta 2003].  

This divergence in research focus might be ex-
plained by the combined effect of several factors. 
Firstly, socio-economic factors played a role (the 
population’s low income levels, undeveloped pay-
ment systems etc.), which defined the specific na-
ture of the operational use of Internet technology 
in Russia. Whereas in developed countries the 
Internet quickly became available to the majority 
of the population and developed into an everyday 
life extension, in Russia it remains a luxury, “an 
acquisition of the élite” and is used predominantly 
as a tool for professional activities or self-expres-
sion [Delicyn 2005].

Secondly, the temporary gulf between the dis-
semination of the Internet in the West and in 
Russia led to a divergence in technologies, in the 
context of which experiments in virtual persona 
modelling were initially carried out. Whereas, 
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literature has played an unusually important part 
in Russian society. In conditions of authoritarian 
rule and weak civil institutions, public opinion has 
been predominantly formed by writers. In Russia, 
➝ literature has taken upon itself many roles, 
which in the West are carried out by the church, 
parliament, the courts and the media. One of the 
consequences of this situation is the attribution 
of great significance to the written word and the 
concomitant denigration of the spoken word.

This tendency has also manifested itself on 
the Russian Internet. MUDs, IRC (Internet Re-
lay Chat) channels, chat rooms and forums are 
typical of a predominance of the spoken word, 
albeit in written form. Usenet, homepages and 
blogs, on the other hand, are oriented towards 
the rhetoric of the written word [Manin 1997]. 
Therefore, the Usenets, homepages and blogs, 
in accordance with the literature-centric nature 
of Russian culture, had a higher axiological status 
for Russian users. This underlines the historical 
dynamic of the technological environments used 
for the creation of virtual personae in the Rus-
sian context. The virtual personae first emerge in 
Usenet discussion groups (such as soc.culture.
soviet and soc.culture.russian, SCS/SCR) and 
within the framework of online literary games 
(Bout Rimes, Hussar Club etc.), then they begin 
to create their own homepages, colonise guest-
books and propagate on LiveJournal and similar 
communicating blogs. All these are environments 
that are oriented towards the written word and 
literature. Spoken media and technologies (IRC, 
ICQ, Web chats and so on), are also undoubted-
ly used as environments for virtual amusement. 
However, in terms of the generation of socially 
significant virtual personae, their role has always 
been secondary. Thus virtual personae in Russia 
have a distinctly literary provenance.  

Fourthly, there is a difference in the pre-
dominant interpretative strategies. In Western 
literature the virtual persona is often discussed 
within the framework of the concept of social 
roles [Goffman 1956] and represented as a pri-

vate case of a rational “management of identi-
ties” [boyd 2002; Pfitzmann et al. 2004]. This 
approach is rather different to that of the Rus-
sian Internet, where the virtual is, as a rule, an 
artistic project, an eruption of creative energy, a 
spontaneous theatrical escapade and not some 
calculated image-making exercise. The Russian 
virtual and Western virtual identities are often 
on different sides of the stage lights. For, as a 
Russian researcher has noted, “Of itself, the per-
formance of roles is not the source of a game, 
but only signifies the adoption of a specific role 
of a programme” [Gashkova 1997, 86].

A significant amount of Western research lit-
erature is dedicated to the technical aspects of 
creating virtual characters, understood in terms 
of computer programming and robot technol-
ogy. Couched within this concept, the virtual 
persona is a technical object alienated from its 
creator and linked with him or her in terms of 
cause and effect, but not spiritually. In the con-
text of the Russian Internet, the situation is the 
opposite: here, virtual persona, as a rule, is spe-
cifically the representation of the self, it is its 
psychological and existential extension and not 
an alienated and self-sufficient mechanism (with 
the exception of cases of ‘experimental simula-
tions’ where the object is ‘an alien ego’).

Your distinction between the virtual persona in  
the ‘West’ and in Russia, is, in our opinion, based 
on the opposition of technology and spirituality, 
alienation and identification, rationality and spon-
taneity and, as such, mirrors the stereotypes con-
nected with the dispute between ‘Westernizers’ 
and ➝ ‘Slavophiles’. Aren’t you afraid that using 
these stereotypes might contribute to their con-
solidation? [Katy Teubener / Henrike Schmidt]  

I can answer with a parable. There’s a deep-
rooted stereotype that it is cold in Siberia in 
winter. The fact that it is a stereotype doesn’t 
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Virtual Personae on Usenet

One can talk about ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ forms of 
virtual personae. The former are content to re-
strict themselves to a pseudonym, whereas the 
latter create an image. The first ‘strong’ forms of 
virtual personae appeared on the Usenet news-
groups at the end of the 1980s and the first half 
of the 1990s. These were fictitious characters 
employed as intermediate agents in the endless 
Usenet flame wars – online slanging matches. 
Virtual personae also began to appear in the more 
peaceful contexts of literary creativity.

Vulis: squealing sorcery

The most famous creator of such characters was 
Dmitrij Vulis, whose story has been examined in 
detail in an article by Julija Fridman [1998]. Vu-
lis’ creatures were multi-faceted. For example 
he sent messages in the name of the “Simulation 

Daemon”, whose signature proclaimed that “this 
article was written by an artificial intelligence 
programme” and included the phrase “better 
an artificial intelligence than no intelligence at 
all” which was particularly offensive to his oppo-
nents. As Fridman puts it:

The new Daemon, in addition to its artificial intelli-
gence, was notable for completely non-human fan-
tasy. It intensively and inventively spewed forth filth 
aimed at the opponents of its learned master, it told 
stories from their biographies (atrocious and atro-
ciously private rumours), which were then illustrated 
in accurately executed pornographic pictures in ASCII 
graphics. [ibid.]  

Another of Vulis’ creatures was Rabbi Shlomo 
Rutenberg. He selected Dmitrij Pruss as the ob-
ject of his attack, a Jew by nationality, a person 
who, according to Fridman’s characterization 
was “a peaceful, gentle-hearted, highly educated 
intellectual and father of three children”. Ruten-
berg called Pruss “a Soviet-Nazi anti-Semite” and 
“a renowned Jew-phobic punk from Russia”, and 
called upon the Americans to send complaints 
about Pruss to his employers, which is what they 
assiduously proceeded to do. Pruss was not dis-
missed but was forbidden from using the Internet 
and a psychotherapist was assigned to him.

Vulis did not blanche at stealing identities. Thus, 
in order to compromise his opponent, Peter 
Vorob’ev (who was an adherent of H.P. Lovecraft 
and considered himself an expert in black art ), Vu-
lis and his accomplices created an e-mail account 
from which “the counterfeit Vorob’ev immedi-
ately began to send to all newsgroups excerpts 
from criminal (according to American standards) 
racist texts calling for genocide”. At the same time 
the public’s attention was drawn to “the racist 
Vorob’ev” the effect of which quickly produced re-
percussions: at work the real Vorob’ev was show-
ered with complaints and his account at Panix.com 
was shut down by the administration.

The end of this story is revealing. Although in the 
virtual war Vulis and his creatures seemed to be in-
vincible, they could not withstand a blow from the 

make Siberian weather any warmer. In other 
words, stereotypical ideas are not necessar-
ily inadequate: they can reflect some essential 
features of reality. Another thing is that stere-
otypes tend to disregard subtleties, to ignore 
exclusion and to ascribe general significance to 
particulars. For example, there are bears in Si-
beria but it is not true that they used to roam 
the streets. The same applies to the role of per-
sonal networks (‘collectivism’ + ‘personalism’) 
in Russia. Their role here is different than in 
the West. It is not a mental construction but a 
perceptible reality of daily life. The challenge is 
how to describe and explain them in a sensible 
way. I don‘t think that exposing them as facts of 
false consciousness is the most effective way to 
deal with the problem. [Eugene Gorny]
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real world. Some colleagues of the “poor, hunted 
Vorob’ev” reported Vulis to the FBI. It is still un-
known what happened to the corporeal Vulis – but 
he disappeared from the net leaving only his bad 
name and ill repute behind him.  

In recounting this story, Fridman [1998] draws a 
direct parallel between the virtual battle between 
Vulis and Vorob’ev and the magical struggle be-
tween the two French occultists Boullan and de 
Guaita at the end of the 19th century. This ap-
proach would appear to be justified: The Internet 
allows one to influence the thoughts, emotions 
and lives of people without making physical con-
tact and at times it can be used as an instrument 
for ‘black magic’. A classic case – described in lit-
erature – is a virtual assault in the multi-user game 
LambdaMOO in which a character is turned into 
a zombie with the help of computer software 
[Dibbel 1993]. 

Golems, zombies, homunculi, the theft of the 
name (and by implication the soul that is linked 
with that name) and other magical essences and 
procedures are being actualized in cyberspace 
with striking regularity. The popularity of occult 
studies among a number of active figures in the 
Russian Internet has added to this.

You refer to “black magic” as a phenomenon 
characteristic to the activities of virtual per-
sonalities. If that is a central motive in the 
‘texts’ analyzed here, one should comment on 
the fascination of the (Russian?) net commu-
nity for esoterics, conspiracy, occultism. Some 
of the virtual personalities you refer to – as 
those created by Vulis, or the Robot Dacjuk 
– are furthermore linked to openly extrem-
ist resources/ideologies. With regard to the 
demiurgic motive of the (de)construction of 
identities the proto-totalitarian impulse of such 
projects (based for example on Nietzsche, just 
to name one) should be mentioned. [Henrike 
Schmidt]

AI Simulation Daemon: “Hi! I’m an artificial intel-
ligence simulation of a typical Soviet émigré.”
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when the centre of creative activity moved to 
the World Wide Web.  

Virtuals on the WWW

Muxin: a virtual with a human face

The first virtual on the Russian web was Maj Ivan-
ych Muxin (the correct English spelling of the 
name would be Mukhin; the traditional spelling 
is adopted here). If Vulis created his virtual self 
in the image of “a monster, a terrible beast with 
the forked tongue of a venomous pig” [Fridman 
1998], then Muxin, according to the definition of 
his creator and self-perpetuating secretary was “a 
virtual with a human face” [N. 1998].

The public found out about “the first and last 
pensioner on the World Wide Web” from an 
interview with Muxin, published on 6 October 
1995 in the Estonian Russian-language newspa-
per Den za Dnem [Babaev 1995]. The image of a 
pensioner who had been born “in Vjatka in 1917, 
three days before the sad events that shook the 
world” and who had stayed alive to see “the 
other revolution – the computer revolution” 
was not only unexpected but also realistic. The 
Internet in those days was very exotic and the 

Teneta: Net literature and the virtual per-
sona

Usenet was not only about “flame wars”: an ac-
tive literary life was on the boil in the newsgroups. 
Moreover, many people preferred to publish 
their poetry and prose under a pseudonym and it 
is only one short step to go from pseudonym to 
virtual. In April 1995 ➝ Leonid Delicyn, himself 
no stranger to writing, decided to collect and put 
into some order literary texts published in the 
soc.culture.soviet and soc.culture.russian (SCS/
SCR) newsgroups. Thus the first Russian online 
literary journal DeLitZine came into being on  
the server of Wisconsin University, where Deli-
cyn was, at the time, writing a dissertation on 
geology. In June the following year, on the basis 
of this journal and with the active participation 
of Aleksej Andreev (a mathematician and poet 
also studying in the USA at the time) Teneta, the 
online Russian literature contest was established. 
The organizing committee was made up of virtu-
ally all the active Russian Internet figures of the 
age. It is worth noting that the formation of a 
Russian net community came about specifically 
because of literature – although the majority of 
the participants were representatives of the nat-
ural sciences and not one of them was a profes-
sional man of letters.  

Teneta quickly evolved: new categories were 
introduced reflecting the specific nature of net 
literature. Among these was the category for 
virtual persona (virtual’naja lichnost’), which 
boasted such sterling characters as “the virtual 
lover Lilja Frik” (an obvious allusion to the avant-
gard poet Vladimir Majakovskij’s real lover, Lilja 
Brik), who wrote verses, and the virtual cat Al-
lergen, who, in addition to poetry, wrote essays 
on the theme of virtuality. Teneta’s founders 
also took part in this category themselves: Ale-
ksej Andreev as Viktor Stepnoj and Mary Shel-
ley and Leonid Delicyn as Leonid Stomakarov. 
This occurred when it became possible to write 
in the Russian language using Russian script and 

Teneta.ru: Introducing the virtual persona as a genre.
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progressive pensioner struck the public’s imagi-
nation. The reporter Mirza Babaev announced 
that he had communicated with Muxin via the 
Internet and only a short while after had met him 
in person. This is how Muxin’s apartment was 
described:

I am sitting in Maj Ivanych’s place in his cosy little 
room in Vjaike-Kaar Street, I am drinking Ceylon tea, 
on the walls there are photographs of relatives and 
certificates of honour; on the bookshelf is a collection 
of Russian and foreign classics, an antique issue of The  
Elocutionist… In the stove the birth logs are crackling 
away merrily. And by the window on a low ancient 
table covered with a lace tablecloth flickers the display 
of a PC 486-DX. [ibid.]

In the interview Muxin narrated the story of his 
life, including many colourful details. He explained 
the basic terminology of the Internet to his read-
ers and demonstrated how to write a hypertext 
document and how to insert links and images into 
it, taking, as an example, the verses of an old So-
viet song.  

The interview was a great success: it was 
re-printed by several Moscow magazines and 
translated into Estonian. It is even rumoured 
that Lennart Meri, then President of Estonia, 
made a reference to the progressive pensioner 
from Tartu (without, admittedly, mentioning his 
name) in one of his speeches about plans to in-
crease Internet use in the country. In the sec-
ond interview [Babaev 1996], Muxin added to 
his credibility paradoxically by including details 
that seemed highly unlikely. As an illustration, 
a photograph was published in which a smiling 
Maj Ivanych, in a forester’s uniform, was seen 
with Brezhnev and Broz Tito (in the text Muxin 
commented on the circumstances that led to 
the photograph being taken). The interview was 
carried out by e-mail, at that time totally un-
precedented (this was the first online interview 
published in Russian).

The plausibility of Muxin’s image, created by a 
multitude of colourful everyday, biographical de-
tails and his inimitable style was strengthened by 

his living presence on the Internet. Thus, as one 
of the first Russian Internet users, he created his 
own homepage [Muxin 1997], gave advice to be-
ginners on how to use e-mail and wrote poetry 
on the online Bout Rimes game. Like a new Ad-
miral Shishkov [writer and minister of education 
in early 19th Russia, promoting a ‘purification’ of 
Russian language, – the editors], Muxin tried to 
Russify foreign words and came up with amus-
ing Russian terms for the translation of Internet 
realia: thus, he would translate the World Wide 
Web as Povsemestno Protjanutaja Pautina (liter-
ally, “the Universal Extended Spider’s Web”) 
and interface as mezhdumordie (literally, “inter-
snout”).

Muxin enjoyed both affection and respect on the 
Internet. In 1998 he was elected President and 
Honorary Chairman of the Teneta literary con-
test [Teneta 1998], and the Virtual Russian Library 
was almost named after him [Gornyj, Litvinov, 
Pilsshikov 2004]. It is noteworthy that Mirza Ba-
baev, who contributed to his fame by his writings, 
has also been a virtual personality. There was cer-
tainly no initial indication that both Maj Ivanych 

Maj Ivanych Muxin: The plausibility of the incredible.
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Muxin and Mirza Babaev were fabrications, ficti-
tious people or virtual personae (virtualy). Many 
users believed in their reality, while those who 
were aware of the mystification played the same 
game treating them as real personalities.

Having admitted that he was Muxin’s creator, 
➝ Roman Lejbov, a Tartu philologist and one of 
the founding fathers of Russian cyberculture, an-
nounced that “he considered Maj Ivanych to be a 
completely real character” [N. 1998]. This com-
ment leads to an interesting question: how are 
these virtual personae perceived by the authors 
who have created them? What are they and what 
do they signify to their authors? In other words, 
what is the ontology of a virtual persona? Is it that 
their creators have multiple personalities, or, in 
the words of Mercy Shelley [2004] are they “mul-
ti-persons” (multpersonaly)? Or do they relate to 
their virtual personae as something separate from 
themselves? It is impossible to give an unequivocal 
answer to this question: in many cases the author 
feels that the virtual persona is both an essential 
aspect of his self and something separate and in-
dependent [for analogies with literary creativity, 
see Gornyj 2004]. Thus, from the point of view of 
the authors, the virtual persona is simultaneously 
an expression and a construction, a fantasy and 
reality, an object of creativity and an independent 
subject. Its ontological status is ambivalent, as is 
its attitude towards its creator.

Being the first fully-fledged virtual, Muxin had a 
significant effect on the subsequent modelling of 
virtual personae on the Russian Internet. He pro-
vided an example which was later imitated and 
repulsed.

Paravozov: the spirit of the server

On 24th December 1996 “Vechernij Internet” 
(the Evening Internet), “a daily commentary on 
the Russian and world net”, edited by Anton 
Nosik, began publication on the server of the Cit-
yline company. Each issue consisted of hypertext, 

stuffed with links, 12-20,000 characters in total 
(2-2,500 words). ➝ Nosik wrote on a wide va-
riety of subjects, but the Internet provided both 
themes and the method of writing: even sub-
jects that were distant from the net were unfail-
ingly illustrated with references to net resources. 
Vechernij Internet’s popularity was extraordinary, 
considering the scale of the Internet at the time 
– and on average, each issue was read by 2,000 
people daily.

The following year was marked by a boom in 
web commentaries (web-obozrenija). This genre 
included reviews of websites, computer advice, 
commentaries and musings on various subjects 
through the prism of the net. A list called “All 
Commentators”, compiled by Aleksandr Ro-
madanov [Aleksroma 1997-1998], consisted of 80 
or so web commentaries – an amazing figure for 
the Russian Internet, still in relative infancy. Essen-
tially, these regular columns were the first Russian 
blogs. However, unlike the blogs of the next mil-
lennium, their theme was not life and commentar-
ies on it but the net and what was happening on it. 
The virtuality of the commentaries’ subject matter 
led to the virtualization of their authors. The first 
web commentator to demonstratively don the 
mask of a virtual persona was Ivan Zrych Paravo-
zov, with his column “Paravozov-News” [1999].

Paravozov was invented by Aleksandr Gagin, 
who worked, at the time, as a systems analyst at 
Jet Infosystems. He started posting his comments 
on the net, which were an explosive “mix of lyri-
cal writings, aphorisms and puns for all sorts of 
occasions” [Gornyj, Sherman 1999-2] even be-
fore the launch of Vechernij Internet in Novem-
ber 1996. Paravozov’s innovation was his very 
image: he renounced human form and declared 
himself a “spirit of the server”. This persona was 
causally linked to the author, but at the same time 
it demonstrated a significant level of autonomy. 
Sometimes Paravozov argued with Gagin; in this 
respect, one episode involving Paravozov dur-
ing an IRC-conference is revealing [Paravozov 
1997]:
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Presenter [asks a question from “solntse”]: So, are you 
or are you not Gagin?
Paravozov [to solntse]: Of course I’m not Gagin, I’ve 
already discussed this.
gagin [to solntse]: I write Paravozov.
Paravozov [to Gagin]: You liar, what do you have to do 
with it? Stop sucking up. Next you’ll be saying you’re 
Kadetkina and Anikeev [another virtual personae, well-
known on the Russian Internet at that time – E.G.].

Gagin explained the appearance of Paravozov by 
both his tendency to systematize real phenom-
ena [see r_1 2004], and by an emotional outburst 
brought on by an argument among Zhurnal.ru’s 
authors about how to write about the Internet. (It 
is also from this, from the abbreviation ZR, that 
his patronymic Zrych comes). The choice of the 
genre of virtual persona was influenced by anoth-
er, unspoken factor: the desire to hide behind a 
mask to avoid problems at work: Jet Infosystems, 
where Gagin worked, would not have approved 
of his net activities.

Using the example of Paravozov, one can ob-
serve how innovation in the genre developed. 
Two processes, well known to sociologists and 
anthropologists, played a leading role here: imita-
tion, facilitating the continuity of culture [Tarde 
1895], and emulation, rivalry, the desire to sur-
pass one’s contemporaries, being a powerful mo-
tive for creativity and responding to the appear-
ance of “cultural configurations” [Kroeber 1944] 
– constellations of creative people during a spe-

cific period. On the one hand, Paravozov joined 
in the game initiated by Zhurnal.ru; on the other, 
he set himself against it, choosing, he believed, an 
alternative strategy.

It is curious that Gagin’s own style is so differ-
ent from that of Paravozov and that Gagin the 
journalist has never attained the popularity of the 
virtual persona he created. What is more, Gagin 
treats Paravozov’s work as if it was not himself 
doing the writing it: “Looking at these texts to-
day, I don’t understand why they are the way they 
are, and I don’t recognise the person who wrote 
them.” [c.f. r_1 2004]

Katja Detkina: a girl with a passport

From the outset, Paravozov’s personality laid no 
claim to authenticity and needed to be treated as 
a game. Soon, however, a persona appeared on 
the Russian net whom many people believed to 
be genuine. This was Katja Detkina, whose vir-
tual life and death stunned the Russian Internet. 
Briefly, this is her story:

16th February [1997]. The exposure of Katja Detkina is the 
first major scandal on the Russian net. An article appeared 
in the electronic journal, CrazyWeb, in which it was stated 
that the real author of “KaDetkina’s Observations” (Det-
kina 1997), the sarcastic “obziranija [an untranslatable ne-
ologism derived from obozrevat’, ‘to observe’ or ‘to com-
ment’ and obsirat’, obscene, to ‘shit upon’ or ‘defame’ 
– E.G.] of the Russian Internet”, which have been coming 
out since the beginning of the year, was Artemij Lebedev. 
The authors stated that KaDetkina’s writings contained, 
“material which is slanderous and insulting to specific 
companies and individuals” and that Lebedev, who had 
so crudely “gone for” his rivals should take responsibil-
ity, even criminal responsibility. […] On 3rd March [1997] 
it was announced that Katja Detkina had died tragically 
in a car accident. This news produced a stormy reaction 
among the net public – the virtuality of this persona was 
not obvious to everybody. [Gornyj 2000-1]

Stylistically, Katja Detkina looked to two con-
temporaries, both of whom wrote Internet com-
mentaries – Muxin and Paravozov. But neither of 
them completely suited her. Her strategy was to 
take the best from them – “the design structure 

Gagin and Paravozov: Like looking into a mirror.
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of a website” from the first, and “literacy and 
memories of better times”, from the second. It 
was understood that she would write in her own 
way and on her own themes.

The illusion of reality was strengthened by con-
vincing biographical details, photos of her pass-
port (which she published as a proof of her real-
ity) and a recognizable style.

Having analyzed Detkina’s style posthumously, 
Zhitinskij [1997] came to the conclusion that 
➝ Lebedev was her author: “the style of Kadet-
kina and the style of Tema [Lebedev] are a single 
style”. However, Lebedev only admitted that he 
was the author much later. In a private conver-
sation in 2005, he stated that one of the factors 
that prompted him to create Katja was dissatis-
faction with existing web commentaries, not one 
of which, in his opinion, looked at websites from 
a professional point of view:

Her task was to compensate for the shortage of ‘trade’ 
texts. Nosik wrote about politics and Gagin about in-
teresting sites. Kadetkina began to put into practice 
my idea about the Wall Street Journal – a publication 
which looks at the world, taking into account the ex-
istence at companies of owners and people responsi-
ble for events of various kinds.

The result of these attempts, was, as seen pre-
viously, completely different: the virtual persona 
Lebedev created ‘with professional intentions’ 

acquired a life of its own, and her ‘virtual life and 
death’ put before the net community a mass of 
philosophical and moral dilemmas.

Retrospectively, it transpired that web commen-
tators, Katja’s closest contemporaries (whom she 
set herself against), were not the only ones she 
could be compared with. Discussing the Detkina 
phenomenon, the Kiev philosopher Sergej Dacjuk 
likened her to the wandering mountebanks (sko-
morokhi) of old Russia and indicated parallels in 
the history of Russian literature [Dacjuk 1997-1]: 
“Barkov [a notorious 18th century author of ob-
scene poems – E.G.] is Katja Detkina’s predeces-
sor. Pushkin and Lermontov are her prototypes”. 
The meaning of ‘the case of Detkina’, in Dacjuk’s 
opinion, goes way beyond the bounds of the In-
ternet. According to Dacjuk’s conception, Katja 
died because “she was the first to call a shit a 
shit”. She did so in a stylistically brilliant way, and 
as a result was persecuted by Internet ‘society’ 
for her bravery and talent.

Another conception interpreted the events in 
more prosaic terms, as a struggle for influence and 
money. In this version, Lebedev, hiding behind the 
mask of a virtual persona, intentionally ridiculed 
his competitors in the field of setting up websites 
to order. His competitors (Altukhov and Kolcov) 
took offence, started to rip off the mask and tried 
to hold him to account. Lebedev, seemingly fear-
ing the unpleasantness that threatened him, made 
an unexpected move and killed his persona. When 
the truth about his authorship was revealed, many 
people took offence, thinking they had been taken 
for a ride. But the character he had created proved 
so strong that public opinion turned against his op-

Katja Detkina: The illusion of reality.  

Isn’t the case of Katja Detkina exactly the sort 
of “calculated image-making exercise” – rather 
than “an eruption of creative energy, a sponta-
neous theatrical escapade” – that you attribut-
ed to virtual personae of Western origin? [Katy 
Teubener / Henrike Schmidt]

Lebedev
86, 212
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ponents as well, who were blamed for the death 
of a young and delicate girl, albeit imaginary. 

The first interpretation exploits the traditional 
counterposing of genius and the masses; the sec-
ond portrays the case as a war of corporations in 
which both sides use underhand tactics.

Another, discursive, approach is possible, though, 
in which the participants in the conflict express 
impersonal, rambling strategies and their under-
lying ideologies. Detkina’s rhetoric turned out, in 
a sense, to be a return to the morals of Usenet, 
where refined abuse, which inevitably became per-
sonal, was the normal way to conduct a discussion. 
But on this occasion, however, no discussion was 
able to take place. First of all, unlike Usenet news-
groups, the web, with its columns and homepages, 
did not allow opponents to meet ‘face to face’. Sec-
ondly, the two entities were ordered by different 
rule sets. Two ideologies clashed, two notions of 
freedom and responsibility. The first notion looked 
to the Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace; 
the second to the criminal code. The first originat-
ed in the concept of the net as a space of unlimited 
freedom of self-expression, not governed by the 
laws of the ‘old world’; the second equated words 
with deeds and demanded accountability for ‘slan-
der and insult’, before a worldly court. The clash of 
discourses and the worldviews that stood behind 
them led to the conflict being turned into an ethical 
problem, which was recognized even before the 
tragic climax [Gornyj, Ickovich 1997].

News of the Katja Detkina’s death shocked the 
Russian net community. Despite all the revelations, 
many people refused to believe in her virtuality, 
right to the end. Death was too serious a subject 
for them to suspect it was a joke. In the guestbook 
of “KaDetkina’s Observations”, on the Kulichki 
site, virtual tears were shed, obituaries and po-
ems dedicated to Katja were written (records of 
this have unfortunately not survived). The ‘killing’ 
of Detkina by her creator and the dynamics of the 
public reaction to her death have raised a whole 
range of questions, which no-one previously had 
reason to think about. What are the allowable lim-

its of net mystification, beyond which, games and 
jokes become deceit and manipulation? Is it ethical 
to kill a virtual? What is the ontological nature of 
a virtual persona – how does it differ from a real 
person, on the one hand, and a literary character 
on the other?

Nosik, emphasizing the unreality of Detkina, 
compared her to a literary character (Turgenev’s 
Mumu) and made sarcastic observations about the 
over-serious attitude to her death [Nosik 1997-
1]. He was seconded by Artemij Lebedev, who 
referred to the fictitious nature of the characters 
created by his forefather, Lev Tolstoj and refused 
to take responsibility for the “fruit of someone’s 
imagination” [c.f. Zhitinskij 1997]. These argu-
ments did not convince the writer, ➝ Aleksandr 
Zhitinskij. He pointed out an important differ-
ence: while a literary character was by default im-
aginary, then the level of reality of a virtual persona 
was not clear – a virtual persona could quite easily 
turn out to be real. Hence, the difference in reac-
tions to what happens to it. He agreed with the 
‘people’s opinion’, voiced in Detkina’s guestbook 
– “You can’t joke about such things!” – and ex-
plained why he believed the story of her death 
was amoral: 

If there is a real Ekaterina Albertovna Detkina, then 
in any case she has been badly treated – in the case 
of a real death by the fact that it has been turned into 
a farce; in the case of a hoax, by the hoax itself. Why 
bury someone alive? […] The unethicality is in the 
poor treatment of a real person – if that person ex-
ists. If it doesn’t, then what is ugly is the fact that hav-
ing earned the trust of some of the public, it has been 
forced to cry over a fantasy (and here it’s not a case 
of “I’ll shed tears over a fantasy” – it’s not those sort 
of tears). [ibid.]

A virtual persona, according to Zhitinskij, occupies a 
middle ground between a real person and a fantasy 
character; the closeness to either of these poles 
depends on how convincing it is. Detkina’s author 
was unethical, according to Zhitinskij, in the way 
that he made her too convincing and, in this way, 
misled the public. By passing off an illusion as real-
ity, he used his created character to manipulate the 
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consciousness of the auditorium to elicit the reac-
tions he needed. The line between art and social 
engineering turned out to be blurred.

Detkina, like Muxin, Babaev and Paravozov 
before her, whose experiences she rejected, be-
came a model for imitation – both in respect of 
the form and style of net creativity, and in respect 
of principles for constructing a character. Imita-
tors appeared: for example, a certain Kotja Det-
kin, who claimed to be Katja Detkina’s brother 
and wrote web commentaries under the title 
“Kodekada”. But her influence was wider than 
that: later generations of virtuals, by using her 
experience, were able to create something new.

Mary Shelley: Reflection on the nature of 
virtuality

In October 1997 a certain “Hog” (khrjak) ap-
peared in the guestbook of the Vechernij Internet. 
It amazed the reader with its energy, wit and ex-
traordinarily obscene style. This was a ‘pen test’ 
– the first phase of the creation of a new virtual. 
Soon afterwards, Sergej Dacjuk stated [1997-2]: 
“The style and direction of Katja Detkina has, this 
week, been given an unexpected continuation. 
This is a newcomer to RuNet – Mary Shelley, writ-
ing in the genre of a sarcastic mockery [steb].”

The productivity and variety of genres in Mary’s 
creative work were tremendous. A complete list 
of her works and references to critical reaction 
can be found on her homepage [Shelley 1997]. 
Mary’s witty comments on what was happening 
on the Russian net were supplemented by her 
self-reflections: in the article Is it easy to be virtual? 
[Shelley 1998] she discussed the nature of virtual-
ity and gave practical advice to creators of virtu-
als. This article became part of her novel Pautina 
(The Web) [Shelley 2002] – “the first novel about 
Russian Internet – how can we describe it? – life” 
[Kuricyn 1999], “the first novel about the Inter-
net written by a virtual character” [Frei 1999], 
“a theory-novel of virtual literature” [Adamovich 

2000]. The novel was a futurologist reflection on 
the computerized world and contained numer-
ous references and allusions to the phenomena 
and personalities of the Russian Internet. Shel-
ley’s next novel, 2048 had no such references 
[Shelley 2004]. 

Asked about the origins of Mary Shelley’s per-
sona, Aleksej (Lexa) ➝ Andreev, who admitted 
to being the creator, pointed out that the persona 
was constructed by contrast [in Shepovalov 2002]. 
First of all, Shelley’s style dated back to Usenet, 
“where everyone swore”, in contrast to the “ru-
dimentary RuNet”, “where everyone is friendly 
and fusses around”. Secondly, “the image of this 
sprightly but educated girl without complexes” 
contrasted with the predominance of men on the 
Internet at the time.

The meaning of the literary associations in the 
choice of name is evident: the historical Mary 

Mary Shelley:  “Is it easy to be virtual?”
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Shelley was the author of the novel, Frankenstein, 
which describes an artificially created living be-
ing – a prototype of future cyborgs (and virtu-
als). With the help of the metonymical transfer of 
meaning, the new Mary Shelley became a virtual, 
fabricated personality, while her actual creator 
took the role of Frankenstein: the author and the 
character changed places.

The new Mary Shelley wrote short stories, ar-
ticles and plays, devised web projects, put on 
radio plays, wrote columns and gave interviews. 
Her pen (or rather her keyboard) belongs to the 
Manifesdo of Anti-grammatacalaty [Shelley n.d.], 
which became the theoretical basis of the ac-
tivity of so-called ➝ padonki (distorted podonki 
– scum, bastards) and their Internet mouthpiece 
at the time – the website Fuck.ru and its later 
reincarnations such as Udaff.com and Padonki.
org. The main characteristics of padonki’s slang 
include the use of obscene words, deliberate-
ly erroneous spelling (erratives) and specific 
speech formulas. By 2005, the slang infected 
Russian LiveJournal (Zhivoj Zhurnal) and ac-
quired a non-official status of the ‘language of 
ZhZh’ [see about the padonki movement as well 
Gusejnov 2005; Vernidub 2005].

In 1998 she came first in the Teneta contest, in the 
virtual persona category. At the awards ceremony 
Mary came forward in the form of a real girl with 
an attractive décolletage which led to some lively 
commentaries in the web media. The personality of 
Mary’s ‘boyfriend’, Percy Shelley, was not developed 
sufficiently, but these two names merged with the 
publication in print of the two novels mentioned, of 
which “Mercy” Shelley figures as an author. 

Her wit and sharpness of style provided a basis 
for comparing Shelley and Detkina. However, the 
similarity ends here. In contrast with Katja, Mary 
never claimed to be real (in this she is closer to 
Paravozov): the biographical details she gave had a 
decided air of parody about them. Her image re-
quired people to treat her playfully, and the diver-
sity of genres in her work and use of various media 
brought her closer to Muxin and Babaev. Her ex-

ample of self-reflection became a leading motif of 
the next generation of virtuals.

However, her closest peers, as often happens, 
preferred not to compete with her but to take the 
opposite direction. The virtual that appeared several 
months after Mary Shelley had practically nothing in 
common with her. Instead, the creator of the new 
virtual persona reproduced devices familiar from the 
work of Vulis but on an even greater scale.

Robot Dacjuk: the de-personalization of the 
author

In December 1997 Andrej Chernov and Egorij 
Prostospichkin [2002] started a project called 
“Robot Sergej Dacjuk™” (RoSD™). It consisted of 
a text generator and supplementary commentar-
ies. The initial material was the work of the Kievan 
philosopher and journalist, Sergej Dacjuk, quoted 
above. Chernov’s personal dislike of Dacjuk’s 
texts, which he found pompous, empty and 
badly written, served as the motivation for his 
creation of the generator. However, as Sergej 
Kuznecov [2004, 198] pointed out, having de-
voted several articles to this story, “the project 
gradually went well beyond a joke, and RoSD™ 
acquired the characteristics of an esoteric or-
der and any texts, whenever they were written, 
started to be ascribed to the Robot himself”. 
The task of Chernov, an adherent of Aleister 
Crowley, who had set himself up as a black ma-
gician, was the virtual destruction of the real 
Dacjuk, his replacement by a robot and his oust-
ing from cyberspace. In order to achieve this 
goal he took vigorous action: creating branches 
and subdivisions of RoSD™ on various sites and 
actively contaminating all sorts of guestbooks in 
the name of the virtual Dacjuk and even faking 
the real Dacjuk’s homepage.

Anton Nosik pointed to English-language proto-
types of The Robot Dacjuk – Scott Pankin’s auto-
matic complaints generator and the Virtual Cyrano 
Server (a generator of love and farewell letters) 

Pa
do

nk
i

77
, 1

87



169THE VIRTUAL PERSONA AS A CREATIVE GENRE ON THE RUSSIAN INTERNET

and estimated the technical quality of the Robot 
as far from being perfect [Nosik 1997-2]. In a few 
days, answering to the alarmed Dacjuk’s message 
about Prostospichkin’s activity who announced a 
vacancy of the editorial position of Dacjuk’s Cul-
tural provocations website, Nosik furthermore 
demonstrated clearly that Prostospichkin was 
himself a robot-generator and that Dacjuk thus has 
tilted windmills [Nosik 1997-3].

Sergej Dacjuk devoted several articles to the 
analysis of the case of the robot named after him 
[Dacjuk 1998-1, 1998-2]. In the article Interac-
tive de-personalization of the author he saw in the 
robot’s activities a manifestation of Internet-wide 
tendencies:

The question could be put thus: is it ethical or unethi-
cal (moral or amoral) to deprive an Internet author of 
his rights to published works on the Internet via his de-
personalization. However, it is the old notions of ethics 
or morals in particular which lose their meaning here. 
The diversified de-personalization of authorship, carried 
out by my opposite, is largely what THE INTERNET IS 
DOING WITH AUTHORSHIP IN GENERAL. […] The 
performative paradox of interactive authorship on the 
net is a mainstream process of the de-personalization of 
ideas, thoughts, texts – it is a step into the virtual reality of 
meanings. [Dacjuk 1998-2]

At the same time he noted that the activity of the 
robot is not constructive because it does not give 
rise to any new meanings – on the contrary, it blocks 
out the meanings with irrelevant noise. In that he 
was correct. It seems that his mistake was that he 

took the robot too seriously, entered into a dialogue 
with it and ultimately agreed to his own destruction 
as an author, justifying this with philosophical consid-
erations about “the nature of Internet authorship”. 
Unlike Vulis’ victims, he did not start writing com-
plaints but accepted his own fate almost without 
resistance. As a result the text generator defeated 
the person: Dacjuk practically disappeared from the 
Internet, stopped writing on Internet-related topics 
and re-qualified himself as a political analyst.

Dialogue forms: forums and guestbooks

But it may not have been just the robot. The Rus-
sian net itself was changing rapidly. The growth 
of the Internet soon made it boundless, and the 
improvement in search engines devalued the 
manual work of describing and assessing sites. By 
the end of 1997 the genre of web reviews began 
to diminish; in 1998 it had faded out completely, 
and in the spring of 1999 Vechernij Internet (sub-
sequent irregular issues aside) ceased publication. 
The Russian Internet entered a new phase of its 
development.

First of all, there was a shift from monologue 
to dialogue forms: interactive forms of web com-
munication such as forums and guestbooks came 
to the forefront. This, on the one hand stimulated 
the development of public discussions and of new 
forms of net literature, and, on the other hand, 
it generated the problem of the relationship be-
tween static and dynamic forms of electronic 
publication [Gornyj 1999].

Guestbooks were flooded with anonymous 
contributors and virtuals. Sometimes this gave 
rise to interesting forms of collective creation, 
but more often than not the invisibility and uni-
dentifiability of the authors facilitated psychologi-
cal repression: freedom from the limitations of 
the ‘real world’ degenerated into the freedom 
to be insulting. The Usenet flame wars were re-
incarnated in a new but related medium of web 
forums. Virtual personae contributed to this proc-

Sergej Dacjuk: Virtual destruction of a real person.
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ess. As Dmitrij Bavilskij noted, discussing forums 
on the Russian Journal, “the degree of emotional-
ity (vulgarity) of those who write on a forum is in 
direct proportion to the degree of their virtuality” 
[Bavilskij 2002]. The positive aspects of virtuality 
were notable in web-based role-playing and liter-
ary games where virtual masks were used for fun 
and creativity, rather than as a means of evading 
responsibility as was the case with forums.

The second feature of the post-web-reviewer 
period was the raising of the standard of reflec-
tion and self-reflection. Apart from questions of 
virtualization, at the centre of attention were 
problems of the ontological and epistemological 
nature of self, self-identification mechanisms, the 
construction of the ‘I’ and ‘others’. Or, to adopt 
the taxonomy of autobiographical forms [Spenge-
mann 1980], there was a shift from self-expres-
sion and self-invention to self-scrutiny.

Namnijaz Ashuratova: systems of self-iden-
tification

An obvious example of this shift was Namnijaz Ashura-
tova – a conceptual web-artist and virtual personality 
of the new generation. In her projects she graphically 
demonstrated the mechanisms of the formation of 
stereotypes of thinking and subjected them to fierce 
➝ criticism. The project, “System of self-identifica-
tion” is described thus:

The visitor is given the option of creating a composi-
tion of symbols, which determine his or her unique-
ness. An international identificational jury examines 
this data and gives each visitor an assessment (index 
of identification). The principles of assessment are not 
known and, generally speaking, they can change every 
now and then. Perhaps the behaviour of the jury is 
governed by such principles as political correctness or 
ethnic hatred – who knows? [Ashuratova 1999]

The limitations of choice with a pre-set list of sym-
bols of mass culture, the Kafkaesque unknown 
nature of the criteria used by the “international 
jury” and strange classifications (thus, gender is 

represented by the following variations: male, fe-
male, unisex, ➝ gender, macho, feminist) both 
undermined the idea of uniqueness and forced 
each visitor to think about the mechanisms for 
the construction of the self. Within the taxonomy 
of forms of  virtual persona used in this text, this 
approach can be described as analytical model-
ling, by which the object of the modelling is the 
subjectivity of members of the auditorium, ex-
posed as an imaginary construction.

Another project of Ashuratova’s, the “Enemy 
Processing System” [1999-2002], allowed the 
user to choose an object of hate, represented by a 
generalized term (“Russian”, “woman”, “poofter”, 
“capitalist”, “hacker”, “me” etc.) and a photograph 
of the person representing this concept. Accord-
ing to the results of the poll, which went on for 
three years, the most popular objects of hate were 
“American”, “priest”, “whore”, “communist”, 
“Jew” and “Chechen”. Not only the stereotypes of 
those who took part but the very principle of the 
poll itself was subjected to ridicule.

As with her other projects, Namnijaz worked not 
with real things but with their projections (which 
is a common trait of conceptual art). At the same 
time, the criteria of choice and assessments were 
not completely clear and the possibility of arbi-
trary falsifications remained. As Sergej Kuzne-

Enemy Gallery: Choose an object of hate. 
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cov [2000] pointed out, “Namnijaz Ashuratova’s 
project lays bare the absurdity of most online 
polls, their unrepresentativeness and fundamen-
tal uninterpretability”. But a wider interpretation 
is also possible, implying the establishment of the 
futility of any polls or elections.

The emphatically hard-hitting art projects by 
Namnijaz Ashuratova were successful and won 
several prizes. Soon the author of Ashuratova 
revealed himself. It was the media-artist Andrej 
Velikanov. A dialogue was published between Ve-
likanov and Ashuratova [n.d.], where they argued 
in a similar manner to that of Gagin with Paravozov, 
and Muxin with Lejbov. Thus, Velikanov declared 
that one of his reasons for setting up a virtual hy-
postasis was the desire to be able to take part in 
festivals and competitions under another name (to 
which Ashuratova laconically replied: “You pig!”). 
On the other hand, Velikanov admitted that he 
was oppressed “not only by the presence of a [his] 
physical body but also by belonging to a particular 
gender and ethnicity”. From this came the creation 
of a bodiless virtual and a radical change of identi-
fying features. In the dialogue the already familiar 
motif of an autonomous persona strengthening over 
time can be heard: gradually Namnijaz transformed 
into an “independent creative unit”.

Namnijaz’s political incorrectness, growing 
“into misanthropy in menstrual periods”, links 
her with Katja Detkina; her name identifying her 
as “a person of Caucasian ethnicity” [a term used 
to describe non-Russian peoples on the country’s 
southern borders such as Azerbaijanis, Chechens, 
etc.- E.G.] with Mirza Babaev; and the use of soft-
ware for self-modelling with Robot Dacjuk. Re-
flection on virtuality brings her closer to Mary 
Shelley, but now, not only virtual but any person-
ality proves to be constructed.

Eugene Gorny: Self-knowledge

Myself aimed to contribute towards the devel-
opment of “virtual reflexivity” with mainly three 

projects, which applied the concept of virtuality to 
the self of the author rather than to an artificially 
created person (as in the case of Mary Shelley) or 
to ‘man in general’ (like Ashuratova). In the first 
case, the self was constructed from quotes found 
online which described the author from the out-
side [Gornyj 2000-2]; in the second, from quotes 
the author extracted from different sources such 
as books [Gornyj 2001-1]; in the third – from de-
scriptions of subjective experiences of situations in 
which the external and internal combined as one 
[Gornyj 2003]. Thus, various theories of the self 
were tested empirically: the constructivist (the 
personality as a sum of social roles and external 
reactions to its manifestation); ➝ post-modern-
ist (the personality as a collection of fragments 
of the discourse practices of other people); and 
the psychedelic/symbolic (the personality as the 
manifestation of deep experience). The aim of 
these experiments was to understand ‘what ac-
tually is’, i.e. self-knowledge in the broad sense 
– perhaps even leading to the idea that no self in 
the absolute sense exists or, to put it another way, 
that any self is relatively real.

Crisis of genre

On the 1st April 1998 The Exposure of Ivan Ka-
pustin [Kapustin 1998] was published on “Russian 
lace”. Its basic idea was that “there are practi-
cally no people in cyberspace”. Listing the figures 
of the Russian Internet one after another (the ar-
ticle is something of a personological compen-
dium), the author revealed the virtual essence of 
each individual personality in succession.

This parody of conspirological research is an 
apposite illustration of the theory about the inde-
terminate status of the virtual persona: a virtual, 
i.e. someone’s presence on the net as a person-
ality, is determined by their having a name; the 
author who remains beyond the bounds of the 
net is essentially anonymous; this means that 
the author of a virtual could be anyone. Conse-
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quently, there could be one author for all of them 
(as Kapustin, himself a virtual persona, ultimately 
argued).

There is an unexpected parallel to The Expo-
sure of Kapustin in Muxin’s response to “Infoc-
racy” [Gornyj, Sherman 1999-1] – a collection of 
biographies of Russian Internet figures:

[…] a good half of the list of ‘best people’ raises all 
sorts of doubts on the issue of existence in so-called 
reality. Read, for example, the biography of the first 
and last personalities on the list – Verbickij and Cher-
nov. Take note – the first and last. Alpha and Omega! 
A game of pure reason.  [c.f. Lejbov 1999]

The text is undoubtedly ironic: the genuine 
existence of well-known Internet personali-
ties is called into question by a virtual persona 
who claims to be more real than them because 
of its greater artistic cogence. The aesthetic 
criterion (verisimilitude) is also a criterion of 
reality.

By the end of the 20th century the virtual per-
sona as a creative form lost its former popularity 
on the Russian Internet. The previously created 
virtuals were exhausting their functions: “the 
departure from the scene of Katja Detkina, Ivan 
Paravozov, Mirza Babaev, Linda Gad and many 
other ‘masks’ indicates that their creators had not 
only deconstructed their personalities but also 
successfully reconstructed them back” [Andreev 
2002]. Of course, virtual personae continued to 
be created but now as a degenerate form on the 
periphery of Internet culture. Virtuals ceased to 
‘make weather’ on the Russian net and turned 
into a regular technical means of hiding one’s real 
identity, employed by the mass user. ‘The great 
era of virtuality’, it seemed, was gone for good. 
But then, the LiveJournal came along.

Virtuals on the LiveJournal

“I’ve created two virtuals. I’m in five communi-
ties,” says altimate [2004]. “I had several virtu-
als, which no longer exist, and I have several 

‘friends’, who are believed to be my virtuals, al-
though in fact they aren’t,” responds moon_lady 
[2004]. “I’ve created a virtual who doesn’t write 
anything,” complains e_neo [2003]. “I’ll create 
some virtuals and then banish them in especially 
perverted ways,” dreams bes [2005]. “I created 
a hundred virtuals and made a community for 
them!” – gushes esterita [n.d.]. ligreego [2004] 
succinctly explains what virtuals are and why they 
are necessary:

It’s when you start to acquire a dual (triple, quadruple) 
personality, and you set up, for example one (2,3,4) 
more LiveJournals. You call yourself Masha, work out 
everything about her from biographical details right 
down to the colour of her knickers. And you start 
thinking and writing as she would. For what purpose? 
Because then you can demonstrate various sides of 
your “I”; one virtual draws while another sings.

Another of the frequent reasons given for the 
creation of virtuals is the impossibility of being 
sincere in the public/community environs of the 
Russian LiveJournal. The writer, Zhitinskij, ex-
claimed:

Three-quarters of what comes into my head I can’t al-
low myself to write in LiveJournal because of the “dis-
parity” of age and position, unworthiness, shameful-
ness, wife, children, unsuitability, stupidity, total idiocy, 
pity for people and contempt for myself. What’s left is 
what is quite unnecessary to write. [maccolit 2003]

In response, well-wishers advised him to “set up a 
virtual or write in private”.

But virtuals are not always harmless. “User ryk-
ov set up several virtuals, which write various filth 
in my name in comments,” said another_kashin 
[2005]. “One virtual takes the piss out of the en-
tire ru_designer community,” rants alex_and_r 
[2004]. An explosion of public anger was brought 
about when one popular user took revenge on an-
other user by spreading rumours on the LiveJour-
nal about the death of the other user’s daughter.

Identity theft is also common. In the majority of 
cases, clones are created, i.e. users whose names 
are similar to that of the clone, to which is usu-
ally added the use of the userpic and imitation of 
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the ‘original’s’ style. A clone can have its journal 
or leave comments in other journals, confusing 
readers who, out of inattentiveness, identify the 
clone with the original author. A clone can be 
used for some innocent fun, but equally as a pow-
erful weapon in a virtual war.

Misha (Mikhail) Verbickij, a mathematician and 
web publicist, was an active participant in Usenet, 
a gatherer of various online archives and an editor 
of extremist web publications, such as The End 
of the World News [EOWN], The North [Sev-
er] and the “anti-culturological weekly :Lenin:“ 
[2002]. ➝ Verbickij’s creations are distinguished 
by their stylistic monotony, fixations on images of 
‘the lower part of the body’, unprintable obsceni-
ties, calls for violence and murder, the use of por-
nographic pictures and his own abstract drawings 
as illustrations, and text graphic features.

The formal model of Verbickij’s discourse is 
simple and easy to imitate. However, the prob-
lem is that it is difficult to tell the parody from an 
original, which is a parody in itself.

The stereotyped reproduction of the same set 
of reactions, ideas, quotations and stylistic meth-
ods gave grounds to speak about the transforma-
tion of Verbickij the man into ‘Robot Verbickij’ 
(by analogy with Robot Dacjuk) a long time be-
fore the appearance of LiveJournal [Nechaev 
n.d.]. In LiveJournal, however, this metaphor was 
put into effect: a clone of Verbickij (tipharet) ap-
peared with a user name which differed from the 
original by only one letter (tiphareth). The clone’s 
journal combines, in random order, quotes from 
the original’s journal and presents its hyper-real-
istic imitation. 

Historians are people too… When I fuck you I tell 
you the story [in English – E.G.]. Kill kill kill Shit and 
soil. Execute and resurrect. And again execute. Ba-
sically until one journalist, one deputy, banker, DJ is 
killed every day – Russia will not be great. [tipharet, 
10.01.2005, currently unavailable]

Verbickij’s journal (along with some other, ex-
tremist, web journals) was shut down by the ad-
ministration of LiveJournal in June 2005 following 

an online flashmob “Kill NATO”. This provoked 
an ardent discussion about the limits of freedom 
of speech and the flow-out of some Russian Live-
Journal users to other blogging services.

The second case is the cloning of r_l. It is under 
this user name that ➝ Roman Lejbov, the Tartu 
literary critic and writer, one of the pioneers of 
the Russian Internet and, ‘founding father of Live-
Journal’ is known in LiveJournal and beyond. In 
July 2004 a user set up a series of diaries with 
similar user names (r__l, r_l_, r_1 etc.), took as a 
userpic, Lejbov’s own self-portrait, and started to 
post, in Lejbov’s name, insulting comments and 
other journals, using quotes from Lejbov himself 
(who did not always steer clear of Usenet style) 
[rualev 2004]. Soon, the fake was exposed. Some 
users came to Lejbov’s defence, others gloated. 
Lejbov was advised to ask the Abuse Team for 
support but he acted differently: he ended his di-
ary for a while and then made it “friends only”. 
Like Dacjuk and unlike Vorob’ev before him, he 
chose not to complain. Theoretically speaking, 
one should note that clones as a variety of virtual 
personae are the realization of the procedure for 
modelling someone else’s self by means of copy-
ing. However, the precision of this copying and its 
functions can vary. In the case described above, 
the copying was selective (only obscenities were 
chosen from the whole body of text), and had a 
mostly parodying function. Despite the successful 
deactivation of the clones, Lejbov did not go back 
to the public: the spectre did its job, forcing a real 
person to retreat into the shadows.

Sometimes, though, things are different. For 
example, the administration of LiveJournal closed 
the account of the user, fuga, who wrote a diary 
in the name of the aforementioned Aleksej (Lexa) 
Andreev. The closure was carried out at the re-
quest of Andreev, “in which he demonstrated 
that the diary was a falsification by extraneous 
persons, who were using his name and material 
from surveys in Time O’Clock (TOK) without au-
thorization” [Anisimov 2002]. It is worth noting 
that Andreev compared the LiveJournal virtuals 
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with the virtual personae of the early Russian web, 
giving distinct preference to the latter:

What happened to me was neither the first nor the 
last case. I saw how people were using other people’s 
names and photos… There are diaries of Lenin, Putin 
etc. But I haven’t yet seen any genuinely interesting 
virtual personalities on LiveJournal, as the first RuNet 
virtuals were, like Katja Detkina. [ibid.]

Another point worth mentioning in the context of 
the LiveJournal is the phenomenon of de-virtuali-
zation – meetings ‘in reality’ of users who know 
each other only via the Internet. The traditional 
place for such meetings of Moscow LiveJournal-
ists is the O.G.I. club founded by Dmitrij Ickovich, 
and other similar establishments, such as the re-
lated chain of Pirogi cafes and the Bilingua club.

Which virtual personalities are the most popu-
lar in LiveJournal? A brief analysis shows that they 
are either those who write well or those that are 
well described. It is not surprising that the vir-
tual personalities with the most friends and sub-
scribers in LiveJournal are professional writers: 
Sergej Lukjanenko (doctor_livsy, 4,779 friends), 
Dmitrij Gorchev (dimkin, 4,685 friends), Alex 
Exler (exler, 3,604 friends), Max Frei (chingizid, 
3,392 friends) (data of 4 August 2005). Never-
theless, well-made virtuals whose characters are 
completely different from their authors (i.e. vir-
tuals in the strict sense of the word) are able to 
compete with them successfully. One example is 
the diary of Skotina Nenuzhnaja (useless bastard; 
username skotina) [2005], whose character was 
an evil-minded cat that used the catchphrase “I’ve 
pissed under the chair. Great!”, which acquired 
the status of a LiveJournal saying. Skotina’s crea-
tive world dried up quite quickly and in Septem-
ber 2004 the diary formally ceased to exist. Nev-
ertheless, Skotina still had 1,755 subscribers half 
a year later and the diary remained one of the 
most popular in the LiveJournal, with more read-
ers than Nosik, Zhitinskij, Lejbov.

An equally important factor is that of recogni-
tion, or whether the personality being created is 
well-known. There is a separate category in Live-

Journal for virtual personae that imitate the famous. 
At one time Aleksandr Pushkin was publishing two 
of his poems per day (one in the morning, one in 
the evening) on LiveJournal [pushkin 2002]; émi-
gré writer Vladimir Nabokov appeared briefly, 
writing sometimes in Russian and sometimes in 
English [nabokov 2005]; financial speculator and 
philanthropist George Soros shared his views 
about life [soros 2003]; the disgraced oligarch, 
Mikhail Khodorkovskij posted reports from his 
prison cell [khodorkovsky 2005] and (of course) 
Vladimir Putin was there too, albeit in the form 
of an RSS feed translation, but in several versions 
at once: as Vladimir Vladimirovich™ [Mr. Parker 
2005] and as Resident Utin [Group of comrades 
2005]. 

The cloning of popular LiveJournal users could 
be seen as a private case of impersonation of 
famous people. In both cases, the procedure of 
modelling is used, but if in the case of clones it 
takes the form of copying, with famous people it 
takes the form of recreation of the model. The 
last of these could also occur among LiveJournal 
users as well. For example the remake of Mikhail 
Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita [buzhbumrl-
yastik 2005], which takes place in the present 
and whose characters are popular members of 
LiveJournal. However, to quote the well-known 
axiom, “nothing is new under the moon”: both 
re-writing classics and the introduction of Inter-
net figures (including virtual ones) into creative 
literary works is, one might say, an established 
practice. An example of the former is the Mar-
garita and Master project by Aleksandr Maljukov 
and Aleksandr Romadanov [1997], an example of 
the latter is the novel Pautina by Mercy Shelley 
[2002], and an example of the two combined is 
the novel by Kataev Brothers (a pseudonym), Calf 
Butted with a Chair [1999-2000]. The works in 
which virtual personalities become literary char-
acters and the authors are revealed to be virtual 
personae are a vivid example of the convergence 
of belles-lettres and cyberspace in the common 
environment of imagination.



175THE VIRTUAL PERSONA AS A CREATIVE GENRE ON THE RUSSIAN INTERNET

The development of the virtual persona genre 
within the LiveJournal as a whole has been ex-
tensive: there are hardly any new construction 
models, but the old ones are being constantly 
re-worked and revised. Among the main innova-
tions, Maksim Kononenko’s (mparker’s) project, 
➝ Vladimir Vladimirovich™, which began in 
LiveJournal and acquired a popularity unseen by 
blogs and commercial success, is worth noting. 
The ironic portrayal of the Russian president and 
his entourage, and the daily commentaries on top-
ical events within the virtual reality of Russian life 
constitute an artistic project that seems to have 
no direct analogy in the previous development of 
the genre. However, the main significance of Live-
Journal is in the appearance of a numerically huge 
community of users distinguished by a high level 
of connectedness. There is a wide range of virtu-
ality among users – from complete identification 
(with the use of a real name, biographical data 
and contact details) to almost complete anonym-
ity (especially common among “observers” or 
“lurkers”, who themselves contribute very little 
if anything at all). The virtual persona as a creative 
form is developing in the space between these 
two polarities.

Conclusion

The first Russian virtual personae, or virtuals, as 
they are termed in colloquial speech, appeared 
in the pre-web period. In the early stages of the 
Internet, the possibility of easily creating “figures 
that do not exist in nature” [Exler 2000] was a 
novelty and experiments in this field were espe-
cially intensive. A whole constellation of virtual 
personae emerged on the Russian Internet, won 
fame and notoriety and became models for later 
imitation. However, the boom in virtualization 
quite quickly went into decline. By the end of the 
1990s the life cycle of popular virtual personae had 
run its course and the majority of them had left 
the stage; virtuals, like the Internet as a whole, 

had ceased to be perceived as something new 
and had started to irritate and become banal. Be-
ing a virtual became unfashionable and, in certain 
circles, even a cause for shame. However, the 
story of virtual personae does not end here. The 
appearance of blogs signalled a further democra-
tization of the Internet and gave users a simple 
and convenient tool for self-expression (and self-
invention). In Russia the incredible popularity of 
LiveJournal – a server of online diaries with the 
added possibility of controlling your circle and 
building up your own community  – provided the 
impetus for a whole new wave of virtuals.  

The virtual persona is a specific form of online 
self-representation, and a discrete creative genre 
on the Russian Internet. Unlike the English-lan-
guage Internet, this genre is recognized as just 
that and has been legitimized with a correspond-
ing category in a major Russian online literature 
competition.

The virtual persona is typologically linked to no-
tions of illusory or artificially created personalities, 
which have a greater or lesser amount of free will. 
The closest literary analogies to the virtual persona 
are the character and lyrical hero. However, the 
virtual persona is not just a literary phenomenon; 
the capability of various virtual personae to inter-
act within a single world (cyberspace) is a distin-
guishing feature of this type of creation.

The development of the virtual persona as a 
genre on the Russian Internet can be explained 
by a number of factors. First of all, the oppor-
tunity presented by the electronic medium to 
construct identities anonymously. This is a char-
acteristic shared by the Internet as a whole, but 
on the Russian Internet it was put into practice in 
a specific way. 

Secondly, the appearance of striking examples 
of virtual personae during the creation of the Rus-
sian Internet, which combined the qualities of lit-
erary heroes (description) with direct activity on 
the Internet (action) and which put into practice 
the principles of the game and of mystification. 
The model was infectious and a chain reaction re-
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sulted. The genre developed through processes 
of imitation – reproduction of ready models – and 
emulation – the desire to surpass them. The joint 
action of mechanisms of imitation and repulsion 
led to modifications in the genre and reflections 
about its nature.

Thirdly, development of the virtual persona genre is 
supposedly facilitated by such tendencies in Russian 
culture as literature-centricity and personalism. 
The former indicates a major role for literature 
and the written word as opposed to the spoken 
word; the latter is the perception of social activ-
ity, more in personal than impersonal terms and 
a tendency towards an ➝ essentialist view of 
the nature of personality. The appearance of such 
personae as Muxin or Detkina may be accidental 
but they are unlikely to have become so hugely 
popular and given rise to a wave of imitators if 
they had not found a resonance with the cultural 
models shared by users.

Translation by Robert Greenall.

Comparing the West and Russia has always been 
a sensitive topic. Whatever one says, one will be 
classified in terms of some existing ideological 
trends. I try to abstain from thinking in binary 
oppositions or, which is almost the same, from 
any ideologies. I neither consider myself as a 
‘Westernizer’ nor a ‘Slavophile’ but rather as a 
historian whose aim is to give a sensible explana-
tion of historical facts. I’m aware that alternative 
explanations are possible and I’d be interested 
to see them. [Eugene Gorny]
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Abstract

This article is dedicated to the protest cultural 
practices taking place on the Russian Internet and 
concentrates on the non-normative networked re-
source, Udaff.com. The analysis commences with 
an examination of the following projects: “What 
we dislike Mascaw for?”, “Vladimir Vladimirovi-
ch™” and “The portrait of the President”. These 
projects reflect different aspects of networked 
artistic practices that cannot be thoroughly ana-
lyzed in the given article but nevertheless provide 
a backdrop to the Udaff.com activities.

The main areas of the study are: the Udaff.com 
subculture and its relation to the cultural main-
stream; the reasons for the perception of the 
Udaff.com subculture as a protest one; the na-
ture and the means of expression of such protest. 
Also, some attention is paid to creative activity 
as the main method of participation in the Udaff.
com community – the literature of Udaff.com is 
viewed as forming a separate, artistic trend, that 
of ‘male literature’. Particular attention is paid to 
the study of this literary trend as an example of a 
new way to generate and develop cultural trends 
within the virtual space.

Terminology: counter-culture, subculture

The terms, ‘subculture’, ➝ ‘counter-culture’, 
‘underground’ began to appear in academic dis-
course during the 1960s (although the first men-
tion of them dates back as far as the 1930s). The 
choice of the term ‘counter-culture’ and its popu-
larity as a definition of the youth protest move-

ments stems from the 1950s-1960s. All such phe-
nomena can be defined through their opposition 
to ‘culture’: they place themselves ideologically, 
symbolically and socially outside the scope of the 
official culture, but are incapable of independent 
existence.

Initially the terms, ‘subculture’ and ‘coun-
ter-culture’ were perceived and used for the 
description of the spheres that lie outside the 
‘high’, legitimate, sacralized culture supported 
and reproduced by the élites. Because only the 
‘high’ culture could be called ‘The Culture’, such 
spheres came to be viewed (even by themselves) 
as ‘non-cultural’ or ‘counter-cultural’.

The general opinion, today, is that culture as 
such, has a highly differentiated character and in-
cludes all sorts of different practices: sacred and 
profane, professional and folklore, official and 
underground; all subcultures being the subsys-
tems of one culture.

Thus the term, ‘counter-culture’ has no defi-
nite scientific value and is used in this study only 
as ‘the speech of another’s’ – within the quota-
tions of the Udaff.com participants. Observers 
may but mark in passing that perhaps it is the el-
ement of the opposition – definitely stressed and 
underlined in this term – that attracts the Udaff.
com members in their tendency to use it. 

The subculture can be termed as that subsys-
tem, which is defined by the code of the larger 
system but which has a certain range of its own 
particular characteristics: the signifying character-
istics (certain ideology, symbolism), the behaviour 
(certain patterns and models of behaviour, rituals) 
and the social characteristics (subculture is always 
produced by certain social strata). Such subsys-
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antitheses. Its destruction of hierarchies, its free-
dom, its universality, its absence of time and the 
immediacy of its forces, its disguise, its playing, its 
grotesqueness – these are the defining character-
istics of the carnival [Bakhtin 1990]. The carnival 
character of some of the cultural phenomena al-
lows us to think and act differently from usual, 
and the accepted course of things is temporar-
ily suspended. One possible modern example 
of such carnival political activity is that of ‘street 
parties’ (music and dance parties – legal or illegal, 
announced or spontaneous, taking place on high-
ways and blocking traffic). During such parties, 
gaiety, disguise and playfulness adopt the func-
tions of political action.

Walter Benjamin, in his essay, The Author as 
Producer (Der Autor als Produzent) remarks that a 
creative work may be called “revolutionary” if, in 
the course of its production and in the suggested 
method of its consumption, it destroys a rigid 
specialization of capitalism. Such creative work 
invites each and every one of us to participate; it 
destroys the difference between the author and 
the spectator; it makes the spectator a participant 
of the creative process, thus challenging the hier-
archical labour distribution [Benjamin 2002]. 

Jean Baudrillard, analyzing the gradual disap-
pearance of the traditional political struggle and its 
practices in the West-European arena postulates 
the conformity of resistance strategies to those of  
control. If the dominant method of social and po-
litical participation is the vote, the acquisition and 
expression of one’s opinion, then it is the apathy 
and the absence of opinion, the ironic estrange-
ment, inaction and silence that become the legiti-
mate means of struggle [Baudrillard 2002].

The formation and development of art 
trends on the Internet

The third, useful theoretical set belongs to a 
rather new and barely investigated problem. It 
touches upon the essential change in the meth-

tems, as well as the ‘high’ (dominating) culture 
are equally capable of reproduction [Sshepanskaja 
2004, 27-31]. It is possible to introduce some 
changes into this definition as far as the virtual 
subcultures are concerned, for there the likeli-
hood of the signifying activity is very limited, the 
norms, the behaviour patterns and the rituals are 
conditioned by the technological parameters, and 
the participants are but the virtual characters, not 
connected directly and indissolubly to any physical 
presence and social status.

Culture as resistance. Theoretical prin-
ciples

Culture as politics and cultural activity as 
➝ resistance  –  these are the topics whose ex-
amination and study became the subject matter for 
the works of Karl Marx, Antonio Gramsci, Walter 
Benjamin, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, 
Mikhail Bakhtin, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guat-
tari, Michel Foucault, Jean Baudrillard, of different 
schools of cultural studies and many others.

Culture is political in its nature. It forms our ideas 
of the world and of the domestic life around us, 
it creates the systems of interpretation of events, 
it provides the material for our fantasy and deter-
mines the frontiers of the imaginary. Through the 
prism of its cultural experience a human being in-
terprets its past, acts in its present and builds up its 
future. Culture, thus, is the means of social control. 
Creating the cultural images and patterns alterna-
tive to those in existence and dominant, working 
to broaden the frontiers of the imaginary, the cul-
tural activists and the works of their art lead a real 
political struggle [see Duncombe 2002].

In cultural resistance terms, three sets of meth-
ods would seem useful for the interpretation of 
the networked artistic projects.

Mikhail Bakhtin, discussing the nature of the 
medieval carnival, wrote that all the habitual re-
ality, the hierarchies, the values and the images 
were changed within the carnival space into their 
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ods of creation, formation and existence of ar-
tistic trends and practices, with the arrival and 
spread of the Internet. One of the brightest 
examples of this process is the aforementioned 
Udaff.com, which shall be the focus of attention 
in this article.

Today, the new generation and production of 
cultural phenomena are very frequently connect-
ed with the networked ➝ platform that becomes 
one of the forming centres of an artistic practice. 
In this article, the term ‘platform’ is used to des-
ignate the website and large networked portal in 
all its numerous connections with the community 
it gives rise to, with the processes and the results 
of that community’s labour and with the cultural 
phenomena of the past and the present. Also, for 
this term, the orientation of the resource towards 
the support of creative initiatives and the stimula-
tion of the creative processes is underlined. The 
‘platform’ offers its visitors, not only the grounds 
for the discussion, but also an opportunity for 
their self-education and, sometimes, a choice of 
the instruments of their creativity. 

Such a site is usually created for the working 
with and the representation of some specific ar-
tistic product and is generally constructed accord-
ing to the chosen format. In the course of the de-
velopment of its resource a complete, articulated 
artistic community organizes around it. And the 
site itself accumulates quite a sizeable number of 
artistic products. The chosen and unfiltered ar-
tistic works, uploaded to this site and available 
online, become models for other participants’ 
creative work and assist in the development of 
the given artistic practice. The bulk of the artistic 
works, together with the discussion surrounding 
them (all accumulated in the resource) become 
integral components in the formation of the new 
cultural discourse.

In general, such a resource is capable of gener-
ating and assisting the formation of a new artistic 
trend and helps to change the cultural landscape.

One of the most interesting characteristics of 
such a process is that some, purely technical, 

decisions may become principle and fatal. For in-
stance, such resources usually need to have quite 
an authoritarian system of filtering. The introduc-
tion of rating and voting systems allow singling 
out of the most popular works that later make 
their way to the externalized ‘official’ offline cul-
ture. There are also other systems of reward and 
distinction. The chat and offline meetings help to 
consolidate the community.

Frequently, the majority of the participants in such 
processes are not professionals in the sphere pre-
sented by the resource, and the artistic practice is 
usually rooted, not so much in the history of art but 
in folklore practices. Thus the artistic trend is partly 
generated and sometimes forever constrained 
within the limits of digital and offline folklore.

The process of originating such resources is 
quite an interesting one. Most frequently, they are 
created and supported by the enthusiasts with-
out any financial help or immediate profit. The 
typical organization of the grant system in the art 
sphere (which primarily concerns the countries of 
Western Europe) excludes the support of such ini-
tiatives, for they arise spontaneously, quickly and 
without any predictable direction of development. 
One has to note that the success of resources thus 
generated is far from being general. The durability 
and success of such resources depend on many 
factors, some of which – except from those men-
tioned above – may not be so easily verbalized.

“What we do not love Mascaw for?”

“What we do not love Mascaw for?” – is “the 
Russian people’s questionnaire”, the net project 
of Sergej Teterin [1999]. The project grew out of 
a page-questionnaire into a much bigger series 
with a website with guestbooks, competition for 
the best design and the design of the sign-stripe, 
“the newcomer” for guests of the capital to wear 
and an exhibition in the ➝ Gel’man gallery. At 
its peak, this web questionnaire climbed to tenth 
place in the Rambler.ru Top100 rating scale, in 
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the section on “Politics”, for the number of visi-
tors to the site.

The basis of the project – its idea, its title and its 
content – lies with one and only one question: 
“What we dislike Mascaw for?”, the orthogra-
phy parodies here the “a”–pronunciation of the 
Moscovites (or, better, “Mascovites”). Initially, 
visitors to the page were supposed to choose 
between three answers “Mascaw is a parasite on 
the body of the regions; Mascaw likes to search 
the newcomers pressing them against the walls 
of its houses and throw them out of their own 
capital for no clear reason; the Mascovites look 
down on the provincials (to put it lightly) […]” 
[Teterin n.d.]. Once something like 600 people 
voted (and it became clear that they were chiefly 
offended by “Mascaw’s super-arrogant parasitism 
in its relations with the regions”), Teterin closed 
the vote down and opened three guestbooks 
with three topics for discussion: “Whether it is 
easy for the non-Mascovites to live in Mascaw?”, 
“Why the Mascovites dislike the newcomers?” 
and “Whether one can realize oneself without 
Mascaw?” The author writes: 

Immediately, the furious battles heated up […] It be-
came obvious that Russians who live beyond MKAD 
(Moscow Ring Road) have much of pent-up resent-
ment against Mascaw customs. The Mascovites felt 
much the same way about the provincials. But what 
was still gratifying is that there were some constructive 
appeals for the coalition and conciliation [...]. [ibid.]

At the Gel’man gallery exhibition the most radi-
cal site’s comments in different pieces of hand-
writing were shown, as well as some unpleasant 
pictures of Moscow and variants of the “new-
comers’ stripes” design. The parallel with the 
fascist stripes worn by Jews in Hitler’s Germa-
ny is not accidental. The decree of Moscow’s 
Mayor, ➝ Jurij Luzhkov, on the obligatory 
three-day registration of newcomers has already 
earned its reputation as fascistic. This decree is 
unconstitutional because it limits the right of 
citizens to free travel and opens up a broad field 
of misuse on behalf of the militiamen responsi-
ble for its execution. The Moscow government 
clearly considers this to be the only way of find-
ing a balance in the situation of Moscow’s being 
the centre where major businesses locate their 
head-quarters, generating tax revenue for the 
city, as well as it being the centre of the accu-
mulation of capital and of employment vacancies 
and massive opportunities.

In realizing this simple idea of his, the author 
did not expect to receive substantial feedback. 
Essentially, the project was a success, due to 
this one brilliantly formulated question. Eve-
rything else, people made by themselves: they 
left several megabytes of forum, they invented 
sign-stripes for the “newcomers”, they partici-
pated; they expressed their support or disap-
proval.

A project that has chosen hatred for its theme 
is especially difficult to execute. Because this 
work has received wide recognition and the 
leading newspapers have written about it, the 
author was accused of speculation [Romer 
1999] and political ambition. The flow of nega-
tive comments, abuse and accusations meted 
out to the author have lead to Teterin’s frequent 
refusals to speak in public, especially on TV, and 
to his expressions of regret at having “got him-
self into all that”.

On the other hand, he admitted that he ex-
posed an urgent problem, not didactically, not 
“from above” as in some sort of political declara-

Newcomer: Stripe to be worn by guests of the capital.   
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tion, but artistically, allowing the problem to ap-
pear by itself, in its own fullness:

Let’s, finally, look the truth in the eye: I have merely 
suggested the topic: the content of the questionnaire 
was all created by its visitors, according to their needs. 
I also dislike many of their comments and the general 
mood of the site. But after a long consideration I de-
cided not to close it down. It is my civil position, if 
you like. I have come to realize that this problem is 
far more serious than I, in my naiveté, had foreseen. 
And I keep this forum open simply for the sake of jus-
tice. Yes, yes, this very same justice! People often feel 
very bad because of Mascaw. This is the truth and they 
must have an opportunity to say so. [Teterin n.d.] 

Vladimir Vladimirovich™

Vladimir ➝ Vladimirovich™ is a networked re-
source of literary political satire [Mr.Parker 2005-
1]. It is “a textual soap opera” about Vladimir 
Vladimirovich Putin and the Kremlin inhabitants, 
a political “comic/soap-opera”, “some daily amus-
ing, authorized fables on the evils of the day”, the 
“chronicle of the presidency”. Vladimir Vladimi-
rovich™ is the project responsible for reviving 
the near-moribund genre of topical satire.

Vladimir Vladimirovich™ is the work of 
➝ Maksim Kononenko (Mr.Parker) and has 
been published on the net since the year 2002. 
The site is organized as a news thread. Short 
stories (around 30 lines) are published practi-
cally daily, and sometimes several are published 
in one day.

The site began as an alternative news system. 
Because Kononenko mainly builds his story 
around headline news stories related to the pres-
ident, visitors are given the opportunity, on a daily 
basis, to compare the content of the official news 
with their interpretations of Kononenko’s jokes. 
Mr.Parker specifically takes the rating news and 
rarely writes on subjects that are not on the front 
pages [Kononenko 2005]. This work is arranged 
as an elaborate media project. Accordingly, one 
can navigate among the short stories, either con-
sequentially, or chronologically.

At the end of May 2005, in Moscow a book was 
published with a selection of short stories on 
Vladimir Vladimirovich™ which totaled 50,000 
copies. Included are approximately 550 stories 
and 1,300 commentaries on them, in addition to 
“the full lists of sacred, working and everyday at-
tributes of Vladimir Vladimirovich™”, “the lists of 
the animals and of the main androids perform-
ing State service”, all dated from March 2005 and 
earlier.

The Vladimir Vladimirovich™ project gives rise 
to much discussion. First, the site can be appre-
ciated by those who share Kononenko’s sense 
of humour, although other visitors would find it 
senseless at best. In the rating published on the 
Mail.ru site, the project occupies sixth place in 
the section “Politics – The state of Russia”. Also, 
in Rambler’s portal, it holds the fifth place in the 
section “Humour”. The sheer weight of numbers 
(the site has approximately 20,000 visitors per 
day) offers strong support for the idea that this 
common sense of humour is shared by many.

Secondly, the author himself (a public person, 
appearing in the TV shows and writing daily in his 
open LiveJournal) arouses controversy. Konon-
enko comes under further criticism as his message 
is misinterpreted by his readers, who seem un-
able to separate his topical satire from his political 
views. Critics assail him for his “mildness” towards 
the President, for his loyalty, for his intolerance of 
the opposition, for his “revolutionism” and for serv-
ing political interests. The forewords to Konon-
enko’s books are written by such well-known 
➝ political technologists as Gleb Pavlovskij, Sta-
nislav Belkovskij and Marat Gel’man. Kononenko 
himself says: “And it is really true that I’m very di-
verse in my ‘Vladimir Vladimirovich™’, and there-
fore whatever is written there can satisfy all sides. 
Everybody will get it there.”  [Kononenko 2005]

Kononenko, being in the public eye, is sincere 
about facts that are customary to conceal. For 
instance, Mr.Parker does not conceal his vanity 
and searches for his name on the Internet on an 
almost daily basis [Mr.Parker 2005-2]. Basically, 
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Kononenko has spent time developing a “bibli-
ography” of writings on himself and his projects, 
and publishes it in his LiveJournal. This, at least, 
makes compiling a bibliography for this project an 
easier task.  

Another example of talking openly about things 
that are considered unethical is even more vivid: 
Kononenko accepted payment for the right to in-
terfere in editorial policy (although, according to 
his testimony, that right was never used): 

Because I do not have any obligations before any-
body as far as Vladimir Vladimirovich™ is concerned I 
agreed to these conditions. I can work as a watchdog 
if they pay me well. [Kononenko 2004]

Since he no longer had full editorial control over 
the Vladimir Vladimirovich™ project, Kononenko 
stated that, from 2003 to 2004 he regarded the 
project as no longer his own.

Mr.Parker, as one may surmise, is the sole founda-
tion and shareholder of the limited liability company, 
“Political Technologies” (as the project is signed be-
low), thinking of himself as the inventor of the new 
political technologies. The extent of the compa-
ny’s effectiveness will be shown in time. Currently, 
“Vladimir Vladimirovich™” is an assemblage of fun-
ny short stories. If Kononenko wanted to share his 
fame and become fundamentally popular, he could 
have published the stories written by other authors 
in the style of “Vladimir Vladimirovich™”.

In that case what would be the rules for such 
texts to follow? The main character is the Presi-
dent; it is to his soul’s movements that the stories 
are to be dedicated. The secondary personages 
are the presidential administration, and the leaders 
of other countries, parties, the Chechen terrorists, 
the writers and other people. The characters of 
the short-story must call each other “bro” and ad-
dress each other without ceremony, but using the 
full patronymic name, thus parodying the behav-
iour of the higher ranks of the Soviet party circles, 
inherited both by the post-Soviet management and 
by the criminal culture (the full patronymic should 
be enforced by the use of the criminal, “bro”).

The main character is described indulgently: sen-
timentally, as if he is a child. His feelings are sim-
ple and understandable: “he is frightened”, “he 
feels ill at ease”. He is a serious, vain boy, playing 
with great pleasure with the wonderful articles 
of his presidential household, such as the mobile 
phone with a button in the form of the two-head-
ed golden eagle, the crystal ball predicting the fu-
ture, a leg of terrorist Basaev and a fairy golden 
needle of his death etc.

Another way to explain the particularities of the 
main character’s conduct is to suggest the pres-
ence of a personal Martian in his head. Although, 
according to the texts, the Martian is sitting in the 
head of any President’s country, all political leaders 
are in a conspiracy and their public arguments are 
acted out just for public consumption. Accordingly, 
all grand public trials and clamorous declarations 
are nothing more than a fiction previously agreed 
upon. Those children-Martians are playing mini-
football at work, noughts and crosses, watching 
TV and playing with all the presidential articles at 

Vladimir Vladimirovich.ru: Cover of the homonymous 
book designed by Konstantin Borovoj.
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their whim. The attribute, “Presidential” must be 
used throughout: “he raised his Presidential eye-
brows”, “he knitted his Presidential brow” etc.

In one short story one should try to use the 
same words as often as possible and in different 
short-stories, the same staple expressions, for 
example: “Suddenly an apparatus of the mobile 
governmental connection began to vibrate in the 
pocket of his robe”. On the whole, speech must 
be very simple. 

The story is built on the basis of the short plot 
and should always have a dialogue, through which 
the action develops. One can start with, “once” 
and end with a description of the President’s 
gradual sinking into deep thoughts and emotions: 

Suddenly an apparatus of the mobile governmental con-
nection began to vibrate in the pocket of his robe. Vladimir 
Vladimirovich™ put his hand in the pocket, and whence 
extracted a device with a two-headed golden eagle in 
place of the keyboard, and pressed its only button.

Listen, bro, – he suddenly heard an alarmed voice 
of the Minister of Internal Affairs, Rashid Gumarovi-
ch Nurgaliev – you know… here, at the meeting at 
Messhanskij court the OMON tried to detain Kasparov 
[At Messhanskij court the trial against JUKOS man-
ager M. Khodorkovskij took place; the OMON are 
the special forces of the police, and the former chess 
grandmaster G. Kasparov is planning to participate in 
the presidential elections 2008,- the editors]
And what? – asked Vladimir Vladimirovich™ with 
interest.
The guards didn’t let them –  apologizingly answered 
Rashid Gumarovich.
Which guards? – Vladimir Vladimirovich™ didn’t 
quite understand.
The chess-player’s bodyguards – explained Rashid 
Gumarovich.
Vladimir Vladimirovich™ raised his Presidential eye-
brows with surprise and slowly put the receiver 
down.
What is it coming to […] – muttered Vladimir 
Vladimirovich™, – we fail even with one little blood-
thirsty regime […]. [Mr.Parker 2005-1]

What will happen to Vladimir Vladimirovich™ in 
the year 2008, in the year of the end of Putin’s 
presidency? Maksim Kononenko plans to send his 
hero off fishing, where he has always wanted to 
go, but couldn’t.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

The President’s portrait

The President’s portrait is a small programme 
executed with the file, putin.exe, which installs 
➝ Putin’s portrait on the computer desktop 
[Celishev 2001]. The portrait, in an oval frame, 
may be placed anywhere on the screen and can 
be put on top of other windows. The project 
was created in 2001 by the programmer, Vladis-
lav Celishev.

The program is the result of its creator’s work 
outside Russia: away from the motherland, miss-
ing his relatives, Celishev wrote a small pro-
gramme that allowed the installation of family 
photos onto the Desktop. The second step was 
to replace the family photos with the photo of the 
President. As Celishev sees it, if the state official’s 
cabinets are decorated with portraits of the Pres-
ident, then their computer desktops should also 
be adorned with the photos of V.V. Putin. And if in 
the shops of the State Duma Foyer the portrait of 
the President (probably a copy) by the infamous 
artist, Nikas Safronov, is sold for $US5.000, then 
why  shouldn’t we create virtual portraits of V.V. 
Putin, free of charge?

The portrait of the President, being an artistic 
statement that uses software as its material, is, 
in its thematic orientation, interpretation, mini-

Putin.exe: Offering the President’s portrait for free.
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malism and exquisiteness, reminiscent of the 
similar, satirical project, “Homeland Security 
Threat Monitor” of Greg Hewgill, which delivers 
information about the level of the terrorist dan-
ger (evaluated by the US government) in colour 
to the computer desktop [Hewgill n.d.]. Both 
projects suggest looking at the “Desktop” as a 
space subject to political arrangement, the space 
within which access to national and international 
politics in their most absurd phenomena should 
be provided.

Udaff.com

What is “Udaff.com” and how does it work?

Udaff.com is a wide and a very popular networked 
platform. Let’s compare the popularity of this re-
source with that of the most widely read (according 
to the Rambler.ru rating) news edition Utro.ru. On 
April 21, 2005 the Utro.ru site received 195,000 
visitors, with Udaff.com logging 36,500; but the 
requests for pages (on average) totaled 948,000 at 
Utro.ru, while at Udaff.com it was 603,000 [Ram-
bler 2005; Udaff 2005-1]. Thus, each visitor to 
Utro.ru has opened (on average) less than 5 pages 
– in comparison with Udaff.com’s 16.5 pages. The 
front page of RBC (Rosbusinessconsulting, one 
of the most popular Russian informational agen-
cies, specializing in the field of business informa-
tion) was visited by 90,000 visitors. Such numbers 
give an idea of the scale and success of Udaff.com, 
which is comparable with that of the rating infor-
mational resources.

The pages of Udaff.com carry the copyright tag. 
The ‘original idea’ of the resource and copyright 
belong to its creator and administrator, Udav, 
whose real name remained a mystery for some 
considerable time. On May 17, 2005 the journal, 
Newsru.com deprived Udav of his alias and de-
clared him to be Dmitrij Sokolovskij [Newsru.
com 2005]. The resource’s domain name was 
registered on April 2, 2001 (its mirrors, Udaff.

org, Udaff.net, Zaloba.ru and Padonki.ru, were 
registered later).

Data given in the following paragraphs were 
gathered with the help of the “Whois” service 
of the domain names registration system, Joker.
com, the Traceroute programme, “view code” 
in the browser window and the search engine, 
Yandex.ru. The domain name, “Udaff.com” was 
registered for the person with a nickname “malo-
letka” with its snail mail address in Lithuania. For 
all the administrative, technical and financial ques-
tions, users were instructed to contact the person 
“maloletka”. Also, the name, “Alexey Bestchekov” 
was given and an address in the town of Troitsk. 
The site, registered in the name of Bestchekov, 
publishes the Udaff.com statistics and gives pro-
forg@maloletka.ru as the contact address of the 
resource’s technical support. Udaff.com and its 
four mirrors are hosted by the Moscow server of 
the telecommunication company, Transtelecom. 
Thus, the “mirrors” are not genuine mirrors, for 
they loose their main function of replicating the 
site if it goes offline (if all the “mirrors” are placed 
on the same server as the original site, then when 
the server goes down, the site also goes offline 
and remains inaccessible).

This information is of some interest, taking into 
account the declared non-normative character of 
the Udaff.com subculture, the anonymous char-
acter of its creator and the numerous pronounce-
ments about Udaff.com being the only free and 
uncensored place on the net [Udaff 2004-3]. The 
fact that Udaff.com announces “uncensored host-
ing” [Udaff n.d.] is also quite interesting, since 
the anonymity of the resource is imperfect and 
its freedom excessively vulnerable. The hosting 
suggested under the address “Udaff.com” is an 
alternative to the free hosting suggested by, for 
example, the server Narod.ru. But the former 
exists only while Udaff.com exists and it is vulner-
able, being stored with all its “mirrors” on one 
server in the Moscow company.

Udav himself, although he (was) partly ‘under 
cover’, gives interviews to the journalists and 
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answers visitors’ questions, disseminating the 
following information: 35 years, married, lives 
in “Piter” (Saint-Petersburg), works as a sound-
man on one of the radio-stations [Udaff 2004-6; 
Vlasov 2001]. Together with his technical assist-
ant, Udav has administered the Udaff.com site for 
the past five years.

Let’s consider the question of the voluntary 
principles of Udav’s activity, the commercial prof-
its accrued by Udaff.com’s creator and the po-
tential for future commercialization. On the basis 
of the site’s statistics, one can make the follow-
ing calculation. Udaff.com registered 1.5 million 
hits per month in the winter of 2004-2005. If that 
number is multiplied by 0.0033 (the average click 
rate is 0.33 per cent), the total number of banner 
clicks per month is 5000. In April 2005 Udaff.com 
has three advertisement banners (the fourth may 
be excluded, since it advertises the Udaff.com site 
itself). During the summer of 2005 the number of 
the side banners augmented, – it is, evidently, not 
a constant. If 1000 banner clicks cost from US$5 
to US$15 (an approximate figure obtained from 
the analysis of different advertisements accessible 
via the sites), by taking an average sum of US$10 
the following result is obtained: 5000 clicks gives 
US$50 a month for one banner – the total sum 
accrued for three banners is therefore US$150 a 
month. Using these calculations as a rough guide 
Udaff’s statement that the advertising revenue 
from the site only just covers the hosting ex-
penses is credible [see Vlasov 2001]. The traffic is 
about one terabyte, and the price for the hosting 
of such a resource is comparable to the profits 
accrued from the site’s advertisements.

Udaff.com, as well as a whole range of other 
networked resources, created its own network 
subculture, “the Udaff.com community”. This 
culture functions according to the provided gen-
eral capacities of the site, within the framework 
of rules, as formulated by Udav and other mem-
bers of the community. The main avenue of par-
ticipation in the life of this community and the 
reproduction of this culture is in the creation and 

posting of the “creative works” (or the “kreativs”, 
as the community refers to them) – short stories 
united by common genre characteristics. “Krea-
tiv” is a loan word from the English “creative”. 
This term appeared as a result of the arrival of 
capitalism in Russia. It is often used in connection 
with the labour of the “kreators” (the authors of 
the texts and of the concepts of the advertising 
agencies’ actions). It is interesting to note that 
Russian words, such as “tvorec” (virtual “crea-
tor”) and “tvorchestvo”  (creative activity), which 
are marked as part of the ‘high culture’, with its 
characteristic holding on to the traditional values, 
are not used to designate this activity.

The “kreativs” of the “hujators” (the “dicking 
guys”, as the authors, or the “othas”, or “aftors” 
also call themselves) and their “camentin” (com-
menting) by the “sVitchers” (switchers, i.e. read-
ers and viewers) are the kernel of Udaff.com’s 
activity. It is there that the participant receives ap-
proval (“the otha bu-urns” – the author burns, i.e. 
touches) or disapproval (the “dickshit”). 

The Udaff.com subculture was formed ‘in the 
footsteps’ of the earlier cultural experiment, the 
site, Fuck.ru, which ran from 1998 to 2000 and 
achieved wide resonance on the Russian Inter-
net (the language and the format of the “kreativ” 
were, to a large extent, invented then and there, 
and one of its authors received some literary 
prizes).

Udaff.com is quite a wide resource with great 
number of subdivisions. These include “polit.
sru” (“sru” – I shit; the name parodies the re-
source of the news-politics ➝ “Polit.ru”) with 
notes on and discussion of political matters; 
“the view from ‘a-broad’” (impressions from 
life and travel abroad), reviews of books, films, 
other sites, computer games; there are sections 
on sport and food (to “i-i-t good”). In addition, 
there are some associated projects: online radio, 
“the forum of the pussy-lovers”, “the process of 
Alekseij Rafijev”, “free-law consulting” and also 
the stamps, sticky labels and Udaff.com t-shirts 
(with regular competitions for the best design).

Polit.ru
49, 66, 100
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The procedure for participating in Udaff.com 
is quite homogenous and takes place mainly 
through posting texts (stories, poems, essays, 
articles, fairy tales, declarations, news, visitors’ 
notes, comments, reports, letters, reviews) and 
the commentaries on each of them. 

There are also joke-pictures appearing every 
day on the Udaff.com site: the so called “eve-
ryday pictures”. Most frequently, these are the 
Photoshop-edited posters, photos and other 
appropriated pictures. There is even a sec-
tion of authors’ photography “the world as we 
see it” and an associated animation site (“pa-
donki in da flash” - the scumbags in the Flash). 
Nevertheless, it may be assumed that all these 
are not central, either to the activity or for 
the representation of Udaff.com. The materi-
als presented in those sections do not possess 
the unity of style that is so recognizable in the 
kreativs and other Udaff.com texts and which, 
as a result, distinguishes Udaff.com from all 
other networked communities and subcultures. 
One of the proofs of a low significance of the 
visually oriented sections within the structure 
of the resource is the absence of an archive of 
the “everyday pictures”. Such an archive would 
allow the user to navigate more comfortably 
among the pictures, rather than having to use 
the “back” and “forward” buttons. 

In comparison, the kreativs are structured 
chronologically and under the names of the au-
thors. There is a separate kreativs’ comments 
thread section and the “fucking trash bin”, where 
one sees the kreativs that were rejected by the 
administrator, Udav. There is also the “trash bin 
rules”. The latter contains the kreativs filtered 
from the main “trash bin” by authorized partici-
pants of the Udaff.com. These two modes of con-
servation of the kreativs, i.e., allowing them to be 
saved in the trash bin and published in the selec-
tions from the trash bin that remain available for 
viewing, would appear to be an innovative fea-
ture. There is also a section called “shortly about 
the main” – the reviews of the kreativs.

In one of the early polls (October 2002) carried 
out by the site’s only administrator and editor, 
several suggestions concerning the structure of 
the work with the kreativs were put to a vote, 
such as breaking the mass of texts into “prose”, 
“journalistic pieces” and “poetry”, voting for the 
best kreativ, rating and the creation of a “selected” 
section containing the best kreativs, the so called 
“incorruptible ones” [Udaff 2002]. The suggested 
functions supported by the majority of the partic-
ipants would have established a system of reward 
and distinction and assisted in the recognition of 
the most popular and widely read works. Such an 
improvement, in its turn, would have allowed the 
amateur, essentially folklore Udaff.com culture to 
find its way into official or at least more populous 
cultural arenas.

In calling the Udaff.com culture ‘amateur’ and 
folklore, one has to bear in mind that nowadays 
it is impossible to really distinguish between 
➝ ‘amateur’ and ‘professional’ art. Any work, 
any creation, the author of which pronounces 
him- or herself to be an artist, is considered art. 
Nevertheless the cultural power structures and 
the institutions are preserved; some works and 
practices are brought into the public eye, some 
remain in the shadows. Thus, when the amateur 
character of the Udaff.com creativity is discussed, 
the designation, ‘amateur’ signifies, first, that the 
majority of its ‘aftors’ really do not see themselves 
as writers, and, second, that the Udaff.com litera-
ture really does not get into the spotlight.

Certain structural particularities contribute 
further to the retention of Udaff.com literature 
within the digital framework, under the category 
of a networked subculture’s amateur creativity. 
The fact that the declared intention of introduc-
ing structural changes into the website has never 
been carried out can be interpreted in two ways: 
the result of time constraints, lack of means and 
motivation on the part of the “owner” or as a 
conscious choice. The latter presupposes that the 
community and the communication, the life of the 
resource as such was considered more important 
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than bringing its random creative samples “into 
the spotlights”. Still, not infrequently, Udaff.com 
members call themselves the “networked” or 
“counter-cultural (cc) writers” [Udaff 2004-9]. 
This, of course, contradicts the idea of conscious 
(by definition) restraint from the public eye.

Certain members of the community, the “af-
tors” become recognized Udaff.com authori-
ties: there are the “elders” (old residents), the 
authorities, the popular authors, the novices 
– i.e. there is a certain hierarchy built with-
in the community. Udaff.com organizes the 
➝ offline meetings but similar to many other 
virtual communities, the Udaff.com community 
is organized around certain technical decisions, 
by which many of its particularities are often 
determined and explained. Those are: the ab-
sence of password protected nicknames and 
registration; the delivery of the information in 
form of posting and comments thread, with-
out any voting or other text evaluation method 
through the system of rating. Also, the system 
of filtration is controlled by only one person 
– Udav – whose mailbox receives all the infor-
mation its creators want to publish on the site.

The Udaff.com subculture has its own sty-
listic and genre particularities, a particular lan-
guage and a visual symbolism. It also declares 
a range of ideological principles. Five years on 
the net plus the previous history (in the form of 
Fuck.ru) is quite a long life for the virtual com-
munity and subculture, which reproduces itself 
through the generational changes of the Udaff 
visitors.

The Udaff.com ideology: protest or main-
stream?

Can the ideology of Udaff.com be recreated 
through an analysis of its articles and commen-
taries, discussions in the forum and other texts? 
Such an attempt would be a rather artificial 
construction and even falsification: the users of 

the resource are extremely heterogeneous and 
form contrasting social, age and professional 
strata whose views strongly differ. The resource 
reflects the multiplicity of the Udaff.com users’ 
interests, including political and social interests, 
and suggests the platforms for the realization of 
such interests through declarations and discus-
sions. Nonetheless, this community undoubt-
edly possesses certain elements of subculture 
ideology. This may be interesting in connection 
with the attitude of the Udaff.com culture to 
the mainstream (including the political), on the 
one hand, and with the previous discussion of 
the protest nature of Udaff.com, on the other.

The participants in Udaff.com possess a cer-
tain kind of “self-consciousness” (real sKum-
bags, padonki) and a system of values present-
ed by a slogan that has been constructed by an 
analogy with the triad, “sex, drugs and rock-
n-roll” – “sex, alcohol, pot” (fuks, votkas and 
“cones”). The corresponding symbolism is pre-
sented visually on the Udaff.com t-shirts and it 
is also reflected in the language of the resource 
and in the themes of kreativs, which will be dis-
cussed in greater detail later on in this work. 

The ➝ padonki (sKumbags) frequently write 
of themselves as people with broad views on 
life, free from all the stereotypes and conven-
tions. Udav writes: “simply, the padonki are 
the people not limited by any tiresome stere-
otypes. Normal people, who live, fuck, smoke 
‘cones’ (pot), read books, watch movies, work, 
dick-around and they do not make a cult out of 
any of these. Neither a workaholic, nor a loos-
er nor any damned stoned drug-addict can be 
a padonok by this definition. They simply won’t 
have broad enough views” [Udaff 2004-7].

The Udaff.coms dislike homosexuals. There is 
a separate term used by them for to specify this 
minority: “Achtung!” (German: attention!) It is 
especially favoured by the “svitchers” for labe-
ling those who belong to a “fagot’s kAInd”, be 
it the aftor of the kreativ, be it the main charac-
ter or some “kUmentator” [Udaff 2005-2].

Padonki
77, 168
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Marijuana is not legal in Russia and the Udaff.
com sex-descriptions frequently verge on the 
➝ pornographic. Thus the several structural 
elements of the resource’s ideology are illegal 
and are certainly excluded from the official cul-
ture. But nevertheless, the Udaff.com ideology, 
in many ways, reflects the masculine and tradi-
tional attitude, characteristic of the mainstream 
culture, although this attitude as such is only 
partly reflected, represented and reproduced by 
the official culture.

The term ‘counter-culture’ (cc) is frequently 
seen on the pages of Udaff.com and some of 
the Udaff.com participants are certainly strongly 
inclined to use it. Udav himself has, more than 
once, used it in his interviews: “in less than a year 
the Udaff resource has become that which it is 
today – the major resource of the counter-cul-
ture” [cf. Vlasov 2001]. The question of the re-
lation of the Udaff.com culture to the counter-
culture has been brought up for the discussion 
more than once on the site as well as in the press. 
The Udaff.com members do not have a general 
opinion on the subject (if one could speak of the 
general opinion of tens of thousands of people). 
Moreover, there is an opinion that the Udaff.com 
ideology belongs to that of the mainstream. To 
quote: “if culture is the totality of knowledge and 
skills that allow a man to become an integral part 
of society, then the counter-culture has to be the 
totality of knowledge and skills allowing one to ef-
fectively resist society. The main question is: the 
culture of which society should be considered as 
the main one? […] in my opinion the culture that 
dominates Udaff.com possesses all the character-
istics of the predominant culture of Russian men 
between the ages of 20 and 40 – i.e. some signifi-
cant groups of our population. In this sense the 
Udaff.com culture is mainstream and basic […] 
for nothing so popular and so “visited” as this site 
can be really counter-cultural […] What you see 
here is not any fucking counter-culture, it is the 
real culture of the male population in this coun-
try.” [Udaff 2004-5] 

Udav: “The padonki are people not limited by any tire-
some stereotypes.”
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Apathy as resistance

Nevertheless, to many of the Udaff.com visitors 
the creativity and activity on the pages of the site 
seem to be non-normative protest and in this 
sense counter-cultural. What are they protest-
ing against? The norms of language, of conduct, 
of mass media imposed notions. But those are 
not so much the norms and notions of the tradi-
tional society but rather of the capitalist order. 
E.g.: 

The sKumbags, smart and educated, are trAIying to 
proteKt themselves from Korporateeve Kultur. The 
managers are asked to crack their asses for the sAIke 
of the firm. You sit all day in some TUF totalitariJAn 
FrAIMZ. You Iven don’t have a rAIJt to have a bad 
mOOd at the offiS. Iven if yO fAIvArit Kat was kild by 
a tramm and yO wife’s a hOR, and yO son’s a lOOsa. 
The norms of condAct are tAIking ova yO Imotions. 
It’s sUM fucking fascism. [c.f. Koc, Steshin 2003] 

There is a shared notion, accepted by many that 
defence and protest can only be but passive. Po-
litical, cultural passivity contains an inherent pro-
test in that refusal of any activity, any participation 
in the life of the society, any making of political 
decisions, any consumption of mass-media pro-
duction, and also in that hedonism, that contem-
plation, that creativity about which the aforemen-
tioned, Jean Baudrillard was writing.

Those are the reactions to the calls for “giving 
up the resounding speeches” and taking up the 
fight against the mainstream continuing the cause 
of “punks” and “beatniks”:

Lenin in October knew it. Whom to organize? Where 
to go? What to fight with? Ja-ja, fuck. I get fucked at 
my fucking job; at home they take my brains out and 
then I’ll go to Udaff and fight. Where should I take my 
party dues to?

To gOU at the demo-fucking-stration? The resORs is 
very naturally fighting with the fucking masskultur, that 
shits into our brain [...]. We have everything: literature 
(prose, poetry, criticism), photo-art, painting, music, 
and all that is counter-cultural, and what other fucking 
“else” there should be? What does the “aftor” suggest, 
struggle? This resOrs is exactly it, OUR STRUGGLE! 
[Udaff 2004-7] 

If it was not for the Internet I wouldn’t know what 
on earth I should do and how I should live? When I 
remember some of the nasty things I had to lay my 
hands on and to participate in I really want to see no 
one except maybe some twenty people. What elec-
tions, for fucks sakes! [Udaff 2004-4] 

My dearest! As I can see nobody claims here a status 
of the civic movement for the simple reason that they 
understand: there is no society and can never be and 
all movements, sooner or later, become senseless. 
Here all the emphasis is placed on understanding and 
realization of the senselessness of everything, as I see 
it, and the purpose of all this is the search for a little 
sense in at least some eternal values, such as: an inter-
nal smile in the most “posh” situation (high, white col-
lars!), also, fucks, drinks etc, including communication 
with some like-minded people. [Udaff 2004-2] 

A new literary trend: the Udaff.com ‘male 
literature’

Talking of the Udaff.com kreativs, one has to bear 
in mind that any broad generalization is very rela-
tive here, considering the high level of heteroge-
neity in this collection of literary works, which 
sometimes can be united only through the fact of 
the author’s belonging to the site. Nevertheless, 
a certain unity of all those works allows to speak 
of them as of something whole. Trying to deliver 

Thinking of passivity as the main counter strat-
egy to traditional political struggle, in my opin-
ion, reveals how deeply ruling-class ideology 
has permeated the consciousness even of intel-
lectuals like Baudrillard. Instead of limiting the 
term ‘resistance’ to anti-capitalist direct action 
it should, rather, be broadened substantially 
to also include all forms of self-expression, 
or to paraphrase Oskar Negt and Alexander 
Kluge: “authentic experience” and objection to 
the “economy of speech” as part of it. [Katy 
Teubener]
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the sense of relativeness when addressing the 
creativity of that virtual community, the works of 
those “dicking guys”, I, more than once, turn to 
the adverbs “often” and “frequent” for help.

It would be interesting to ask oneself whether 
the Udaff.com kreativs form some independent 
literary genre (for there is a self-proclaimed name 
of such a genre – “kreativ”). If one is to follow 
the formalistic definition of genre, suggested by 
Boris Tomashevskij [1996, 206], then genre is a 
specific “grouping of the devices”. Such a defini-
tion was developed by Mikhail Bakhtin, who was 
talking of the specific “genre essence”, of genre 
as a means for the artist’s “reclamation” of reality. 
“The word-artist has to learn to view the real-
ity through the eyes of the genre” [Bakhtin 1979, 
332]. Among the predecessors of the Udaff.com 
tradition, one can mention the poet-criminals 
(François Villon, Jean Genet), the revolution-
ary romantics (George Byron), the decadents 
(Charles Baudelaire, Paul Verlaine) and the erotic 
writers (Guy de Maupasssant). Russian literature 
is represented by such personae as Sergej Dov-
latov, Venedikt Erofeev, Eduard Limonov, Jurij 
Mamleev, Sasha Sokolov, Bajan Shirjanov (pseud.: 
Kirill Vorob’ev), Vladimir Sorokin. Nevertheless, 
it may be a little too soon to be talking of the 
kreativ as of an independent genre.

Kreativ is practically always short. It is defined 
by the technical parameters of its consump-
tion, which have to be online: the webpage, the 
browser window, the monitor, the mouse. As far 
as one can see, the kreativs are not intended to 
be printed out and read in your free time. One 
can write one’s opinion of the kreativ immedi-
ately and the author frequently answers in the 
comments thread and definitely reads it. Thus, 
the site has catered for the possibility of imme-
diate feedback. Commentary can be made after 
several years – this function is still valid.

As the Udaff.com polls show, the majority of 
visitors to the site expect from the kreativs some-
thing they call “the positive” [Udaff  2003-2004]. 
Judging by the abundance of similar commentar-

ies, a considerable section of the resource users 
access the site in the mornings in the office before 
getting down to work, for ‘energizing’. 

The kreativs are often dedicated to the declared 
ideological themes forming the foundations of 
Udaff.com: the consumption of alcohol and mari-
juana (the process and the consequences), sexual 
relations and, generally, the relations between 
man and woman.

The plot is ever absent, the action develops 
hastily, sometimes a certain detective or a fantas-
tic line is pursued.

As for the composition, many of the kreativs 
are built with the help of the following thematic 
elements: preparation for the party and consump-
tion of alcohol; ‘the drink’ itself, accompanied by 
a gradual change in level of consciousness or the 
complete loss of it; periodic memory flashes; sex-
ual relations, frequently non-intimate, either public 
or group; hangovers that are accompanied by the 
recollection of the physical and emotional details; 
the acknowledgement of acts carried out in a state 
of alcoholic intoxication, the hurried goodbyes to 
an accidental partner; sorting things out with the 
beloved, or sorting things out with a rival; the ac-
quaintance with a woman and her seduction; a 
very quick parting after the first satisfaction; the 
second  meeting with the woman, accompanied 
by her humiliation and the ‘hero’s’ refusal, etc.

The development of the alcoholic intoxication 
and its stages, the vision of reality in a changed 
state of mind, the detailed description and emo-
tional contemplation of this process are con-
tinuous with the line of, for example, the longer 
poem of Venedikt Erofeev Moscow-Petushki or 
the works of Sergej Dovlatov. Such an alcoholic, 
carnival (in Bakhtin’s sense of the word) element 
has quite a lasting tradition in Russian literature.

The enumerated elements of the composition 
do not exhaust the range of all themes and de-
vices. Frequently, the kreativs, developing along 
the traditional lines, come to absurdist endings. 
In such cases they succeed to the devices of Jurij 
Mamleev and Vladimir Sorokin.



191‘MALE LITERATURE’ OF UDAFF.COM 

A range of motives can be identified: the torment 
of relations with an accidental woman, or with 
a woman who disappoints; the soul’s instability, 
deep sadness and longing; the conflict between the 
romanticism of a young girl and a tough, worldly 
man; unhappy love, the hiding of love; treason.

The story is often narrated from the first per-
son; sometimes it is autobiographical. The por-
traits of female characters are frequently given; 
the action often takes place in the city environ-
ment – the typical flat, house entrance, staircase, 
office, club. It happens in our time or in the days 
of the author’s youth.

The style of the kreativs is frequently brutal, al-
though certain kreativs are philosophical-essay-like 
and confessional-romantic in their character. There 
are stylistic elements of the trash literature. 

On the linguistic level as well as on the imagis-
tic one, revolutionary-romantic stereotypes con-
stantly appear: The traditional images of the re-
volté, destroying himself with alcohol, hiding away 
from the world with the help of alcohol and pot; 
brave and fearless in his attitude to life, capable of 
experimenting with his own body; the macho-man 
who needs numerous sexual contacts and a great 
number of female partners, a ‘demonic’ character 
disappointed in life. The ➝ female images around 
him are marked by stupidity, self-imposing love, and 
love for ‘the rich’ etc. The brutal descriptions of the 
corporeal (pornographic descriptions of the sexual 
acts) are encountered throughout the texts.

The kreativs can contain the genre elements of 
the diary, letters, essays, autobiographies, mem-
oirs and instructions. The narration is a mono-
logue – dialogues very seldom appear.

The language of the kreativs and its rela-
tion to modern Russian word usage

The language of the kreativs is very singular. The 
kreativs are often filled with abundant profanities 
(‘maternyj’ language, otherwise known as mat, 
which term shall be used from this point forward) 

and are characterized by a purposefully wrong 
orthography. Such writing is barely a sign of or-
thographic ‘naïveté’; rather it is a demonstration 
of the acknowledged right to make a mistake. It 
is only on the surface that the main principle of 
such orthography would be ‘write as hear’. In re-
ality, this principle is far from being meticulously 
observed and the orthography of the Udaff.coms 
is rather an orthography of a poor student who 
does understand that the words are not neces-
sarily written as they are heard and who does 
remember certain rules but hopelessly confuses 
them. The orthography of such a pupil is remark-
able in its own inconsistency: one word is spelled 
as it is heard; another with an apparent accidental 
mistake, coming from carelessness or excessive 
assiduity; the third one is spelled correctly; the 
fourth displays all the possible mistakes, including 
the ones made in the stressed syllable etc. Such 
an impression is (or should be) produced by the 
best works of the Udaff.com art.

Moreover, such spelling of some words is intend-
ed to communicate an individual pronunciation of 
the author and the motives of his emotional tinting 
(e.g. southern pronunciation or colloquial, village-
like, contemptuous vocabulary). Kreativs that have 
too many mistakes become unreadable and are 
heavily criticized by other authors and readers.

One could quote here a parallel maxim of Ve-
limir Khlebnikov, avantgardist poet of the early 
20th century: “the misprint is the freedom from 
the given world”. But the comparison with Khleb-
nikov runs short: because so much more often on 
all the other – morphological, syntactical, lexical, 
semantic – levels, the word usage of the Udaff.
coms is surprisingly traditional.

The usage of the non-normative vocabulary, 
mat within the ‘official’ literature, the one which 
is not intended just for the inner consumption, 
is quite new. Eduard Limonov, Viktor Erofeev, 
Vladimir Sorokin, Viktor Pelevin are the authors 
extensively using mat in their work – and none 
of them began publishing before the 1970s. With 
the fall of the Soviet Union the non-normative 

G
ender Bias
118, 170



192 Olga Goriunova

character of mat began to weaken (the West-
ern destruction of the cannon finally invaded the 
creative process in Russia). Still, one can presume 
that within the public space the taboo on such a 
vocabulary as well as on the direct depiction of 
the genitals will never be terminated.
  Mat constitutes quite an independent layer of 
the Russian language. According to the definition 
of Aleksandr Plucer-Sarno, the core of mat usual-
ly amounts to 35 non-derivative units, or, accord-
ing to a more narrow view, to seven lexemes and 
their derivatives. The obscene vocabulary, which 
possesses its own system of taboos, also adjoins 
here but it does not coincide with mat and has a 
markedly independent lexical nest [Plucer-Sarno 
2001, 77-78].

Commenting on the relatively independ-
ent character of mat, Igor Levshin writes: “The 
‘mat’ in our country owes its vitality to the fact 
that it can form a practically closed and fully valid 
separate language. Its bearer, rarely crossing the 
boundaries of this language, will share his opinions 
not only on the quality of beer, but on his relations 
to the material and the ideal worlds as well. With 
an extremely limited range of “lexical nests” all 
this is realized through the all-encompassing me-
tonymy.” [Levshin 1998]

Vladimir Rudnev discusses the same thing in his 
introduction to the first volume of the Dictionary 
of Russian Mat by Aleksandr Plucer-Sarno, which is 
solely dedicated to the word “huj” (dick). Rudnev 
says: “Every inanimate object can be denoted as 
‘hujovina’ […]. Every abstract noun can be denot-
ed by the derivatives of the word ‘huj’ […]. Every 
quality or characteristic can be denoted as an adjec-
tive ‘hujovyj’ […]. The verbs ‘hujarit’’ and ‘hujachit’’ 
have a universal pronominal meaning in Russia, sim-
ilar to that of the verb ‘to do’.” [Plucer-Sarno 2001, 
21-22] “Huj” can also denote an animate creature, 
a man. Thus, one can have a fully valid utterance, 
compiled solely of the derivatives of one word.

Universality, the tabooed characteristics and, 
as a consequence, the power of the effect of the 
Russian mat cannot but attract the masters of the 

word. The Udaff.coms single out and value their 
own language. And they often discuss both the 
mat and the tottering orthography:

[…] the usage of mat must be:
well placed
in the delicately chosen word combinations
in some new, unheard of form
exclusively in a friendly conversation, in an anecdote 
or a joke. [Udaff 2005-3]

E.g. the word “Huj” […] is the most censored of the 
words, and still any teacher of the Russian language 
would admit that
The word Huj is the beginning of the Russian language
The word Huj is the end of the Russian language
The word Huj is the basis and core of the Russian language
The word HUJ, finally, is the Russian language. [Udaff 
2004-2]

The non-normative character of the literature, 
produced on Udaff.com is showing itself on the 
thematic and lexical levels and is fixed in the par-
ticularities of orthography.

The Udaff.coms have elaborated their own vo-
cabulary, which contains such terms and expres-
sions as “ftikatel” (switcher) which can be tran-
scribed as “a sVitcher”; or “ftikat‘” – “to sVitch” 
–  to press (a button), to read, to look; the “hujator” 
–  “the dicking guy” – the author; “hujarit‘” – “to 
dick” – to write; “aftor zzhot” – the aftor bUrns 
– the author has written a good kreativ; “atzkij 
otzhig” – “the hel’s Burn oveRR” – great party; 
“zachot” – “the paS” (as in exam, but wrongly 
spelled) – the praise of the text; “nizachot” – “the 
no-paS” – the criticism of the text; “aftor vipej 
jadu” – “aftor, drink some poJson” – the criticism 
of the text; “pelotka” – the female genitals. And 
others which can be approximately transliterated 
as follows: “nofucking”, “gothic-like”, “glamour-
like”, “guffawing-can’t-stop”, “rAIt”, “throw-it-
in-the furnace”, “PR-it”, “couldn’t-rEEd-ET”, “AI 
crAId”, etc.

It is interesting to note that from all the crea-
tive production of the Udaff.com it is the actual 
vocabulary, with its original orthography that is 
penetrating the broad layers of the Russian cul-
ture and the Russian language. In June 2005 one 

-
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could buy the “guffawing-can’t-stop” logo for the 
mobile phone: the expressions “rAIt mor”, “pAs” 
and “AI crAId” are starting to be used in the wom-
en’s forums and in the everyday communication 
of those who apparently have no idea of the ori-
gin of these words. There are several publications 
already on the subject of the penetration of net-
work jargon into the common Russian language 
[see for example Newsru.com 2005]

Summarizing the analyses of the Udaff.com 
literature, one can make several conclusions, 
which would be, in many ways, analogues to 
those made in the section on ideology. I suggest 
that the networked, counter-cultural writers are 
producing ‘literature for men’. These are ‘love-
novels for men’, analogues to those belonging to 
the ‘love-novels for women’ (literature for men 
and for women are certain literary phenomena: 
both men and women, of course, can read these 
two types of literature.) Evidently, this literary 
niche has not been filled by any adequate literary 
production, and what’s more, it cannot be filled 
by such, for reasons of its non-normative lexical 
and thematic character, so broadly present in the 
works of the Udaff.com members.

The Udaff.com literature reflects the clichéd and 
brutal notions held by certain groups of Russian 
men about themselves and about women. These 
notions are mainstream, mass-produced and to a 
certain degree, supported and reproduced by the 
mass-media and by the market of the glossy edi-
tions that give birth to the ingrained cultural myths 
on the polygamy of men and monogamy of wom-
en, on the disease of “spermotoxication” etc. 

Thus, one can make a paradoxical conclusion: 
the Udaff.com literature cannot be widely com-
mercialized, for it is non-normative and obscene, 
but this does not deprive it of its mainstream 
masculine qualifications. Non-normative cultural 
products are, of course, capable of bringing high 
profits to their creators (similar to pornographic 
products, they can be consumed in specific ven-
ues or on specific occasions). By stating that Udaff.
com literature resists broad commercialization I 

mean that it can never attain a socially acceptable 
level as a cultural product, it cannot appear on TV 
or in media, and thus cannot bring in profits com-
mensurate with attaining mass popularity.

The Udaff.com kreativs cannot exist officially as 
a form of mass culture production. Elaborating its 
own style – the clichéd, brutal, reflective of our 
main modernity’s myths – the Udaff’s literature 
forms a particular artistic literary trend, ‘male lit-
erature’, a trend to which official culture will not 
admit. 

This trend is a protest in its non-normative 
character. It does not submit to the broad com-
mercialization, is rooted in the wide layers of 
the population and its basic notions, is carnival in 
character, temporally destroying the stable order, 
and finally, it stimulates an independent creativity. 
In all these traits Udaff.com represents a com-
plex alloy of protest, independence and freedom, 
with traditionalism, adequacy to modern society 
and demonstration of its institutional influence 
on people’s minds. It is very probable that this 
form of cultural protest is the most commensu-
rate within the context of modern society and its 
arrangements.

Social portraits. The Udaff.com site for 
teenagers and the office workers

Who are the Udaff.com visitors in real life? It may 
be considered a thankless task to try and trace 
and interpret the connections between virtual 
personae and real people. But even the Udaff.
coms like to classify their users. Shown below, is 
one of the most impressive attempts, met in a 
traditionally negative spirit by the visitors to the 
site, who suspected its author of trying to con-
fine the diversity of the site’s users into the rigid 
frames of classification:

A “little sKumbag”. A frequently met site-species. 
The first stage of the long path of evolution from 
the man into the Udaff.com visitor. Age 14-16. 
Hence, still at school. And this is worthy of respect 

1.
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as such, for all the most disgusting things are done 
and being done exactly there. The little sKumbags 
are attracted by the mix of the naked women’s pic-
tures and the mat, used by the representatives of 
the later evolutionary stages.
A “typical sKumbag”. A more rarely met species, 
but some very impressive personalities. Age 20 to 
… till they get their jobs or marry. They are the 
bearers of the real sKumbag ideology which is the 
mixture of fascism, dicking around, punk-style and 
asceticism.
An “office sKumbag”. The most widely spread type 
of the virtual sKumbag. Age … from the time they 
are married and go to work till the elderly weak-
ness. Very bitter with life and brutal. Are very sensi-
tive to the theme of fucking and pot, think of them-
selves as of real sKumbags, hate both the first and 
the second types. Consider the little sKumbags as 
children and are envious of the typical ones. [Udaff 
2004-11] 

The forum, associated with Udaff.com, contains 
a questionnaire concerning the education (which 
also gives an idea of the approximate age of the 
site-visitors) and the professions of the Udaff.
coms. In general, the results are supportive of 
the aforementioned theory: 80% of those who 
answered the questions have higher education, 
even post-graduate education or some scientific 
degrees. Around 12% have special secondary ed-
ucation and around 8% – secondary education, 
i.e. they are studying or have just finished second-
ary school or gymnasium.

It may be assumed that for teenage schoolboys, 
Udaff.com presents the possibility of initiation, 
of entrance into the world of ‘adults’, while the 
adults are visiting the Udaff.com for other reasons, 
the main one being to ‘relax’. In the commentar-
ies there is a great number of direct indications 
that the Udaff.com visitor is reading the kreativ at 
work, that the reading of the fresh kreativ is the 
first thing the user does once he is at the office and 
switches the computer on, that Udaff.com helps to 
neutralize the unpleasant collective and the work-
ing environment. Here are several examples:

Each morning dJUring two mAnths alrEdy i start with 
sVitching to udafcom.

I gather all my hElthy cYnYcIsm before the fucking 
hard day.

2.

3.

-

After a half-an-hour syrvey it is so much easier to 
tell all the noisy motherfuckers to fuck off.
And generally I get an uncomparable pleasure. Re-
spect to you all!

[…] Instead of the professional sites I sit in this one… I 
have a shitty team at my office. And as they say in Dog’s 
heart [a famous story by M. Bulgakov - O.G.] – “Everything 
is “yes, please, merci”, torturing themselves as during the 
tzarism”… I like politics, but I have nobody to discuss it 
with, and here I can stop restraining my tongue. I’m tired 
of the female (at the office) – laundery-dish-washing – so-
s-s-s-iety – I’m sick and tired of it. I like that the rosy girls 
with all their cocketry do not crawl in here, and you know 
you are not a “dame” here – the opponents just keep tell-
ing you to fuck off – and that I can do that too, in case I 
disagree […] –  Ha-aaaa. [Udaff 2004-1]

Curiously enough, Udaff.com is not primarily a 
‘male’ resource. A certain percentage of women 
among the Udaff.com visitors is testified by the 
commentaries and nickies as well as by the re-
marks of the Udav and other Udaff.coms: “You 
have […] an equal person in front of you, alsOU a 
sKumbag, although in a skOrt” [Udaff 2004-9].

In Russian mass-media and in modern cultural cir-
cles in general, there is an opinion that it is ‘the white 
collars’ that form the kernel of the “Leningrad” fans 
(the musical collective, using abundant mat in its 
texts and, despite its popularity, it is not being aired 
on radio), as well as of the Udaff.com visitors. Such 
a theory presupposes that the office managers, tired 
from their rigidly regulated labour are ‘reducing 
their stress levels’ in their free time, consuming the 
obscene cultural products, communicating within 
the non-normative collectives and engaging in the 
‘counter-cultural’ creativity. Such a theory does, in 
general, reduce the modern cultural experience, 
explaining the artistic processes through economic 
relations and presenting the human experience as 
linear and predictable. It was also severely criticized 
on the pages of the Udaff.com [Udaff 2004-10]. Still, 
it is not lacking in curiosity and if not in ‘truthfulness’ 
than in some kind of ‘likelihood’, thus helping  to 
obtain a deeper understanding of modern cultural 
process and of Udaff.com as one of its phenomena. 
The elements of this theory, their origin and dynam-
ics will now be discussed.

-

-



195‘MALE LITERATURE’ OF UDAFF.COM 

A lyrical digression. Intelligentsia, intel-
lectuals and white collars in the zero 
years

In connection with the ‘white-collars’ theory, it is 
important to consider two elements: the ➝ class 
dynamics of Russian society, which are structurally 
and ideologically reflected by the Udaff.com, and the 
conceptual pair, ‘intelligentsia – intellectuals’. Since I 
am discussing the opposition of the two scientifically 
unverifiable concepts, applied to the virtual commu-
nity, as if it were a group of real persons, I can only 
present it as a kind of lyrical digression.

It is customary to think that ➝ intelligentsia is 
a specifically Russian cultural phenomenon. But as 
with many other phenomena of the ‘border’ [see 
Uspenskij 2001, 409], West-oriented culture, the 
concept of intelligentsia was taken from Europe. 
The term itself comes from Latin and was reac-
tivated during the Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution; in classical Cicero tradition, the term 
denoted “understanding”, the “ability to under-
stand” [Gasparov 2001]. It was given new content 
within the Russian context and brought back to 
Europe, enriched with new meanings and marked 
as a ‘Russian’ term or phenomenon.

In the 17th to 18th centuries the term denot-
ed, rather a ‘capacity to think’ or even of ‘being 
educated’ and was used mainly in literature. In 
the 19th century the meaning of the term was 
substantially broadened, acquiring new func-
tions; from this time on, the word ‘intelligentsia’ 
was applied to the ‘people of conscience’, not 
only of intellect. The Russian intelligentsia, first 
and foremost, embodied spiritual values. Mikhail 
Gasparov notes: “Intelligentsia feels to be com-
piled of those people who professionally care that 
humanity survives as a species” [Gasparov 2001, 
94]. Gasparov specifies that the question of being 
part of intelligentsia is the question of self-deter-
mination, of a mission [see also Uspenskij 2001, 
403]. 

There have been many attempts to explain why, 
first, the intelligentsia took it upon itself to be the 

‘bearer’ of spiritual values, and secondly, why the 
intelligentsia has consistently been in opposition 
to power. Boris Uspenskij suggests that the in-
telligentsia is a product of the Russian orthodox 
parish tradition: the absence of celibacy gave rise 
to a situation where the priesthood became a 
heritable occupation. The elder son or the elder 
daughter’s husband would inherit a parish while 
all the other progeny, poorly provided for, but 
well educated, had no place within the Church. 
Such a situation, as Uspenskij sees it, brought to 
the formation of a new class of well-educated but 
cash-strapped people from the Church circles, 
which became the main source of the intelligent-
sia [Uspenskij 2001, 403-404]. Uspenskij then 
notes: the role of the Church in the life of society 
has weakened since Peter the Great’s reforms. 
And its place has been filled by the intelligentsia.

Mikhail Gasparov supposes that the intelligent-
sia is the product of the bourgeois epoch, as well 
as the result of Russian political history. European 
intellectuals, presenting an opposition to the rul-
ing classes, have been able, from time to time, 
to turn their criticism into practical deeds, find-
ing their place within the legitimate opposition. In 
Russia, the system of a two-party parliament was 
introduced only in 1905 and survived for only 12 
years. The Russian intelligentsia was formed as a 
critical force. But this criticism has always taken 
place, ‘behind the fence’: Russia’s steady tradition 
of the impossibility of transforming negativism 
into practice and into positivism transformed the 
intelligentsia into a purely critical phenomenon, 
with the danger of such criticism becoming an 
end in itself [Gasparov 2001, 93]. Thus, it had to 
focus on self-perfection, national consciousness, 
ideals and faith:

[…] intelligentsia, which can be viewed as a kind of 
cultural élite, cannot by its nature belong to the social 
élite: it can never be rich […], can never be at power 
[…]. Just like the monks, the intelligentsia representa-
tives refuse everything secular and concentrate on the 
spiritual (although the notions of the “secular” and the 
“spiritual” acquire the new content). [Uspenskij 2001, 
402]

C
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Narodniks, Marxists, scholars of liberal-religious 
orientation, have all turned to the notion of the 
intelligentsia. During Soviet times it went through 
some crucial changes. Marxist-Leninist theory de-
fined the intelligentsia as a layer, existing between 
the two classes of workers and peasants; much 
effort was put into exterminating it, changing it or 
shaping it. But the notion of its own mission re-
mained unchangeable: the intelligentsia was serv-
ing the people.

A considerable percentage of educated peo-
ple after the Revolution of the 1917 either left 
Russia or died in the course of the Civil war and 
repressions. From the mid-1930s, Stalin’s pro-
gramme of creation and education of the Soviet 
intelligentsia was put forward. The growth in the 
numbers of high school students began. In par-
ticular, this growth touched the engineering and 
the technical professions. The second cycle of 
the shift to mass technical education began in the 
mid-1950s. As Lev Gudkov sees it, the necessity 
for the advancement of the technical potential of 
the militarized economy demanded growth in the 
numbers of technical workers and scientists. Be-
tween the 1950s and 1970s the number of scien-
tific and technical workers was increasing rapidly. 
By the end of the 1980s, the Soviet Union had 
formed an enormous body of scientific specialists 
(around 1.5 million people), more than 80% of 
whom worked in Scientific Research Institutes, 
i.e. they were asked to concentrate on applied 
science, not on tuition or “pure” university sci-
ence [Gudkov 2004, 717-725].

In the 1990s a part of this enormous “over-pro-
duced” clan of scientists emigrated and continued 
to work in the countries of Europe and North 
America; those left behind had to change their 
qualifications. The prestige of the intelligentsia be-
gan to fall rapidly. Their place in the public con-
sciousness became occupied by the new notions 
of ➝ ‘élites’ and ‘intellectuals’. “Élite is a group 
of people occupying the high or the key positions 
in the power structure or the status-hierarchical 
system of the society” [Gudkov 2004, 692].  

The working places of the intelligentsia were de-
stroyed. And the new places in the social struc-
ture were taken by far less numerous ‘intellectu-
als’.

The ‘intellectuals’ – in the modern Russian view 
of the term – are the highly educated people 
serving the ruling political and economic relations 
within the sphere of political communication, po-
litical technologies etc. Such understanding comes 
rather close to Michel Foucault’s opinion of the 
new type of the intellectual – specific intellectual 
(who came to replace the universal intellectual of 
the 19th century), whose main features are de-
fined by class position, particular conditions of life 
and work and a special political role of the truth 
played in society [Foucault 2002]. In modern Rus-
sia, the intellectual is often seen as a specialist at 
the service of political interests and capital.

Another interpretation suggests that the de-
composition of such a community as ‘the people’ 
– the main object of the intelligentsia’s service 
– began much later in Russia than in Europe. As 
a result, the change of function and position of 
the intelligentsia in the society takes place much 
later than the analogous processes in European 
countries.

This lyrical digression is aimed at outlining 
my unverifiable impressions: that the section of 
Udaff.com visitors with a higher education and 
who are aged 22 years and older, spent its child-
hood in the former USSR and absorbed its system 
of vital and professional self-definition, which was 
destroyed later on. Had the historical develop-
ment taken another turn, if I am allowed to use 
the conjunctive mood, this particular Udaff.com 
demographic would be working in the Scientific 
Research Institutes, within which the 1.5 million 
scientific workers of the 1980s were gathered. 
For today’s professions and the working occupa-
tions of the Udaff.coms a survey has been con-
ducted in the forum [Udaff 2004-8]. One of the 
so-called ‘intellectuals’ is the “sKumbag” Linksy, 
the author of the Udaff.com language, and it was 
he who organized the PR-campaign of the presi-
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dential candidate, Umar Dzhabrailov and worked 
in Gleb Pavlovskij’s polit-technological team [Koc, 
Steshin 2003]. The majority of today’s visitors to 
Udaff.com are neither intellectuals nor members 
of the élite. Judging by their education, social 
position and viewpoints on politics and culture, 
I suggest that they were brought up to become 
the intelligentsia of the USSR, and since there is 
hardly a place for such a class in new Russia, they 
‘mutated’ into ‘disillusioned’ unsatisfied Udaff.
com visitors.

Conclusion

The Udaff.com subculture, possessing a certain 
number of constitutive elements, such as the com-
monness of ideology, of conduct in virtual space 
and of symbolic unity, is in the process of creating 
its own literary trend, ‘literature for men’. The sub-
culture and literature of Udaff.com combine the 
features of mainstream culture, reflecting and pro-
ducing the masculine myths, as well as the features 
of the protest culture. The Udaff.coms’ opposition 
to the mainstream is expressed in the brutalization 
of reality, in the non-normative thematic of the im-
aginative and in the chosen linguistic particularities, 
as well as in the orientation towards creativity and 
festive resting. In one of his interviews Udav says: 
“I knowingly did not separate readers from the au-
thors […]. For us it is a normal situation that our 
readers become our authors” [c.f. Vlasov 2001]. 
Moreover, this culture is not threatened by the 
dangers of broad commercialization.

Udaff.com is a modern example of the develop-
ment of an artistic trend on the basis of the net-
worked resource. Being administered by one en-
thusiast only, based on the foundation of a living 
tradition, flexibly responsive and reflexive to the 
needs of certain groups of people, Udaff.com is 
capable, without being a perfect technological sys-
tem, of participating in the creation and reproduc-
tion of an impressive culture and a particular prod-
uct, demanded by tens of thousands of people.

Translation by Ksenija Golubovich who also contrib-
uted very insightful comments on the topic of the 
intelligentsia as discussed in this article.



198 ANDREJ GORNYKH / ALMIRA OUSMANOVA 

Internet as a cultural form of post-
modernism

Cinema, television and the Internet make up 
three stages of the visual turn of modern cul-
ture, and represent something more than a su-
perficial change in the everyday experience (in-
volving less reading or listening, more watching) 
but embody the transformation of the core of 
contemporary culture. Photography and cinema 
are basic cultural forms of modernity, whilst the 
global spread of television marks the Western 
society’s transition to the post-modern stage 
with a new degree of individualization and visu-
alization of consumption. The apparent culmi-
nation of the modernization processes, the de-
velopment of Internet, contains a potential of a 
new cultural form.

Technologically, the Internet is characterized, 
foremost, by the increasing density of infor-
mational flow and broadening of the possibili-
ties of search and transmission of information. 
The quantitative aspects of this technological 
progress are so impressive that we can now 
speak of a qualitative leap in everyday communi-
cations and in our whole way of life. 

One can detect the quality of these ongo-
ing changes on the aesthetical level in the first 
place. Aesthetically, the Internet appears to be 
a canvas, over which the ordinary user’s eye 
may slide without any idea of the host of special 
knowledge and functions beneath it. A deeper 
contemplation of this surface could be instruc-
tive in understanding the local forms (nation-
al, sub-cultural) that flows of information and 
standard structures of our globalizing world 
assume.

The collapse of narrative form

One of the most basic experiences of the Internet 
is that of the search engine page. Rambler.ru and 
Yandex.ru, the main search engines for Russian-
speaking users, represent the structural model 
for any Internet page. The most essential feature 
of the search engine’s visual form seems to be 
its ‘mosaic-schizophrenic’ structure: dozens of 
links, banners, and windows to other webpages. 
A heterogeneous set of ‘voices’ that ‘speak’ on 
behalf of their subjects tends to be dominant.

The Internet page seems to represent a new, per-
haps final, phase of disintegration of the narrative 
as a realist cultural form. Fredric Jameson defines 
narrative as a means of combining of various di-
mensions and temporalities, of the elements of 
different levels – that of individual biography and 
social history, micro-rhythms of everyday life and 
political-economic macro-rhythms – in one single 
entity [Jameson 1988, 29]. Thus narrative is un-
derstood, not as sheer literary notion but as the 
dominant cultural Form. It blends together vari-

Aesthetics of Internet and visual consumption 
On the RuNet’s essence and specificity 

Andrej Gornykh, Almira Ousmanova (Minsk)

Rambler.ru: A mosaic-schizophrenic world.



199AESTHETICS OF INTERNET AND VISUAL CONSUMPTION

ous forms – phonetic, grammatical, syntactic struc-
tures, plot schemes, generic conventions, spatial, 
melodic, etc. – producing that general perspective 
which makes different elements correlative and 
thus meaningful. In this sense linear perspective in 
painting, symphonic form in music along with the 
novel itself as one of the most sophisticated kind of 
narratives can be regarded as narrative forms.

In modern times, visual form based on the mon-
tage principle becomes the dominant aesthetic 
Form. Modernity consistently breaks up the tra-
ditional narrative continuum, separating the ele-
ments into closed, self-sufficient entities, ‘images’ 
(to use a modernist literary phrase, all the way to 
cinematic close-up) set in memory separately or 
composed in collage form. Nabokov’s description 
of a refrigerator, in Lolita, “it roared at me viciously 
while I removed the ice from its heart”, can serve, 
according to Jameson, as an eloquent example of 
how modernist literary phrase is transformed into 
autonomous ‘image’ to be scrutinized and appre-
ciated outside general narrative perspective. The 
Russian vanguard’s formalist experiments with 
melody and metre, isolated not only from nar-
rative but also from semantics, are even more 
symptomatic in this context.

The aesthetics of modernism ‘programs’ the 
reader to grasp the episodic, the fragmentary, up 
to the most elementary formal units of texts with-
out any reference to a general framework [Jame-
son 1990, 205]. In the broader context aesthetical 
experience from the end of 19th up to the middle 
of the 20th centuries reproduced Western soci-
ety’s basic model of identity – autonomous ego or 
self-sufficient and closed individual. Autonomous 
ego comes to be the building block of the new 
social field undergoing the processes of reification 
and rationalization [Gornykh 2001]. Modernity 
strengthens the autonomy of the individual along 
with that of the art produced by individual genius.

French literary critic and theorist, Lucien Gold-
mann in his book, Towards a Sociology of the Novel 
(Pour une sociologie du roman) (1964) analyzed the 
evolution of the Western literary protagonist as a 

form of autonomous ego: from Renaissance narra-
tive, focused on the active characters changing the 
world along the lines of their selfish, roguish inter-
ests all the way to the classical genre of novel. The 
early capitalism, with the private activity of the first 
free markets, universal notions of freedom, equal-
ity, and human rights gave rise to a new literary 
character: ‘the problematic individual’. The prob-
lematic individual inhabits the world of the novel in 
a multitude of incarnations, from Don Quixote to 
Raskolnikov. Raskolnikov is possessed by a ‘demon-
ic search’ for human values. He cannot determine 
these values for himself, as he is alienated from the 
society that lives by them; his alienation and self-
loathing make it harder for him to find true values, 
which become increasingly opaque and unattain-
able. Psychological motives for the development of 
the plot are essential for plausibility (suspension of 
disbelief) in a realistic novel: the play of interests of 
individuals with the sophisticated psychology cre-
ates the smooth flow of fictional events.

The processes of modernization resulting in in-
creased fragmentation of society and de-person-
alization of its fragments entail, according to Gold-
mann, shifts in the dominant form of the literary 
character. In the 20th century, the problematic 
individual (for whom his own motives and values 
become a problem) is gradually replaced by the 
hero, who is alien to any progressive search and 
alienated from the external world in general (from 
Kafka to Rob-Grillet and the New Novel). In the 
final analysis, the New Novel articulates “radical 
disappearance of the character and respectively 
considerable strengthening of the autonomy of ob-
jects” [Goldmann 1964, 288]. In other words, the 
autonomy of ego turns out to be the autonomy of 
the things themselves: in the absence of a charac-
ter, things begin to ‘act’ forming absurdist relation-
ships (here one can grasp the surprising literalism 
of commodity fetishism at work).

Cinema represents the new stage of crisis of 
the autonomous ego. The cinematic mode of 
storytelling (montage) can be said to be an anti-
narrative device if compared to the classical liter-
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ary form. The syntax of cinema doesn’t ‘psycho-
logically’ connect elements of a story but rather 
produces visual clashes of signs, providing the 
viewer with an attractive spectacle. The principle 
of montage, to begin with Sergej Ejzenshtejn, as 
Jameson puts it, 

requires the reduction of each shot to its greatest tonal 
intensity in order to heighten the language of contrast 
and the shock of its conflict with the following one. 
[…] That gap or tension between two shots which 
hitherto constituted montage now opens up and takes 
on the status of an image in its own right, a third en-
tity which comes into being to bridge the other two. 
[Jameson 1990, 212]

This “third entity” – the very aestheticized space 
of isolation and shocking encounters – becomes 
the proper place for the transformation of realistic 
psychology into ‘dehumanized’, alienated, mod-
ernist subjectivity. Montage cinematic form sub-
verts the work of the narrative apparatus. How-
ever, from the early experiments in film narration 
to classic Hollywood cinema, the main modernist 
art form is essentially based on the literary plot 
schemes. Even television, in the first decades of 
its existence, had considerable narrative impulse 
(as evidenced in the genre of theatrical specta-
cles produced for television). Later, narrative is 
repressed by the heterogeneity of the TV format: 
telecasts are incessantly interrupted by commer-
cials, dissociating into sub-stories and scenes. But 
there was still room for the fundamental rule of 
classical representation, that of the unity of place, 
time, and action in the framework of every scene 
or shot. The invention of remote control devices 
and the practice of using them to ‘channel hop’ 
resulted in a new stage of de-narrativization of 
the contemporary culture, which thus became an 
essentially visual culture. The individual television 
viewer constantly edits and re-edits the images, 
producing, by device rather than design, a series 
of montage cuts. He or she cannot stick to one 
narrative, drifting among heterogeneous narrative 
fragments. However, even this innovation, finally 
turning television into a post-modern phenom-

enon, did not abolish the basic realist unity and 
homogeneity of the shot. The frame of the shot 
still functioned as the semiotic border preventing 
the intrusion of ‘alien’ elements in the main visual 
text of a shot.

The problem of outside frame space 

Narrative, compositional, stylistic unity of space in-
side the frame of a work of art was one of the basic 
principles of realistic representation. The relation-
ship between the spaces inside and outside of the 
frame was one of the central issues for the aes-
thetic of realism. The frame, as a particular case of 
semiotic border, was one of the key problems for 
the Moscow-Tartu semiotic school. Thus, for ex-
ample, Lev Zhegin put forward the idea of evolu-
tion of the frame’s status in the history of Western 
painting: from traditional icon (the whole universe 
is placed within the frame) via Renaissance painting 
(the frame as a window to the world, extending 
outside) up to modern painting (the frame ceases 
to act as a boundary essentially separating  the rep-
resented space and the outer one): 

Medieval painting appears to restrict itself, exhausts 
itself, nothing remains outside it […] The first signs of 
the possible extension of the picture outside – flowing 
of the space outside the frame – can be grasped as 
early as the Renaissance, especially in the 16th centu-
ry. Later on, along with the deepening of the spatiality 
of the picture, this characteristic becomes more and 
more evident. Finally, in the second half of the 19th 
century the aesthetic of impressionism arises with a 
totally new principle – the picture is no more then a 
fragment of nature […] Here the spatiality of the paint-
ing is not contained by anything; it passively spreads in 
all directions – infinite air ocean, endless spatiality ex-
tends outside of the frame. [Zhegin 1970, 66]

Let us comment on this evolutional scheme from 
the point of view of the shift in the frame’s status 
on the Internet. The frame in the medieval tradi-
tion of the icon functions as an absolute border 
of the world, which is very similar to the ancient 
mythological world picture. The whole world is 
contained within these limits to the degree that 
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the very question of outside space is unthinkable: 
there is neither existence nor non-existence be-
yond this world. In contemporary thinking the 
border is the continuum of the two substances 
or bodies that contact each other, or in semiotic 
terms mutually translate each other. In contem-
porary thinking the ancient mythological world 
would seem very strange while traditional think-
ing would judge the contemporary world, de-
prived of an absolute limit of space and meaning, 
as shapeless and ugly.

The icon is the arrangement and composition of 
figures, combined by means of a number of formal 
techniques and symbolic meanings in an imma-
nently whole microcosm. The core of this micro-
cosm is the representation of the Sacred, which 
acts as a centre of gravitation, arranging all other 
things around itself. The World’s ultimate border is 
something radically different to space – it is repre-
sented as absolute time of eternity (golden back-
ground) or relative time in its various cycles (cir-
cles of months, moons, etc.) as it is often depicted 
in the traditional cartographic imago mundi. 

This form of the visual representation of the 
world is based on the universal Holy Narrative 
(be it Myth or The Bible as the Book of Being). 
For traditional human beings all that happens 
in the world is interpreted as an organic part 
of a general History, with a cast of characters 
that encompasses every person. This collective 
History has its Beginning and End, which bring 
meaning into every action of each ‘character’. 
And it is the change of relationship between the 
individual/the collective that manifests itself on 
the surface of aesthetic form – particularly in the 
change of the status of the frame as a semiotic 
boundary – as an articulation of the overall ef-
fect of gradual capitalist transformations of eve-
ryday life and the public sphere during 15th to 
17th centuries.

The world of linear, progressive, endless his-
tory, where individuals encounter each other as 
market actors, increasingly neglecting the pos-
sibility of any collective Project (in the sense of 
medieval salvation, for instance) is no longer rep-
resented as microcosm, but as a view from the 
window. Renaissance painting, as a ‘window’, can 
be seized upon as the embodiment of a narrow, Eternity imagined: Icon by Andrej Rublev.

Imago Mundi: World Map by Giovanni Leardo.
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private perspective on the social world, which ex-
tends beyond the frame as an external, objective 
reality. As possibilities of the representation of 
society as totality decline, the latter turns out to 
be a ‘space’ (a concept that was not understood 
in ancient times, when the world was considered 
in the local-microcosmical terms of χώρα, place-
country).

As a result of modernization and broadening of 
the market relationship, the sphere of freedom 
of the independent private entrepreneur (start-
ing with small shop-keepers, retailers, etc.) acting 
within the town community of 16th-18th  centu-
ries dissolves and the entrepreneur gets caught in 
the web of dependencies of the expanding system 
of demand and supply that evade his conscious-
ness. The phenomenon of outside frame space 
articulates another space, that of the human rela-
tionships that are delocalized and alienated in the 
form of commodity fetishism. In relation to the 
framework of modern individual’s life-world this 
new space of everyday life becomes, if not more 
visible, then more tangible and extensive, causing 
specific modern anxiety.

Does not M. Merleau-Ponty refer to this expe-
rience, in his reflections on the end of the ‘naïve 
belief’ in the world, as a picture? It means, firstly, 
refusal to perceive the world in wholly visible 
fragments, without blind spots and surrounded 
by an invisible zone of darkness and, secondly, 
to take into consideration, outside frame space, 
which, according to Merleau-Ponty, cannot be 
easily described – it is neither dark, nor grey: 
there you deal with an indeterminate vision, a vi-
sion of something you cannot identify and even 
the space behind you is not without some visual 
presence [Merleau-Ponty 1999, 28]. Isn’t this the 
aesthetic on which horror films and thrillers are 
based? An effect caused by the presence, around 
the periphery of the frame, of something intan-
gible, threatening by its peripheral presence im-
mediately behind the viewer, who is deprived of 
his privileged position of all-seeing Renaissance 
observer.

Hypertext windows

If realistic narrative was the space for autonomous 
ego, and cinema space came to problematize this 
autonomy, then the Internet appears to be the site 
of the collapse of the latter. In the Internet mod-
ernist anxiety vanishes in the practices of endless 
visual consumption. Further development of the 
deep social transformations of the relationship 
between the individual and the collective, which 
used to generate this anxiety, results in the disap-
pearance of the autonomy itself. In the context of 
the end of modernist autonomy – both in the reg-
ister of the individual psyche (ego) and that of the 
aesthetic production (work of art) – one should 
speak of post-art of design, rather than of the aes-
thetics of the Internet.

Design provides practical functions with ‘hu-
manity’, comfort and pleasure in use. The Inter-
net, being finally shaped by designers, is subject 
to the parameters of format and not the rules of 
beauty. The ‘format’ in the contemporary thesau-
rus is an optimal way for the concrete product 
(informative and creative material) to be intro-
duced to the widest possible circle of its consum-
ers (or target groups) with the help of logotype, 
rubricator, etc. 

The change in the functions of frame could be 
read as one of the symptoms of this shift. The ba-
sic formal feature of the Internet is not the rivalry 
– however problematic it could be – between 
the space inside and outside of the frame, but 
deconstruction of the latter. Hypertext Internet 
‘windows’ being something like remote but direct 
descendants of the Renaissance, picturesque ‘win-
dows’, make up a new kind of totality leaving no 
room for something external to themselves. 

The Internet window is packed with a set of 
smaller windows, keyholes to the other win-
dows, which in their turn have the same mosaic 
structure. In the infinite, mutual opening of the 
windows, one out of another the crisis of classic 
representation finds its concluding form. Looking 
back to the Baroque era, the aesthetics of mirror 



203AESTHETICS OF INTERNET AND VISUAL CONSUMPTION

deployment may be interpreted as a first symp-
tom of this crisis. In the Baroque aesthetics of 
mirror deployment, as Jurij Lotman argues, 

specific architectural space for the creation of illusive 
infinity (reflections of reflections), for redoubling the 
imaginary space by reflecting the paintings on the walls 
or by undermining of the border between the inside 
and outside [is achieved] by means of reflections of the 
views outside the windows. [Lotman 1992, 116]

On the Internet, the frame is no longer the stable, 
semiotic border that regulates meaning, generat-
ing internal-external osmosis. As a cell contain-
ing an information frame encloses a fragment of 
world and builds it into the endless number of 
the similar cells, the frames, inserted one into 
another in the process of using of the Internet, 
constantly interchange their positions: that which 
was inserted as a frame of information in one 
window, being opened as a new window might 
also contain the first window, which shrinks to 
join other links in the frame. 

Thus, outside space as such tends to evaporate 
in the Internet. For the Internet window frame, 
there is nothing external. ‘Virtual reality’ desig-
nates the overall effect of the Internet on users: 
every window potentially includes all other win-
dows so that ‘reality’ becomes a marginal effect 
of the opening and reopening of different spaces. 
Similarly, the Internet does not know anything in-
ternal. The space in the Internet window consists 
of monads that conceal worlds inside. Radically 
undermining the inside/outside dichotomy, the 
Internet is like a house with many windows, from 
which one cannot look out and see the general 
landscape combining all particular views. It is as if 
the subject is trapped in the room, as in a post-
modern platonic cave and is bound to observe, 
from a distance, the drifting fragments of the out-
side world, framed in the hypertext windows. It 
resembles the Hollywood representation of the 
different characters of cyberpunks and hackers: 
they stare at flickering computer screens, being 
wholly isolated from the external world in their 
cave-like rooms.

So, all the content of the world can be found by 
infinite opening of the Internet windows without 
the possibility of distinguishing between the out-
side and the inside, beyond any world picture or 
History. Paul Virilio describes this Internet-gener-
ated experience in terms of the fundamental loss 
of orientation: 

Together with the build-up of information superhigh-
ways we are facing a new phenomenon: loss of orien-
tation. A fundamental loss of orientation compliment-
ing and concluding the societal liberalization and the 
deregulation of financial markets whose nefarious ef-
fects are well-known. [Virilio 2001, 24]. 

In the late virtual-financial capitalism the very im-
possibility for individuals to map their positions 
in social space becomes an aesthetic factor. In his 
➝ Postmodernism (1991) Fredric Jameson dem-
onstrates that this loss of the ability of cognitive 
mapping on the aesthetic level leads to the sub-
verting of relationships, not only between the out-
side and inside, but also between the part and the 
whole, the verbal and the visual. It is these prin-
ciples that constitute the foundation of the post-
modern aesthetic form; they are embodied in a 
wide range of phenomena, from schizoid literature 
to literal spatial embarrassment in deconstructivist 
architectural spaces.

The rise in density and heteronomization of the 
information flow on the television takes on forms 
that are close to the World Wide Web. This, in 
the first instance, is related to the co-presence in 
the shot of several ‘voices’, opened channels of 
information. Even on Belarusian television, which 
is notorious for its outmoded, obscurantist con-
tent, the television frame has been recently modi-
fied in this direction: in news programmes two 
‘creeping lines’ have appeared at the bottom of 
the screen – the first presents information about 
the weather, petrol prices, currencies exchange 
rates, etc., and below that, at a faster pace, an-
other one offers parallel news about curious and 
non-official events.

Post-modern television uses different methods 
of deconstruction of opposition ‘inside / outside’ 

Post-M
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of the frame: from creeping lines and captions to 
various shot in shot compositions. However, as 
a rule, all this television ‘windows’ are employed 
as additional elements for the main ‘window’ to 
add commentary or emphasize a detail. Here, 
different framed details, angles, words or figures, 
in one way or another, work for the main event, 
narrative that determines the space of the shot. 
They are neither noticeably heterogeneous frag-
ments in relation to the main frame, nor the win-
dows to the different events and narratives.

The reaction to this TV-aesthetics in A. Smirnov’s 
article, Internet on TV challenging Leonid Par-
fenof’s style at Russian TV is a typical one to this 
phenomenon. Conforming to classical judgment, 
with its assertion of the unity of the aesthetic 
space inside of the frame, Smirnov reproaches 
Leonid Parfenov (and post-modern Russian tel-
evision, as such) for being an unsuccessful and 
ungainly copy of Internet. We believe that the 
argument is not about the controversy between 
two systems of aesthetics but about the logic 
of late capitalism with its increasing fragmenta-
tion, interactivity and non linear composition 
transforming our ideas of the beautiful. Televi-
sion will inevitably become more ‘like Internet’ 
in the same manner as post-modern blockbuster 
can increasingly be likened to one extended pop 
clip. 

However, the mosaic-schizophrenic structure of 
the post-modern visual form comes into being 
on the Internet at its purest. Internet surfing is a 
new level of ‘TV zapping’. If we transferred the 
actions in the Internet frame (say, within a page of 
a news site or Internet shop) to a television shot 
this might produce a bizarre picture, such as this 
one: into the setting of one serial, rushes a char-
acter from another soap opera (not in the inter-
mission, as some sort of promotion device, but in 
the same narrative space and time) and shouts: 
“At this very moment in my story my mother has 
finally managed to find my brother, who was lost 
fifty years ago.” He stays among the characters 
of the main story for some time while the latter 
ignore him. Let us also imagine that we are able 
to use the remote control to make random jumps 
between different parts of the story. Finally, let us 
try to imagine that, for every story told, there is 
no culmination or ending, the stories last longer 
than the longest soap opera (circling continuously 
in one position), and the set of characters is open 
and unstable. In this case, it is the Internet that 
appears to be such a super-television shot. 

Even the relative unity of the place, time, and 
action is no longer viable inside the Internet 
‘shot’. The surface of the Internet window is bro-
ken down into self-sufficient frames of options, 
banners, links, etc. Movement from one frame 
to another occurs, not by means of montage cut, 
as in the cinema or television, but by activating 
new options and paths in the same space. This 
space is deprived both of an external dimension 
and depth. It may serve as an allegory of the post-
modern social space where the individual does 
not exist of his or her own volition, but rather is 
being positioned.

The Internet as a form of visual con-
sumption

Consumption here refers, not to the goal ori-
ented search for information on the professional 

Namedni: Leonid Parfenof’s history of the USSR.
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sites (electronic scientific journals, special data-
bases) where aggressiveness of visual hypertext is 
contained by the logical structure of the site and 
reflexive selection of information by the user. Vis-
ual consumption has more to do with the typical 
situation of mass user experience of the Internet, 
which is moulded as essentially pornographic. 
The loose search for useful, everyday information 
(such as booking tickets or searching for the latest 
model of mobile phone or other device), reading 
the news or viewing erotic and pornographic sites 
– all of these ways of using Internet are based on 
a specific type of absent-minded, dispersed ex-
citement. The aesthetic surface of the Internet 
programmes this post-modern affect.

The aesthetics of blinking banners, half-
opened pictures-stories, creeping lines moving 
in different directions at a different pace is an 
elementary stimulus and a concomitant, direct 
reflection of the new post-narrative activity of 
the information consumer. For the latter, the 
value of an open Internet page consists, not in 
reading it throughout till the end, but the value 
somehow subconsciously arises at the moments 
when the user, attracted by a link, opens a new 
window, to be attracted again by another link, 
and this process continues. In fact no single In-
ternet picture or text is interesting in itself but 
only as a reference or pathway to other pic-
tures and texts. What is valuable here is the vir-
tual exchangeability of a window for the host 
of other windows, just as no-one in the con-
sumerist world seems to be interested in use 
value but rather, in pure exchange value, the 
very movement of capital. This inertia of inces-
santly flitting from one Internet page to another 
without prolonged concentration, produces 
new schizophrenic enjoyment of the perpetual 
novelty beyond any narrative temporality, bind-
ing the past and the future in the point of the 
present. The aesthetics of preview and thumb-
nails has its source in this voyeuristic, dispersed 
excitement from passing glances at the Internet 
windows.

The ideology of mass virtual pornography is in-
clusive of the fact that this kind of excitement has 
no objective; that random selection of unlimited 
structural variations (say, erotic poses) is closed-
loop and self-reproducing. Mass virtual pornogra-
phy uses this to catch users in pornographic nets. 
The most effective and banal device here is to 

Erotic gallery: From climax to climax.
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establish the links, not between thumbnails and 
their full-sized copies, but between thumbnails 
themselves. The act of clicking on a thumbnail in 
a preview gallery opens another preview gallery 
and so on. Thus, the pornographic gaze cannot 
be defined exclusively in terms of sexual excite-
ment from viewing ‘dirty pics’, but also by the fact 
that every act of viewing stimulates that pleasure, 
essentially as a pre-viewing. The pornographic 
principle is also present in the news sites (main 
Russian news sites are Gazeta.ru, Lenta.ru, Dni.
ru, etc.) although rather less blatant, as it were.

The composition of the news site is that of a 
preview gallery with small textual introductions 
to the news thumbnails. Quite often, a news link 
in Russian sites will lead, not to a more detailed 
report of the news itself but to another news 
thumbnail (of course, you are much more likely 
to get to the expected place if you click on a 
link in the news line than on a banner that opens 
a new page where the necessary information is 
still to be found). The small textual introductions 
or captions to the news are a kind of taster for 
the main event, which functions like a trigger for 
the Internet consumer to open the news item or 
to shift to another. For, in most cases, the news 
in the caption tends to be over-dramatized to 
raise and suspend the expectations of the user.

For example, if the image is of an angry wom-
an and the caption states that “rock-star A. in-

sulted pop-star B.”, this could mean that pop-
star B. just attended rock-star A.’s concert and 
was unpleasantly surprised by the manner of 
her performance, but had no personal contact 
with rock-star A. In this case, not satisfied with 
the low degree of salaciousness of the event 
the news consumer clicks at once on another 
thumbnail in the hope of seeing something much 
more exciting. 

This visual aesthetic can be called ➝ event logo-
typization and is very characteristic of post-mod-
ernism. The events as a rule have their ‘logotype’ 
– the icons – visual signs, like trademarks that pro-
vide immediate recognition of the event. Normal-
ly, the logotype is a photograph of a person around 
whom the event is centred or another easily rec-
ognizable image – a national flag, building or other 
widely known object. Icon-logotype functions as a 
mimetic copy of event: as if you see not just a close 
up of a minister but the minister at the very mo-
ment of the action being reported in news caption, 
for example, a pop-star who is breaking up with 
(or marrying) his girl-friend, or a hurricane tearing 
across parts of America.

The structure of the news logotype is identical 
to the business one. In the logotype, a recogniz-
able icon visually expressing qualities of a firm (or 
event) or just marking it as something singular, is 
situated on the left hand side. On the right one 
can find the title of a firm (or a subheading of the 
news), and below – the designation of firm’s main 
business (a brief synopsis or the first few lines, in 
the case of news). In general the concentration 
of events-logotypes in the RuNet is higher than 
that found in Western analogues. For instance, 
the BBC or CNN use fewer images and provide 
information in a more analytical style. So the gen-
eral tendency of event logotypization is expressed 
on the RuNet more clearly.

Dni.ru: Using the pornographic principle.

Before & After: Logo of the company Test-Zhaso.
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The logotype icon holds us in a visual chain of simi-
lar icons preventing us from digging deeper into 
one particular story. Logotypization replaces the 
uniqueness of an event by its typical character. It 
radically obscures the logic of relationships be-
tween events making it no more ‘narrative’ than 
the allocation of dozens of sneakers (not so much 
things but brand logos) on a shop’s wall. In con-
sumer spaces and in Internet space, the individual 
deals with the recognizable logotypes that form 
infinite consumerist series without forming any 
history.

Icons of events in news logotypes are very 
standardized. There is only one format of repre-
sentation of news in the same bloc of information: 
thumbnails have the same size and visual style 
(colourful, expressive ‘full face’ of event). The 
meanings and values of events do not correspond 
to the narrative order of reading – from the left to 
the right and from the top to the bottom. News 
items are organized in mosaic pattern, either 
chronologically by event or at random: economic 
news is juxtaposed with gossip, show business 
news with religion, etc. Information about disas-
ter and consequent human suffering in an African 
state can be situated between celebrity gossip 
and scandals and represented in the same format. 
The totality of news is made up of one huge mo-
saic of ‘curiosities’ in post-modern infotainment. 
They require nothing of the news consumer. Day 
after day, scandals and disasters occur, new prod-
ucts are invented and politicians are elected and 
all this has no history, no origin and no end, only a 
perpetual, isolated now. It is this temporal struc-
ture that dominates on the Internet.

The Internet trains us to be able to grasp the 
‘essence’ of an event (information) quickly, visu-
ally as a logotype and to forget it, likewise, with-
out reflection, to pass to other events. In the 
RuNet sites the news line provides a chronologi-
cal flow of different events that do not compose 
any linear plot. These events become part of 
the site’s archives, where they are concreted in 
grey background of past time for the ‘figures’ of 

fresh events rather than previous chapters of the 
same text. Indeed, the reading of Internet news 
archives is very helpful for understanding to what 
extent the absolute majority of past news is in-
significant and even irrelevant for the present. 
These news items do not have any consequences 
for the present: politicians predicted catastrophes 
and victories and they would never take place, 
other triumphs and disasters took place, only to 
be supplanted in memory by similar, novel ones, 
celebrities announced their new mega projects, 
which were just as quickly forgotten.

In addition, it is impossible to read history from 
an Internet archive without constant intrusions by 
the latest news and banners. They are inserted in 
different areas of archival space and this temporal 
mixture presents the actual events – though they 
were not at all new but twins of the past ones 
– due to their recognizable mass media image. 
The event is grasped visually and there is nothing 
to comprehend or interpret in it. As in a real-time 
telecast of different accidents (popular in Russia, 
“You are eyewitness”) or in TV news, where the 
event in the shot is encircled with a white ring and 
the commentator emotionally  exclaims, “Look! 
Look! A man is falling from the open window!” 
The viewer, holding his breath, scrutinizes on the 
pixelated texture of the zoomed in shot, the pure 
surface of the event in all its openness and opac-
ity. In his article, The Third Sense Roland Barthes 
describes such a visualization of event, of history, 
in terms of a “third sense” (in addition to informa-
tive and symbolic ones): 

History (narrative) ceases to be powerful system (mil-
lenary narrative system) and becomes – on the con-
trary – a simple surface, a field of invariants and per-
mutations; it becomes the surface and the scene, false 
boundaries of which multiply the permutational play of 
sign […] history is the senseless order that allows the 
sheer series to develop aleatory combination […] We 
have to invert the aphorism, “the more auxiliary sense 
is, the more parasitic it is in relation to the narrated 
story”. On the contrary, it is the history that comes to 
be a variable in relation to [visual] signifiers where it 
is no more than a field of displacement, a constitutive 
negativity or, in other words, a fellow traveller. [Bar-
thes 2002, 502-503]



208 ANDREJ GORNYKH / ALMIRA OUSMANOVA 

modities in a series than with our body. This is 
the consumerist version of the perpetual return 
visit: we obsessively return to the ‘thumbnail gal-
leries’ of show windows and the ‘main page’ of 
shopping centre hallways, where various con-
sumer goods, installations and slogans test our 
resolve like banners in Internet. The consumer 
enthusiastically rushes from one commodity to 
another, choosing his or her imaginary identity 
which falls away from the symbolic structuring 
of History. Shopping is the anti-narrative activity 
par excellence, the burying in oblivion, not only 
of History but of ‘Things’ as well.

The oblivion of the Thing in the fundamental 
Marxist-Heideggerian sense of alienation takes 
place when the thing is no more ‘work’ or com-
ing-into-being out of the origin. Alienation effaces 
all the traces of the origin from which the thing 
springs or is artistically created.

The origin here means, firstly, the concrete 
productive labour evaporating from the object 
under the pressure of exchange value and division 
of labour, as described by Marx in, Capital. With 
the help of this labour, as Jean Baudrillard argues, 
man used to adjust thing to his imaginary iden-
tity; now spatiality freely plays between man and 
things: “The space acts as a system of allocation 
and man maintains the relationship with things by 
means of control of the space” [Baudrillard 1995, 
21]. Modern man does not consume or pos-
sesses things: he puts them in order, finding his 
identity in “manipulating the system, maintaining 
it in tactical balance” [Baudrillard 1995, 22]. The 
Internet is the appropriate aesthetic place for this 
kind of manipulative, simulative possession.

Secondly, origin is about the thingness (Dingheit) 
of the thing. From the plastic bottle of still water 
the local-mythological “dark doze of earth” van-
ishes, as Heidegger would have said. The water is 
the ‘work’ of earth in as much as the latter freely 
gives it away after having received it as a gift from 
the sky. For Heidegger the coming epoch of the 
global market of telecommunications is character-
ized by: 

Curiously enough, is how Barthes’ description, 
initially sympathetic to the visual “third sense” as 
a substance of the truly “filmic” or cinema-textual 
begins to carry out critical functions within the In-
ternet (in particular, the logotypization of events in 
news sites). From this description, it follows that 
the Internet neither tells stories nor some univer-
sal History uniting all human beings on the way to 
a qualitatively new future. Visual signs are seen to 
be, not illustrations, “parasites” with regard to his-
tory, but an agency absorbing history, a “senseless 
order”, “the sheer series”, an “aleatory combina-
tion” subverting the narrative structure as such. 
(Not by accident, do Robert Burnett and David 
Marshall argue that it is impossible to define web 
aesthetics because any content inevitably dissolves 
in its own form [Burnett, Marshall 2003]).

In this, “senseless order” one can grasp ra-
tionality of Internet as a form – not so much as 
a specific realization, but as a generative model 
– of visual consumption. Indeed, is it not this hab-
it that dominates in our everyday consumption 
practices when we make our consumer choices 
with dispersed excitement, from ‘surfing’ over 
the shop windows and an endless series of com-
modities? Here every choice, every purchase is 
not a completed act but rather an incentive for 
more visual panning of a series of structural vari-
ations. Because our post-modern consumption 
choices are nothing like things or use value,  but 
a structural position in ‘aleatory combination’ of 
sheer series – those fashionable or actual minor 
differences in shade and colour or shape in retail 
‘collections’ of garments, for example. Indeed, 
when we enter a shop we deal with a kind of pre-
view gallery of items set out in a way that allows 
us to see the whole series (‘collection’) of formal 
differences and to decide on the basis of struc-
tural and substantial choice.

We ‘click’ on a commodity (take it from the shelf 
or show case), ‘zoom in’ on it in the fitting-room 
and purchase it, repeating this activity in a loop: 
one more t-shirt or gadget, one more structural 
variation that has more to do with other com-
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Collapsing of all temporal and spatial distances. […] 
The ultimate elimination of any trace of the distance is 
achieved by television apparatus, which will soon pen-
etrate and consolidate the huge edifice of communica-
tion. [Heidegger 1993, 316]

The obsessive longing for the elimination of any dis-
tance is symptomatic of the impossibility of intimacy 
with the thing. Or, putting it another way, the thing 
turns out to be a superficial image and the system of 
such images makes up hypertext inhabited by porno-
graphic gaze: you can see ‘all’, everything you want 
without postponement or psychology, ideally visible 
(as in an advertisement). But you can only view on 
the condition that you do not focus on every image, 
but keep opening new ones or, on the level of con-
sumerism, you will ‘own’ only by buying, by neuroti-
cally repeating the same choices.

Indiscreet charm of the RuNet

According to Scott Lash [1990, 20], the core 
of the post-modernist aesthetic audience is the 
“post-industrial middle class”. The post-industrial 
middle ➝ class is made up of people working 
in media, higher education, finances, advertising, 
marketing, and international relationships. This 
young class (both in terms of age and history) 
is characterized by different educational back-
grounds, including, but not exclusive to the élitist 
universities, and considerable business mobility.

For the ‘New Russian’ yuppies (young and up-
wardly mobile), concentrated mostly in Moscow, 
these characteristics are even more sharp. Dur-
ing Soviet times, the tradition of the stable fam-
ily business (like Ivanov and sons) was eradicated 
and the most successful and active social groups 
were subject to the selection of the party-no-
menclature system. The latter formed a relatively 
homogeneous core of the fuzzy mass of Soviet 
proletariat through specific means: education in 
the best, specialized universities and institutes, 
post-university ideological training (in particular, 
the system of Higher Party Schools), the prom-

ise of lifetime work in their chosen professional 
field, participation in public life by means of ap-
pointment to ‘elected’ institutions (starting with 
the local Soviets), etc.

The contemporary Russian leading class is consti-
tuted from the very different mobile fragments of 
the old system: academic researchers with business 
acumen, the so-called ‘former komsomol members’ 
(a young fraction of the communist establishment 
whose principal quality was their scepticism about 
the system and their consequent move into the 
area of private initiative), legitimized representatives 
of the Soviet ‘shadow economy’, criminals deeply 
involved in the processes of primary accumulation 
of capital, children of the upper-level state bureauc-
racy, and the new post-Soviet generation of talented 
young people who have succeeded in finding their 
place in contemporary Russian economics.

The educational background of this emerging 
class is very diverse: from secondary schools and 
the dubious diplomas of numerous post-Perestrojka 
private institutes, to scientific degrees from the lead-
ing Western universities. The majority of them have 
experience with the volatile business arena and have 
been involved in a number of specialized projects.

It is for this highly heterogeneous group that 
RuNet is becoming a privileged common ground, 
where a sort of unity of lifestyle begins to form. 
The RuNet generates this unifying effect, if not on 
the level of the content, then at least on the level 
of the representation of information, the very ar-
chitectonics of hyperspace. Internet space is ho-
mologous for that social space and social mobility 
which is so characteristic for the life-world of the 
post-industrial middle class.

R. Howells compares the ‘architecture’ and 
aesthetics of the Internet with a transit lounge: 

Entering a website is like entering a lobby from 
which we choose paths that may lead to a writ-
ten text, a graphic, a photograph, a piece of audio, 
or a film or a video clip, or a live camera scene. 
This may be stylishly and indeed innovatively ac-
complished, but at the same time the website is 
acting only as a perpetual transit lounge. [Howells 
2003, 233] 
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The lounge, as a special half-public space is the 
place of relaxation and meetings of people who 
have chosen to leave their private zones (rooms 
in the house or hotel) but have not moved further 
out into completely public spaces where one can 
encounter strangers in terms of class and life-style. 
The lounge is a “perpetual transit” zone, a space for 
‘hanging around’, where people meet each other 
in the drift of loose bohemian network of relation-
ships. Lounge-style communication is a domestic 
‘Internet’ where the pleasure from ‘surfing’ at ran-
dom, through the intersections of the information 
flows is able to bring profit from involvement in a 
business project or ‘scheme’. The latter is of great 
importance for the Russian yuppies, dealing with 
finances, show-business or trading. 

Of course, the Internet is used by different social 
groups of Russian society besides yuppies. But the 
latter seem to determine the essential parameters 
of the RuNet. While permanent access to the high-
speed Internet is a luxury for the majority of the 
Russian population, the Russian post-industrial mid-
dle class has almost entirely moved into the Inter-
net. There is a general tendency for the most active 
and liberal part of contemporary Russian society 
(especially since the scandal over the reorganization 
of the NTV channel) to drift away from the state 
TV channels and read newspapers and magazines, 
preferring RuNet news and analytical resources. 
The Russian post-industrial middle class saves time 
and money by not just searching on the RuNet for 
information about cultural events and markets, but 
also uses the medium to arrange dates, make travel 
plans, buy tickets, book hotels and make other on-
line purchases, such as books and DVDs. 

The RuNet in its basic features can be un-
derstood as a form of the rising Russian social 
class’ “vision of the world”. The concept of the 
“vision of the world” was elaborated by Lucien 
Goldmann and designates vision, not as percep-
tion but as social optics through which every 
individual sees reality. These optics are pro-
duced by the class (its ideas, interests, habits, 
and hopes) to which the individual belongs and 

which opposes him/her to other social groups 
[Goldmann 1964].

The Russian post-industrial middle class vision 
of the world, on the one hand is opposite to the 
aesthetics of any State ideology (which in con-
temporary Russia more and more systematically 
opts for the social-realist aesthetics) and on the 
other hand, it opposes itself to the obscurantism 
and bad taste of the petty bourgeoisie. 

The Russian post-industrial middle class’ aesthetic 
arises at the intersection of different tastes, needs, 
and fantasies. The first feature of this aesthetic is 
its visual redundancy, which is an effect of differ-
ent factors. Firstly, advertisements take up more 
space in the RuNet than in Western Internet: this 
includes both the quantity and size of advertise-
ment banners. The quantitative characteristic is 
reinforced by the intensity of the RuNet’s visual 
images and its systematic use of gif- and flash-
animation, often several at a time on the screen, 
which creates the impression of visual aggressive-
ness. Secondly, the advertisement can be placed in 
a different structural position of the Internet page: 
at the margins, but also it may intrude between 
different blocs of content, impudently moving 
them apart both horizontally and vertically (much 
less the case in ‘serious’ Western Internet sites).

The visual aggressiveness of the RuNet offers 
a zone of visibility for Russian yuppies in public 
space. The cult of ‘wild-and-predatory’ new look, 

Ad: The Russian post-industrial middle class’ aesthetic.
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exemplified in the city advertisements for BMWs, 
is one of its most evident embodiments. When 
the hotel Moscow – a potent symbol of the old 
Soviet system – was being demolished, one of its 
walls was used as a huge advertisement board for 
the new model BMW, as it were, an empty new 
skin for a new social body. Let alone cult new 
Russian film Boomer (slang name for BMW) or 
pop mega-hit of recent years Black Boomer. The 
Boomer-aesthetic lies at the intersection of the 
tastes of rich and sporty young people, dynamic 
businessmen, and criminal elements.

Thus in the absence of the élitist tradition of class-
formation (for instance, the British model of élitist 
clubs uniting individuals of similar social status, edu-
cation, beliefs, or origin) the new Russian bourgeoi-
sie meet in night clubs where the side of visual con-
sumption that could be called image investments 
comes to be of paramount importance. Beyond his 
profession, education or social status the individual 
is marked as a part of new Russian bourgeoisie or 
its yuppie faction by clothes, cars and girls. The Ru-
Net’s visual redundancy and aggressiveness serves 
to replicate the night club atmosphere. 

This is one of the most feasible but, of course, 
not the only possible explanation of the RuNet’s 
visual style. Those who do their shopping at the 
big Russian markets situated far from the city cen-
tre (specialized in food or construction equipment 
and materials) cannot but notice the great number 

of flashy signboards designating the name or spe-
cialization of the shop, which may be comically 
irrelevant in size and style to the designated shop: 
thus, the large print word, ‘Cement’ is written in 
bold italics, coloured pink and displayed on a sign-
board of nearly the same size as the small shop 
whose product it is advertising. Business should 
visually ‘hue and cry’ about itself in the circum-
stances of young and mobile Russian post-Soviet 
economy when the physical places and structural 
positions in the market are insecure and floating. 
This neo-bourgeois milieu of the Russian city af-
fects the RuNet’s aesthetics as well. 

The RuNet: poetics of imitation

When one considers the Internet in post-Soviet 
countries, one immediately notices the rapidity 
with which the RuNet has made up for the time lost 
through Soviet hypocrisy and its rejection of the 
Western way of life. Thus, the RuNet has adopted 
Western Internet standards to such an extent that 
it is becoming an exaggerated copy of what makes 
up its specifics. The first generation of Russian web 
designers consisted mostly of programmers who 
systematically transferred ‘ready-made’, Western 
➝ web designs to the RuNet for ‘wrapping’ their 
own products. A RuNet web-shop was often the 
twin of its Californian analogue. One of the ‘old 
hands’ of the RuNet, Sergej Kuznecov, recalled the 
popular slogan, “Let’s see how it is done in America 
and make a Russian copy with Russian characteris-
tics,” in 1996 during the RuNet’s boom. “On can 
say,” he wrote, “that all that was technically pos-
sible was copied and sometimes even improved” 
[Kuznecov 2004, 28]. 

However, many RuNet projects were not based 
on the relevant infrastructure or experience, which 
leads to discrepancies between the form (or ‘skin’) 
and the real content of a site. Various dysfunctions 
or ‘empty’ buttons (options designed in the West 
but for one reason or another, of no use in Russia) 
were wide-spread phenomena in the RuNet. 

Moscow City: Business should visually ‘hue and cry’.
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The literal use of the Western models by the Ru-
Net lead to the hieroglyphic visualization of the 
meaning or transformation of verbal meanings 
into unintelligible graphic elements. The well-
known RuNet designer, ➝ Artemij Lebedev 
describes the results of such RuNet cloning of 
Western models, as follows: 

All these synthetic products are not for the oral use. 
Sentences here function as graphical blocs, which one 
‘simply must have’. Why? What for? For whom? – It 
doesn’t matter. If the ‘headquarters’ makes a decision 
to use a particular slogan written in italics beneath the 
logotype, then one should do the same in Russia– there 
are plenty of stupid things like that. [Lebedev 2005]

The RuNet’s classifiers of search systems inten-
sify the general Internet picture of a mosaic-
schizophrenic, post-modern world. There is no 
hierarchy or system as in its previous, archaic 
classifications. In the RuNet’s classifiers “culture” 
is separated from “society”, “banks” from “busi-
ness”. Common Russian words (house, work, 
learning) and colloquialisms (“zhelezo” = “iron” 
as in hardware), transliterated into Russian Eng-
lish words (market, provider) and genuine, new 
English word formations (hi-tech) or abbrevia-
tion (MP3, SMI – mass media) – are all lumped 
together in an attempt to compose a system. But 
this system is more like the Chinese medieval 
encyclopaedia, which is referred to by Michel 
Foucault in his The Order of Things: An Archaeology 
of Human Sciences: it is rather an illogical mixture 
of different classifications, some of which do not 
fit into any of the categories, and are therefore 
categorized as, “and others”.

The logic of such classification here is deter-
mined, not by a myth-narrative, but by statistics 
of searches and average demand for the item. 
RuNet provides the user with the seductive op-
portunity to learn as much as they can possibly 
absorb at the expense of loss of ability to ‘map’, 
classify and to know the world itself. The possi-
bility of universal interconnections and far-reach-
ing and free associations is an integral part of the 
Internet as a form involving infinite choices of 

fragmentary information and individual-passive, 
‘pornographic’ possession of it.

The RuNet’s design displays the signs of social dif-
ferentiation of contemporary Russian society. On 
the one hand, there are many webpages designed 
in the aesthetic style of home photograph albums, 
using the amateurish web-design of enthusiasts, 
self-educated in the elementary skills of graphics 
editing. This branch of home-made RuNet reflects 
the tastes of aged and/or lower social groups 
(living away from big cities and/or with small in-
come), from traditional Russian folk motifs to the 
tawdry elements of pop-culture. In the West, this 
kind of activity is being aesthetically channelled 
by means of free and professionally designed we-
blogs, personal galleries from providers of Inter-
net mail services, etc. (in a similar fashion Western 
youngsters have long since been displaced from 
the streets and backyards to the public spaces of 
cheap clubs and fast-food restaurants, unlike the 
vast majority of Russian youth).

On the other hand, advanced RuNet web de-
signers trying to compensate for the hitherto ab-
sence of Russian Internet design – and articulating 
the desire of the Russian nouveau riches to have 
it all and at once – tend to overload Russian sites 
with sophisticated compositions and a multitude 
of stylish elements, flash-animation and 3-D mod-
els. One could call it a nascent Moscow high-tech 
style assimilating various aesthetic elements from 

Yandex.ru: Classification determined by demand.
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art-deco to Soviet constructivism. The wide-
spread opinion that “a more sophisticated design 
is a more professional one” engenders a whole 
host of problems: the drop in user-friendliness 
of the RuNet’s sites and the more considerable 
gap between advanced users and beginners in the 
number of steps they need to take in order to gain 
access to the required information in a new site. 

In distinction with the visual style of self-irony 
and democratization of Western Internet (Yahoo’s 
icon “finance” connotes the concept of funky busi-
ness) the RuNet is more inclined towards repre-
sentations of the seriousness of the new capitalism 
or semi-sacrosanct primacy of State Authorities. 
One may discern other peculiarities of the RuNet 
but in general it epitomizes post-modernist aes-
thetics. The latter is based on global standards, 
starting with the standard button size 88 x 31, a 
limited number of basic icon formats and two or 
three scrolling columns per page in the case of the 
Internet (compare, for example, a news site with 
a diversity of formats in the modernist aesthetics 
of newspapers), which are supposed to be cov-
ered with a host of easily removable, picturesque 
surfaces with the local content in accordance with 
the consumerist paradigm of the customization of 
commodities. All these RuNet aesthetic elements 
that may seem to be very local and ‘specific’– from 
the visual motifs of Russian spirituality to the So-
viet symbols – are just a product of the transfor-
mation of everything from the popular brands and 
trademarks to the matrix of Internet.

Conclusion

Our critical vision of the Internet is not intended 
to be perceived as its total negation. Rather, it 

aims at the balancing our understanding of this 
extremely complex global phenomenon which 
is so often uncritically celebrated in its particu-
lar technical capacities or communicative pos-
sibilities. We believe that critical analysis of the 
Internet as a cultural form in the broad historical 
perspective and in the context of late capitalist 
society is necessary as a guard against unlimited 
belief in scientific and technological progress.

Today, one hardly can expect to embrace and 
forecast all potential Internet developments. The 
Internet can be described as a nascent cultural 
form that contains numerous points of resistance 
to itself as a System, as a Global Matrix of visual 
consumption. Let us just mention some of them:

Elements of the post-classic ➝ public sphere 
where people of different social status, unac-
quainted with each other, can communicate 
freely, with crystallization of de-territorialized 
groups with different interests and expert and 
professional communities independent from 
codes of political correctness and corporative 
ethics.

Forums, chats, blogs as ‘sites’ of productions 
of symbolic identity in the Lacanian sense of 
the word: identity constituted by the exchange 
of words in some social contour, by the verbal 
core of metaphors, idioms, etc. Here the indi-
vidual styles of writing can resist to imaginary 
identity (narcissistic ego, fetishist appearance 
as the main substance of human qualities) in 
which the consumer is trapped.

The possibility of free access to the databases 
to enhance professionalism and open up op-
portunities for more responsible and reflexive 
decision-making.

New forms of production and mass distribu-
tion of cultural products from outside of the 
mainstream – from individual texts to video-art 
and new forms of documentary made with the 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Lenin goes Internet: “We commemorate the par-
ty’s most important motto: ‘Publish your advertis-
ing on the RuNet’.”

Public Sphere
38, 63
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help of ➝ semi-professional digital technolo-
gies and equipment and subverting the hegem-
ony of media corporations in the field of visual 
representations. 

Our critical analysis of the Internet as a global phe-
nomenon serves, first, to problematize the aesthet-
ics of the RuNet. The problem of the RuNet seems 
to us twofold: on the one hand, the RuNet’s specific 
features are related to the formation of the Russian 
post-industrial middle class and articulate its world 
vision. On the other hand, the RuNet, as part and 
parcel of a global Internet, par excellence is much 
more cosmopolitan than previous national cultural 
forms, such as Great Russian ➝ literature. 

Yes, maybe, here, the myth of literature-centrism 
that has helped to stabilize and magnify Russian 
identity for more than a hundred years is draw-
ing its last breath. In continuation of a sentence 
by Grishkovec – “in Moscow you always find 
hundreds of dilettantes of something”, including 
literature. Literature is becoming more special-
ized and marginalized, drifting from a highly im-
portant factor of public life into a sphere of sect-
ant circles and communities (the fans of Tolkien, 
Akunin, Marinina). [Andrej Gornykh / Almira 
Ousmanova]

The paradoxical specificity of the RuNet, per-
haps, may be grasped in the system of repetitions 
of basic Internet schemes that produces the ef-
fect of “exposing the device” (Viktor Shklovskij), 
exposing the logic of post-modernist visual con-
sumption.

The RuNet is specific with regard to the topic 
of literature: the myth of ‘literature-centrism’ of 
Russian culture (almost dead, as it seems) has 
been resurrected on the RuNet’s literary sites, 
which have no analogues in the other (national) 
segments of the Internet. [Natalja Konradova]
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Note on bibliography

Taking into consideration the rapid growth of Internet studies in recent times, one should note that they 
do not keep pace with their object – the Internet itself. The speed of fresh ‘updates’ in both the technical 
and the cultural senses is so high that it seems to be impracticable to put the Internet in academic order 
before things change, yet again. Thus, today there is neither a strict bibliographic pattern for referencing 
the Internet resources, nor a stable set of academic concepts to describe the Internet culture. 

These problems refer to the very nature of the Internet environment, where it is impossible to apply 
the traditional, ‘paper’ bibliography rules to ‘electronic’ texts, because of such fundamental properties 
as the volatility of the medium and a lack of linear time. On the one hand, websites can be changed at 
any time, erased or restored in any new place. On the other hand, the Internet allows a scanned copy of 
an ancient text to be more accessible than a new publication. Factually, the date of publication becomes 
almost irrelevant. It is gone, and only the date of last reading still exists. This date of the most recent 
retrieval of online documents is given in parentheses at the end of each bibliographical entry. Wherever 
possible, the date of the original publication is also indicated.

Additionally, entries made under nicknames or pseudonyms are cited as such. ‘Traditional’ norms of 
Internet writing, such as the extensive use of small letters, are also preserved.

The difficulties of ‘character encoding’ are relevant for the transcription of Russian terms and names. 
As a rule the Russian GOST standard transliteration is used (with minor changes, e.g. the double “jj” is 
omitted), with exception only for the authors’ names which are given in their established writings, the 
reason being, as for one author has put it, “I have used this name spelling extensively; it is a part of my 
trademark”.
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Note on bibliography

Taking into consideration the rapid growth of Internet studies in recent times, one should note that they 
do not keep pace with their object – the Internet itself. The speed of fresh ‘updates’ in both the technical 
and the cultural senses is so high that it seems to be impracticable to put the Internet in academic order 
before things change, yet again. Thus, today there is neither a strict bibliographic pattern for referencing 
the Internet resources, nor a stable set of academic concepts to describe the Internet culture. 

These problems refer to the very nature of the Internet environment, where it is impossible to apply 
the traditional, ‘paper’ bibliography rules to ‘electronic’ texts, because of such fundamental properties 
as the volatility of the medium and a lack of linear time. On the one hand, websites can be changed at 
any time, erased or restored in any new place. On the other hand, the Internet allows a scanned copy of 
an ancient text to be more accessible than a new publication. Factually, the date of publication becomes 
almost irrelevant. It is gone, and only the date of last reading still exists. This date of the most recent 
retrieval of online documents is given in parentheses at the end of each bibliographical entry. Wherever 
possible, the date of the original publication is also indicated.

Additionally, entries made under nicknames or pseudonyms are cited as such. ‘Traditional’ norms of 
Internet writing, such as the extensive use of small letters, are also preserved.

The difficulties of ‘character encoding’ are relevant for the transcription of Russian terms and names. 
As a rule the Russian GOST standard transliteration is used (with minor changes, e.g. the double “jj” is 
omitted), with exception only for the authors’ names which are given in their established writings, the 
reason being, as for one author has put it, “I have used this name spelling extensively; it is a part of my 
trademark”.
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