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Welcome to the Journal of Illiberalism Studies!
Welcome to the first issue of the peer-reviewed, Open Access Journal of Illiberalism
Studies (JIS). There are many great journals that publish on populism, illiberalism,
the far right, and all forms of authoritarian or hybrid practices of power. Yet
we felt we were still lacking a specific, dedicated place to elaborate on the notion
of illiberalism. JIS aims to provide this intellectual space for critical analyses of
the concept of illiberalism and its derivatives, thus contributing to the concept’s
relevance for political philosophy, political science, sociology, media studies, IR, and
cultural anthropology.
JIS aims to become one of the main intellectual contributions of the Illiberalism
Studies Program, launched at the George Washington University in 2020. The
Program studies the different faces of illiberal politics and thought in today’s
world, taking into account the diversity of their cultural contexts, their intellectual
genealogies, the sociologies of their popular support, and their implications for the
international scene.
Here, I propose a working definition of illiberalism that is open to experimentation and
refinement, namely: Illiberalism is a new ideological universe that resists different
forms of liberalism and advocates for majoritarian solutions that defend traditional
social hierarchies, whether religious, national, patriarchal or heteronormative. It
combines five broad features:
1/ It has emerged over the past two or three decades in countries with prior experience
of liberalism;
2/ It may express itself intellectually (as a theoretical construct by a philosopher, an
essayist, a writer, or a discussion group), culturally (through grassroots practices),
or politically. Politically, it may be embodied by one or several parties in a pluralistic
political system or else be in power and therefore innervate state structures and
decision-making processes.
3/ It denounces what Yascha Mounk has termed “undemocratic liberalism,”
i.e., minoritarian technocratic liberalism or the political, economic, and cultural
liberalism embodied by supranational institutions, globalization, multiculturalism,
and minority-rights protections.1 Being context-dependent, illiberalism refutes the
previously identified five liberal scripts: while the combination of these scripts varies
by country, time, and leading figures, the fight against so-called gender ideology has
become, as stated by Eszter Kováts and Maari Põim, the “glue” connecting illiberal
themes to each other.2
1 Yascha Mounk, The people versus Democracy: The Rise of Undemocratic Liberalism and the Threat of
Illiberal Democracy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018).
2 Eszter Kováts and Maari Põim, Gender as Symbolic Glue: The Position and Role of Conservative and Far Right
Parties in the Anti-Gender Mobilizations in Europe (Budapest: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2015), http://library.
fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/budapest/11382.pdf.
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4/ It proposes to restore national sovereignty in various spheres: internationally,
by rejecting supranational and multilateral institutions in favor of the nationstate; politically, by defending majoritarianism and direct communication between
the people and the leader without any intermediary institutions; economically,
by denouncing neoliberal orthodoxy and promoting protectionism at the nationstate level (while at the same time, when in power, implementing some neoliberal
reforms); and culturally, by rejecting multiculturalism and minority rights in favor
of a majoritarianism that either advances an essentialist definition of the nation or
accepts some multiethnicity but is prone to assimilationist policies.
5/ Ideologically, it combines elements from classical conservatism and the classical
far right. It updates the conservative belief that societies need at least some sense
of morality, authority, conformity, and hierarchy, as well as conservatism’s idea
that human beings have ontological features (be it nation, religion, or gender) that
cannot be entirely socially constructed. From the far right, it takes such ideological
components as the belief in metapolitics, along with a more rebellious and
authoritarian posture than status-quo-oriented classical conservatism such as the
pre-Trump Republican Party or the German Christian Democrats.
In this first issue of the Journal, Julian G. Waller advances his own definition of
illiberalism as “a strain of political culture that opposes philosophical liberalism,
chafes against counter-hierarchical political institutions, and promotes a variety
of collective, majoritarian, national-level, and culturally integrative approaches to
contemporary political society” and tests it on the ground of Russia’s illiberal lowertier elite and institutions. Giovanni Savino looks at how the Italian far right, the
Salvini-led national-populist movement, and myriad COVID deniers opened new
venues for cooperation in the midst of the sanitary crisis and its lockdown policies,
deeply reshaping the conspirational mode of Italian public opinion. Stéphane
François investigates the myth of the new knight used by the French radical far right
to romanticize the Middle Ages and project a civilizational war in which a new White
elite would rescue Europe from Islam. Finally, a cluster led by Andrey Makarychev,
with articles by Michael Cole and Sami Siva, explores the new research field of visual
politics, highlighting its contribution to research on illiberalism through discussion
of biopolitics, sovereignty, governmentality, and border politics.
Professor Marlene Laruelle
Director, Illiberalism Studies Program
Director, Institute for European, Russian and Eurasian Studies
The George Washington University
laruelle@gwu.edu
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Elites and Institutions in the Russian
Thermidor: Regime Instrumentalism,
Entrepreneurial Signaling, and Inherent
Illiberalism
JULIAN G. WALLER

Abstract

The modern Russian regime is one of the more prominent states
espousing an explicitly illiberal ideological worldview domestically
and abroad. Although regime illiberalism is many-sided, including
authoritarian governance characteristics, international diffusion
practices, and domestic political management, observers have often
assumed that illiberalism is at its core an instrumental or cynical
approach employed by the Russian leadership to bolster regime
security and promote its foreign policy. This article suggests rather
that observed illiberalism has additional roots in the dynamics
of authoritarian domestic politics and society, rather than being
characterized as simply a cynical top-down strategy of the Kremlin.
Rather, regime illiberalism is congruent with many domestic drivers
of political and societal influence. While decision-making elites
certainly play up illiberalism instrumentally for purposes of regime
maintenance and positional international influence, large institutional
constituencies for substantive illiberalism also exist independent of
regime goals. After suggesting two institutional formats—the Russian
parliament and national broadcast media—in which observed
illiberalism can best be understood as an entrepreneurial behavior by
lower-tier elites signaling loyalty and usefulness to the regime center,
three further institutional sources are identified to be constituted by
inherently illiberal organizational and symbolic forms that would
promote illiberalism regardless of the regime’s strategic preferences:
the Russian Orthodox Church, the Russian Armed Forces, and the
symbolic center of the patronal presidency
Keywords: Russia, illiberalism, elites, ideology, Duma, Russian media
Julian G. Waller, The George Washington University, USA
jgwaller@gwmail.gwu.edu
DOI: 10.53483/VCHS2523

Julian G. Waller
Introduction—Complicating the Logic of Illiberal Instrumentalism1
Depending on who one asks, Russia has been an avowedly “illiberal” regime since
2014, or 2012, or 2007, or 1999, or 1993, or for its entire post-Soviet history. This,
of course, says as much about how we understand the concept of illiberalism as it
says about Russian political history. Indeed, it is a continuing scholarly challenge
to properly delineate the fundamental qualities of illiberalism, yet there is wide
agreement on its existence and importance.
Despite this trouble, there is general scholarly consensus that the contemporary
Russian Federation is an illiberal regime as of the start of the 2020s.2 Furthermore,
we can speak of the Russian regime as now holding to a general ideology of
illiberalism as well as containing many longstanding illiberal elements. Once a
curious mixed (or “hybrid”) polity of kleptocratic, neoliberal authoritarianism built
atop a liberal democratic constitutional structure, a fully illiberal Thermidor has
taken hold in recent years, engendering a sharp turn toward social conservatism,
cultural traditionalism, philosophical reaction, and explicit anti-Westernism.3
For many, Russian illiberalism is synonymous with its undoubtedly authoritarian
form of governance.4 This general association of non-democracy with non-liberal
politics has inspired scholars to look for regime-level motivations to explain rising
illiberalism. In this widespread and diverse school of thought, illiberalism within
both the state and the broader society is a function of an instrumental logic on
the part of the authoritarian executive.5 In this sense, Russian illiberalism has
been intentionally cultivated and promoted domestically and abroad for reasons
of state security, geopolitical posturing, and regime maintenance.6 This search for
instrumental reasoning behind changes in regime ideology tends to view illiberalism
as primarily cynical and locates agency primarily in the Kremlin.
This framework holds many insights, and it is certainly the case that the Kremlin
has put much thought into crafting strategies that bolster illiberalism, while also
ensuring that the proceeds of this effort attend to regime priorities and do not
1 The author thanks Marlene Laruelle and Anya Fink for helpful comments on an earlier draft.
2 Marlene Laruelle, “Making Sense of Russia’s Illiberalism,” Journal of Democracy 31, no. 3 (2020): 115–29,
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2020.0049.
3 Petr Kratochvíl and Gaziza Shakhanova, “The Patriotic Turn and Re-Building Russia’s Historical Memory:
Resisting the West, Leading the Post-Soviet East?” Problems of Post-Communism (June 2020): 1–15, https://
doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2020.1757467; Neil Robinson, “Russian Neo-Patrimonialism and Putin’s ‘Cultural
Turn,’” Europe-Asia Studies 69, no. 2 (February 2017): 348–66, https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2016.
1265916; Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, “The Pussy Riot Affair and Putin’s Démarche from Sovereign Democracy
to Sovereign Morality,” Nationalities Papers 42 (July 2014), https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2014.9170
7; Marlene Laruelle, “Conservatism as the Kremlin’s New Toolkit: An Ideology at the Lowest Cost,” Russian
Analytical Digest 138 (November 2013): 2–4.
4 M. Steven Fish, “What Has Russia Become?,” Comparative Politics 50, no. 3 (2018): 327–46; Vladimir
Gel’man, Authoritarian Russia: Analyzing Post-Soviet Regime Changes (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2015).
5 Instrumentalist analytical frameworks explain political activity by assuming that they are undertaken
intentionally for a specific outcome and the means by which an activity is undertaken reflects primarily a
narrowly rational effort to achieve that outcome. Thus, ideological shifts can be accounted for by their beneficial
outcomes for the regime, rather than any genuine belief on the part of political actors. Instrumentalism holds
a family resemblance to older models of structural functionalism, although admitting more agency on the part
of politically relevant actors. See: B. Guy Peters, Institutional Theory in Political Science, Fourth Edition: The
New Institutionalism (Edward Elgar Publishing, 2019); George Ritzer and William Yagatich, “Contemporary
Sociological Theory,” in The Wiley‐Blackwell Companion to Sociology, ed. George Ritzer, Wiley Online
Books, 2012, 98–118, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444347388.ch6; Ruth Lane, “Structural-Functionalism
Reconsidered: A Proposed Research Model,” Comparative Politics 26, no. 4 (July 1994): 461–77, https://doi.
org/10.2307/422026.
6 For examples of instrumentalist approaches to explaining rising illiberalism broadly, see: Ruth Wodak,
“Entering the ‘Post-Shame Era’: The Rise of Illiberal Democracy, Populism and Neo-Authoritarianism
in Europe,” Global Discourse 9, no. 1 (January 2019): 195–213, https://doi.org/10.1332/20437891
9X15470487645420; Ivan Krastev, “Eastern Europe’s Illiberal Revolution: The Long Road to Democratic
Decline,” Foreign Affairs 97, no. 3 (2018): 49–59.
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empower independent actors. In this sense, illiberalism is simply the regime
trimming the ideological sails for maximum popular support and opposition
demobilization. On this reading, the substantive content of Russian illiberalism
is at best an opportunistic example of successful instrumentalism and at worst an
insultingly cynical manipulation of a passive population that illiberalism seems able
to hold in thrall. That is, there is little genuine about Russian illiberalism, beyond an
instrumentalist decision-making logic at the very center of the regime that has found
a new, manipulable means of ensuring its own survival.
7

This article furthers an alternative view. While today’s growing illiberalism is
without a doubt partially a function of safeguarding priorities operationalized in an
illiberal manner, it continues to creatively develop and find fertile soil due to internal
drivers of Russian illiberalism that act in congruence with, but not necessarily
directed by, regime goals. I argue that incentives for political signaling among lesser
elites and the power of genuine institutional bastions of illiberalism have as much
to do with Russian illiberalism as more instrumentalist explanations. In this way, a
mixture of demand-side and voluntarist approaches to Russian illiberalism helpfully
supplements the dominant instrumentalist framework to explain the interplay of
illiberalism and politics in Russia today.8
What are these alternative sources of dynamic illiberalism then? I suggest there are
both entrepreneurial and inherent forms of illiberalism operating in Russia that
are distinct from the instrumentalist strategies promoted at the top of the regime.
Dynamics of entrepreneurial illiberalism are the result of signaling behavior by
lower-tier elites, that is, dependent political actors in subordinate, public-facing
institutions. These elites are strongly influenced by shifts in the Kremlin line, but
some take an ambitious, creative approach that leads to producing the substantive
content of illiberal policy and legitimating narratives without full direction by the
regime itself. In both the parliament and the press, this dynamic has played out
quite successfully for some figures—even sometimes to the embarrassment of the
regime leadership. In this way, the instrumental encouragement of illiberalism for
regime maintenance purposes has led to policy innovation as well as new narratives
developed directly by illiberal entrepreneurs—something beyond the scope of topdown models of instrumental illiberalism.
Inherent illiberalism, meanwhile, can be sourced to stable institutions that are
organizationally or symbolically illiberal at their core, such that illiberalism would
be promoted from these organizations regardless of the regime’s given preferred
ideology, or lack thereof. These important entities in state and society do not need
incentives to push illiberal agendas, as a form of inherent illiberalism is already
constitutive to their makeup. This article identifies three such inherently illiberal
institutions: the Russian Orthodox Church, the Russian Armed Forces, and the
symbolic institution of the patronal presidency itself.9 All three institutions are
already endowed with significant illiberal characteristics, histories, and structural
positions that make the expansion of illiberalism quite congruent with their selfunderstood institutional missions and inherited worldviews.
This article explores how lower-tier elites—incentivized to engage in illiberal
creativity as signals from the top interact with their own precariousness—and the
increasingly powerful Church, military, and presidency contribute to contemporary
Russian illiberalism in a way that supplements frameworks of instrumental
7 For high-quality examples of instrumentalist analyses of illiberalism in the Russian case, see: J. Paul Goode,
“Patriotic Legitimation and Everyday Patriotism in Russia’s Constitutional Reform,” Russian Politics 6, no. 1
(March 30, 2021): 112–29, https://doi.org/10.30965/24518921-00601007; Katharina Bluhm and Mihai Varga,
“Conservative Developmental Statism in East Central Europe and Russia,” New Political Economy 25, no. 4
(June 6, 2020): 642–59, https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2019.1639146.
8 Sheri Berman, “The Causes of Populism in the West,” Annual Review of Political Science 24, no. 1 (2021):
71–88, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-041719-102503.
9 This article uses “Russian Orthodox Church,” “Orthodox Church,” and “the Church” interchangeably.
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illiberalism directed from the top. Although the latter is quite clearly operational in
the Russian state and society as well, we are well placed to complicate the picture by
noting a much more multilayered dynamic of illiberalism in Russia today.
From Artifice to Genuine Reaction—Illiberalism in Thermidorian Russia
A post hoc overview of the Russian regime’s post-Soviet political trajectory might
suggest a considerable legacy of illiberalism, yet that would poorly serve the far more
varied ideological contortions of the last three decades. Although the advent of the
Putin regime quickly turned consolidated authoritarian control into the primary
frame through which scholars viewed Russia, subsequent movements toward
associating Russia with illiberalism specifically have been most concentrated in the
last decade. The Russian regime of the 2000s, autocratizing as it was, remained in
many senses a solid partner and collaborator with the liberal international order,
and indeed supported liberal economic policies within its borders.10 Even on cultural
matters, Russia was far more liberal in the mid-2000s, especially in media and
entertainment spheres, than an observer a decade later might be willing to believe.11
It is, of course, helpful to understand what we mean by illiberalism here. As a
general term, “illiberalism” can be conceptualized as a strain of political culture
that opposes philosophical liberalism, chafes against counter-hierarchical political
institutions, and promotes a variety of collective, majoritarian, national-level, and
culturally integrative approaches to contemporary political society.12 When found in
institutions or when describing the impact of legislation or government policies, we
may understand them to be “illiberal.” When supported at the level of the entire
polity, we can view “illiberalism” as a descriptor for the regime’s ideology itself.
Although it would in no way be fair to say that Russia was ever a liberal society, the
convergence on traditionalist illiberalism that has occurred in the second decade of
the twenty-first century is quite far from the booming, fast-living reality of urban
Russia in the first decade of Putin’s rule. Proposed turning points have been put
forward many times: for analysts of domestic formal politics, the state-patriotic
framing of the Second Chechen War; for foreign policy specialists, the 2007 Munich
Conference speech; for cultural critics, the 2012 Pussy Riot affair. One can, of course,
find accounts desperately warning of illiberalism even in the 1990s, but these blanket
statements should be viewed against the empirical reality of neoliberal economics,
efforts at Western integration, and media-promoted antipolitical entertainmentliberalism during different segments of the Russian long 2000s.
Yet an illiberal Thermidor undoubtedly has set upon the Russian regime, at the very
10 Peter Rutland, “Neoliberalism and the Russian Transition,” Review of International Political Economy 20,
no. 2 (April 2013): 332–62, https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2012.727844; Stephen J. Collier, Post-Soviet
Social: Neoliberalism, Social Modernity, Biopolitics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011); Sharon
Werning Rivera, “Elites and the Diffusion of Foreign Models in Russia,” Political Studies 52, no. 1 (March
2004): 43–62, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2004.00463.x.
11 Elisabeth Schimpfössl and Ilya Yablokov, “Media Elites in Post-Soviet Russia and Their Strategies for
Success,” Russian Politics 2, no. 1 (March 2017): 32–53, https://doi.org/10.1163/2451-8921-00201003;
John A. Dunn, “Lottizzazione Russian Style: Russia’s Two-Tier Media System,” Europe-Asia Studies 66, no.
9 (October 21, 2014): 1425–51, https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2014.956441; Ruben Enikolopov, Maria
Petrova, and Ekaterina Zhuravskaya, “Media and Political Persuasion: Evidence from Russia,” American
Economic Review 101, no. 7 (2011): 3253–85.
12 For a variation on this working conceptualization, see Marlene Laruelle, “Illiberalism: A Conceptual
Introduction,” Illiberalism Studies Program (blog), April 8, 2021, https://www.illiberalism.org/illiberalismconceptual-introduction/, as well as rather differing definitions in the growing scholarly literature. See,
for example, Jasper Theodor Kauth and Desmond King, “Illiberalism,” European Journal of Sociology
/ Archives Européennes de Sociologie 61, no. 3 (December 2020): 365–405, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0003975620000181; Reijer Hendrikse, “Neo-Illiberalism,” Geoforum 95 (October 1, 2018): 169–72, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.07.002; Péter Krekó and Zsolt Enyedi, “Explaining Eastern Europe:
Orbán’s Laboratory of Illiberalism,” Journal of Democracy 29, no. 3 (2018): 39–51, https://doi.org/10.1353/
jod.2018.0043; Laurent Pech and Kim Lane Scheppele, “Illiberalism Within: Rule of Law Backsliding in the
EU,” Cambridge Yearbook of European Legal Studies 19 (December 2017): 3–47, https://doi.org/10.1017/
cel.2017.9.
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latest sometime between the Russo-Georgian War of 2008 and the Crimean crisis of
2014. Most scholars peg the 2011-2012 opposition protests that nearly toppled the
regime as the pivot, with many terming it a decisive “conservative turn,” while others
regard it as the final step in the transition from a “hybrid” to a “full” authoritarian
regime.13 Thermidorian Russia has been a complicated place, however: whenever
the illiberal turn came, it brought with it a variety of quite different incentives for
political, economic, and societal elites to take advantage of the worldview shift away
from 2000s-era hegemonic liberalism.
Some accounts suggest that the movement to illiberalism was baked into the process
of political consolidation and gradual autocratization that began when Vladimir Putin
rose to the presidency, and thus was simply a natural movement based on logics of
authoritarianism.14 Others have argued that illiberalism itself was primarily a tool
of foreign policy, used to drum up domestic support by ratcheting up international
tensions, a peacetime form of diversionary war theory that would later turn hot.15
Finally, many have argued for a variant on this thesis (with less emphasis on the
geopolitical component) where the transformation into a fully illiberal regime was
all about domestic political management from the get-go, an instrumental means of
purging Western-tied elites, civil society groups, and businesses in order to solidify
and secure power.16
These theories may all be correct—indeed, they all likely play large roles in ensuring
the place that illiberalism now holds at the center of the regime. Yet they all share
a similar logical core, claiming that illiberalism was a conscious choice by the
autocratizing executive to consolidate allies against oppositional rivals, to posture
internationally against the dominant global order, or to ensure domestic tranquility
and ostracize regime opponents. This logic is instrumental and functionalist, and
while such theories may explain much, they attribute far too much agency to an
omniscient, all-calculating ruling figure (or group) that knows just which knobs to
turn and buttons to push to arrive at preferred outcomes for regime stability and
opposition management.17
The alternative account put forward here suggests instead that while instrumental
motivations are powerful and relevant to the study of authoritarian politics in general
and in Russia in particular, there are important political and societal institutions in
13 Nicolai N. Petro, “How the West Lost Russia: Explaining the Conservative Turn in Russian Foreign
Policy,” Russian Politics 3, no. 3 (November 2018): 305–32, https://doi.org/10.1163/2451-892100303001; Sharafutdinova, “The Pussy Riot Affair and Putin’s Démarche from Sovereign Democracy to
Sovereign Morality”; Vladimir Gel’man, “The Rise and Decline of Electoral Authoritarianism in Russia,”
Demokratizatsiya 22, no. 4 (Fall 2014): 503–22.
14 Graeme Gill, “Russia and the Vulnerability of Electoral Authoritarianism?” Slavic Review 75, no. 2 (2016):
354–73, https://doi.org/10.5612/slavicreview.75.2.354; Gel’man, Authoritarian Russia.
15 Joe D. Hagan, “Diversionary Theory of War in Foreign Policy Analysis,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia
of Politics, October 2017, https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.412; Lilia Shevtsova, “The
Authoritarian Resurgence: Forward to the Past in Russia,” Journal of Democracy 26, no. 2 (April 2015):
22–36, https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2015.0028; Andrei P. Tsygankov, “Assessing Cultural and Regime-Based
Explanations of Russia’s Foreign Policy: ‘Authoritarian at Heart and Expansionist by Habit’?,” Europe-Asia
Studies 64, no. 4 (June 2012): 695–713, https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2012.671568; although for a
more skeptical alternative account of illiberalism and foreign policy, see Paul Robinson, “Russia’s Emergence
as an International Conservative Power,” Russia in Global Affairs 18 (January 1, 2020): 10–37, https://doi.
org/10.31278/1810-6374-2020-18-1-10-37.
16 Robinson, “Russian Neo-Patrimonialism and Putin’s ‘Cultural Turn’”; Jardar Østbø, “Securitizing ‘SpiritualMoral Values’ in Russia,” Post-Soviet Affairs 33, no. 3 (May 4, 2017): 200–216, https://doi.org/10.1080/1060
586X.2016.1251023.
17 For examples of the important functionalist school of authoritarian politics, see, among many, Jennifer
Gandhi, Ben Noble, and Milan Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics Without Democracy,” Comparative
Political Studies 53, no. 9 (August 2020): 1359–79, https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414020919930; Milan
W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Jennifer
Gandhi, Political Institutions under Dictatorship (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), https://doi.
org/10.1017/CBO9780511510090; Ellen Lust-Okar, “Divided They Rule: The Management and Manipulation of
Political Opposition,” Comparative Politics 36, no. 2 (January 2004): 159, https://doi.org/10.2307/4150141.
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Russia that act as inherent, genuine sources of illiberalism. One cannot understand
even the instrumental usage of illiberalism as a broad ideology without understanding
that Russian society itself is powerfully infused with illiberal institutions. This is a
demand-side and voluntarist approach to explaining Russian illiberalism, without
rising to the claim that illiberalism is itself inherently grassroots or based in mass
appeal, although this certainly may be true as well.18
Instrumentalist logics remain useful, of course. Illiberalism has certainly been
powerfully incentivized by signals from the top, with the 2007 Munich Security
Conference providing presidential imprimatur for anti-Westernism, the 2012 Pussy
Riot affair acting as a signpost for a fundamental change in the symbolic relations
between church and state, and the 2013-2014 Ukraine crisis and particularly the
annexation of Crimea as a hard line in marking out an authorized, official nationhood.
This sea change from a crony-capitalist, antipolitical Russia to an illiberal one has
caused a resounding shift in institutional and political incentives.19
With many of these ideological shifts directly attributed to statements from the
national leader himself, many observers have inferred instrumentalism as their
motivation. What is perhaps more important, however, is the degree to which the
rest of the country has followed suit. Below, I supplement this instrumentalist
depiction with two interrelated realities often missing from existing accounts: 1) that
elites, especially in the political class, have reacted to these strong signals from above
with an entrepreneurial spirit and sought to signal in turn their own loyalty to the
executive by performing and developing ever more illiberal policies and rhetoric;
and 2) that illiberalism was already deeply entrenched in key institutions in society
and the state, such that their gradual empowerment would naturally lead to further
illiberalism down the road. Not all has been artifice or instrumentality in the Russian
illiberal revanche, yet nor has it all been genuine. Rather, between the two we can
find a far more plausible overarching descriptive statement about illiberalism in
modern Russia.
The Conservative Turn and Elite Opportunism
The Russian regime’s shift in tonal emphasis toward an explicit form of illiberalism
in its ideological and discursive content has not been a subtle affair and is a central
point of departure for scholars writing over the last decade. Often termed the
“conservative” or “cultural turn,” the change should be understood to be distinct
from the polity’s movement toward authoritarianism (noted as early as the first years
of Putin’s first term) or growing reliance on repression of the opposition (clear since
at least the abrupt contraction of the party system in 2005-2007).20
Many have argued that this preference for illiberal rhetoric and increasing reliance
on illiberal symbolism can be explained as a tool of regime maintenance, in keeping
with the instrumentalist logics noted above. Taking sides in a series of cultural
battlegrounds—primed by the Pussy Riot affair and then let loose in the “Mad

18 Berman, “The Causes of Populism in the West.”
19 Robinson, “Russian Neo-Patrimonialism and Putin’s ‘Cultural Turn.’”
20 Nikolay Petrov, Maria Lipman, and Henry E. Hale, “Three Dilemmas of Hybrid Regime Governance: Russia
from Putin to Putin,” Post-Soviet Affairs 30, no. 1 (January 2014): 1–26, https://doi.org/10.1080/106058
6X.2013.825140; Grigorii V. Golosov, “Co-Optation in the Process of Dominant Party System Building: The
Case of Russia,” East European Politics 30, no. 2 (April 3, 2014): 271–85, https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.
2014.899211.
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Printer” era—the regime outflanked growing oppositional agitation by casting
protesters and the publicly discontented as a disloyal, anti-Russian minority. Key
speeches by Putin, the instigation and acceptance of a variety of new illiberal laws
and increasing use of illiberal frameworks based on supporting family values,
traditional Russian culture, religiosity, national greatness, and military strength visà-vis a libertine and threatening West are all hallmarks of this new approach.22
21

Much of this turn toward cultural issues can be found piecemeal in the 2000s, yet
only after 2011 did it receive explicit regime backing at the top in all forms, alongside
a concomitant rejection of Western social and political influence more broadly.23 The
instrumental use of conservative and traditionalist frames for political gain has not
only been successful in outmaneuvering an opposition already on the backfoot from
simple authoritarian repression, but has also been largely internalized by the lowertier regime elite—in contrast to actual regime insiders, who are often more moderate
in their articulation of this new regime framework.24
Lower-tier elites are political, economic, and cultural elites that are members of the
regime writ broadly but are not part of the selectorate—or “power groups,” in local
parlance—that forms the core set of decision-making and decision-confirming actors.
We understand the regime here to be a set of individuals and central institutions
that determine practices of power and are bound in a “single-pyramid” patronal
network extending from the ruler to provincial officials and non-government, loyalist
actors.25 Yet lower-tier elites can also be ambitious figures, and dependence does not
automatically equate to quiescence, even if it certainly encourages regime loyalty.26
Rather, the turn toward illiberalism provides new opportunities to prove worth,
signal loyalty, and even find means to climb higher in the ranks—incentivizing a
form of entrepreneurial illiberalism that has led to considerable policy and narrative
creativity.
21 The “Mad Printer” (or “Rabid Printer”) is a pejorative term that refers to the VI convocation (2012-2016)
and the first sessions of the VII convocation (2016-2017) of the State Duma, in which the parliament was
labeled a “vzbesivshiisia” or “beshenyi printer” for the rapid passage of bills that were considered by the
press to be hastily written and abnormally illiberal. For usage in media, see for example, “Shestoi sozuiv
Gosdumy prinial rekordnoe chislo zakonov za dvadtsat’ let,” RBC, July 25, 2016, https://www.rbc.ru/
politics/25/07/2016/5795314c9a7947daf4d5b941. For a partial scholarly account, see Julian G. Waller,
“Mimicking the Mad Printer: Legislating Illiberalism in the Post-Soviet Space,” SSRN Scholarly Paper
(Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, April 28, 2021), https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3836226.
For a discussion of the reining-in of the “Mad Printer” era during the VII Duma convocation, see Ben Noble,
“The State Duma, the ‘Crimean Consensus,’ and Volodin’s Reforms,” in A Successful Failure: Russia After
Crime(a), ed. O. Irisova et al. (Warsaw: Centrum Polsko-Rosyjskiego Dialogu i Porozumienia, 2017), 103–17;
Ben Noble, “Volodin’s Duma,” Oxford University Politics Blog, December 14, 2016, https://blog.politics.ox.ac.
uk/volodins-duma-volodins-reforms-go-much-beyond-symbolic-pr/; Ben Noble, “Volodin’s Duma: Cabinet
2.0,” RIDDLE Russia, December 23, 2019, https://www.ridl.io/en/volodin-s-duma-cabinet-2-0/.
22 Katharina Bluhm and Martin Brand, “‘Traditional Values’ Unleashed: The Ultraconservative Influence on
Russian Family Policy,” in New Conservatives in Russia and East Central Europe, ed. Katharina Bluhm and
Mihai Varga (New York: Routledge, 2019), 223–44; Glenn Diesen, “Russia as an International Conservative
Power: The Rise of the Right-Wing Populists and Their Affinity Towards Russia,” Journal of Contemporary
European Studies 28, no. 2 (2020): 182–96, https://doi.org/10.1080/14782804.2019.1705770; Andrey
Makarychev and Alexandra Yatsyk, “A New Russian Conservatism: Domestic Roots and Repercussions for
Europe,” Notes Internacionals CIDOB 93 (June 2014): 1–6.
23 Sharafutdinova, “The Pussy Riot Affair and Putin’s Démarche from Sovereign Democracy to Sovereign
Morality”; Melik Kaylan, “Kremlin Values: Putin’s Strategic Conservatism,” World Affairs 177, no. 1 (2014):
9–17.
24 “Politburo 2.0: Renovation Instead of Dismantling,” Minchenko Consulting, October 12, 2017, http://www.
minchenko.ru/netcat_files/userfiles/2/Dokumenty/Politburo_2.0_October_2017_ENG.pdf; Konstantin
Gaaze, “Court and Politburo: Putin’s Changing Inner Circle,” Carnegie Moscow Center, September 22, 2017,
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/73193.
25 Henry E. Hale, Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2014); Milan W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2012); Bruce Bueno de Mesquita et al., The Logic of Political Survival (New York: MIT Press,
2003).
26 Bryn Rosenfeld, The Autocratic Middle Class: How State Dependency Reduces the Demand for Democracy
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2020).

7

Julian G. Waller
Existing explanations account for elite acceptance of this new culturalist illiberalism,
but often fail to distinguish among regime actors. Robinson argues that the cultural
turn acted as a singular ideational coordination point such that elites could be
assured of their position by towing the new Kremlin line.27 This is justified by the
neopatrimonial substrate upon which the regime is built but misses some of the
fundamental power dynamics at play. As Hale shows, patrimonial forms of governance
and elite networks are based on actual personal networks, embedded power groups,
and the focal point of the patronal presidency itself. Ideational justification in this
schema is post hoc or an overlay on the fundamental power structure, not the basis
of the structure itself.28
Robinson is correct in pointing to the new cultural framework as important for elite
coordination—and therefore for mutual signaling between principals and clients—
but not at the level of the selectorate elite. That upper-tier selectorate remains full
of secular, neoliberal, or otherwise ideologically uncommitted figures as well as true
believers and eager instrumentalists. The difference is that these actors hold their
places in the “single-pyramid” system by dint of their de facto location in the political
order—real positions of economic, military, or security forces-based power, plus
those with personal connections to and histories with the president himself.
The coordination dynamic of resurgent illiberalism, meanwhile, is most strongly felt
by figures who do not have such ties or hold the command of these sources of real
political power. These are what I have termed “lower-tier” elites: people who occupy
subordinate institutions and are fundamentally dependent on higher patrons or the
focal authority of the Kremlin itself (not the powers that constitute it). It is lower-tier
elites who have reacted most forcefully to the illiberal shift in rhetoric.
This is an important point, as it explains why the most illiberal segments of the
state-regime matrix are in public-facing institutions understood to be distant
from power fully expressed. Yet because these institutions do have important
formal and discursive powers, illiberalism is substantively strengthened by their
increasingly illiberal activities and behaviors. Expectations of reward—or at least not
punishment—for pushing the new line are an example of the power of positional
uncertainty acting on dependent elites. Lower-tier elite uncertainty is a powerful
motivator, especially for those that do not have other bases of power to fall back
upon.
It is in those institutions filled with lower-tier elites that we see illiberalism in action
beyond a cynical instrumentalism used for immediate regime strengthening. Here,
illiberalism is promoted not as a tool of regime control, but as a signal by subordinate
elites that they are on the same page as the regime and are “useful engines” for its
new course. The belief that acting in line with the wishes of superiors – even if they
do not express themselves perfectly clearly on a given matter – is a common feature
of principal-client analysis, and disaggregating selectorate elites from lower-tier
regime elites is the key to understanding how illiberalism has been promoted in the
Russian state and society since the “turn” at the start of the 2010s.
Illiberalism as National-Political Congruence
This promotion of illiberalism, incentivized by signals from the top and acted upon
by elites concerned and uncertain about their future place in the regime, is far from
the only source of illiberalism in Russia today. Both scholarship and the popular
press have long employed the unfortunate trope of Russia’s supposed natural
authoritarianism (often conflated with illiberalism), with the most sophisticated
arguments showing a strong path-dependence of illiberal governing institutions

27 Robinson, “Russian Neo-Patrimonialism and Putin’s ‘Cultural Turn.’”
28 Hale, Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective.
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throughout its political history. Although we should question simple narratives
of an inevitably authoritarian or illiberal Russian state, it is undeniable that there
remains a strong streak of inherent illiberalism in societal and state institutions in
Russia that has survived intact into the present day.
29

We can understand this in two distinct ways. First, we can see it as the legacy of prior
dominant ideologies, such as Soviet-era communism, Tsarist autocracy, Russian
ethnic nationalism or non-Russian ethnic particularism, state-centric patriotism,
and the metaphysical claims of the Russian Orthodox Church, traditional forms of
Islam, and other religious traditions. All of these make claims, to greater or lesser
degrees, on communal membership or humanity writ large, deny the validity of
competing pluralist truths, argue for mutually exclusive forms of the common good,
and reject absolute individualism as an organizing or legitimating principle vis-àvis collective or communal authorities. These worldviews are indeed definitionally
illiberal at their core.
Second, we can see forms of natural illiberalism in specific institutional formats
that rely on hierarchical authority, often without—or with explicitly subordinate
and denuded—electoral or popular assent. This can be seen at the state level in
authoritarian or autocratic political formats or at the societal unit level, where
individual institutions or social bodies are arranged and structured in non-liberal
or non-pluralist ways. We will focus the selected vignette cases below on these sorts
of structurally-illiberal institutions, although most of these also take important
legitimating principles from these prior ideational inheritances. Illiberal structural
forms and constitutive illiberal principles indeed are often strongly associated in the
Russian case, even if they do not necessarily follow.
Of course, these forms of inherent illiberalism should not be understood as unique
either to Russia or to authoritarian regimes. Modern liberal democracies also make
illiberal or totalizing claims, with liberalism itself often acting as a hegemonic arbiter
of collective norms—although defined through individual choice and autonomy,
rendering it distinct from illiberalism as we conceptualize it here. Furthermore,
illiberalism—in institutional form or as illiberal “practices”—in liberal democracies
often coexists with liberal governance or cultural institutions.30 Thus, we should
understand these composite forms and sources of illiberalism to be a normal human
phenomenon; the question is simply one of emphasis and relative political or societal
power.
Inherited sources of illiberalism are therefore distinct from either regime
maneuvering or elite incentivization patterns. These sources have undoubtedly
become more pronounced in recent years, with a clear working relationship and
instrumental usage of these inherent illiberal institutions in the service of regime
goals. Yet they would promote and act in generally illiberal capacities regardless of
regime preference—it is merely that their relative importance has changed.
By accepting the inherent illiberalism found within certain key institutions situated
firmly within the shifting political whirl of Russian state and society, rather than
simply instrumentalist vehicles wielded at the whim of the regime, we can understand
such institutions to operate as congruent with the longue durée of Russian political
history. They are perennial sources of illiberalism, as well as newly-empowered
means by which the regime has promoted illiberalism using a distinct cultural,
societal, and state toolbox of options found in the Russian sociocultural and political
milieu.
29 Paul Robinson, Russian Conservatism (New York, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019); Richard Pipes,
Russian Conservatism and Its Critics: A Study in Political Culture (Yale University Press, 2005).
30 Kauth and King, “Illiberalism,” 367–69; Marlies Glasius, “What Authoritarianism Is … and Is Not: A
Practice Perspective,” International Affairs 94, no. 3 (May 1, 2018): 515–33, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/
iiy060; Jacqueline Behrend and Laurence Whitehead, eds., Illiberal Practices: Territorial Variance within
Large Federal Democracies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016).
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What Gjerde terms the striving for a “consensus history” of Russia is a case in point
in this sense: institutions, historical memories, and frames of understanding that are
already illiberal in makeup have become increasingly prominent and been chosen
by a regime that is itself inching toward illiberalism.31 To that end, it is insufficient
to hold only to an instrumentalist and cynical reading of Russian illiberalism, but
rather to acknowledge and explore sui generis sources of illiberalism alongside and
supplemented to useful functionalist frames.
Figure 1. Stylized Depiction of Some Domestic Illiberal Dynamics in Russia

Source: Author
The figure above presents a stylized rendition of how illiberalism in Russia maintains
a dynamism described by both entrepreneurial and inherent characteristics, even
while being enmeshed in a regime seeking to instrumentalize illiberalism for its
own purposes. Here, the public-facing, subordinate institutions of the parliament
and broadcast media ecosystem react to the broad illiberal turn by engaging in
entrepreneurial illiberalism – leading to illiberal policy creativity and innovation
from the more ambitious parliamentarians, while narrative creativity and discursive
innovation is prompted by broadcast personalities taking opportunistic advantage
of the new illiberal environment. Meanwhile, stable institutional sources of inherent
illiberalism – such as the Russian Orthodox Church and the Russian Armed
Forces – influence and inform the ideational and symbolic toolkit used by illiberal
entrepreneurs as well as the Kremlin itself, while also further aggrandizing their own
power. Finally, the presidency in its central, symbolic position at the top of the regime
similarly acts as a locus for inherent illiberalism, while also acting instrumentally per
31 Kristian Lundby Gjerde, “The Use of History in Russia 2000–2011: The Kremlin and the Search for
Consensus,” East European Politics 31, no. 2 (April 3, 2015): 149–69, https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2015
.1035779.
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its place at the core of the regime itself, from which power ultimately flows in the
Russian system of authoritarian governance.
What follows is a discussion of how illiberalism has been instrumentally activated
by the regime and acted upon by lower-tier elites as a form of loyalist signaling and
coordination. Two public-facing bodies of lower-tier regime elites—the parliament
and the national broadcast media—are provided as examples of this entrepreneurial
illiberal dynamic. The article then provides vignette illustrations of three inherently
illiberal institutions—the Church, the Armed Forces, and the presidency—that
have become bolder in their influence and work to propagate illiberalism in the
contemporary regime, while not holding to the same elite incentivization dynamics
found elsewhere.
Entrepreneurialism in Action—Illiberalism as Regime Signaling
Entrepreneurial illiberalism has flourished across the Russian regime, especially
in subordinate, yet public-facing institutions. This is not surprising, as lower-tier
elites in authoritarian regimes—that is, elites that constitute the regime writ broadly
but not the selectorate—are particularly vulnerable to sudden changes in regime
whims. Lower-tier elites have considerably less political heft should they become the
target of anticorruption actions, the victim of corporate raiding or personal property
violations, or the subject of black PR smear campaigns. Their vulnerability is a
feature of their very position, reliant on patrons higher up the political vertical. This
is notable because lower-tier elites are sometimes less targeted than their patrons
(see recent major corruption cases brought against sitting regional governors rather
than members of the local legislature or judiciary). Yet in their place as patronal
subjects far lower down the chain of kryshas relative to other regime elites, the
shifting sands of regime ideology means much more. There is simply far less room
for error.
In this vein, and akin to Robinson’s contention that the illiberal turn is fundamentally
about elite coordination, Goode has recently argued that a form of “everyday
patriotism”—strongly imbued with patriotic and nationalist symbolism—has
provided an all-inclusive means of regulating elite competition, policing discursive
boundaries of the acceptable, and providing access to patronage.32 This was seen
recently in the uncontested acceptance of new constitutional revisions adopted in
2020 by various lower-tier elites in formal political positions and in the media. To
some commentators’ surprise, such elites spent far more time fussing about matters
of illiberal signaling to be included in the constitution, such as confirming certain
traditional values and formalizing a conceptualization of the nation, rather than
negotiating even modest changes to the institutional distribution of power that a
revised constitution could have hypothetically offered them.
While for upper-tier elites, changing ideological winds and regime autocratization
often lead to greater silence and quiescence, for lower-tier elites silence is often not
good enough. In fact, the more precarious nature of lower-tier elites means that they
are far more eager to stick out their necks to entrepreneurially propose something in
accordance with the current fashion of the regime. This audacity only goes one way:
in the direction of upper-tier elite interest. There is no powerbase for such lower-tier
elites to successfully and publicly oppose Kremlin goals. Yet it has led to cycles of
illiberal creativity in Russia since at least 2012—most notably in the parliament and
in national broadcast media.
In the Russian State Duma, long understood to be a “rubber-stamp” body under the
firm control of political managers in the Presidential Administration, illiberalism as
translated into rapid policy has been the guiding principle of one full convocation
of deputies and remains an underlying current even after being curtailed by an
embarrassed executive. Between 2012 and 2016, the Duma gained a reputation as a
32 Goode, “Patriotic Legitimation and Everyday Patriotism in Russia’s Constitutional Reform.”
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“Mad Printer,” producing and passing reams of illiberal moral and social legislation,
very little of which could be directly tied to administration prerogatives and which
sometimes even embarrassed leadership. Small but ambitious cadres of lower-tier
elites sought to raise their national profiles and signal their regime loyalty by putting
forward increasingly illiberal laws that were deemed in keeping with indications
coming from the Kremlin. As social legislation is often given a broader scope of
parliamentary autonomy than that which impacts foreign policy, the military,
or national industrial projects, the illiberal turn in Russia has been particularly
noticeable in the Duma’s legislative business.
A second arena in which incentives derived from the Kremlin’s instrumentalism
have necessitated increasing loyalist signaling behavior is the national media,
which—while their subjects have long been determined by executive managers—
have historically enjoyed considerable freedom of narrative framing and relative
discursive emphasis. While some have argued that the media came under tighter
central control after 2012 and especially the Crimean crisis, the opposite is closer to
the truth: the Russian media were given ever-freer range to explore sensationalism,
emotionalism, and yellow journalism, provided that these were always intoned
in an expressly illiberal cant and never indicated concern about Kremlin policy.
Charismatic talk shows and debate formats became rife with rivalrous signaling of
ever more loyalty and innovation in pursuing the new Kremlin line, again peaking in
ferocity in the mid-late 2010s.
Policy Creativity and Illiberal Incentives in the State Duma
The Russian legislature is often derided as a rubber-stamp body, and although
a new corpus of academic literature has argued that subordinated authoritarian
parliaments can remain quite meaningful for politics, it is undeniable that the body
enjoys little respect either among the population or among regime elites.33 Indeed,
the State Duma is an excellent place to look at the behavior of lower-tier elites
precisely because it is an unusually public venue for regime loyalists that sit outside
of the selectorate proper.
Despite its reputation as a non-entity, the Duma is far more engaged in authoritarian
politics than many critics would admit. The primary problem with understanding
the Duma is that many observers hold a naïve view of what parliaments should do,
do not see that activity taking place in Russia, and therefore assume that the Duma
is just a rubber stamp. In fact, although some periods of the Duma’s history can
certainly be characterized as quiescent and dull, this has not been uniformly true
throughout Putin’s tenure. The Duma may not have served as a body hostile to the
presidency since the late 1990s, but that does not mean that it has been functionally
nonexistent in Russian politics since the turn of the millennium.
Some scholars have noted that the Duma plays an important role in inter-ministerial
fights, given the constitutional primacy of the legislature in formal policymaking.
This makes the Duma a proxy in fights over budget items, as well as a tool to slow
down policymaking progress and hammer out compromises between different
government factions.34 Other accounts suggest that Duma members are actively
engaged in substantive amendment and policy initiatives, even if this function is
33 Sharon Werning Rivera et al., “Survey of Russian Elites 2020: New Perspectives on Foreign and Domestic
Policy,” Hamilton College Report, July 2020; Sharon Werning Rivera and David W. Rivera, “Are Siloviki Still
Undemocratic? Elite Support for Political Pluralism during Putin’s Third Presidential Term,” Russian Politics
4, no. 4 (November 2019): 499–519, https://doi.org/10.1163/2451-8921-00404004; Kirill Petrov and Vladimir
Gel’man, “Do Elites Matter in Russian Foreign Policy? The Gap between Self-Perception and Influence,” PostSoviet Affairs 35, no. 5–6 (November 2, 2019): 450–60, https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2019.1662185.
34 Ben Noble, “Authoritarian Amendments: Legislative Institutions as Intraexecutive Constraints in
Post-Soviet Russia,” Comparative Political Studies 53, no. 9 (August 1, 2020): 1417–54, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0010414018797941; Ben Noble and Ekaterina Schulmann, “Not Just a Rubber Stamp: Parliament
and Lawmaking,” in The New Autocracy: Information, Politics, and Policy in Putin’s Russia, ed. Daniel
Treisman (Brookings Institution Press, 2018), 49–82, https://www.elibrary.ru/item.asp?id=38626395.
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usually limited to members of the ruling United Russia party.35 And new evidence
suggests that at least on moral and cultural issues, Duma committees may sometimes
seize significant room to maneuver.36
The focus on moral and cultural matters, especially during the “Mad Printer” era
from 2012 to 2016, sheds light on how incentivization works on ambitious deputies
to promote further illiberalism. Many bills that had previously been muzzled due to
their controversial character were returned to committee and plenary discussion,
leading to legislation that restricted public homosexuality, banned adoption to the
United States, provided new legal protections for religious believers, and patronized
the Russian Orthodox Church and other institutions of official religion in the 2010s.37
While Western observers attributed this flurry of culturally conservative legislation
to directives from the Kremlin, closer examination of the legislative process reveals a
far more complicated picture in which the Duma Committee on the Family, Women,
and Children, led by deputy Elena Mizulina, often played a leading role. Mizulina
herself is a posterchild for the promotion of illiberalism as an agential tactic by
ambitious lower-tier elites. A former member of a liberal party, she found greater
status as a loyalist parliamentarian, rising to leadership over the course of a fairly
quiescent period of legislative history in the late 2000s. By the early 2010s, she was
in a position of procedural power as committee chairwoman that allowed her to
act far more forthrightly and independently, although always remaining within the
confines of regime acceptability. Both promoting and guiding final negotiations on
a series of moral-cultural bills in the first half of the 2010s, her ingenuity and namemaking in the committee seat seemed to prove worthwhile, and she was promoted to
a Senatorial seat in the Federation Council in 2015.
As the State Duma is without a doubt a subordinate body relative to other parts of
the state apparatus (with the exception of the Duma leadership, and particularly
its speakership, which is very prestigious but rarely appointed from within), public
signaling of ideological loyalty to the regime, coupled with the pursuit of creative
legislative projects, has often been a rewarding approach, especially for those
pushing illiberal policy. Another chairwoman, Irina Yarovaya, similarly found
regime favor and promotion to higher ranks of the Duma leadership by sponsoring
restrictive laws on protest and surveillance from her perch on the Committee on
Security and Anticorruption.38 There is evidence that Yarovaya acted more as a proxy
for security agencies than as a creative illiberal entrepreneur in her own right, but
the complexity and heavy scrutiny involved in the passage of bills such as the famous
“Yarovaya Package” suggests that it would be oversimplification to consider her a
mere proxy. The notable preeminence of female deputies in the sphere of illiberal
policy suggests that while women are often directed into more feminine-coded
spheres in contemporary Russian politics, this does not equate to locking them out
of genuine political influence.39
35 Gerrit Krol, “Legislative Performance of the Russian State Duma: The Role of Parliament in an Authoritarian
Regime,” East European Politics 33, no. 4 (October 2, 2017): 450–71, https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2017
.1346504.
36 Waller, “Mimicking the Mad Printer.”
37 Waller, “Mimicking the Mad Printer”; Lucy Pakhnyuk, “Foreign Agents and Gay Propaganda: Russian
LGBT Rights Activism Under Pressure,” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization
27, no. 4 (2019): 479–96; Nikita Sleptcov, “Political Homophobia as a State Strategy in Russia,” Journal of
Global Initiatives: Policy, Pedagogy, Perspective 12, no. 1 (January 2018): 140–61; Cai Wilkinson, “Putting
‘Traditional Values’ Into Practice: The Rise and Contestation of Anti-Homopropaganda Laws in Russia,”
Journal of Human Rights 13, no. 3 (July 1, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1080/14754835.2014.919218.
38 Federal Law of 6 July 2016 No. 375-FZ, “On Amendments to the Criminal Code of the Russian
Federation and the Criminal Procedure Code of the Russian Federation in terms of Establishing Additional
Measures to Counter Terrorism and Ensure Public Safety.” See Rossiiskaya Gazeta, July 20, 2016, https://
rg.ru/2016/07/11/uk375-dok.html.
39 Janet Elise Johnson, “Fast-Tracked or Boxed In? Informal Politics, Gender, and Women’s Representation
in Putin’s Russia,” Perspectives on Politics 14, no. 3 (September 2016): 643–59, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1537592716001109.
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We can also note the attractiveness of illiberalism to ambitious and fame-eager
deputies through the laws that were not in the end passed. The “Mad Printer” era was
famous as much for scandalous legislative bills that had to be tabled and neutered in
committee or in first readings because they attracted too much illiberal infamy for
the Kremlin as the successful legislation that passed three readings and became law.
Changing the national anthem to “God Save the Tsar,” opposing Darwinism in state
education, proposing the creation of a “morality police” in the Ministry of Internal
Affairs modeled on the Islamic mutawa that “promote virtue and prevent vice,” and
reams of restrictive social media bills never made it beyond plenary or committee
sessions. Yet the public-facing position of the Duma meant that such projects were
consistently talked about in the press and within the halls of the legislature.40
The State Duma is a thoroughly subordinate organ in the de facto constitutional
order of the Russian polity, yet it has been one of the main venues through which
we can see illiberalism in action—not through stage-managed speeches and carefully
crafted repression, but as a tumultuous and often embarrassing mess of ambitious
yet thoroughly dependent lower-tier elites working through their own perceptions
of what the new regime line actually is. And given its formal powers and very public
position, what is discussed in the Duma can quickly become either the impetus for
new and creative forms of illiberalism or an unfortunate headache to be managed.
Through the public-facing activity of the subordinate Russian parliament, we can see
unplanned illiberalism grow in real time—connected to regime instrumentalism, but
decidedly distinct in process and reasoning.
Russian Popular Media and the Draw of Illiberal Worldviews
The media ecosystem is perhaps an even more important arena of influence than
the parliament, although they inevitably interact with each other quite extensively.
From the outset, capturing and managing media was an important goal of the Putin
regime.41 The active phase that involved taking control of national broadcasters was
completed quite quickly, however; they were well in hand by the mid-2000s.42 What
we find today is a media ecosystem that has been under regime control for so long
that new generations of media elites are rising and it is no longer analytically relevant
to simply recapitulate the truth that it is under Kremlin authority.43
Thus, it is better to view media managers and media elites as fully coopted members
of the lower-tier regime elite instead of as living in an active zone of political
contestation, let alone as being a fourth estate per se. While the Kremlin continues to
determine topics to be discussed or avoided in weekly Friday meetings with editorial
heads, entrepreneurial television personalities are now permitted a great deal of
leeway. Shifting incentives, viewer preferences, and internal views on the best way to
sell or support the Kremlin now exist in a surprisingly fluid format.44
40 See, for some examples, “V Peterburge idet kampaniia za otstavku deputata Milonova,” BBC Russian
Service, December 11, 2012, https://www.bbc.com/russian/russia/2012/12/121211_st_pet_anti_milonov_
campaign; “Milonov predlozhil ministru MVD sozdat’ v Rossii ‘Politsiiu nravov,’” Rosbalt, Mach 31, 2014,
https://www.rosbalt.ru/piter/2014/03/31/1250740.html; “Russian Nationalist Lawmakers Call for Return
to Tsarist Calendar, Anthem,” Radio Farda, June 7, 2017, https://en.radiofarda.com/a/russia-nationalistlawmakers-tsarist-calendar-anthem/28534351.html; “Milonov vnes zakonoproekt a zaprete sotssetei dlia detei
do 14 let,” Radio Liberty, April 10, 2017, https://www.svoboda.org/a/28420660.html
41 Jonathan Becker, “Russia and the New Authoritarians,” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet
Democratization 22, no. 2 (January 2014): 191–206; Olessia Koltsova, News Media and Power in Russia
(London: Routledge, 2006).
42 Anna Arutunyan, The Media in Russia (London: McGraw-Hill Education, 2009); Jonathan Becker, “Lessons
from Russia: A Neo-Authoritarian Media System,” European Journal of Communication 19, no. 2 (June 1,
2004): 139–63, https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323104042908.
43 Dmitry Strovsky, “The Impact of Political, Legal, and Economic Factors on Media Development in Russia
(2000-2020),” in Media and Public Relations Research in Post-Socialist Societies, ed. Maureen C. Minielli et
al. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021).
44 Schimpfössl and Yablokov, “Media Elites in Post-Soviet Russia and Their Strategies for Success.”
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This does not mean there is greater pluralist freedom, but rather that the tenor of
loyalist state media often oscillates across different programs and channels, with
innovative means of capturing viewership and molding public discourse often
rewarded by editorial teams. The cultural shift toward state-approved illiberalism
has led to a movement from an “infotainment” model to a much more directly
ideological one.45 We can see how elite incentives to conform to the regime’s new
ideational preferences have led to the development of a particularly combative strain
of illiberalism in the national media. Popular illiberal commentators have been
given pride of place in no small part because they have not only correctly judged the
regime’s mood, but also have been illiberal innovators themselves.
Much of this dynamic can be seen in the meteoric rise of Dmitry Kiselyov, with
his entertaining promotion of a caustic anti-Westernism and vibrant state
patriotism, on primetime state television. Although often given the title of the
Kremlin’s spokesperson, he is better understood as an extremely successful illiberal
entrepreneur who massages and even creates new regime discursive frames as an
agenda-setter in national media. Distilling the illiberal mood into catchy soundbites,
alarmist portrayals of the West, and slick presentations, he has met with considerable
success that has been emulated by other media elites in press and on television.46
Yet illiberalism in broadcast formats extends beyond headline news. Talk shows and
political debates feature a bevy of lesser-known media figures and political agitators,
all of whom play with different illiberal narratives or are weak liberal or leftist foils
for more effective illiberal media performers. Broadcast channels associated with the
Russian Orthodox Church or the Russian military similarly host a variety of illiberal
programs that compete for ratings and audiences. In this sense, Russian media are
quite plural, albeit with liberal or oppositional voices systematically marginalized.
There is no doubt that if the Kremlin reduced the pressure on national media,
illiberalism in the broadcast media would be less hegemonic, yet individual
personalities, programs, and channels have responded vigorously to the new
illiberal incentives promoted by the system. In this way, lower-tier elites have made
their names by competing to find the most popular or captivating way to publicize
illiberalism—a far cry from the dull state propaganda found in the Soviet past or in
other authoritarian regimes. Rather than seeking to provide a monotone pro-regime
voice, Russian broadcast media elites have learned from the messy pluralist 1990s
and the “infotainment” of the 2000s to create far more compelling forms of media
illiberalism today.
Anchors of Inherent Illiberalism—Sources of Genuine Support
Illiberalism in Russia is not found simply in directives percolating from and
promulgated by the top of the regime or in lower-tier elites’ responses to this
ideological shift. In addition to these actors, illiberalism is found in its most genuine
sense in certain core state and societal institutions that have a fundamentally illiberal
worldview and are imbued with structures that naturally promote illiberalism. The
implications here are important: even had the political history of the last three
decades unfolded completely differently, producing a more liberal Russia, these
would still be strong centers of illiberalism. Inherently illiberal entities in society
act as important sources of support and magnification for illiberalism today. In
an already illiberal regime, such institutions can more comprehensively promote
illiberalism; they will mark state and society for decades to come, regardless of the
regime’s specific future.
45 Vera Tolz and Yuri Teper, “Broadcasting Agitainment: A New Media Strategy of Putin’s Third Presidency,”
Post-Soviet Affairs 34, no. 4 (July 2018): 213–27, https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2018.1459023.
46 Andrei Guter-Sandu and Elizaveta Kuznetsova, “Theorising Resilience: Russia’s Reaction to US and EU
Sanctions,” East European Politics 36, no. 4 (October 1, 2020): 603–21, https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.20
20.1743690.
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Preeminent among the bastions of inherent illiberalism in Russia are the Russian
Orthodox Church, the Russian Armed Forces, and the presidency itself. The first two
are subordinate societal and state actors among other sources of a more potentially
pluralist vein. The latter sits at the pinnacle of the regime, and has been an illiberal
actor since its founding years at the tail end of the Soviet Union and the immediate
post-collapse constitutional crisis. Indeed all three consistently rank among the most
trusted institutions in modern Russia in public opinion polls.47 That the institutions
suffused with forms of inherent illiberalism are also the most popular institutions
today suggests the importance of assessing illiberalism from the inside-out, and not
just the top-down.
It is important to distinguish these bodies from the more instrumental or incentivebased forms of illiberalism promoted by public-facing institutions filled with lowertier elites, like the parliament or the national broadcast media. This is because publicfacing institutions, and the elites that fill them, are not inherently illiberal—indeed,
they certainly could be (and have in the past been) places of far more substantive
pluralism and liberalism. The core anchors of illiberalism, by contrast, have never
promoted such worldviews for structural, ideational, or positional reasons. All
inherently illiberal institutions share worldviews that instead emphasize hegemonic
authority or even metaphysical premises that are by their nature exclusionary and
illiberal.48
The coordination of Russian elites on illiberalism in the contemporary period is a
function of regime priorities, decisions, and a broader cultural toolkit of symbolic
options. Yet the Church, the military, and the presidency would be fundamentally
illiberal in their makeup and societal claims regardless. We should understand these
bodies as societal and political entities whose relative position may grow or diminish
over time but is directionally constant. Today we observe greater activity among
these institutions—and therefore more strident and confident illiberalism—as a
testament to their increasing power and monopolization of relative influence, not a
change in illiberalism itself.
The Russian Orthodox Church as Lobbyist and Culture-Bearer
The Russian Orthodox Church emerged from the Soviet period much weakened and
denuded of both political power and social relevance, yet it retained its fundamentally
illiberal internal character.49 This is due in large part to both the inherently nonliberal metaphysical claims of Orthodox Christianity and the Church’s hierarchical
ecclesial structure, which is rooted in medieval and early modern Russian church
history. Even when subordinated institutionally to modernizing and secularizing
forces from Peter the Great onward, it never abandoned these positions. In this
sense, the Russian Orthodox Church is no different from other Christian church
organizations of similar pedigree, most notably the Catholic Church and other bodies
47 A 2016 poll found the presidency (74%), the army (60%), the security agencies (46%), and the church (43%)
to be the four institutions most trusted by the Russian population, followed at a significant distance by the press
(27%) and a variety of state institutions. See “Institutional Trust,” Levada Center, November 10, 2016, https://
www.levada.ru/en/2016/11/10/institutional-trust-2/. Polling from VTsIOM in 2018 affirmed this general
trend of institutional trust, with even higher numbers for the church, although that poll did not include the
presidency. See “Oruzhie, pravoslavie, bezopasnost’: komy bol’she vesgo doveriaiut rossiiane,” RBC, December
27, 2018, https://www.rbc.ru/politics/27/12/2018/5c20cf419a7947c7a75c14fd.
48 There are mixed cases in which new sub-organizations filled with illiberal entrepreneurs in the state have
been formed with explicit conservative goals, such as “the Commission on Public Diplomacy, Humanitarian
Cooperation and Maintenance of Traditional Values at the Civic Chamber, the Interfaction Group in Defence
of Christian Values of the Russian Duma, the Russian Association for Defence of Religious Freedom and the
Council for the Implementation of State Policy in the Sphere of Protecting Family and Children,” but these are
recent creations rather than longstanding, core inherent illiberal institutions. See Alicja Curanović, “Domestic
Lobbyists and Conservatism in Russian Foreign Policy,” in Russia’s Foreign Policy: The Internal-International
Link, ed. Aldo Ferrari and Eleonora Tafuro Ambrosetti (ISPI, 2021), 45.
49 Katja Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church: Politics, Culture and Greater Russia, 1st edition
(London and New York: Routledge, 2012); Tatiana A. Chumachenko, Church and State in Soviet Russia:
Russian Orthodoxy from World War II to the Khrushchev Years (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2002).
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derived from the early Christian apostolic mandate.50
For a variety of reasons, the church has seen tremendous growth in its membership,
societal position, and support from the regime since the early 1990s. First, Russian
Orthodoxy is closely tied to conceptions of ethnic Russian identity: it served as the
primary antagonist of Soviet state atheism and has the benefit of being an institution
traditionally patronized by the Russian state. Second, Russian Orthodoxy is both a
de facto national church and a source of connection to other Slavic and non-Slavic
Orthodox churches internationally, increasing its legitimacy in the absence of
explicit, anti-clericalist state coercion.51
As such, the Russian Orthodox Church was well-placed for a post-Soviet
renaissance, just as national religious traditions in other former Soviet republics
reasserted themselves institutionally after independence. The Church has also
been a considerable recipient of state largesse, especially under Putin, which many
commentators rightly view as an example of regime instrumentalism to bolster
domestic popularity and societal legitimacy.52
Yet the Church itself does not promote religious illiberalism for instrumentalist
reasons, but rather has simply taken advantage of its newly empowered position
to pursue goals it has always maintained.53 Thus, we should view the Church as a
primary source of illiberalism in Russia rather than as a reactive actor that only
pushes illiberalism when under pressure from the regime.54 No believable alternative
political history of Russia involves a national-level liberal Orthodox Church.
Given its inherent illiberalism, the Russian Orthodox Church has been particularly
effective at providing a legitimating background and worldview for other more
instrumental and entrepreneurial actors. Specifically, the Church has used its growing
societal authority and regime patronage to lobby institutions. Efforts to pass illiberal
legislation in the regions—from the successful “homosexual propaganda” bill to
tentative abortion restrictions—are often driven by Orthodox political lobbyists and
civil society actors.55 The Church now also has close ties with illiberal international
organizations such as the World Congress of Families, with such connections serving
as useful learning mechanisms through conferences and sharing best-practices for

50 Even if one takes as a given the existence of more liberal or progressive strains, tendencies, and emphases
within global Catholicism, both institutionally and theologically it is clear that the Catholic Church retains an
inherent illiberalism that is consistently challenged by liberal modernity, a position shared with other Eastern
Orthodox churches. Older traditions of institutional Christianity often have a very wide degree of internal
pluralism regarding specific cultural markers and traditions, but this is an illiberal pluralism quite distinct from
the individualist assumptions and relativism inherent in liberal pluralism. See, for example, Peter Galadza,
“Eastern Catholic Christianity,” in The Blackwell Companion to Eastern Christianity, ed. Ken Parry (Hoboken,
NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2008); Francis Oakley, The Conciliarist Tradition: Constitutionalism in the Catholic
Church, 1300-1870 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
51 Curanović, “Domestic Lobbyists and Conservatism in Russian Foreign Policy”; Vasile Rotaru, “Forced
Attraction? How Russia Is Instrumentalizing Its Soft Power Sources in the ‘Near Abroad,’” Problems of PostCommunism 65, no. 1 (January 2018): 37–48, https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2016.1276400.
52 Laruelle, “Conservatism as the Kremlin’s New Toolkit: An Ideology at the Lowest Cost.”
53 Kristina Stoeckl, “The Russian Orthodox Church as Moral Norm Entrepreneur,” Religion, State and Society
44, no. 2 (April 2016): 132–51, https://doi.org/10.1080/09637494.2016.1194010; Kristina Stoeckl, The Russian
Orthodox Church and Human Rights (London: Routledge, 2014), https://cadmus.eui.eu//handle/1814/31336.
54 John P. Burgess, Holy Rus’: The Rebirth of Orthodoxy in the New Russia (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 2017).
55 Irina Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics (Washington D.C., and New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011); John Anderson, “Putin and the Russian Orthodox Church: Asymmetric Symphonia?,”
Journal of International Affairs 61, no. 1 (2007): 185–201; Aleksandr Verkhovsky, “The Role of the Russian
Orthodox Church in Nationalist, Xenophobic and Antiwestern Tendencies in Russia Today: Not Nationalism,
but Fundamentalism,” Religion, State and Society 30, no. 4 (December 2002): 333–45, https://doi.org/10.108
0/0963749022000022879.
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new legislative lobbying efforts.56
The lobbying role of the Russian Orthodox Church in Russian politics—a role that the
Church had been seeking without success since the early 2000s—has expanded in
the last decade.57 Working at the regional level, it led a number of illiberal initiatives
in the Russian regions that would move onto the national scene in the 2010s.58 The
influential church-associated parliamentarian Vitaly Milonov, for example, very
publicly spearheaded illiberal legislation in St. Petersburg long before equivalent
national bills on family values emerged. Similarly, the Church has grown increasingly
involved with the Russian military’s personnel policies, providing blessings and
chaplaincy services to all branches of the Russian Armed Forces.59 Major churchbuilding projects, most recently the newly opened Main Cathedral of the Russian
Armed Forces outside Moscow, further stands as a testament to the growing power
of Orthodox lobbying efforts.60
The Russian Orthodox Church has also increasingly been integrated into stateapproved conceptions of nationhood and patriotism, with Orthodox theism included
in the revised constitution promulgated in 2020 and Church lobbyists successfully
inserting claims about the culture- and state-bearing qualities of the ethnic Russian
people, as well as supporting traditional family structures.61 The Patriarch of Moscow
now features regularly in official ceremonies: his presence allows the nominally
secular leadership to show their religious bona fides at religious services for Christmas
and Easter, as well as fully secular ceremonies like presidential inaugurations and
military parades.62 While instrumental for the regime’s new course of official cultural
illiberalism, the Church has been savvy in positioning itself to be used in this manner,
to both its own and the regime’s benefit.63 The Russian Orthodox Church is thus a
prime example of an inherently illiberal institution promoting itself powerfully in
this new moment.

56 Curanović, “Domestic Lobbyists and Conservatism in Russian Foreign Policy”; Kristina Stoeckl, “The Rise of
the Russian Christian Right: The Case of the World Congress of Families,” Religion, State and Society 48, no. 4
(August 2020): 223–38, https://doi.org/10.1080/09637494.2020.1796172.
57 Stoeckl, The Russian Orthodox Church and Human Rights.
58 Waller, “Mimicking the Mad Printer”; Wilkinson, “Putting ‘Traditional Values’ Into Practice.”
59 Dmitry Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy: Religion, Politics, and Strategy, (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019); Jeremy W. Lamoreaux and Lincoln Flake, “The Russian Orthodox Church, the
Kremlin, and Religious (Il)Liberalism in Russia,” Palgrave Communications 4, no. 1 (September 25, 2018):
1–4, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-018-0169-6; Stoeckl, “The Russian Orthodox Church as Moral Norm
Entrepreneur.”
60 See recent documentaries on the military TV channel Zvezda on the new cathedral as an example. Englishlanguage dubbing is available at “The Main Cathedral of the Russian Armed Forces,” YouTube video, 38:26,
posted by “Telekanal Zvezda,” June 30, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3JfQWfhNErw.
61 Kristina Stoeckl, “The End of Post-Soviet Religion: Russian Orthodoxy as National Church,” Public
Orthodoxy, July 20, 2020, https://publicorthodoxy.org/2020/07/20/the-end-of-post-soviet-religion/; Mikhail
Antonov, “God and ‘the Belief of Ancestors’ in the Russian Constitution,” BYU International Center for Law
and Religion Studies, October 31, 2020, https://talkabout.iclrs.org/2020/10/31/god-and-the-belief-ofancestors-in-the-russian-constitution/.
62 Mariya Omelicheva, “A New Russian Holiday Has More Behind It Than National Unity: The Political
Functions of Historical Commemorations,” Australian Journal of Politics & History 63, no. 3 (2017): 430–42,
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12375. Note as well that while relations between the Russian Orthodox Church
and the Soviet legacy are strained (and indeed are increasingly the main framework through which anti-Soviet
views can be expressed officially), Patriarch Kirill drafted a specific prayer in commemoration of the sixty-fifth
anniversary of the victory in WWII—see “Patriarkh Kirill napisal spetsial’nuiu molitvu dlia Dnia Pobedy,”
Interfax, May 6, 2010, http://www.interfax-religion.ru/?act=news&div=35458.
63 Robert C. Blitt, “One New President, One New Patriarch, and a Generous Disregard for the Constitution:
A Recipe for the Continuing Decline of Secular Russia,” Vanderbilt Journal of Transnational Law 43, no. 5
(2010): 1337–68.
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The Russian Military as Foundational Site of National Memory
Military institutions are often understood, even in liberal democracies, to be
relatively illiberal compared to the societies that they defend. This is due in part to
their structural makeup, which emphasizes strict hierarchies, engenders authority
and obedience, and promotes strong, communal identity as an important element of
internal cohesion and battlefield capability.64 Furthermore, armed forces are tasked
with specific duties—defending the state and nation, operationalizing sovereignty,
and opposing external interference—that incline the institution to relative
conservatism and skepticism of the divisions inherent in modern liberal pluralism.65
The Russian Armed Forces are no exception to this general trend. Furthermore, due
to the high degree of professionalism inherited from the Soviet period, institutional
culture within the military remains bound to these classical roles and perpetuates
itself in a complex and effective network of officer training, military academies, and
a comprehensive, centralized General Staff.66 As the Soviet military was responsible
for some of the great historical achievements of modern Russia, the Russian
military today enjoys a symbolic role as guarantor of the state and bearer of national
victories.67
Much has been written on the Russian military from the perspective of its close
identification with the Great Patriotic War against Nazi Germany.68 Indeed, the
Russian military is often framed as a symbolic guardian of the nation in ways similar
to other large developing countries such as Egypt and Brazil.69 This largely precludes
a liberal role for the armed forces, nor would we expect one anyway—again, very
few militaries are particularly inclined toward promoting liberalism, with the major
exception of the United States.70
The Russian Armed Forces thus form a bloc of illiberally inclined service institutions,
personnel, and societal roles—which often have “imperial”-nationalist or patriotic64 Peter Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2003); Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil–
Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957).
65 Meir Finkel, “Conservatism by Choice (Stability)—A Necessary Complement to Innovation and Adaptation in
Force Design,” Defence Studies 19, no. 4 (October 2, 2019): 392–409, https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2019.
1686359; Karen O. Dunivin, “Military Culture: Change and Continuity,” Armed Forces & Society 20, no. 4 (July
1994): 531–47; Bengt Abrahamsson, The Ideology of an Elite: Conservatism and National Insecurity, Armed
Forces and Society (Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 1968), https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111694757-006.
66 Jason Gresh, “Professionalism and Politics in the Russian Military,” Kennan Cable, April 2021, https://
www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/kennan-cable-no-67-professionalism-and-politics-russian-military;
Dale R. Herspring, “Creating Shared Responsibility through Respect for Military Culture: The Russian and
American Cases,” Public Administration Review 71, no. 4 (2011): 519–29, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.15406210.2011.02380.x.
67 Marlene Laruelle, In the Name of the Nation: Nationalism and Politics in Contemporary Russia (New York:
Springer, 2009).
68 Jade McGlynn, “Historical Framing of the Ukraine Crisis through the Great Patriotic War: Performativity,
Cultural Consciousness and Shared Remembering,” Memory Studies 13, no. 6 (December 1, 2020): 1058–80,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1750698018800740; Olga Malinova, “Political Uses of the Great Patriotic War in
Post-Soviet Russia from Yeltsin to Putin,” in War and Memory in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, ed. Julie
Fedor et al., Palgrave Macmillan Memory Studies (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2017), 43–70,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66523-8_2; Elizabeth A. Wood, “Performing Memory: Vladimir Putin and
the Celebration of World War II in Russia,” The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review 38, no. 2 (January 1, 2011):
172–200, https://doi.org/10.1163/187633211X591175.2017
69 Zeinab Abul-Magd, Militarizing the Nation: The Army, Business, and Revolution in Egypt (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2017); Alfred C. Stepan, The Military in Politics: Changing Patterns in Brazil
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015).
70 Armando X. Estrada, “Gay Service Personnel in the U.S. Military: History, Progress, and a Way Forward,”
in The Oxford Handbook of Military Psychology, ed. Janice H. Laurence and Michael D. Matthews
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 344; David J. Armor and Curtis L. Gilroy, “Changing Minority
Representation in the U.S. Military,” Armed Forces & Society 36, no. 2 (January 2010): 223–46, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0095327X09339900; Andrew Williams, Liberalism and War: The Victors and the Vanquished
(London: Routledge, 2005).
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religious tendencies that interact with other sources of illiberalism in Russia.71
Military generals were prominent among the more nationalist and populist politicians
in the chaotic 1990s, and former military officers are well-represented in military
committees in the State Duma and Federation Council.72 Indeed, some evidence
suggests that general-politicians in the legislature act more as representational
proxies and lobbyists for institutional military interests in parliament than as
independent or patronal deputies.73 Meanwhile, the Russian Orthodox Church is
increasingly involved in the structural makeup of the Armed Forces, with Adamsky
noting its particular capture of the internal culture of the nuclear forces as well as
involvement in providing support for the recent Syrian intervention.74
More to the point, the Russian Armed Forces’ central role in state-patriotic historical
memory ties the institution to an illiberal worldview that the institution is proud to
uphold. Military illiberalism is not aggressive, given the longstanding subordination
of the military chain of command to political control, yet it is strongly intermixed with
regime legitimacy-promotion efforts and public memorialization. Annual “Immortal
Regiment” processions, massive Victory Day parades, sponsored television programs
and historical publications, and popular Cossack-military entertainment shows all
point to the military’s central role in reproducing an illiberal, national conception of
patriotism and state sovereignty.75
Given this, we can see the Russian military not as a set of elites responding to regime
illiberalism, but as an inherent, genuine source of illiberal narratives, worldviews,
and coherent self-understanding of state and nation. Even under the relatively
liberal Medvedev presidency, the Russian military did not fundamentally change this
position, notwithstanding the partial internal reform that occurred at that time.76
Recent active combat experience in Ukraine and Syria has further underlined the
military’s core illiberal role. The Syrian conflict has been framed as an engagement
with the illiberal-secular Assad regime against Islamic fundamentalism and a
realist-conservative justification for the action has been promoted, while in Ukraine
volunteers declaring nationalist and Orthodox religious motivations have been
prominent.77 The reformation of the Interior Troops, OMON, and SOBR units into
a National Guard (Rosgvardiya) subordinate to the president in 2016 created a de
facto “praetorian” military force to both protect the illiberal presidential core of the
regime and ensure that decisive military action could take place on the domestic
71 Marlene Laruelle, Russian Nationalism: Imaginaries, Doctrines, and Political Battlefields, 1st edition
(London: Routledge, 2018); Pål Kolstø and Helge Blakkisrud, eds., The New Russian Nationalism:
Imperialism, Ethnicity and Authoritarianism 2000–2015, 1st edition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2016).
72 Robert Barylski, The Soldier in Russian Politics, 1985-96 (London: Routledge, 2018); James H. Brusstar,
The Russian Military’s Role in Politics (Washington, DC: Institute for National Strategic Studies, National
Defense University, 1995).
73 For example, since at least 2010, all defense committees in the State Duma have been chaired by deputies
holding at least the rank of Colonel.
74 Dmitry Adamsky, “Christ-Loving Warriors: Ecclesiastical Dimension of the Russian Military Campaign in
Syria,” Problems of Post-Communism 67, no. 6 (November 1, 2020): 433–45, https://doi.org/10.1080/1075821
6.2019.1684827; Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy.
75 Ivan Kurilla, “The ‘Immortal Regiment’: A ‘Holiday Through Tears,’ a Parade of the Dead, or a Mass
Protest?,” Russian Politics & Law 57, no. 5–6 (November 6, 2020): 150–65, https://doi.org/10.1080/1061194
0.2020.1913943; Julie Fedor, “Memory, Kinship, and the Mobilization of the Dead: The Russian State and the
‘Immortal Regiment’ Movement,” War and Memory in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, 2017, 307–45, https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66523-8_11.
76 Bettina Renz, “Russian Military Capabilities after 20 Years of Reform,” Survival 56, no. 3 (May 2014):
61–84, https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2014.920145; Dale R. Herspring and Roger N. McDermott,
“Serdyukov Promotes Systemic Russian Military Reform,” Orbis 54, no. 2 (January 1, 2010): 284–301, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2010.01.004.
77 Marlene Laruelle, “The Three Colors of Novorossiya, or the Russian Nationalist Mythmaking of the
Ukrainian Crisis,” Post-Soviet Affairs 32, no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 55–74, https://doi.org/10.1080/106058
6X.2015.1023004.
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front, beyond current law enforcement structures.78 Finally, paramilitary forces such
as mobilized Cossack regiments have been central to promoting a form of imperial
national-patriotism that now supplements the Armed Forces’ more traditional,
secular Soviet-era forms.79
The Presidential Figurehead as Guarantor of National Coherence
A final source of inherent illiberalism exists at the very pinnacle of the state in the
form of the Russian presidency. This entity differs significantly from the vignette
cases above, given its commanding constitutional and de facto position at the very
top of the regime. As the central, apex node in Russia’s “single-pyramid” system,
the presidency constitutes the focal point around which all politics and state activity
is conducted, as well as the flagship institution that connotes sovereignty and the
national in society for the purposes of continued efforts at state-building.80
The tentpole position of the Russian presidency in terms of illiberalism is no accident,
and a great deal of effort over the last twenty years has been expended with a view
to centralizing symbolic and political power there.81 Yet we should be careful to
distinguish the presidency in its symbolic position at the center of the Russian state
from the actual person of Vladimir Putin, who is endowed with his own significant
patronalist and personalistic authority as well. Even in the pluralist Yeltsin era, the
presidency held a de facto position as the central, nation-bearing figurehead and
naturally inclined itself towards a self-perception as the singular and final arbiter in
the political system.82
Indeed, the empowered parliament and strong federalism of that era found their
chief opponent in the illiberal presidency, which acted as a central opponent
and interlocutor. This developed quite early, with the 1993 conflict between the
presidency, on one side, and the parliament and constitutional court, on the other, as
a key critical juncture. The fact that the presidency decisively won and then made the
effort to shape the constitution in its own image has meant that the presidency has

78 Mark Galeotti, “The Silovik-Industrial Complex: Russia’s National Guard as Coercive, Political, Economic
and Cultural Force,” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 29, no. 1 (2021): 3-29,
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/780975; Jolanta Darczewska, Rosgvardiya: A Special-Purpose Force. Point of
View, vol. 76, OSW Point of View (Warsaw: Centre for Eastern Studies, 2020), http://aei.pitt.edu/103306/.
79 Kratochvíl and Shakhanova, “The Patriotic Turn and Re-Building Russia’s Historical Memory”; Nikolai
F. Bugai, “The Russian Cossacks and the Problem of Identity with the Question: Who Are We?,” Vestnik
Volgogradskogo Gosudarstvennogo Universiteta 24, no. 4 (2019), https://doi.org/10.15688/jvolsu4.2019.4.13.
See also Alla Hurska, “Putin Seeks to Garner Support of Russian Youth Through Military-Patriotic Upbringing
(Part One and Two),” Eurasia Daily Monitor, April 10-15, 2019, https://jamestown.org/program/putin-seeksto-garner-support-of-russian-youth-through-military-patriotic-upbringing-part-one/ and https://jamestown.
org/program/putin-seeks-to-garner-support-of-russian-youth-through-military-patriotic-upbringing-parttwo/.
80 K. A. Pakhaliuk, “The Historical Past as the Foundation of the Russian Polity: Vladimir Putin’s 2012–2018
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40.2020.1913942; Susanne Wengle and Christine Evans, “Symbolic State-Building in Contemporary Russia,”
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Hale, Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective.
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1994–2012,” Post-Soviet Affairs 33, no. 6 (November 2, 2017): 472–95, https://doi.org/10.1080/106058
6X.2017.1388471; Alexander Baturo and Slava Mikhaylov, “Reading the Tea Leaves: Medvedev’s Presidency
through Political Rhetoric of Federal and Sub-National Actors,” Europe-Asia Studies 66, no. 6 (July 3, 2014):
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82 Thomas F. Remington, Presidential Decrees in Russia: A Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014); Thomas F. Remington, “The Evolution of Executive-Legislative Relations in Russia
since 1993,” Slavic Review 59, no. 3 (2008): 499–520, https://doi.org/10.2307/2697343; Eugene Huskey,
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been institutionally preeminent ever since.83 In this way, the post-Soviet presidency
is structurally bound up in more illiberal forms of centralized, authoritative rule.84
This illiberal supremacy at the core of the Russian constitution has been of decisive
importance to Putin himself, who has used the presidential office not only as a
jumping-off point from which to capture and control the state and all politics,
but as a means to command the heights of post-Soviet Russia’s sociocultural selfperception.85 The presidency is the primary office through which the contours of
everyday nationalism in Russia are framed.86 Indeed, the presidency now takes
on an aspect as the unifying symbolic principle for Russian society and is in many
ways the key anchor that holds together the evolving successor national identity to
Soviet power.87 Although increasing centralization of political decision-making in the
presidency and its bureaucratic apparatus has had negative effects on governance,
it has also solidified the presidency’s place as a primary source of illiberalism both
ideologically and symbolically.88
The presidential executive sitting at the top of the regime has even taken on many of
the trappings of monarchy, from aesthetic choices that call to mind the late Tsarist
era to increasing associations between the presidency and nationhood, official
religion, and national security. What Petrov terms the “war chieftain” legitimacy of
the post-Crimea presidency is better seen—given the continued survival and thriving
of the presidential figurehead long after the rally-round-the-flag effect has worn off—
as the continued development and concretization of a truly illiberal centroid point
around which the entire polity now spins.89 As always, the great question remains
whether this particular configuration of illiberal authority survives the officeholder,
but comparative evidence from other presidentialist regimes in the region suggest
that the symbolic illiberalism of the singular presidency is unlikely to melt away.90
Conclusion
Illiberalism in Russia at the dawn of the third decade of the twenty-first century is
more entrenched than it has been since at least the Soviet collapse, if not earlier.
Some of this can be placed at the feet of an aspirational and inventive authoritarian
executive, which has gradually developed an amorphous ideological construct
counter to Western hegemonic liberalism. In this sense, illiberalism has been quite
successfully built for the cynical and instrumental purposes of bolstering regime
maintenance and positioning itself geopolitically. Yet evidence laid out here suggests
that Russian illiberalism also has important, dynamic roots in less powerful parts of
state and society.
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817–50, https://doi.org/10.1093/icon/mow060; Remington, “The Evolution of Executive-Legislative Relations
in Russia since 1993.”
84 Richard Sakwa, “The Dual State in Russia,” Post-Soviet Affairs 26, no. 3 (July 2010): 185–206, https://doi.
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85 Stephen White and Ian Mcallister, “The Putin Phenomenon,” Journal of Communist Studies and Transition
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87 Jade McGlynn, “United by History: Government Appropriation of Everyday Nationalism During Vladimir
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Elites and Institutions in the Russian Thermidor
This article claims that not only is illiberalism pushed as a functional solution to
regime problems on domestic and international fronts, but that it is also buoyed
by entrepreneurial, lower-tier elites eager to please the regime and by the growing
power of important institutions that are deeply illiberal in their current makeup,
such that they would promote illiberalism under any conditions.
Accordingly, the article has noted that in at least two public-facing arenas of
subordinate political status—the federal parliament and the national broadcast
media—lower-tier elites have found considerable incentives to creatively perform
and develop illiberalism as policy and as discursive narrative, even if the incentive
structure is conditioned on decisions made further up the vertical of power. By
contrast, the article has shown that for the Russian Orthodox Church, the Russian
Armed Forces, and the symbolic presidential center, illiberalism has always held a
tight congruence with institutional self-perceptions, internal beliefs, and preferences,
such that there has been a groundswell of internal support for growing illiberalism by
way of these inherently illiberal institutional sources.
This article is only a modest attempt at an alternative framework for understanding
illiberalism in contemporary Russia, supplementing more cynical and instrumentalist
views of illiberalism as a purely top-down affair while bracketing persistent questions
of grassroots or popular illiberalism. I maintain that a great deal of illiberalism in
Russia—whether it be as policy or narrative creativity, or symbolic influence—comes
not from the top-down calculation, but from empowered political, state, and societal
actors that are subordinate to or excluded from primary power centers in the regime.
Rising illiberalism is therefore an outgrowth of creativity among vulnerable elites
and quite congruent with many institutional visions of a well-functioning Russian
polity, as well as an instrumental strategy.
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The Great Convergence:
How the Italian Far Right and COVID
Deniers Tried to Seize the Momentum
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Abstract

This article explores how the pandemic crisis resulted in a confluence
of neo-fascist groups such as Forza Nuova and CasaPound, nationalpopulist parties such as Lega and Brothers of Italy, the Orange Vests of
former General Pappalardo and COVID-19 deniers. Since March 2020,
the Italian far right has consciously based its strategy on spreading
conspiracy theories about COVID-19 and opposing any type of restrictive
measures, from the lockdown to mask mandates and vaccination. The
attempts to build a mass anti-vaccine movement permeated with
neo-fascist influences may have stalled, but it would be mistaken to
think that the battle has been lost: the impact of COVID deniers on
the political landscape goes beyond poll results. The contemporary
ideological fluidity favors mainstreaming negationist slogans, for
instance through the unexpected overlap between the far right and
New Age culture. The real struggle is conducted in the field of ideas
and cultural hegemony, where a profound illiberal, anti-scientific, and
conspiracy sentiment continues to gain support in Italy thanks to the
overlap between neo-fascists, national-populists, and COVID deniers.
Keywords: Italy, Lega, far right, COVID deniers, conspiracy theories
The pandemic has represented a dramatic turning point for the world, with mediumand long-term consequences for politics, society, and the economy that remain
unpredictable. In Italy, a country hit with extreme virulence by COVID-19, the
devastating effects have been manifesting themselves in various spheres. After early
weeks marked by mass anxiety and fears about contagion, protests against the safety
and prevention measures began, leading to the formation of unprecedented alliances
between different right-wing actors. Far-right organizations immediately jumped on
the criticism of the lockdown, as well as the subsequent anti-mask and then antivaccine protests, in an effort to gain hegemony among the discontented. They also
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emulated developments in other countries, such as the United States and Germany,
reusing conspiracy theories and slogans from those contexts and adapting them to
the local situation.
However, it would be wrong not to identify national peculiarities in the elaboration
of this strategy: the Italian far right has a century-old tradition and important
connections with the circles of the national-populist parliamentary right. Here
I use national-populism to refer to the Lega and Brothers of Italy, because these
two parties (more the Lega than Brothers of Italy) use illiberal, populistic, and
xenophobic ideas and are prepared to access power in a government coalition. I
reserve the term neo-fascism for Forza Nuova (New Force) and CasaPound, which
remain both more radical in their ideas and more marginal politically. Of course,
both the League and Brothers of Italy have deep fascist roots: the latter emerged
from the post-fascist National Alliance, which was itself the heir of the neo-fascist
Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI, Italian Social Movement, existing from 1946 to
1995), while the Lega had a secessionist agenda till 2014, when Matteo Salvini began
the “nationalization” of the party.
This article analyzes the pandemic campaign of the Italian far right and explores how
the sanitary crisis resulted in a confluence of different movements and organizations.
The neo-fascist parties were joined by the Gilet Arancioni (Orange Vests), formerly
the Forconi (Pitchforks) Movement, led by former Carabinieri general Antonio
Pappalardo. My analysis also extends to the two national-populist parties present
in the Italian Parliament—Matteo Salvini’s League and Giorgia Meloni’s Brothers of
Italy—to underline their points of coincidence with and differences from neo-fascist
rhetoric on COVID-19 and prevention measures. I also provide some indications of
the—again unprecedented—convergence between the national-populist realm and
leftist critiques of biopower. In conclusion, I advance the hypothesis that the new
government, led by former European Central Bank governor Mario Draghi with
ministers from the League, represents a new, decisive moment both for the nationalpopulist right, which is divided on whether or not to support the new cabinet, and for
the neo-fascist realm, which sees in it evidence of the existence of a global conspiracy.
Denouncing the “Sanitary Dictatorship”
Italy’s measures for preventing and containing the coronavirus epidemic have had
conflicting effects. In a particularly tragic context, with 126,690 deaths as of June 9,
2021, and more than 4 million infections, the refusal to adopt emergency solutions
could have caused an even more serious toll. The closure of borders, isolation at
home, and the de facto cessation of mobility, however, produced a significant
backlash. As a country that during the first two decades of the twenty-first century
had seen dramatic growth in tourism and related activities, suddenly closing off
that source of income had a huge impact on the life of an important segment of the
population. It is no coincidence that restaurateurs, hoteliers, and owners of public
places have protested against the measures, especially since late spring 2020.
In the first three months of the pandemic in Spring 2020, the fear of contagion and
sense of trauma was prevalent, and not even Salvini’s often contradictory statements1
in opposition to the security measures were able to obtain consensus. The country
seemed ready to accept the lockdown measures of the government led by Giuseppe
Conte and composed of the Democratic Party, LeU (Free and Equals, a left electoral
bloc), and the Five Star Movement. Besides Salvini, Matteo Renzi, leader of Italia

1 Giovanni Drogo, “Tutte le vergognose giravolte di Salvini sul Coronavirus,” nextQuotidiano, March 11, 2020,
https://www.nextquotidiano.it/giravolte-di-salvini-sul-coronavirus/; Laura Mari, “‘Chiudere tutto, anzi no’.
Salvini e il Covid 19, la confusione del leader leghista sulla gestione dell’epidemia,” La Repubblica, April 16,
2020, https://www.repubblica.it/politica/2020/04/16/news/salvini_e_i_cambi_di_rotta_sulle_aperture_
attivita_-254162048/; Simone Cosimi, “Salvini, il leader che sul coronavirus smentisce sé stesso,” Wired, June
29, 2020, https://www.wired.it/attualita/politica/2020/06/29/salvini-coronavirus-dichiarazione/.
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Viva and critic of the Conte government, was also pushing for a quick reopening,2
against the recommendations of the Technical Scientific Committee, an organ of the
Ministry of Health responsible for proposing sanitary options to the government.
The first conspiracy voices emerged early, at the end of March 2020. Although
examples of far-right anti-lockdown narratives and actions coming from the United
States had some influence, the first conspiracy hypothesis advanced in Italy had an
endogenous origin. A 2015 clip of a scientific news broadcast, TG Leonardo, shown
on the Rai Tre television channel, was circulated by the far right via the Russian
social network VK (VKontakte, the Russian equivalent of Facebook) and WhatsApp
on March 24, 2020,3 and then went viral, even being shared by Matteo Salvini on
Twitter and Facebook. The TV report, which cited an article in Nature, discussed the
spike glycoprotein SHC014, which belongs to the bat coronavirus “Rhinolophus.” The
latter has no connection with SARS-COV-2019, but the similarity of the terms helped
created a conspiracy narrative. Writing on Twitter on March 25, Salvini cited the
video as proof for the theory that the virus had been created in a laboratory: “From
Tgr Leonardo (Rai Tre) of November 16, 2015, report on a pulmonary supervirus
Coronavirus created by the Chinese with bats and mice, very dangerous for humans
(with related concerns). From the Lega urgent question to the Prime Minister and
the Foreign Minister.”4 The retweets by Salvini and Brothers of Italy leader Giorgia
Meloni5 accelerated the spread of this fake news on social networks, sparking an
international outcry.
From that moment on, the Italian far right has consciously based its strategy on
spreading conspiracy theories about COVID-19 and opposing any type of restrictive
measures, from the lockdown to mask mandates. Together with the far right, a
particular type of Italian national-populism consolidated during the pandemic
through the figure of retired general of the Carabinieri Antonio Pappalardo. From
the early 1990s, Pappalardo tried in various ways to become as a politician. In 1992,
he was elected to parliament as a member of the PSDI (Italian Social Democratic
Party), which disappeared shortly thereafter. Having entered the National Unity
government led by the future president of the Republic, Carlo Azeglio Ciampi,
Pappalardo was forced to resign after being convicted of defamation against thenCommander General of the Carabinieri Antonio Viesti. It was then that Pappalardo
began to found a succession of small parties and organizations that sought to
piggyback on different protest movements. In 2013, the former general was in the
Forconi movement, which protested against the government and was infiltrated by
neo-fascist and national-populist forces.6
The retired carabiniere has always had a passion for proclamations and programs.
As early as 2000, he was accused of attempting a coup for a document he wrote as
head of the COCER, the Carabinieri Union, in which he advocated for a series of
constitutional reforms putting the military at the center of power—a model inspired
by Pinochet’s Chile—and limiting democracy, and was forced to resign.7 Pappalardo
has never abandoned the idea that the military has an active political role to play as
guardians of the state and national integrity, and should therefore enjoy a position
2 “L’appello di Renzi: ‘L’Italia riapra,’” AGI, March 28, 2020, https://www.agi.it/politica/news/2020-03-28/
coronavirus-renzi-aprire-italia-fabbriche-pasqua-7944570/.
3 “Il servizio del TGR Leonardo del 2015 non ha niente a che vedere con il nuovo coronavirus,” Valigia Blu,
March 25, 2020, https://www.valigiablu.it/tgr-leonardo-coronavirus/.
4 The tweet is still available at https://twitter.com/matteosalvinimi/status/1242866887932948481?s=20 (last
accessed April 26, 2021).
5 Meloni’s tweet can be found at https://twitter.com/giorgiameloni/status/1242875894387138563 (last
accessed April 26, 2021).
6 For a brief description in English of the December 9 demonstrations, see Lizzy Davis, “Italy Hit by Wave of
Pitchfork Protests as Austerity Unites Disparate Groups,” The Guardian, December 13, 2013, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2013/dec/13/italy-pitchfork-protests-austerity-unites-groups.
7 “Le ‘riforme’ del colonnello Pappalardo,” La Repubblica, March 30, 2000, https://www.repubblica.it/online/
cronaca/cocer/documento/documento.html.
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of privilege and dominance; indeed, it has been a recurring theme in his various
political initiatives. In December 2013, convening one of his initiatives in a cinema
in Rome, the former general announced that:
Then with a delegation of the People, Ours and of the Federal
Nation, we will hunt down the criminals who call themselves
politicians by popular acclamation! We will present ourselves,
in front of the palaces of power, with Carabinieri, Policemen,
Finanzieri, and Military, who will have to help us enforce the
Constitution, the sentence of the Constitutional Court, and the
Eviction Order against these delegitimized people.8
Attempts to attack parliamentarians followed in 2016-17, when, at the head of a new
formation called the Italian Liberation Movement, Pappalardo first tried to arrest
the former Forza Italia MP Osvaldo Napoli9 and then organized a demonstration in
Piazza Montecitorio, where the Chamber of Deputies is located, during which one of
the main leaders of the Five Star Movement, Alessandro Di Battista, was challenged.10
The pandemic represented a new opportunity for the former general and his
fledgling Gilet Arancioni Movement, an attempt to mimic the luck of the French
Gilets Jaunes. On May 30, 2020, the Gilet Arancioni, Forza Nuova, CasaPound,
and other small neo-fascist organizations organized protests in some Italian cities:
Pappalardo and his followers occupied a square in Milan, while CasaPound and
Forza Nuova did the same in Rome. Pappalardo’s rally in Piazza del Duomo attracted
a few hundred participants, who did not observe any of the measures imposed to
counteract COVID-19. (Indeed, Pappalardo himself has repeatedly refused to wear
a mask, saying he cares about his health and blaming the mask for unspecified
lung infections.)11 During the rally, the leader of the Gilet Arancioni explained his
personal theories about the spread of the coronavirus, claiming that it was facilitated
in Lombardy by 5G antennas.
The demonstration in the capital, of similar size, was characterized by the prevalence
of neo-fascist groups and called itself the “March on Rome,” an unequivocal reference
to Benito Mussolini’s seizure of power in 1922. As in Milan, the demonstration
in Rome spawned conspiracy narratives of all kinds, including the claim that
“Coronavirus is all a political, economic, and social design because they want to
sell us to China, Di Maio [Minister of Foreign Affairs and leader of the Five Star
Movement – GS] first of all by making us get the vaccine and collecting data on us.
The virus does not exist, which is why we do not wear masks, and in the meantime,
people are dying of hunger.”12
The supposed “sanitary dictatorship” quickly became the new enemy, adding to
other conspiracy theories. The logical inconsistency of conspiracy allows for the
adaptation and amalgamation of voices, misinterpretations, and contradictory
positions, providing a narrative suitable for consumption and use. As early as April
8 Stefania Carboni, “Antonio Pappalardo: storia di un golpe borghese piccolo piccolo,” Giornalettismo,
December 16, 2000, https://archivio.giornalettismo.com/antonio-pappalardo-storia-di-un-golpe-borghesepiccolo-piccolo/.
9 Francesca Schianchi, “Il blitz dei Forconi alla Camera per ‘arrestare’ l’ex deputato Napoli,” La Stampa,
December 15, 2016, https://www.lastampa.it/cronaca/2016/12/15/news/il-blitz-dei-forconi-alla-camera-perarrestare-l-ex-deputato-napoli-1.34756718.
10 Giovanni Drogo, “Alessandro Di Battista sbaglia piazza e si prende i fischi del popolo di Pappalardo,”
nextQuotidiano, October 10, 2017, https://www.nextquotidiano.it/alessandro-di-battista-pappalardo/.
11 “Milano, assembramenti in piazza Duomo per la manifestazione dei gilet arancioni: in centinaia senza
mascherina e distanze di sicurezza,” Il Fatto Quotidiano, May 30, 2020, https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.
it/2020/05/30/milano-assembramenti-in-piazza-duomo-per-la-manifestazione-dei-gilet-arancioni-incentinaia-senza-mascherina-e-distanza-di-sicurezza/5818981/.
12 “Coronavirus, tensioni alla manifestazione ‘Marcia su Roma.’ ‘Rimaniamo qui a oltranza.’ In 70 identificati
e denunciati,” Open, May 30, 2020, https://www.open.online/2020/05/30/coronavirus-tensioni-allamanifestazione-marcia-su-roma/.
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9, 2020, in a tweet against Giuseppe Conte and the Eurogroup, which had decided
to activate the European Stability Mechanism (ESM), Matteo Salvini used the term
“dictatorship in the name of the virus”:
ESM approved extra-legal dictatorship in the name of the virus.
There are no Eurobonds like Conte wanted, but there is the ESM,
a dramatic mortgage on the future, on work, and the savings of
our children. From 1989 to today, Italy has paid 140 billion to
Europe; now to borrow 35 we put ourselves in the hands of a
legalized loan-sharking system. Moreover, without any passage
in Parliament, as requested several times by the League. We are
out of the law; we are in a dictatorship in the name of the virus.13
Giorgia Meloni avoided the term “dictatorship,” opting instead to accuse the Conte
government of “high treason” against the interests of the Italian people.14 Gianni
Alemanno, a mainstay of the MSI who was once a young leader in the mold of Pino
Rauti,15 Minister of Agriculture, and Mayor of Rome, used the “sanitary dictatorship”
reference in commenting on the eviction threats against CasaPound, which has
occupied a ministerial building since 2003: “More and more often there is talk of
the dictatorship of the ‘Big Brother healthcare’ which in the name of the emergency
compresses civil and democratic liberties. The possible evacuation of CasaPound
appears the most evident concrete manifestation of this dangerous drift.”16 Another
important representative of the MSI and then of Alleanza Nazionale (National
Alliance, the post-MSI party), Francesco Storace, a former minister and former
president of the Lazio Region, thundered several times against the “dictators of the
virus.”17
The circulation of the term “sanitary dictatorship,” alternating with “virus
dictatorship,” in the circles of the parliamentary national-populist right has
effectively legitimized the conspiracy narrative of the far right and has given vigor
to neo-fascist groups. On Salvini’s part, his engagement with anti-government
conspiracy theories was motivated by the need not to lose the media spotlight during
the crisis period, which saw the popularity of the League and its leader decline in the
polls (from 34.6 percent during the 2019 European elections to 26 percent on April
7, 2020).18 But Salvini also needed to distract public attention from the disastrous
13 See Matteo Salvini’s Twitter account, https://twitter.com/matteosalvinimi/status/1248356300343435269
(last accessed April 26, 2021).
14 “Mes, Meloni e Salvini all’attacco: ‘Alto tradimento’, ‘dittatura in nome del virus,’” Libero Quotidiano, April
10, 2020, https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/politica/21925700/mes_accordo_eurogruppo_meloni_alto_
tradimento_salvini_dittatura_nome_virus.html.
15 Pino Rauti (1926-2012) was one of the main leaders of Italian Neo-Fascism. A very young soldier in the
Italian Social Republic, he was among the first followers of Julius Evola after the war. After leaving the MSI
in 1953 because it was not considered fascist enough, he founded Ordine Nuovo (New Order), a far-right
organization that integrated practices and ideas from the experience of German Nazism into Neo-Fascism.
Ordine Nuovo was involved in the strategy of tension of the 1960s and 1970s, and Rauti himself collaborated
with coup circles within the Armed Forces. Returning to the MSI in 1969, Rauti was elected deputy, and in 1990
he was party secretary for a year. He did not accept the turn of Fiuggi, with which the party changed its name to
Alleanza Nazionale. Instead, he, with a group of followers, founded the Social Movement—Fiamma Tricolore.
For a history of the organization and Rauti, see A. Giannuli and E. Rosati, Storia di Ordine Nuovo (Milan:
Mimesis, 2017).
16 Gianni Alemanno, “Sgombero di CasaPound: primo esperimento di dittatura sanitaria e/o strategia della
tensione?,” Qelsi quotidiano sovranista, June 5, 2020, https://www.qelsi.it/2020/sgombero-di-casapoundprimo-esperimento-di-dittatura-sanitaria-e-o-nuova-strategia-della-tensione/?fbclid=IwAR1aVEwPIlSdITA9Z
Eo4J64jdP-nGsaGuTGAfO13gB05ziGMbFdF88jgemo.
17 Francesco Storace, “I dittatori del virus. Ma se tutto questo l’avesse fatto il centrodestra?,” Il Tempo, October
8, 2020, https://www.iltempo.it/politica/2020/10/08/news/covid-dittatura-governo-giuseppe-conte-pd5stelle-se-l-avesse-fatto-la-destra-matteo-salvini-lockdown-24820948/.
18 Monica Rubino, “Sondaggi politici: Lega sempre più giù, sale Il M5s. Pd stabile,” La Repubblica, April
8, 2020, https://www.repubblica.it/politica/2020/04/08/news/sondaggi_politici_8_aprile_lega_giu_253441550/.
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management of the epidemic in the Lombardy region, the president of which, Attilio
Fontana, is one of his right-hand men.19 The pandemic threw the League leader’s
strategy into crisis, and the choice to resort to conspiracy narratives should be seen
as a calculated decision to keep the momentum and forge a new common language
with dissatisfied citizens.
Criticism of emergency management also came from voices far from the nationalpopulist right and far right. The philosopher Giorgio Agamben, who has always been
considered one of the main intellectuals of the Italian Left, in an article in Il Manifesto
of February 26, 2020, prior to the national lockdown, condemned the “state of
emergency,” denouncing the way in which “once terrorism has been exhausted as
the cause of exceptional measures, the invention of an epidemic can offer the ideal
pretext for expanding them beyond all limits.”20 Agamben has repeatedly alluded to
the artificiality of the epidemic, writing that “one of the most inhuman consequences
of the panic that is tried by all means to spread in Italy on the occasion of the socalled coronavirus epidemic is in the same idea of contagion, which is based on the
exceptional emergency measures adopted by the government.”21 The philosopher has
never denied his skepticism about the existence of the epidemic, even making bold
comparisons that are widespread in the world of conspiracy theorists:
I know that there will inevitably be someone who will answer that
the serious sacrifice was made in the name of moral principles.
I would like to remind them that Eichmann, apparently in good
faith, never tired of repeating that he had done what he had
done according to his conscience, to obey what he believed to
be the precepts of Kantian morality. A norm which states that
one must renounce the good to save the good is just as false
and contradictory as that which, to protect freedom, requires
renouncing freedom.22
The philosopher’s theses were promoted by the national-populist right, which gave
him ample space in their publications, with interviews23 and enthusiastic reviews of
the book A che punto siamo? L’epidemia come politica, a collection of Agamben’s
texts on the topic that was published in the summer of 2020.24 The critique of

19 Alessandro De Angelis, “Salvini fermo al Papeete all’epoca del Covid,” Huffington Post, April
26, 2020, https://www.huffingtonpost.it/entry/salvini-fermo-al-papeete-allepoca-del-covid_
it_5ea57953c5b6e27aec11d494.
20 Giorgio Agamben, “Lo stato d’eccezione provocato da un’emergenza immotivata,” Il Manifesto, February 26,
2020, https://ilmanifesto.it/lo-stato-deccezione-provocato-da-unemergenza-immotivata/.
21 Giorgio Agamben, “Contagio,” Quodlibet, March 11, 2020, https://www.quodlibet.it/giorgio-agambencontagio.
22 Giorgio Agamben, “Una domanda,” Quodlibet, April 13, 2020, https://www.quodlibet.it/giorgio-agambenuna-domanda.
23 Francesco Borgonovo, “‘Qui sta nascendo un nuovo dispotismo e sarà peggiore di quelli del passato’:
intervista a Giorgio Agamben,” La Verità, April 22, 2020, https://www.laverita.info/qui-sta-nascendo-unnuovo-dispotismo-e-sara-peggiore-di-quelli-del-passato-2645789167.html.
24 Francesco Borgonovo, “Manuale di resistenza al regime sanitario,” La Verità, July 9, 2020, https://www.
quodlibet.it/recensione/4210.
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biopower and of health as an apparatus, a theme dear to Agamben’s heart,25 proved
useful to justify on a theoretical level the rejection of preventive measures, the antivaccine battle, and the conspiracy theories advanced by the far right.26
Anti-Vaxxers and Ethnic Substitution: The Merging of Conspiracy
Theories
After their so-called “March on Rome,” far-right groups launched on June 6, 2020
the meeting Ragazzi d’Italia (The Folks from Italy) which was supposed to unite
football Ultras with far-right groups. Authorization for the demonstration was
requested by Forza Nuova. The meeting immediately degenerated into clashes
between neo-fascist militants and the police. 27A few days earlier, on June 2 (Italian
Republic Day), the Lega, Brothers of Italy, and Forza Italia marched through the
center of Rome without regard for safety regulations.28 On that occasion, divergences
of strategy between the different actors became visible, with Salvini participating in
person while Meloni appealed to her supporters to respect the lockdown and follow
the event via social media.29
The sanitary restrictions were relaxed during the summer of 2020, but the resurgence
of infections from the end of August and the debate over the re-introduction of
containment measures reopened polemics. Galvanized by the demonstrations in
Berlin on August 1 and 29,30 which saw 15,000 and 18,000 people, respectively, take
to the streets, the Italian far right tried to replicate the experiment in Rome. They
were convinced that they could bring together the same heterogeneous coalition of
anti-vaxxers, anti-maskers, neo-Nazis, supporters of the New Age and a healthy way
of life, and worried parents.
But the Italian alliance—directed by Forza Nuova together with impromptu
groupings such as the Popolo delle Mamme (The People of the Mothers) and with the
participation of emblematic figures of national-populism, such as the philosopher
25 Agamben uses the term dispositivo, translated in English as apparatus. The philosopher defines the term as
follows: “Further expanding the already large class of Foucauldian apparatuses, I shall call an apparatus literally
anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure
the gestures, behaviors, opinions. or discourses of living beings. Not only, therefore, prisons, mad houses, the
panopticon, schools, confession, factories, disciplines, juridical measures, and so forth (whose connection with
power is in a certain sense evident), but also the pen, writing, literature, philosophy. agriculture, cigarettes,
navigation, computers, cellular telephones and—why not—language itself, which is perhaps the most ancient
of apparatuses—one in which thousands and thousands of years ago a primate inadvertently let himself be
captured, probably without realizing the consequences that he was about to face.” Giorgio Agamben, What is
an Apparatus? And Other Essays (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009), 14. On Agamben, biopower,
and his positions on coronavirus, see Stefano G. Azzarà’s observations in his latest book, Il virus dell’Occidente.
Universalismo astratto e sovranismo particolarista di fronte allo stato d’eccezione (Milan: Mimesis, 2020).
26 An interesting reflection on this point was developed in Rocco Ronchi, “Biopolitica del virus,” Doppiozero,
December 17, 2020, https://www.doppiozero.com/materiali/biopolitica-del-virus.
27 Camilla Mozzetti and Marco Pasqua, “Ultrà e Forza Nuova, follia a Roma: guerriglia al Circo Massimo, 14
fermi e un arresto. Aggrediti poliziotti e giornalisti,” Il Messaggero, June 7, 2020, https://www.ilmessaggero.
it/roma/news/ultra_forza_nuova_diretta_manifestazione_circo_massimo_roma_6_giugno_2020-5272264.
html.
28 “2 Giugno, centrodestra in piazza senza regole: saltano i distanziamenti, il flash mob degenera in ressa,” La
Repubblica, June 2, 2020, https://www.repubblica.it/politica/2020/06/02/news/2_giugno_manifestazione_
centrodestra-258244031/.
29 Carmelo Lopapa, “Meloni: ‘Nulla a che fare con i gilet arancioni. Ma il disagio è reale,’ La Repubblica, June
1, 2020, https://www.repubblica.it/politica/2020/06/01/news/meloni_nulla_a_che_fare_con_i_gilet_
arancioni_ma_il_disagio_e_reale_-301032425/.
30 Marco Assab, “No-vax, cospirazionisti, estremisti di destra: a Berlino la protesta dei negazionisti del
Coronavirus,” Open, August 1, 2020, https://www.open.online/2020/08/01/coronavirus-negazionisti-instrada-a-berlino-contro-mascherine/;“Protesta anti-restrizioni a Berlino,” RSI- Radiotelevisione svizzera,
August 29, 2020, https://www.rsi.ch/news/mondo/Protesta-anti-restrizioni-a-Berlino-13360791.html.
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Diego Fusaro—did not enjoy the same success as the Berlin demonstrators. Only
1,500 people gathered in Rome’s Bocca della Verità square on September 5. Giuliano
Castellino, vice president of Forza Nuova, already in trouble with the law for drug
dealing and public health fraud, spoke at the event, during which photos of Pope
Francis and Beppe Grillo, the leader of the Five Star Movement, were burned.
Castellino summarized the main points of the conspiracy narrative: “Why am I in the
square? Because I am a father of three children and because I am a worker. Because
lockdowns and nefarious policies have starved us. Shame on you, scammers. I’m a
free man like all those who are here today. I don’t wear a muzzle.”31
Another event took place simultaneously in Padua, promoted by the 3V Movement
(Vogliamo la verità sui vaccini—We want the Truth about Vaccines),32 an association
of anti-vaxxers, with the participation of MP Sara Cunial. Expelled from the Five
Star Movement for her anti-vaccine positions, Sara Cunial became one of the main
denialists in the Italian Parliament. In a speech to the Chamber of Deputies during
the session of May 14, she played on some of the classic themes of denial:
The right to school will then be granted only with a bracelet
to accustom them to probation, slave TSOs (Mandatory
Outpatient Treatment), and virtual concentration camps, in
exchange for a scooter and a tablet. All to satisfy the appetites
of financial capitalism whose engine is the conflict of interest,
well represented by the WHO, whose first financier is the wellknown philanthropist and savior of the world Bill Gates. We all
know by now: Bill Gates prophesied a pandemic as early as 2018,
then simulated one last October in Event 201, in agreement
with friends from Davos, and for decades he has been working
hard to develop plans for depopulation and dictatorial control
over global politics, aiming to achieve primacy over agriculture,
technology, and energy; and he says—exact words, taken from a
statement of his—if we do a good job with new vaccines, health,
and reproductive health, we can decrease the world population
by 10-15 percent and continues—open quotes—“only genocide
can save the world.”33
The theme of genocide immediately entered the narrative of denial. The virus,
allegedly invented in laboratories, has been seen as part of a plan by the forces of
the globalist left and neoliberalism to proceed with the destruction of the European
population. Il Primato Nazionale, a CasaPound newspaper, devoted ample space to
this theory, explaining:
The reasoning is this: many Italians have died and the
population has fallen due to COVID-19, as has the workforce.
Then there is the risk of a further collapse in births due to the
fear of the future connected with the economic crisis. And so
31 Luca Monaco, “No mask e ultradestra, solo 1500 in piazza a Roma, Bruciate foto di Grillo e papa Francesco,”
La Repubblica, September 5, 2020, https://roma.repubblica.it/cronaca/2020/09/05/news/no_mask_e_
ultradestra_ritornano_in_piazza_schiaffo_alle_vittime_-266303527/.
32 Ivan Grozny Compasso, “Il Movimento 3V e i nemici pubblici: cronaca di una domenica particolare,” Padova
Oggi, September 6, 2020, https://www.padovaoggi.it/politica/movimento-3v-nemici-pubblici-cronaca-unadomenica-particolare-padova-7-settembre-2020.html.
33 “Intervento dell’On.le Sara Cunial, Resoconto stenografico dell’Assemblea. Seduta n. 340 di giovedì
14 maggio 2020,” XVIII Legislatura, Camera dei deputati, May 14, 2020, https://www.camera.it/
leg18/410?idSeduta=0340&tipo=stenografico#sed0340.stenografico.tit00040.sub00020.int00520 (last
accessed April 29, 2021).

32

The Great Convergence
to face this crisis, it will be necessary for the Left to naturalize
and give citizenship to fresh foreign forces, to keep the balance
sheet or the state budget even in surplus between the dead and
the population.34
The national-populist newspaper Libero took up these arguments: its headline on
May 6, 2020, read: “An advantageous exchange: in Italy, 30,000 deaths replaced by
600,000 immigrants.”35 But one of the main media of Italian conspiracy has been
ByoBlu, a site first present on YouTube, then closed due to repeated infringements
of YouTube policy, and now active as an autonomous website. The site is the Italian
version of Alex Jones’ well-known InfoWars. Its creator, Claudio Messora, was
formerly a communications manager for the Five Star Movement before being
expelled from the party. ByoBlu offers videos dedicated to treatments “prohibited”
by the authorities that allegedly cure the coronavirus,36 as well as anti-vaccination
reports.37 Specious interpretations of the effectiveness of vaccines are presented as
positions taken by authoritative scientific journals,38 while data on the number of
victims are contested,39 allowing the site to present the epidemic as a “global coup.”40
These positions enjoy consensus among anti-maskers and anti-vaxxers, and were
immediately taken up by the Gilet Arancioni, who during their national conference
declared that they had “discovered that a patent made by Bill Gates can control our
bodies [and], employing 5G technology and a quantum tattoo or a microchip, can
shut us down or kill us.”41
From the Fall 2020 Riots to the Draghi Government
In the second half of October 2020, regional measures to contain the new wave of
the virus began. In Campania, a populous region where the unemployment rate is
18 percent, regional president Vincenzo De Luca announced a curfew from 11pm
to 5am starting on October 23.42 An appeal launched on social networks by some
owners of cafes and restaurants managed to bring several thousand people to the
streets that same evening for an initially peaceful demonstration that subsequently
34 Emanuele Fusi, “La sinistra e il Covid-19: un’occasione per accelerare la sostituzione etnica degli italiani?,”
Il Primato Nazionale, April 15, 2020, https://www.ilprimatonazionale.it/cronaca/sinistra-coronavirussostituzione-etnica-153175/.
35 Enzo Boldi, “Libero dice che l’Italia vuole scambiare i 30mila morti covid con 600mila migranti,”
Giornalettismo, May 6, 2020, https://www.giornalettismo.com/libero-sostituzione-etnica-6-maggio/.
36 Massimo Mazzucco, “Covid—le cure proibite,” ByoBlu, May 14, 2021, https://www.byoblu.com/2021/05/14/
covid-le-cure-proibite-massimo-mazzucco/ (last accessed May 20, 2021).
37 Loretta Bolgan, “Tutto quello che c’è da sapere sulla campagna vaccinale in corso,” ByoBlu, June 9, 2021,
URL: https://www.byoblu.com/2021/06/09/tutto-quello-che-ce-da-sapere-sulla-campagna-vaccinale (last
accessed June 10, 2021).
38 Francesco Capo, “La reale efficacia dei vaccini: dallo 0,84 al 3% se si tiene conto del rischio assoluto di
contrarre il Covid—Lo studio su The Lancet,” ByoBlu, May 19, 2021, https://www.byoblu.com/2021/05/19/lareale-efficacia-dei-vaccini-dallo-084-al-3-se-si-tiene-conto-del-rischio-assoluto-di-contrarre-il-covid-lo-studiosu-the-lancet/ (last accessed May 20, 2021).
39 Michele Crudelini, “Becchi e Zibordi, bomba sui giornali: ‘i dati sui morti Covid sono falsi!’” ByoBlu, May 19,
2021, https://www.byoblu.com/2021/03/29/becchi-e-zibordi-bomba-sui-giornali-i-dati-sui-morti-covid-sonofalsi/ (last accessed May 20, 2021).
40 Michele Crudelini, “Operazione Corona: un ‘colpo di stato globale’? La tesi di Nicola Bizzi,” ByoBlu, January
23, 2021, https://www.byoblu.com/2021/01/23/operazione-corona-colpo-di-stato-globale-nicola-bizzi/ (last
accessed April 29, 2021).
41 “Tatuaggi quantici, microchip nella pelle e complotto Covid: il convegno nazionale dei Gilet Arancioni,”
Il Secolo XIX, June 28, 2020, https://video.ilsecoloxix.it/italia/tatuaggi-quantici-microchip-nella-pelle-ecomplotto-covid-il-convegno-nazionale-dei-gilet-arancioni/61972/61953 (last accessed April 29, 2021).
42 Ciro Pellegrino, “Ordinanza coprifuoco Campania: operativa da venerdì 23 ottobre. È la numero 83,”
fanpage.it, October 22, 2020, https://www.fanpage.it/napoli/ordinanza-coprifuoco-campania-83/ (last
accessed May 5, 2021).
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degenerated into clashes between a subset of protesters and the police.43 Although
there have been allegations that the violence was perpetrated by a coordinated group
of Camorra clans, neo-fascists, and soccer fans, investigations have thus far failed to
identify the ringleaders.
Clashes in Turin and Milan followed on October 26.44 Neo-fascist movements tried
to convene demonstrations in Rome—CasaPound under a new name that has since
disappeared, Mascherine tricolori (Tricolor Masks), and Forza Nuova alone—but
neither met with success: their demonstrations drew only a few dozen militants and
ended in scuffles with the police.45 Overall, attempts by the alliance of neo-fascists
and various conspiracist groups to create street events capable of replicating Berlin
or leading to clashes like those in Naples, Turin, and Milan proved unsuccessful,
with very low participation. An October 10 demonstration in Rome, called by the
Bocca della Verità Committee and animated by Forza Nuova and the Gilet Arancioni,
which pompously proclaimed a new “Government of National Liberation,” with
Castellino and Roberto Fiore as its “ministers,” was for instance attended by only a
hundred people.46 The so-called March of Liberation, which brought together the 3V
Movement, Sara Cunial, and various local organizations oriented toward alternative
lifestyles, gathered about 1,500 participants.47 The latest attempt by Forza Nuova
and the Gilet Arancioni to exploit discontent with the Conte government’s policies
dates back to November 7, 2020, when yet another “March on Rome” produced a
crowd of less than 50 people in the square.48
However, the failures of the autumn did not undermine the unity of the front made
up of Forza Nuova, the Gilet Arancioni, and other figures from the COVID-denialist
world. In an interview with the Adnkronos news agency on December 14, 2020,
Roberto Fiore announced the dissolution of Forza Nuova and its incorporation into
a new movement, Italia Libera (Free Italy). The longtime leader of the neo-fascist
organization has not abjured his program—and Forza Nuova, as we will see, has not
been dissolved—but has indicated that he and his acolytes will now become
part of a single large team together with the Gilet Arancioni
and the no-mask universe. A new force is the movement of the
revolution—today it leaves room for the largest and most varied
Italia Libera because it understands that it cannot overcome
the obstacle of the sanitary dictatorship alone: it is necessary to
43 Lucia Licciardi, “Coprifuoco e forse lockdown, a Napoli esplode la rivolta,” AGI, October 24, 2020, https://
www.agi.it/cronaca/news/2020-10-23/covid-coprifuoco-e-forse-lockdown-napoli-esplode-10053798/.
44 Viola Giannoli, “La protesta infiamma le piazze: incidenti a Milano, Torino, Napoli e Trieste,” La
Repubblica, October 26, 2020, https://www.repubblica.it/cronaca/2020/10/26/news/da_catania_a_torino_
la_protesta_nelle_piazze_cosi_sale_la_tensione-271884675/.
45 “Forza Nuova protesta contro il coprifuoco a Roma: motorini a fuoco, bombe carta e lancio di bottiglie
contro la polizia,” Il Fatto Quotidiano, October 25, 2020, https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2020/10/25/forzanuova-protesta-contro-il-coprifuoco-a-roma-motorini-a-fuoco-bombe-carta-e-lancio-di-bottiglie-contro-lapolizia-il-video/5979056/;
“Covid, tensione e scontri a Roma alla manifestazione ‘No lockdown’ e Dpcm,” La Stampa, October 31, 2020,
https://www.lastampa.it/cronaca/2020/10/31/news/covid-tensione-e-scontri-a-roma-alla-manifestazione-nolockdown-e-dpcm-1.39485518 (last accessed May 5, 2021).
46 “‘Governo di Liberazione Nazionale’ contro norme anticovid, tra ‘ministri’ Fiore e Taormina,” Adnkronos,
October 10, 2020, https://www.adnkronos.com/nuovo-governo-liberazione-contro-norme-anticovid-traministri-fiore-e-taormina_1J65MIDZ4Qtls3U7TNvjih.
47 Paolo Tripaldi, “La ‘marcia della liberazione’, a Roma sfilano i ‘negazionisti,’” AGI, October 10, 2020,
https://www.agi.it/cronaca/news/2020-10-10/roma-marcia-liberazione-negazionisti-9915339/.
48 Natascia Grbic, “La manifestazione di negazionisti, gilet arancioni ed estrema destra è un flop: neanche 50
persone,” fanpage.it, November 7, 2020, https://www.fanpage.it/roma/la-manifestazione-di-gilet-arancioni-eforza-nuova-e-un-flop-in-piazza-nemmeno-50-persone/.
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ally with all forces to defend concrete freedoms. Our program
continues, but reasons of pragmatism want us at the head of a
larger movement capable of achieving the objectives set.49
The activities of the Forza Nuova leaders—especially Castellino’s organization of
the demonstrations of late October 2020 in Rome, which caused clashes with the
police—did not go unnoticed by the Ministry of Justice.50 Fiore’s deputy was placed
under special surveillance for two years on January 29, 2021, by decision of the
Rome prosecutor’s office. Despite the proclamations of Italia Libera, there have been
no further developments, nor is there a capacity for mobilization, but it would be a
mistake not to see and understand the effects of these slogans and narratives.
The start of vaccination has provided another opportunity for the global far right
to spread fake news and conspiracy theories, and Italy has been no exception.
Opposition to vaccines began in the 1990s with the spread of Andrew Wakefield’s
unfamous paper on their dangers,51 and with the rise of the internet and the growth
of social media, such anti-vax positions have been able to gain visibility. The Five
Star Movement itself at first contained anti-vaxxers (although these individuals,
including Sara Cunial, were subsequently expelled), while M3V was born as an antivax political organization and has participated in local elections ever since.52
As of the spring of 2021, M3V is active in the campaign against coronavirus
vaccinations and aims to support healthcare workers’ right to refuse vaccination.53
Forza Nuova has not been far behind, declaring that it is necessary to defend
those doctors and nurses who oppose vaccines and saying that “this minority must
organize and resist the violation of their freedom of choice, avoiding being lab rats.”
The neo-fascist party has reiterated that vaccination is a “social experiment where
everyone is at the service of the dictatorship of multinationals to carry out, through
the unconditional acceptance of an experimental mandatory drug treatment, the
establishment of a new dehumanized society.”54
The national-populist realm has not shied away from the debate on vaccines either,
taking positions that often contradict each other. Matteo Salvini first appealed for
a rapid vaccine rollout,55 then supported the government in blocking the export
of an AstraZeneca consignment to Australia,56 and finally took a stand against
49 Silvia Mancinelli, “Forza Nuova addio, Fiore: ‘Confluiamo in Italia Libera, no mask con noi,’” Adnkronos,
December 14, 2020, https://www.adnkronos.com/addio-forza-nuova-fiore-confluiamo-in-italia-libera-nomask-con-noi_6Txdt8tWxdSCqpq7B6CAEq.
50 Giansandro Merli, “Sorveglianza speciale per Giuliano Castellino,” Il Manifesto, January 31, 2021, https://
ilmanifesto.it/sorveglianza-speciale-per-giuliano-castellino/.
51 Andrew Wakefield is a former doctor who was struck from the UK medical register for his antivaccine
positions. His paper, published in The Lancet and then retracted, is considered one of the main “scientific”
bases of the antivaccination movement. See Brian Deer, The Doctor Who Fooled the World: Science, Deception,
and the War on Vaccines (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 2020).
52 “Chi Siamo,” Movimento 3V, https://www.movimento3v.it/chi-siamo/ (last accessed May 25, 2021).
53 “Lavoratori Consapevoli 3V,” Movimento 3V, April 8, 2021, https://www.movimento3v.it/lavoratoriconsapevoli-3v/ (last accessed May 25, 2021).
54 “Forza Nuova: ‘No all’obbligo vaccinale: limita la libertà di scelta,’” Lucca in diretta, April 20, 2021,
https://www.luccaindiretta.it/politica/2021/04/20/forza-nuova-no-allobbligo-vaccinale-limita-la-liberta-discelta/232643/.
55 “‘Bisogna correre con i vaccini’ dice Salvini,” AGI, March 7, 2021, https://www.agi.it/politica/news/202103-07/covid-salvini-correre-vaccini-11678519/.
56 “Vaccino Astrazeneca, Draghi blocca l’export e Matteo Salvini esulta: ‘Prima l’Italia,’” Il Tempo, March 5,
2021, https://www.iltempo.it/politica/2021/03/05/news/matteo-salvini-mario-draghi-vaccini-astrazenecaaustralia-governo-26428789/.
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the administration of vaccines to young people,57 in a continuous thirst for media
visibility. The Lega finds itself in an ambivalent position, as it is currently a governing
party, with three ministers in Draghi’s government, including the powerful Giancarlo
Giorgetti, considered Salvini’s second-in-command. It therefore seeks to maintain
its hegemony in the national-populist world while simultaneously upholding its
government commitments. This dual strategy seems to be failing, as Brothers of
Italy’s Giorgia Meloni is growing in the polls and surpassed the Lega in the first half
of June 2021 (20.5 percent to 20.1 percent).58
The Draghi government, in which participate almost all the parties represented in
the Italian Chamber of Deputies and the Senate (563 of the 629 deputies and 279 of
the 321 senators have voted confidence to the government), is, in fact, a cabinet of
National Unity. Even Pappalardo tried to approach the former ECB governor to ask
for a meeting—a request which seems to have gone unanswered.59 Forza Nuova, on
the other hand, immediately took a stand against the government, denouncing Draghi
as a “bloodsucker” and reiterating that Forza Nuova was “on the front line against
the sanitary, economic and judicial dictatorship, against globalism and technocracy,
to revive a new national-popular united front.”60 Giuliano Castellino summarized the
position of his party on the new government, condensing the constant refrains of
conspiracy theorists into a few lines:
Italy, occupied by NATO for over half a century, crushed by the
EU for decades and now suffocated by the WHO, masks, and the
criminal and terrorist narrative of COVID, will be accompanied
by Draghi toward the Great Reset: a phase 2 of Wild Globalization
where sustainable slavery and poverty will be the masters in the
absence of parliamentary opposition, given that all the parties
in power, from Salvini to the Communists, are ready to serve
Draghi and the Dragon.61
Conclusion: On the Convergence between Neo-Fascism, National
Populism, and COVID Denialism
In Spring 2021, polls do not seem to be in favor of the neo-fascist and COVIDdenialist opposition to the Prime Minister: 66 percent of Italians approve of Draghi’s
policies, while Forza Nuova and CasaPound receive very low support, at 0.2 to 0.7
percent.62 Draghi has adopted an uncompromising line against anti-vax health
workers, resulting in the promulgation of a decree on compulsory vaccination for

57 “Vaccini: Salvini, bimbi e ragazzi non sono cavie laboratorio. Bisogna fermare questa corsa,” Ansa, June 11,
2021, https://www.ansa.it/sito/notizie/topnews/2021/06/11/vaccini-salvini-bimbi-e-ragazzi-non-sono-cavielaboratorio_246c930e-b480-4b31-8f2c-01e868ec1853.html.
58 Valerio Valentini, “Pd primo partito, e la Meloni supera Salvini. I sondaggi Ipsos,” Il Foglio, June 11, 2021,
https://www.ilfoglio.it/politica/2021/06/11/news/pd-primo-partito-e-la-meloni-supera-salvini-i-sondaggiipsos-2508581/.
59 “Governo, Pappalardo: ‘Draghi riceva i gilet arancioni,’ Adnkronos, February 6, 2021, https://www.
adnkronos.com/governo-pappalardo-draghi-riceva-i-gilet-arancioni_6usvUMbyG0CYCdyOyZhsAT.
60 A.V., “Forza Nuova sarà in piazza a Milano contro la dittatura sanitaria e il ‘succhiasangue’ Draghi,” Milano
Today, March 25, 2021, https://www.milanotoday.it/attualita/manifestazione-forza-nuova-sabato.html.
61 Giuliano Castellino, “Castellino (FN - Italia libera): ‘Mai con Draghi né con i suoi estimatori,’ L’Italia
mensile. Blog di liberazione nazionale, February 6, 2021, https://www.litaliamensile.it/post/castellino-fnitalia-libera-mai-con-draghi-n%C3%A9-con-i-suoi-estimatori.
62 “Il sondaggio: Fratelli d’Italia (19,4%) raggiunge il Pd. Per Draghi balzo nel gradimento (+8%),” Corriere
della Sera, May 29, 2021, https://www.corriere.it/politica/21_maggio_29/sondaggio-balzo-gradimentodraghi-8percento-fratelli-d-italia-194percento-raggiunge-pd-fd5b9b3a-bfe2-11eb-b7a1-7e76296b457a.shtml.
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those categories. On the national-populist right, Brothers of Italy stands out for
its opposition to the Draghi government, though it remains soft on its anti-vaccine
rhetoric. Giorgia Meloni criticized the tracking projects and the Green Pass (the EU
Digital Covid Certificate, under discussion in recent months)64 on the same occasion
as she announced that she had scheduled her own vaccination appointment.65
63

Yet the impact of COVID deniers on the Italian political landscape goes beyond
poll results. One of the first, tragic conspiracy theories of the twentieth century, the
Protocols of the Elders of Zion, first developed by Russian Black Centuries, became a
mainstream argument for the Nazis’ genocidal policies. As early as 1979, the Italian
scholar of myth Furio Jesi, writing in Cultura di Destra, began to explore how the
far right based its legitimacy on “ideas without words.” Developing this aspect of
Jesi’s reflection, another Italian researcher of the history of ideas, Enrico Manera,
underlined:
Right-wing propaganda offers a typical example of how
propaganda can mechanically propagate artificial and fraudulent
mythology capable of replacing violence with consensus and
consolidating a regime. In any ideological construct, what is
important is not its degree of truth, but the level of integration
and homogeneity it achieves. Its performance and efficiency
derive from the immediacy of the symbol and its ability to
simplify reality.66
Roger Griffin has rightly identified the siege mentality of neo-fascist and rightwing extremism as one of the privileged grounds that allows conspiracy theories
to flourish. A “siege mentality” could become the norm, externalizing itself in the
politics of identity ressentiment, in conspiracy theories, in intolerance of otherness,
and in openly ethnocratic and xenophobic or more subtle and insidious differentialist
racism, often in collusion with conservative attitudes to religion and to changing
social mores.67 What makes the difference is the ability of theories rightly considered
marginal until a few years ago to enter the mainstream thanks to the use made of
them by national-populist parties. The continuous circulation of ideas and narratives
between national-populist circles and neo-fascist groups is central to explaining the
mainstreaming of conspiracy theories during the pandemic.
In the case of vaccines, it is no coincidence that the far right’s main argument has
been the protection of the integrity of children, who would be threatened by the
pharmaceutical multinationals as part of a plan aimed at the realization of the “Great
Reset,” the slogan launched by the Davos World Economic Forum in May 2020. For
the far right, the Great Reset confirms Renaud Camus’ theory of “Great Replacement,”
i.e., cosmopolitan elites’ supposed coordinated strategy to replace White European
63 Kevin Carboni, “Quali sono le regole del nuovo decreto per l’emergenza Covid-19,” Wired, March 31, 2021,
https://www.wired.it/attualita/politica/2021/03/31/nuovo-decreto-draghi-covid-7-aprile-scuola-vaccini-zonagialla/.
64 On the Green Pass, see “EU Digital COVID Certificate,” European Commission, https://ec.europa.eu/info/
live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/safe-covid-19-vaccines-europeans/eu-digital-covid-certificate_en
(last accessed June 11, 2021).
65 “Covid, Meloni: ‘Ho prenotato il vaccino,’” Adnkronos, June 10, 2021, https://www.adnkronos.com/covidmeloni-ho-prenotato-il-vaccino_7B6tidVLHbdKYtWqyBmFuS.
66 Enrico Manera, “Myth and Right-Wing Culture in Furio Jesi,” Theory & Event 22, no. 4 (October 2019):
1069-1081.
67 Roger Griffin, “Mussolini Predicted a Fascist Century: How Wrong Was He?,” Fascism 8, no. 1 (2019): 1-8,
https://doi.org/10.1163/22116257-00801001.
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natives with immigrants. Having begun in France with the documentary “Hold-Up”
and spread to the United States, where it became part of QAnon, opposition to the
Great Reset soon reached Italy.68 It must be underlined that QAnon, which uses a
rhetoric largely focused on children, is still very marginal among the Italian far right,
but has an important presence on Telegram.69 There are some objections to QAnon
among Italian neo-fascists: writing in Il Primato Nazionale, for example, CasaPound
exponent Carlomanno Adinolfi denounced the American QAnon as a menace to the
“real” ethics of the far right, a theory in which “European spirituality gives way to the
buffalo-headed shaman.”70
As early as 1961, Julius Evola, the well-known fascist thinker who introduced German
Nazism into Italian neo-fascism, writing in Ride the Tiger: A Survival Manual for the
Aristocrats of the Soul, invited the far right to make full use of the “multiple forms
of chaos” to ensure that “a new free space is created, which could be the premise
for a subsequent formative action.”71 The pandemic has presented an unprecedented
opportunity to the global far right. As Claudio Vercelli explains, neo-fascist activists
adapt like chameleons to the changed conditions while
nevertheless defending a deep core, an ideological mold lived
and presented as a “tradition,” as a set of “unquestionable
values”; they also continue to regenerate themselves, their
image, the contents of their proposals, following a path that
declares the extinction of politics as a collective commitment
and synthesis of pluralism—by definition a place of moral
corruption—together with the need to restore something that
they declare lost in the waves of modernity: identity, ethics,
hierarchy, order, and so on.72
What makes the difference compared to the past is the contemporary ideological
fluidity that favors mainstreaming negationist slogans, for instance through the
unexpected overlap between the far right and New Age culture. The year 2020 saw
“the explosion of the New Age philosophy and the completion of the process of its
fertilization with Extreme Right ideas,” according to Luigi Corvaglia, who works on
the New Age phenomenon for the Center for Psychological Abuse.73 The attempts
to build a mass anti-vaccine movement permeated with neo-fascist influences may
have stalled, but it would be mistaken to think that the battle has been lost: the real
struggle is conducted in the field of ideas and cultural hegemony, where a profound
illiberal, anti-scientific, and conspiracy sentiment continues to gain support in Italy
thanks to the overlap between neo-fascists, national-populists, and COVID deniers.
68 “Il Grande Reset: la teoria del complotto sul mondo post Covid e i poteri forti,” Facta News, December 9,
2020, https://facta.news/storie/2020/12/09/il-grande-reset-la-teoria-del-complotto-sul-mondo-post-covide-i-poteri-forti/.
69 Niccolò Carradori, “Dentro i gruppi Telegram degli italiani che credono a QAnon,” Rolling Stone Italia,
January 9, 2021, https://www.rollingstone.it/politica/dentro-i-gruppi-telegram-degli-italiani-che-credono-aqanon/546342/.
70 Carlomanno Adinolfi, “Armi, QAnon e proprietà privata: il neo americanismo da cui dobbiamo salvarci,” Il
Primato Nazionale, May 9, 2021, https://www.ilprimatonazionale.it/cultura/armi-qanon-proprieta-privataneo-americanismo-dobbiamo-salvarci-192501/.
71 Julius Evola, Cavalcare la tigre. Orientamenti essenziali per un’epoca della dissoluzione (Rome: Edizioni
Mediterranee, 2009), 23.
72 Claudio Vercelli, Neofascismo in grigio. La destra radicale tra l’Italia e l’Europa (Turin: Einaudi, 2021), 31.
73 Giulia Ferri, “Sangue, patria e ambiente: l’ecofascismo è il nuovo volto delle sette,” L’Espresso, March 24,
2021, https://espresso.repubblica.it/inchieste/2021/03/24/news/ecofascismo_e_il_nuovo_volto_delle_
sette-293573179/.
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Abstract

The far right has always taken an interest in the Middle Ages. For
the French revolutionary far right, which shares an ideological matrix
influenced by Julius Evola, fascination with the Middle Ages revolves
around the image of the Holy Germanic Roman Empire as a political
model for Europe opposed to the modern nation-state. The romantic
image of the medieval knight also offers a watered-down way to
celebrate and legitimize violence without having to allude to a taboo
National Socialism. This obsession with the Middle Ages contrasts
with the reality that these revolutionary far-right movements were
rather pro-Arab during the Cold War decades. This shift reveals
the transformation of their thinking and the new dominance of the
Identitarian notion of ethnic withdrawal, with the knight as the symbol
of a pure racial warrior defending his society against Muslim invasion.
Keywords: Far right, European New Right, Middle Ages, mythology,
Julius Evola
The far right has always taken an interest in the Middle Ages. For
eighteenth-century counterrevolutionaries such as de Maistre or Bonald,
it is the peak moment of Christian society. For nineteenth-century racists,
it is the time when the Germanic Barbarians gave renewed impetus to
the old, decadent Latin society. During the Second World War, the Vichy
regime celebrated Clovis as the founder of France. The Nazis called one
of their SS divisions that recruited French citizens for the Eastern Front
Charlemagne, despite the fact that the eponymous emperor actually
butchered Saxons and was extremely religious. Under the Third Reich,
Nazi party conventions were held in the “Imperial city of Nuremberg.”
Hitler was sometimes portrayed as a knight, while Himmler was
fascinated by the Teutonic Knights.
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To this day, this period of history captivates the radical right and is given prominence
in the discourse of some of its groups. While radical right militants since the
nineteenth century have heavily emphasized the Germanic and Scandinavian worlds
in the name of supposed Aryan superiority, they have also maintained a keen interest
in the Middle Ages more generally. Referring to this period enables them to elaborate
an ontology of humankind and to express their vision of the world, a vision inherited
from the anti-modern esotericist readings of Julius Evola (1898-1974) and René
Guénon (1886-1951). Some of them also refer to the French Dominique Venner
(1935-2013), a dominant figure of the global European Far Right fascinated by neofascism, the Middle Ages, and the samurai culture, and who worked to revive racist
discourses in their most radical versions.1
What I propose herein is to investigate discourses of the French revolutionary far
right, all of which share a similar ideological matrix influenced by Julius Evola.2
In the revolutionary far right I include the neo-rightist, nationalist-revolutionary,
identitarian, and so-called “revolutionary-traditionalist” leanings, all of which
share similar roots. The revolutionary nationalists were members of GRECE; the
neo-rightists and the revolutionary nationalists publish with Pardès, the main
revolutionary-traditionalist publishing house. This latter group made up a sizable
faction of GRECE in the 1980s and 1990s, and GRECE cadres participated in the
birth of the Identitarian movement.
What role does the Middle Ages play in their ideology? What theoretical purpose
does it fulfill? My aim is to show that the Middle Ages is a central political myth used
to mobilize militants and theorize a conception of the world. Claude Lévi-Strauss
stressed that myths are created through borrowings, permutations, inversions, and
restructurings from pre-existent myths—in this case, a romantic reinvention of the
Middle Ages.3 Syncretism thus appears not as a derived or secondary form of myth,
but as its primary and in some sense inevitable form.
Similarly to mythologies, ideologies clash, mix, exchange, and interfere with one
another. These points of contact, or mythemes, are what has made it possible to
combine classic far-right ideas with esotericist “heterodoxographies” (unconventional
discourses)—this, as we will see, is the role that Julius Evola’s thought plays. The
militants who see themselves as new knights no longer fight off dragons, but instead
what they interpret as a far greater danger: the racial chaos to come. The idea itself
is not altogether recent, as it was exploited in the early 1950s by the survivors of
National Socialism, such as members of the New European Order (NEO).
Informing this article’s methodology is an empirical analysis of the theoretical output
of these circles since the end of the 1970s (in books, articles, internal pamphlets,
and so on), though I deliberately leave aside the far-right intellectual output of the
traditionalist Catholic and/or monarchist circles. The article focuses primarily on
three themes: the figure of the knight, admiration for political symbols related to
the Middle Ages, and the idea of a new organic society. The argument thus revolves
around three points: Julius Evola’s influence, praise for the image of the Holy
1 Stéphane François and Nicolas Lebourg, “Dominique Venner et le renouvellement du racisme,” Temps
Presents, May 23, 2013, https://tempspresents.com/2013/05/23/dominique-venner-renouvellement-racismestephane-francois-nicolas-lebourg/.
2 Stéphane François, Le Nazisme revisité. L’occultisme contre l’histoire (Paris: Berg International, 2008);
Stéphane François, La Nouvelle Droite et la “Tradition” (Milan: Archè, 2011); Stéphane François, Au-delà des
vents du Nord. L’extrême droite française, le Pôle nord et les Indo-Européens (Lyon: Presses Universitaires de
Lyon, 2014).
3 Claude Lévi-Strauss, La pensée sauvage (Paris: Plon, 1962).
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Germanic Roman Empire, and the myth of the new knight defending his society
against “immigration-colonialization.”
Julius Evola’s Influence
The image of the knight has long appealed to the far right. Traditionalist, monarchist,
and counterrevolutionary circles were the first to mobilize it. For them, the knight
harked back to a definitively destroyed past and to a hierarchical society ordered by
birth.
However, little by little this counterrevolutionary aspect was supplanted by another
discourse of a more revolutionary tenor. Indeed, in the 1930s the national socialists
reprised the figure of the knight by identifying it with the racial fighter born of the
trenches—the new aristocrat.4 Upon gaining control of the SS in 1929, Himmler
reshaped it as a new knightly order. His reforms were in fact modelled on the
Teutonic Knights5—an order of knight-monks established to evangelize the peoples
of the Baltic—and on the Jesuits. To reinforce this medieval aspect, he had ruins of
medieval castles bought and restored. The best known of these “Order Castles” was
Wewelsburg, laden with esoteric symbolism.6
In Italy, Julius Evola, himself an aristocrat (he was a baron), sought to give
prominence to the image of the knight, and especially to the Indian figure of
Kshatriya.7 He championed the figure of the knight in his classic work on the conflict
between the Papacy and the Empire.8 Evola is essential for our purposes since he is
one of the dominant intellectuals of the post-war European far right. In addition to
being a Dadaist artist and an esotericist, he was also a follower of a form of Roman
neo-paganism, the so-called Italic religion; his thought developed in reaction to the
Catholic aristocracy from which he came, the Christian tradition, and the “modern
world.” Politically, Evola’s outlook was antimodern, aristocratic, inegalitarian, and
Europeanist: as a reactionary, he was indeed radical.
Similarly to René Guénon, Evola became an essential figure of traditionalism, a
form of esotericism that postulates the existence of a “primordial tradition” that is
by nature supra-human and transcendent. Nietzsche also influenced him. Though
cast out from the Fascist regime, he supported it until the very end, including the
Italian Social Republic. After World War II, his books—notably Orientations (1950),9
in which he defended the idea of a European organic empire—gave rise to a leaning
called revolutionary-traditionalist.
Revolutionary-traditionalism can be defined as a commitment both political and
spiritual, collective and individual, that aims to accelerate the return to a Golden
Age often associated with the Middle Ages. The term “Tradition,” which refers to
Guénonian vocabulary, is not synonymous with attachment to the past or with
4 On the mythical aspect, see Jean-Pierre Sironneau, Sécularisation et religions politiques (Paris: Mouton,
1982), 293-298.
5 The German House of the Teutonic Knights of St. Mary’s Hospital in Jerusalem was founded in the Holy Land
in 1190 to treat pilgrims. It was later transformed into a military order. It gradually abandoned its missions in the
Holy Land, confining itself to the Germanic and Slavic world, especially Prussia and Livonia.
6 François, Le Nazisme revisité; Stéphane François, Les Mystères du nazisme. Aux sources d’un fantasme
contemporain (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2015).
7 Julius Evola, Métaphysique de la guerre [1935] (Milan: Archè, 1980); La Doctrine aryenne du combat et de la
victoire [1940] (Puiseaux: Pardès, 1987).
8 Julius Evola, Le Mystère du Graal et l’idée impériale gibeline [1937] (Paris : Éditions Traditionnelles, 1967).
9 Julius Evola, Orientations [1950] (Puiseaux : Pardès, 1988)
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reactionary thinking. On the contrary, it alludes to a supposed primordial tradition
still present in the West and the “East” (Islam). This revolutionary-traditionalism
defends a revolutionary conception of history that is involutive and cyclical and that
breaks with evolutionism, scientism, and progressist utopias. It is revolutionary
because it proposes a radical rupture in both the collective (rejection of the world
stemming from the Enlightenment and return to an organic society) and the
ontological (return to the spiritual) spheres.
In 1945, with the war coming to a close, Evola was wounded in Vienna. His lower
limbs paralyzed, he, the “warrior,” was forced to enter the path of contemplation.
After the war, he published two important political works: Men Among the Ruins
(1953) and Ride the Tiger (1961). Though he was never a party member, Evola was
considered as a mentor by the most radical members of the postwar European
far right. He refined and radicalized his discourse right up until his death. Evola’s
position can be characterized as radical reactionary, an acknowledged far-right
outlook10 whose models are the old orders of knighthood and spiritualist-political
movements, in particular the Legion of the Archangel Michael, better known as the
Iron Guard.
These medievalist references are also to be found on the postwar revolutionary far
right (revolutionary-nationalists, neo-fascists, and neo-Nazis), which likewise drew
on forms of extra-European knighthood like the samurais, from their martial art to
their code of ethics, bushido. What compels these militants to adopt new intellectual
references from the European and extra-European radical right is their political
situation and pariah status.11 For these revolutionary, far-right groups, knighthood,
the samurais, and the Japanese far-right writer Yukio Mishima (1925-1970), who
attempted a putsch in Japan in 1970,12 are crucial and persistent centers of interest.
Dominique Venner saw himself as a “samurai of the West,” to quote the title of his
last work.13
If the reference to Julius Evola has become so significant for the post-war far right,
it is because radical thoughts can be developed without having to cite national
socialist authors. Evola made use of themes close to National Socialism (glorification
of a European empire, fascination with Aryanism, promotion of so-called spiritual
racism, glorification of combat and virility, rejection of capitalism and communism,
anti-Semitism, and so on), but the National Socialists considered him a reactionary
figure who had to be treated with suspicion.14
Evola came to enjoy renewed respectability after hippies rediscovered him in the
1970s; it was thanks to them that he became known as an Indianist and a specialist of
yoga and sexual magic. Evola also became a classic reference for the U.S. Alt-Right,
an informal movement of ethnic-differentialists, white supremacists, and neo-Nazis
who make use of the theoretical output of the European revolutionary far-right. AltRight activists are particularly interested in two points developed in Evola’s system
10 Alain de Benoist, “Julius Evola, réactionnaire radical et métaphysicien engagé. Analyse critique de la pensée
politique de Julius Evola,” Nouvelle École 53-54 (2003): 147-169.
11 Pauline Picco, “Des réseaux culturels, éditoriaux et militants transnationaux: Ordine Nuovo and les edizioni
Europa (1955-debut des années 1970s),” in Supports et vecteurs des droites radicales au xxe siècle (Europe/
Amériques), ed. Olivier Dard (Bern: Peter Lang, 2013), 90-109.
12 Faced with the failure of his attempt, he committed suicide by making himself seppuku, thus imitating until
the end the samurai he admired.
13 Dominique Venner, Un samouraï d’Occident. Le bréviaire des insoumis (Paris: Pierre-Guillaume de Roux,
2013).
14 Stéphane François, “Evola, l’antisémitisme et l’antimaçonnisme,” Critica Masonica 6 (2015): 103-122.
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of thought: his anti-egalitarian discourse and his non-Christian, even anti-Christian,
traditionalism—even if Evola is now also celebrated by traditionalist Catholic AltRight figures such as Breitbart former executive chairman Steve Bannon.15
Glorifying the Holy Germanic Roman Empire
These far-right militants, Evola included, promote a supposedly traditional view
of the Middle Ages, which they regard as the summit of European civilization. In
so doing, they project two sorts of fantasies onto it. The first is racial: the Holy
Germanic Roman Empire is seen as the embodiment of a white, pure Europe and its
knighthood culture. Evola’s adept Bernard Marillier (1957-2013), who was a cadre of
Unité Radicale (Radical Unity), a French nationalist-revolutionary group founded by
Christian Bouchet, and an Identitarian militant, proclaims a link between “nobility”
and “Nordic race:”16
Lay texts often describe to us the racial model of the “true
knight”: grand, svelte, white-skinned, well-built, with a gracious
and even-featured face, wavy blond hair (a symbol of psychic
forces emanating from God, of spiritual warmth and royal
beauty), in the image of King David, who is always depicted as
sandy blond, and above all of Christ, with radiant blond hair
similar to the Pagan Uranian gods. Even if this beauty, of Nordic
origin, remained an ideal, and served as a symbolic reference,
it nonetheless corresponded, at least insofar as knighthood
originated from a Nordic-Germanic racial substrate, to an ethnic
reality that was conserved in the upper levels of the order of
knights (emperors, kings, princes, and barons) and is nowadays
attested by some French and European noble families that have
resisted degeneration—beauty and nobility being linked.17
A second point of interest relates to the nature of the political order ideal for Europe.
All of them reject the nation-state and instead promote a supranational entity
that they call empire and which marries ethnic and cultural diversity (its various
“peoples,” or ethno-regionalism) with racial unity (the “white race”). This empire,
directly inspired by the Holy Germanic Roman Empire, has to be seen as a countermodel to the modern nation-state. The imperial schema—that is, subjection to a
universal, transcendent principle by the mediation of an emperor—is presented in
opposition to political modernity as represented by the nation, the universality of
which is circumscribed by territorial limits.
Thus conceptualized, the empire aims to exempt politics from history. This model
emerged through the combined influence of Nazis, regionalist theorists, European
nationalists, and the Guénon-Evola disciples. Evola, for his part, was also wont to
present himself as a “Ghibelline,”18 a Middle Ages defender of the Germanic Roman
Empire against the Church. In fact, many far-right militants define themselves as
“neo-Ghibellines,” seeing the Empire, like the Church, as a supernatural type of
institution that associated imperial sacredness and Germanness. As the French
15 See Stéphane François, “Qu’est-ce que l’alt-right?” (Paris: Fondation Jean Jaurès, 2017),
https://jean-jaures.org/nos-productions/qu-est-ce-que-l-alt-right; Benjamin Teitelbaum, War for Eternity:
The Return of Traditionalism and the Rise of the Populist Right (London: Penguin Books, 2021).
16 François, Au-delà des vents du Nord.
17 Bernard Marillier, Chevalerie (Puiseaux: Pardès, 1998), 36-37.
18 Julius Evola, Le Mystère du Graal et l’idée impériale gibeline [1937] (Paris: Éditions Traditionnelles, 1967).
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medievalist scholar Jacques Le Goff (1924-2014) has remarked:
This empire had the significant name of the Holy Germanic
Roman Empire. This title indicates, first, the sacred character
of the empire; then it reminds us that it is heir to the Roman
Empire and that Rome was its capital; and, lastly, it underscores
the prominent role that the Germans played in the institution.19
For theorists working after World War II, including Evola, French ex-SS officer SaintLoup (pseudonym of Marc Augier, 1908-1990), and the American Francis Parker
Yockey (1917-1960), Europe necessarily had to take a stand and reject the two great
powers of that time, the United States and the Soviet Union, if it was to find its voice
and identity. The myth of a return to the Holy Germanic Roman Empire contributed
to the elaboration of this European-nationalist discourse. As a result, some far right
militants still defend the idea of a return of the Empire to this day. Some of them
have even gone so far as to write up a “Defense of the Holy Empire,”20 only the new
Empire is not essentially Germanic but European, or even—for the partisans of Naziinspired hyperborean theories—Arctic.
Adopting the imperial model makes it possible to go beyond modern nationalism.
The Empire is indeed that which unifies by respecting local particularities. As Alain
de Benoist (1943), the central figure of the French New Right, put it, the Empire seeks
to associate its different peoples “to a community of destiny, but without reducing
them to the identical. It is a whole in which the more autonomous the parts are, the
more solidly they are united—and these parts constituting it remain differentiated
organic ensembles.”21 The French geopolitologist Frédéric Encel (1969) concurs:
“The logic of empire, not necessarily an imperialist one, consists for a given power
in admitting into its areas of influence or of sovereignty religious communities,
ethnicities, or sometimes very diverse peoples, in general, granting to a part or to the
totality among them a certain internal autonomy.”22
The militants defending these ideas are fervent partisans of subsidiarity, now rid of
its retrograde image. For, according to Alain de Benoist,
Such a model makes it possible to resolve the problem of regional
cultures, of minoritarian ethnicities, and of local autonomies, a
problem that does not receive any real solution within the frame
of the nation-state. It would also make it possible to reconceive,
in relation with all the problems arising from uncontrolled
immigration, the problematic of relations between citizenship
and nationality. It would make it possible to guard against the
threats, dangling over us once more today, of ethnolinguistic
irredentism, convulsive nationalizing, and Jacobin racism.
Lastly, thanks to the decisive place that it grants the notion of
autonomy, it would give ample space to the procedures of direct
democracy.23

19 Jacques Le Goff, L’Europe est-elle née au Moyen Âge? (Paris: Seuil, 2003), 61.
20 Rodolphe Badinand, Requiem pour la Contre-Révolution (Billère: Alexipharmaque, 2008), 115-124.
21 Alain de Benoist, L’Empire intérieur (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1995), 131.
22 Frédéric Encel, Horizons géopolitiques (Paris: Seuil, 2009), 100.
23 Alain de Benoist, Critiques. Théoriques (Lausanne: L’Âge d’Homme, 2002), 467.
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This desire to revive empire is also geopolitical. As the French political scientist
Maurice Duverger (1917-2014) reveals:
Stretching from Ireland to the mouth of the Danube and from
the North Cape to Malta, grand Europe will, at the start of the
twenty-first century, embrace more than thirty nations and more
than 500 million men and women. It will thus form the greatest
imperial space in the world, lacking only in the institutions
enabling it to make decisions efficiently and quickly in a collective
fashion. However, neither can it nor would it want to organize
itself on the model of the United States, whose fifty federated
states do not have the juridical status, the political importance,
or the historical tradition of genuine nationhood, which exists
only at the level of the federation. None of the countries of the
Old World is ready to melt into a super-state that would weaken
the diversity of public institutions and economic structures, of
political parties and social organizations, of forms of knowledge
and beliefs, of cultures and conducts that comprise the wealth of
European civilization. Everything is in place for a new model of
republican empire.24
For its part, GRECE (Groupe de Recherches et d’Études de la Civilisation
Européenne—European Civilization Research and Studies Group), the major
identitarian and supranationalist school from which emerged the European New
Right and heir to Dominique Venner’s ideas, insists that, “On a globalized planet, the
future belongs to the grand civilizational unities that can organize into auto-centered
spaces and endow themselves with enough power to resist the influence of others.”25
Lastly, the imperial model is called upon to combat globalization, which is deemed
uniformizing and destructive of identities. New Right militants endorse the idea of a
federal Europe because
The nation state, arising from the absolute monarchy and
revolutionary Jacobinism, is henceforth too large to tackle the
small problems and too small to cope with the big ones. […]
Europe is thus summoned to establish itself on a federal basis,
recognizing the autonomy of all its components and organizing
cooperation among the regions and nations comprising it.
Civilization will be created by the addition, and not by the
negation, of its historical cultures, regional as well as national,
thus enabling all its inhabitants to take full cognizance of their
common wellsprings.26
The federalist Alain de Benoist has thus made himself a champion of the notion of
empire, a point on which he concurs with the traditionalists. Indeed, he writes that
the empire, in contrast with the nation,

24 Maurice Duverger, “Présentation,” in Les Empires occidentaux de Rome à Berlin, edited by Jean Tulard
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1997), 4.
25 GRECE, Manifeste pour une renaissance européenne. À la découverte du GRECE son histoire, ses idées, son
organization (GRECE: Paris, 2000), 79.
26 Ibid., 79-80.
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is not only a territory, but also, and even essentially, a principle
or an idea. In it, the political and juridical order is indeed
determined, not by merely material factors or by the possession
of a vast geographical expanse, but by an idea of a spiritual
nature.27
Julius Evola’s influence can be seen here: the Italian thinker, too, defended the idea
that the concept of auctoritas, the full sovereignty of the Roman Emperor, gave the
Imperium a quasi-mystical dimension.
The positions thus laid out, a question remains: What Middle Ages is being spoken
about? It ought to be borne in mind that the texts and objects that have come
down to us from the Middle Ages have become obscure to us. Arguably, therefore,
the historian’s task is to study them by breaking from the frame of the categories
of thought inherited from the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and nineteenthcentury Romanticism.28 This argument is central because it helps us to understand
the anti-modern position of the traditionalists, since the barriers erected in the
eighteenth century between the notions of “politics,” “religion,” and “economics”
today obscure our understanding of medieval societies, which had the Church as
their backbone.
Guénon and Evola idealize the medieval period, particularly insofar as they desire
to re-establish a traditional society structured around religion and metaphysics.
Specialists have shown that the concept of “Middle Ages” rests in large part on a
theoretical simplification of a vast historical period, stretching grosso modo from the
fourth/fifth centuries to the fifteenth century.29 A contrario, René Guénon for his part
envisioned a shrunken Middle Ages extending from Charlemagne to the fourteenth
century,30 an idea that Evola updated but that leaves a historical void corresponding
to the establishment of the barbarian kingdoms during the Merovingian period.
The notion of empire also provides far-right militants of the Cold War period with a
coherent geopolitical framework: the European empire would occupy a “neutralist”
position, supporting neither the United States—the country of decadence par
excellence—nor the USSR—the country of triumphant communism. In other words,
it provided a model that was neither capitalist nor communist, federating the various
European populations around the ideas of a common history and racial unity. It made
it possible to argue for Europeanism insofar as it theoretically exceeds nationalism,
and thus seems to owe nothing to the New European Order promoted by National
Socialism, despite being heavily dependent on it.
The New Knight’s Fight Against “Immigration-Colonization”
This theorization of empire goes hand in hand with a reappropriation of the figure
of the knight. The far-right militant must be heroic and reject cowardice. He must
be prepared to go into combat (indeed, to brawl). As the Identitarian militant (and
now a leading member of Rassemblement National) Philippe Vardon (1980) lyrically
27 de Benoist, L’Empire intérieur, 117-118.
28 Alain Guerreau, L’Avenir d’un passé incertain. Quelle histoire du Moyen Âge au xxie siècle (Paris: Seuil,
2001).
29 Alain Boureau, “Moyen Âge,” in Dictionnaire du Moyen Âge, edited by Claude Gauvard, Alain de Libera, and
Michel Zink (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2002), 950-53.
30 Philippe Faure, “Tradition et histoire selon René Guénon: un regard sur le Moyen Âge,” Politica Hermetica
16 (2002): 15-39.
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puts it: “Each day we learn to fight, and each person learns to like it a little more; the
head held high, we will perhaps fall ten times, but each time we will get up again and
confront things anew.”31 Far-right militants are exhorted to keep up a commitment to
fight: “Action is the daily challenge that one lays down to the world, and above all to
oneself. Militancy is not experienced by the young Identitarians solely as a political
means but also as a way to grow in stature and realize themselves. The primacy of
action (in the form of deeds, blows, campaigns), understood as enthusiasm and
creative frenzy, is indeed one of the hallmarks of the Identitarian movement.”32
This conception of action provides the militant with a guiding image. In this vein, the
August 2014 summer university seminar of the Bloc Identitaire (Identarian Bloc), a
grouping born after the dissolution of Unité Radicale by the French state in 2002,33
was called “Myth for a New Knighthood: From Excalibur to the Grail.” In Militants,
a collection of short stories that are in part autobiographical, Philippe Vardon writes
of himself as a knight-militant and suggests that militancy is a new form of search
for the grail.34
The Identitarian leaders originate from revolutionary-nationalist circles and
are committed to creating or mobilizing myths,35 such as those of the knight and
Reconquista, to give meaning to their political action. After the terrorist attacks
against Charlie Hebdo in January 2015, for example, they launched a poster campaign
called “Je suis Charlie Martel” (I am Charlie Martel). This poster brings into play
two critical ideas for far-right mythology. First, these right-wing militants consider
themselves heirs to Charles Martel, a Frankish military leader who arrested an Arab
army in Poitiers in 732.36 Second, they consider Muslim immigration-colonization
as hostile to European identity and as needing to be kept in check. This notion is
regularly operationalized: the Identitarians had previously mobilized it during the
occupation of the Poitiers mosque on October 20, 2012, a symbolic homage to the
victory of Charles Martel. In the Génération identitaire manifesto, the leaders of the
Bloc identitaire present this historical event as follows:
It will soon be 1,300 years since Charles Martel stopped the
Arabs in Poitiers after a heroic battle that saved our country
from Muslim invasion. That was on October 25, 732. It is now
2012, and the choice is still the same: live free or die. Our
generation refuses to see its people and its identity vanish in
indifference; we will never be the Indians of Europe. From this
symbolic place of our past and our ancestors’ courage, we make
a call to remembrance and to arms!37
Philippe Vardon, for his part, provides modern context to his hero as follows:

31 Philippe Vardon-Raybaud, Éléments pour une contre-culture identitaire (Nice: Idées, 2011), 146.
32 Ibid., 16.
33 A militant of Unité Radicale, Maxime Brunerie, tried to assassinate President Jacques Chirac during the
parade of July 14, 2002. This action resulted in the dissolution of the movement by decree.
34 Philippe Vardon-Raybaud, Militants (Nice: Idées, 2014), 16-18.
35 Nicolas Lebourg, Le Monde vu de la plus extrême droite. Du fascisme au nationalisme-révolutionnaire
(Perpignan: Presses Universitaires de Perpignan, 2010).
36 William Blanc and Christophe Naudin, Charles Martel et la bataille de Poitiers. De l’histoire au mythe
identitaire (Paris: Libertalia, 2015).
37 Nous sommes la Génération Identitaire (Nice: Idées, 2012), 21.
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A popular joke has it that in 732, he did not stop the Arabs
in Poitiers, but only halfway… However, it is precisely by
considering the currently disastrous situation in terms of
immigration-Islamicization that Charles Martel is perceived
truly, beyond his historical figure, as a founding myth.38
The far-right militant/knight is therefore duty-bound to fight against the migratory
“invasion,” in the form of a new Reconquista: “Against the colonization of Europe
today, the Reconquista has become a mobilizing myth, whether one sees its
meaning more metaphorically or more concretely… Together with the reconquest
of our territories, there is another, prior reconquest to undertake: we must again
conquer our roots, our identity, and even our souls.”39 Accordingly, the French far
right consider the city of Calais and its migrant “jungle” as the symbol and concrete
manifestation not only of the current migration crisis, but also of the aforementioned
reconquest, and even of the ethnic war to result from the current process of
“immigration-colonization:”
For months now, Calais has been the symbol in our country of
the veritable invasion that confronts our continent. Recall that in
2015, more than ONE MILLION clandestine immigrants landed
on European soil. Attacks against the forces of order, against
motorists and truck drivers, riots in the city, total disintegration
of the social and economic fabric—this is the daily reality of
this martyr city, and it has accelerated most dreadfully over
these last weeks. In the famous “jungle” itself, one no longer
counts the acts of violence or sexual assaults, including against
children (several journalists have paid the penalty for trying).
This situation is the fruit of an irresponsible policy for which we
can blame the national and European political leaders in Paris,
Berlin, and Brussels.40
The image of the knight has also been developed by Pierre Vial (1942), a former
lecturer in medieval studies at the University of Lyon III and the author of a book
on European Knighthood.41 In 2004, he made a similar call in his journal Terre et
peuple, which shares a name with his political group, known for its violently antiimmigrant positions:
We thus call all Europeans who are concerned to remain as they
are to come together, to unite to help one another and thereby
to give one another the means to exist. For those Europeans who
do not have this reflex of salvation, too bad for them… May they
drop dead.42
Chivalry, then, but within limits. Here, the revolutionary far right expresses two
main ideas: first, the Other is inassimilable and fundamentally hostile; and, second,
it is necessary to defend “our identity” and “our soil.” These revolutionary far-right
militants thus view the threshold of the twenty-first century as a sort of new Middle
Ages, symbolizing the end of civilization foundering in barbarism, under assault
38 Vardon-Raybaud, Éléments pour une contre-culture identitaire, 161.
39 Ibid., 209-10.
40 Anon., Identitaires 23 (May-June 2016): 7.
41 Pierre Vial, La Chevalerie européenne (Boulogne-Billancourt: DÉFI, 1998).
42 Pierre Vial, “Appel pour un communautarisme européen,” Terre et peuple 24 (2004): 3.
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from a wave of Arabo-Muslim immigration that amounts to colonization (hence
“immigration-colonization”).
Indeed, according to them, the policy of family reunification has allowed for the
permanent settlement of a population of foreign origin that is racially different (in
contrast with the intra-European immigration of the 1900s-1970s) and therefore
culturally inassimilable. The militant/knight, identifying with the Franks of Charles
Martel, tasks himself with defending the new Holy Germanic Roman Empire that he
so desires in order to prevent the creation of new Muslim enclaves in Europe such as
existed in the Middle Ages (medieval Spain, Septimania).
Conclusion
One may draw three major conclusions from this brief overview.
First, the mythologization of the Middle Ages by the revolutionary far right confirms
the power that this period of history continues to have in structuring European
political mythology, as well as the extent to which historical memory shaped by the
early nineteenth century, the Romantic Age par excellence, still influences our vision
of Europe’s past.
Second, this obsession with the Middle Ages contrasts with the fact that these
revolutionary far-right movements were historically rather pro-Arab. During the
Cold War decades, they advocated for a form of far-right third-worldism because
they positioned themselves as anti-imperialist—imperialism being understood as
a project of Jewish/Christian/Anglo-Saxon domination. Once the Cold War world
collapsed, the revolutionary far right had to move away from defense of the Arab
world—which they had seen as anti-Western, anti-modern, and therefore close to
“primordial tradition”—to fear of it. This shift reveals the transformation of their
thinking and the new dominance of the Identitarian notion of ethnic withdrawal. They
then, paradoxically, accompanied the French decolonization process by focusing on
the supposed need to protect European nations from a southern invasion.
Third, the stress on the Middle Ages and the romantic image of a new knight offers a
watered-down way to celebrate violence and legitimize it without having to allude to
a taboo National Socialism.
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Visual Politics as a Research Subfield
The sense that the disciplines of international and comparative studies are “ready for
a visual turn” is gradually gaining prominence in academic circles.1 “Visual politics
emerges as a recognized area” of research that has the potential to inform a deeper
understanding of political categories by focusing on the semiotic value ingrained in
visuals.2 Visual regimes as elements of statecraft, power relations, and sovereignty
define how the world is seen, how our perceptions are anchored, and how images
can be politicized, securitized, and weaponized. On the one hand, the “visual turn”
is an effect of new technologies of production, distribution, and consumption
of images; on the other hand, it has left a deep mark on public perceptions of the
entire sphere of images, such that it might be considered a “paradigm shift” in the
social sciences. Visualization envisions a break with path dependency or analogical
reasoning, making it possible to reach beyond dominant consensual discourses,
ordered and established languages and concepts, to open up our imaginations to new
and innovative interpretations of politics.
The most dynamic forms of visualization (memes, avatars, emoji sliders, video
games) are constitutive of the state-of-the-art technology of instant communication
between individuals; they are also meaningful components of group formation and
mobilization. Such digital computation techniques as Photoshop might be used
for product promotion, as well as for visual propaganda and misinformation. The
appearance of new visualized objects of analysis (for example, drone footage) may
transform geopolitical imageries and perceptions of space. A plethora of relatively
new and constantly progressing techniques of surveillance, monitoring, and face
recognition based on visualization are crucial components of the new security
apparatus.
The growing importance of visual analysis for domestic and international politics
might be explained by the unique qualities of visual communication, which cannot
be reduced to verbal forms of expression. In many cases, linguistic means might be
insufficient to colorfully and convincingly represent concepts and ideas or deliver
political messages: we may often lack the proper words to describe an increasingly
complex political reality. Indeed, “images can depict as well as symbolize in a way
that the code of language cannot.”3 In comparison to written texts, visualization
techniques have a broader spectrum of affective means: they employ sounds, colors,
and spatial movements as powerful tools in the increasingly competitive information
and popular culture markets. A typical case of visualization is book-based films,
which leave ample space for creative imagination and might significantly differ from
the original texts, as well as from each other, in their representation of protagonists
and events.
In critical discourse analysis, “semiotic modalities,” including visual images, are
often viewed as detached from language in a narrow sense.4 Some authors anticipate

1 Michael Pfonner and Patrick James, “The Visual International Relations Project,” International Studies
Review 22 (2020): 192–213, 211, https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa014.
2 “Editors’ Introduction: Visual Politics, Grand Collaborative Programs, and the Opportunity to Think Big,” The
International Journal of Press/Politics 26, no. 1 (2021): 5 –21, 5, https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161220970361.
3 David Machin, “The Need for a Social and Affordance-Driven Multimodal Critical Discourse Studies,”
Discourse & Society 27, no. 3 (2016): 322–334, 327, https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926516630903.
4 Norman Fairclough, “Critical Discourse Analysis and Critical Policy Studies,” Critical Policy Studies 7, no. 2
(2013): 177-197, 179-180, https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2013.798239.
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“a straightforward replacement of language by pictures, books by television.”5 Yet
do images indeed substitute for words as political arguments in policy debates
and public discussions? The literature on visual argumentation avers that images
are able to convey information that cannot be expressed verbally,6 but images coexist with words, as the approach known as multi-modality suggests. This approach
seeks to identify and flesh out relations of power in texts and visuals, which might
highlight certain parts of the political reality while hiding others. The application of
multimodal analysis presupposes the unpacking of mechanisms that legitimate the
power positions of performers and producers of politically relevant content: images,
layout, soundtracks and music, public performances, 3D objects, and other forms of
sign- and meaning-making. As some authors explain:
images are seen as fragments of events and thus meaningless
without verbal contextualization; they depict only the surface
features of the world, rather than structure, complexity, or
subjective depth; they activate merely emotional reactions
that short-circuit critical reason; they “aestheticize reality” and
promote voyeurism, nostalgia, and other fantasies; this capacity
for enthrallment becomes a means for mass manipulation and
political domination, creating a society of spectacles and scopic
regimes.7
Moreover, visual products and objects can trigger politically consequential actions
implying different forms of mobilizations, which becomes particularly relevant
due to what Roland Bleiker has dubbed the “democratization of visual politics” on
account of its openness, user-friendliness and accessibility.
Two Dimensions of Visual Politics…
The visual turn in political studies has a double meaning. First, visuality is a quality of
public life, including the spheres of arts, media, and of course politics. Technologies
produce new devices that function as “instruments embedded in social practices,
deployed in configurations of power, and creating new distributions of visibility.”8
The image-centric structure of public politics necessitates condensed metaphors
exemplified by pictorial expressions, illustrated slogans, mottos, and mascots.
Visuals are able to represent an idea or an argument in a concise and illustrative
form that catches the eye.9 For instance, in many countries, presidential debates are
unthinkable as a purely verbal genre, since pivotal elements include emotions, facial
expressions, gestures, and mimicry.

5 Gottfried Boehm and W. J. T. Mitchell, “Pictorial versus Iconic Turn: Two Letters,” Culture, Theory &
Critique 50, no. 2–3 (2009): 103–121, 114-115, https://doi.org/10.1080/14735780903240075.
6 Anthony Blair, “Probative Norms for Multimodal Visual Arguments,” Argumentation 29 (2015): 217–233,
218, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-014-9333-3.
7 Robert Hariman, “Between Confusion and Boredom in the Study of Visual Argument,” Argumentation 29
(2015): 239–242, 240,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-015-9346-6.
8 Anthony Amicelle and Claudia Aradau, “Questioning Security Devices: Performativity, Resistance, Politics,”
Security Dialogue 46, no. 4 (2015): 293–306, 297, https://doi.org/10.1177/0967010615586964.
9 Thomas Powell, Michael Hameleers, and Toni G. L. A. van der Meer, “Selection in a Snapshot?
The Contribution of Visuals to the Selection and Avoidance of Political News in Information-Rich
Media Settings,” The International Journal of Press/Politics 26, no. 1 (2021): 46–68, https://doi.
org/10.1177/1940161220966730.
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Second, visual analysis is a research methodology, a toolkit particularly applicable to
ethnography, anthropology, applied sociology, and videographic geography.10 When
it comes to visual politics as a research program or sub-discipline, it emerges at the
intersection of two mutually complementary perspectives. One is the projection
or extension of visual semiotic research to the sphere of political analysis. This
trajectory takes the researcher from visual grammar and literacy (akin to reading
skills) to interpretation (a subjective vision or version of visualized objects, their
explanation, unpacking, and de-coding) and then to conceptualization (generalizable
assumptions linking visual objects with conceptual apparatus and theories always
open to new meanings). Key questions to ask would be: How do visuals engender
political meanings? Who produces these meanings and who interprets them (and
how)? Which visual genres are the most important for political analysis?
For example, maps may be a part of “semiotic landscapes”11 because they represent
a desirable way of looking at the world. Another genre is caricatures that “bypass
contemplation and induce fast-paced, habitual comprehension, confirming
prejudices and perpetuating stereotypes.”12 Caricatures essentialize reality, reducing
it to a limited number of visually recognizable traits, and condense meanings in
the sense that “intentionally false” and “inaccurate” images express something that
refers to (or claims to be) “truth.”
In this context, one should mention the “new visual semiotics,” a sub-discipline that
is interested in covering a variety of micro-practices and micro-policies constitutive
of communal life, such as, for example, studying and learning, accommodating
immigrants, or media reporting. This type of semiotic analysis focuses less on
“meaning” and “representation” than on how individuals “use the embodied and
affective dimensions of visual communication to negotiate their physical experiences
in the world and their relationships with others.”13
Another methodological perspective leads from political studies to semiotics: its
points of departure are political discourses and visual practices that are scrutinized
as “signs [that] carry traces of power relations.”14 For this methodological track, key
questions would be: How do political meanings reveal themselves through visuals?
How can we discuss politics in visual terms, i.e., on the basis of visual materials?
What does visuality add to political analysis? Can visuals open up for discussion
different dimensions of politics and power relations? Can they tell us more about
politics than written texts?
The political effects of visual representations are contextual and depend on both visual
agency15 and visual consumption.16 In this vein, it is important to discuss whether and
10 Bradley Garrett, “Videographic Geographies: Using Digital Video for Geographic Research,” Progress in
Human Geography 35, no. 4 (2010): 521–541, 521, https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132510388337.
11 Gunter Kress and Theo van Leewen, “The Semiotic Landscape,” in Images: A Reader, ed. Sunil Manghani,
Arthur Piper, and Jon Simon (London: SAGE, 2006), 119-123, 119.
12 Eric Herhuth, “Overloading, Incongruity, Animation: A Theory of Caricature and Caricatural Logic in
Contemporary Media,” Theory & Event 21, no. 3 (July 2018): 627-651.
13 Rodney Jones, “Towards an Embodied Visual Semiotics: Negotiating the Right to Look,” in
Visualizing Digital Discourse: Interactional, Institutional and Ideological Perspectives, ed. Crispin
Thurlow, Christa Dürscheid, and Federica Diémoz (Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 2020), 22, https://doi.
org/10.1515/9781501510113-002.
14 Machin, “The Need for a Social,” 331.
15 Dana Hercbergs and Chaim Noy, “Mobile Cartographies and Mobilized Ideologies: The Visual Management
of Jerusalem,” Antipode 47, no. 4 (2015): 942–962, https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12137.
16 Priya Dixit, “Decolonizing Visuality in Security Studies: Reflections on the Death of Osama bin Laden,”
Critical Studies on Security 2, no. 3 (2014): 337-351, 340, https://doi.org/10.1080/21624887.2014.978670.
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how political phenomena can be visualized, given that they are represented through
symbols, signified by icons, and surrounded by visual metaphors. Since “these visual
representations are imbued with preconceived, arbitrary and very political notions…
then there is literally an unlimited and meaningless number of images that can
depict” them.17 This is of particular importance when it comes to deeply dislocated
political concepts that function as “empty” or “floating” signifiers open to multiple
interpretations (security, democracy, liberalism and illiberalism, etc.).
These two research trajectories differ from each other not only in their argumentative
style and focus, but also—and primarily—in what constitutes their main operational
unit of analysis. For the cluster of originally semiotic studies that go political, the
central unit is the sign materialized in—and exemplified by—specific visual objects,
always individual in their singularity. For political studies that go semiotic, the
pivotal focal points are concepts that go through semantic screening in an attempt
to find out how a specific idea, term or notion might be represented and expressed
in a visual form.
… and Three Theoretical Components
The sphere of visual politics synthetizes three different theoretical traditions. One
is grounded in Jacques Ranciere’s idea of the “distribution of the sensible,”18 which
shapes the boundaries of what is visible and invisible, thinkable and unthinkable,
seemingly rational and irrational,19 included and excluded, accepted and rejected,
“named” and “unnamed,” semiotized and non-semiotized. Politics in this context
is about moving and unstable boundaries that divide signified and non-signified
realities, since what is excluded (silenced, forgotten, forbidden, expelled) “as
a-semiotic instead appears an otherwise structured or belonging to a different
semiotic system.”20
By analogy with “language games,” the “distribution of the sensible” might be viewed
as a realm of “image games” of marking, appropriating, and signifying spaces and their
symbols, and integrating them into hegemonic regimes of visibility. This concept
seeks to explain the production and functioning of consensual and standardized
representations authorized by the dominant symbolic order and designed to be
aesthetically appealing and socially enjoyable. They function as a regulated and
unified system of marketable signs and images in which irregular and uncoordinated
semiotic elements (especially if they might be interpreted as disturbing) are treated
as alien, foreign, and inappropriate, and therefore expelled. Through the lens of this
concept, national identity appears as a complex semantic construct incorporating
a wide range of visual products pertinent to culture, morals and ethics, memory
politics, and borders.
Hegemonic regimes of visibility are dependent on the cultural phenomenon known
as gazing, which denotes the semiotic experience of encountering visual imageries
as the “socially constructed seeing.”21 Gazing “is always entangled … with sets of rules
17 Roland Bleiker, Visual Global Politics (London and New York: Routledge, 2018), 21.
18 Jacques Ranciere, Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible (London: Bloomsbury, 2004), 1213.
19 Emma Hutchison and Roland Bleiker, “Emotions, Discourse and Power in World Politics,” International
Studies Review 19 (2017): 481–508, 502.
20 Daniele Monticelli, Wholeness and Its Remainders: Theoretical Procedures of Totalization and
Detotalization in Semiotics, Philosophy and Politics (Tartu: University of Tartu Press, 2008).
21 Jonas Larsen and John Urry, “Gazing and Performing,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 29
(2011): 1110-1125, 1110, https://doi.org/10.1068/d21410.
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and expectations associated with particular contexts and particular societies about
who has the right to look and who has the right to be seen.”22
A good example of the construction of a hegemonic regime of visibility is a
classical music concert by top Russian conductor Valery Gergiev and his orchestra
in Palmyra in 2015. The event became a visualized attempt to appeal to universal
norms and values of world culture in justifying the Russian military operation in
Syria as a civilizational mission aimed against barbarity and terrorism. From a
political perspective, the concert was a cultural message of Russia’s equality and
indispensability in the world and an invitation to the West to engage in partnership.23
Visual hegemonic regimes are highly dependent on locational context, including
the symbolic status of places where visual objects are situated, their surroundings,
social and cultural environment, or adjacent objects that might be competing or
complementary. One illustration is the transformations within the urban aesthetic
landscapes of Russian cities that hosted the 2018 FIFA World Cup. In Nizhny
Novgorod, for example, the new football stadium was constructed in close proximity
to a major Orthodox cathedral, which was interpreted by some critics as a competition
of two cult sites and an intrusion on the visual hegemony of the church as a symbol
of Russian religious, cultural, and historical traditions.24
Another pertinent example is the 2007 relocation of Tallinn’s Bronze Soldier
monument, a military symbol of the Soviet era, from the city center to a military
cemetery. The visual object itself—the statue—was not damaged, but its relocation
from a central square to a city outskirt triggered an outburst of violent reactions from
Russophone political activists who felt offended by the removal.
By the same token, material objects of high visibility may be politically resignified
in line with the changed hegemonic regime of visibility. One example is statues of
Lenin, which have in some Ukrainian cities been decorated by national activists in
traditional national attire (vyshivanka). This symbolic “re-nationalization” of Lenin
was a gesture of ironic deconstruction of Soviet history.
A second source of theoretical inspiration for visual politics is Roland Bleiker’s
concept of the “aesthetic turn” in international studies. Central to Bleiker’s postpositivist and post-structuralist aesthetics25 is the idea of representation, which is
always “an act of power… an inevitably political issue [manifesting] a gap between
what is observed and how this observation is represented… The difference between
represented and representation is the very location of politics.” 26 In other words,
the aesthetic regime of visual culture produces political relations by means of the
inevitable discrepancy and cleavages between signifiers and signifieds (or between
what is represented and how it is represented). The sphere of aesthetics is therefore a
powerful producer of political meanings and shaper of political concepts. The concept

22 Jones, “Towards an Embodied Visual Semiotics,” 20.
23 “S molitvoi o Pal’mire HD POLNAIA VERSIIA,” YouTube video, 45:31, posted by “Kodakstudi1,” May 6,
2016, accessed August 23, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVH0XzBY6Bs.
24 “Nastroenie ‘Zima’: Stadium ‘Nizhny Novgorod’ / 2018 Fifa World Cup In Russia,” YouTube video, 2:34,
posted by “Gonzo070 Aeros”emka,” January 27, 2017, accessed August 23, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sY93r5anCVc.
25 Cerwyn Moore and Laura J. Shepherd, “Aesthetics and International Relations: Towards a Global Politics,”
Global Society 24, no. 3 (2010): 299-309, 309, https://doi.org/10.1080/13600826.2010.485564.
26 Roland Bleiker, Aesthetics and World Politics (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 21-22.
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of aesthetic regime is closely related to visual culture as “a catalyst for dealing with
identity, voice, trauma and political notions of self-determination and civic rights,”
which presupposes “a power to define politics”28 as a semantic struggle for hegemony
through exposing some elements of reality and “giving voice to something”29 that is
excluded or silenced.
27

However, Bleiker’s opposition between “mimetic” and “aesthetic” (otherwise dubbed
“simulative”) regimes is vulnerable to two criticisms. First, instead of binarizing the
regimes of visibility, it would be more appropriate to approach them as marking
the opposite ends of a spectrum of images into which various forms of visual
representation—both politicized and de-politicized—are embedded. Second, mimetic
regimes of visibility, while trying to approximate a sign (a picture, a photo, or a video)
as closely to its material reification as possible, still leave ample space for aesthetic
and simulative components that generate implicitly political meanings.30
The impossibility of drawing a clear line between aesthetic and mimetic imageries
creates a zone of indistinction between the two and engenders hybrid forms of
visual representation. More specifically, mimetic images are ostensibly aestheticized
through the visualization of material elements, from stadia to monuments, which
opens prospects for unveiling hidden political meanings in the urban environment.
Politics emanates from the inevitably manipulative use of signs that exist within
semiotic spaces between signifiers (images or discourses) and signifieds (ideational
or material reality represented through signs).
One of the multiple examples of mimetic representations is photography, which,
despite its inherent ability to reflect life “as it is,” leaves ample room for the
manipulation of meaning. On the one hand, with mimetic authenticity, photography
creates an effect of approximating representations to “reality,” which is instrumental
for building relations of trust and respect. On the other hand, this alleged
authenticity—manifested through singular images and aimed at capturing a specific
moment—might be challenged by the function of representation inherent to visual
genres that catch, contextualize, and stage typical events or characters, and thus
reflect some preconceived ideas open to additional meanings. One study explains
how photos of the victims of a deadly virus, for example, might become a robust
source of (re)politicization:
The media coverage of the Ebola epidemic in the Global North has largely fed into a
culture of fear; stigma and paranoia were on the rise, reminiscent of a colonial gaze
of the ‘Other’… In response, a TV anchor and photographer started a movement of
visual resistance of her own: she produced a video that quickly spread across social
media in which she declares: “I am Liberian, not a virus.”31

27 Lola Frost, “Aesthetics and Politics,” Global Society 24, no. 3 (2010): 433-443, 437, https://doi.org/10.1080
/13600826.2010.485560.
28 Gabi Schlag, “Moving Images and the Politics of Pity: A Multilevel Approach to the Interpretation of Images
and Emotions,” in Researching Emotions in International Relations Methodological Perspectives on the
Emotional Turn, ed. Maéva Clément and Eric Sangar (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 209-230.
29 Rok Bencin, “Rethinking Representation in Ontology and Aesthetics via Badiou and Ranciere,” Theory,
Culture & Society 36, no. 5 (2019): 95–112, 96, https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276418806573.
30 Brent Steele, “Recognising, and Realising, the Promise of the Aesthetic Turn,” Millennium: Journal of
International Studies 45, no. 2 (2017): 206–213, https://doi.org/10.1177/0305829816684254.
31 Ingrid Gessner, “Picturing Ebola: Photography as an Instrument of Biopolitical (In)Justice,” Project:
Biopolitics/Biopower in Transnational American Cultures, March 2020.
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Documentaries provide another lucid illustration of politicized and securitized
mimetic representations. For example, during military campaigns, many defense
ministries publish online video footage of air strikes or flights over enemy territory,
along with the ensuing destruction of the targeted military objects. These mimetic
episodes usually remain almost silent and are meant to serve as hard evidence of the
power to destroy.
Another example of mimetic representation is cartography, a field of scientific
knowledge that is supposed to represent geography yet is saturated with various
signs and tropes: “Maps communicate knowledge which can only be conveyed
in a graphic format. They are deliberate constructs which possess emotional and
intellectual appeal, and can potentially form a unique category of propaganda.”32 One
may argue that “historically, maps have promoted a decisive discourse underlying the
configuration of a modern political authority based on strict territorial boundaries…
[which] has been the basis to create hierarchies between Europeans and nonEuropeans as well as among higher and lesser breeds of Europeans.”33
In addition to the clusters exemplified by Ranciere and Bleiker, we find common
ground with the idea of performativity as introduced to the academic literature by
Judith Butler. Performativity is usually discussed as a concept suitable for studying
emotive and aesthetic practices that, through acts of interpellation, create and
consolidate political subjects. Performativity is understood as a concept instrumental
for discussing public actions of high visibility that do not so much reflect as produce
reality and that have ontological effects through multiple reiterations.34 It is through
the lens of performativity that one can look at political battles as being fought
within the visual and imaginary fields, “where affectively charged images shape
our understanding of political phenomena more so than the actual phenomena
themselves.”35
Performativity expresses itself through public and ritualistic acts and cultural
gestures of role-taking and role ascription with a certain visibility and a semiotic
background. “The hegemony of vision”36 appears to be a key operational element of
performativity. “Visuals are thought to send people along emotive pathways where
textual/verbal material leaves them in a more rational, logical and linear pathway
of thought.”37 From the perspective of performativity, all identities are “cultural
fictions.”38 In other words, “after Butler, identities and belongings … can never be
securely pinned down. They must be seen as fundamentally contingent, stabilized
only through the performative acts that attempt, unsteadily, to fix them as integral
markings of our existence.”39 Guy Debord’s “society of the spectacle” seems to be a
32 Russell Foster, “TabulaImperiiEuropae: A Cartographic Approach to the Current Debate on the European
Union as Empire,” Geopolitics 18, no. 2 (2013): 371-402, 380, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2012.716466.
33 Rodrigo Bueno Lacy and Henk van Houtum, “Lies, Damned Lies & Maps: The EU’s Cartopolitical Invention
of Europe,” Journal of Contemporary European Studies 23, no. 4 (2015): 447-499, 448, https://doi.org/10.10
80/14782804.2015.1056727
34 Judith Butler, “Torture and the Ethics of Photography,” in Observant States Geopolitics and Visual Culture,
ed. Fraser MacDonald, Rachel Hughes, and Klaus Dodds (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2010).
35 Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchison, “Fear No More: Emotions and World Politics,” Review of
International Studies 34, no. S1 (2008): 115-135, 131, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210508007821.
36 Jones, “Towards an Embodied Visual Semiotics,” 20.
37 Helene Joffe, “The Power of Visual Material: Persuasion, Emotion and Identification,” Diogenes 217 (2008):
84–93, 84, https://doi.org/10.1177/0392192107087919.
38 Alan McKinlay, “Performativity and the Politics of Identity: Putting Butler to Work,” Critical Perspectives on
Accounting 21 (2010): 232–242, 235, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2008.01.011.
39 Lynne Segal, “After Judith Butler: Identities, Who Needs Them?” Subjectivity 25 (2008): 381–394, 381,
https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2008.26.
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good match for this theory.

40

Performativity, like Bleiker’s aesthetics, recognizes the inevitability of a gap between
a material or physical object and its visualized interpretation. What the theory of
performativity adds is an emphasis on repetitions and reiterations embedded in
each politically meaningful action. In the meantime, “any refusal to repeat an
act that confirms a subordinate identity […] necessarily has a political effect” as
well.41 Since political identities emerge “as neither foundational grounds nor fully
expressed products,”42 they are recurrently re-signified through rituals of repetition
and reiteration.43 To qualify as performative, a social action (a political or cultural
gesture, or a public event) should be “re-enacted” and “re-experienced” within the
established set of meanings.44 From a semiotic perspective, “every sign can be cited,
and consequently it can break with every given context, and engender infinitely
new contexts.”45 This presupposes that performative actions require publicity (as
opposed to technocratic decision-making behind the closed doors of corporate
institutions, parliaments or governmental agencies), that they should be replicable
and reproducible in a variety of discursive and visual forms, and that they engender
a certain potential for resistance to—and subversion of—the dominant discourses of
power. One may say that “reiteration is compulsory, but agency lies in the possibility
of resignification, i.e. the reworking of the discourse through which subject effects
are produced.”46
Performativity is closely related to the politics of emotions,47 which expands the scope
of possible modalities and tonalities of imageries and which has been conceptualized
as the “emotional turn” in the constructivist literature on international relations.48
This approach treats performing subjects as aesthetically constructed through myths
“produced by modern media images, whether these were tools of totalitarianism
or the distracting, depoliticizing, or manipulative products of popular culture…
Aestheticization of politics in this sense means the victory of the spectacle over the
public sphere… [since] aesthetics is variously identified with irrationality, illusion …
and sensual seduction.”49 This is particularly true in situations where fantasies, in
a Lacanian interpretation, “function as a protecting mechanism … in the absence of a
stable, unique and complete identity.”50
40 Guy Debord, La société du spectacle (Paris: Buchet-Chastel, 1967).
41 McKinlay, “Performativity and the Politics of Identity,” 236.
42 Alecia Youngblood Jackson, “Performativity Identified,” Qualitative Inquiry 10, no. 5 (2004): 673-690, 675,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403257673.
43 Lise Nelson, “Bodies (and Spaces) Do Matter: The Limits of Performativity,” Gender, Place and Culture: A
Journal of Feminist Geography 6, no. 4 (1999): 331-353, 338, https://doi.org/10.1080/09663699924926.
44 Silvia Stoller, “Expressivity and Performativity: Merleau-Ponty and Butler,” Continental Philosophical
Review 43 (2010): 97–110, 102, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11007-010-9133-x.
45 Moya Lloyd, “Radical Democratic Activism and the Politics of Resignification,” Constellations 14, no. 1
(2007): 129-146, 131, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8675.2007.00426.x.
46 Mark Laffey, “Locating Identity: Performativity, Foreign Policy and State Action,” Review of International
Studies 26, no. 3 (July 2000): 429-444, 430, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210500004290.
47 Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchinson, “Theorizing Emotions in World Politics,” International Theory 6 no.
3 (2014): 491-514, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752971914000232.
48 Simon Koschut, “Introduction to Discourse and Emotions in International Relations,” International Studies
Review 19 (2017): 481–508, https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/vix033.
49 Michael Williams, “International Relations in the Age of the Image,” International Studies Quarterly 62
(2018): 880-891, 885, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqy030.
50 Jakub Eberle, “Narrative, Desire, Ontological Security, Transgression: Fantasy as a Factor in International
Politics,” Journal of International Relations and Development 22, no. 1 (March): 243-268, https://doi.
org/10.1057/s41268-017-0104-2.
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Emotions may be regarded as political in the sense that they function as evaluative
judgments and social bonds between community members. Each political concept
has its emotional dimension (friendship and enmity, war and peace, justice and
crime, nationalism and cosmopolitanism, security and insecurity, etc.). Arguably,
“visuality might have a specific power through its affective, mimetic, immediate,
and performative qualities,”51 particularly when it comes to the study of postmaterialist politics of identity, from celebrity performances to electoral rallies. This
type of “power of affect” operates as an “assemblage of techniques and technologies
of affective event amplification through which the cultural and corporeal logics of
intervention come to resonate emotionally.”52
Emotions, as an inalienable part of the representational process, fall into the aesthetic
and performative spheres. Arguably, “emotions lie at the heart of how international
politics is conducted. Emotions influence and, in some cases, underpin the normative
frameworks that determine how states and other key actors should behave.”53
Emotions matter because their functioning differs from practices of cognition in at
least two ways. First, they reveal certain sensibilities and vulnerabilities pertaining
to social and cultural groups. In this sense, visual politics may contribute to studies
of “emotional communities” grounded in the production of shared signs of traumatic
experiences of grief or injustice.
Second, emotions, especially in visualized forms, interrupt the everyday routine and
open up specific situations to a variety of new perspectives. The concept of “emotional
contagion,”54 with the concomitant “affective, rather than purely cognitive, aspects of
infographic consumption,”55 adds an emotional dimension to performativity. In the
meantime, “emotional contagion” might become a powerful driver of manipulation,
totalization, and “modes of control.”56 Thus, the crying mayor of the Italian city of
Bergamo, filmed by the Russian media57 and referred to as the epitome of Italy’s
desperate war on COVID-19, serves as a good illustration of the emotive power of
images and the “emotional construction of subjects”58 instrumentalized by the proKremlin media.
However, the idea of collective “emotional communities presumed upon the
production of shared signs of traumatic grief or injustice might be challenged due
to an inability of outsiders (those who did not experience traumatic events) to
completely immerse themselves into this type of imagined community.”59 At the
core of this argument is the “inability of representation to access, describe or give
51 Axel Heck, “Analyzing Docudramas in International Relations: Narratives in the Film A Murderous
Decision,” International Studies Perspectives 18 (2017): 365–390, 370, https://doi.org/10.1093/isp/ekw012.
52 Sean Carter and Derek P. McCormack, “Film, Geopolitics and the Affective Logics of Intervention,” Political
Geography 25 (2006): 228-245, 242, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2005.11.004.
53 Hutchison and Bleiker, “Emotions, Discourse and Power in World Politics,” 504.
54 Michael Mutz and Markus Gerke, “Major Sporting Events and National Identification: The Moderating
Effect of Emotional Involvement and the Role of the Media,” Communication & Sport 6, no. 5 (2018): 605-626,
606, https://doi.org/10.1177/2167479517733447.
55 Eedan Amit-Danhi and Limor Shifman, “Digital Political Infographics: A Rhetorical Palette of an Emergent
Genre,” New Media and Society 20, no. 10 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817750565.
56 Beatrice Fazi, “Digital Aesthetics: The Discrete and the Continuous,” Theory, Culture & Society 36, no. 1
(2019): 3–26, 12, https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276418770243.
57 “Rossiiskie voennye v epitsentre koronavirusa v Italii,” YouTube video, 15:22, posted by “Rossiya 24,” March
28, 2020, accessed August 23, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WqlsiHqlmdc.
58 Koschut, “Introduction to Discourse and Emotions,” 485.
59 Jessica Auchter, “Narrating Trauma: Individuals, Communities, Storytelling,” Millennium: Journal of
International Studies 47, no. 2 (2019): 273– 283, 283, https://doi.org/10.1177/0305829818808385.
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meaning to a specific experience” and, therefore, to represent the singular.
60

How Can Visual Politics Spark Political Debate?
Arguably, the most interesting research vectors in the field of visual politics are those
studying how images stimulate or spark political debate or action. An illustrative
example comes from Estonia: father and son Mart and Martin Helme, two key figures
in the right-wing ERKE party, while being sworn in to the Estonian Parliament,
made gestures that appeared to be an “OK” sign, with their thumbs and index fingers
making a circle while their other three fingers were held out. The gesture has taken on
new significance in nationalist and jingoist circles; according to the Anti-Defamation
League, white supremacists use it to signal their support for White Power.61 A few
months later, EKRE member Ruuben Kaalep took a selfie with head of the French
National Rally Marine Le Pen, who was visiting Tallinn, in which he made the same
gesture; Le Pen later insisted he delete the picture from his Facebook page. Martin
Helme has pledged to continue to use the gesture as a sign of defiance against “leftwing radicals who want to hijack the language.”62
Another example comes from Ukraine, where an actor who played a president on TV
ultimately became president, which makes it possible to analyze Zelensky’s political
leadership as an extension of the sitcom scenario. Many elements of the plot have to
some extent defined Zelensky’s presidency: ideological emptiness, an anti-oligarchic
agenda, the prioritization of domestic issues over relations with Russia, etc.
A third example is a series of annual performances staged in Crimea since 2011 by
the Russian Night Wolves biker group, known for its explicit pro-Kremlin stance.
A few years before the annexation, they were sending very clear semiotic messages
that Crimea was a part of the Russian World and should one day “come back” in
response to Western liberal expansionism. This is not by any means to say that the
Night Wolves preempted the annexation of Crimea; what this example illustrates is
that some political actions can be viewed through the lens of visual semiotics, which
might be used as an explanatory tool for understanding different political logics.
Introducing Visual Biopolitics
This sketchy overview brings us closer to a set of questions concerning the nascent
sphere of visual biopolitics: How should we understand this concept and why do we
need it? How might biopolitical categories be visualized and why this is important?
How can we speak about biopolitics in the language of images?
Thus far, visual biopolitics does not constitute a well-established academic subdiscipline or a research field. Instead, it resembles an archipelago of different studies
and critical inquiries, with various focal points and methods. However, there is a
strong impression that “visual culture and biopolitics are becoming aligned,”63 since
60 Benjamin Meiches, “Traumas without Bodies: A Reply to Emma Hutchison’s Affective Communities,”
Millennium: Journal of International Studies 47, no. 2 (2019): 237–248, 241, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0305829818808384.
61 Rachel Frazin, “Estonian Lawmakers Appear to Make White Power Sign,” The Hill, March 5, 2019, https://
thehill.com/policy/international/europe/441956-estonian-officials-raise-concern-new-lawmakers-flashedwhite.
62 Jack Montgomery, “Populist Revolt Spreads: Estonia’s New Government Ministers Oppose EU Integration,”
Breitbart, May 20, 2019, https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2019/05/20/populist-revolt-spreads-estoniasnew-govt-minister-will-oppose-eu-integration/#.
63 Lieve Gies, “The Frenzy of Digital Photography: A Biopolitical Assessment” in Cultures of Participation:
Media Practices, Politics and Literacy, ed. H. Greif et al. (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011), 195-209, 202.
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the increasingly complex (bio)political reality necessitates visual representations/
imageries and its own “pictorial turn” to convey content that cannot be expressed
solely verbally. The goal is to start aggregating some pieces of research, putting them
together and making them talk to each other in different contexts.
Visual biopolitics emerges at the intersection of the personal/private and communal/
societal domains, and may provide novel explanations for both totalizing forms of
biopower and their contestation/deconstruction. Importantly, visual biopolitics
creates political relations that involve “actors, audiences, stages, scripts and miseen-scene,”64 with a broad variety of performative forms and genres that might be
inscribed into its frame.
At this point, an analogy between visual biopolitics and visual geopolitics might
be pertinent.65 The latter has recently appeared “as a range of social practices that
contribute to the production and performance of geopolitical imaginaries.”66 Close
genealogical correlations between geopolitics and biopolitics as two expressions and
manifestations of the political seem to be crucial at this juncture. The two concepts
have common genealogical roots (Lebensraum) and may merge into what might
be dubbed “geo-biopolitics.” Both denote major dimensions of power (as related to
territories and populations); they therefore represent two autonomous yet mutually
constitutive discourses. Major geopolitical categories—borders, sovereignties, spaces,
etc.—have their biopolitical doubles. Some scholars aver that as the “old” geopolitical
paradigm gradually becomes obsolete and outdated, biopolitics is becoming a more
prominent component of power relations.
What can research in visual biopolitics learn from visual geopolitics? Several points
seem to be important. First, politics in general, and its geo- and bio-versions in
particular, is increasingly dependent on visual forms of representation.67 For instance,
soft power and the concomitant attraction require what might be dubbed a “visual
grammar of persuasion.” In the opposite scenario of conflict and confrontation, “wars
of images” appear to be equally inevitable. The interpretation and (re)signification
of critical events are grounded in visual memories, exemplified by photographs of
human beings, or by “sites of memory” with their monuments, statues, museums or
commemorative plaques.
Second, there is a widespread belief that “what the word can only represent, the
picture supposedly proves.”68 However, visuals define “the sayable and the visible,”69
and also the unsayable and the invisible. The struggle for visibility might become a
major generator of biopolitical forms of mobilization,70 particularly when it comes to
64 Andrew Arato and Jean L. Cohen, “Civil Society, Populism and Religion,” Constellations 24 (2017): 283–
295, 286, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.12312.
65 Rachel Hughes, “Through the Looking Blast: Geopolitics and Visual Culture,” Geography Compass 1, no. 5
(2007): 976–994, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2007.00052.x.
66 Connie Yang, “Visuality and Violence: Touring the Occupied West Bank,” Geopolitics 26, no. 4 (2021): 11751195, 1176, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2019.1656609.
67 Fraser MacDonald, Rachel Hughes, and Klaus Dodds, “Envisioning Geopolitics,” in Observant States:
Geopolitics and Visual Culture, ed. Fraser MacDonald, Rachel Hughes, and Klaus Dodds (London and New
York: I.B. Tauris, 2010), 1-21, 2.
68 James Der Derian, “Imaging Terror: Logos, Pathos and Ethos,” in Observant States: Geopolitics and Visual
Culture, ed. Fraser MacDonald, Rachel Hughes, and Klaus Dodds (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2010),
23-40, 37.
69 Ranciere, Politics of Aesthetics.
70 Aleksandra Krstić, “Visualising the Politics of Appearance in Times of Democratisation: An Analysis of the
2010 Belgrade Pride Parade Television Coverage,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 23, no. 2 (2020): 165183, https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549417743042.
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protests against—and resistance to—injustices and/or inequalities.71 In this respect,
emotions might be considered part of visual biopolitics.72
In this context, the case of torture pictures from the U.S. detention center in Abu
Ghraib that were leaked to the media and provoked a furious reaction seems to be
emblematic. Judith Butler’s contribution to the ensuing debate was an attempt to
construct a discourse that integrates high-visibility geopolitical and biopolitical/
corporeal issues. The naked bodies of prisoners or detainees were marked with
strong connotations with homines sacri, a concept developed by the Italian
political philosopher and major voice in biopolitical studies Giorgio Agamben.
This “pornography of horror”73 might also be approached through the lens of the
Foucauldian biopolitics “of visual pleasure,”74 yet Butler’s focus is different: “How
much of this torture is actually done for the camera, to ‘show’ what the USA can
do, as a sign of military triumphalism, sadistic control, the ability to effect a nearly
complete degradation of the putative enemy, an effort to win the clash of civilisations
and subject the ostensible barbarians to our civilising mission?”75 She adds: “The
camera is in the photo, since the soldiers are not ‘caught’ holding the leash tied to the
neck of a bound and named man on the floor. They look directly into the camera and
wait for the camera to record them.”76
In a more general sense, photography can be “described as a technology of life: it not
only represents life but also shapes and regulates it—while also documenting or even
envisioning its demise. Thanks to the proliferation of digital and portable media as
well as broadband connectivity, photography has become pervasive and ubiquitous:
we could go so far as to say that our very sense of existence is now shaped by it… To
live is to be photographed, to have a record of one’s life, and therefore to go on with
one’s life oblivious, or claiming to be oblivious, to the camera’s nonstop attentions.”77
Sovereignty, Governmentality, and Borders
In our analysis of visual biopolitics, we flesh out three major concepts that play
pivotal roles in understanding how biopower functions and what effects it triggers.
One is sovereignty, represented through an assemblage of different performative
styles under the aegis of political hegemony. Based on our previous studies—largely
related to the Russian context—we may identify various modalities of sovereign
power visualized by means of political images.

71 Rhys Crilley, “Where We At? New Directions for Research on Popular Culture and World Politics,”
International Studies Review 23, no. 1 (2021): 164-180, https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa027.
72 Ben Anderson, “Affect and Biopower: Towards a Politics of Life,” Transactions of the Institute of British
Geographers 37, no. 1 (2012): 28-43, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2011.00441.x.
73 J.M. Bernstein, “Bare Life, Bearing Witness: Auschwitz and the Pornography of Horror,” Parallax 10, no. 1
(2004): 2-16, 10, https://doi.org/10.1080/1353464032000171046.
74 Tim Dean, “The Biopolitics of Pleasure,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 113, no. 3 (Summer 2012): 478-496,
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76 Ibid., 55.
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A concept coined earlier in close conjunction with sovereignty is biopolitical
patriotism. As I have argued elsewhere, the upsurge of the state-led “Russian world”
mythology in reaction to the EuroMaidan in Ukraine, characterized by mass-scale
public support for land grabs and flexing of military muscle, has its roots in the wars
in Chechnya of 1994-1996 and 1999-2000. Such ethno-imperial mobilization does
not require a modern, effective, rational, or socially caring state in order to function.
Rather than stemming from a feeling of duty to a well-governed state, biopolitical
patriotism is both created by and reinforces a nationalist discourse based on a sense
of belonging to a constructed, symbolic community of like-minded compatriots.
Foucault claimed that biopower must be distinguished from sovereign power, yet
in illiberal polities the two in fact very much intersect. Biopolitics function at the
micro-level and can produce patriotism that develops beyond the confines of the
political state yet is pragmatically instrumentalized by the sovereign power. Many
cinematographic representations of the Chechen wars in Russia serve as visual
confirmations of this argument.78
Another cluster of implicitly biopolitical visuals produced on behalf of the sovereign
power put into the limelight glorified representations of the idea of the collective
body as a totalitarian ideal of the ordered and healthy society. A classic example in
this respect is Leni Riefenstahl’s 1938 film “Olympia. Festival of Nations,” which
documents the 1936 Berlin Olympic Games and reveals the Nazi cult of the racially
purified and unified national body loyal to ancient traditions.79
When it comes to more recent sports megaevents, a good follow-up reference point
would be the visual message sent by the opening ceremony of the 2014 Sochi Winter
Olympics, which has its own connotations of the aesthetic of the collective body.
The visual narrative assumes that Russia was historically an empire but Russians
should not be ashamed of this; moreover, they ought to be proud of the imperial
legacy, which does not prevent Russia from claiming its belonging to Europe. Within
this frame, the ostensibly positive visual representation of the Soviet era makes the
Soviet Union a modernization project alternative to the West. The most striking part
of this logic is that the visual representation of Russia ends with the 1980 Moscow
Olympics, as if the USSR did not fall apart and in fact still exists, which should be
taken as a far-reaching political message helpful for understanding the political
semiotics of the Putin regime.
These top-down and state-led interpretations of national identity differ drastically
from the plethora of post-political visual narratives of world-class megaevents. For
example, the 2020 Tokyo Olympics were largely promoted through what might
be dubbed an anatomopolitical (i.e., individual body-centric) vision that places
at the center of attention individual bodies who might be physically impaired, or
even clumsy.80 A promo video for the 2012 London Olympics was based on another
anatomopolitical story, whose protagonists are children in non-Western countries
who were inspired by the Games and ultimately became champions; notably, the

78 Andrey Makarychev, “From Chechnya to Ukraine: Biopolitical Patriotism in Times of War,” Wilson Center,
September 9, 2015, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/chechnya-to-ukraine-biopolitical-patriotism-timeswar, accessed August 24, 2021.
79 “Leni Riefenstahl: Olympia – Festival of Nations (1936),” YouTube video, 1:55:03, posted by “Storia del
Cinema,” October 24, 2017, accessed August 24, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H3LOPhRq3Es.
80 “JAPAN 2020 TOKYO Olympics Promo Movie,” YouTube video, 1:46, posted by “Mun Yoshihara,” October
19, 2016, accessed August 24, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iPnsPnFRq2c.
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city of London is not even visually present in the clip. Even more innovative is
a visualization of the 2016 Rio Olympics in a zoopolitical manner,82 with animals
featuring as the main heroes of a promo video, thus opening up the storyline to
environmental and posthuman allusions.
81

The Covid-19 crisis brought new meanings into the debate on the biopolitics of
sovereignty, which found visual expression in a number of fictional films featuring
pandemics. Their plots might be discussed as visualized scenarios of post-disaster
futures and translated into the language of political analysis. Thus, a dystopian
scenario implies a fully administered society that has effectively collapsed the
distinction between heteronomy and autonomy, servitude and freedom—that is, the
key distinctions upon which politics has been premised. In particular, Spanish serial
“Barrier” imagines a well-ordered, hence rational, society in which the state ensures
that we all stay where we must, and care and murder may coincide. Another plot
explores the concept of homines sacri: it places in the limelight people abandoned
by the dysfunctional state who lose their human qualities (“Doomsday”; “Alive”). An
alternative option might be called dissipated sovereignty: survivors must recreate
from scratch their communities of the abandoned and the isolated (“Between”; “To
the Lake”). In a more radical version, communities of the infected (“V-Wars”) fight
for their agency by forcefully challenging the distinction between the normal and the
abnormal.
A second concept that deserves attention as an object of visual(ized) biopolitics is
governmentality. Governmentality techniques usually intersect with the biopolitical
perspective since both imply different interventions into peoples’ regular lives. The
notion of biopolitical governmentality has been introduced in the literature to denote
the rationality of managerial policies and sustainable supply of basic needs for
populations in environmental protection, education, nutrition, and other essential
spheres of life. In a wider sense, “biopolitical forces adapted to neoliberal ends
seek to minimize societal risk and maximize individual wellbeing through scientific
engineering and individual technologies of the self.”83
I will give two examples that may serve as possible leads for further research in
this area. One is the idea of biopolitical urbanism, which has already been tested by
the Chinese experience of hosting megaevents84 and in a broader sense approaches
urban policies as a biopolitical toolkit.85 Depending on the context, biopolitical
urbanism correlates with such concepts as “philosophy and livability” and the ideas of

81 “London 2012—Inspiration Ian McKellan—Olympic Promotional Video,” YouTube video, 5:28,
posted by “Carlos Scott Lopez,” August 3, 2016, accessed August 24, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MA8X3Hz-_n0.
82 “Rio 2016 Olympic Games: Trailer—BBC Sport,” YouTube video, 1:30, posted by “BBC,” July 10, 2016,
accessed August 24, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CKcEySuuUuE.
83 Marja Holmen Nadesan, Governmentality, Biopower and Everyday Life (New York and London:
Routledge, 2008), 3.
84 Tim Oakes, “Happy Town: Cultural Governance and Biopolitical Urbanism in China,” EPA: Economy and
Space 51, no. 1 (2019): 244–262, https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X17693621.
85 Lukasz Stanek, “Biopolitics of Scale: Architecture, Urbanism, the Welfare State and After,” in The Politics of
Life: Michel Foucault and the Biopolitics of Modernity, ed. S.-O. Wallenstein and J. Nilsson (Stockholm: Iaspis,
2013), 106-20, 115.
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“enlivened city,”86 “productive city,”87 or “eco-aesthetic” city.88 Biopolitical urbanism
is heavily affected by post-political policies targeting different categorizations of
life—emotional, intimate, enjoyable, “sensible”—all of them aimed at the cultivation
of “positive feelings” through “livability” and “conviviality.” Biopolitical urbanism
as a concept helps to unveil the multiple effects of large-scale infrastructural
projects upon urban lifestyles and what Giorgio Agamben calls “forms of life.”89
It is instrumental for studying the appearance of new hierarchies in urban spaces
with different levels of engagement among local populations, as well as new visual
categorizations of bordering/de-bordering, and exclusion/inclusion. This is what the
concept of “biopolitical city” implies—the biopoliticized urban infrastructure aimed
at “rearranging and reanimating urban life,”90 which seems to resonate with the
concepts of “live sites” and “live zones.”91
Another highly relevant field of research is visualization of medical governmentality,
a concept that raises the status of medical knowledge not only as a source of
professional expertise, but also as a public argument in debates on matters of trust,
equity, solidarity, fairness, and inclusion. This type of “governing rationalities”
functions through research, funding, educational practices and organizational skills,
administrative and managerial tools of crisis management, and responsibilization.
With the eruption of Covid-19, the idea of “homo medicus”92 became an exemplifying
metaphor for a strategy of medicalization as a logic of power, with the ensuing
immunization paradigm as a “mechanism through which the political body will be
protected in a way analogous to the way in which the immune function protects
the biological body.”93 Against this backdrop, “technologies of popular scientific
visualization are inherently political in character in that they marshal, organize and
purport to speak on behalf of objects that are rendered silent.”94 Scientific visualism95
became a matter of popular gaze through such documentaries as “Coronavirus
Explained” and “Pandemic: How to Prevent an Outbreak,” among others.
The third concept though which visual biopolitics might be unpacked is the
bordering/debordering binary. In the extant literature, border biopolitics is
approached as a sphere encompassing the assemblage of medical, immigration,
and transportation authorities aimed at codification of incoming groups of people,
their examination, and ascription to them of certain statuses on the basis of political
86 Anri Hamrane, “Enlivened City: Inclusive Design, Biopolitics, and the Philosophy of Liveability,” Built
Environment 44, no. 1 (Spring 2018): 77-104, https://doi.org/10.2148/benv.44.1.77.
87 Raphael Besson, “Productive Cities: Toward a New Biopolitics of Cities,” The Conversation, November 22,
2017, https://theconversation.com/productive-cities-toward-a-new-biopolitics-of-cities-86792.
88 Milena Popov, “Relations Between Biopolitics and Eco-Aesthetics,” Proceedings of the 8th Conference of the
International Forum on Urbanism, Incheon, 2015.
89 Giorgio Agamben, Means without End: Notes on Politics, translated by Cesare Casarino and Vincenzo
Binetti, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press: 2000).
90 Alessandra Renzi and Greg Elmer, “The Biopolitics of Sacrifice: Securing Infrastructure at the G20 Summit,”
Theory, Culture & Society 30, no. 5 (2013): 45–69, 63, https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276412474327.
91 David McGillivray, “Sport Events, Space and the ‘Live City,’” Cities 85 (2019): 196-202, 196, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cities.2018.09.007.
92 Dan Degerman, “The Political Is Medical Now: COVID-19, Medicalization and Political Theory,” Theory and
Event 23, no. 4 (2020 Supp.), S-61-S-75, S-70.
93 Greg Bird and Johnathan Short, “Community, Immunity and the Proper. An Introduction to the Political
Theory of Roberto Esposito,” in Community, Immunity and the Proper, ed. Greg Bird and Johnathan Short
(Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2015), 1-12, 6.
94 Michael Emmison and Philip Smith, Researching the Visual. Images, Objects, Contexts and Interactions in
Social and Cultural Inquiry (London: SAGE, 2000), 53.
95 Don Ihde, “Scientific Visualism,” in Images. A Reader, ed. Sunil Manghani, Arthur Piper, and Jon Simon
(London: SAGE, 2006), 141-144, 141.
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reasoning (desirable and undesirable) or health conditions (placed in quarantine or
exempted from border checkups, etc.)96 Of particular importance in this regard is
the idea of “generalized biopolitical border” developed by Nick Vaughan-Williams
and mostly applied to the refugee crisis in Europe to demonstrate that the EU’s
external borders not only delineate national jurisdictions, but also filter out
and categorize border-crossers, for whom various biopolitical norms, rules, and
procedures are established.97 A similar approach was applied to studying what might
be dubbed biometrical borders as an element of the war on terror.98 It is due to the
generalizability of the concept of biopolitical border that it can be extended to other
cases where borders function as institutional spaces producing practices of exclusion
from and inclusion in neighboring sovereign polities.
What the approach grounded in visual biopolitics can add to these assumptions is
an analysis of imageries and pictorial representations of borders as spaces inhabited
by human bodies and culturally defined by a plethora of border-crossing, bordertrespassing, and debordering experiences. As seen from the perspective of border
biopolitics, “people base their choices of where to live on how well the image of
the place coincides with the varying levels of social, economic, and cultural capital
of the residents.”99 The study of video materials covering a broad variety of transborder cultural events contributes to the re-signification of territories, from sites of
geopolitical distinctions and confrontation to common cultural, societal, communal,
humanitarian, and environmental spaces, or “life worlds.”100 Visual (cultural and
artistic) representations of territories include meaningful references to different
regimes of care-taking and invite us to think beyond territorial forms of politics.101
The ensuing “spaces of encounters”102 foster “dialogical intermissions”;103 eventually,
the “border [becomes] less automatically connected to states alone”104 and more
“polymorphic”105 and multiperspectival.106
A good illustration of these academic premises is a visual art project in the form
of a teeter-totter installed by a group of American art activists at the U.S.-Mexico

96 William Walters, “Mapping Schengenland: Denaturalizing the Border,” Environment and Planning D:
Society and Space 20 (2002): 561-580, 563-575, https://doi.org/10.1068/d274t.
97 Nick Vaughan-Williams, “The Generalised Bio-Political Border? Re-Conceptualising the Limits of Sovereign
Power,” Review of International Studies 35 (2009): 729–749, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210509990155.
98 Louise Amoore, “Biometric Borders: Governing Mobilities in the War on Terror,” Political Geography 25 no.
3 (2006), 336-351, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2006.02.001.
99 Julia Bennett, “Gifted Places: The Inalienable Nature of Belonging in Place,” Environment and Planning D:
Society and Space 32, no. 4 (2014): 658-671, https://doi.org/10.1068/d4913p.
100 Aoileann Ní Mhurchú, “Intimately Inhabiting Borders: Walking In-Between Belonging and Otherness
through Constructions of Home,” Geopolitics 26, no. 2 (2021): 404-424, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2
019.1611560.
101 James Anderson and Liam O’Dowd, “Borders, Border Regions and Territoriality: Contradictory
Meanings, Changing Significance,” Regional Studies 33, no. 7 (1999): 593-604, 598, https://doi.
org/10.1080/00343409950078648.
102 Àgnes Németh, “The immigrant “Other” and artistic expression: (de)bordering via festivals and social
activism in Finland,” Journal of Cultural Geography 34 no. 1 (2017): 51-69, 54, https://doi.org/10.1080/0887
3631.2016.1231384.
103 Elzbieta Matynia, “The Promise of Borderlands,” International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 24
(2011): 75-81, 79, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-010-9109-1.
104 Henk Van Houtum, “The Geopolitics of Borders and Boundaries,” Geopolitics 10 no. 4 (2005): 672-699,
674, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650040500318522.
105 Andrew Burridge, Nick Gill, Austin Kocher, and Lauren Martin, “Polymorphic Borders,” Territory, Politics,
Governance 5, no. 3 (2017): 239-251, https://doi.org/10.1080/21622671.2017.1297253.
106 Chris Rumford, “Towards a Multiperspectival Study of Borders,” Geopolitics 17, no. 4 (2012): 887-902.
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border.107 The idea of transforming a border from a walled protection area into a
space for bodily communication between children and their parents correlates with a
broader understanding of the two sides of the border area as a single ecosystem that
may be administratively divided but is connected through nature as well as intense
human mobility.
In popular music, biopolitical debordering takes a variety of forms. An example of
cultural re-imagination of borders is M.I.A.’s eponymic composition.108 In the music
video “Borders,” she resignifies borderlines from land lines separating national
jurisdictions to living spaces shaped by the bodies of contemporary nomads:
escapees, asylum-seekers, and immigrants. This type of visual representation is in
line with academic appeals “to uncover dominant visual portrayals of the current
refugee crisis in mainstream media in order to understand how refugees’ lives are
defined by biopolitical objectives.”109
In a very different—but still biopolitical—context, the Latvian–Estonian band Lotos
has visualized the idea of debordering as an appeal to lift coronavirus-related crossborder restrictions and reopen borders for human contacts. Their romantic song
Lotos tells the story of a family separated by the temporarily closed Estonian-Russian
border and awaiting reunification.110 The visual background—urban landscapes of the
Russian city of Ivangorod and the Estonian city of Narva—adds a spatio-geopolitical
flavor to the story.
In ethnically and linguistically diverse countries with invisible domestic boundaries
and corresponding political tensions, visual biopolitics might be particularly sensitive
and topical. Another bilingual (Estonian-Russian) musician, the rapper Evgeniy
Lyapin, performatively visualized cultural hybridity as a (bio)political manifesto of
cultural and linguistic integration premised on loyalty to the Estonian state in his
song “I am Russian but Love Estonia.”111 The Estonian rapper Nublu added some
nuances to the cultural representation of identities: his clip “Für Oksana” is a musical
travelogue of an Estonian young man in the Russophone city of Narva whose search
for a girl named Oksana turns into an ironic deconstruction of the so-called “Russian
identity” of this Estonian city.112 Both Lyapin and Nublu visually represent Narva
as a site of domestic otherness, yet they do so differently: the former celebrates his
unconditional integration into the Estonian socio-political and linguistic milieu,
while the latter leaves ample space for various forms of cultural bordering that
exoticize and Orientalize Narva to an Estonian cultural gaze.
In yet another biopolitical deconstruction of internal boundaries, the Estonian artist
Evi Pärn, in a playful 2012 work, portrays two female tongues, decorated in the
Estonian and Russian national colors, as a sexualized metaphor of linguistic equality
107 “Why a Designer Turned the U.S.-Mexico Border into an Art Installation | The New Yorker,” YouTube
video, 15:36, posted by “The New Yorker,” November 12, 2019, accessed August 24, 2021, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=cOFlpfxY268.
108 “M.I.A. – Borders,” YouTube video, 4:42, posted by “M.I.A.,” February 17, 2016, accessed August 24, 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-Nw7HbaeWY.
109 Annabelle Cathryn Wilmott, “The Politics of Photography: Visual Depictions of Syrian Refugees in U.K.
Online Media,” Visual Communication Quarterly 24, no. 2 (2017): 67-82, 70, https://doi.org/10.1080/155513
93.2017.1307113.
110 “Lotos – Granitsy,” YouTube video, 4:26, posted by “LOTOSBAND,” July 19, 2020, accessed August 24,
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YiVJyvHNlcA.
111 “Stuf Olen venelane,” YouTube video, 3:31, posted by “Adesladiselt,” January 12, 2017, accessed Augsut 24,
2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PLuwoJ2J02I.
112 “Nublu x Gameboy tetris – für Oksana,” YouTube video, 4:02, posted by “Nublu,” August 7, 2019, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=fgJqak4BuzQ.

68

Visual Biopolitics
and integration. Playing on the tongue/language ambiguity, she blends geopolitical
(Russia and Estonia) and biopolitical (a bodily encounter of two females) meanings113
and represents integration as a biopolitical encounter.
In other contexts, of course, visuals can play a bordering and securitizing role. One
possible example is a mural at a high-rise apartment building in the Ukrainian city
of Mariupol that shows a girl holding a toy. The mural memorializes victims of the
Russian war-by-proxy that has, since 2014, transformed Mariupol into a frontline
city whose peaceful citizens have become exposed to the mortal danger coming from
the Russian-occupied separatist territories.
Conclusion
Visual biopolitics is of particular importance for studying the plethora of illiberal
practices, policies, and discourses for two main reasons. First, the domain of visual
biopolitics sheds some light on illiberal forms of governance and opens up new
facets of control and domination over human bodies. The research optics of visual
biopolitics allow us to look more deeply into the manipulative techniques of fake
news, brainwashing, and propaganda that illiberal regimes include in their foreign
policy arsenals. In this respect, visuals are an indispensable part of illiberal regimes’
direct—and largely populist—appeals to the population, with biopolitical messages
implying relations of exclusion, bordering, expulsion, and even purification, which
evidently generates hierarchies of power, with regular rules and norms being
suspended and different types of normality and legitimacy being accepted.
Second, the research toolkit of visual biopolitics is helpful for identifying different
forms of resistance. Under illiberal regimes of governance, the visual aesthetics of
protest is a powerful tool in the hands of opposition groups whose consolidation
is meaningfully shaped by common signs of solidarity and mutual support. Good
illustrations are the accentuation of the gender dimension of the 2020 opposition
rallies in Belarus, Pussy Riot’s anti-establishment performances, or Piotr Pavlensky’s
actionist art of radical protest in Russia.
Against this background, as mentioned earlier, visual biopolitics not only
reflects political dynamics embedded in imageries of corporeality, sexuality, and
medicalization, but also produces its own semiospheres where political meanings
are created and communicated. Interesting reference points might be the red
eyepatches that became ubiquitous during the 2019 protests in Tbilisi, FEMEN’s
exposures of naked female bodies as an actionist and performative means of fighting
hegemonic masculinity, or the “Party of the Dead” art project in Russia that ridicules
the obsession with venerating bygone generations. Therefore, visible symbols of
disloyalty and protest vindicate that visual biopolitics may be seen as a space for
projections and contestations of relations of power and as a site for hegemonic and
counter-hegemonic moves with far-reaching implications.

113 Evi Pärn, personal website, accessed August 24, 2021, https://eviparn.wixsite.com/parnevi.
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Today, stickers are “always visible, yet rarely seen, read and understood”1 in towns
and cities across Europe. While many are produced and posted for commercial
purposes,2 stickers have become more commonly used to express socio-cultural and
political identities and reinforce feelings of group membership.3 Their small size and
duplicability, as well as the relative ease of maintaining anonymity and thus evading
legal repercussions when posting them, means they have become “the main medium,
therefore one of the main techniques of street art”4 and a “staple of contemporary
repertoires of protest.”5
Despite this, stickers remain largely ignored by scholars of political participation
and protest,6 even though their prevalence in a wide range of contexts as a means of
displaying allegiance or opposition to socio-political causes makes them an important
subject for researchers of visual politics. Therefore, this paper first evaluates the
combination of linguistic and visual elements that makes political stickers a unique
genre of expression7 and communication.8 I argue that the socio-cultural context9
and spatio-temporal positioning of stickers are not only crucial factors in fully
understanding the meanings they convey,10 but also provide important insights
regarding the content and nature of counter-hegemonic discourses present in these
societies.
Having established a broader framework for analyzing political stickers, this paper
takes the 2020 Polish presidential election campaign as a case study. During this
period, LGBT+ rights issues emerged as a key nodal point revealing socio-political
divisions in the country11 after a weekly national newspaper distributed stickers
featuring homophobic slogans consistent with the illiberal ideological values
promoted by ruling party Law and Justice (PiS).12 What follows is a multimodal
discourse analysis of pro-LGBT+ stickers posted in Krakow as an act of resistance
against PiS and incumbent president Andrzej Duda, whose biopolitical agenda
discursively excluded the LGBT+ community from the Polish nation.13
The Political Street Sticker: A Unique Genre of Political Expression
Hiding in plain sight, even more so than such street art forms as graffiti, stencils,
and murals, stickers have since the 1970s become commonly used to express socio1 Mitja Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti in the Balkans and Central Europe, (London: Routledge,
2019), xii.
2 Orla Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers: Epideictic rhetoric, political marketing, and tribal demarcation,” Journal of
Visual Literacy 29, no. 1 (2010): 28-46, 30, https://doi.org/10.1080/23796529.2010.11674672.
3 Gertrud Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks: Stickers as a genre in urban semiotic landscapes,” Social
semiotics 29, no. 5 (2019): 623, https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2018.1504652.
4 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 143.
5 Hannah Awcock, “Stickin’ It to the Man: The geographies of protest stickers,” Area 53, no. 3 (2021): 2,
https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12720.
6 Ibid., 7.
7 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 30.
8 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 623.
9 Linda-Renée Bloch, “Mobile Discourse: Political Bumper Stickers as a Communication Event in Israel,”
Journal of Communication 50, no. 2 (2000): 48-76, 65, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2000.tb02841.x.
10 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 7.
11 Philippe Theise, “LGBT Rights at heart of Poland presidential-election fight,” France 24, July 11, 2020,
https://www.france24.com/en/20200711-lgbt-rights-at-heart-of-poland-presidential-election-fight.
12 Piotr Żuk, Przemysław Pluciński, and Paweł Żuk, “The Dialectic of Neoliberal Exploitation and Cultural‐
Sexual Exclusion: From Special Economic Zones to LGBT‐Free Zones in Poland,” Antipode (2021): 11, https://
doi.org/10.1111/anti.12721.
13 Bartosz Płotka, “Biopolitics, Ideology, and Citizenship,” Journal of Contemporary Central and Eastern
Europe 26, no. 2-3 (2018): 131-146, https://doi.org/10.1080/25739638.2018.1526488; Alexandra Yatsyk,
“Biopolitical Conservatism in Europe and Beyond: The Cases of Identity-Making Projects in Poland and
Russia,” Journal of Contemporary European Studies 27, no. 4 (2019): 463-478, https://doi.org/10.1080/1478
2804.2019.1651699.

72

Political Street Stickers in Resistance to Biopower in Poland
cultural and political identities and reinforce feelings of group membership.14
Combining linguistic and visual elements, stickers also represent a unique genre
of political and subcultural expression15 and communication16 that can only be fully
understood alongside knowledge of the socio-cultural context17 and spatio-temporal
positioning in which they appear.18
Despite being widespread,19 political street stickers have thus far received scant
academic attention as a genre in their own right. Notable previous studies include
Vigsø’s analysis of extremist stickers in Sweden; Reershemius’ examination of
“lamppost networks” as a form of urban communication in Birmingham, England;
and Velikonja’s case studies from the Balkans and Central Europe, where political
and football fan stickers are posted alongside graffiti and other forms of political
street art.20 Where Vigsø’s study noted the increasing number of stickers containing
political messages, Reershemius observed that the majority of political street stickers
in his research presented radical views, both of the left- and right-wing variety.21 Both
these points are supported by Velikonja’s work, which also highlights the importance
of political street stickers within the wider ecosystems of street art and urban political
communication.22 Building on the contributions made by these prior works, this
study first aims to develop a framework for multimodal analysis that treats stickers
as a unique form of political expression, independent of other street art mediums.
The first step in this process is to define political street stickers in a way that accounts
for their unique physical, spatio-temporal, and content-related features.
In physical terms, stickers are usually small pieces of paper or self-adhesive vinyl that
contain images, texts or a combination of the two.23 Unlike other street art forms,
such as stencils, murals or graffiti, stickers are usually mass-produced in advance of
posting,24 though they may also be handmade.25 Their size and replicability allows for
quicker distribution over a wider area than is possible with most other forms of street
art.26 Street stickers are those posted in public spaces, including on walls, lampposts,
fences, and any other surfaces to which their adhesive side may stick.27 Similar to
other forms of “self-authorized” street art,28 the act of posting stickers in public space
may be considered political in itself, as it is in most instance illegal,29 particularly if
the location chosen holds political significance (for example, if it is a government or
religious building).30

14 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 623.
15 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 30.
16 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 623.
17 Bloch, “Mobile Discourse,” 65.
18 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 7.
19 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 29.
20 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers”; Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks”; Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti.
21 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 29; Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 633-634.
22 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti.
23 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 624; Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 29.
24 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 143.
25 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 624.
26 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 143; Carmen Cowick, “Preserving Street Art: Uncovering the
Challenges and Obstacles,” Art Documentation: Journal of the Art Libraries Society of North America 34, no.
1 (2015): 29-44, 31.
27 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 8; Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 31.
28 Ulrich Blanché, “Street Art and Related Terms—Discussion and Working Definition,” Street Art and Urban
Creativity Scientific Journal 1, no. 2 (2015): 32-39, 34, https://doi.org/10.25765/sauc.v1i1.14.
29 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 630; Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 158.
30 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 18.
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The linguistic and pictorial content of street stickers varies considerably,31 ranging
from overtly political or commercial to purely aesthetic, depending on the aims
and tastes of the creators.32 This paper argues that it is the nature of this content
that determines whether individual street stickers are classified as political or not.
Velikonja highlights the importance of location to the creation of meaning behind
works of street art, including political stickers.33 However, while this may be true for
strategically placed works of the kind practiced by stencil artist Banksy,34 stickers’
ease of replicability and appearance in multiple sites at any given time reduces the
importance of micro-location in attributing meaning. The posting of an individual
sticker in a politically significant location is generally unlikely to evoke the publicity
and strength of reaction, both positive and negative, of a strategically placed mural
or graffiti.35 Instead, it seems to be the frequency of stickers’ appearance in the public
space, particularly if there is an element of mystery in the messages or content they
display, that increases their impact, especially should they attract media attention.36
In this respect, this paper argues that the linguistic and visual messages street stickers
carry are the predominant factors in determining their classification as political.
While this accounts for the “political” aspect of the concept, it is also necessary to
differentiate political street stickers from another related, yet separate, medium of
political expression: political bumper stickers. Having received greater attention
in the literature due to their popularity and prominence in both the United States
and Israel,37 bumper stickers are commonly placed on vehicles by their owners and
are thus widely visible as they move around cities.38 Though not all bumper stickers
contain political messages,39 those that do range from the endorsement of favored
electoral candidates,40 to expressions of protest, to responses to perceived political
crises or social tension.41 While the content of political bumper stickers may, in some
cases, resemble or mirror that of political street stickers, it is the posting of the latter
on public ground, as opposed to private property (usually a vehicle) that represents
the key distinction between the two mediums. By appearing on a vehicle with an
identifiable owner, bumper stickers directly denote an identifiable individual’s
political or social identity or affiliation.42 In contrast, political street stickers are
usually posted anonymously, removing this immediate connection between the
messages they display and the individuals to whom those views belong.43
Their placement on public ground—rather than on privately owned property at the
owner’s behest or with their consent—highlights a further defining feature of political
street stickers, namely their illegality or unauthorized nature.44 Like most other

31 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 624.
32 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 29.
33 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 39.
34 Alison Young, “Negotiated Consent or Zero Tolerance? Responding to Graffiti and Street Art in Melbourne,”
City 14, no. 1-2 (2010), 99-114, 110, https://doi.org/10.1080/13604810903525215.
35 Ibid., 110.
36 Francesco Screti, “Counter-Revolutionary Art: OBEY and the Manufacturing of Dissent,” Critical Discourse
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Identity,” Journal of Popular Culture 26 (1992): 107–119, 118.
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forms of street art and graffiti, street stickers are usually “self-authorized,”45 fostering
a strong association with “urban subcultures and transgressive discourse.”46 As
this suggests, the differences between political street stickers and political bumper
stickers not only relate to their locations, but also extend to their content. Whereas
bumper stickers in both the US and Israeli contexts frequently depict or name
political figures,47 political street stickers generally avoid this, tending instead to
reference organizations or movements. In this respect, political stickers are not
entirely anonymous, but often connected to wider political ideas and movements
denoted by the inclusion of familiar and identifiable organizational symbols, images,
and slogans.48
This tendency to reference organizations rather than individuals appears to
contribute significantly to the types of views expressed on political street stickers,
further distinguishing them from political bumper stickers. In common with other
street art forms, political street stickers generally present the non-hegemonic
discourses49 of political actors from “outside of traditional party politics,”50 with
Vigsø and Reershemius both observing that their content is often extreme or
radical.51 In some cases, street stickers may be one of the only means available for
non-traditional political actors to express their views,52 particularly in contexts
where access to traditional forms of communication is limited or denied.53 Thus, in
addition to providing a medium for non-hegemonic actors to express their views on
political issues, at a more fundamental level, the physical act of marking or “tagging”
a public space with political street stickers is also a way of demonstrating that
marginalized groups, organizations or ideas exist in a society where they lack other
forms of visibility.54
While street stickers may provide a medium for those who would otherwise be
peripheral or excluded to enter political and social debate,55 the messages they
carry are not usually presented in ways inviting discussion.56 The language used to
accompany images on political street stickers tends to be declarative or rhetorical,
directly stating or alluding to the viewpoint of those who produce them in the form of
slogans rather than nuanced arguments.57 It is thus beneficial to draw on Philipps’58
distinction between the street art of “resistance” and that of “protest,” where
“resistance” is a predominantly collective and anonymous form of oppositional
behavior or dissent while “protest” emphasizes suggesting alternative approaches
to solving societal problems. Thus, the rhetorical style most often visible in the
language of political street stickers generally positions them as a means of expressing
“resistance” rather than “protest.”
45 Blanché, “Street Art and Related Terms,” 34.
46 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 625.
47 Endersby, “Tailgate Partisanship,” 308; Bloch, “Mobile Discourse,” 53.
48 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 19.
49 Ibid., 16.
50 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers,” 30.
51 Vigsø, “Extremist Stickers”; Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks.”
52 Stefano Bloch, “Challenging the Defence of Graffiti, in Defence of Graffiti” in The Routledge Handbook of
Graffiti and Street Art, ed. Jeffrey Ian Ross (London and New York: Routledge, 2016), 440-451, 440.
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Though opportunities to contest the statements presented on political stickers are
usually lacking in the moment of initial interaction, those holding opposing views may
later deface, adapt or cover stickers in such a way as to alter their original messages.
Ritchie observed several examples of such “sticker wars” between the two opposing
sides—conveniently known as “Yes” and “No”—in the 2014 Scottish Independence
referendum.59 In some instances, the word “Yes” was handwritten over stickers
displaying the word “No,” while stickers containing “Yes” were covered with stickers
that read “No” or “Naw.”60 Further opportunities to respond to the messages political
stickers display also increasingly exist in specialized online forums where users share
images of stickers for discussion.61
This level of abstraction from the original spatio-temporal context in which they
appear may have a considerable impact on how messages presented on stickers
are subsequently interpreted.62 However, there is equally a growing tendency for
street artists of all disciplines to produce works with an awareness that their online
“afterlives” will be at least as significant, if not more so, in eliciting reactions from
broader audiences than the original pieces.63 This is also true to an extent for political
street stickers that, like those observed by Ritchie, are posted on road signs in remote
locations so far from view as to be unreadable to passersby and seemingly “not
intended to be read.”64
While this paper agrees that the spatial locations of political stickers are crucial
in determining the broader contexts through which to examine their creators’
intentions and their potential impact on broader societal discourses, it is temporal
location that may provide greater academic insights. The uniqueness of stickers as a
genre of political and social expression appears to lie predominantly in their ability
to carry timely and relevant messages in response to current political and social
developments and issues. Awcock,65 for instance, observed a large number of stickers
referring to COVID-19 during the onset of the global pandemic in early 2020, which
would presumably maintain meaning if observed outside their immediate spatial
context but might become less relevant at a distance of weeks or months from their
original temporal location.
This is not to suggest that political stickers, like other forms of street art, may not
survive physically intact beyond the temporal expiry date of their message. Just as
Velikonja observed that pro-Stalin graffiti created during the 1940s was still visible in
Ljubljana almost 70 years after its creation,66 stickers may also remain in place long
after the immediate issue to which they refer has seemingly passed into irrelevance.
Ritchie’s study suggests that both the physical durability of stickers and the enduring
relevance of the messages they carry in the locations where they appear can facilitate
their longevity.67 In the case of the Scottish Independence referendum, the continued
presence of “Yes” campaign stickers in locations throughout Scotland alluded to the
continued relevance of the issue and may have contributed to keeping the question
of independence present in public consciousness.
Having outlined the key characteristics of political street stickers as a unique genre
of socio-cultural expression, the next section presents an overview of the contextual
59 Ritchie, “Yes after No,” 17.
60 Ibid, 17.
61 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 640.
62 Susan Hansen and Flynn Danny, “‘This Is Not a Banksy!’: Street Art as Aesthetic Protest,” Continuum 29, no.
6 (2015): 898-912, 901, https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2015.1073685.
63 Katja Glaser, “The ‘Place to Be for Street Art Nowadays is no Longer the Street, It’s the Internet,” SAUCStreet Art & Urban Creativity Scientific Journal 1, no. 2 (2015): 6-13, 7, https://doi.org/10.25765/sauc.v1i2.23.
64 Ritchie, “Yes after No,” 21.
65 Awcock, “Stickin’ It to the Man,” 4.
66 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 68.
67 Ritchie, “Yes after No,” 2.

76

Political Street Stickers in Resistance to Biopower in Poland
background against which this study was conducted: the 2020 Polish presidential
election.
The 2020 Polish Presidential Election
In July 2020, incumbent Andrzej Duda was re-elected as President of Poland
following a highly divisive electoral campaign that was regarded as a pivotal vote
on Poland’s future trajectory.68 Despite being backed by ruling right-wing populist
party Law and Justice (Prawa i Sprawedliwosc, PiS), who hold considerable control
over Polish public media,69 Duda achieved only a narrow victory following a secondround run-off against liberal Warsaw Mayor Rafał Trzaskowski.70 During the
campaign, clear distinctions were drawn in public debate between the positions of
the two leading candidates. These extended beyond traditional left-right divisions
to emphasize their opposing stances on LGBT+ rights in Poland.71 Whereas Duda
described the LGBT+ community as an “ideology worse than communism”72 from
which Polish children needed protection,73 Trzaskowski voiced his support for
same-sex marriage, advocated Warsaw as a welcoming place for LGBT+ people, and
participated in the capital’s 2019 Pride march.74
The emergence of LGBT+ rights issues as the nodal point of socio-political divisions
around which the election was contested seems to epitomize the shift from the
political to the metapolitical in Poland, whereby key battlegrounds no longer concern
whose ideas are the best, but who has the right to have ideas at all.75 In part, the
opposing discourses evident during the 2020 presidential election campaign result
from Law and Justice’s harnessing of pre-existing socially conservative sentiment
among a range of groups in Poland76 to facilitate a cultural backlash against Western
cultural norms, which are presented as existential threats to the Polish nation.77 For
Law and Justice, the fundamental basis of Polish identity is ethno-religious78 and thus
inescapably intertwined with Catholicism.79 Articulations of national identity that
differ from the hegemonic understandings provided and promoted by the Catholic
Church are therefore frequently dismissed as symbolically incompatible with notions
of “true” Polishness—and, by extension, treated as constituting an existential threat
68 Adam Easton, “Duda vs Trzaskowski: The Fight for Poland’s Future,” BBC News, July 10, 2020, https://
www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53339992; Shaun Walker, “Duda Narrowly Re-Elected in Poland in Boost
for Ruling Nationalists,” The Guardian, July 13, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/13/
incumbent-andrzej-duda-wins-polish-presidential-election-commission.
69 Yatsyk, “Biopolitical Conservatism in Europe and Beyond,” 1.
70 Walker, “Duda Narrowly Re-Elected.”
71 Theise, “LGBT Rights.”
72 James Shotter, “Poland’s President Says ‘LGBT Ideology’ Worse than Communism,” Financial Times, June
13, 2020, https://www.ft.com/content/f16890b1-781f-4eda-98a7-a59e3f5f8efb.
73 Shaun Walker, “Polish President Issues Pledge to Fight ‘LGBT Ideology,’” The Guardian, June 12, 2020,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/12/polish-president-issues-campaign-pledge-to-fight-lgbtideology.
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June 8, 2019, https://www.ctvnews.ca/world/mayor-marches-in-pride-parade-amid-poland-s-anti-lgbtcampaign-1.4458046; Theise, “LGBT Rights.”
75 Stanley Bill and Ben Stanley, “Whose Poland Is It to Be? PiS and the Struggle between Monism and
Pluralism,” East European Politics 36, no. 3 (2020): 378-394, 383, https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2020.1
787161.
76 Marta Kotwas and Jan Kubik, “Symbolic Thickening of Public Culture and the Rise of Right-Wing Populism
in Poland,” East European Politics and Societies and Cultures 33, no. 2 (2019): 435-471, 459, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0888325419826691.
77 Bill and Stanley, “Whose Poland Is It to Be?,” 387.
78 Kotwas and Kubik, “Symbolic Thickening of Public Culture,” 439.
79 Anna Szwed and Katarzyna Zielińska, “A War on Gender? The Roman Catholic Church’s Discourse on
Gender in Poland” in Religion, Politics and Values in Poland: Continuity and Change Since 1989, ed. Sabrina
P. Ramet and Irena Borowik (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017), 113-136, 131.
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to the nation.80
At the same time, this narrowly defined understanding of identity as based on an
“intensely nationalistic Pole-Catholic model,”81 which permeates mainstream
societal consciousness, facilitates the exclusion of alternative articulations, which
are readily discredited as “nihilistic”82 and diametrically opposed to the “sacred” set
of characteristic “Polish” norms.83 Cultural factors should not be understood as the
sole cause of right-wing populist success in Poland without also taking into account
their interaction with economic and political developments.84 However, the symbolic
thickening of public culture,85 with an emphasis on the synonymity of Polish identity
and Catholicism, does provide an important point of contestation against which
alternative discursive understandings of “Polishness” are unfavorably positioned.
This paper agrees with Bill and Stanley that the use of divisive populist tactics by
Law and Justice and Andrzej Duda, the party’s candidate in the 2020 presidential
election, to appeal to as wide a range of voters as possible is perhaps as much
tactical as it is ideological.86 The rhetorical foregrounding during the campaign
of the supposed threat posed to the “very biological and cultural existence of the
nation” by the LGBT+ community87 suggests a considered biopolitical feature of Law
and Justice’s agenda, an aspect that is beginning to receive greater attention in the
literature.88 Accordingly, the next section examines biopolitical theory to provide
a suitable basis from which to explore the specific case of Poland during the 2020
presidential election campaign.
Biopolitics and Biopower in Poland
Biopolitics encapsulates the “processes of power and governance targeted at health,
sanitation, birth rate and sexuality.”89 Such processes position life itself as the object
that political actors aim to affect in order to reach their desired goals.90 The concept
emanates from Foucault, who articulated the related concept of biopower as “the
set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human species
became the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of Power.”91 Thus,
biopower does not simply refer to the physical or spatial control of “governable”
aspects of the lives of ordinary citizens, but involves the “extension of state
sovereignty into private lives.”92
Biopolitics has played a divisive role in Polish political debate since the fall of
80 Irena Borowik, “Religion in Poland Between Tradition and Modernity, or Religious Continuity and Change
in Conditions of Transformation” in Religion, Politics and Values in Poland: Continuity and Change Since
1989, ed. Sabrina P. Ramet and Irena Borowik (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017), 185-207, 195.
81 Kotwas and Kubik, “Symbolic Thickening of Public Culture,” 458.
82 Katarzyna Leszczyńska, “The Roman Catholic Church in Poland vis-à- vis Europe and the Processes of
European Integration. Three Pictures of Europe” in Religion, Politics and Values in Poland: Continuity and
Change Since 1989, ed. Sabrina P. Ramet and Irena Borowik (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017), 72.
83 Bill and Stanley, “Whose Poland Is It to Be?,” 387.
84 Kotwas and Kubik, “Symbolic Thickening of Public Culture,” 442.
85 Ibid., 443.
86 Bill and Stanley, “Whose Poland Is It to Be?,” 389.
87 Ibid., 389.
88 Płotka, “Biopolitics, Ideology, and Citizenship”; Yatsyk, “Biopolitical Conservatism in Europe and Beyond.”
89 James Gordon Finlayson, “‘Bare Life’ and Politics in Agamben’s Reading of Aristotle,” The Review of Politics
72, no. 1 (2010): 97, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670509990982.
90 Thomas Lemke and Stéphane Baele, “An Interview with Thomas Lemke: Foucault Today. On the Theoretical
Relevance of Foucauldian Concepts of ‘Governmentality’ and ‘Biopolitics,’” Emulations 2, no. 4: 46–51, 48.
91 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France 1977–1978 (New York:
Picador, 2009), 1.
92 Andrey Makarychev and Sergey Medvedev, “Biopolitics and Power in Putin’s Russia,” Problems of PostCommunism 62, no. 1 (2015): 45-54, 45, https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2015.1002340.
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communism, most notably in relation to abortion rights, but also on issues
surrounding organ donation and in vitro fertilization.93 For Płotka, biopolitical
contention in Poland centers around the hegemonic “bioconservative” ideology
promoted by ruling party Law and Justice, on one side, and the “bioliberal” views
of opposition and non-hegemonic political actors, on the other.94 The 2020 judicial
reforms in Poland, which further restricted women’s access to abortions, provide
a tangible recent example of the manifestation of Law and Justice’s biopolitical
agenda.95 The abortion reforms also highlight the influence of Catholicism in shaping
this agenda, as they were justified on the grounds that unborn children have the right
to live and are thus protected by the Polish constitution.96
The polarization Płotka highlights is not specific to biopolitical issues, but rather
consistent with broader socio-political divisions in Polish society.97 Yet the continued
prevalence of biopolitical issues in Polish politics since the end of communism98
suggests both an ideological facet to Law and Justice’s conceptualizations of Polish
national identity99 and a considered strategic use of “biopolitical thinking”100 to
create and foreground narratives that resonate with their rural support base.101 To
this end, Yatsyk proposes an understanding of Law and Justice’s use of biopolitics
as being, rather than purely ideological, a series of calculated approaches used to
exert power over the population under the guise of ensuring national security.102
Makarychev and Yatsyk develop this concept of biopolitics beyond state desires
to control populations,103 explaining the strategies used as tantamount to nationbuilding. The enactment of laws requiring conformation to strictly defined norms of
sexual and reproductive behavior creates a conceptual dichotomy between “normal”
citizens, who follow said laws and can therefore be considered members of society,
and “abnormal” citizens, who are excluded by virtue of their non-compliance.104
The impact of Law and Justice’s biopolitical conservatism on broader discourses in
Polish society is difficult to assess. However, the regular appearance and acceptance
in major cities, including Krakow, of anti-abortion protestors who display graphic
images of aborted fetuses juxtaposed with pictures of healthy children dressed in
patriotic Polish clothing105 provides one prevalent and highly visual example of its
manifestation.
Of particular relevance for this study is the biopolitical thinking evident in narratives
presented by Law and Justice and Andrzej Duda surrounding the supposed threat
posed by the LGBT+ community to Polish national identity.106 Key aspects of this
anti-LGBT+ discourse, which is also promoted by the Polish far right, portray the
LGBT+ community as pedophiles and “Christianophobes” who aim to destroy the
93 Płotka, “Biopolitics, Ideology, and Citizenship,” 139.
94 Ibid., 142.
95 Joanna Plucinska and Anna Wlodarczak-Semczuk, “Poland Puts into Effect New Restrictions on Abortion,”
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com/news/world-europe-55838210.
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99 Andrey Makarychev and Alexandra Yatsyk, “Biopolitics and National Identities: Between Liberalism and
Totalization,” Nationalities Papers 45, no. 1 (2017): 4, https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2016.1225705.
100 Yatsyk, “Biopolitical Conservatism in Europe and Beyond,” 2.
101 Ibid., 4.
102 Ibid., 2.
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104 Ibid., xiii.
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Catholic Church.107 The first of these accusations suggests parallels with approaches
to biopolitical thinking in Russia, where references to the need to protect the country’s
children are used strategically to justify biopolitical policies that discriminate against
sexual minorities.108 Additionally, presenting LGBT+ people as enemies of the church
underlines their incompatibility with notions of “true” Polishness, which even in
mainstream discourses is largely synonymous with Catholicism.109 This cultivates a
logic of equivalence110 whereby the LGBT+ community is considered “foreign”111 and
an “ideology worse than communism”112 from which children need to be protected.113
Perhaps the zenith of Law and Justice’s strategic approach to biopolitics came in July
2019, when issues of the weekly newspaper Gazeta Polska were sold with stickers
containing an image of a black cross superimposed over a rainbow and the slogan
“LGBT-Free Zone.”114 By providing a clear visual representation of Polish right-wing
opposition to what the newspaper believed was an attack on traditional European
values, the stickers contributed to over 100 Polish towns adopting “resolutions
declaring themselves free of “LGBT ideology.””115 Although predominantly symbolic,
the resolutions elicited outrage from international observers,116 most notably the EU,
which withheld funds from six such Polish towns117 and in March 2021 passed its own
motion declaring the EU an “LGBTQI Freedom Zone.”118
However, as “deeply private issues of lifestyles and productive behaviour”119 have
become objects of urgent political action and discussion, the division encouraged in
Polish society by the domination of right-wing and conservative political parties120
has equally provoked resistance from those on the opposite side of the dichotomy.
Bielska, for instance, notes the socio-cultural impact of Poland’s LGBT+ movement in
introducing “ideas of civil unions, marriage equality and transgender rights into the
mainstream discourse,” as well as changing attitudes toward gay men and lesbians.121
Also crucial for this study is the formation of a collective identity among the Polish
LGBT+ community,122 symbolized by both normative global and Poland-specific
107 Elzbieta Korolczuk, “The Fight against ‘Gender’ and ‘LGBT Ideology’: New Developments in
Poland,” European Journal of Politics and Gender 3, no. 1 (2020): 165-167, 166, https://doi.org/10.1332/2515
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no. 5 (2020): 566-588, https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2019.1676808.
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LGBT+ symbols. It is this combination of symbols with slogans that this paper
seeks to explore, with the aim of evaluating how political street stickers are used to
present alternative conceptualizations of “Polishness” in resistance and response to
the hegemonic discourse of Law and Justice. The next section details the methods
used to identify, collect, and analyze the data used in this paper.
123

Data and Methods of Analysis
While systematic and comprehensive recording of political street stickers may
provide insights into patterns of frequency and distribution,124 both the ephemeral
nature of stickers and the changeable semiotic landscapes in which they appear
suggest an ethnographic approach to data collection is most appropriate for this
paper.125 Velikonja, for instance, highlights the challenges inherent in accurately
counting and recording every example of street art or stickers in even a small city
during a short space of time.126 Therefore, this paper does not claim to provide a
fully comprehensive and systematic collection of all political street stickers posted in
Krakow during the period in question.
However, to both ensure academic rigor in processing the data and identify salient
patterns deserving of more detailed examination,127 this paper follows a twostep approach to content analysis.128 In the first step, each image was categorized
manually according to the nature of the visual content it contained. Thus, from a
corpus of 418 stickers photographed in the city between June and August 2020, 43
were identified as containing messages directly related to issues surrounding LGBT+
rights. Thirty-nine of these contained unique designs, with the remaining four being
duplicates posted in different locations in Krakow. The appearance of these duplicate
designs around the city is significant in demonstrating both the ratio of stickers
related to LGBT+ rights in the corpus and the potential for increased visibility of
the messages they carry. However, following Velikonja’s approach to data collection,
for the purposes of this paper, which analyzes the visual and linguistic content of
stickers related to LGBT+ rights issues, duplicates are counted as one unit rather
than several.129
The second stage consists of a qualitative examination of the linguistic and visual
content of the stickers. Whereas frameworks for critical analysis of linguistic features
are well established in the literature, systematic approaches to assessing the political
significance of visual images present considerable methodological challenges.130
Even more than words, images must be interpreted to be understood, yet it is
precisely this interpretative process that risks meanings being attributed to images
that may more closely reflect the values and perspectives of interpreters than any
qualities inherent in the images themselves.131 As a result, Bleiker calls for not only
a mixed-methods approach to collecting and analyzing images, but also openness to
combining apparently incompatible techniques.132 Accordingly, this study employs
123 Tomek Mossakowski, “The Polish LGBT Movement: Symbolic Conflict and Stigma” (Master›s thesis,
University of Tromsø, 2011).
124 Awcock, “Stickin’ It to the Man,” 7.
125 Reershemius, “Lamppost Networks,” 625; Jan Blommaert, Ethnography, Superdiversity and Linguistic
Landscapes: Chronicles of Complexity (Bristol: Multilingual Matters, 2013).
126 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 36.
127 Catherine A. Lutz and Janet L. Collins, Reading National Geographic (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1993), 89.
128 Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials (London: Sage,
2016), 85.
129 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 68.
130 Roland Bleiker, “Pluralist Methods for Visual Global Politics,” Millennium 43, no. 3 (2015): 872-890, 872,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305829815583084.
131 Ibid., 875.
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a multi-modal discourse analysis incorporating visual content analysis and Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) tools to assess the visual and linguistic features of the data.
Key to the analysis is a version of Velikonja’s framework—which identifies four sites of
meaning creation for the analysis of graffiti—that has been adapted to account for the
unique features of political stickers.133 The first site of meaning is the site of context,
which in the case of political works relates not only to spatio-temporal location, but
also to the political environment in which they appear. Of particular relevance to
the present study is meaning derived from “questioning the structures of power in a
society, and sticking its nose into current social debates, dilemmas, and conflicts.”134
Second is the site of the author, referring to the ideological intent of the creator of
political street stickers, which also considers the relationships between individual
works and broader repertoires of protest or political engagement of which they may
be a component.135 Third is the site of the stickers themselves, which assesses the
visual and linguistic features of works in terms of the messages they communicate
independently of the broader socio-political context.136 Finally, the site of audiencing
concerns reception of works by those who experience them in public spaces and the
potential impact on their views surrounding issues presented.137
It is through a negotiation between these four sites that the overall meaning of the
stickers can be fully understood, meaning an ideal approach considers each aspect of
meaning creation equally.138 However, in practical terms, due to the lack of resources
available, analyses of concrete case studies such as the present one begin with one
site as the primary focus, with the other three drawn upon where the first proves
insufficient.139 Therefore, the most logical starting point for this qualitative aspect
of the study is the site of the stickers themselves, as it is through an understanding
of their linguistic and visual content that the relationships between the different
sites contributing to their overall meaning become evident. To do so, the concepts
of denotation and connotation are utilized. Denotation refers simply to what is
depicted in each of the stickers, whereas connotation aims to provide an account of
the meanings these objects hold in terms of the ideas, values and wider discourses
communicated.140 Thus, what follows is an examination of the 39 unique sticker
designs related to LGBT+ rights in Poland that considers the interplay between these
factors as evidenced by the visual and linguistic features of the stickers themselves.
Analysis
Irrespective of their spatial or temporal context, each of the stickers examined in this
study contained certain elements intrinsically denoting their connection to issues
surrounding LGBT+ rights. Thirty-seven of the 39 stickers in the corpus featured
variations on the theme of the rainbow, a symbol that has become synonymous with
Pride and other LGBTQ+ social movements worldwide.141 These variations include
images of actual rainbows, rainbow colors used as a background upon which text
was placed, and the text itself being written in rainbow colors. Further examples
incorporate images of rainbow-colored flags being held by various characters (see
Figure 1). In Poland, the rainbow is increasingly seen as an “alien, invasive, and,
133 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 38.
134 Ibid., 39.
135 Ibid., 39.
136 Ibid, 40.
137 Ibid., 41.
138 Ibid., 41.
139 Ibid., 41.
140 Per Ledin and David Machin, Doing Visual Analysis: From Theory to Practice (London: Sage, 2018), 4748.
141 Nathalie Hauksson-Tresch, “The Rainbow Flag as Signal, Icon, Index and Symbol of Collective and
Individual Gay Identity” in Flags, Color, and the Legal Narrative, ed. Anne Wagner and Sarah Marusek (Cham:
Springer, 2021), 553-571.
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to those who consider homosexual acts a sin, even offensive symbol.”142 Thus,
in the broader socio-political context of Poland in 2020, outlined in detail above,
the appearance of this rather simple combination of common colors becomes a
visual manifestation of resistance to the hegemonic “bioconservative” ideology
promoted by Law and Justice.143 That common colors can come to connote a form
of antagonistic political expression simply through their appearance in public space
elicits parallels with examples from Palestine,144 and more recently Belarus, in which
even everyday items such as shopping bags and cakes symbolize resistance to the
hegemonic discourse.145
A second means of distinguishing between the stickers in the corpus relates to the
inclusion of text and images. Of the 39 stickers analyzed, 22 contained only text, 14
combined text with images, one contained only images, and the remaining two were
comprised simply of rainbow colors with no additional text or images. Thus, in total,
36 of the 39 stickers incorporated some form of written text, of which 18 were simply
slogans and the remaining 18 a combination of slogans and names of identifiable
organizations to which the messages can be connected. Having established these
general trends in the data, a deeper analysis of the content of these texts and symbols
provides further insights into the three remaining sites of analysis—content, author,
and audience—each of which is now discussed in turn.146
Figure 1. Variations of the rainbow theme

Picture 1: Rainbow image

Picture 2: Rainbow-colored lettering

Picture 3: Rainbow-colored background

Picture 4: Rainbow
flag held by dragon

A full account of the contextual factors influencing the meaning of the stickers
analyzed in this study must consider both the time and location(s) in which they
appeared.147 In terms of time, the broader socio-political context of discourses
surrounding the 2020 Polish presidential election and in Poland more generally has
already been outlined in some detail above. However, it is necessary to emphasize
the importance of an awareness of this context to understanding the “full” meaning
of the stickers.148 Unlike political bumper stickers in the US, which Endersby and
Towle suggested were most common around the time of an election,149 none of the
stickers analyzed in this study contained messages directly advocating for specific
presidential candidates. However, their appearance in Krakow between June and
August 2020, in light of the broader social discourse surrounding the two leading
candidates’ views on LGBT+ rights in Poland at that time, clearly connects them to
142 Ryszard Bobrowicz and Mattias Nowak, “Divided by the Rainbow: Culture War and Diffusion of
Paleoconservative Values in Contemporary Poland,” Religions 12, no. 3 (2021): 170, https://doi.org/10.3390/
rel12030170.
143 Płotka, “Biopolitics, Ideology, and Citizenship,” 142.
144 Jackson Connor, “Why Watermelons Are a Symbol of Political Protest for Palestinians,” Vice, October
2, 2015, https://www.vice.com/en/article/z4g3ya/why-watermelons-are-a-symbol-of-political-protest-forpalestinians.
145 Elizaveta Gaufman, “The Gendered Iconography of the Belarus Protest,” New Perspectives (2020): 1-10.
146 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 70.
147 Ibid., 39.
148 Ibid., 39.
149 Endersby, “Tailgate Partisanship,” 311.
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the presidential election and connotes a desired outcome.
The linguistic content of the stickers also provides important insights related to
the authors and potential target audiences of the messages presented. Consistent
with Velikonja’s work, none of the political street stickers analyzed in this study
directly referenced identifiable individuals to whom the views they express could be
attributed.150 However, of the 39 unique designs observed, 18 contained logos and/or
addresses of web pages of the organizations responsible for producing the stickers:
StopBzdurom (six stickers), Queerowy Maj (five stickers), KOD (Committee for the
Defense of Democracy) (two stickers), Antifa (two stickers), Mowie Jak Jest (one
sticker), kph.org.pl (Campaign against Homophobia) (one sticker), and St Pauli FC
(one sticker). While an examination of their online content would allow for a deeper
understanding of the aims and target audiences of each of these organizations,
a certain amount can also be inferred about these two sites of meaning from the
stickers themselves.
The first point to note in relation to language is the division between those stickers
containing slogans written in Polish (27 stickers) and those featuring Englishlanguage texts (8 stickers). One of the latter group of stickers combined English
with German-language slogans, while the final sticker in the corpus featured text
exclusively in German. English-language slogans tend to be short (one to two words
in length) and the messages affirmative rather than antagonistic. Slogans used—
including “You’re Fabulous,” “Queer power, baby!” and “Love = Love = Love”—are
simple and universally recognizable as associated with the LGBT+ community.
The simplicity and universality of the English-language slogans on these stickers
suggests a broad target audience for the messages they contain. In contrast, those
with Polish-language texts are generally more complex, containing up to 15 words
and predominantly antagonistic toward the hegemonic discourse promoted by
Law and Justice regarding LGBT+ rights. Examples of this antagonism include
“Patoprawico nie zesraj się” (Right-wingers don’t shit yourself) and “Wszystkich nas
nie zamkniecie” (You won’t lock us all up), with the latter slogan appearing on four
separate sticker designs.
While these antagonistic phrases may be understandable to all Polish speakers
irrespective of the time and locations they appear in, other stickers in the corpus
contain intertextual references that rely more heavily on knowledge of the surrounding
socio-political context for the overall meaning to be fully understood. The sticker in
Figure 2, Picture 5, for instance, features the slogan “Strefa Wolna Od Pis” (PiSFree Zone), which is a direct response to the “Strefa Wolna Od LGBT” (LGBT-Free
Zone) stickers circulated by Gazeta Polska in July 2019.151 Such “subvertising,” which
involves mimicking and co-opting official signs, slogans, and symbols to present
opposing and conflicting viewpoints, is a common feature of street and protest art.152
Other examples of this in the corpus include “Strefa Wolna Od Nienawisci” (HateFree Zone) and “Krakow Wolny Od Nienawisci” (Krakow Free of Hate) (see Figure
2). This resistance to the hegemonic discourse through the subtle reconfiguration
of a popular or well-known slogan resembles a campaign organized by anonymous
campaigners in Porto, who posted stickers throughout the city containing the word
“Morto,” which means “dead” in Portuguese.153

150 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 19.
151 Żuk, Pluciński, and Żuk, “The Dialectic of Neoliberal Exploitation,” 11.
152 Philipps, “Defacing Election Posters,” 184.
153 Ana Duarte Melo and Sara Balonas, “Stickers on Politics. The Power of a Brand Is Its Weakness—A Case
of Activism and Subvertising,” in Organizational and Strategic Communication Research: Global Trends, ed.
Isabel Ruiz-Mora, Gisela Gonçalves, and Ian Somerville (Covilha: Labcomp, 2019).
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Figure 2. Examples of “subvertising” of “LGBT-Free Zone”

Picture 5: “Strefa Wolna od PiS”
(PiS-Free Zone)

Picture 6: “Strefa Wolna Od
Nienawisci” (Hate-Free Zone)

Picture 7: “Krakow Wolny Od
Nienawisci” (Krakow Free of Hate)

A second form of intertextuality evident in the linguistic content of the stickers is the
use of direct quotations from well-known sources, connecting the struggle for LGBT+
rights to other contexts more familiar to Polish audiences. There were four examples
of this among the stickers in the corpus. Two of the stickers featured quotes from
the Bible, one displayed a quote from a Holocaust survivor, and a fourth contained a
quote from a former U.S. president.
The first Bible quote—“Nie pozwól, by twoje słowo stało się ciałem” (Don’t let your
word become flesh)—references an excerpt from John 1:14 (see Picture 8). The
second—“Zaprawdę powiadam wam: Co uczyniliscie jednemu z tych braci moich
najmnieszych, mnie uczyniliscie” (Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the
least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me)—is from Matthew 25:40
(Picture 9 below). The centrality of Catholicism to notions of “true” Polish identity in
the hegemonic discourse of Law and Justice suggests both excerpts would be familiar
to Polish audiences.154 By superimposing these written citations over rainbowcolored backgrounds, their meanings are re-aligned to connect with contemporary
debates in Poland surrounding LGBT+ rights. In this case, the aim appears to be to
demonstrate the contradictions between the teachings of the Bible and the discursive
exclusion of LGBT+ people from understandings of the Polish nation based on
biopolitical reasoning. In Picture 9, the addition of an image resembling the outline
of a murder victim with a wound to the chest provides further visual clarification of
the potential outcomes that the authors predict will occur should anti-LGBT+ “words
become flesh.”
A third sticker presents a direct quote from Marian Turski, a Polish Holocaust
survivor, journalist, and historian: “Auschwitz nie spadło z nieba” (Auschwitz
didn’t fall from the sky). Auschwitz, which is located less than 70km from Krakow,
is familiar worldwide as one of the largest concentration camps of World War II and
a symbol of Nazi atrocities during the Holocaust.155 Its invocation here appears as a
further warning to audiences that the biopolitical policies pursued by Law and Justice
toward the Polish LGBT+ community resemble the discriminatory policies of the past
that led to the horrors of Nazi concentration camps. The choice to incorporate the
words of a respected member of Polish society who survived the Holocaust suggests
a considered strategy to add credibility to the statement when drawing this parallel
between past and present events.
The final sticker in the corpus containing a direct quote features the words “Kiedy
niesprawiedliwość staje się prawem, opór staje się obowiązkiem” (When injustice
becomes law, resistance becomes duty), which were originally spoken by former
154 Żuk and Żuk, “‘Murderers of the Unborn’ and ‘Sexual Degenerates.’”
155 Emily Schultheis, “In the Shadow of Auschwitz, a Town Seeks to Tell its Own Story,” Institute of Current
World Affairs, February 25, 2020, https://www.icwa.org/town-near-auschwitz-tells-its-story/.
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U.S. President Thomas Jefferson. Not only has this phrase been used by civil rights
movements around the world in campaigns against hegemonic powers,156 but in the
Polish context it can also be interpreted as a form of ironic wordplay on the name
of ruling party Law and Justice (Prawa i Sprawiedliwość), which here becomes
“injustice” (niesprawiedliwość). In the case of all four stickers containing direct
quotations, it is only with an awareness of relevant socio-political contextual factors
that the full meaning can be deciphered.
Figure 3. Stickers containing direct quotations

Picture 8: “Don’t let your
word become flesh”

Picture 9: “Truly I
tell you, whatever
you did for one of
the least of these
brothers and
sisters of mine,
you did for me”

Picture 10: “Auschwitz didn’t
fall from the sky – Marian
Turski”
Picture 11: “When
injustice becomes law,
resistance becomes duty”

In addition to the linguistic content of the stickers, knowledge of the Polish context
in which the stickers were created, posted, and observed is necessary to facilitate
interpretation of the images and symbols they contain, which also contribute to
understanding their full meaning. Fifteen of the 39 unique sticker designs analyzed
contain images, with several featuring multiple components. The most common
type of image featured on stickers in the corpus were black silhouettes or outlines
of figures on white backgrounds, holding rainbow-colored flags and a range of other
objects (see Figure 3 below). As mentioned above, the presence of the rainbow colors
provides a visual connection to issues related to LGBT+ rights, while the slogans
accompanying the images present information about the organization responsible
for producing the stickers and the specific messages they wish to convey.
A further layer of meaning can be deduced through an awareness of the particular
symbols used in these stickers, which are all based on images of statues located in
either Warsaw or Krakow (see Figure 4 below). Picture 12, for instance, contains an
outline of “Syrenka,” a mermaid-like warrior figure who appears on Warsaw’s coat
of arms and is an instantly recognizable symbol of the city. Other stickers portray
the likenesses of Polish-born mathematician and astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus
(Picture 13), the statue of Jesus Christ located in front of Warsaw’s Holy Cross church
(Picture 14), and the Krakow dragon, which according to local legend lived in a cave
beneath the city’s royal “Wawel” castle (Picture 15). In each of the stickers, the statue
represented is holding a rainbow-colored flag, creating the impression that these
important national, local, and religious icons support the campaign for increased
LGBT+ rights and by extension represent “bioliberal” anti-hegemonic views.

156 Paul Chatterton, “‘Give Up Activism’ and Change the World in Unknown Ways: Or, Learning to Walk
with Others on Uncommon Ground,” Antipode 38, no. 2 (2006): 259-281, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14678330.2006.00579.x.
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Figure 4. National and local symbols with rainbow flags

Picture 12: Syrenka,
symbol of Warsaw

Picture 13: Statue of
Nicolas Copernicus,
Warsaw

Picture 14: Stop Bzdurom
Protestor and Statue of
Christ, Warsaw

Picture 15: Dragon
Statue, Krakow

In Poland, as elsewhere, symbols are important visual manifestations of national and
local identity,157 with the figures represented in these stickers presumably chosen for
that reason. Combining images of these important icons with the rainbow-colored
flag is another form of subversion, adding to the antagonistic sentiment seen in
many of the slogans. It also suggests an alternative understanding of Polish identity
whereby being a national, local, or religious icon and supporting LGBT+ rights are not
considered mutually exclusive. These stickers were produced by Stop Bzdurom (Stop
Nonsense / Stop Bullshit), a Warsaw-based queer anarchist activist collective. A July
2020 post on the collective’s Instagram page shows photographs of some of the same
statues represented in these stickers adorned with rainbow flags, demonstrating
that they are in fact visual representations of performative acts of resistance the
group had previously undertaken in Warsaw.158 The text accompanying the images,
while predominantly antagonistic, concludes with the statement “To miasto jest nas
wszystkich” (This city is all of us). This at least partly supports the interpretation
that the political agenda expressed in these stickers reflects aims for a more inclusive
form of “Polishness” that incorporates LGBT+ people into conceptualizations of the
Polish nation rather than accepting hegemonic discourses of exclusion based on
biopolitical grounds.
Conclusions
This paper first identified political street stickers as a unique genre of socio-political
expression that deserves far greater attention in the literature. As one of the most
prominent forms of street art159 and a feature of contemporary street protests,160
street stickers offer a valuable glimpse of counter-discourses circulating in societies
as well as efforts to consolidate tribal identities.
Having provided a definition of political street stickers that differentiates the genre
from similar and related forms of political and social expression, this paper analyzed
their appearance in response to the biopolitical agenda of the Polish government
and its preferred candidate in the 2020 presidential election. A corpus of 39 unique
stickers containing messages related to LGBT+ rights was analyzed using Velikonja’s
framework of four key sites that combine to create overall meaning: site of context,
site of the author, site of the stickers themselves, and site of the audience.
The site of context was a significant contributor to the overall meaning of the stickers,
as they were all photographed in Krakow, Poland, around the highly polarizing
157 Bobrowicz and Nowak, “Divided by the Rainbow,” 5.
158 Stop Bzdurem (@stopbzdurem), Instagram post, July 29, 2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/
CDOEI7bHfaf/.
159 Velikonja, Post-Socialist Political Graffiti, 143.
160 Awcock, “Stickin’ It to the Man,” 2.
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2020 presidential election. The site of the author, while primarily deduced from
the researcher’s interpretations, appears to be one of resistance to the hegemonic
discourse in Poland, which articulates the LGBT+ community as external to the
nation on biopolitical grounds. In one sense, the images and language used in the
stickers connect the Polish LGBT+ community to broader understandings of Polish
identity through the co-option of familiar and important national symbols. The use
of slogans containing intertextual references to aspects of the hegemonic discourse
suggests some stickers were produced as a way of directly countering antagonistic
discursive aggression aimed at the LGBT+ community by leading political actors in
Poland.
The site of stickers themselves provides the richest source of data for visual discourse
analysis, even in a relatively small number of images. Common features that connect
the Polish LGBT+ community to those in other contexts include the use of the
rainbow colors, which featured on almost all the images analyzed in this study. While
this paper focused less on the site of audiencing, some preliminary conclusions can
be drawn. The combination of Polish- and English-language content visible on the
stickers, for instance, suggests at least two separate audiences, with messages tailored
accordingly. Polish-language slogans directly reference elements of the national
discourse related to the LGBT+ community and are generally antagonistic in nature.
English-language slogans tend to be more positive in tone, invoking internationally
recognizable tropes that celebrate the LGBT+ community.
This paper is one of very few early attempts to gain insight into the medium of
political street stickers as a means of socio-political expression. It suggests several
further avenues of investigation that may contribute to our understanding of issues
related to the production and reception of political stickers themselves, as well as the
broader ecosystems of protest and socio-cultural expression of which stickers are a
part.
Causality between images and political change is rarely easy to establish,161 and as
with related mediums such as political bumper stickers, it is unlikely that political
street stickers in isolation “would cause world peace, produce a religious conversion,
or inspire a partisan realignment.”162 Nevertheless, those who produce and post
political street stickers surely believe that doing so is a meaningful and productive
activity that contributes to encouraging political change. Therefore, another fruitful
area of research involves engaging with those creating political street stickers to
broaden our knowledge of the decisions made regarding stickers’ linguistic and
visual content, as well as the motivations for producing them and desired outcomes.
While the multimodal discourse analysis of stickers related to LGBT+ rights in
Poland in this paper provides important insights into the visual symbols and patterns
they contain, it is unable to account for stickers’ impact on viewers or position within
broader societal discourses.163 Thus, future research assessing audience responses to
sticker content both “on the street” and in their digital “afterlives” in online forums
will be crucial to improving our understanding of the success, or lack of, that stickers’
visual and linguistic messages enjoy in convincing audiences to support particular
political causes.

161 Bleiker, “Pluralist Methods for Visual Global Politics,” 885.
162 Endersby, “Tailgate Partisanship,” 317.
163 Bleiker, “Pluralist Methods for Visual Global Politics,” 879.
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Abstract

Despite the Government of India’s official recognition of “third gender”
in 2014, the right to gender self-determination remains contested. Over
one million transgender women in the country face discrimination and
continue to live on the fringes of society. Discrimination and stigma force
them to resort to prostitution, begging on city streets, and performing
at village festivals. While transgender women are venerated during
religious rituals and festivals, they are excluded from employment
and higher education. This article outlines the cultural and social
conditions facing the trans community in India, as well as the illiberal
attitudes of society toward it, through the prism of visual analysis.
Keywords: Transgender rights, gender identity, autonomy, marginalization,
illiberalism, visual politics
India, the largest democracy in the world, continues to struggle with societal stigmas related to moral values, and especially to sexual orientation.
The life of the LGBT community is hampered by both the society’s conservative values and the legacy of British colonial legislation.1 In recent
years, rights groups have been able to influence the Indian legal system
toward recognition of a “third gender,” but social attitudes toward the
LGBT community, and especially transgender women, remain negative,
even if the latter have played a role in Indian culture for millennia. In this
article, I show how photography can be used to document social practices
that are seen as both sacred and immoral. In this way, I hope to make a
modest contribution to the “visual turn” in political science.
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Mythology, Traditions, and Social Conditions
The existence of transgender women in India is not new. Reference to trans women
can be found in the ancient Hindu scripture Mahabharata, which serves as the
philosophical foundation of current Indian society. During the eighteen-day battle
of Kurukshetra, Prince Aravan, son of Arjuna, decided to sacrifice himself to secure
the victory of Pandavas. His last wish before dying on the battlefield was to get
married. When no woman came forward to marry him, Krishna (one of many deities
in Hinduism) transformed himself into a woman, Mohini, in order to fulfill Prince
Aravan’s wish.1 In Kama Sutra, the oldest known book on desire and sex, which dates
back to the third century CE, cross-dressing and gay men are referred to as persons
of “third nature” (tritiya prakriti). As explained by Doniger, “There are two sorts of
third nature, in the form of a woman and in the form of a man. The one in the form
of a woman imitates a woman’s dress, chatter, grace, emotions, delicacy, timidity,
innocence, frailty and bashfulness” and makes a living as a courtesan.2
In the spring of each year, thousands of trans women gather in Koovagam village,
about 120 kilometers south of Chennai (Madras), to reenact the wedding of Mohini
and Aravan as portrayed in Mahabharata. During the festival, priests of the local
temple perform a symbolic ritual wedding by giving them thali—the sacred thread
traditionally tied around a woman’s neck during the Hindu wedding ceremony in
Tamil Nadu. The following day, transgender women shun their symbolic thali
and mourn the death of Aravan.3 Such religious festivals and symbolic rituals
allow transgender woman to foster community, maintain traditions, and preserve
their identities.4 Like the rest of Indian society, the transgender community has a
hierarchical social structure. Across the country, there are several clans. Each clan
is headed by a nayak (supreme leader); each community within the clan has a guru
(master); and under each guru there are a number of chelas (disciples).
Traditionally, trans women earned their living by “blessing newborn babies and
newlywed couples” and by “dancing in festivals and marriage ceremonies.”5 The
decline in such traditional practices has forced them to take up begging and sex work;
one study concluded that about 62% of trans women are sex workers.6 Those who
attempt to seek regular employment face discrimination and stigma in the workplace
regardless of their educational qualifications.7
For instance, during a trip to Koovagam on a reporting assignment in 2014, I met
Tamil, a 20-year-old transgender woman who relies on sex work to make a living.
Social stigma and marginalization had all but barred her from traditional employment
and left her no choice but to resort to sex work and occasional performances at village
festivals and funerals. Her guru, Rangeela, a college-educated 36-year-old, likewise
suffered discrimination at her former workplace, which eventually led her to quit
the job. She now works for an NGO that helps the MSM (“men who have sex with
men”—a term used to identify male homosexuality) and transgender community
in her town. For Tamil and her friends, identifying themselves as women is more
important than the physical and psychological pain they endure. The men who have
1 Alf Hiltebeitel, “Dying before the Mahābhārata War: Martial and Transsexual Bodybuilding for Aravāṉ,” The
Journal of Asian Studies 54, no. 2 (1995): 447–73, https://doi.org/10.2307/2058746.
2 Wendy Doniger, Redeeming the Kamasutra (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 114-115.
3 Govindasamy Agoramoorthy and Minna J. Hsu, “Living on the Societal Edge: India’s Transgender Realities,”
Journal of Religion and Health 54, no. 4 (2015): 1451–59, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-014-9987-z.
4 Hiltebeitel, “Dying before the Mahābhārata War,” 464-470.
5 Venkatesan Chakrapani, Peter Newman, and Ernest Noronha, “Hijras/Transwomen and Sex Work in India:
From Marginalization to Social Protection,” in Transgender Sex Work and Society, ed. Larry Nuttbrock (New
York: Harrington Park Press, 2018), 214–35.
6 Thilakavathi Subramanian et al., “‘Mapping and Size Estimation of Hijras and Other Trans-Women in 17
States of India.’ First Level Findings,” International journal of Health Sciences and Research 5, no. 10 (2015):
1-10.
7 Chakrapani, Newman, and Noronha, “Hijras/Transwomen and Sex Work in India.”
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relationships with them or engage them for one-time sex allow them to assert their
gender identity.8 A year after our first meeting, Tamil eloped with her boyfriend; they
now live together in their hometown. She has since stopped working as a sex worker.
The Legal Struggle for Recognition
Although transgender women are mentioned in India’s key cultural texts, their
legal recognition in modern law has followed a complex trajectory. Like many other
countries with a colonial past, India inherited laws that deem homosexuality a
criminal offence.9 The legal battle between LGBT activists and the Indian government
began in 2001, when NAZ Foundation, a New Delhi-based organization working on
issues related to HIV and sexuality, filed a public interest lawsuit with the Delhi
High Court to repeal Section 377 on sodomy.10 The colonial-era anti-sodomy law,
introduced by the British Empire in 1860, criminalized sexual encounters between
men as “unnatural offences.” The law stated, “Whoever voluntarily has carnal
intercourse against the order of nature with any man, woman or animal shall be
punished with imprisonment for life, or with imprisonment for a term which may
extend to 10 years, and shall be liable to fine.”11
In 2009, the Delhi High Court decriminalized unconventional sex—an act that
had previously been condemned as an “unnatural offence”12—as practiced by the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender community. However, the Supreme Court of
India overturned this move in 2013.13 The decision left the transgender community
vulnerable to harassment and criminal prosecution, as many of them depend on
commercial sex work to make a living.
The legal struggle between rights groups and the government took a new turn in
2014, when a historic Supreme Court ruling ruled “that gender identity is integral
to the dignity of an individual and is at the core of ‘personal autonomy’ and ‘selfdetermination’”14 and recognized transgender as a “third gender,” thereby upholding
individuals’ constitutional right to self-identify their gender as male, female or
transgender.15 This was a first step toward legally recognizing the transgender
population and including them in the national census. Concurrently, through this
judgment, transgender individuals gained the right to education and reservations in
public jobs.16
Rights activists and the transgender community continued to fight for recognition,
which led to the introduction to the parliament in 2016 of the Transgender
Persons Bill. The bill came under intense criticism, as it had a series of flaws;
most importantly, it did not address the right of transgender individuals to “self-

8 Ibid.
9 Enze Han and Joseph O’Mahoney, “British Colonialism and the Criminalization of Homosexuality,”
Cambridge Review of International Affairs 27, no. 2 (2014): 268–88, https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.201
3.867298.
10 “Section 377 and Beyond. A New Era for Transgender Equality?” CLPR, 2019, accessed July 29, 2021,
https://clpr.org.in/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Section-377-and-Beyond.pdf.
11 Reprinted in Han and O’Mahoney, “British Colonialism.”
12 Reprinted in Han and O’Mahoney, “British Colonialism.”
13 “India Court Legalises Gay Sex in Landmark Ruling,” BBC, September 6, 2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-asia-india-45429664.
14 Jayna Kothari, “Trans Equality in India. Affirmation of the Right to Self-Determination of Gender,” NUJS
Law Review 13, no. 3 (2020), http://nujslawreview.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/13-3-Kothari-TransEquality-in-India-Affirmation-of-the-Right-to-Self-Determination-of-Gender.pdf.
15 “The Supreme Court Trans-Formed,” The Hindu, September 15, 2018 (updated September 6, 2019), https://www.
thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/the-supreme-court-trans-formed/article24949441.ece.
16 “India Court Recognises Transgender People as Third Gender,” BBC News, April 15, 2014, https://www.bbc.
com/news/world-asia-india-27031180.
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determine their gender identity.”17 Rights activists argued that legal reform needed to
fully recognize transgender persons as citizens, as this would enable them to obtain
the legal documents required for higher education, employment, and access to
social services.18 In 2017, the constitution bench of the Supreme Court of India ruled
that “sexual orientation is an essential attribute of privacy,” a fundamental right
guaranteed by the constitution. This decision, which is considered to bring Indian
law in line with the international legal framework,19 paved the way for reversing the
2013 judgment that had re-criminalized LGBT sexual activity. Nonetheless, members
of the transgender community continue to be stigmatized and face discrimination on
account of their gender identity.20
Following this new step in recognition, the Transgender Persons Bill was modified
and reintroduced in 2019. The Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act came
into effect in 2020.21 It ensured the inclusion of transgender people in governmentissued documents by providing additional gender options—Transgender or Other—
and kicked off the transgender rights movement in India. For Supreme Court lawyer
and transgender rights activist Jayna Kothari, “The right to self-determination of
gender identity” is fundamental to bodily integrity.22 She argues that the medical
model of identifying a person’s gender is “faulty,” as some trans women are reluctant
to undergo either hormonal therapy or costly medical procedures. Judith Butler
likewise notes the importance of self-identification: “trans sexuality is not a disorder,
and ought not to be conceived of as one […] trans people ought to be understood as
engaged in a practice of self-determination, an exercise of autonomy.”23
The current Hindu nationalist government’s policies—the repeal of Jammu’s and
Kashmir’s semi-autonomous status; the enforcement of the Citizen Amendment Law,
which left millions of people without citizenship of any country; and the suppression
of students, academics, and journalists—serve to demonstrate that the country is
taking an illiberal turn.24 Through the prism of visual politics, a developing subfield in
political science research, this article looks at the case of the transgender community
in India and its struggle to gain equal rights in a deeply traditional society.
Visual Politics: The Body, Sacred and Immoral
Here I aim to explore ways in which photography can contribute to political science
research. As Susan Sontag noted in her seminal work On Photography, “Through
photographs, the world becomes a series of unrelated, free-standing particles; and
history, past and present, a set of anecdotes and faits divers.”25 Photography has been
used to record all walks of life, from intimate personal moments to events that are
of public interest. It serves as a tool to communicate information as diverse as news
of war and crime, societal trends, and family heritage by offering direct access to the
real. Photographs do not merely narrate something; they preserve appearances and
memories.26 These temporal instances then help to construct meanings, a process in
17 Justin Jos, “Limiting Gender Variance: Critical Reflections on the Transgender Persons Bill,” Economic &
Political Weekly LII, no. 4 (2017).
18 CLPR, “Section 377 and Beyond.”
19 Menaka Guruswamy, “Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Ret’d) and Anr v. Union of India and Ors, Writ Petition
(Civil) No. 494 of 2012,” The American Journal of International Law 111, no. 4 (2017): 994-1000, https://doi.
org/10.1017/ajil.2017.92.
20 Kothari, “Trans Equality in India.”
21 Damini Nath, “Transgender Persons Act Comes into Effect,” The Hindu, January 11, 2020, https://www.thehindu.
com/news/national/transgender-persons-act-comes-into-effect/article30545336.ece.
22 Kothari, “Trans Equality in India.”
23 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004), 75-101.
24 “Democracy and Pluralism Are Under Assault,” Freedom House, 2020, accessed August 11, 2021, https://
freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy.
25 Susan Sontag, On Photography (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1978).
26 John Berger, Understanding a Photograph, ed. Geoff Dyer (London: Penguin Books, 2013), 49-50.
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which the photographer is both a participant and a witness.
Photography provides a “toolkit” for conducting ethnographic research. Photographs
serve as an aide-mémoire by providing visual documentation. The trend toward
visual communication via both traditional media and online social media has also
created demand for photo documentation.27 Photographs can be supportive as well as
supplemental in social science research. This method is analogous to the “grounded
theory” approach, in which social research is constructed through iterative evidence
obtained from the field.28 The images collected through photo documentation can
be presented, following Saussure’s studies on “signs” and “systems,” as a discursive
text.29 Furthermore, as Roland Bleiker notes, the sensible nature of political issues
can be studied through visuality, which falls under what he calls the “aesthetic turn”
in social sciences.30
Social Practices and Representation
Rituals and complex socio-cultural practices are best explained through visual
representations. Societal acceptance of transgender women as a sacred embodiment
of Krishna is represented during the annual festival through rituals that are visually
elaborative and performative. Whereas society normally discriminates against
trans women because of their chosen identity, during this religious festival they
are celebrated as the divine avatar of the gods.31 Visual methods offer alternative
ways of explaining situations, revealing, for instance, the magnitude of the ritual
reenactment of the ceremonial wedding between Mohini (the transgender avatar of
Krishna) and Aravan.
Figure 1. Aravan, the deity of the local temple, is celebrated during the Koovagam
festival

Source: Photo taken by the author, 2014.
27 Penny Tinkler, Using Photographs in Social and Historical Research (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2013), 124147; Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials, 4th edition
(London: SAGE, 2016).
28 See, for example, Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research (3rd Ed.): Techniques
and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2008), https://doi.
org/10.4135/9781452230153; Rose, Visual Methodologies.
29 Gemma Penn, “Semiotic Analysis of Still Images,” in Qualitative Researching with Text, Image
and Sound, ed. Martin W. Bauer and George Gaskell (London: SAGE, 2000), 228-45, http://dx.doi.
org/10.4135/978184920973.
30 Roland Bleiker, “Writing Visual Global Politics: In Defence of a Pluralist Approach—A Response to Gabi
Schlag, ‘Thinking and Writing Visual Global Politics,’” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society
32, no. 1 (2019): 115–23, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-018-9299-5.
31 Michael Edison Hayden and Sami Siva, “After Koovagam, India’s Largest Transgender Carnival,” Pulitzer
Center, July 2, 2014, accessed July 29, 2021, https://pulitzercenter.org/stories/after-koovagam-indias-largesttransgender-carnival.
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Figure 2. Rangeela, 36, with the sacred thread that symbolizes her ceremonial
wedding to the temple deity, Aravan

Source: Photo taken by the author, 2014.
Body as a Political Object
In the context of transgender rights in India, one of the key points of discussion is
bodily transformation as opposed to self-identification as a woman (in the case of
male-to-female transformation). In this way, the body has become the center of the
legal debate over the social rights with which the transgender community is endowed.
This idea of body as a political concept is in line with Giorgio Agamben’s study on
“Sovereign Body and Scared Body.”32
As noted above, for Kothari, “the right to life also includes the right to bodily
integrity,” meaning that the individual should decide their own gender identity
rather than having it determined by a “medical model” that requires them to undergo
certain procedures to be identified as female.33 During my interviews, however, many
transgender women expressed a strong desire to represent their femininity through
physical, emotional, and visual transformations. The self-prescribed hormones,
removal of genitals through medical or ritual methods, and new clothes complete their
transformation and allow them to take on the identity of a woman.34 Thus, the idea
of suffering “‘for’ something, or ‘because’ of something” applies not only to images of
war, but also to those of changed “socio-political and ideological” circumstances.35 I
argue that photographs of trans women’s bodies—whether dressed up during beauty
pageants or naked, revealing their scars and anatomical differences—support the
viewer’s understanding of the struggle and joy they experience during their physical
and psychological transformation.

32 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
2004), ch. 5.
33 Kothari, “Trans Equality in India.”
34 Chakrapani, Newman, and Noronha, “Hijras/Transwomen and Sex Work in India.”
35 Elizabeth Dauphinee, “Body,” in Visual Global Politics, ed. Roland Bleiker (New York: Routledge, 2018),
30-34, 34.
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Figure 3. Contestants in a transgender beauty pageant during the annual festival
in Koovagam

Source: Photo taken by the author, 2014.
Figure 4. Tamil, 20, went through the ritual of genital removal during her
transformation process

Source: Photo taken by the author, 2014.
Exceptionality and Visual Representation
The social exclusion and stigma faced by the transgender community on a daily basis
dissipates during the Koovagam religious festival. At the pinnacle of the festival,
people from all walks of life seek blessings from trans women, and at night, sex work
is solicited on street corners and in open fields. Both Section 377 of the Indian Penal
Code and the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA) of 1956 criminalize the sex
work performed by the trans community.36 During the festival, however, the public
conduct of commercial sex is tolerated by the local police and society alike. The
bodies of the marginalized trans community are accepted into the society on the
understanding that this is an exceptional situation. As Linda Åhäll puts it, “It is about
how silences, gaps and invisibility are produced through what is either ‘seen’ or ‘not
36 Chakrapani, Newman, and Noronha, “Hijras/Transwomen and Sex Work in India.”
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seen’. It is about how gendered bodies intersect with other visual identity markers,
such as class, race, age and disability.”37
Figure 5. Chaya Singh and her friends solicit sex work during the Koovagam
festival in Villupuram

Source: Photo taken by the author, 2014.
Conclusion
This brief essay illustrates how visual analysis can be employed to study the
complexity of certain sociocultural practices that are accepted during exceptional
events, such as religious festivals, while being condemned outside of them. Although
there is now democratic legal recognition of the transgender community in India,
the society’s gender norms still push the country into the realm of illiberalism. The
photographs included herein reveal the need for a nuanced and contextualized
approach of social practices that impact the rights of minorities like the transgender
community in India. In Michel Foucault’s words, “Representation—whether in the
service of pleasure or of knowledge—was posited as a form of repetition: the theatre
of life or the mirror of nature, that was the claim made by all language, its manner
of declaring its existence and of formulating its right of speech.”38 The everyday lives
of trans women, from sacred (rituals) to immoral (livelihood), show the importance
of participatory and performative actions—a domain that remains understudied by
political science.

37 Linda Åhäll, “Gender,” in Visual Global Politics, ed. Roland Bleiker (New York: Routledge, 2018), 156.
38 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (London: Routledge, 2005), 19.
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