IMAGE OF A POLITICAL LEADER IN RUSSIAN

Ekaterina V. Titova

Institute of Management, Business and Law, Rostov-na-Donu, Russia

Published: Collected research articles, Bulletin of Russian Communication Association "THEORY OF COMMUNICATION AND APPLIED COMMUNICATION", Issue 1 / Edited by I.N. Rozina, Rostov-on-Don: Institute of Management, Business and Law Publishing, 2002. - 168 p. . C. 110-118.

The word “image” is translated from English as image, portrayal. Image on the picture of life, in people’s eyes. It’s very difficult to find anyone who doesn’t really care about it.

 As a rule we examine familiar and unfamiliar people, paying attention to peculiarities of their appearance, their clothes, their behaviour. So do they. They also don’t leave us without attention, evaluating both positive and negative sides of our outward appearance. In our days our image in the eyes of familiar and unfamiliar people has a very important “communicative” function. Appearance – is a symbol, that without any word will tell the others on what step of social stairs you stand, what supposed professional range you belong to and what character and temperament you have. Image influences not only on  people’s perception but also on the perception of yourself.

The problem of leader’s was always in the center of analysis of Russian policy. None of the experts doubt that in all times from Ivan the Great till Eltsin, political process in our country was much defined by its personality components.

The Soviet period brought a new type of leader and raised the problem of its lenemitation in a new way. Even just a simple enumeration of the highest leaders of Soviet time: Lenin, Stalin, Khruschev, Brezhnev – shows that the general basis in a form of political regime doesn’t mean the uniformity in the type of leadership. A wide-spread conception, interpreting the Soviet time leadership in terms of authoritarism-totalitarianism, doesn’t give an adequate explanation to psychological differences of enumerated politicians. We still can’t understand why the years of their governing were so much different and to what degree the reason of differences is the peculiarities of personality and to what degree – nature of the system.

As regards charismatic characters, it’s clear that they had strongly marked individuality. Here is a recognized portrait of a political figure of that time on all the power levels: stock phrases, featureless appearance of unattractive and often very elderly and “identical” people. Moreover for those who were making their political career it was just contra-indicated to stand out and to show individuality. 

From the point of view of style Gorbachev and other Perestroika leaders’ accession to power was revolutionary. Bright, unique individualities came into politics. Their speech, gestures, actions became coloured depending on their personalities. The more different from the previous leaders and more critical with respect to them they were, the more real was their chance to rise. Since 1985 politics was becoming more public. 

In the last years a new political fashion was outlined.  An “industrial manager” replaced a “showman”. A classical example of such type of leader is Moscow mayor Luzhkov – a “pure professional”, stressing in every possible way that he is little interested in politics. Today’s “industrial manager” is a public, flexible and non-ordinary politician, gifted with communicative qualities, who uses local colouring in his work and solves actively everyday problems of the citizens. So we may say that:

1. The factor of personality is of great importance in Russian politics at all stages irrespective of the particular leaders’ qualities, their merits and demerits and whether the leader was a simple bereaucrat or a bright individuality. 

2. Only after the public policy has developed individuality proper was considered for the first time as an indispensable component of the leadership. 

3. Social and political crisis of the last years required from the leaders the demonstration of their personal potential. At the same time the citizens appraise the set of personal variable not only in a whole, but also in a differential way in a context of political situation. 

Analyzing the image of politician 3 measurements of personality, suggested by G. Osgood were used: attractiveness, power and activity. The mentioned parameters are widely used in political psychology both for appraisal the real politician and for describing his “ideal prototype”. 

The analysis of the evolution of Russian political leaders’ images was done on the basis of the Moscow research according to the common methods in 3 stages: in March-April 1996 (before the presidential election), at the end of September 1996 (after the election) and in March 1997. In the first case about 250 people were surveyed, in the second and third cases – about 200 people. 

The results of the research presented 3 age groups (18-30, 31-50, 51-75 years old) proportionally, approximately in equal quality of men and women, educated and non-educated people. Professional structure of the examined people is also quite diverse: students, housewives, pensioners and people engaged in intellectual and manual work. By the selection of the responders their political preferences were also taken into account:  approximately a third part of the examined people voted for Eltsin or had the liberate orientation, another third part included the supporters of the communists and the other part – apolitical people.

The procedure of research included the focused interview with the presentation of the photoportrait according to 12, 15 and 9 leading Russian politicians as stimulant materials. The processing of data was held with the help of the responders’ appraisals concerning the personal qualities of the leaders which were done in scales and after this followed the distinguishing of the appraisals of the authoritative persons into rational and unconscious layers. Three main scales of perception of the leaders’ personal qualities were built: the scale of attractiveness, the scale of power and the scale of activity. The distant methods were used to measure the personal determinant of the political choice of citizens. The essence of this approach’s advantages is that comparing the data of our research with the results of the last parliamentary (1995) and presidential (1996) elections it managed to specify the personal characteristics which correlated with the decisions of the citizens to vote for the definite candidate. 

The aim of the research is to bring out the personal characteristics which influence to the activity of the politician independently whether the responder knows anything about him or even recognizes him.

The rational estimation: in forming the rational image of a politician, his attractiveness plays an important role for responders. The information, characterizing the component of the portrait of the leader according to the three main parameters, is adduced in Table 1.

Table 1. Rational estimation of politicians’ attractiveness

	Politician
	Apr

1996
	Sep

1996
	Mar

1997
	
	Apr

1996
	Sep

1996
	Mar

1997

	Chernomyrdin

	Moral and psychological 
	70
	70
	54
	Moral and psychological
	70
	70
	61.3

	Political
	35
	30
	29
	Political
	65
	30
	48.8

	Appearance
	25
	45
	34
	Appearance
	10
	45
	26

	No such qualities
	5
	10
	-
	No such qualities
	20
	10
	15

	No answer
	-
	-
	25
	No answer
	-
	-
	-

	Yavlinsky

	Moral and psychological
	81.5
	25
	60
	Moral and psychological
	71.4
	45
	70

	Political
	23.6
	50
	60
	Political
	14.3
	40
	40

	Appearance
	4.8
	30
	20
	Appearance
	23.8
	20
	30

	No such qualities
	-
	15
	-
	No such qualities
	9.5
	10.5
	15

	No answer
	-
	5
	-
	No answer
	-
	15
	-

	Eltsin

	Moral and psychological
	54.3
	45
	30
	Moral and psychological
	48.6
	40
	70

	Political
	20
	45
	20
	Political
	20
	80
	35

	Appearance
	14.3
	10
	5
	Appearance
	60
	15
	37

	No such qualities
	-
	5
	-
	No such qualities
	28.6
	20
	70

	No answer
	-
	-
	-
	No answer
	-
	-
	-

	Zyuganov

	Moral and psychological
	65
	45
	60
	Moral and psychological
	70
	40
	40

	Political
	25
	60
	40
	Political
	40
	50
	50

	Appearance
	-
	10
	10
	Appearance
	15
	30
	15

	No such qualities
	25
	25
	30
	No such qualities
	15
	10
	10

	No answer
	10
	10
	5
	No answer
	-
	51.5
	-

	Zhirinovsky

	Moral and psychological
	5
	45
	65
	Moral and psychological
	95
	85
	75

	Political
	25
	5
	5
	Political
	15
	20
	30

	Appearance
	55
	15
	35
	Appearance
	15
	35
	45

	No such qualities
	30
	45
	30
	No such qualities
	-
	-
	5

	No answer
	-
	-
	5
	No answer
	-
	-
	10

	Lebed

	Moral and psychological
	76.2
	50
	80
	Moral and psychological
	52.4
	50
	60

	Political
	4.8
	70
	65
	Political
	23.8
	50
	20

	Appearance
	96
	20
	10
	Appearance
	38.1
	45
	55

	No such qualities
	19
	10
	15
	No such qualities
	4.8
	10
	25

	No answer
	-
	35
	-
	No answer
	4.8
	-
	15

	Shakkum

	Moral and psychological
	-
	28.3
	30
	Moral and psychological
	-
	31.7
	50

	Political
	-
	11.6
	10
	Political
	-
	11.6
	10

	Appearance
	-
	41
	55
	Appearance
	-
	41
	55

	No such qualities
	-
	31.7
	30
	No such qualities
	-
	31.7
	30

	No answer
	-
	-
	5
	No answer
	-
	-
	20


The information given in Tables 1-3 is a result of processing and encoding at different scales the responders’ answers on open questions like “What do you like in this person?” and “What do not you like in this person?”. Each responder could name several qualities both positive and negative.  That is why the figures in lines should not be added up.

The table shows that the qualities determining the politician’s attractiveness in the responders’ opinion by no means have the identical “weight”//”value” in its rational component structure. That is why they should be analyzed both within the framework of each particular estimate and in process. Here it is necessary not only to compare the indices forming images of different politicians, but also to correlate the positive and negative characteristics of each single person.

The information gathered witnesses that moral and psychological characteristics play the leading role in forming the ideal leader’s prototype. At all stages of investigation, at least in two thirds of the cases it is this kind of characteristics that took the first place among the qualities, important for the surveyed. In Spring of 1997 they turned out to be the most significant for 8 out of 9 politicians examined. 

The correlation between the politicians’ moral and psychological qualities that the responders like and those that arouse a negative reaction is an important indicator of the particular politicians’ attractiveness at the moment of estimation. The substantial information on the attitude to the politicians is also given by the analysis of the parameter’s dynamics. In some cases a change of the politician’s moral and psychological attractiveness is connected with situational factors. But in September, 1996 Eltsin had a positive correlation of positive and negative estimates which by all means ran counter to the situation – he was seriously ill and worked not much that time. 

It is also difficult to explain the steady reduction of gap between negative and positive evaluation of Zhirinovsky by means of situation factors. 

Political and business qualities and professional skills are the second important component in the rational evaluation given by respondents, though some politicians have that index with a weight far more exceeding the weight of moral and psychological characteristics. First of all  it concerns Zyuganov. As a rule when evaluating him, respondents pay attention first of all to his political qualities. 

As regards the correlation of positive and negative evaluation of separate politicians according to the given parameter, the last poll showed that the political qualities of Luzhkov, Yavlinsky and Chubais are mostly taken positively, whereas Eltsin, Chernomyrdin, Zyuganov, Zhirinovsky and Shakkuma have more negative characteristics than positive.

Attention should be paid to the permanent reduction of Zhirinovskys political attractiveness and to the unstable dynamics of  Lebed’s political attractiveness. It is difficult to evaluate Lebeds business and professional skills in view of the fact that he hasn’t been involved in politics relatively long. 

Appearance is the third important component of leaders attractiveness on the rational level, but it plays a different role in the appearance (image) structure of different politicians.A number of politicians whose appearance the respondents do not like, get the appropriate number of points due to their moral and political merits (Eltsin, Zyuganov, Lebed).Meanwhile the outward appearance of Chernomyrdin and Shakkum proves to be an item of success (the pledge of success). The appearance of Eltsin, Lebed and Chubais are appraised definitely negatively by the respondents. The evaluation marks of Luzhkov, Zhirinovsky are ambivalent. It should be noted that both the supporters and the opponents of some politicians attach importance to the parameter of appearance the most important item of image of Shakkum, Zhirinivsky and Chubais. The analysis of the leaders personality in the terms of strength and weakness takes into account not only the literal sense but also the judgement context of respondents. The analysis shows that in the consciousness of respondents strength and weakness are not always on the opposite ends of the evaluation scale and are not always mutually exclusive Strength is also not always considered a positive quality, though weakness inevitably brings down the general attractiveness of the image of any politician.

Table 2. Rational evaluation of politicians according to the parameter strength – weakness

	Politicians
	April

1996
	September

1996
	March

1997
	April

1996
	September

1996
	March

1997

	Chernomyrdin
	5
	5
	13,7
	40
	60
	41,3
	40
	10
	38,7
	15
	25
	6,3

	Yavlinsky
	19
	15
	10
	19
	10
	10
	38,1
	25
	30
	23,8
	50
	50

	Eltsin
	2,9
	5
	-
	45,7
	60
	60
	25,7
	25
	30
	25,7
	10
	10

	Zyuganov
	5
	20
	10
	45
	40
	25
	25
	35
	50
	25
	5
	15

	Zhirinovsky
	-
	15
	20
	30
	25
	15
	35
	55
	50
	35
	5
	15

	Lebed
	4,8
	20
	5
	71,4
	50
	85
	14,3
	30
	10
	9,5
	-
	-

	Shakkum
	-
	11,7
	5
	-
	8,3
	10
	-
	41,7
	45
	-
	38,3
	40

	Luzhkov
	-
	-
	10
	-
	-
	15
	-
	-
	60
	-
	-
	15

	Chubais
	-
	-
	15
	-
	-
	10
	-
	-
	55
	-
	-
	20


The data (figures) given in Table 2. show highly important dynamics of rational evaluation of politicians according to the parameter strength- weakness. Only Lebed and Zhirinovsky are considered strong (in all three columns (points) in the Table) by the respondents. Special attention should be paid to the fact that both politicians have extremely low indices in the scale of weakness, in other words, both the supporters and the opponents of the politicians mentioned above see in them only display of strength though do not always approve of it. The latter concerns, above all, Zhirinovsky, in whose image strength plays rather a negative role than a positive one. It should be also noted that the indices in the scale of strength and weakness of a number of politicians change parallel. For example in September 1996 Eltsins indices soared (jumped) both in strength and weakness which means that the objective factor-illness-attracted (much) heightened attention of the citizens to the parameter in question.

An important place in the rational portraits of leaders is also taken by such a parameter as activity (activism). People judge about the politicians activism not only by the plans he draws up and fulfils, by the quantity and quality of the things he does, but also by how often he appears on TV (screen), how energetic his gestures are, how he moves and sometimes by other indirect factors. Activism is an integral part of the image of an effective politician. But as the analysis shows, respondents do not like all its displays. Fussiness, excessive appearance in the mass media brings about negative evaluation of activity at once (rapidly).

Table 3. Rational evaluation according to the scale activity – passivity

	Politicians
	Activity
	Passivity

	
	April

1996
	September

1996
	March

1996
	April

1996
	Sepember

1996
	March

1996

	Chernomyrdin
	5
	5
	15
	60
	60
	48
	35
	35
	48
	38
	48
	35

	Yavlinsky
	15
	15
	15
	10
	52,4
	55
	55
	35
	28,6
	30
	30
	55

	Eltsin
	3,9
	5
	-
	-
	42,9
	45
	30
	-
	54,3
	50
	-
	70

	Zyuganov
	5
	20
	10
	-
	-
	35
	45
	40
	60
	35
	-
	50

	Zhirinovsky
	-
	-
	15
	20
	10
	-
	10
	25
	-
	90
	75
	55

	Lebed
	4,8
	20
	-
	5
	38,1
	-
	40
	20
	57,1
	-
	40
	75

	Shakkum
	-
	-
	11,7
	5
	-
	46,7
	35
	-
	-
	41,6
	60
	-

	Luzhkov
	-
	-
	-
	10
	-
	-
	-
	40
	-
	-
	-
	50

	Chubais
	-
	-
	15
	-
	-
	50
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	35


Thus September 1996 saw the flight (soaring) of Chernomydins activism: 40% of respondents saw its display at that time. It is significant however that if 10% of the questioned people still considered passivity a negative quality of the prime minister, then 20% noted that they didn’t like the display of his activity.

By March 1997 the activity of Chernomyrdin had sharply come down and its negative appraisals had disappeared at the same time. 

Being contrary psychological characteristics, activity and passivity are not always percepted as mutually exclusive. The growth of one index doesn’t give an automatic lowering of another one. Some hesitation among responders, who marked Yavlinskiy’s activity (14,3 – 10 - 15), was accompanied by the sharp rise of number of people who considered him to be passive (14,3 – 35 –65).

According to the data, activity parameter of none of the politicians have stable meanings because to a considerable extent it depends on their own acts which are the reactions on what is going on. For example, splash of Chernomyrdin and Lebed'’s activity in connection with the tragedy in Budenovsk sharply has risen the “weight” of this index in their responders’ appraisals. Luzhkov, Chubays, Lebed, Zhirinovskiy, Zyuganov and Eltsin are considered to be rather active than passive. Though, the mentioned quality doesn’t always have positive value. Anyway, without any doubt Zhirinovskiy’s activity annoys people.

Unrealized appraisals. The results of the elections have showed that such politicians who had high appraisals not according to rational but according to the unconscious indices as strength, aggression, the scale of personality, manhood have won the majority of votes. It made people to look at the dynamics of leader personality more attentively.

It’s obvious that the leaders with a gentle, “vegetarian” character have got no chances to make a success in Russian political culture in general. But the measurement of aggression level in association with animals gives the quantitative confirmation of this thesis. We would remind you that first of all they examined index could be interpreted as the display of personality’s activity.

Table 4. Association with animals: aggression

	Politician
	No answer
	Aggressive
	Non-aggressive

	
	apr

1996
	sep

1996
	mar

1997
	apr 1996
	sep

1996
	mar 1997
	Apr 1996
	sep

1996
	mar

1997

	Chernomyrdin
	5
	5
	15
	55
	65
	33
	30
	10
	10

	Yavlinskiy
	19
	15
	10
	19
	20
	25
	61
	65
	50

	Eltsin 
	2,9
	5
	-
	51
	75
	35
	45
	15
	50

	Zuganov
	5
	20
	10
	55
	50
	40
	40
	40
	5

	Zhirinovskiy
	-
	15
	20
	55
	45
	30
	35
	40
	15

	Lebed
	4,8
	20
	5
	85
	70
	85
	9,5
	-
	0

	Shakkum
	-
	11,7
	5
	-
	23
	35
	-
	46
	55

	Luzhkov
	-
	-
	10
	-
	-
	20
	-
	-
	5

	Chubais
	-
	-
	15
	-
	-
	10
	-
	-
	20


As it is clear from the Table 4, among Russian politicians General Lebed has the most aggressive image, that causes unrealized alarm of responders. Zuganov and Zhirinovskiy are mainly percepted as aggressive.

	Politician
	No response
	Strong
	Weak
	Neutral

	
	Apr

1996
	Sept

1996
	Mar

1997
	Apr

1996
	Sept

1996
	Mar

1997
	Apr

1996
	Sept

1996
	Mar

1997
	Apr

1996
	Sept

1996
	Mar

1997

	Chernomyrdin
	30
	30
	26
	15
	10
	20
	55
	60
	54
	-
	-
	-

	Yavlinski
	28,6
	40
	25
	23,8
	30
	45
	47,6
	30
	-
	-
	30
	-

	Eltsin
	29
	30
	-
	-
	15
	-
	5
	10
	25
	66
	60
	60

	Zyuganov
	80
	-
	45
	45
	-
	5
	30
	20
	15
	25
	30
	35

	Zhirinovski
	60
	20
	30
	5
	5
	30
	-
	-
	35
	75
	-
	40

	Lebed
	33
	35
	25
	-
	-
	26,7
	20
	-
	-
	25
	35
	-

	Shakkum
	-
	-
	-
	40
	-
	-
	45
	-
	-
	-
	10
	15

	Luzhkov
	-
	-
	-
	25
	-
	-
	-
	40
	-
	-
	-
	35

	Chubais
	-
	-
	-
	40
	-
	-
	-
	-
	45
	-
	-
	15


The struggle for monopoly’s right to speak and to act on behalf of people or the whole country, the right to give instructions and to demand their discharge is a power struggle. For instance, ideological activity compensated the absence of leaders’ skills in our country during the “peresrtoika” period. All the powers were exerted to dethrone the soviet ideology and less serious efforts for the creation a new or “renew” one. From the authorities people demanded the realization of all the promises “here and now”. The didn’t believe in far-off prospects.

The formation of leader’s image is a double-sided process. On the one hand, we have a leader, but on the other hand there are electors, and there are also all kind of “mediators” between them.

The electors can differ according to their interests in politics according to their loyalty to a party or its leader, how he can maintain his convictions. Political activity is connected with the supplementary means and takes a lot of time and energy. “Big political issues in a simple, typical citizen’s mind usually are on the same level with the way of spending his free time, that is far away from hobby, or with talks on insignificant topics. These problems seem to be far from reality. They are not similar to a business suggestion. Dangers can’t be materialist, but if it happens, so they may be not very serious. And a person begins to feel, that he lives in an imaginary world.”

But when such circumstances, as rapid growth of inflation, sudden and appreciable growth of taxes, affect people, there is a situation, when the citizens have to appeal to political methods to solve problems, than to undertake new actions.  Only small group of people is engaged in politics professionally. As a rule they are officials of the country, leaders of groups of interest, editors, in other words, people who act for the sake of political profit.  Other people are interested in certain spheres of politics. They are the members of social organizations, of groups of interest, activists and so on. Such people differ from ordinary electors, because they take part in the political life more actively. Their motivations may be quite different. But from the basis of their behavior are the notions about that profits, which would be hold out after the victory of this or that politician. 

People take the political life of the society as a permanent struggle of interests, a struggle between persons, groups, and organizations. That is why a person considers his participation in the political life as a participation in a struggle against the rivals. But in this struggle a person should assume his interests, his will-power in order to protect them. Instructions, that are formed by elite, of instilling people certain ideas, and through the creativity of “a certain enemy”, and the appeal to their protection can develop a feeling of contest in a mass. When B. Yelzin “was fighting the privileges”, he was elected and became a president off the RF just to spite M. Gorbachev. People thought, that they assert their interests. But the further course of events showed, that quite other people could use the results of that struggle.

An experience of Russian electoral company allows to make a conclusion of the Russian elector's behavior, his reasons and instilling.

It is very difficult to follow the way of political ideas, the information from its beginning till it reaches a person. In order to explain this process political scientists use so called two-stage scheme of the political communication. According to this scheme the political news, ideas come from “elite’s opinion”, which politicians, public figures, big businessmen form, to “leaders’ opinion”, who spread the information among unresponsive participant of the communication’s process. 

The lowest position” of the scheme is for people not participating in the political communication. The drawback of the scheme is the difficulty of revealing the opinions’ leaders.

Summing up the forming of the political image we can make the following conclusion:

Psychological methods of the influence over the electorate are effective only when they reflect electors’ vitally important aspirations and wants.

An elector votes not for the leader but for his image, which is the personificated reflection of the elector’s ideas, the projection of the problems and wants. The peculiarities of the peoples figurative mode of thinking are reliefly reflected in the heroes of different myths and legends. The modern politicians are also mythical heroes in their consciousness and they are endowed with some definite traits and qualities. Image is the reflection of the existing reality, expressed in laws and symbols understandable for the electorate.

Image must always be grounded, otherwise it ceases to exist. Image is not material, and it leaves only in the imagination of creators and electorate. Moreover, every elector is to some extent the creator of the politician’s image, because on the one hand, he always understands his leader in his own way, and on the other hand, voting for one or another politician he becomes the part of his social base, and his created image.
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