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INAUGURAL ESSAY

IGOR E. KLYUKANOV

This is the inaugural issue of Russian Journal of Communication. Inauguration suggests

something formal and extraordinary; yet, starting this journal seems such a natural thing to

do. Communication has always been at the heart of Russian ethos. Neither completely

European nor completely Asian, Russia has been caught in the middle geographically,

historically and culturally. As a result, its connectedness to the world, to the Other, has been

complex and contradictory, full of fear and fascination. There are even two words in Russian

expressing the idea of connectedness: obchenie, understood as personal interaction based

on common and shared values, and kommunikatciya, understood as transfer of information.

Ironically, communism (kommunizm, in Russian) became the ideology for building a new

social order, and the spirit of the commune (obschina, in Russian) suffered in the aftermath

of the October Revolution of 1917 and subsequent collectivization of the USSR. Had,

perhaps, the idea for a new society been expressed by a different name, capturing the roots

of the Russian language and soul and, thus, more native to the Russian ear, the country’s

development might have been more evolutionary. But then, Russia historically never had an

easy time connecting to the Other (or itself), experiencing major and minor disruptions, of

external and internal origin.

Today Russia exhibits a similar — complex and contradictory — attitude to the study

of communication, which is often conceptualized in terms of those countries where it has

had a longer history. On the one hand, with strong philosophic, linguistic and psychological

traditions, there is resistance in Russia to this heterogeneous and seemingly derivative area

of study — even in those countries where the study of communication does have a longer

history, its disciplinary status is still debated. On the other hand, with those same

philosophic, linguistic and psychological traditions, among others, Russia has a lot to

contribute to the study of communication as a category of practice. Through publications,

conference presentations and organizations, we now begin to hear more and more Russian

voices in the conversation of socio-cultural traditions as an important discursive resource

in the study of communication. 

Perhaps it is not easy for Russians to see the study of communication as a discipline,

let alone a science because the analytical tendencies, dominant in the Anglo-American

philosophic tradition, had never been widespread in Russia. However, the study of

communication is not only about clarifying meaning of existing symbols and explaining how
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and why rules should be followed. Communication is a constitutive, creative and contingent

process, and so Russian thought, known for its synthetic traditions and transformative

nature, has a lot to contribute to the overall study of communication. 

The importance of joining forces in the study of communication is imperative in

today’s multicultural world, which like Spencer-Brown’s universe cuts itself in two to

observe itself; often this inclusion/exclusion cut can literally be bloody. If we see the

violence of distinguishing (and naming) as the basis of the “originary paradox” of

communication, only together can we strive toward reconciling its conceptualizations as a

passionate quest for a normative universality and as respect to all singularities.

Not only is today’s world one of increasing hybridity, it is also more mediated than

ever. If this issue were coming out several decades ago, it would be safe to say (as had been

common in those days), “You are now holding in your hands the first issue of RJC.” Today

it is more appropriate to say simply, “You are now reading the first issue of RJC,” for many

of us now spend more time in front of the computer screen. Russia entered the global village

of electronic communications later than many other countries, but embraced this medium

with a special enthusiasm. 

The study of communication, be it as a discipline or a field, is critical in the world

given the role of communication as constitutive of all relations — interpersonal, political,

economic, technological, etc. Even a physical description of sound waves or the nature of

light is a socio-cultural achievement, a communication. Just like for Russians “Pushkin is

our everything,” to use the famous words of another man of letters, it can be said that for all

of us, “communication is our everything.” That is why the study of communication, despite

its identity issues, has endured through centuries. Nothing is as important as the question,

“What is communication?” And, because any system that could find the final answer for the

question it poses for itself would cease to exist (as N. Luhmann reminds us), the study of

communication certainly has a long, if tormented, future. If, to exist, the study of

communication should be able to reproblematize itself in the face of new and newer

situations, formulating not so much a task that can be methodologically solved as a problem

that must remain a problem, it can certainly use the Russian experience. Russia has

overcome many challenges, facing and creating new problems — its spirit never conquered,

never satisfied. 

Like communication and like Russia itself, may this journal be complex,

transformative and fortuitous. 
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COMMUNICATION IN THE 

CONVERSATION OF DISCIPLINES

ROBERT T. CRAIG1

Communication has acquired many of the institutional-professional trappings

of an academic discipline, but as an intellectual tradition it remains radically

heterogeneous and largely derivative. What mainly explains the field’s

disciplinary emergence is its significant relationship to communication as a

category of social practice, and it is, I argue, by reconstructing its intellectual

traditions around that category that the field can best hope not only to become

more intellectually coherent and productive but more useful to society as well.

A theory of disciplinarity is presented in which every discipline derives its

identity and coherence from its participation in the conversation of disciplines,

for which it draws on a specific mixture of intellectual, institutional, and

sociocultural discursive resources. Communication’s specific character as a

discipline thus can be understood in terms of its contributions to knowledge in

certain intellectual traditions, its evolving institutional forms, and its relevance

to “communication” understood as a socioculturally constituted category of

problems and practices. The third of these factors — the sociocultural context

of disciplinarity — has, I maintain, a primary role. Communication as a

practical discipline has been constructed upon (even as it reflexively

reconstructs) the foundation of communication as an increasingly central

category in modern societies and global culture.

Keywords: disciplines, practical discipline, problematization, social practices

There is, of course, nothing ultimately sacred or immutable about the existing departments

of academic study, which have assumed their present, seemingly rather haphazard forms
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over a relatively brief span of history. Historical and comparative perspectives are required

in order to avoid falsely naturalizing the present categories of knowledge and systems of

academic organization. Most of what we now think of as “traditional” disciplines are

scarcely more than a century old as organized professions, and it is recurrently fashionable

to predict their imminent demise or transformation within some radically different

(interdisciplinary, or postdisciplinary) institutional arrangement. Academic disciplines are

sometimes derided as mere appurtenances of academic administration and politics having

mostly unfortunate effects on the fragmentation of knowledge and regimentation of

intellectual work. The role of traditional disciplines in the larger social process of

knowledge production is clearly undergoing some changes (Gibbons et al., 1994). On the

other hand, the department-discipline system that emerged in US academic institutions about

a century ago has continued to grow in influence, and studies have found no indication that

disciplines are generally declining or in danger of dying out (Abbott, 2001; Clark, 1987).1

Disciplines are commonly discussed using certain metaphors. Along with arboreal

metaphors (each discipline a branch on the tree of knowledge), what we might call real

estate metaphors are ubiquitous in the discourse of disciplines. We speak of disciplinary

“foundations”, “fields” of knowledge, “turf wars” among disciplines with competing claims

to overlapping curricular “territories” and so on. These metaphors are useful in some ways

and yet deeply misleading if taken too literally. Disciplines do not in fact occupy clearly

bounded, mutually exclusive territories, nor are they built upon rock-solid conceptual

foundations. No academic discipline among the humanities or social sciences has the degree

of intellectual distinctiveness and coherence that these metaphors imply; all disciplines are

heterogeneous, contentious, and shameless borrowers.  Equally misleading, however, is the2

dialectical opposite of the idealized image of disciplinary coherence, the cynical view that

academic disciplines, being mere creatures of administrative convenience and petty

academic politics, have no intelligible coherence, no intrinsic intellectual value. The

idealized and cynical views both reflect a foundationalist Either/Or, the false assumption

that every discipline either must have a fully coherent theoretical-epistemological

foundation, or it can have no rational basis at all. 

This article highlights an alternative cluster of metaphors for discussing disciplines.

In this alternative way of speaking, a discipline is “a conversational community with a

tradition of argumentation” (Shotter, 1997, p. 42) that participates along with other

disciplines in a broader conversational community — the conversation of disciplines — with

its own traditions of argumentation.  Academic disciplines are not founded upon eternally3

fixed categories of knowledge; they are discursive formations that emerge, evolve,

transform, and dissipate in the ongoing conversation of disciplines. Rhetorical resources for

constructing and legitimizing disciplines can be found in contexts of intellectual,

institutional, and sociocultural history: intellectual contexts of classic and current texts,

theories, problems, methods and modes of analysis; institutional contexts of universities and

departments, professional organizations, funding agencies, publishers, libraries, databases,
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and associated classification schemes; and sociocultural contexts of ordinary concepts and

practices more or less deeply ingrained in the cultural belief systems and habits of the

general society. Thus, a disciplinary voice derives its strength — its disciplinary authority

— from its resonance with discourses throughout society (its relevance to cultural practices

and beliefs) as well as from its intellectual distinctiveness and productivity and its

entrenchment in existing institutional schemes of organization. Every discipline draws from

a complex mixture of institutional, intellectual, and cultural resources, and negotiates the

tensions among these different sources of legitimacy in specific ways. Every discipline

participates in the conversation of disciplines in its own evolving ways, using the specific

mix of discursive resources available to it at any given time. 

Although the conversation of disciplines is concentrated most densely in academic

institutions and scholarly professions, it involves participants from throughout society

insofar as academic disciplines resonate with a wider culture. All disciplines are reflexively

involved with cultural practices of the general society, but some disciplines especially

depend on this relationship as a source of legitimacy and authority. The term practical

discipline refers to a type of discipline that recursively cultivates the very social practices

that constitute the discipline’s specific subject matter (Craig, 1989, 2006). Practical

disciplines necessarily rely on sociocultural relevance as an especially important source of

legitimacy. A practical discipline typically emerges and is considered important not because

of some intellectual breakthrough that suddenly reveals a whole new range of research

problems (in the way that the discovery of DNA’s molecular structure led to a new

discipline of molecular biology or Noam Chomsky’s invention of transformational-

generative grammar revolutionized the discipline of linguistics). Rather, a practical

discipline grows to prominence because it credibly purports to be useful for addressing some

range of practical concerns already acknowledged as such in society. 

Communication has acquired many of the institutional-professional trappings of an

academic discipline but as an intellectual tradition it remains radically heterogeneous and

largely derivative (Craig, 1999). What mainly explains the field’s disciplinary emergence

is its significant relationship to communication as a category of social practice, and it is, I

argue, by reconstructing its intellectual traditions around that category that the field can best

hope not only to become more intellectually coherent and productive but more useful to

society as well. Communication’s specific character as a discipline can thus be understood

in terms of its contributions to knowledge in certain intellectual traditions, its evolving

institutional forms, and its relevance to “communication” understood as a socioculturally

constituted category of problems and practices, but the third of these factors — the

sociocultural context of disciplinarity — has, I maintain, a primary role. Communication as

a practical discipline has been constructed upon (even as it reflexively reconstructs) the

foundation of communication as an increasingly central category in modern societies and

global culture. If communication is now a discipline, it is because communication scholars
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have seized a rhetorical opportunity. Leveraging the commonsense relevance of their topic,

they have gained access to institutional and intellectual resources that they have adapted and

transformed as means for addressing “problems of communication” in society. In this way

they have brought an important new voice to the conversation of disciplines. 

The following sections develop this argument in two main parts. The first part

examines a variety of ways in which the idea of a discipline has been conceptualized and

argues for a new theory according to which complex mixtures of intellectual, institutional,

and sociocultural resources enable diverse and evolving forms of disciplinarity. The second

part argues that the communication discipline will be sustained as a legitimate academic

enterprise insofar as its disciplinary practices engage with, inform, and productively

cultivate the social practice of communication. 

A THEORY OF DISCIPLINARITY

Derived from the Latin disciplina, “discipline” in one of its standard senses has long

meant simply any field of knowledge or learning. It can also denote the qualities of self-

control and orderliness that are required to master a discipline or the process of training or

education in which those qualities are imparted. The scholar who learns a discipline (and

thereby acquires discipline) was originally called a “disciple” (discipulus), and the disciple’s

opposite was the teacher or “doctor.” The doctor’s teaching was based on a “doctrine”

(doctrina), a set of principles related to the discipline. “[H]ence, in the history of the words,

doctrine is more concerned with abstract theory, and discipline with practice or exercise”

(Oxford English Dictionary, p. 741).  This distinction is no longer common. “Discipline”4

now tends to cover both the theoretical and practical senses, and if anything the theoretical

sense probably predominates in academic usage. As Kaplan (1993) noted, “the heritage of

the Renaissance has been a consideration of disciplines as fields of knowledge —

accumulations of data, facts, or texts that one masters in order to have command of a

discipline” (p. 56).  In current academic usage, however, fields of knowledge are bound up5

in complex ways with organized scholarly professions and academic departments. 

Disciplines in the Modern University

With the development of modern research universities since the nineteenth century,

the practical sense of discipline as practice and exercise has been largely eclipsed by an

institutional sense that refers to a certain ill-defined set of academic units and professional

groups along with their associated fields of knowledge. The “discipline of anthropology”

thus includes the subject matter of anthropology along with university departments of

anthropology and the group of scholars who work in those departments. To apply the term
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discipline to such a conglomeration confers upon it a vague but highly valued aura of

academic legitimacy. 

The complexity of this current discourse was well captured by Becher (1989). In

current usage, he wrote, 

[t]he concept of an academic discipline is not altogether straightforward. ... The answer

[as to whether a given field of learning is a discipline] will depend on the extent to which

leading academic institutions recognize [it] in terms of their organizational structures ...

and also on the degree to which a freestanding international community has emerged,

with its own professional associations and specialist journals. ... Disciplines are thus in

part identified by the existence of relevant departments; but it does not follow that every

department represents a discipline. International currency is an important criterion, as

is a general though not sharply-defined set of notions of academic credibility, intellectual

substance, and appropriateness of subject matter. Despite such apparent complications,

however, people with any interest and involvement in academic affairs seem to have

little difficulty in understanding what a discipline is, or in taking a confident part in

discussions about borderline or dubious cases. (p. 19)

Some definitions of discipline stress the intellectual qualities of disciplines while

others emphasize their organizational and professional characteristics, but Becher concluded

that the intellectual and institutional aspects “are so inextricably connected that it is

unproductive to try to forge any sharp division between them” (1989, p. 20). 

Although I agree with Becher that these aspects of disciplinarity interact so closely

that they are ultimately inseparable, I believe it is useful to separate them analytically if only

to understand more clearly how they interact. In so doing we find, moreover, that a full

understanding of the concept of discipline requires that we distinguish not just two but three

interacting sources of disciplinarity; that disciplinarity has sociocultural as well as

intellectual and professional-institutional components. 

Disciplines and Sociocultural Categories

Even the most well established academic disciplines might cease to exist were the

cultural values and categories that sustain them to dissipate. Bronowski (1972) pointed out

that science, for example, expresses values such as the impulse to explore, freedom from

tradition and authority, and the testing of truth in experience. The academic practice of

science would be difficult to sustain in a sociocultural milieu that did not cultivate such

values to some degree. 

Historically, according to Toulmin, “the fact that science has developed with such

vigor and fertility in Western Europe since A.D. 1600 is a consequence, not least, of an

active resonance between scientific specialists and the general public, and of the interaction

of ideas between the newly emerging special sciences and the wider culture of the time”
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(1972, p. 298). In this process, elements of the scientific worldview were gradually

incorporated into “common sense” while growing public interest helped to sustain the

intellectual and institutional growth of science. 

But, if disciplines can be invigorated by their resonance with the wider culture, they

can also be enervated by loss of contact with the general public if they become excessively

specialized, technically sophisticated, and professionally insular. “A science which cuts

itself off entirely from the broader intellectual debate will thus retain only localized

significance; its professional technicalities will have no power to influence “common sense”

or “common knowledge,” and the science itself will be in danger either of expiring, or

falling into the hands of second rate men (sic), for lack of good new recruits to cultivate it”

(Toulmin, 1972, pp. 296-297). Toulmin cited Babylonian astronomy as a striking example,

but his point applies equally well, although perhaps in less drastic ways, to modern

disciplines.

Disciplines rise and decline along with the cultural practices and beliefs that sustain

them. Thus the 19th and 20th century development of psychology and sociology responded

to evolving sociocultural trends.  As Osborne & Rose (1997) showed, for example, prior to6

its formulation as sociological theory in the late 19  century, “the social point of view” (p.th

91 and elsewhere) emerged in practical, problem-oriented, often technical discourses about

medicine and disease, crime, government, social surveys and statistics, and so on. 

A discipline extends beyond professional academia into publisher’s categories,

popular media, philanthropic programs, and the like — institutional structures that weave

the discipline into the social fabric. A discipline that is culturally meaningful attracts

students, public recognition, and funding. The disciplinary professional becomes a

recognizable social type such as the scientist, the psychologist, the economist, or the teacher.

Gergen (1995), discussing the early twentieth century efforts to legitimate psychology

as a discipline, noted how disciplinary legitimacy relied in part on the support of an

educated public. “[T]he central challenge for psychology, then, was to generate forms of

self-representation that could simultaneously appeal to audiences both within the academy

and among the educated public — in addition to its own membership” (Gergen, 1995, p. 5;

see also: Brown, 1992; Leary, 1992).

The relationship between disciplines and sociocultural categories is not unidirectional.

The central ideas and values of established disciplines filter into the culture and help to

constitute the very categories that sustain the discipline’s meaningfulness. Giddens’s (1984)

theory of structuration attributes this constitutive role distinctly to social science (the

“double hermeneutic” in which sociological interpretations of society inform the self-

interpretations of social actors); however, the point applies to all disciplines insofar as all

disciplines constitute systems of social action. Natural science, for example, not only is

sustained by certain cultural values but also is a powerful social influence sustaining those

very same values. Pierce (1991) extended the point to other disciplines:
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The reification of a discipline’s subject matter in the academic world comes to dominate

its treatment in other contexts. The establishment of such university disciplines as

“physics” or “sociology” results in the provision of credentials to persons uniquely

qualified to serve as “physicists” or “sociologists” in external applications of the subject,

spreading reified definitions of the discipline and its content throughout society as a

whole. (Pierce, 1991, p. 25)

If disciplines depend on their sociocultural relevance for legitimacy, can even a well-

established academic discipline dissipate along with the cultural categories that formerly

sustained it? Consider the case of literature. No discipline, or so it might seem from a

narrow historical focus, could be more academically traditional or more deeply entrenched

in universities than literary studies, but in The Death of Literature (1990) Alvin Kernan

argued provocatively, as his title suggests, that academic literary studies are in serious

danger of extinction along with “literature” as a cultural category. “[T]he disintegration of

romantic-modernist literature in the late twentieth century,” he wrote,

has been a part not only of a general cultural revolution but more specifically of a

technological revolution that is rapidly transforming a print to an electronic culture ....

[T]he old literature of romanticism and modernism was a printed-book concept from the

outset, institutionalizing and idealizing print’s potential to create authors, fix exact texts,

hold the smallest detail of style locked permanently in place for leisured inspection, and

assemble and catalog the imaginary library of universal literature. Literature began to

lose its authority, and consequently its reality, at the same time that the ability to read

the book, literacy, was decreasing, that audiovisual images, film, television, and

computer screen, were replacing the printed book as the most efficient and preferred

source of entertainment and knowledge. Television, computer database, Xerox, word

processor, tape, and VCR are not symbiotic with literature and its values in the way that

print was, and new ways of acquiring, storing, and transmitting information are signaling

the end of a conception of writing and reading oriented to the printed book and

institutionalized as literature. (p. 9)

Kernan concluded:

[L]iterature is disappearing into another category of reality where it is becoming only

one technique for written communication, one among many ways, oral, pictorial,

schematic, and many modes, print, television, radio, VCR, cassette, record, and CD, by

which information can be assembled, organized, and transmitted effectively. (p. 201)

Kernan foresaw emerging from the ashes of literature a new discipline,

“communications, a subject with both practical and theoretical dimensions, and considerable

usefulness” (1990, p. 202).7
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Disciplines in the Conversation of Disciplines

Disciplines can be understood with reference to: ways in which philosophical schemes

of disciplines interact with the inertial and political forces of academic-professional

institutions (Machlup, 1982, pp. 89 & 119); how the inherent characteristics of subject

matters shape disciplinary practices (Becher, 1989) and how they should do so (Collier,

1992; Toulmin, 1972), or conversely, how forms of disciplinary organization shape

intellectual activities (Fuchs, 1992; Pierce, 1991); how a discipline is shaped by its

institutional resource base (Turner & Turner, 1990); or how “fractal” patterns are endlessly

reproduced in disciplinary cultures and social structures (Abbott, 2001). As the metaphor

of the conversation suggests, the approach advanced in this article is hermeneutical

(Gadamer, 2006). Absolute disciplinary coherence is neither possible nor desirable.

Disciplinary “foundations” are recursive reconstructions of disciplinary practices within a

hermeneutic circle of interpretation and action. Disciplinary coherence is a matter of

interpreting a tradition of argumentation in which intellectual, institutional, and

sociocultural practices interact — a practical, hermeneutical problem that arises within the

conversation of disciplines. 

“[T]he various disciplinary enterprises rely upon models and paradigms borrowed

from each other, and never less so than when they proclaim their independence, so that the

mutual relation of the disciplines is never one of autonomy or of heteronomy, but some sort

of complicated set of textual relations that needs to be unraveled in each instance” (Godzich,

1986, p. x; see also Abbott, 2001). For example, the “sociological perspective” of sociology

can be defined only against a background that includes sociology’s differences from history

(Burke, 1992), anthropology (Mills, 2001), economics (Massey, 1999), and other disciplines

(Brewer, 2007). Classic writings in sociology assert the uniqueness and importance of a

sociological perspective with compelling intellectual force, but sociologists themselves have

always disagreed about the meaning and value of such a perspective. The sociological

tradition can be read as a series of arguments about how and how much sociology differs

from various other disciplines. Approaches within sociology can be described as economic,

cultural, historical, political, psychological, and so forth. Thus the conversation within

sociology internalizes the conversation between sociology and other disciplines (indeed it

constitutes much of that interdisciplinary conversation, for the conversation “among”

disciplines occurs within disciplines to a large extent). The intellectual center of sociology

moves with the shifting focus of a conversation about the meaning and value of a

sociological perspective on society. If it were generally concluded among sociologists that

the sociological perspective lacked meaning or value in their work as compared to other,

more valid and useful perspectives — if, in effect, the idea of a sociological perspective

were no longer felt to be worth discussing — then the conversation would break up or turn

to other topics and sociology would cease to exist as an intellectually sensible enterprise.

The discipline would then continue only as an increasingly pointless, however deeply
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entrenched institutional shell housing various unrelated research specialties under the name

of an exhausted intellectual tradition. However unlikely this scenario may seem, sociologists

have recurrently expressed the fear that something like it may be happening (Halliday &

Janowitz, 1992; Osborne & Rose, 1997; Turner & Turner, 1990). These worries about

disciplinary status are indeed something of a tradition in sociology. As the last of the major

social sciences to be established (1890s), sociology faced problems of field definition and

didn’t coalesce in England (where anthropology had dominated) until after WWII (see Ross,

1991, pp. 131, 255).8

Gergen (1995), writing about the history of psychology, similarly noted that a

discipline, in order to legitimize itself must distinguish itself from other disciplines in the

academy, yet “its rationale would have to achieve intelligibility in those very disciplines”

(p. 5). The identity of each discipline can be established only vis-à-vis its jostling

competitors, its dialogical others in the conversation of disciplines. 

With this background on the interacting intellectual, institutional and sociocultural

contexts of disciplinary identity and authority, we now turn to consider the case of

communication as a discipline.

RECONSTRUCTING COMMUNICATION AS A DISCIPLINE

Concerning the place of rhetorical studies in US communication departments, Keith,

Fuller, Gross, and Leff (1999) wrote:

The history of Speech Communication, like any other discipline, has been a dialectic

between conceptual formations and institutional structures. Sometimes ... institutions

were molded in the image of a particular concept ... other times, conceptual accounts

chased institutional arrangements ... Neither side of the dialectic is right or wrong; the

problem lies in the refusal to engage it, in the pretense that institutions and theories are

already aligned according to some master plan. (1999, p. 332)

How shall we engage the dialectic? As we have seen, social and rhetorical analyses

of disciplines have shown that their development interacts with cultural as well as

institutional and economic forces (see also: Messer-Davidow, Shumway, & Sylvan, 1993).

If knowledge is regarded idealistically, then these “external” influences can appear only as

sources of corruption (Collier, 1992). But if disciplines are regarded as intellectual-

institutional-sociocultural complexes, then the question is not whether extra-intellectual

factors will have a role, but what role they will have and how the resulting tensions may be

best resolved. When, as in the case of communication, the institutional development of a

discipline, driven by cultural and economic forces, has outrun its intellectual development,

then social and rhetorical studies of the discipline may have primarily a hermeneutical task,

not to show how these cultural and economic factors have contaminated or distorted
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knowledge, but rather to clarify the intellectual and cultural significance of the evolving

institutional formation of the discipline.

Problematizing Communication

Institutional changes that have brought diverse areas of communication study together

in unified academic-professional structures are driving the search for intellectual coherence

(O’Keefe, 1993; see also Pierce, 1991), but I believe it can be shown that those institutional

changes themselves have followed a cultural logic that is, potentially, the discipline’s

primary source of intellectual coherence. The core subject matter of a practical discipline,

as noted earlier, is the very sociocultural practices that sustain the discipline’s commonsense

meaningfulness in society. The institutionalized discipline makes use of the resources

afforded by its (perhaps mostly borrowed) intellectual traditions to reconstruct and cultivate

particular social practices, thus institutionalizing a recursive loop of theory and practice

(Carey, 1989; Craig, 1989, 1999, 2006). Although the institutional, intellectual, and cultural-

practical aspects are all necessary to the formation of a practical discipline, the sociocultural

practices that sustain the discipline and constitute its focal subject matter have, as I have

argued, a primary role. 

In order for a practical discipline to flourish, three factors must be present. First, the

discipline must address social problems and practices that are regarded as important by the

general public. In other words, it must be socially relevant. Second, it must have something

interesting and useful to say about those problems and practices. It must have cognitive

content. It must offer access to productive intellectual resources, rooted in rich and lively

traditions of academic thought, which can be applied to understand and reconstruct those

important and problematic social practices. Third, it must find a secure home and resource

base in academic institutions. Thus, communication is warranted as a practical discipline

insofar as it effectively marshals its available institutional and intellectual resources to

address “problems of communication” in society, thereby growing in all three dimensions

of disciplinary authority (intellectual, institutional, and sociocultural).

The field of communication is not yet well entrenched institutionally and its

intellectual contributions, while hardly negligible, are not yet of such weight as to explain

its apparent emergence toward disciplinary status. An academic discipline has coalesced like

a mass of iron filings around a powerful sociocultural magnet, “communication.” The

communication discipline cannot but locate its own central problematic in the “problem of

communication” so increasingly familiar in modern societies and global culture, where

communication has become not just a problem but rather a characteristic way of posing all

problems (McKeon, 1957; see also: Craig, 2006; Deetz, 1994; Peters, 1999).

Commonsense ideas and practices of communication have evolved in historically

specific circumstances (Cameron, 2000; Carey, 1989; Deetz, 1994; Mattelart, 1996; Peters,

1999, in press; Schiller, 1996). This has been intensely the case in the USA, where the
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communication discipline first took root. Fears, hopes, and practical opportunities arising

from the ongoing development of mass media and communication technology certainly have

had a large role in this process. The idea of communication also resonates strongly with

themes in American culture such as individualism and the drive toward self-improvement,

faith in technology and progress, and the chronically expressed need for stronger bonds of

social community under conditions of sociocultural diversity and rapid change. The eruption

of the communication idea around the world in globalized forms and in culturally adapted

localized forms needs to be understood within the general process of economic and cultural

globalization with all its attendant puzzles and controversies. The rapid international growth

of the academic communication field is bound up in ways we have yet to understand with

the emergence of “communication” as a keyword in global culture (Craig, in press).

Understanding this relationship is an urgent research problem at the discipline’s foundation.

The recent formation of the Russian Communication Association and the appearance of

publications such as Russian Journal of Communication signify Russia’s participation in

this global process of discipline formation and call upon scholars to interpret

“communication” and address “problems of communication” specifically in terms of

Russian culture, thus also enriching the global conversation.

As Deetz (1994) pointed out, the fundamental social problems that both explain and

call for the emergence of a communication discipline are not simply found in the world but

are constituted by particular ways of engaging with the world:

3In looking at the formation of a discipline  [a distinct mode of explanation], co-extensive

with the formulation of a way of attending to the world is the constitution of a social

problematic. As I have suggested, this is neither a causal relation going from a way of

attending to problem conception nor one from problem situation to a way of attending.

They historically arise together as a problematization in a competitive environment of

alternative attentions and problems. And, as the pragmatists argued, the basic question

is not which one is right or most critical but rather what kind of people do we want to

become and what kind of world do we wish to live in. (p. 584, bracketed words added)

Disciplinary coherence will be found only in our engagement with this

problematization of communication both globally and locally. 

Joining the Conversation of Disciplines

Communication, like sociology, suffers from disciplinary incoherence, but of a

different origin. Sociology has an acknowledged central tradition of classic, seminal works

but seems in danger of breaking up as its various specialties turn away from that disciplinary

core and migrate toward other disciplines (Scott, 2005).  Communication still lacks an9

established disciplinary core of classic theories and research exemplars. The field comprises
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diverse academic traditions, each having produced or appropriated its own, more or less

coherent intellectual resources, which have converged institutionally under the culturally

resonant symbolic banner of “communication” and are only now just beginning to overcome

their mutual ignorance. Journalism and media scholars have their reasons for migrating to

that banner, as do scholars in cultural studies, conversation analysis, and rhetoric, but they

are not the same reasons, and the differences among them and the implications they hold for

one another have not yet been much explored. 

The diversity of the field has been acknowledged as a problem or celebrated as a

strength, but has not yet been exploited for the generation of fresh insights and the

construction of a richer, more encompassing disciplinary perspective on communication.

Thus, the problem of a disciplinary core in communication studies is, in more than one

sense, a communication problem, now complicated, as noted earlier, by the growing cultural

complexity and variability of the communication idea as it spreads globally. The question

in communication studies is not whether the disciplinary conversation will break up but how

to get it actually started (Craig, 1999, 2007). The communication problem in the discipline

must be addressed in order to generate the intellectual resources needed to address the

communication problem in society. Communication can become a discipline only by being

practical — by marshalling its resources to address the communication problems that are its

raison d’etre. But it can become practical in this way only by finding its voice in the

conversation of disciplines. 

In the formation of a communication discipline, “the problem of communication in

society” must be reconstructed within the intellectual traditions drawn to or appropriated by

the discipline of communication as it works through its disciplinary affinities and tensions

both internal and external. The conversation between communication and other disciplines

will appear internally as a debate among proponents of sociological, psychological,

linguistic/semiotic, and other ways of theorizing communication (Craig, 1999). Disciplinary

coherence is thus a hermeneutical problem faced by a heterogeneous set of evolving

traditions that find themselves institutionally linked and without any well-articulated pattern

connecting them to each other, to other disciplines, and to their common, practical task vis-

à-vis the cultural discourse of “communication.” 

The rapid institutionalization of communication as an academic discipline so far owes

less to the importance of its intellectual contributions than to the economic importance of

communication skills and occupations, supported by the widespread cultural belief that

interpersonal and social problems are caused by bad communication and can be alleviated

by good communication (Cameron, 2000; Peters, 1999). The authority of the new discipline

derives mainly from the power of “communication” as a symbol that evokes the most

characteristic problems and opportunities of an increasingly diverse yet interdependent

world. The field has attracted students and institutional resources not primarily because its

scientific fruitfulness has been proven beyond question but because its topic is considered

important, meaningful, and especially, useful. Communication, if a discipline at all, is thus
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unavoidably a practical discipline. But a practical discipline must be more than just

practical, it must also be a discipline; its particular way of being useful is that it approaches

practical problems as a discipline. It theorizes practice from a disciplinary point of view. It

participates simultaneously in several worlds — several conversations: the conversation of

ideas, the conversation of institutionalized academic disciplines, and the conversation of

society — and its distinctive contribution to each of these conversations depends on what

it is able to learn within the others. That is its special task as a discipline.

NOTES

1. The debate on disciplines is as old as the disciplines themselves and involves a wide range

of disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and antidisciplinary views on academic work. For reasons of space,

neither the widely dispersed general literature on disciplines nor the long-running debates about the

disciplinary status of communication and its predecessor fields (speech, etc.) can be fully reviewed

in this article. On disciplines in general, see: Abbott (2001); Becher (1989); Campbell (1969); Clark

(1987); Foucault (1970); Fuchs (1992); Fuller (1991); Gibbons, et al. (1994); Gross & Keith (1996);

Kline (1996); Lee & Wallerstein (2005); Machlup (1982); Messer-Davidow, Shumway, & Sylvan

(1993); Ross (1991); Stichweh (1992); Toulmin (1972); Turner (2006); Wernick (2006). See Craig

(in press) for a brief history of the debate on communication as a discipline; see also: Anderson, et al.

(1988); Angus & Lannamann (1988); Benson (1992); Berger & Chaffee (1987); Craig (1989); Craig

& Carlone (1998); Deetz (1994); Donsbach (2006); Levy & Gurevitch (1993); Paisley (1984); Peters

(1986); Putnam (2001). Benson (1985) remains the best general source on speech or speech

communication as a discipline; see also: Benson (1992); Craig (1991); Keith (in press).

2. Clyde Kluckholm famously described anthropology as “an intellectual poaching license”

(Geertz, 1980, p. 167). In communication we poach even more, and without a license.

3. On intellectual traditions as argumentative conversations, see: MacIntyre (1981, 1990);

Shotter (1993).

4. Teaching is, then, in a certain sense, “indoctrination” (Shepherd, 1993, p. 83). See also:

Turner (2006).

5. Levine, for example, defined discipline as a “discrete body of knowledge with a characteristic

regimen for investigation and analysis” (cited in Nothstine, Blair, & Copeland, 1994, p. 57). 

6. On psychology and sociology interacting with sociocultural trends, see: Brown (1992);

Coleman (1980); Deetz (1994); Halliday & Janowitz (1992); Herman (1995); Giddens (1984); Leary

(1992); Lepenies (1988); Mazlish (1989); Osborne (1997); Porter (1995); Richards (1995); Rose

(1996); Ross (1991); Turner & Turner (1990). 

7. On the problems of literature as a discipline, see also: Delbanco (1999), Scholes (1998);

Woodring (1999). Fuller (1991, p. 191) referred to literature’s progressive irrelevancy. 

8. On the history and disciplinary identity of sociology, see also: Collins (1985); How (1998);

Lepenies (1986); Levine (1995); Mazlish (1989); Scott (2005); Turner (2006).
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9. Swanson (1993) argued that this is happening in communication as well, which may be true;

however, convergent processes also seem to be at work in this field. Deetz (1994) would correlate the

fragmentation of sociology with the breakup of its underlying problematic of social order. 
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SEMIURGY: FROM LANGUAGE

ANALYSIS TO LANGUAGE SYNTHESIS

MIKHAIL N. EPSTEIN2

The article focuses on the transition from language analysis to language

synthesis as a new strategy in the performative humanities of the early 21st

century. In addition to semiotics, the practical discipline of semiurgy (sign-

formation) is described in the context of growing creative potential of

electronic communications. For philosophy, it means the turn to linguistic

vitalism as an attempt to synthesize the legacies of Nietzsche and Wittgenstein.

Keywords: neologisms, memetics, semiotics, terminology, sign-formation,

creative philology, predictionary

“Speech that we hear, living and full of images, sparkles our imagination with the fire

of new creations, i.e., new word formations ... The only life responsibility of ours is

word creation … Poetry aims at language creativity, while the language is the creation

of life relations, as such. ... The first experience, summoned by the word, is evocation,

incantation by the word of a never-existing-before phenomenon; the word gives birth to

action.” —Andrei Belyi

1. NEOLOGY AND SEMIURGY.

SIGN GENERATION AND THE INTERNET

There are three types of sign activity: combinative, descriptive and formative. Most

written or oral texts fall under the first type. Whether it be Pushkin, Lenin, a brilliant

scientist, or an illiterate person, they all combine words in their own way, although the
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number of words and ways of their combination in literature, politics, science, or colloquial

speech are very different.

Books of grammar, dictionaries, linguistic studies and manuals where words and the

rules of their combination are described, fall under the second type of sign activity. Such

descriptive mode goes beyond the first, practical level of language, and so functions as the

language of the second order (or “meta-language”).

The third type of sign activity is the rarest of all three: it does not deal with the use or

description of signs that already exist in language, but introduces new signs in it; its focus

is neology, or sign creation, i.e., Semiurgy (from Greek semeion, sign, and Greek — ourgia,

work; cf. dramaturgy, liturgy, metallurgy).  

The examples of Semiurgy can be found in the famous dictionary compiled by

Vladimir Dal’ (out of 200 thousand words about 14 thousand were coined by him), in the

poetry and fiction of A. Belyi, V. Khlebnikov and V. Mayakovskó. At the same time, this

type of sign activity is still in the initial stages of its development. 

It is assumed that the creation of words and language elements as new signs is a

collective, communal and anonymous process, and that word formation can only be the

result of activity of a nation as a whole. This assumption is only partially true. For millenia

individuals’ input into language development could not be registered, leaving it only with

the products of the verbal “natural selection” by many generations. Such an era of “folk”

language formation is coming to an end. There were times when literature as a field of

individual creativity did not exist either. Songs and fairy-tales were passed down by

generations via word of mouth. With the creation of writing, individual authorship of

literary works came into being. Now with the transition to electronic networks, the folk

epoch of language is ending — and more and more individual authors of words will be

appearing as their individual coinages can be searched on the web. 

Admittedly in the past, word formation by individuals also acted as an important

factor in the growth of language. M. V. Lomonosov, for example, introduced such words as

ìàÿòíèê, íàñîñ, ïðèòÿæåíèå, ñîçâåçäèå, ðóäíèê, ÷åðòåæ [balance wheel, pump,

gravitation, constellation, ore mine, blueprint]; N.M. Karamzin was the author of such words

as ïðîìûøëåííîñòü, âëþáëåííîñòü, ðàññåÿííîñòü, òðîãàòåëüíûé, áóäóùíîñòü,

îáùåñòâåííîñòü, ÷åëîâå÷íîñòü, îáùåïîëåçíûé, äîñòèæèìûé, óñîâåðøåíñòâîâàòü

[industry, amorousness, absent-mindness, touching, futurity, community, humaneness,

common use, attainable, to perfect]; A. Shishkov’s input included áàñíîñëîâèå è ëèöåäåé

[fabulosity and dissembler]; F. Dostoyevsky enriched the Russian language with âñå÷åëîâåê

è ñòóøåâàòüñÿ [panhuman and to efface oneself], K. Brullov, with îòñåáÿòèíà, [one’s

own concoction]; V. Khlebnikov, with ëàäîìèð è òâîðÿíèí, [world harmony and a noble

creator]; I. Severyanin with áåçäàðü, [dull commonplace]; and A. Solzhenitsyn, with

îáðàçîâàíùèíà [smatterers].
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However, in the past only writers and scientists had a chance to immortalize their

word coinages. Before the Internet, it was difficult to trace new words back to their

individual source and determine the initial meaning of that word and the intention of its

author. With the Internet, it is simply a matter of pushing the “search” button. The Internet

also makes it possible, in an instant, to send a new word out to numerous users. New

formations catch on instantaneously, their growing usage testifying to their success. It is

such characteristics as its reading transparency and writing permeability that make the

Internet an ideal medium for registering and dissemination of new signs (verbal as well as

graphic or visual). The Internet does to language what writing at one point did to literature,

i.e., it undermines language’s folklore foundations, moving it to the area of individual

creativity. Indeed, systemic sign formation, which checks its coinages against the vocabulary

that already exists, becomes possible only through the electronic network.

Today every writer or thinker must have the entire World Wide Web at hu’s

fingertips.  This is not only for searching information sources, which can be found at the1

library (albeit, with more time spent on the search), but also for having an access to

everything that has been uttered and registered. This allows us to check the novelty of our

own sign-creations. A sign maker (or wordsmith) is interested not in what exists on the Net,

but what it does not yet contain. Today’s main work tool is the Net as a whole, with its gaps

and edges browsed in a moment. Only the Net, as a most comprehensive resource of all

existing signs, is commensurable with the task of sign creation. For à “paradigm maker,” the

one who creates new signs and concepts, new genres and disciplines that lead to paradigm

shifts in thinking, the measure of novelty is obtained through the comparison with the

existing sign systems as they are packed on the web. 

One can anticipate that in the future, the formation of new signs will become a more

prominent creative activity than the combination of already existing signs which was the

focus of verbal art in the past and still is in the present. With new and faster electronic ways

of information processing, what at one time was an important activity of combining

language signs will gradually be automatized, its value as a unique human activity reduced

not only in the technological, but also aesthetic and intellectual fields. It will lose its power

of estrangement and effect of surprise (once a prerogative of literature and philosophy).

Estrangement, or deautomatization of language will more often take the form, not of a

combination of old signs, but generation of new ones. Sign-givers and sign-makers

(çíàêîäàòåëè) will soon play as important a role in society as lawmakers (çàêîíîäàòåëè).

Signmaking and lawmaking are two complementary types of activity in that the law makes

everyone subject to self-restriction while the new sign creates for everyone a new

opportunity for self-expression.

Thus, we need a new discipline that would study the methods of creation of new signs.

Within semiotics, three branches are usually identified: semantics as the study of

relationships between a sign and its meaning, or between the signifier and the signified;
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syntactics as the study of relationships between signs; and pragmatics as the study of

relationships between signs and their users. However, no branch exists specifically devoted

to the creation of new signs, i.e., the study of relationships between signs and their absence

as the semiotic zero, or sign vacuum. Such a branch could be called semionics, cf. such

disciplines as bionics, electronics, avionics, and culturonics.

Semiurgy  is the activity of generating new signs and their introduction into language.2

Semionics as the fourth branch of semiotics along with semantics, syntactics and pragmatics,

is the discipline that studies the activity of generating new signs.

Different areas of science, art, mass communications, and information technologies,

dealing with the creation of new signs, could be coordinated by Semiurgy as practice and

Semionics as theory of sign formation. The branch of linguistics that studies the formation

of the existing words (derivatology) could then incorporate the study of the techniques of

creating new words and become a subdivision of Semionics. In marketing, a special area of

Semiurgy exists in the form of branding, i.e., creation of new language, visual, or sound

signs for companies to advertise and promote their products. 

2. LINGUISTRY, CREATIVE PHILOLOGY AND

 THE FUTURE OF CULTURE: MEMETICS

Sign creation and word creation as activities do not simply represent the generation

of new signs or words, but function as an act of meaning formation, or concept construction.

Every new word brings about a new meaning, and with it, a possibility of new understanding

and new action. People feel and act guided by the meaning of words. We ask ourselves, “Is

it love or not?” Or, perhaps, the feeling that we experience is more accurately called

compassion, or friendship, or lust, or respect, or gratitude? And so, having decided on the

exact word for our feelings, we act in accordance with its meaning, e.g., we get married or

divorced, meet or leave, confess our love or not love. The Greek language had a number of

words denoting different types and shades of love, and we still use some of them today, e.g.

eros, mania, philia, agape and storge. However, in the Russian language, as in many

European languages, there is only one word, “love,” indiscriminately applied to Motherland,

ice-cream, or a woman. With new formations, derived from the same root and refracted

through the prism of suffixes, cf. ëþáü and ëþáëÿ, ðàâíîëþáèå and íåäîëþáîê, ñëþáêà

and çàëþáü [lovedom, lovehood, eqiphilia, underloved, translove, etc.] not only a new layer

of meanings appears in the language, but also new shades in the range of feelings, actions

and intentions.

We can recall the huge impact that the language of ideology had on Soviet society and

the world, in general. The empty words that were nothing but air vibrations, were taken as

the blueprints for the industrial giants of socialism, collective farms and communal

apartments, systems of surveillance and punishment, five-year plans, and holidays and work
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days. The power of words at that time was overwhelming. And yet, the significance of

words during that time was not so much overemphasized as underplayed; words were

brought down to the level of incantation of ideologemes, their stems killed and the meanings

subject not to interpretation or discussion, but only to execution. In the post-Soviet society

such ideologemes must be replaced by the free and creative use of stems, providing space

for meaning formation and action. To understand itself, and at the same time become more

complex and refined in its meanings, culture is in dire need of words with clear stems and

numerous derivatives. The 21st century with its need for word creation, is consonant with

the avant-garde of the 20th century, the ideas of A.Belyi and V.Khlebnikov:

Word creation does not break the rules of language…. Just like the waters of shallow

rivers are populated with fish by the modern man, so linguistry (ÿçûêîâîäñòâî; cf. forestry,

ëåñîâîäñòâî) makes it possible to populate with new life, with extinct or non-existent

words, the impoverished language waves. We believe they will sparkle with life again as

they were in the first days of creation. (Khlebnikov, 1986, p. 627).

While theoretical linguistics might be compared to botany as the study of plants,

practical linguistics, or linguistry, can be compared to forestry or gardening, horticulture,

soil cultivation, or arboreal practices. In fact, linguo-creativity (or creative philology) is the

only ideology of our time that provides a nation with the sense of existence, and links past

and future. Only language can nourish our consciousness with common meanings, making

it possible for people to understand each other. That is, not speech, not what is said in the

language, but the language as such, in the form of words and morphemes, and not texts or

sentences. Take such eternal and unavoidable morphemes as ìèð, äàð, êðîâü, ëþá-, õîä-

, íà-, ïî-, è, -ñòâ, -îâü, -åíèå [peace, gift, blood, love, in, to, re-, un-, -ful, -ous, -ify, -ness,

etc.]. The level of sentence brings differences, while the level of texts leads to

misunderstanding, suspicion, and public battles.

Hardly any political, philosophical or religious ideology can unify today’s society. A

nation’s disintegration begins precisely at the point where a certain unifying “national” idea,

as an evaluative assumption with the claim for universality, is put forth. It is not in the idea,

but in the language that a unifying national sense is found (only on the condition of the

language unfettered development, its stems strong and its crown thick). Lexicology is not

only the study and description of the language vocabulary, but also the scientific foundation

of its enrichment through creative word formation which expands the original sphere of

meanings available to all members of a certain culture. Ludwig Wittgenstein famously

pronounced: “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.” (The Tractatus, 5.6).

Philology is the discipline that not only loves and studies words, but also draws on them for

new thought and action. Creative philology expands the world of a certain nation by

expanding the limits of its language. As the language resources of a culture expand,

philology impacts its gene pool, its mental patterns and modes of activity.
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Roman Jakobson noted a remarkable similarity between the genetic program of an

organism and the language program of the development of a culture or a society:

Today’s agenda has the study of the temporal programming role of language as a

bridge from past to future. It is worth mentioning that in 1966, N.A.Bernshtein, a well-

known Russian specialist in biomechanics, in the conclusion to his book had an appropriate

comparison between “the DNK and RNK molecules”, which contain the codes that reflect

“the anticipated processes of growth and development”, and “the psychobiological or

psychosocial structure of speech as the anticipated model of future”. (Jakobson, 1985, p.

334)

The future can be described in different genres: fortune-telling, a prophecy,

apocalypsis, an Utopia, or an anti-Utopia, a political or an aesthetic manifesto, a scientific

hypothesis, a science fiction book or a movie. But the most economic and compact genre of

future description is a new word, a neologism. A new word does not simply describe

something that is possible in the future, but also creates this very possibility, by expanding

the sphere of meanings enacted in the language. By coining a certain word, I make thinkable

and therefore possible its signified. What is in the language is on the mind; and what is on

the mind is in the action. According to Velimir Khlebnikov, “the word governs the brain,

the brain governs the hands, and the hands govern the kingdoms”. One simple word can be

the embryo of new theories and practices, just like one seed contains millions of future

plants. 

The idea about the programming role of language is especially relevant in view of the

new discipline, formed on the basis of genetics and called “memetics,” which can be defined

as the genetics of culture. “Memes”  are units of meaning or information, transferable from3

one mind to another through words, images, catch-phrases, and quotes. Memes, as genes or

viruses of meaning, are transmitters of cultural rather than biological information. Examples

of memes include slogans, musical tunes, fashions, cook recipes, mathematical formulas,

and computer algorithms. In fact, the entire history of the humankind can be seen as the

evolution of memes, their struggle for survival, dissemination, conquest of minds,

incorporation into material and spiritual culture. Memetics treats religions, ideologies,

political systems, philosophical and art trends, ideological disputes and day-to-day talks as

forms of acts where myriads of memes struggle to master the sign universe. From this

standpoint, “the function of the language is memes propagation” (Blackmore, 2000, p. 99).

Clearly, different levels of language have the capability of different degrees of

“replicability.” The word as a separate unit is the undisputed “champion” among language

memes. In fact, the word is the main meme, i.e., the most contagious of all “infoviruses”,

or, to put it better, the most productive of all “infogenes.” Travelling from one mind to

another, the word leaves there seeds of future thought and action. The word propagates

much faster than the sentence or text. Not even idioms, or aphorisms, or catch-phrases

propagate as often and everywhere as lexical units of language. The most popular text with
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millions of copies in print still can not compare, as far as frequency, with words which are

repeated in all texts in a given language. 

A new word is like a mini-meme; it contains the strongest power of propagation as the

maximum meaning is generated with the minimum sign. Cultures that worship Logos (i.e.,

the word that was before everything) must also pay attention to the Neologism, or

anticipation of the new word, still silent in the depths of language, until it comes to life. In

this respect, I wish to make a plea for all writers, lecturers, orators, philologists, and

journalists. We are all users of the language treasures, drawing from it words and phrases

and turning them into the means to our very existence; thus, language value turns into

monetary value. We all are language’s dependents for life; yet, we can (at least partially)

repay our debt, enriching language with new words. Language has no Internal Revenue

Service agency, to which each of us would have to pay back with at least one new word per

a thousand or tens of thousands words we used. Let paying back that way be a matter of our

professional honor.

3. PHILOSOPHY AND LANGUAGE SYNTHESIS

Every new discipline or method of thinking, whether it is the quantum physics or

Hegel’s philosophy, develops its own vocabulary. One can not imagine the quantum

mechanics without such neologisms (words or word combinations) as quantum, photon,

quark, spin, superconductivity, uncertainty principle, matter-wave dualism and so on. From

the linguistics standpoint, the development of every discipline equals the continuous growth

of its vocabulary as the system of signs that not only describe the laws of the universe, but

also pave the way for new ways of thinking.

Sign creation is especially important in philosophy, which searches for such terms,

concepts, and categories that could free our thinking from the prison of everyday language

and common sense prejudices. To think means to create a new language of intellectual

wonderment and estrangement, that is orthogonal to common sense and is critically cleaned

from all automatic clichés and meanings soiled by everyday use. A philosopher quite often

fails to find necessary words in the existing language and coins new words or assigns new

meanings to old ones, e.g. idea (Plato), thing-in-itself (Kant), Aufhebung (Hegel),

Ubermensch (Nietzsche), Zeitigung (Heidegger). The language of Plato, Kant, Hegel,

Nietzsche, or Heidegger is rich in neologisms expressing the most fundamental categories

of their thought that did not fit into the existing vocabulary. Philosophy creates new terms

and significations, similar to how economics creates new goods and values.

In the 20th century Anglo-American philosophy, the linguo-analytical approach is

predominant. Philosophy’s main task is proclaimed to be the analysis of everyday, scientific,

and philosophical language with its grammar and logical structures. At the same time, the
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synthetic aspect of utterances and the task of production of more substantive and informative

judgments are practically ignored. 

Philosophy of language synthesis, or constructive nominalism may be seen as the 21st

century alternative to the tradition of language analysis. Insofar as the subject of philosophy

- universals, ideas, or generalizations - is present in language, the task of philosophy is to

expand our mental vocabulary and grammar, to synthesize new words and concepts, lexical

fields and syntactical rules. Thus philosophy helps the society to increase the volume of

speakable, conceivable and thinkable, and, therefore, doable and accomplishable. From

language analysis, which was its focus in the 20th century, philosophy moves to language

synthesis — the program that was boldly unveiled in G. Deleuse and F.Guatarri’s books A

Thousand Plateaus (1987) and What is Philosophy? (1996).

 Language synthesis is the philosophical trend aimed at the synthesis of new terms,

concepts, and judgments on the basis of their language analysis. Every act of analysis

contains the possibility and condition of a new synthesis. Where there is a possibility of

breaking a judgment into elements, there also exists a possibility of new judgments, or a new

combination of elements, therefore, a new domain of thought and speech. 

For instance, the judgment “stupidity is a vice” can be treated analytically, in the spirit

of G.Moore, as equivalent to such judgments as “I have a negative attitude towards

stupidity”, or “Stupidity creates negative emotions in me.” The synthetic approach to this

judgment, however, positions it as a potential foundation for other, alternative and more

informative, “wonderous” judgments (cf. Aristotle’s idea in Metaphysics about philosophy

born out of wonderment). Analysis, as such, is intellectually trite and empty unless it

provokes attempts at a new synthesis.

Let us create a possible sequence of synthesizing questions and alternative judgments

regarding the statement stupidity is a vice. Is stupidity always a vice, or can it be considered

a virtue in certain cases? If intelligence can be exercised for a sophisticated justification of

a vice, then can stupidity serve as manifestation of innocence? If stupidity is sometimes used

as a means to a virtuous goal, can it then be considered a virtue itself? M. Saltykov-

Shchedrin, a prominent Russian satiric writer of the 19th century, has coined a remarkable

moral term that has come into common usage: áëàãîãëóïîñòü, which can be conveyed by

the English neologism virtupidity. Virtupidity is à well-intentioned stupidity, a high-

sounding nonsense, or pompous triviality. 

 Let us extend this line of thought to the next level. If stupidity, if only in an ironic

sense, can be a virtue, can baseness or meannes be virtuous as well? Or rather can

virtuousness be mean and base? Can we speak not only of virtupidity [áëàãîãëóïîñòü] but

also benemalence [áëàãîïîäëîñòü; cf. benevolence] as well-intentioned meanness.

Benemalence appears to be a dubious oxymoron. Lack of intelligence can go hand in hand

with good intentions, but what about maliciousness and perversity of intentions? Can one

betray, rape, and blaspheme while having good intentions? The answer is yes, with the



Mikhail N. Epstein Semiurgy: From Language Analysis to Language Synthesis

32 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008)

examples ranging from The Great Inquisitor in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov to

the Soviet official hero, the exemplary pioneer Pavlik Morozov who denounced and

betrayed his father. 

 Thus, as a trivial subject of analysis, the judgment stupidity is a vice can set up

grounds for a synthesis of non-trivial, thought-provoking judgments and new word

formations such as virtupidity and benemalence. Language synthesis can be formally

operationalized by the symbol ÷ as the sign of logical bifurcation (i.e., an alternative

emerging from the analysis of the above mentioned judgment). The elements of the

judgment which precede the sign ÷ are viewed as variables, whereas their alternatives or

variations that follow are new judgments:

Stupidity ÷ is a vice.

Stupidity can be ÷ a vice (but may not be).

Stupidity can be ÷ virtue (under certain circumstances).

One of the conditions of virtue is a good intention.

Stupidity can be the product of good intentions (Virtupidity).

Meanness can be the product of good intentions (Benemalence).

Whatever judgment we might take, its every element can be questioned and

substituted, generating a new judgment. If the elements a, b and c can be isolated in a

judgment as a result of analysis, their synthesis generates such combinations as bcd, or cba,

or abd (i.e., a new thought, a mental object yet to be cognized, requiring interpretation, and

a new act of analysis, and a new synthesis that follows it). G.V. Leibniz (1984) considered

the art of synthesis to be more important than that of analysis. For him, synthesis is defined

as algebra of qualities, or combinatorics “which deals with forms of objects or formulas of

the Universe, i.e., the quality in general, or the similar and dissimilar, for formulas are the

result of the combination of the initial elements a, b, c, etc., and this science is different

from algebra, which manipulates formulas as they apply to the quantity, or the equal and

non-equal” (p. 122).

In principle, analytical and synthetical procedures are reversible. Every analysis that

isolates certain elements of a judgement can be transformed into synthesis, i.e.,

recombination of these elements and formation of alternative judgments, and also new

terms, concepts, sentences, disciplines, methods, and worldviews. Thus, the level of

synthesis correlates with the level of analysis that preceeds it and makes it possible.

Accordingly, all analytical philosophy can be interpreted and revised in the language of

synthesis. Wherever separate elements of a judgment can be isolated, their new

combinations are possible as well. They describe the state of affairs not existing, but

possible as part of various discourses, worldviews, futures, virtual worlds, and alternative

fields of knowledge. Every language synthesis introduces a new mental state, which



Semiurgy: From Language Analysis to Language Synthesis Mikhail N. Epstein

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008) 33

searches its further implementation in new theoretical, political, scientific and technical

practices.

Synthesism must not be seen as a departure from analytical and critical functions of

philosophy; on the contrary, synthesism is their legitimate extension and transformation.

In the analysis-synthesis procedure the following stages can be singled out:

1. The structure of the teõt or discourse, its elements (analysis).

2. Conceptual and verbal constraints and biases, ideological construction of the

text (criticism).

3. Various alternative recombinations of elements; gaps and lacunae that are not

realized in, yet can be inferred from this text or discourse (synthetic stage 1:

combinatorial).

4. Semantic interpretation of new sign combinations, search for their referents,

denotative and connotative components; mental states and transformation of meanings,

which can find their place in complementary/alternative discourses (synthetic stage 2:

interpretative).

5. Constructive and experimental work on implementing such alternatives,

formation of new terms, discourses, disciplines, cultural styles and practices, etc.

(synthetic stage 3: constructive).

Synthetic transformation and deepening of analysis might draw closer the Anglo-

American philosophy, where analytical tendencies dominate, with the Continental and

especially Russian philosophy known for their synthetic traditions. 

Philosophy of synthesis combines the two traditions deemed incompatible:

Nietzsche’s philosophy of life and Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language, i.e., the most

ambitious and radical versions of vitalism and linguism. Synthesism then is a form of

linguo-vitalism - the increase in vitality of language itself, the expansion of the discoursive

frontiers of the humanities to embrace the maximum of what can be thought and said. The

“will for power” specific to language is the multiplication of speakables and thinkables.

According to the analytical tradition, based on the late Wittgenstein, philosophy is the

“critique of language”; it is aimed at the study of language games, clarifying word meanings,

concepts and rules used in speech practices of everyday life, science, arts, or professional

areas. But following this assumption, philosophy itself is a linguistic game, one among

others. Then it has still another goal, which is conducting its own language game with

utmost vigor and breadth, constantly revising and updating its rules, its thought-images, its

conceptual foundation containing units of vocabulary and grammar. According to the late

Wittgenstein, language does not tell the “truth” about the world, does not really reflect facts

or “atoms” of the universe, but instead plays by its own rules that are different for different

discourses, types of consciousness and behavior: “The term “language game” is meant to

emphasize that speaking a language is a component of activity, or a form of life”

(Wittgenstein, 1994, p. 90). According to Wittgenstein, language is not only a reflexive
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instrument, but the play of life as such, its expansion into the sphere of signs. “Play” and

“life” are the key concepts that connect Wittgenstein and Nietzsche; life should play in

language as it does in nature or history.

Philosophy then as a meta-language that describes and refines the “natural”

language(s) is aimed not at the “truthful” analysis of language, but playing its own language

game with an increasing intensity. Language as a game (which is the main assumption of

analytical philosophy) contains in itself the refutation of pure analytism--presenting

philosophy with a new task of a synthesizing and constructive order. It does not tell the truth

about language, since language does not tell the truth about the world. Instead, it strengthens

and renews the life of language itself, extending the boundaries of what can be thought and

said. Thus Nietzsche’s vitalism rescues Wittgenstein’s (subtle yet constructively poor)

analytism, endowing it with the power, valor and courage that Nietzsche assigns for life. To

paraphrase Nietzsche, philosophy is striving for power, not of a superman over the world,

but a superlanguage over meaning.

NOTES

1. hu pron (a clipping of “human”) — a 3rd person gender-neutral pronoun referring both to

a man and a woman. For more information see the entry in the PreDicitionary at  the end of the article

(under Grammatical Words).

2. The word “semiurgy” can be found in J. Buadrillard, cf. his “Systems of objects”(1968), and

also in the postmodern theory of communication where it means “sign activity in general,” “production

and propagation of signs,” including combinative  and descriptive activity, i.e., any sign activity. I

attach to this term a much more specific meaning — the art and practice of creating new signs.

3. The term “meme” was introduced by the British biologist Richard Dawkins in 1976 in his

book The Selfish Gene. Dawkins argued that, alongside genes as transmitters of biological information,

there exist transmitters of cultural information, which are also predisposed to self-engendered

propagation and comply with the laws of Darwin’s evolution. Similar to genes, Dawkins gave the

names of “memes” to such units of cultural memory; memes then strive toward constant self-

replication and use for that purpose books, songs, plays, TV programs, and mass communications.
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APPENDIX: PREDICTIONARY AND LEXICOPOEIA

As a practical extension of semiurgy, I would like to present here some fragments of my

coinages, a collection of new words and terms that I have been trying to introduce to Russian and

English audiences.  For seven years (since April, 2000) I have been developing the web project,

entitled Äàð ñëîâà. Ïðîåêòèâíûé ñëîâàðü ðóññêîãî ÿçûêà [The Gift of a Word: A Projective

Dictionary of the Russian language]. Every Sunday I forward the new issue of the Dictionary by e-mail

to the subscribers (there are about three thousand of them by now). Every issue contains several new

words with their definitions, samples of usage and the reasons for their introduction into the language.

These neologisms may eventually be accepted into the language and start circulating as the signs of

new concepts, ideas, theories, styles and trends. Or, they may not. It is the readers’ decision whether

the words happen to be well-adaptive and whether the images and ideas that the new words present

are true to the readers’ expectations. You cannnot impose anything upon the language, but you can

offer something in hopes that a bit of it will not be rejected. Or, as Fyodor Tyutchev, the 19th century

Russian poet, put it:

It is beyond our power to fathom

Which way the word we utter resonates,

Thus, like a sudden grace that comes upon us,

A gift of empathetic understanding emanates.

The Gift of a Word is a dictionary of lexical and conceptual possibilities of the Russian

language, and the prospects of its development in the 21  century. The title page of the dictionaryst

contains the contents of the previous issues (there were 250 of them as by June 2007): 

http://old.russ.ru/antolog/intelnet/dar0.html 
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Of course, neologisms with Russian stems are difficult to translate into English. But I am also

preoccupied with the work on linguistry in English, and the results of this work will be presented in

the dictionary of my English coinages, entitled Predictionary. This word has already been included

in a dictionary of English neologisms (WordSpy).

PreDictionary

PreDictionary is a projective dictionary that does not register words already in use but predicts

new words and introduces them for the first time. The first Russian installment of the projective

dictionary, as a separate edition, came out in 2003 (Proektivnyi filosofskii slovar’. Novye terminy i

ponyatiya. The dictionary contained 165 articles by 11 authors, including 90 articles of my own.

The term predictionary can be read in two ways:

(1) pre-dictionary, a draft, a beginning of a dictionary;

(2) prediction-ary, a collection of predictions, a list of predicted words. 

Almost all dictionaries, even those that contain neologisms, are reactive in that they lag behind

the evolution of the living language and reflect its foregone stages. A PreDictionary, on the contrary,

is a proactive dictionary: it contributes new words that might make their way into texts, speeches and

dictionaries of the future.

This Predictionary is a collection of words that I have coined since the early 1980s. The project

has a three-fold agenda — analytic, aesthetic, and pragmatic.

1. Analytically, PreDictionary searches for blank spaces and semantic voids in the lexical-

conceptual systems of languages in order to fill them with new words designating would-be

phenomena and nascent ideas for which no semantic markers currently exist. 

2. Aesthetically, PreDictionary aims to create new words as miniature works of verbal art,

(micropoems, lexipoems), filled with lyrical or dramatic intrigue; such newly minted linguistic

coins can open fresh venues for expressiveness by provocatively juxtaposing the formative lexical

elements of existing words.

3. Pragmatically, PreDictionary seeks to introduce new words into the language by

providing examples of their usage in various styles of oral and written speech. Each word is

defined and illustrated in such a way as to demonstrate its communicative value and the range of

its possible applications in typical situations and discourses.

It is my hope that most words in this experimental lexicon will achieve the first task, and that

at least some will approach the second goal. The third goal may be unattainable. Still, with hope once

again triumphing over experience, I set out to achieve the unachievable. 

Lexicopoeia as a Literary Genre 

What is the minimal unit of verbal creativity? Obviously, a neologism, i.e., a single word as a

quantum of creative energy. A new word exposes — in the most concentrated form — the same

qualities of invention and fantasy that are manifest in longer literary texts, such as poems or novels.
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There are many varieties of neologisms according to their discursive and social functions:

scientific and technical terms, commercial trademarks and brand names, political slogans, and

expressive coinages in literature and journalism. Many authors, such as Lewis Carrol or James Joyce,

weave neologisms into the fabric of their poetry or fiction. However, there should be recognition for

a neologism as a self-sufficient literary text that is not intended for any pragmatic use and is not a part

of any larger literary genre. I call this genre of a single word creation lexicopoeia. For more

information on word creativity and the genre of lexicopoeia see Epshtein, 2004, pp. 254-320. 

The word lexicopoeia is formed from the Greek roots lexis, meaning word, expression (from

legein, meaning say) and poiein, meaning to make or compose. Lexicopoeia literally means word-

composition, word-formation.

As the epigraph to this project, I have chosen Ralph Emerson’s saying “Every word was once

a poem.” Actually, lexicopoeia is nothing but an abbreviation of this aphorism: the whole sentence is

condensed into a single word: lexico - poeia.

“Every word [lexis] was once a poem [poiema].”

… and still IS at the moment of its coinage.

Lexicopoeia is the most concise genre of literature. Even an aphorism seems obese and verbose

as compared with a neologism. If an aphorism as a literary genre corresponds to the sentence as a

linguistic unit, then a lexicopoem corresponds to the word as a minimal element of speech having

meaning as such. 

The material for lexicopoeia is provided by formative units of words — roots, prefixes, suffixes

and other morphemes. Not any arbitrary combination of morphemes can be regarded as a new word,

just as not any arbitrary combination of words can claim to be a poem or a story. A lexicopoem is a

minimal literary text that has its own idea, image, composition, plot, authorial intention and

intertextual connections with other words. This distinguishes lexicopoeia as a genre of verbal art from

random combinations of morphemes. The meaning of a lexicopoem can not be mechanically derived

from separate meanings of its morphological components.

The word lexicopoeia is an example of the literary genre that it designates. This word itself is

a fresh coinage: it has never been used before in English or any other language. It is absent not only

from all dictionaries, but also from 3 billion pages of the World Wide Web.

 In the process of assembling this lexicopoetic collection, all coinages were checked on the web

(via Google) to make sure none had been used before, at least in the sense deployed in this

Predictionary. The Predictionary has the following 15 thematic rubrics. 

General 

Everyday Life

People. Characters

Relationships. Communication

Psychology. Emotions 

Life. Health. Death

Love. Sex

Mind. Knowledge

Philosophy

Religion. Beliefs

Society

Time

Internet. Informational Technology

Language. Textuality

Grammatical Words (pronouns, conjunctions, etc.)



Mikhail N. Epstein Semiurgy: From Language Analysis to Language Synthesis

38 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008)

The new words are arranged alphabetically within them. Below I reproduce only fragments of

my PreDictionary that in its full version includes more than 120 words. 

Everyday Life

Dunch n (a word-portmanteau, blend of lunch and dinner; cf. brunch) — a small meal between lunch and

dinner in the late afternoon or early evening (about 3- 5 pm.). Dunch usually includes tea or coffee with cookies,

sometimes fruits or a light salad.

This is a more appropriate word for an intermediate meal than the once suggested linner. Dunch is a

lighter meal, more similar to lunch than to dinner. Accordingly, the word is more brief (one syllable) and follows

the pattern of another recently coined meal - brunch. The need for such a term reflects the proliferation of social

occasions in contemporary urban life, as well as the ubiquity of food and opportunities to partake of it.

E.g. For tomorrow, I have already scheduled lunch and dinner with my colleagues. Let’s have a dunch

together.

       

Psychology/ Emotions 

Happicle n (happy + diminutive suffix — icle, like in particle, icicle) — a particle of happiness, the

smallest unit of happiness; a single happy occurrence or a momentary feeling of happiness.

Happicles make life worth living, even in the absence of one big happiness. 

E.g. There is no happiness in this world, but there are happicles. Sometimes we can catch them, fleeting

and unpredictable as they are. 

Love/Sex

Dislove v trans (prefix dis + love; cf. dislike, disapprove) — to have a deep negative feeling, attraction

through aversion to someone.

Dislove is a deeper feeling than dislike; it is not just a matter of taste, but of personal relationship. It is

addressed to individuals rather than to inanimate entities. Dislove implies a strong negative emotional connection

to its human object.

E.g. I don’t dislike Andy, I dislove him. I would never divorce a person whom I merely dislike. 

Mind/Knowledge

Cerebrity n (Lat cerebrum, brain; cf. celebrity) — a famous, well-publicized intellectual; a brainy, cerebral

person who is emotionally dry or egocentric. 

E.g. I try to avoid meetings with such cerebrities. Everything they have to say is already in their books.

Philosophy

Reity n (Lat res, matter or thing) — all that is real in opposition to the virtual. 

Reity is a more narrow realm than the one called reality. Virtual worlds are parts of reality, which

embraces emotions, numbers, computer games, abstract concepts etc. Reity is what we find around us when we

turn off our computers, e.g., the aroma of coffee, the sound of a living voice, a view from the window.

E.g. The switch to reity from a video or a computer is a gratifying experience. You sense afresh the charm

of things as they smell and taste and touch you.  

Society

Dreadvertise v (dread + advertise) — to advertise by dread, to engage in military propaganda.

E.g. There are skilled dreadvertisers in our government.
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Time

Chronomaniac n (Gr khronos, time + Gr mania, obsession, madness; cf. nymphomaniac) — a person

obsessed with time and speed; one who attempts to live faster and to control time up to the smallest units. A

synonym: timenik n (time + suffix — nik; cf. peacenik)

E.g. All my colleagues are crazy timeniks. No one has a minute for a human conversation.

Internet/ Informational Technology

Egonetics n (ego + net + ics) — weaving a network of self-references, increasing one’s presence on the

internet. 

Egonetics is different from “ego surfing” — a search of one’s own name on the internet (using search

engines). Egonetics is an active electronic dispersal of one’s name, making links to one’s homepage, entering

various interactive sites and open forums. Such an ego-expansion can be done for the sake of an idea or a

commercial promotion, but in the absence of ideological or professional motifs, this is a narcissistic case of

egonetics.

E.g. One of my colleagues uses his office hours for egonetics. 

Jim is caring and responsive, he is not an egoist in the traditional sense, he is simply an egonetic. He loves

his name more than himself. 

Jim is caring and responsive, he is not an egoist in the traditional sense; he is simply an egonetic. He is

more attached to his virtual persona than to his physical existence

Language/Textuality 

Silentese noun or adjective (silent + suffix — ese, like in Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese) — the language

of silence; it may use paralingustic signs, gestures, mimicry and facial expressions.

E.g. He didn’t say anything. — Why, he spoke eloquently, but it was Silentese, the most difficult language

to study and understand.

 

Grammatical Words 

Hu pron (a clipping of “human”) — a 3rd person gender-neutral pronoun referring both to a man and a

woman.

Hu belongs to the category of back-clippings, in which an element or elements are removed from the end

of a word to create a shortened form: flu (influenza) lab(oratory), math(ematics), ad(vertisement), piano(forte),

and condo(minium). 

Hu is pronounced (hju:), like “hu” in “human.” As a sound pattern, “hu” is closest to the two

other genderless, singular, person-related English pronouns: “you” and the interrogative “who.” “Who” and “hu”

are naturally drawn to each other by rhyming and communication contexts, as a question and the

answer: (hu:)? — (hju:). “Hu” designates precisely that generic, un-gendered HUman to whom the question

“who?” refers. Thus the answer is prompted by the question itself. “Who buys this stuff? Who would want a car

like that?” — “Anyone who believes that hu can afford it.”

The five forms of the 3rd person pronouns make up the table:

nom      gen (adj)   posses           acc           refl

male he  his his him himself

fem  she her hers her  herself

neut hu hus hus hu   huself

All derivative forms are pronounced similarly: hus (hu:z), huself (hu:self).

                              

E.g. Anyone who admits that hu has a conflict of interests should not serve as an investigator. 
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For some speakers, preferable technique in avoiding gender-biased pronouns is to change the noun into

plural. However, such a solution is problematic and even detrimental to the language’s ethical and conceptual

capacity to deal with individuals. Compare:

A hero is one who places huself at risk for another.

 Heroes are those who place themselves at risk for others.

To convey this idea I would like to imagine A HERO, a heroic human being, rather than a group of

heroes, a mass of heroes. Resorting to “they” successfully eliminates not only gender, but individuality as well.

Should we speak and think about people only in terms of multitudes? I think it’s important to talk about a

student, an employee, an author, a doctor, a physicist, or a person, rather than to refer to faceless students,

authors, doctors, persons, etc. We need to accommodate grammar to ethical and conceptual concerns, not the

other way around. Gaining gender-neutral grammar at the expense of an individual reference is a dubious

achievement.

There are several advantages of “hu” over other contenders for the vacancy: 

1. “Hu” is fully motivated, semantically and etymologically justified, as a shortened form

of “HUman.” Whenever the pronoun is used, you have the idea of the noun behind it making it

memorable, inherently meaningful and suggestive (unlike purely conditional, artificial pronouns

earlier suggested such as “e, et, mon, na, ne, po, se, tey”). 

2. “Hu” is a short, one syllable word. The use of “hu” (2 keystrokes) cuts effectively the

time needed to type “he or she” (9 keystrokes); cf. “huself” (6) and “himself or herself,”

(18) etc. This is a substantial economy of time, space, and effort in our frequent daily use of

gender-neutral pronouns, especially in e-mails. 

3. “Hu” fits the pattern of existing 3rd person pronouns (“he” and “she”), first, by

including the consonant “h” common to all of them; second, by containing only one vowel, like

all of them. “Hu - he - she” — these words, all open syllables, one consonant plus one vowel, are

good partners in distributing the gender roles within one lexical family. 

4. The spelling of “hu” coincides with its pronunciation; there are no irregularities of the

kind that damages, for example, the “s/he” pronoun, making it good in writing but

unpronounceable. 

5. “Hu” is used in a regular grammatical manner, in contrast to “they” (as a singular

pronoun). “Hu” can be used routinely and automatically, without twisting the sentence to put all

nouns in plural or exploiting “they” in a disagreeable manner to refer to a singular person. 

6. It is easy to form derivatives from “hu” following the existing patterns: “hus” and

“huself.” 

7. If we decide to borrow a gender-neutral pronoun from another language, we’ll have to

consider the Persian “u,”Arabic “hu” and Old English “ou.” All of them could be easily

incorporated in contemporary English with the addition or preservation of “h,” as a shortened

form of the genderless “human.”

 

So far, I do not see any strong logical or historical arguments against hu-language. It is the language of

undivided HUmanness. In the near future, this HUmaness will need even better articulation to distinguish our

species from artificial “it” forms of intelligence that are rising to a more active role in civilization and language.

Soon we’ll have to answer such questions as “Who is reading, writing, calculating, speaking, and even thinking?”

The answer may be “hu” (human) or “it” (machine). We need “hu” not only to speak equally about men and

women, but in order to speak differently about humans and non-humans who share with us many similar qualities

and predicates and fulfill many comparable tasks. We increasingly need “hu” as a sign of a humanly specific actor

or agent in the language of mental actions and symbolic interactions. 
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In the famous episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation, the crew of the Enterprise manages to liberate

an individual from the hive-like structure of the maleficent Borg Collective. They name hum, of course, Hu(gh)!

The full version of PreDictionary is on my web site:

http://www.emory.edu/INTELNET/predictionary.html

All are invited to participate in this project. Free Internet subscription to “The Gift of the World. Proactive

Dictionary of the Russian Language” is at http://subscribe.ru/catalog/linguistics.lexicon
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IMPACT OF “ISLAMIC EXTREMISM” ON TV NEWS

REPRESENTATIONS OF MULTICULTURALISM,

INTÉGRATION AND MNOGONARODNOST’: 

A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

Stephen Hutchings, Galina Miazhevich, Chris Flood and Henri Nickels3

This article examines how television in the United Kingdom, France and Russia

has managed shifts in consensus resulting from the recent rise of “Islamic

extremism.” The research is based on recordings from news bulletins on

“Establishment” channels (BBC1, France 2, 1  Channel). We conclude thatst

hybridity in multiculturalist discourse is highest within the BBC, where a robust

“hegemonic chain” has facilitated representation of the widest range of voices

in the most complex combinations, but where the disruption to the consensus

is most vividly expressed. In France, consensus around integrationist values

holds good for the state and the media, but the relative weakness of the

hegemonic chain beyond the official sphere results in reduced hybridity and

significant discursive contradiction. In Russia, precisely because of the state-

media symbiosis, television fails to internalise multicultural values, alternative

voices are represented only when reaccented from an official viewpoint, and

discursive tension is correspondingly higher.
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On December 6, 2006, Vladimir Putin called a meeting of party leaders to discuss

extremism in Russian society. In his address, he referred to international terrorism, internal
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ethnic tensions and Russia’s multicultural, multi-faith status. Two days later, Britain’s Tony

Blair gave a speech on multiculturalism, singling out Muslim fundamentalism as the most

dangerous form of extremism threatening British society, claiming: “The reason we are

having this debate is not generalised extremism. It is a new and virulent form of ideology

associated with a minority of our Muslim community.” Both speeches provided the

headlines for the evening news bulletins of BBC 1 and Russia’s Channel 1 respectively.

The broader context behind a coincidence which passed largely unnoticed is the rise

of Islamic radicalism and the reinforcement of a “War on Terror” discourse in the wake of

terrorist atrocities in the USA (9/11), the UK (7/7), Russian (Beslan), and elsewhere. There

is an emergent body of academic work treating the “War on Terror’s” implications for inter-

ethnic cohesion, security and multicultural policy, and its representation in the media.

Anglophone research is oriented towards identifying the impact of Western media bias

against Islamic cultures. For example, Said’s (1997) seminal study demonstrates how

Islamic groups are induced first to assimilate then perpetuate western media images of

Muslim hostility. Poole (2002) details British media stereotyping of Muslims in the context

of the new global order. Qureshi and Sells (2003) analyse post-9/11 constructions of the

Muslim as enemy. Sanadjian (2002) and Lyon (2005) examine the retrograde influence of

the anti-terror campaign on Western multiculturalism. There is less scholarship on French

or Russian media representations. In France and Russia attention has focused on Islam itself;

Sifaoui’s (2002) monograph on the Islamic threat to French integrity builds on Huntington’s

“Clash of Civilizations” thesis; a parallel Russian body of work (e.g. Brass & Shumilin,

2004) promotes the Establishment line on Chechnya and global terror. A British

counterweight is Russell’s (2005) exposé of Russian demonisations of Chechen Muslims

after 9/11.

Whilst much one-nation scholarship references the US approach to Islamic radicalism,

few genuinely comparative analyses have been undertaken. This article addresses the lacuna

by considering television news mediations of the impact of Islamic extremism on inter-

ethnic cohesion policy in three European nations which share similarities in their

postcolonial relations with Islamic states, substantial Muslim contingents within

multicultural populations, and varying degrees of involvement in the “War on Terror.” They

also exhibit differences of media and political cultures and policy towards Muslim

minorities. We based our research on recordings from the main evening bulletins on

channels considered close to the Establishment viewpoint in each country (BBC1, France

2, 1  Channel). st

Our article focuses on television news across the three nations, asking: How have

European news outlets reflected shifts in consensus views resulting from the three-way

intersection of Islam, extremism and multiculturalism/intégration/mnogonarodnost’

(henceforth abbreviated as MIM)?
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We first provide some brief background information in order to (i) differentiate in

summary form the value systems within which the consensus shifts are occurring in our

three countries, and (ii) to present empirical data derived from our corpus of recordings as

a means of setting the context for the theoretically informed case studies around which we

base our main argument. We then outline a framework within which to treat the question we

pose, basing our approach to mainstream media representations around the notion of

hegemony as articulated by Ernst Laclau (1985), modified for text analysis purposes via the

insights of Mikhail Bakhtin (1981). 

BACKGROUND: MULTICULTURALISM, 

MNOGONARODNOST’ AND INTÉGRATION

Official cultures in France, the UK and Russia have developed extensive (albeit

divergent) theoretical positions on inter-ethnic relations. In Russia, mnogonarodnost’ is

constitutionally enshrined, just as intégration is in France; in the UK, multiculturalism

gained broad Establishment support which, as the Blair speech indicated, is now ebbing fast.

In all three countries, the War on Terror, along with the rise of nationalism, concern over

migration, and hostility to US-derived “political correctness” have prompted a shift of

values. In each case, (re)definitions of extremism as a marker of what lies beyond the

socially acceptable have been key to the dynamics of the shift. And in each case, media

systems play a crucial role in driving the process. 

This is not the place to explore the complexities of concepts relating to the status and

interrelations of ethnic groups within Britain, France and Russia. For present purposes, we

employ three concepts with the following meanings:

Multiculturalism  is a fluid concept. Originally the umbrella term for anti-discrimination

policies implemented following ethnic tensions in the late 1950s in response to

immigration from the Commonwealth countries, it was based on “the concept of equality

as difference, the right to have one’s differences recognised … in the public sphere”

(Modood, 2005, p.153-154). At its fringes, the multiculturalist consensus which emerged

in the 1960s developed in the early 1980s into a radical minority politics grounded in

a concept of political blackness, but “from the late 1980s onwards … most Asians were

emphasising a more particular ethnic and religious identity” (Modood, 2005, p.156). The

alliance came under different pressure under the Conservatives, following concerns over

the non-integration of immigrants, a tabloid-led anti-political correctness campaign, and

the emergence of Islamic radicalism, a trend hastened under New Labour. Now, as a

recent Guardian article (13/6/07) argues: “[Multiculturalism] is being shelved in

preference for community cohesion. But the difference seems one of semantics rather

than substance. The argument about multiculturalism has spread misunderstandings and

anxieties about an assimilation agenda.”
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Intégration is a prescriptive, Republican ideal. To paraphrase the official definition

offered by the Haut Conseil à l’intégration (2007), Intégration is a long term process of

active social participation based on shared values, expressed in terms of the equal rights

and obligations of all people living in France. This entails, among others, equality

between the sexes, respecting freedom of thought, and freedom of religion. The latter

is most commonly encapsulated in the concept of laïcité, which possesses three main

dimensions: neutrality, autonomy and community (McGoldrick, 2006, p. 38). It defines

the function of religion within the state and can be understood as the separation of

religion from “public space.” However, as its proponents stress, it should not be treated

as a rejection of religion. On the contrary, laïcité represents a system of public order

(l’ordre public) which permits religious freedom to flourish, as it provides protection

against religious group pressure on individuals (McGoldrick, 2006, p. 39).

Mnogonarodnost’— The Russian approach to inter-ethnic relations is terminologically

and conceptually confusing and reflects an uneasy synthesis of Great Russian

imperialism, the spurious Soviet-Marxist brotherhood of nationalities dispersed across

a 15-republic Federation (the original context in which mnogonarodnost’ — “multi-

peopled-ness” — was formalised as state policy) and the influence of US-inspired civic

citizenship. As Valerii Tishkov (2006) argues, in Russia the concept of one nation is

technically absent, since the notion of “national interests” is used to define the demands

of citizens of various ethnic origins. Moreover, the terms “nationality” (natsional’nost’),

“people” (narod), “national group” (narodnost’), “nation” (natsiia), and “ethnic group”

(etnos) have, since Soviet times, been used inconsistently (Sokolovskiy,

http://www.indepsocres.spb.ru/library/racism_soder.html); for example, in his public

pronouncements Putin refers to Russia alternatively as many-peopled (mnogonarodnyi)

and multinational (mnogonatsional’nyi).

BACKGROUND: THE EMPIRICAL DATA

The trajectory of our preliminary data analysis is from the general to the specific.

First, we identified the overall prominence of Islam-related news stories in daily news

bulletins monitored over six months (01/11/2006 to 30/04/2007). “Islam-related” stories are

identified as those containing specific reference to Islam, or connoting, verbally or visually,

the involvement of Islamic factors (e.g. references to guerrilla fighters presumed Islamic,

or stories on migrants in which background images of veiled women are displayed). During

this period Islam was of differing importance to the BBC and to the French and Russian

channels: the BBC’s Ten o’clock News, Channel 1’s Vremia and Journal de 20 Heures

devoted 26.9%, 12.1% and 6.8% respectively of their news time to the topic. For this and

other statistical indicators see Appendix (Table B1). 

Next, we conducted a concordance analysis based on transcribed bulletins from the

first trimester (01/11/2006 to 31/01/2007) in order to concentrate specifically on
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multiculturalism’s interrelationship with a) extremism, b) Islam and c) ethnic

difference/tension, on how the boundaries of normative are defined, and on the extent to

which extremism is linked with terrorism, and with Islam. To provide a direct link to the

issues treated in our case studies, we then focused on identifying the represented actors and

the quotation patterns (direct/indirect) in a selected corpus of stories highlighting ethnic

difference and featured in bulletins recorded in the first trimester. Taking into account that

this analysis is based on just 14 British, 12 French and 15 Russian news stories about inter-

ethnic cohesion featured between 01/11/2006 and 31/01/2007 our conclusions about the

identified quotation patterns (direct/indirect) are potentially prone to statistical distortions.

They are, therefore, provisional and indicative. Thus, we were able to assess the relative

importance accorded to the voices in basic, numerical terms as a precursor to the critical

interpretation of the disposition of those voices and its bearing on consensus issues

undertaken in the case studies. The tables of stories selected for quotation pattern analysis

are given in the Appendix (Table A1, A2 and A3), with those selected for our detailed, case-

study analysis highlighted.

INTERSECTION OF ISLAM WITH MIM AND EXTREMISM

MIM was referenced with identically low frequency in Russia, Britain and France.

However, in Russia, the use of affiliated notions (“respect” [n=2], “dialogue” [n=1] and

“interpenetration of cultures” [vzaimoproniknovenie kultur] [n = 1]), generate the sense of

a need for intercultural bridges. British discourse is less loaded and featured only one

comment involving “diversity” (n = 1) and two direct links to Britain, though it can be

inferred that the value is more fully embedded in the Establishment culture and does not

require foregrounding. In France, the integrationist value of Laïcité, occurred only 6 times.

In none of the bulletins was there an overt linking of multiculturalism to terrorism (with the

exception of Tony Blair’s speech), although the single French reference to

“communautarisme” (a term with negative connotations sometimes used to refer to

separatism between communities) occurred in conjunction with sectarian violence in Iraq

and, to a lesser extent, Lebanon.

In France and Britain, the idea of extremism is virtually one-dimensional. In the UK,

it is linked almost exclusively to Islamic radicalism, which endangers democracy (n = 1) and

requires moderation (n = 1). It is sometimes contrasted with “moderate Islam” (n = 2). Islam

reoccurs in conjunction with extremism under several headings: Islam (n = 7), Sunni (n =

1), preacher (n = 1), Muslim (n = 7). Under its umbrella, extremism embraces terrorism (n

= 2), bombing (n = 3) and violence (n = 2). Links to migrants are absent, and extremism is

only once associated with crime.

In France, the conflation of extremism and Islam is more complete. The term

“extremism” itself occurs only once (in a story commemorating the assassination of Yitzhak
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Rabin by a Jewish extremist), though a related notion, “Intégrisme,” features twice, each

time in the context of Islamic violence. The term “Islamiste” (in which the conflation

acquires lexical embodiment) is used frequently (n=35). The adjective “radical” is used in

conjunction with Islam 5 times.

Russia presents a contrast. Extremism is linked specifically to Islam twice only,

though there are associations with Wahabbism (n = 2) and guerrilla fighters (boeviki)

(presumably Islamic, though this is rarely specified). It is usually tied to broader political

radicalism expressed as politics (n = 5), political parties (n = 4) slogans and protests (3).

Radical extremism is associated with national hatred (n = 3), and fascism (n = 1).

References with a covert Islamic dimension to tensions with immigrant communities are

also to be noted (n = 4). Much discourse centres on attempts to negotiate the boundaries of

extremism and it is sometimes discussed in the context of legitimate civic protests (n = 3).

It betrays traces of a criminalisation discourse, with the following occurrences noted: trial

(n = 2), punishment (n = 2), criminal (n = 2), crime (n = 7). As in the UK, the susceptibility

of young people to extremism is acknowledged. 

QUOTATION PATTERNS

Our analysis of quotation patterns (see Appendix, Table B2) revealed that the

prevalence of vox populi representatives in Vremia cannot disguise a clear predilection for

people allied to the Putin agenda (demonstrators on a Unity Day march, children talking to

the President, etc.). The political representatives all belong to parties useful to Putin’s cause

and the other voices represented are overwhelmingly those of the state authorities. The low

Muslim presence can be explained by the already-noted strategy of downplaying the Islamic

dimension to domestic news. 

The same prevalence of direct over indirect quotation can be found in French news

stories. The identity of the Muslims quoted indicates a selection policy oriented, like

Russia’s, towards those sympathetic to the official agenda (12 republican Muslims, two

representatives of the moderate Muslim community, one respected mosque leader).

Similarly, vox populi quotes were from staff in the public services. 

On the BBC stories vox populi representatives were relatively diverse and included

passers-by from several ethnic/religious groups. Moreover, apart from the greater frequency

and range of Muslims voices cited (these included Muslim radicals, preachers, and

representatives of Muslim organisations) the proportion of indirect quotes is far higher than

in either Russia or France. 

Within our central argument we will contextualise this discrepancy in terms of a

greater willingness on the BBC’s part to engage with, and dialogise, the voice of the Muslim

Other, attributable in turn to the broader and more robust consensual scope it embraces. We
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must first prepare the theoretical ground for the case studies in which that argument will be

articulated.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our argument, is doubly bound up with the Establishment which we will need to

define; first, we are treating MIM as the, albeit unstable, consensual norms by which

societies deal with their postcolonial legacies; second, we are concentrating on the treatment

of these norms within channels considered close to the Establishment position. We are

interested in the extent to which they have internalised official articulations of inter-ethnic

cohesion policy, and the ways in which disruptions to those articulations attributable to

Islamic radicalism have impacted upon their news discourse strategies. 

In theorising the Establishment and its relationship with television, we abandon

empiricist notions of the phenomenon as consisting of elite institutions (inclusive of the

government) wielding political power from an identifiable point of privilege. Such a

conception is inadequate both to the BBC’s subtle consensualism (whose reach extends well

beyond those institutions), and Russia’s Channel 1 (which, though heavily state-controlled,

fails to function as a repository for those broadly accepted “commonsense” values

associated with the Establishment). We have substituted for it the Laclauan model of

hegemony according to which the power capable of generating such “commonsense” values

does not reside in discrete social formations, but consists of “nodal points” or “chains of

equivalence” which partially (and provisionally) fix dominant meanings within a complex

system of differences and antagonisms (Laclau,1985, p. 135). 

For Laclau, hegemony “cannot be conceived as an irradiation of effects from a

privileged point” (1985, p. 141), since “the problem of power cannot be posed in terms of

the … dominant sector which constitutes the centre of a hegemonic formation … such a

centre will always elude us”. Nor can we posit “the total diffusion of power in the social,

as this would blind the analysis to the presence of chains of equivalence and to partial

concentrations of power” (p. 142). Hegemonic power is inhabited by difference: “[T]he two

conditions of a hegemonic articulation are the presence of antagonistic forces and the

instability of the frontiers which separate them” (p. 136). This instability facilitates the

emergence of “overdetermined” chains of equivalence. Thus, ethnic minority interests,

capitalist entrepreneurialism and middle class liberalism might represent the multiculturalist

consensus chain. At every point, the chains threaten to dissolve into mutual antagonisms

before a new chain emerges. Hegemony thrives on such tension, for “a situation in which

a system of differences had been … welded together would imply the end of hegemonic

politics” (p.138).

We therefore replace instrumentalist views of mainstream television news as an agent

of central power with an understanding of television as the site in which the chains
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constituting hegemonic meaning are articulated. However much pressure they place on

media outlets, ruling elites will, unless they establish themselves within such chains, never

control hegemony. But we should emphasise that the framework applies differently to

different media systems. For example, it best captures the Russian situation “in the

negative,” by pointing up the (near) absence of chains of equivalence and thus

demonstrating the failure of the regime to benefit from hegemonic power (a failure reflected

in Channel 1’s paranoid fear of alternative opinion, Pavlovian obedience and crude

polemicising). Moreover, it does not preclude differential influence amongst the various

interests forming chains and is thus no more “optimistically democratic” than other theories

of power (when one group masks its superior influence through hegemonic allegiances with

others, its ability to shape hegemony to its advantage increases).

Hegemony can be approached at the textual level through the Bakhtinian notion of

monologism or “unitary language.” Here, power is associated with the attempt to minimise

the centrifugal heteroglossia (mnogolosie) of discourse and orient it towards the centripetal

force of the unitary language. However, inflected with Laclaua’s concepts of

overdetermination and equivalence chains, the unitary language is not the property of a

single, discrete group. Indeed, Bakhtin himself characterises it as an abstraction never

realised within any specific utterance. Rather it emerges from a process in which certain

contingent voices (e.g. journalists) weave between and “reaccent” other voices -

government, business, official Muslim opinion, radical Islam - without “mastering” them,

but “aggregating” them out at a particular point in the ideological spectrum. The (never

complete) weakening of the barriers dividing the hybrid, antagonistic voices corresponds on

the textual level to the density of the chains identified by Laclau on the societal level. The

unitary language is the discursive effect of this process and is articulated from the elusive

Establishment position. The instability besetting the process from which that position

emerges accounts for its ever-shifting nature of that position. To return to Bakhtin:

The centripetal forces of the life of language, embodied in a “unitary language,” operate

in the midst of heteroglossia … Every concrete utterance … serves as a point where

centrifugal as well as centripetal forces are brought to bear. (Bakhtin 1981, p. 272)

For this reason, MIM values may at times appear to be spoken from within the

Establishment position and at others from beyond it.

It is important for the purposes of evaluating the ideological orientation of news to

note Bakhtin’s rejection of the notion of a “neutral, authoritative word’:

There are no “neutral” words and forms — words and forms that can belong to noone;

language has been completely shot through with intentions and accents. Each word tastes

of the context and contexts in which it has lived its socially charged life. (Bakhtin 1981,

p. 293)
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Likewise, at the macro-level, the purported neutrality of the hegemonic consensus

masks the chains of ideological interests that it serves.

Language’s accentual hybridity is most evident in the dialogistic phenomena of

indirect speech, and the looser, hybrid form of Quasi-Direct speech (Nesobstvenno priamaia

rech’), where the words of another are rendered without quotation marks and bear traces of

the intentions of the quoting consciousness in what Bakhtin terms a form of

“ventriloquation.” In each case, a third-person presence evaluates and re-articulates the word

of another. One of our tasks will be identifying the component voices in this process.

Dialogism is, however, not restricted to hybridity within speech; even apparently single-

voiced utterances are oriented implicitly towards an external collocutor as hidden polemic.

Equally, a high level of discursive hybridity may indicate the presence of a relatively robust

hegemonic chain (capable of appropriating difference), rather than its opposite.

Mediating between the Bakhtinian and Laclauan idioms, we identify three interlinked

strategies, of which representation as the drive to give voice to the flow of hybrid discourses

(antagonisms), yet reorient it towards unitariness (equivalence) is the first. The second is the

attempt by a participant in the dialogic encounter, once discursive hybridity has stabilised

as a unitary sign (hegemonic chain), to internalise it in order to perform its meanings. Thus,

the BBC “internalises” consensus multiculturalism and performs it in its codes of practice,

selection of interviewees, etc. The third we call the metadiscursive strategy by which

distance from Establishment positions (e.g. multiculturalism) is re-established in order to

“authenticate” them from without, but also, potentially, to undermine them. We will refer

to visual aspects of the reports where necessary, but make no attempt at a systematic image

analysis which exceeds our scope.

CASE STUDIES

We will examine the disposition of voices, levels of discursive hybridity and modes

of reaccentuation in three reports per country, referring our Bakhtinian methodology back

to our overarching Laclauan model via the distinction between representation, performance

and metadiscourse. As a complete set, the stories chosen (see tables A1 to A3 in the

Appendix) thematise (i) state interventions into the debate around

multicultural/integrationist values (ii) formal attempts to foster national and inter-ethnic

cohesion, and (iii) the clash of cultures. Such themes were thought likely to feature

relatively high levels of the metadiscursivity and performativity with which we particularly

associate the hegemonic process in its mature phase. However, we divide the analyses by

country rather than theme because (a) it is the inter-country comparative dimension which

is of key importance to us, (b) there is excessive overlap between the theme categories

(particularly between state interventions and cultural clashes), and (c) these categories are

unevenly distributed across the three countries. As will become apparent, for Britain
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(8/12/06; 24/1/07) and Russia (6/12/06; 10/12/06), pairs of closely related stories were

collapsed for case study purposes in order to achieve a balance of 3 per nation. Because we

are interpreting texts steeped in human intentionalities, we will not apply our critical

apparatus as a rigid, positivistic template. Our points of entry into, and exit from, texts will

be intuitive, and ad hoc. Moreover, in Russia’s case, the extreme rapidity with which the

ideological sands are shifting necessitates sporadic references to broadcasts outside our

monitoring period. 

Britain: Case 1 (BBC 1 News, 8/12/06)

Let us begin with Tony Blair’s multiculturalism speech. The report’s representational

strategy includes multiple instances of terminological slippage reflecting a mutual

contamination of voices. Whilst the presenter’s headline invokes “ethnic minorities,” the

opening sentence of the item proper speaks of a “message to Britain’s Muslim

communities,” citing Blair’s reference to “immigrants.” Blair himself speaks of “religious

groups” and this statement is quoted as Quasi-Direct Discourse, in which the other’s exact

words are given in a third-person rendition, but without quotation marks: “All of us have a

duty, he said, to integrate … religious groups have the right to their identity.” This device

recurs, sometimes with third person grammatical markers which, however, do not diminish

the other’s presence in the reported speech: “He didn’t mind differences in culture but he

was deeply worried by those who rejected … tolerance.” The effect is that of a

ventriloquation of Blair’s position from within the presenter’s discourse. 

This alignment of voices elides the stark contradiction in Blair’s rhetoric. His

injunction “Conform to tolerance or don’t come” is itself intemperate. But, by re-expressing

the paradox as merely “an uncompromising message,” whilst retaining Blair’s

terminological conflation and dual assumption that minorities are both unintegrated, and in

need of integration, the news discourse reaccents the other’s word, mollifying its harsher

edges.

Muslim voices are framed by a statement which reproduces the governmental

association of integration with Britishness and separatism with extremist Muslims: “But

what about the idea of the British duty to integrate taking precedence over religious

practice?” Nonetheless, the voices themselves are permitted to challenge the construct of

Britishness and, at the same time offer an alternative form of integration based on shared

commitment to multicultural difference. Whilst an official Muslim spokesman appears to

reinforce the Blairite view of Muslim intransigence, the assertion of an Asian-looking

female that it is “not essential” to be British these days, supported by a white male’s belief

that a single version of Britishness cannot be universally imposed, connotes a vision of a

multicultural Britain in which communities agree not to impose norms upon each other.
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Through the selection of such vox populi opinions, the BBC engages in a performance of

multiculturalism at odds with its representational strategy.

In the concluding sentences, multiculturalism is thematised when the reporter wonders

“whether we’ve got multiculturalism right.” The effect of ending with speculation about

“segregated communities and parallel lives” is to predetermine a negative answer to the

question, indicating that it has been posed on the government’s terms. Thus the supposedly

metadiscursive naming of multiculturalism is posited intradiscursively from within the

position of one of those contesting its meaning. In this case, performance undercuts

representation but is itself thwarted by metadiscursivity, as hegemonic equivalence

(re)fragments into competing antagonisms.

The BBC’s performance of multicultural values is evident in a special report from a

later bulletin dedicated to Britishness (BBC 1, 24/1/07). Answers to the questions of Mark

Easton, the Home Affairs Editor, as to what it means to be British are provided by

representatives of our multicultural society: a white female, a black male and an oriental

female. 

Cardiff, [white female]: “I think more Welsh these days, especially the Welsh

government and more sort of autonomy given to the country….”

Birmingham, [black male]: “I can see myself to be more English than British

because England is more associated with the Queen.”

Edinburgh, [Oriental female]: “I am Scottish more than British. I do not really

talk about me being British anyway.”

The interviewees proclaim allegiance to the home nations to which they belong, rather

than to Britain. As previously, they have been chosen to particular ideological effect,

enabling the report to achieve a (re)integration of ethnic minorities around a shared

commitment to difference of a “safer” kind: not that of separatist Muslim communities, but

that of the home nations. Multiculturalism is performed, and simultaneously sanitised, in the

context of the assault to which it is now subjected.

Britain: Case 2 (BBC 1, 24/11/06)

In our second case study, the metadiscursive naming of multiculturalism is linked not

to discussion of an ideal, but to a specific story behind which the “clash of cultures”

discourse lurks. It covers the November 2006 controversy over British Airways (BA)

suspending an air hostess for wearing a Christian cross.

In the report, Mark Easton acknowledges that “people want to proclaim their religious

and cultural identity,” cuing him meta-discursively to interpret the cross incident and an

earlier story about a Muslim teacher sacked for wearing a veil as inevitable consequences
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of our multicultural society, seemingly from within the consensus position of a hegemonic

chain. 

Easton’s initial response to the presenter’s question about why BA has backed down

is couched in hybridised discourse in which the reporter’s third-person account of BA’s

motives is represented from BA’s ideological viewpoint. Easton’s references to “running

a global company” and “dress and safety rules,” phrases drawn from the business lexicon,

co-articulate the hegemonic, multiculturalist contract between business and ethnic minorities

according to which the “Christianity vs. Hinduism” conflict Easton cites should be discarded

in the interests of “the bottom line.” The lexicon of the other is augmented with that other’s

spatio-temporal viewpoint (“when you’ve got goodness knows how many Bishops

pressuring you”). But later, Easton’s hybridised discourse acquires a double-accented

quality: in adopting BA’s position, the journalist reveals its absurdity through a sarcastic

over-identification with the blinkered BA policy: “suddenly a review seems like a good

idea.” 

The fact that it is “goodness knows how many Bishops” calling for a climb-down is

significant in a way that Easton will not acknowledge. For the outrage that the incident

provoked stemmed not from a critique of the logic of BA’s dress code, but from the

company’s refusal to recognise Christianity’s status as a “British” value around which those

outraged were calling for BA, and those “politically correct” minorities supporting the

stewardess’s suspension, to coalesce. 

Easton recasts the newsreader’s observation about the two parallel stories in the form

of another question: “Is there one law for Christians and another for Muslims?” This

phrasing is that of the Muslim objectors to the BA decision who perceive hypocrisy in

mainstream British resentment towards both the “stubborn” Muslim teaching assistant and

“politically correct” BA for not allowing the stewardess to wear her cross. Easton answers

his own question with a resounding “I don’t think so,” resolving the dialogue between

Muslim minority and mainstream, Christian Britain in the latter’s favour. 

However, he goes on to offer a meta-discursive, moderately separatist definition of

multiculturalism in terms of “competing identities,” reassuring us that all we will see in the

future is innocuous little “rows” over “veils and crosses.” The equivalence between the two

stories that the multiculturalist narrative imposes on them is misleading. The overwhelming

tenor of opinion about the Muslim assistant was hostile to her claims, whilst views

expressed on the stewardess were predominantly favourable; in each case the arguments

were made from a position requiring adherence to mainstream Christian values. Here, in

embracing multiculturalist difference, metadiscursivity is out of step with a representational

strategy whose ultimate effect is to endorse assimilationism.
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Britain: Case 3 (BBC1, 10/11/06)

False parallelism is at work in an earlier story of the failure to convict the Nick

Griffin, leader of the British National Party (BNP), for describing Islam as a “wicked,

vicious faith.”

Here, four different news stories and four different voices are represented directly

within Easton’s discourse: a Muslim extremist protesting against caricatures of the Prophet

with his provocative banner (‘Behead those who insult Islam’), Nick Griffin’s insult to

Islam, the Pope’s recent ill-advised reference to Islam’s historical association with evil

violence, and Trevor Phillips, former (black) chairman of the Commission on Racial

Equality (CRE), who warned of the dangers of multiculturalism. There is an overlap

between the piece’s metadiscursive function (it foregrounds tensions between

multiculturalist theory and practice), and its performative dimension (the invocation of

multiple voices to challenge Griffin’s extremism in the name of “commonsense” consensus).

But the orientations and sequencing of the voices directly cited changes the picture.

The extremist message on the Muslim protestor’s banner is followed by Griffin’s offending

statement. These two form a pair to be juxtaposed with the “moderate” opinions of the Pope

and the CRE Chairman. However, the words of the second pair, far from countering

Griffin’s outburst, offer a toned down, temperate version of his message in a second set of

pairings: Griffin (“wicked, vicious faith”) + Pope (“evil and inhuman”), and Griffin

(“multiracial hell-hole”) + Griffins (“dangerous form of exclusion”). 

The voice of the Muslim community does not go un-represented. But it is both

anonymised and “hystericalised.” Easton’s phrases “caused huge offence,” “created a

storm,” “offensive to many” “hugely offensive to many people” all refer implicitly to the

Muslim communities at which Griffin’s remarks were directed. But their voice is not

directly heard. And the emotive tenor of the phrases is in sharp contrast with the “sensible”

rationalism of the actors in favour of “debate” and “free speech.” 

Easton’s assertion that he “thinks there is a fear that today’s acquittal might be

portrayed as evidence that Britain is “almost institutionally anti-Islamic” bears careful

scrutiny in the context of the tension between the metadiscursive message (in which viewers

are reassured that reason will prevail in the form of a new law to protect multiculturalist

consensus) and the performative strategy (whose confused parallelism fails to prevent the

BNP from disrupting that consensus). The impersonal “there is a fear” masks the

subjectivity of the government calling for the new law. But the passive impersonal

construction “might be portrayed” hides the agency of the Islamic communities who indeed

claimed that their treatment evidences judicial bias. The words “institutionally anti-Islamic”

represent the presence of the “alien voice” of the radical critics of British Islamophobia.

However, the framing expression “might be portrayed” modalises that claim, casting doubt

on its validity. Equally, the Muslims’ perception that their community is “under attack” is
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qualified with the alternative formulation “or feel alienated” (feeling alienated may reflect

a failure to integrate, rather than the justified reaction to attack).

Here, the ideological effect of the dialogical representation process is to bolster that

of the flawed performative strategy in undercutting the restatement of commitment to

multicultural “equidistance.” 

France: Case 1 (France 2, 7/12/06)

French news reports extensively perform normative consensus values through the

selection of actors, the words they speak and, through their narrative structures. Our

monitoring period featured several stories depicting well-assimilated Arab-Muslim families

willing to subordinate their faith to, or integrate it with, laïcité. 

One is the narrative of a successful French Arab self-made businessman (Mourad

Boudjedal), now the rich benefactor of a Toulon rugby club. In the tale of the 2 -generationnd

Arab immigrant made good, we have an alignment of ethnic minority, business and state

interests whose trajectory is first reflected by the reporter within an official lexicon; he

charts progress from “le chomage” (unemployment) to “l’impot sur les grandes fortunes”

(income tax on large earnings), then internalised in the hero’s vernacular reaccentuation: he

advances from “bouffer le pain des Français” (scoffing French people’s bread) to “donner

du pain aux Français” (giving bread to French people). The alignment is best rendered in

the term “beurgeois” (a pun combining “bourgeois” and “beur” — the term used to describe

the mixed identity of second generation French-Arabs). The fact that the term is quoted

sympathetically within the comments of the reporter - “le beurgeois, comme on l’appelle ici”

(the beurgeois as they call him here) - authenticates the integrationist principle through the

received opinions of ordinary French citizens; the businessman himself rejects religious

separatism as the basis for his identity: “Je suis d’origine Arabe, mais je ne suis pas

musulman” (I’m of Arab origin but I’m not Muslim).

The tale is further authenticated through the dialogic citing, and implicit rebuttal,

within Boudjelal’s own words, of the racists responsible for the immigrant stereotype: “Euh,

sale Arabe … retourne dans son pays” (Hey, dirty Arab, go back to your own country!).

Again, the terms of the rebuttal and the positive trajectory it embodies are re-expressed in

the reporter’s official lexicon which refers to: “une ville que le Front Nationale dirigeait

encore il y a quelques années” (a town which the National Front ran a few years ago). The

report is characterised by a weaving between official and vernacular discourses which,

unlike Easton’s tension-laden narratives, mutually bind one another. Thus, following

Boudjedal’s account of how he overcame prejudice in order to integrate, the reporter

reminds us that an immigrant from the Maghreb now runs the town’s symbolically important

rugby club, a fact re-confirmed in Boudjedal’s sentiment: “il y a eu un changement

d’attitudes qui est clair” (there’s been a clear change of attitudes). The report incarnates
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laïcité in a positive example of an integrated French-Arab citizen, and also performs the

victory over racist barriers to integration in its narrative trajectory. 

France: Case 2 (France 2, 2/1/07)

A complementary report tells of a well-integrated French Muslim family which

continues to practice its faith, but within official republican parameters. One difference from

the previous report is in the presenter’s metadiscursive introduction characterising the story

in official, integrationist terms: “une famille musulmane pratiquante française et fière de

l’etre. Une famille tout à la fois très pieuse et très attachée à la République” (a practising

Muslim family, French and proud of it, at once very devout and very attached to the

Republic). However, whilst the report tells of a law-abiding but devout Muslim family,

nowhere do the interviewees refer to the Republic, or to pride in being French (although

they do say it possible to be both French and Muslim). Metadiscursive naming and

representation here coexist in mild tension. Moreover, one must assume that the “vous” in

the presenter’s invitation to the viewer - “Vous allez rentrer dans le quotidien d’une famille

musulmane …” (You’re going to be introduced to the everyday life of a Muslim family) is

the average, non-Muslim/laïc Frenchman and that, in bringing this “ideal viewer” into the

pious Muslim’s home, the report enacts the integration which is currently absent, even

whilst the presenter claims it to be already achieved.

In other respects, too, the report performs integrationism. Thus, Moustapha Moussali,

head of the family, stresses the status of his religious devotion as “pratique privée” (private

practice) and the avoidance of “prosélytisme.” Moreover, his wife’s rejection of the idea of

insisting on her daughters wearing the Islamic headscarf at school can be construed as being

implicitly aimed at opponents of the controversial French law on religious clothing. 

The Muslim voice in this report recapitulates the hegemonic consensus and responds

dialogically to peripheral Islamic objectors. At a second level, the report is itself outwardly

dialogised in its orientation towards critics of Islamic separatism, setting out to prove that,

contrary to right-wing fears, devout Muslims can reconcile faith with their French

citizenship. The report concludes with the reporter importing the value of “l’indifférence,”

a term he cites directly from Moussali’s words, into his own, metadiscursive summary: “Un

droit à l’indifférence, et l’espoir que les relations avec le reste de la société française

soient, un jour, apaisées” (“a right to indifference and the hope that relations with the rest

of society will one day be appeased”).

France: Case 3 (France 2, 28/1/07)

It is in an item in which laïcité itself is the story that the levels of discursive tension

observed in the BBC reports is attained. The story concerns a charter on laïcité produced
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by the French Council on Integration. The presenter notes that it relates primarily to

maternity hospitals which have recently been subject to violent conduct from religious

extremists.

Superficially, the report finds evidence to support the need for a renewed commitment

to laïcité. But let us examine the sequencing of the examples. The first is that of a Madame

Zenzelaoui who, in answering a question about whether she has to be attended by a female

gynaecologist, responds in moderate terms that, whilst Islam requires this, it provides for the

possibility of male doctors in emergencies. The reporter identifies a parallel flexibility on

the part of the hospital authorities: “alors, on s’adapte dans la mesure possible aux

convictions religieuses” (we adapt as far as possible to religious convictions). His words,

however, adopt the inner perspective of the hospital management and there is no attempt to

distance himself from the assertion. This false parallelism cues the next example in which

a Muslim woman is prevented by her husband from accepting the services of a male doctor.

Here, the reporter’s comment that the hospital would not budge (“ne transige pas”) is

vindicated in the words of the hospital manager who confirms that the intervention was

successful. Monologic harmony is misleadingly presented as dialogic alternation.

The third example is that of a doctor attacked by the husband of a Muslim patient on

the grounds that Islam forbids a wife to be touched by males other than her husband. The

sequence thus leads ever further towards Muslim extremism and violence. The fourth

example develops this trajectory to its conclusion. It is one in which gender is almost

overshadowed by religion/race as a female medical worker is attacked by radicals angry that

a non-Muslim of either sex should dare to touch “their” women. The doctor-interviewee

dialogises the words of the extremists within his own speech, re-accenting them to

underscore their shocking aggression: “Tenez, ça va vous apprendre à vous occuper de nos

femmes!” (There, that will teach you to take care of our women!). 

In the penultimate sentence the reporter switches to metadiscursive mode as he recasts

the examples within the thematic context which spawned them and characterises the guiding

principle by which the hospital chief operates: “il ne s’agit pas que d’une question de

laïcité” (it is not just a question of laïcité). The term is not used by the chief himself, but the

argument he makes falls within its normative framework, suggesting that the violence

against which la laïcité protects women indicates a predilection for violence in general. But

in none of the examples cited in support of the argument does the violence of (Muslim)

husbands against wives, or indeed, a generalised violence, feature; it is rather the specific

violence of Muslims against non-Muslims. This double elision discloses a mismatch

between the principles whose credibility the individual stories are intended to support and

the message that the stories actually enunciate: that of an irrational hatred having little to do

with religious piety and everything to with a cultural clash in the face of which laïcité is an

irrelevance. The mismatch mirrors the wider disjunction between an outmoded French

assimilationism and the tensions which it is intended to eradicate. Here, it is not a case of
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a hegemonic consensus in transition from one configuration to another, but rather of one

which, because it fails to embrace the interests of the ethnic-religious other, is barely

hegemonic at all. 

Russia: Case 1 (Channel 1, 6/12/06)

We commence our analysis of Russia’s Channel 1 with two reports on the extremism

meeting. The first is heavily contaminated by the voice of Putin whose “authoritative word”

organises the reporting discourse; the presenter ventriloquates Putin’s  position, adopting

the same phrases as those used by the President: “íå âñòðå÷àåò àäåêâàòíîãî îòïîðà” …

“÷åòêî ðàçëè÷àòü òó ãðàíü” (doesn’t meet with adequate resistance … clearly distinguish

the boundary). That all is not so straightforward is, however, evident from the fact that,

whilst for the presenter extremism “is not meeting with adequate resistance,” Putin assures

us that those “propagating national, religious and race hatred will meet with adequate

resistance” (áóäåò äàí àäåêâàòíûé îòïîð). 

The awkward fit between the source of authority and its media interpreter is partly

attributable to extremism’s over-broad definition: it is treated “âî âñåõ åãî ïðîÿâëåíèÿõ”

(in all its manifestations). But it also reflects the presenter’s failure to internalise Putin’s

discourse in an act of “responsive understanding” (Bakhtin), a failure responsible for the

manner in which Putin’s speech is reconstituted within the presenter’s narrative. Following

Putin’s initial declaration on the need to fight extremism, examples of court leniency

towards racists are cited. With no explanation, this is succeeded by the President’s calls for

stricter migration controls in the interests of ordinary Russians: “Ìû äîëæíû äàòü ÿñíûé

ñèãíàë îáùåñòâó, ÷òî ãîñóäàðñòâî äóìàåò î ãðàæäàíàõ Ðîññèè, î êîðåííîì íàñåëåíèè

ñòðàíû” (“We must send society a clear signal that the state is thinking of Russian citizens,

of the country’s established population.”). The confusion is exacerbated by the succeeding

segment quoting another politician’s call for the substitution of mere tolerance (terpimost’)

of other cultures by a true multiculturalist interpenetration (vzaimoproniknovenie) of

cultures. 

A later report (Channel 1, 10/12/06) focuses on the contributions to the “debate” of

Vladimir Zhirinovskii and Gennadii Ziuganov, themselves hardly strangers to xenophobia.

They concentrate on youth involvement in right-wing violence, and the need not to over-

interpret extremism to include legitimate protest. The achievement of coherence is hampered

by the lack of a metadiscursive overview reconciling the struggle with racism, immigration

and youth policies, and the needs of the “Russian” population on the one hand, and the

avoidance of free speech restrictions on the other. As part of Putin’s new, authoritarian-

nationalist power axis, these formerly extreme politicians have now been “mainstreamed.”

The contradiction is not lost on the reporter who dialogistically frames Zhirinovskii’s words

about ways of dealing with youth susceptibility to extremism with a cutting commentary:
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“Æèðèíîâñêèé îêàçàëñÿ îçàäà÷åí, âåäü ñàìûì ýêñòðåìàëüíûì ïîëèòèêîì â ñòðàíå äî

ñèõ ïîð ñ÷èòàëñÿ îí…Âëàäèìèð Âîëüôîâè÷ ïîäóìàë è ðåøèë, ÷òî ýêñòðåìèçì-ýòî âñå-

òàêè íå ïðî íåãî” (“Zhirinovskii was astonished, for, until now, he had been considered

the country’s most extreme position. Vladimir Volfovich thought a little and decided that

extremism was nothing to do with him.”). The audacious journalistic sarcasm is articulated

from a position at odds with a President calling for the very restrictions on migration

recently demanded more colourfully by Zhirinovskii himself. Instability in Russian media

discourse intersects with ideological and terminological incoherence.

Russia: Case 2 (Channel 1, 25/11/06)

One exception to the discursive incoherence occurs in a report relating to the recently

proposed banning of the burqa in the Netherlands. Unusually, it features vox populi snippets

in which ordinary Dutch people vent their sarcastic rejection, or puzzled incomprehension,

of the new law. The presenter’s discourse orients itself to the mocking tone of the Muslim

husband who, in response to the suggestion that he beats his wife, jokes: “Êîíå÷íî áüþ,

êàæäûé äåíü. ×òî ïîâåðèëè? Âñå ýòè ðàçãîâîðû î ïàðàíäæå óæå íàäîåëè” (“Of course,

every day. What, you believed me? I’m sick of all these conversations about the parandja!”).

Like the words of the Muslim interviewee, the presenter appropriates, then ridicules, the

voice of his opponent, the conservative Christian party proposing the ban. When he reminds

us that Holland is called “the most liberal country in Europe,” then refers to it as “Ñàìûé

òåðïèìûé ê èììèðàíòàì íàðîä…” (the most immigrant-tolerant people), he, too,

implicitly dialogises the self-identification of the Dutch right, subjecting it to mocking

rebuttal: “òåïåðü ñìîòðèò íà íèõ ñ ïîäîçðåíèåì” (now regards [immigrants] with

suspicion). This is in sharp contrast with earlier commentaries on Channel 1’s Odnako

programme targeting virulent criticism at Western multiculturalist leniency following

Chechen terrorist atrocities. In 2002, the presenter, Maksim Sokolov, noted sardonically that

“the charm of modern European multiculturalism (multikul’tural’nosti) consists in the fact

that immigrants show not the slightest desire to acquire European culture, customs and

morals and live as a state within a state” (3/4/02).

Elsewhere, the reporter represents the immigrants’ own words in approving Quasi-

direct speech to counter the voice of the conservative politicians: “È ýòè ëþäè, êîòîðûå

îòêðûòî êóðÿò íàðêîòèê-çàêðûâàþò íàì ëèöî?” (And these people who openly smoke

drugs are trying to cover up our faces?). The words of the ridiculed Dutch other are,

however, heavily reaccented; the Dutch Justice Minister is unlikely to have uttered the

words “ëèöî ãîëàíäñêîé íàöèîíàëüíîñòè äîëæíî áûòü îòêðûòûì” (the face of Dutch

nationality must be open). Rather, the reporter rephrases her proposal thus, so as to

exaggerate its absurdity. The wide range of voices represented here - a Dutch minister, an

ordinary (white) Dutch person, a Muslim man and his Muslim wife - are arranged in a stable
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hierarchy subordinated to the official Russian line promoting multiculturalist tolerance in

contradistinction to (i) western assimilationist intolerance (ii) the rabid nationalism of the

now sanitized Zhirinovskii, and (iii) the ridiculing of western “politkorrektnost” rife in

Odnako until lately. (In a display of precisely such politkorrektnost, Russia’s other state

channel, Rossiia, now broadcasts a programme celebrating Islamic tradition and fronted by

a veiled Muslim woman.)

In official pronouncements, the phrase “our multinational, multiconfessional state”

(“nashe mnogonarodnoe, mnogokonfessional’noe gosudarstvo”) is repeated, mantra-like.

But media commentary on the recent flurry of governmental activity promoting

“tolerantnost” is absent; again, the lack of metadiscursivity reflects Channel 1’s failure to

internalise, reaccent and performatively enact the policy. This is hardly surprising given (a)

the inconsistency with which the regime itself reads its commitment to multiculturalism; at

a press conference in Italy in March 2007, Putin stressed the need to strengthen ties between

Russia and Italy on the basis of their “common Christian foundation’”; (b) the still “foreign”

connotations attached to “tolerantnost’” (even cosmopolitan commentators like Vladimir

Pozner exhibit an awkwardness in deploying the notion; At the end of a May 2006

broadcast, Pozner speculated at length, yet inconsistently, on the meaning of the word:

“There is this foreign word, tolerantnost’ which translates perfectly into Russian as

terpimost’ [patience, tolerance]. What does it mean? It means a preparedness to tolerate

another’s opinion than your own … yet we see that the world’s leading religions have not

distinguished themselves by any particular tolerance [terpimost’iu]” (5/2/06) ); (c) still fresh

memories of Beslan when, as Pozner’s Vremena demonstrated, the official Vremia line in

which Russia staked a claim to a place in the West’s war on international Islamism masked

a paranoid anti-Westernism. In response to Pozner’s increasingly frustrated question to all

his guests about the identity of “the forces which nobody cares to name” and for which

“international terrorism is only one instrument,” Maksim Shevchenko, Director of The

Centre for the Strategic Study of Politics and Religion, ventures that it is a shady

combination of “ transnational corporations and American elites” (26/9/04).

Russia: Case 3 (Channel 1, 12/12/06)

The discursive confusion besetting Channel 1 emerges again in a piece reporting

celebrations of Russia’s Constitution Day. The report concentrates on the actions of the

“Young Guard,” the youth section of the party most loyal to Putin, United Russia (Edinaia

Rossiia), broaching the movement’s struggle to defeat nationalist extremism, and then its

contradictory proposal to replace the phrase “multinational people” with “Russian people”

in the country’s constitution. Rather than metadiscursively comment on this glaring

inconsistency, the presenter opts for a neutral, non-committal hedging of bets: “ðåøàòü

òåïåðü ïðåäñòîèò, î÷åâèäíî, äåïóòàòaì ãîñäóìû” (“clearly it now remains for the State



Impact of “Islamic Extremism” on TV News Representations Stephen Hutchings et al.

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008) 61

Duma representatives to decide”). This has nothing to do with unwillingness to polemicise;

in the Sunday edition of Vremia, the presenter (Petr Tolstoy) is given license to launch

vitriolic attacks against whichever of Putin’s foes happens to have contradicted official

policy in the last week. Russian news presenters either conceal the regime’s guiding voice

within Western-style, pseudo-neutral discourse, or articulate it in open, Soviet-style polemic,

but never engage in hegemonic mediation between official and popular culture(s). The

hedging of bets we see here is rather a function of Channel 1’s inability to interpret a state

policy itself riddled with contradiction. 

CONCLUSIONS

Returning to the question we posed at the outset, we should, in conclusion, summarise

the results of our comparative analysis of how key European media outlets have dealt with

the pressures placed on hegemonic consensus values by the perceived growth of Islamic

extremism.

Hybridity in multiculturalist discourse is highest within the UK, where a robust

hegemonic chain which includes state, media, big business (cf. the BA story), and a diverse

range of ethnic minority representatives (cf. the Britishness story) has facilitated

representation of the widest range of voices in the most complex combinations, including

multiple, complex examples of indirect quotation. Consequently, performativity and

metadiscursivity are widespread. However, this has also meant that antagonisms between

the positions are most evident in BBC news reporting, where the disruption to the consensus

occasioned by Islamic radicalism is vividly expressed, and where we begin to sense that, in

Tariq Modood’s words “the group most politically opposed to … Muslims is not Christians

… but the secular, liberal intelligentsia” to which the BBC itself owes allegiance (Modood,

2002, p. 126).

In France, consensus around laïcité and hostility to Anglo-Saxon “separatism”

generally holds good for state and the media, whose internalisation of the values explains

the high degree of performativity. The hegemonic chain incorporates state, media, public

services (cf. the laïcité story), small business (the Boudjedal story), intelligentsia (the

Redeker death-threat incident; see Table A2). However, its relative weakness beyond the

official sphere, evidenced by its failure to represent antagonistic forces, results in reduced

hybridity and metadiscursivity and, sporadically, the intrusion of significant discursive

contradiction.

In Russia, low hybridity, performativity and metadiscursivity betray a lack of

consensus and the virtual absence of hegemonic chains. Precisely because of the state-media

symbiosis, television fails to internalise multicultural values (themselves riddled with

confusion), alternative voices are represented only when rigidly framed from an official

viewpoint, and indirect quotation is relatively rare and structurally simplistic. Discursive
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tension is correspondingly higher here than elsewhere and the attempt, confirmed by our

preliminary data analysis, systematically to decouple Islam from discussions of extremism

and promote a discourse of inter-ethnic harmony, is a product of precisely this tension.

Finally, we must caution that the “War on Terror” is disturbing the ground beneath

European inter-ethnic cohesion policy with alarming unpredictability. Even as this article

was approaching its final version, BBC news reported that the new Brown administration

was, when commenting on domestic terror incidents, systematically replacing “Muslim”

with “criminal,” and abandoning altogether the term “War on Terror” (02/07/07). That our

research question will elicit different conclusions in future months, however, makes it all

the more essential that we continue to pose it. 
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APPENDIX

Table A1

Stories Selected for Quotation Pattern Analysis (and Case Study*):

UK, BBC, Ten O’clock news

DATE STORY

1 27/11/06 Pope’s visit to Turkey

2 28/11/06 Pope in Turkey

3 30/11/06 Pope Benedict at Blue Mosque

4 03/11/06 Protest Charges (cartoons)

5 04/11/06 Army Recruits [Muslims]

6 10/11/06 BNP Cleared*

7 14/11/06 Extremist Preacher

8 20/11/06 British Airways cross controversy

9 24/11/06 BA Review*

10 08/12/06 Multicultural Britain*

11 05/01/07 Cartoons Verdict

12 19/01/07 changes in BA uniforms policy

13 24/01/07 British Identity*

14 29/01/07 Muslim Extremism (BNP)
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Table A2 

Stories Selected for Quotation Pattern Analysis (and Case Study*): 

France, Channel 2, Journal de 20 Heures

DATE STORY

1
02/11/2006

Les hôpitaux Britanniques adoptent la burqa médicale

British Hospitals Adopt Medical Burqa

2
15/11/2006

Les titres : Soutien à R. Redeker

Headlines : Support for R. Redeker

3
15/11/2006

Soirée de soutien à Robert Redeker, prof menacé

Evening of Support for Robert Redeker, Threatened Teacher

4
04/12/2006

Les titres : Des incendiaires aux assises

Headlines: Arsonists in Criminal Court

5
04/12/2006

Ouverture du procès des incendiaires des mosquées d’Annecy

Opening of the Trial of the Arsonists of Annecy’s Mosque

6
07/12/2006

Le procès des incendiaires de mosquée d’Annecy

The Trial of the Arsonists of Annecy’s Mosque

7
07/12/2006

La réussite de Mourad Boudjelal, PDG des éditions de BD Soleil*

The Success of Mourad Boudjelal, CEO of BD Soleil Editions

8
08/12/2006

Incendiaires de mosquées : le verdict

Mosque Arsonists: The Verdict

9
02/01/2007

Portrait de France: une famille musulmane*

Portrait of France: A Muslim Family

10
09/01/2007

Menaces de mort contre Robert Redeker : arrestation du suspect**

Death Threats Against Robert Redeker: Suspect Arrested

11
18/01/2007

Robert Redeker raconte son quotidien

Robert Redeker Recounts His Daily Life

12
28/01/2007

Une charte de la laïcité dans les services publics*

A Secularism Charter in Public Services

**Robert Redeker is a French intellectual who spoke out against Islamic fundamentalism.
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Table A3 

Stories Selected for Quotation Pattern Analysis (and Case Study*): 

Russia, Channel 1, Vremia

DATE STORY

1

06/11/06

Äåíü íàðîäíîãî åäèíñòâà

People’s Unity Day

2

17/11/06

Ïðåçèäåíò âñòðåòèëñÿ ñ ðóêîâîäñòâîì “Åäèíîé Ðîñèè”

Putin met leaders of “United Russia’

3

25/11/06

Ãîëëàíäèÿ: ïðåäëîæåíèÿ î çàïðåòå ïàðàíäæè*

Burqa to be banned in Holland

4

28/11/06

Ïàïà ïðèëåòåë â Òóðöèþ

Pope arrived in Turkey

5

30/11/06

Ïðåäïîñëåäíèé äåíü âèçèòà ïàïû (âèçèò â Ãîëóáóþ ìå÷åòü)

Pope visits the Blue Mosque in Turkey

6

05/12/06

Ñóäåáíûé ïðîöåññ: ôóòáîëüíûå áîëåëüùèêè, ó÷èíèâøèå ðÿä ðàñèñòñêèõ

àòàê

Court trial: racist killings by football fans

7

06/12/06

Ïóòèí: áîðüáà ñ ýêñòðåìèçìîì*

Putin: fight with extremism

8

10/12/06

Ïóòèí âñòðåòèëñÿ ñ ïðåäñòàâèòåëÿìè ïîëèòè÷åñêèõ ïàðòèé äëÿ

îáñóæäåíèÿ ýêñòðåìèçìà*

Putin met members of political parties to discuss extremism

9

11/12/6

Ïóòèí îáñóäèë ïðîáëåìû ýêñòðåìèçìà, óáèéñòâî êîðåéöà âî Âëàäèâîñòîêå

Putin discussed the problem of extremism (the murder of a Korean in

Vladivostok)

10

12/12/06

Äåíü êîíñòèòóöèè â Ðîññèè* 

Constitution Day in Russia

11

11/01/07

Ïóòèí âñòðåòèëñÿ ñ ñîâåòîì ïî ðàçâèòèþ ãðàæäàíñêîãî îáùåñòâà â Ðîñèèè

Putin met with members of the Civic Society Development Committee 

12

14/01/07

Òîï íîâîñòè ïðîøëîãî ãîäà: Ðîñèèÿ

Top news of 2006: Russia

13

14/01/07

Òîï íîâîñòè ïðîøëîãî ãîäà: ÑÍÃ è áûâøèå ðåñïóáëèêè

Top news of 2006 year: CIS and former Republics

14

22/01/07

Îáùåñòâåííàÿ ïàëàòà: ïîäâåäåíèå èòîãîâ 2006

Public Chamber: summary of 2006 achievements

15

25/01/07

Ñóä íàä ïîäðîñòêàìè, óáèâøèìè âüåòíàìöà

Court case: teenagers who killed a Vietnamese man



Impact of “Islamic Extremism” on TV News Representations Stephen Hutchings et al.

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008) 67

Table B1 

Summary of Statistical Data for Three Channels

Parameters 10 o’clock News Vremia Journal de 20 Heures

Total news stories 1555 2229 3566

Total news time (6 month period) 67:33:30 94:20:41 106:03:15

Total Islam news stories (6 month period) 415 277 269

Average number of stories (per daily newscast

monitored during 6 month period) 8.7 7.1 19.8

Average number of stories (per month) 286 371.5 594.8

Average number of Islam stories (per month) 69.2 42.2 44.8

Average percentage of Islam news stories (per

month) 26.7% 12.4% 7.5%

Average news time devoted to Islam stories (per

month) 03h 01m 32s 1h 53m 38s 01h18m53s

Average percentage of news time devoted to Islam

(per month) 26.9% 12.1% 6.8%

Average duration of a news story 02:26 02:28 01:43

Average length of an Islam new story as opposed to

an on-Islam news story (per month) 02:37 (02:23) 02:28 (02:26) 01:37 (01:44)

Division between national and international Islam

news stories (6 month period) 206 (209) 161(116) 66 (203)

Percentage of national vs. international Islam news

stories (6 month period)

49.5% 

(50.5%)

58.1% 

(41.9 %)

24.5% (75.5%)
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Table B2

Summary of Quotation Patterns 

CATEGORIES DIRECT QUOTES INDIRECT QUOTES TOTAL

BBC France Russia BBC France Russia BBC France  Russia

Political party members and

leaders
11 14

17
5 28 19

Government 5 16 12 12 17 28

Legal representatives 4 2 6 6 4 2

Police/army/security figures 1 2 2 3 2

Vox Populi 6 7 17 5 4 11 7 21

Muslims 17 17 5 17 1 3 34 18 8

Pope 2 1 5 2 7 3

Reporter 9 2 1 10 2

Ethnic Minority 5 5

Robert Redeker (French

intellectual)

7
7

Representative of an extremist

organisation
2 2

Intelligentsia 1 1 1 1

British Airways 1 4 5

Religious Representatives 2 1 3

Think Tank 4 4

58 41 62 70 1 26 128 42 88
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“A LONELY COTTAGE ON THE 

VASILYEVSKY ISLAND” AND PUSHKIN’S 

TALES ABOUT ST. PETERSBURG

 VYACHESLAV V. IVANOV 4

Pushkin was not only a founder of the Petersburg text tradition; he was the first

Russian author who wrote in the style of fantastic realism. Its main feature is

a combination of a fantastic plot with realistic details, such as “The Queen of

Spades,” “The Broze Rider,” and “A Small Cottage in Kolomna.” The article

focuses on a grotesque oral story about the lonely cottage on the Vasilyevsky

Island, told by Pushkin and written down and then published by his

acquaintance Titov. Based on a hint contained in its introduction, it is argued

that the story about a lonely cottage was composed by Pushkin as a sort of a

secret funerary composition, which explains the gloomy atmosphere of the

narrative. The article also draws parallels between this story and other works

by Pushkin in the style of fantastic realism. As a founder of the Petersburg text

tradition, it is shown how Pushkin’s picture of the world was moving from a

deterministic vision to a probabilistic one.

Key words: Pushkin, St.Petersburg, city, fantastic realism, Decembrists, chance

Iwould like to talk about the very beginning of a trend in Russian writing connected to St.

Petersburg and initiated by Pushkin. A whole series of works by some of the greatest

Russian authors has constituted what Vladimir Toporov (2004) has aptly called

ïåòåðáóðãñêèé òåêñò [the St. Petersburg text]. This is a large group of works written by

different prose authors and poets but sharing some features that makes it a single tradition

kept for many generations. All these features relate to the city on the Neva river, its

architecture and sculptures and particularly to the statue of Peter the Great and the new

mythology (the so-called Petersburg myth) created around the image of the founder of the

new capital of Russia. To give only a few examples from modern literature: Toporov who
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had earlier studied this problem on the example of Dostoevsky published a book on the St.

Petersburg text and myth as seen in verses of Alexander Blok — one of the greatest poets

of the beginning of the 20th century (Toporov, 2004). Andrey Bely, the most important

prose author of the same symbolist period, wrote Petersburg — the novel that according to

Nabokov deserves to be compared to the works by Joyce, Proust and Kafka (by the way, to

each of their great novels an important European city corresponds: in Ulysses we see Dublin,

in À la Recherches du Temps perdu — Paris and its suburbs, and in the imaginary city of

Prozess, particularly in its temple, Dom — one can recognize Prague and its Gothic

buildings).

But let us return to St. Petersburg and the beginning of the text created about it.

Pushkin’s initial contribution to this tradition includes several poetic works, first of all, the

long poem The Bronze Horseman that helped to create the myth about this sculpture of Peter

the Great. Also such prose works as the short novel The Queen of Spades belong to this

cycle. In it we see Pushkin not only as a founder of the whole Petersburg text tradition, but

also as the first Russian author to write in the style of fantastic realism, to use the term later

introduced by Dostoevsky (in his essay on Edgar Poe). Following Gogol, Dostoevsky would

himself write about St. Petersburg in this style: its main feature is a combination of a

fantastic plot with realistic details. To Pushkin’s writings connected to these serious works

also the grotesque narrative A Small Cottage in Kolomna belongs. It is a funny story in

which we see some details similar to the other works of the cycle, as Khodasevich (1991)

was the first to recognize. It was characteristic of Pushkin that he could write on a subject

in a highly elevated style, at the same time composing a sort of parody of it. Let us read a

stanza from the Bronze Horseman where the poet directly addresses the city in an elevated

style: 

Ëþáëþ òåáÿ, Ïåòðà òâîðåíüå,

Ëþáëþ òâîé ñòðîãèé, ñòðîéíûé âèä,

Íåâû äåðæàâíîå òå÷åíüå,

Áåðåãîâîé åå ãðàíèò. 

[I love you, Peter’s own creation;

I love your stern, your stately air,

Neva’s majestical pulsation, 

The granite that her quaysides wear].

The same images and details of the city landscape are repeated in another poem where

the poetic mood is absolutely different, cf.:

Ãîðîä ïûøíûé, ãîðîä áåäíûé, 

Äóõ íåâîëè, ñòðîéíûé âèä,

Ñâîä íåáåñ çåëåíî-áëåäíûé,
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Ñêóêà, õîëîä è ãðàíèò.

[You are wretched, you are splendid,

Stately air, cold, granite, spleen,

Servitude has never ended,

And the sky is pale and green].

The same expression ñòðîéíûé âèä [stately air] is used in both passages. In the first

of them it constitutes a part of the passionate description of the magnificent city that Pushkin

admires. Pushkin saw in St. Petersburg and its architectural harmony the realization of what

he understood as a thing of beauty. But, in the second poem the expression stately air is

combined in the same line with the spirit of servitude (non-freedom, íå-âîëÿ) hostile to

Pushkin: since his youth Pushkin’s favorite word and notion was freedom (âîëÿ, ñâîáîäà).

 Also in both passages we find the image of granite. In the first one it refers to those

pictures of the Neva river and its quaysides that belong to the traditional poetic view of St.

Petersburg. It can be seen already in Pushkin’s Onegin where he referred to a poem of

Muravyev, his predecessor in praising St. Petersburg who had written about the night spent

by a poet near this granite. In Pushkin’s second fragment, cited above, granite is combined

with spleen and cold to create a picture of a dull Northern city made of stone where the sky

is green and not blue as in those Southern countries that Pushkin liked so much.

 But the same short poem with a negative view of the city explains why life there was

still possible and even pleasant to the poet:

Âñå æå ìíå âàñ æàëü íåìíîæêî,

Ïîòîìó ÷òî çäåñü ïîðîé

Õîäèò ìàëåíüêàÿ íîæêà, 

Âüåòñÿ ëîêîí çîëîòîé.

[Still I feel a sort of pity

Since I see the foot so dear

Gently walking in the city,

Golden curls are waving here].

The women whom the poet admired were to him the essence of the beauty of St.

Petersburg. The fates of young women in the city are at the core of what Pushkin wrote on

St. Petersburg.

 The whole cycle of mature Pushkin’s works connected to St. Petersburg and opening

this large vista in Russian literature starts with his oral short story A Lonely Cottage on the

Vasilyevsky Island (Ivanov, 2001, 2002/2004; Shulz, 1985). He told it several times to his

friends and acquaintances, its first part while in exile in 1825. Then he repeated his

improvisation after returning to the city in late 1827 or in the first months of 1828. Titov,

a young writer who was present at that event was impressed by Pushkin’s narrative. He
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Figure 1. Hanged Decembrists. Pushkin’s drawing. 

Figure 2. Gallows with hanged

Decembrists. Pushkin’s manuscript.

could not sleep the whole night; he wrote down the story as he remembered it and brought

his notes to Pushkin. The poet corrected the text, and Titov published it using a pseudonym.

We may suppose now that Pushkin did not wish to publish it as his own story mainly

because of the secret hint contained in the introduction. As Akhmatova (1990, pp. 129-136,

181, 184-185) found, it describes the place in a suburb of the city where Pushkin was

looking for graves in which the five leaders of the Decembrists’ revolt had been buried.

They had been hanged, and their fate was a cause of permanent suffering for the poet. In his

drawings we often see pictures of gallows with five corpses on them (Figs. 1 and 2).  

Once he added a line I also might have been on gallows (È ÿ áû ìîã âèñåòü). He was

imagining himself among those who had been on the Senate Square on the day of the mutiny

(that was a part of his first talk to the new king). To Pushkin Petersburg was not only the

place of the royal military parades described in The Bronze Horseman, but also a city where

the Decembrists’ revolt had been crushed and where The Spirit of Servitude [Äóõ Íåâîëè]

had ruled since then.

A landscape of the suburb where a road goes to the Smolensk German graveyard and

farther to the hidden graves of the five Decembrists is common to several Pushkin’s works

of this series, including the poem describing the poet’s visits to this graveyard. We have

reasons to believe that the story about a lonely cottage was composed as a sort of a secret
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Figure 3. An early fantastic drawing by

Pushkin: a young man with a tail (the Devil)

and a skeleton.

Figure 4. A skeleton (compare earlier drawing).

Pushkin’s illustration for his “Coffin-maker.”

funerary composition. That can partly explain the gloomy atmosphere of the narrative. Some

of its fantastic symbols personify death and the forces of Evil. Devils in dresses and hats that

hide their horns are playing cards in a house of a countess as they do in Pushkin’s poems

about the card games of devils in hell. A coachman whom the hero met after he had lost his

way somewhere in the suburbs of the city showed to him his face or mask: it was a scull of

a dead man (Figs. 3 and 4). There was no regular number on the carriage of this miraculous

coachman: his sign was the apocalyptic symbol of 666 (Ivanov, 2002; 2002/2004). 

The idea that a large city is like hell was not new; at the beginning of the 17th century

Gongora wrote Madrid in 1610- the sonnet beginning with the line: Esto es Madrid, mejor

dijera infierno [This is not Madrid, it is simply hell]. A similar notion had been developed

later on by many predecessors of Strinberg’s Inferno where such a diabolic image of Paris

anticipated urbanistic works by symbolist authors like Rilke and Blok (who was influenced

by Strindberg). But Pushkin did not simply succeed in constructing a poetic image of a sort

of a branch of hell in a modern city with devils playing cards in a beau monde. In the style

of fantastic realism (in which he might be seen as a forerunner not only of Dostoevsky and

Bely, but of Bulgakov with his Voland in The Master and Margaret) he combined these

fantastic pictures with stories about simple girls living in small cabins with their mothers.

While fantasy transforming his dark experience lead to the Devil, as a realistic author he

wished to depict the women who lived in the city. Thus it turns out that the plot is based on

relations between women and creatures connected to the Devil if not the Devil himself. In

A Lonely Cottage the devil seduces a young woman whom the hero has loved, and in The

Queen of Spade a demon-like hero Germann misuses naïve feelings of Liza in an attempt

to find secret of the old lady’s card number.
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Figure 5. Pushkin’s drawing similar to an

illustration of Cazotte’s Le diable amoureux

discovered by Schulz (1987).

 As was often the case with Pushkin,

while composing a narrative he had chosen a

Western European story as a pattern the

scheme and images of which he wished to

recreate or follow. If one permits me a

metaphor taken from the history of the city, I

might point out a similar way in which Peter

the Great was thinking of his favorite

Western European city Amsterdam when he

was building a part of St. Petersburg called

New Netherlands [Íîâàÿ Ãîëëàíäèÿ]. In

Lonely Cottage as well as in the projected

small tragedy The Devil in Love Pushkin was

following Le diable amoureux by Cazotte

(Shulz, 1987), a French author of the 18th

century whose images attracted many

admirers from Baudelaire to Apollinaire.

Schulz’s remarkable works have shown that

Pushkin had imitated not only some episodes in Cazotte’s story, but also drawings that

accompanied it in its original edition that Pushkin possessed (Fig. 5).  

He liked Cazotte because of his mystical inclinations close to German romanticists:

during that period Pushkin was also reading Hoffmann. By that time Pushkin had already

gone far away from the optimistic rational thinking of the Enlightment. In The Queen of

Spades the number game is a symbol of the role of a chance; to Pushkin “Chance is the God-

Inventor” (Ñëó÷àé- Áîã- èçîáðåòàòåëü). It is not accidental that there were several treatises

on probabilities theory in his library. In modern terms we might say that he was moving

from a deterministic picture of the world to a probabilistic vision.

In The Queen of Spades the name of Svedenborg appears (approximately at the same

time Balzac writes his Seraphita based on Svedenborg’s idea; the image and the name are

revived later in Osip Mandelstam’s poems dedicated to one of the most beautiful ladies of

prerevolutionary Petersburg). Mystical images border on hallucinations as the card numbers

that appear to Germann in his ravings and as the statue of the Peter the Great following poor

Evgenii in The Bronze Horseman. In The Queen of Spades St. Petersburg was shown as a

background for the tragedy of Germann whose greed led him to madness. In The Bronze

Horseman Evgenii becomes crazy after the catastrophe of the flood. The theme of

abnormality haunts Pushkin at this time; he is afraid of madness. But it seems to be inherent

in the city itself, in its atmosphere; nothing can be more distant from the rational classicism

that made him admire Petersburg’s palaces.
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Figure 6. Pushkin’s drawing of

a Devil.

Figure 7. Two devils and a hanged man

— an early drawing by Pushkin.
Figure 8. Pushkin’s

drawings of the hell of

1823-the winter of 1824.

 His Petersburg stories are full of contrasts. One of the main reasons for conflicts is

social inequality. The woman whom the hero is fond of in the beginning of A Lonely

Cottage comes from a poor family; the hero temporarily forgets her as the Devil introduces

him to the countess whose guests would offend him as an outcast (Ivanov, 2001;

2002/2004). In The Bronze Horseman the main opposition is that between a hero who is a

penniless clerk with employment in some office and the king who in Evgenii’s ravings

follows him in the streets of the city. The center of the Petersburg myth was created by

Pushkin when in his poem the statue of Peter the Great came to life. This main part of

Pushkin’s personal mythology, as discovered by Roman Jakobson (1979), remained

important for several generations and became integrated into the Petersburg text. The same

statue of the Bronze Horseman enters the pub where the hero of Bely’s Petersburg is sitting

and then climbs up the stairs in his house.

In Pushkin’s poem behind the opposition between the king and the young man there

is another one: Peter and St. Petersburg are opposed to Russia as a whole. Here again the

direct continuation will be found in Bely’s Petersburg where the geometrically structured

capital is contrasted with the chaotic rest of the country.

To show the instability of the artificial structure of the city Pushkin had chosen the

story of a flood. Similar to his study of Pugachev’s revolt, the choice of this subject and the

way in which he writes about it show that he wanted to demonstrate how the forces of nature

and human history can destroy a seeming balance achieved by culture. At the end of the

flood Evgenii sees the cottage where Parasha and her mother lived: in a poem it is a sign of

the dreamlike fragility of reality. At the end of A Lonely Cottage the house of the female

hero where she lived with her mother perishes in fire (Ivanov, 2001; 2002/2004). A fireman

seems to have recognized a smiling face of the Devil similar to what we may observe on

Pushkin’s pictures of the inhabitants of hell (Figs.6-11). 
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Figure 10. Pushkin’s drawings

of a Hell.

Figure 11. An early variant of

Pushkin’s portrait of a Devil.

Figure 9. Pushkin’s drawing

of Mephistopheles.

Pushkin was a poet of harmony and at the same time he admired the abyss where we

may experience ecstasy near its borders. Both these attitudes are seen in his Petersburg tales.

He understood the role of Chance that not only makes creation possible, but also destroys

what has been created. Thus he showed us more than pictures of Petersburg of his own time

and of a century before that. In his Petersburg text we may anticipate a vision of the

catastrophes that were later to befall the city.

NOTE

The text represents a talk given at the University of Yale at the conference dedicated to the

celebration of the 300 years of foundation of St. Petersburg. I would like to express my

gratitude to Michael Heim who helped to shape the English translation of a short poem by

Pushkin.
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CYBERPSYCHOLOGY AND COMPUTER-

MEDIATED COMMUNICATION IN RUSSIA:

PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE

ALEXANDER E. VOISKOUNSKY5

The paper presents an overview of the Internet related studies carried out in

Russia within the fields of social sciences and psychology. The overview briefly

covers the earliest studies in the field and a critical review of the current status

of the studies; some prospects for the nearest future are outlined. It is shown

that the earliest adopters of the new research paradigms — namely, computer-

mediated communication (CMC) and cybepsychology, were Vygotskian

psychologists; later social scientists joined the CMC research field. The

discussion concludes with the claim that the Vygotskian paradigm is among the

most heuristic approaches to be followed in future studies.  

Keywords: computer-mediated communication, psychology, social sciences,

cyberpsychology, Vygotsky, remediation.

The two disciplines to be briefly discussed in this paper are targeted at the studies of

human network activities, though the actual interests and research methods of the two

disciplines are, generally speaking, different. Cyberpsychology has its origin in psychology

and is growing from traditional fields such as instructional, social, cognitive, clinical,

organizational, differential, and developmental psychology as well as some less developed

and/or newer fields such as transpersonal or positive psychology. Additionally,

cyberpsychology often embraces studies done within non-psychological fields such as

semiotics, communication or media science, and these studies seem to gain a borderline

status until they are fully “chewed over” and enter the body of psychology.

The field of computer-mediated communication (CMC) is much less rigid: it embraces

studies done within diverse disciplines, such as culture studies, sociology, communication
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science, education, philosophy, law, political and regional studies, some facets of studies

in human-computer interaction (HCI), religion, linguistics and technical communication, etc.

CMC’s goal is presenting a social science perspective of studying humans on the Internet.

The Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, one of the most respected sources in

the field, presents itself in this way: “Its focus is social science research on computer-

mediated communication via the Internet, the World Wide Web, and wireless technologies.

Within that general purview, the journal is broadly interdisciplinary, publishing work by

scholars in communication, business, education, political science, sociology, media studies,

information science, and other disciplines” (http://jcmc.indiana.edu/). It is likely that the

“other disciplines” most often do not include psychology, although scholars in many social

disciplines occasionally use some psychological theories (for example, personal constructs

theory or social learning theory) and methods (for example, tests of personality traits) while

doing CMC research. Thus, cyberpsychology and CMC are separated, just as psychology

and social sciences are. At their very beginning stages, the two disciplines had much more

common roots than they seem to have currently.

Neither cyberpsychology nor CMC can boast their status on the list of traditional

academic disciplines known in Russia. Both disciplines began their development

simultaneously and have shared the same developmental phases; their current separation is

neither total nor complete. In the historical (“Jurassic”) section the simultaneous start of the

two disciplines will be discussed in more detail.

The earliest studies were done before Russians had wide access to computer

telecommunications. This was an obvious challenge, since to develop successfully the two

disciplines strongly depend on large numbers of users of various WWW and Internet-related

services; otherwise, no representative study might be planned and completed. Russia has

always lagged behind in new online services such as broadband connections or web

auctions. Recently the lag-behind process in the acquisition of the newest technologies has

shortened, although we still should consider the tempo of mass access to the newest

services: for example, Russians do not seem to be very active in the numerous online

shopping venues such as Ebay and Amazon.com. The reasons lie outside the area of

cyberspace, partly in economics and partly in mass psychology: for example, few Russians

possess credit cards; the English language competence of the overall Russian population is

far from being high; the delivery of purchases is unsafe in Russia; Russians are mostly

biased toward the expectation of online shoppers’ dishonesty, etc. 

In this paper we are not attempting to present the full list of relevant references written

and published in Russian. Instead, we refer, whenever possible, to publications (papers in

peer-refereed journals or edited books) in English, original or translated. 
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PREHISTORY: THE EARLIEST RESEARCH PROJECTS

Putting aside technology related work in telecommunications, in the 1980s the

patterns of computer telecommunications usage were first studied by psychologists who all

shared the same theoretical background, namely, the socio-historic theory of psychological

development (Vygotsky, 1962; 1978). Vygotsky emphasized that human higher mental

processes are of social origin, their development based on joint child-adult actions

(especially within the zone of proximal development) and interpersonal communication, and

presumably on mediated forms of behavior. Within this theory, mediation is fundamental

since it includes acquiring and using instruments: material tools, signs, and semiotic

systems. Genuine human forms of behavior are mediated by culture-related sign systems.

Thus, acquisition of personal skills and social norms through signs is the mainstream of the

psychic development. Sign systems develop and very often mediate behaviors which have

already been mediated, and probably not once. Thus Cole (1996) reminds us of the

importance of remediation: the term refers to psychologically significant changes in the

selection of newer mediating semiotic systems; an example is a transfer from syllabic to

alphabetic writing systems. 

Investigation of mediated and remediated forms of behavior is traditional for the

Vygotskian approach. In the 1980s psychologists first became aware that by using computer

facilities, software and service programs, databases and networks, etc., individuals could

mediate and remediate their cognition and interactions in business and entertainment. Also,

they realized that a program run on a computer is, in its essence, a binary semiotic system.

Being universal mediators in almost any type of activity, the developing information

technologies (IT) impact (e.g., remediate) human behaviors; this process is of primary

interest to psychologists sharing the Vygotskian approach. As far as the 1980s,

representatives of social sciences and humanities, philosophers, sociologists, economists,

historians, or philologists did not become professionally interested in the field of computer

mediation of numerous human behaviors. At that time, neither communication science nor

human-computer interaction were developed enough to be put on the list of the academic

disciplines in Russia. With decades passing, we believe that the Vygotskian perspective is

among the most promising in both areas, cyberpsychology and CMC, although not many

research projects have been carried out within the socio-historical paradigm (Arestova et al.,

1999). 

Years before the regular access to global telecommunications became available two

research projects were carried out in Russia (then the USSR): the first started before 1985,

i.e., shortly before the period of perestroika, and the second one began in 1985. 

The first study - Selection of Partners and Speech Patterns Analysis in CMC - was

done in the Psychology Department at Moscow State University, and was based on the

observation and analysis of behavior of local area networks (LANs) users at Moscow State
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University, other academic institutions in Moscow, and on the content analysis of listings

presenting interactions within several Usenet newsgroups. The project ended in 1991 when

the researchers got access to computer telecommunications. The psychological result was

the description of several selective (orienting) mechanisms supporting the choice of

interactive partners among the variety of network subscribers made prior to entering an

actual interaction (Voiskounsky, 1995). The result obtained in the field of CMC was the

description of numerous verbal patterns specific to the so-called telelogues (including

dialogues, monologues and polilogues), significantly borrowing the terminology from

sociolinguistics (Voiskounsky, 1998a).

The second study - VELHAM (Velikhov-Hamburg) joint Soviet/Russian-American

project on “Cognition and Communication” (1985-1994) - was based on the cooperation

between the Californian (University of California at San Diego) and the Moscow (Institute

of Psychology, Academy of Science) research groups; the former provided the hardware,

telecommunication facilities and network connections, while the latter introduced CMC into

the Soviet/Russian academic institutions, libraries, primary and high schools. The studies

were carried out in the Vygotskian paradigm (Griffin et al., 1992). The main results (Griffin

et al., 1993) referring to cyberpsychology were based on observations of schoolchildren in

educational environments, i.e. working and entertaining in computer-rich environments, e.g.,

the one called the 5  Dimension (Cole, 1996). Also, the patterns of computer-mediatedth

interactions of novice adult users, mainly researchers in humanities were observed and

described (Belyaeva, 1994). The main results are published in Russian in (Lomov et al.,

1988).

Thus, both “Jurassic” projects were done by psychologists and combined both lines

of research discussed in the paper - cyberpsychological and CMC.

FURTHER DIRECTIONS OF RESEARCH

After the regular access to computer telecommunications (later - the Internet) became

widely available in Russia (Press, 1991), both social scholars and psychologists faced a

problem: at first, the number of regular Internet users, or probable respondents in future

studies, had not been large enough. However, the process of acquiring statistically

significant numbers of users of diverse online services took an improbably short time due

to the extraordinary rapid enlargement of the RuNet (Russian Internet) community and the

simultaneous growth of the audience of respondents in scholar studies. In the 1990s the

RuNet was developing at an astounding pace, and several of its histories have been

described in monographs and edited books, e.g., the history of the RuNet from the point of

view of content projects, including journalists, collectors, writers and poets; the history of

the RuNet from the point of view of numerous competing and cooperating start-up network

businesses; the history of the RuNet seen as a series of competing political projects,
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including forums (earlier — newsgroups) related to politics, web pages of politicians, pro-

establishment and counter-establishment political web-sites, and scandalous web

publications compromising top officials and candidates; the history of RuNet viewed as a

series of initiatives of creative teams of computer programmers and web designers; the

history of the RuNet viewed from the perspective of technical and financial support offered

by foreign industrial companies and charity foundations, etc. There is one more, more

academic but less known history of the development of the RuNet, carried out from the

perspectives of social sciences and psychology. It is worthy to mention that academics

sometimes ignore or are unaware of, the history of the RuNet developed in Russia from this

perspective: for example, a chapter on psychology of CMC (restricted to e-mail interaction)

in the newest book titled Communication and Cognition (Barabantschikov & Samoilenko,

2007) has reference to exclusively foreign sources.

CURRENT CMC STUDIES

Two books initiated and sponsored by foreign foundations, although different in value,

need to be mentioned. Rossijskii… (2000) — a book initiated by the IREX (USA) —

presents a large number of interviews, mostly with CEOs of diverse companies,

associations, online media and services developed within the RuNet (no translation or

summary in English available). The views expressed in 1999-2000, shortly after the default

of August, 1998, probably changed soon after they had been completed. Some interviewees

moved to other businesses, and in general the book did not become a milestone for the

Russian online audience. From the very beginning, we believe, the interest in the book was

rather low, and the book was not often referred to. 

 Semenov (2002) [The Internet and Russian Society], the book initiated by the

Carnegie Moscow Center, has greater value since it contains a representative collection of

research papers on the RuNet. While devoted to the specifics of Russia, the book covers

many perspectives of the global cyberspace research. Discussing the role of the Internet, the

authors characterize the difficulties in the wide penetration of computer telecommunications

in Russia due to its vast geography and shortage of telecommunications. They reveal the

origins and directions of social resistance to the adoption of new technologies; describe the

uses of the Internet in current politics; show the potential of new technologies in raising the

effectiveness of the social institutions; underline the specifics of managerial (e-government)

work mediated by the Internet; show the role of the RuNet in attracting investments from

abroad; reveal the problems in developing electronic libraries; describe religious content

placed on the Internet by the Russian Orthodox Church; analyze the effects of the Internet

on Russian scientists; show the specifics of psychological studies related to the Internet, i.e.,

cyberpsychology; and discuss the importance of cultural projects on the Internet for the

Russian province, e.g. projects in classical and modern art. Thus, this volume is quite
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valuable, which is enhanced by its web publication (see http://pubs.carnegie.ru/books/

2002/08is).  

An overview of cultural and social events of that period which constituted much of

the RuNet content is presented by Kuznetsov (2004), written as an author’s personal view,

and also in the book titled Control and Shift (2006) compiled by a team of Western and

Eastern European authors. In that book, for example, Gorny (2006a) gives a detailed

chronological (up to early 2000s) description of virtual, fictitious personae created and

promoted on the RuNet web-sites dealing with creative projects in literature and

journalistics; the author notes he is not taking into account multiplayer role games like

MUDs and MMORPGs where thousands of gamers accept a certain virtual status. In his

other chapter Gorny (2006b) discusses the reasons for the success of a new service, namely

Live Journal, among the newborn community of Russian bloggers, and the individual ways

of operating within this service. Konradova (2006) presents a post-modernist review of

verbal literature (belle-lettre, or the so-called net-literature) placed on the RuNet web-sites;

Gornykh and Ousmanova (2006) present a post-modernist review of culture related visual

products on the RuNet. Most of the other chapters published in the book are also written in

the post-modernist vein. For example, Goriunova (2006) analyzes a specific “male style”

of obscene verbal texts popular on the RuNet both in net-literature and web publicist

products, and in various forums and blogs. She discusses such texts as an offline profane

literary genre and at the same time as a protest, counter-culture project — both marginal,

although not alien to the Russian cultural tradition. This tradition happens to be widely

known abroad, cf., a Russian-like marginal style of speech nadsat invented by Anthony

Burgess, the author of A Clockwork Orange (1962); this style of speech was also used in the

famous movie by Stanley Kubrick (1971). Some publications (in Russian) on the RuNet

obscene verbal  products include the works by Gasan Gusejnow

( h t t p : / / s p e a kr us . r u / gg / mic r op r osa_e r r a t i c a -1 . h t m) ,  Pa ve l  P r o t a s o v

(h t tp : / / russ . ru /po l i t i c s / lyud i /p _u t i na _vyp usk_25) ,  Ar tyom Vern idub

(http://www.runewsweek.ru/theme/?tid=16&rid=215), and Henrike Schmidt

(http://www.netslova.ru/schmidt/radosti.html), the latter being one of the editors and authors

of Control and Shift, mentioned above. The entries on the subject of obscene male style of

speech can be found in web encyclopedias, such as http://ru.wikipedia.org/ or

http://wiki.traditio.ru. 

In this context it is important to note Trofimova’s (2004) monograph (in Russian) on

the impact of computers, WWW and the Internet on the functioning of Russian language.

Finally, it is useful to mention Gerovich’s (2002) book, which presents a review of the

development of information technologies in the Soviet Union and later in Russia; the change

of speech styles reflects, as the author suggests, the transition from the older to the more

modern modes of professional thinking and decision making. 
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It is important to note that the diaspora of Russian speakers (either ethnic Russians or

non-Russians, partly residing outside Russia within the former Soviet Union and partly

worldwide) has strongly influenced the development of online content, the changes in the

styles of the network (later — the Internet) related behavior, including verbal behavior. The

influence of “Russia abroad” is thoroughly traced, with special attention given to the web

resources originated in the Ukraine, Israel and Latvia, by Schmidt et al. (2006). Also, Lejbov

(2006) shows one of the ways of collaboration among within-Russia and outside-Russia

experts (mostly in humanities) in the area of retrieval of web documents. The RuNet is

known to be a global community which is partly located at the outside-Russia web-servers,

since the diaspora is active in the organization of its local communities of Russian speakers;

an example of a study done within such an emigre web community is Sapienza’s research

(1999). Along the same lines, Saunders (2006) discusses the role of the Internet in the

process of the globalization of ethnic Russians residing outside Russia.

The themes of democracy, human rights, social activism, politics, copyright and law

are widely discussed by the RuNet authors. In this respect, two books must be mentioned:

Internet i glasnost [The Internet and glasnost] (Gorbanevsky, 1999) and From Glasnost to

the Internet. Russia’s new infosphere (Ellis, 1999), in which the issues of democracy and

glasnost are discussed from the perspective of the developing media. The information

presented in the books is now in need of significant updating. There are several more up-to-

date chapters on this subject in Smoljan et al., (2004), including chapters on the economics

of the Internet in Russia and on the forecasts (both optimistic and pessimistic) of the RuNet

development through 2010. The prognosis is based on a script methodology developed in

the systems theory. Soon everyone will be able to compare, e.g. the actual numbers of hosts,

audiences, amounts of investments, estimates of the online services, etc., with those

predicted. 

Going beyond the systems methodology Bowles (2006) presents a history of the

cultural events which she believes had a positive influence on the development of the RuNet

within the given frames of changing political and financial conditions. The presentation

follows the events and processes viewed and formulated by a clubbing community of smart

and active persons engaged in various online projects and WWW services. However, the

author seems to overestimate the influence of this community on the RuNet development

(its members self-name themselves “the elite,” and the author also uses this name).

Interpreting the results of the surveys of the computer networks’ (later — the Internet)

audience administered every year since 1992, we were able to find out that the respondents

often did not consider the online cultural projects initiated by the members of the creative

“elite club” to be very important (Voiskounsky, 1998b). The clubbing community represents

one of several ways of identity formation within the RuNet culture, as described by Schmidt

and Teubener (2006a, p. 14). In the same book, Gorny (2006b, pp. 85-86) also discusses the

“Internet elite” on the RuNet, as well as the “elite” of Live Journal bloggers’ community.
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The “elite” members, in Gorny’s terminology, are the earliest adopters of this service in

Russia and are at the same time the most talented, productive and widely-read bloggers. 

In the abovementioned book Ellis (1999) compared the earliest period of the Internet

development with the development of the independent media in Russia. More recently

similar research has been conducted by Zassursky (2001) and Kratasjuk (2006) who discuss

ways of presenting news along with journalists’ and experts’ comments to the audiences of

end users, or in more traditional terminology, readers, viewers and listeners. Schmidt and

Teubener (2006b) describe, with real-life examples, the diverse mechanisms of taking

control over the Internet content (close to what is being done with the traditional media

content) and of intellectuals’ opposition to such processes. 

Practical sociology of the RuNet started in the second half of the 1990s, with several

agencies publishing the results of representative surveys of the RuNet audience (their

limitations are discussed in Voiskounsky et al., 2000, pp. 156-168). At the turn of the

century, the Foundation Obschestvennoje mnenie [Public opinion] (http://www.fom.ru/), or

FOM took leadership in sociological study of the RuNet audiences; since that time the FOM

has provided, on a quarterly basis, the results universally believed to be the most correct and

representative. The FOM has recently published its first book presenting textual

explanations, maps, and diagrams with the full results of the surveys administered by this

organization (Rossiya setevaya, 2006). The detailed results of the newly-administered

studies are being quarterly updated and placed on the FOM web-portal

(http://www.fom.ru/projects/23.html). 

There are several other sociological agencies that perform fieldwork studies of

Internet penetration; unlike the FOM, none of them present their full results to the public

on a regular basis. Here, two main problems need to be mentioned. First, these agencies

have not yet come to a unified basic terminology; for example, different agencies mark

differently — as a user or a non-user — those respondents who use the Internet irregularly,

e.g., only once in the last month or in three months. Second, no data is available on the

number of adolescents and teenagers using the Internet. The FOM Foundation surveys

respondents whose age is 18+, thus restricting the overall Internet audience to the population

of adults. An agency known as COMCON (http://www.comcon-2.com/), a pioneer in the

Internet related sociological fieldwork in Russia, administers surveys to younger teenagers,

but unlike the FOM, it does not survey rural citizens (either adults or children), besides,

COMCON presents its results exclusively to subscribers and not to the general public,

meaning no open comparison of data provided by various agencies can be made. Chugunov

(2006) presents a detailed analysis of numerous problem areas connected with the practical

sociology studies of the RuNet audiences.

Some non-representative sociological studies have been targeted at the K-12

population. For example, Sobkin and Evstigneeva (2001) present the results of their

fieldwork, administered mostly in Moscow and characterizing the use of information
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technologies by students of secondary and high schools as well as by schoolteachers. Sobkin

and Adamchuk (2006) present the results of the survey conducted in 2005-2006 in

provincial regions of Russia, dealing with the attitudes of school principals, teachers and

students toward information technologies. A non-representative survey on the use of the

Internet, with university students in Moscow as respondents, has been administered and

reported by Palesh et al., (2004). An empirical study of the social stratification resulting in

an unequal access to computers and of the “gender divide” problem has been performed by

Sobkin and Khlebnikova (2000). Voiskounsky et al., (2000) report the results of successive,

non-representative all-Russia surveys administered from 1992 until 1998, and present full

comparative data (an English summary available); parts of this information are presented

in English (Voiskounsky, 1998b).

We should also mention several other publications in sociology that deal with

cyberpsychology and CMC. Bondarenko (2004) presents a detailed and highly elaborate

theoretical model of social structures pertaining to diverse network communities, e.g., social

networks of the Internet users or instant messaging services, or networks of the cell-phone

users. The researcher stratifies network communities and describes the models of typical

within-community styles of behavior, including deviant or delinquent behaviors. Ivanov’s

book (2000), written in Russian with a long summary in English, is devoted to the processes

of virtualization of society, presenting an overview of multiple theories of modernization

and virtualization in economics, politics, science, art, family relations, and finally a theory

of a virtual society as a whole. From an educational perspective, network communities have

been investigated by Patarakin (2006).

Such quantitative measures as the number of users, estimates of the number and

quality of hosts, domains, backbones and service providers are discussed by Sadovnichy et

al., (1999). The updated data of this type, including the number of computers and Internet

connections, the most frequently used survey words and the most often visited web pages

are systematically presented by major providers and/or owners of popular online services,

e.g., http://rumetrika.rambler.ru, http://spylog.ru, http://www.idc.com/russia,

http://stat.yandex.ru, http://mediarevolution.ru. This type of data is gathered using statistics

and mathematical models, tracking programs, and analysis of reports of producers and

providers. 

Goroshko (2006) investigates gender specific structures of the RuNet web-sites; other

gender studies were conducted by Arestova and Voiskounsky (2000) and later by Mitina and

Voiskounsky (2005). These studies showed that the gender roles exposed on the RuNet

differ from the online gender roles described by foreign researchers.
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CURRENT CYBERPSYCHOLOGY STUDIES

In 1992 academic venues in Russia began getting access to computer networks,

allowing scholars to plan new empirical studies related to the emerging cyberspace

environment. However, for psychologists more time would be needed to identify those who

were familiar with computer telecommunications (later — the Internet) and who could thus

serve as participants in such studies. At the same time a new methodology of empirical

work, namely online research methods, needed to be mastered, and the benefits and

drawbacks of this new methodology needed to be thoroughly explained to the board

members of academic journals and the members of the Ph.D. committees (see Arestova et

al., 1995). Also, the main directions of studies carried out by the colleagues working abroad

were analyzed; books and journals became much more available than before, partly due to

electronic databases and full-text online collections. 

For researchers in psychology, the last decade of the 20  century can be characterizedth

as a period when their research priorities changed, slightly or radically, due to the following

three factors. First, in many cases new theories and methods parallel or alternative to the

traditional ones began to be adapted and used. Second, in earlier times older colleagues

would not allow younger researchers to use certain theory or method, partly due to tradition,

and partly (or altogether) due to political and ideological reasons. Once most of the external

barriers had disappeared, many researchers started to employ a new theory or methodology,

or turn to entirely new research themes within or outside his or her area of research. Third,

those who teach always feel the pressure of students who are apt to read new books filled

with new ideas. Such students demand further explanations from professors and push them

to get acquainted with previously unknown theories and methods. Some of these issues are

discussed in the book titled States of Mind (Halpern & Voiskounsky, 1997).

The above paragraph makes it clear why the current studies in the area of

cyberpsychology are not en masse following Vygotsky’s views, contrary to the opinion

expressed by Arestova et al., (1999). Methodological analysis performed in the Vygotskian

paradigm shows (Babaeva et al., 2000) that just three major human activities can be said to

be (re)mediated while using the Internet: interaction, cognition (including

learning/instruction) and entertainment (including video/computer/online gaming). Shopping

or gambling — behaviors, which in today’s culture have high popularity — have not yet

been emphasized in the Russian respondents’ reports at the time the work in question was

done. The authors stress that the Internet and WWW should be qualified as a neutral or

ambivalent instrument of human psychological development. Like any instrument, neither

computers nor the Internet bear any responsibility, e.g for the Internet abuse/overuse and the

respective negative consequences of one’s character or behavior. 

The mediation/remediation paradigm has been significantly used and developed while

carrying out research in this area. An empirical study of motivation of the Internet users was
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carried out, based on interviews and surveys of the Internet audience in 1992-1999. In the

resulting paper the following major types of motivation were selected: profession and

business; cognition; interaction; collaboration; self-affirmation; affiliation; self-realization;

and self-development (Arestova et al., 2000). At the same time, an empirical study of the

impact of the Internet use on processes of adolescents’ virtual identity formation was

published: the virtual identity was found to influence their personal or social identity

(Zhichkina & Belinskaya, 2000). 

Several more books on the cyberpsychology related themes need to be mentioned. 

A collection of papers in philosophy, psychology and culture studies devoted to

various phenomena of virtual reality and its applications (with rather little empirical data)

was published in Russian (Virtual’naya…, 1998). Babaeva and Voiskounsky (2002, 2003)

suggest that the IT-giftedness needs to be accepted as a new type of giftedness, and needs

to be intensely investigated. At the same time the authors identify and discuss some of its

boundaries, e.g., the boundaries of social and psychological character, and provide

educational and psychological recommendations for IT-gifted children and adolescents, their

parents, teachers and care-givers. The concept of IT-giftedness is also briefly mentioned in

the book compiled by Spanish and Russian authors on numerous educational and

psychological issues dealing with the impact of the information technologies on human

beings (Van Povedskaya & Dosil Maseira, 2007). In addition, this book contains chapters

on the issues of information society and knowledge economics, cyber-ethics, specific

educational options in the information societies, including, e.g., distant education, lifelong

education and education of the disabled and elderly populations, and technological stresses

and addictions. 

As explained above, a previously little-known theory or methodology can often be

fascinating. For the present author the methodology called optimal experience also known

as flow experience, introduced by Csikszentmihalyi (2000/1975), turned out to be the most

fascinating one. While interviewing dozens of respondents, including professional and

amateur dancers, chess players, rock climbers, surgeons and many others who would express

a deep devotion to their preferred sort of activity, Csikszentmihalyi selected the often

reported characteristics of a special feeling common to many of them, which they estimated

very highly. This devotion is undeniably related to what they believe constitute an optimal

level of their experience. During the interview sessions, Csikszentmihalyi found that his

respondents’ verbal descriptions turned out to be worded almost identically regardless of the

particular sort of their activity. Almost everyone mentioned “being in the midst of a flow”,

or, to express it in a slightly different manner, “flowing from one moment to the next, in

which he is in control of his actions, and in which there is a little distinction between self

and environment, between stimulus and response, or between past, present, and future”

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2000/1975, p. 36). 
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Optimal experience seems to take place very often in situations where human beings

use information technologies; indeed, flow has been described and measured in numerous

computers or the Internet related behaviors, e.g. online types of instruction, entertainment,

interaction, explorative behavior, usability testing, web marketing and shopping,

psychological rehabilitation, etc. (for a detailed overview see Voiskounsky, in press). Flow

experience can be considered an important component of the behavior of computer hackers

(Voiskounsky & Smyslova, 2003) and online gamers (Voiskounsky et al., 2004;

Voiskounsky et al., 2005).

Prior to the study of the optimal forms of experience in the hackers’ underground

communities, attitudes toward computer hacking and toward hackers themselves had been

studied. It was shown that at the time the study was conducted in Russia, the public attitudes

towards hackers were partly positive (Voiskounsky et al., 2000). In the study of the hackers’

experience it was shown that only the least and the most competent hackers report flow

(Voiskounsky & Smyslova, 2003). These findings are important for the global program of

computer security, i.e., in addition to technical, legislative and firewall-programming

actions, psychological and cyber-ethical actions should be taken; then the least-competent

(newbie) hackers might develop in the direction of gaining computer competence, instead

of specific hacker’s competence (Voiskounsky, 2004).

Online gamers of multiplayer role games have been shown to experience flow; this

factor was found to be no less important than such other widely explicated factors as

achievements, interactions or cognition (Voiskounsky et al., 2004; Voiskounsky et al.,

2005). Thus flow experience can be one of the major factors attracting gamers and pushing

them to playing their favorite games and/or mastering newer ones. In one of our studies

(Voiskounsky et al., 2005) the respondents were elder teenagers and young adults.

Elementary school students as gamers have been studied by Smirnova and Radeva (2000)

who conclude that videogames differ from traditional games for schoolchildren of this age,

and cannot replace traditional, i.e., non-video, non-computer offline types of games. 

CMC AND CYBERPSYCHOLOGY IN THE NEAREST FUTURE:

A PROGNOSTIC VIEW

 

One can conclude from the above discussion that studies in the field of CMC

conducted in Russia since the early 1990s have embraced at least half a dozen disciplines,

including culture studies, sociology, media studies, linguistics and sociolinguistics,

philosophy, political science, education and gender studies. This means that the CMC field

is differentiated but not elaborated enough (with few exceptions, cf. Rozina, 2005). Thus,

the prognosis is simple enough: in the near future the studies in the CMC field need to be

integrated into the discipline of communication sciences. 
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One more discipline needs to be mentioned — the human-computer interaction (HCI),

known also as computer-human interaction (CHI). It is well-developed globally, but totally

absent in Russia as an academic discipline with no HCI/CHI departments in colleges, no

periodicals, no manuals or text-books, no degrees and almost no professionals in the field.

This discipline is truly desired, and if it existed, it would certainly be included as part of the

CMC studies.

As far as cyberpsychology is concerned, the return to the Vygotskian paradigm seems

to be the most promising. The period when Russian professionals’ greatest interest was

concentrated around the theories developed elsewhere seems to be coming to an end.

Theoretically, the general postulates introduced by Vygotsky and developed by his followers

promise a very high value in the studies of behavior patterns mediated by sign systems,

including those realized in the modern information technologies. This view cannot of course

be taken too rigidly: every adequate and useful theory, every reasonable research method

can and should be used to enlarge our knowledge in the fascinating fields of

cyberpsychology and CMC studies.
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Forum

SCHISM’S SYMPTOM AND

DUPUYTREN’S SYNDROME

JAAN PUHVEL6

In his renowned autobiography, archpriest Avvakum Petrovich (1620-1682) of the Russian

Old Believers describes vividly how his co-martyr Priest Lazar fared on their arrival in exile

at Pustozjorsk on the Arctic Ocean, in a banishment which was to end in burning at the

stake: “He placed his right hand on the block and it was hacked off at the wrist. The hand

itself arranged its fingers as tradition demanded and lay long before the people, bearing

witness even in death to the immutable sign of the Lord.” This hand was for certain less

miraculous than Lazar’s own tongue, which had been cut out on the same occasion but by

the grace of God gradually regenerated to near normal. The hand merely froze into a two-

fingered sign of the cross. Such a gesture was emblematic of Old Believers, in contrast to

the three-fingered variant which was current in South Russia and which Patriarch Nikon of

Moscow had made mandatory on the instigation of his Greek counselors.

Why was (and is) the two-fingered sign of the cross so unshakably essential to Old

Believers that for its sake they would turn schismatic and as raskolniki flee to borderlands,

endure atrocities, and even embrace martyrdom? It was only a matter of either stretching or

bending the fourth finger. Avvakum and his co-religionists had elaborated gestological

refinements (thumb, ring finger, and small digit together stood for the trinity, index and

middle finger for the joint divine and human nature of Christ), but such symbolism alone

hardly explains fanatical resistance to reform. The intransigence of the schismatics must

have some more cogent underlying cause.

If Lazar’s severed hand seemed to exhibit a two-fingered stretch, the probable reason

was an abnormally cramped fourth finger, which leads from theology into the realm of

pathology. Perhaps Lazar and other priests were hamstrung by some innate deformity which

was visible even on a dead hand and hampered a three-fingered sign of he cross, so that their

options were reduced to resigning office or resisting reform.
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Two male acquaintances of mine were recently diagnosed with “Dupuytren’s

syndrome”, a tightening and thickening of subcutaneous palmar tissue which cramps the

fingers, starting usually with the fourth and fifth. The deformity can be severe and

debilitating for hand use but can nowadays be alleviated by surgery. Its formulator was

Guillaume Dupuytren (1777-1835), renowned pioneer of plastic surgery, French court

physician and professor at the Sorbonne, eponym of Rue Dupuytren near the old Medical

School in the Latin Quarter.

The syndrome is typical of males of North European extraction and has a clear genetic

foundation. One of the patients is from an age-old North Russian priestly family, the other

from an indigenous Swedish clan in Finland’s Ostrobothnia. The data point to a genetic

mutation stretching back at least a millennium, in view of its spread from the British Isles

and the North Sea region through Scandinavia to Finland and Northern Russia. The Vikings

are the most probable originators, bearers, and disseminators of the mutation. By the

Varangians it was introduced to North Russia and perpetuated especially in the genes of the

hereditary priesthood whose bloodlines were less disrupted by the genetic cocktail of the

Tartar invasions. 

Curiously the instigator of all the schismatic cruelty and suffering, the power-hungry

Patriarch Nikon, who at times substituted for Tsar Aleksei Mihailovich as the secular ruler,

was not even Russian but of Ugro-Finnic Mordvian stock. No wonder he had little empathy

for Varangian-Russian idiosyncrasy, where the sign of the cross had over centuries

hereditarily deviated from the three-finger Byzantine norm. Regardless of Nikon’s own later

disfavor with Tsar Aleksei, the reform took root with the support or indifference of the

southerly majority. Thus once again a non-Russian “put it over” on the natives, an old

phenomenon that ranges from the Varangian incursions to the “Tartar yoke” to the

Georgian-Ossetic despot of the Soviet Union.     



Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008) 97

BOOK REVIEWS

Alexander McGregor (2007). Shaping of popular consent: A comparative study between the
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Reviewed by Elena Khatskevich

Ph.D. candidate in Communication at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst

elenakha76@yahoo.com

Inspired by Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, Alexander McGregor carried out a comparative

analysis of the ways in which American and Soviet establishments and cultural producers

shaped popular consent by employing visual arts during 1929-1941. This book is designed,

and quite successfully laid out, as a discussion challenging the existing binary orthodoxy

which “holds that the difference between American and Soviet politics, society, economy

and ideology were not only polar but also plain and obvious” (3). 

The author begins by posing the macro question: “How did the two establishments use

similar means to inculcate their approved values and virtues into the public mind to win

consent in a decade of particular strains for both of them?” (30). In order to answer the

question, McGregor analyzes such visual arts as cinema, painting, plastic arts, theatre, and

architecture. He first examines to what extent the Soviet and American establishments

promoted themselves as virtuous through historical heroes such as, Abraham Lincoln and

Alexander Nevsky. Additionally, he looks at how the two establishments tried to promote

the theme of utopia-within-reach. The second part of the book focuses on looking at how the

two establishments sought to represent the outside world, especially its external enemies.

The final part explores what attributes and values were ascribed to internal villains,

outsiders and independent groups such as religious institutions and individuals, as well as

law and economic subversives. 

One of the major findings of this comparative study is that even though American and

Soviet establishments did not promote exactly the same themes in exactly the same manner,

they similarly created a “psycho-dynamic form of public identification/identity which bound

the people to the establishment” (321). McGregor claims that this process of inculcating

Soviet and American establishment’s values, “wisdom,” and “conception of the world”

illustrates Gramsci’s concept of hegemony. Thus, the Soviet and American establishments

promoted unquestioned adherence to their ideology and conformity with the social moral



Book Reviews Book Reviews

98 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008)

code among the population, but at the same time wanted the masses to believe that “their

intellectual decisions and choices… were made through their own conscious, cognitive

analysis of, and participation in, the making of history and the modern world” (321). 

Another conclusion drawn by the author is that both the USSR and the US stand out

among all other countries in the way they claimed and perpetuated the belief that their

particular political, social, and economic systems represented “the end of modernity,”

“pinnacle of human achievement,” and the only possible “order of society.” 

McGregor’s findings represent a fascinating insight into the workings of the two

“superpowers” and how they both utilized, in spite of obvious differences and sometimes

acrimonious opposition between them, visual arts as media to communicate their respective

values and construct the ideology of Sovietism and Americanism among the population. One

of my critical observations is that, in this research, visual arts and their creation by cultural

producers are somewhat separated from the masses. The author does not explore how the

masses in turn might have co-constructed or influenced the hegemonic views. Although the

author clearly states at the beginning that he will focus on “intention not perception” (9),

and will “examine the iconography in its purest form before it has entered the public

domain” (9), I believe that his approach somewhat denied people any cultural participation,

making the U.S. and USSR establishments exclusive creators of ideology, and

manufacturers of popular consent through the skills of cultural producers. 

This book is very rich in examples, and it provides an extensive historical background

of the time period. It lets the reader experience the visual arts culture of both countries

during 1929-1941, thus allowing the reader to make comparisons and draw conclusions. The

author’s research goals are very clear and transparent. He defines the concepts and

theoretical approaches he used and outlines the limitations of his research. The layout of the

book is very convenient and concise. It presents an enjoyable read, with the author

reiterating all the chapter’s main points in the conclusion. I enjoyed the set of questions

McGregor asks at the beginning of each chapter and the way he made me actively participate

in the polemic with the current orthodoxy and common assumptions about the U.S. and

Soviet cultures. I would recommend this book to those who study the way visual arts are

used to communicate and construct ideologies and to those exploring cultural dynamics

within the U.S. and Soviet Union/Russia. 
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This book stems from a conference held in 2003 at Ohio Sate University under the heading
“Those Crazy Russians.” The event brought together an international team of scholars that
produced a handsomely packaged volume that should appeal to readers far beyond the
Russian studies field where the project originated. Those familiar with the academe will
know how much collaborative effort is needed to carry out such a vast undertaking and how
much credit its organizers, sponsors, editors, translators, and participants deserve. 

The collection is divided into three parts, each one illuminating a key facet of insanity
as a socio-historical phenomenon. Essays gathered in the first section explore how mental
illness was institutionally framed in 18th century Russia and redefined throughout the 19th
century. Special attention is given to the parallel developments in the Russian and Western
European legal codes and cultural discourses. Part II examines the bond between war,
insanity and revolution, as well as the construction of mental illness, notably suicide, in the
early Soviet era. Part III is devoted to the debate about the linkage between madness and
creativity.

Angela Brintlinger introduces the volume with a helpful survey that highlights the
long-standing ambivalence the Russians feel toward insanity. The phenomenon met with
awe in medieval Russia where iurodivyi or the holy fool was celebrated as someone who
dispensed with the ceremonial niceties and renounced conventional pursuits in exchange for
the right to voice critical opinions which were certain to get into trouble anyone unprotected
by the saintly halo surrounding the inspired madman. This archetypal figure makes frequent
appearance throughout Russian history. It is instantly recognizable in literary characters like
Count Myshkin, a hero of Dstoyevsky’s novel provocatively titled Idiot, or Venechka
Erofeev, a soviet-style holy fool conjured up in Venedict Erofeev’s beloved
crypto-autobiographical novel.

In a key chapter, Ilyia Vinitsky demonstrates how the traditional attitudes toward
insanity began to change under Catherine the Great. In the late 1770s, the Empress
introduced to Russia asylums for the insane that would become known throughout the
country as zheltye doma or “yellow houses.” Holy fools who once roamed Russia’s
countryside would find themselves increasingly committed to such institutions. Catherine
the Great waged a bitter battle against melancholy, a seditious mood she banned from the
court where her subjects were expected to display a cheerful disposition as a token of their
loyalty to the throne. Any sign of disaffection, according to the new affective paradigm, was
suspect. Melancholy types were judged to be trouble makers, morally corrupted beings
harboring illicit sentiments injurious to the state. 
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Catherine’s views were inspired by the Enlightenment’s opposition to traditionalist
forces, particularly in the church hierarchy, but its modernist agenda had a peculiarly
Russian twist. When Aleksandr Radishchev wrote a pamphlet lamenting the wretched
conditions of the nation’s poor, Catherine promptly dispensed with Voltaire’s advice,
banned the book, declared its author a madman, and committed him to a mental institution.
In her diagnosis she blamed the ideological transgression on the “hypochondriac,” “bilious”
disposition of the author. Many Russians who showed an impious attitude or ventured
critical opinions about the affairs of state would subsequently share Radishchev’s fate –
from Petr Chaadaev and certain Decembrists to Petr Grigorenko and Dmitri Prigov.
Catherine the Great’s campaign of enforced cheerfulness followed the path charted by Peter
the Great’s modernization, reminding us yet again that the very ruthlessness with which
modern institutions were imposed on Russia undermined their liberal thrust. 

Lia Langoulova offers an overview of the legal and psychiatric definitions used in
Tsarist Russia to circumscribe mental illness, tests designed to identify the legally insane,
and state institutions set out to treat the disease. Elena Dryzhakova, Robert Wessling and
Lev Losev analyze how insanity has been constructed in the Russian cultural discourse. 

Starting with the premise that metal instability was central to Dostoevsky’s literary
explorations, Dryzhakova argues that the author’s interest in the subject might have been
influenced in part by his own psychological abnormalities. Wessling shows how Vsevolod
Garshin, a Russian popular author who committed suicide, emerged as a cult figure among
the Russian intelligentsia. Wessling ties the Garshin cult to the intelligentsia’s precarious
status in the late 19th century. Losev acts as a literary sleuth as he traces Joseph Brodsky’s
poem “Gorbunov and Gorchakov” to the author’s brief encounter with mental institutions
in soviet Russia. It is noteworthy that Brodsky entered a mental hospital voluntarily, at the
behest of his friends trying to save him from prison, but the horrors he experienced therein
taught him that the conditions in the asylum could be worse than in prison.

Ever since the French Revolution, scholars and popular writers sought to link madness
with the riotous behavior threatening to topple the established regimes. Martin Miller cites
Pinel’s 1806 Treatise on Insanity as a landmark study that introduced the idiom of
revolutionary insanity and documents its impact on the Russian psychiatric movement and
popular culture. As several contributors to the volume note, the idea made a strong
impression on Dostoevsky whose novel The Demons pictures Russian revolutionaries as
mentally disturbed, sometimes patently deranged creatures whose political passions are fed
by their personal pathologies – the view shared by a prominent Russia psychiatrist Vladimir
Chizh. The authors contributing to the famous turn-of-the-century publication Vekhi offered
another influential account of the mental disturbances afflicting the Russian revolutionary
intelligentsia. Declining to medicalize symptoms, the Vekhi authors drew attention to the
fact that the Russian people in general and Russian intellectuals in particular sorely lacked
what we would call today “emotional intelligence.” It is their chronic irritability,
maximalism, over-confidence, and lack of follow-through, according to the Vekhi authors,
that explains the Russian intelligentsia’s disastrous infatuation with revolutionary violence.

Irina Sirotkina investigates the role Russian psychiatrists played during World War
II, making the case that Russian doctors were more sympathetic to war veterans’ complaints
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than some of their Western counterparts. Kenneth Pinnow presents interesting data on the
ideologically-colored optics through which soviet psychiatrists viewed the “possible worlds”
of suicide victims in the Red Army. The political agenda clearly comes though in the
post-mortem reports where the experts strenuously sought to bind the victims’ fateful
decisions to their non-proletarian roots or their association with ideological malcontents and
alien life styles. Dan Healy rounds up Part II with a study analyzing the expert testimony
about sexual crimes and the manner these were interpreted in the early Soviet era. As it
happened, the accused often pressed the narrative of mental illness to explain, if not excuse,
their criminal conduct while the medical doctors insisted on the perpetrators’ fitness to stand
trial.

The last section explores the relationship between mental illness and creativity.
Angela Britlinger makes an intriguing observation about differences in the manner Russian
doctors cast psychological problems in men, whose abnormalities they tied to the latter’s
physical and mental exhaustion, and in women, whose difficulties they traced to
dysfunctional family life. Helena Goscilo makes a kindred point regarding the gendered
nature of psychiatric diagnosis and the propensity of Russian writers to privilege masculine
imagination in explaining the linkage between madness and artistic genius. Margarita
Odesskaya reviews Anton Chekhov’s stories where madmen and madness figure
prominently, particularly Ward No. 6 and The Black Monk. Yvonne Howell shows how the
romantic trope about the deranged artistic genius in the biological morphed into a theory of
Vladimir Efroimson, a Russian geneticist whose views on the bio-social roots of genius put
him on a collision course with the Russian authorities. Daun Khaus updates the historical
picture painted by her colleagues with a lively account of assorted pathologies and nutty
characters populating in the post-soviet literature. And finally, Mikhail Epstein offers an
elegant literary-philosophical meditation on madness and genius where he draws parallels
between Friedrich Hölderlin and Konstantin Batiushkov, near contemporaries who,
according to Epstein, fell victims to their over-abandoned artistic imagination which pushed
the seminal writers over the brink. 

I cannot do justice in my brief review to these fine essays, which form the most
comprehensive interdisciplinary survey of its kind and which will be welcome by students
working in diverse fields. Let me just single out one thing I found missing in this collective
exercise.

Not a single article in this collection mentions a classic study of mental institutions
written by an eminent sociologist Erving Goffman. Published in 1961, this book – Asylums
–  gave a devastating account of the degradation ceremonies involuntarily confined patients
undergo in mental institutions. Goffman’s focus on the continuity between asylums and
prisons bears an uncanny resemblance to Chekhov’s Ward No. 6, which might have been
known to Goffman whose parents emigrated from Russia in the 1910’s. More pertinent for
my argument is the fact that Goffman’s interest in the subject was spurred by his wife’s
mental illness and institutionalization. Goffman’s stance on de-institutionalization must have
played a part in the release of his wife. However, right after she was released from the
hospital in 1964, she committed suicide. Goffman subsequently revised his views on mental
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illness, acknowledging that it might have organic roots and intimating that he would have
written a different book if he had a chance to rewrite it. 

Here is the lesson I would like to draw from this story: There is more to madness than
the excess of imagination, artistic or otherwise. The vast majority of exceptionally creative
people are not insane, just as the vast majority of mentally ill are not exceptionally gifted.
In the last few years of his life when Nietzsche lost touch with reality, he was observed
dancing naked like the dancing god Zaratustra he extolled in his writings, but he was also
given to the misogynist ranting, anti-Semitic slur, and plain gibberish. Whether he was “mad
about” matters conjured up by his philosophical genius is far from clear. The genius as
madness metaphor will continue to nourish artistic imagination, but this Romantic trope still
popular in Russia is overdue for a sober bio-sociological examination. 
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Pride and Panic lays emphasis on unpacking the imaginary of the western “Other” in post-
Soviet Russian films. Drawing on a cross-disciplinary approach which includes
psychoanalysis, cultural and film studies, Yana Hashamova’s necessarily selective account
of the last six years of Russian cinema is an instructive analytical overview. Examples
derived from diverse films both by established and less well-known Russian directors flesh
out a discussion of the connection between an unsettled Russian national identity and
Western cultural expansion. Russia’s dialogical relationship with the West is explored
through an unorthodox approach which likens Russian society’s collective identity dynamic
to the stages of development of an individual.

The book is organized into five, broadly chronologically sequenced chapters, which
cogently trace the dynamic of Russia’s collective fantasy about the West after the fall of the
Soviet Union through the gaze of the camera. The first chapter examines the dialectic of the
immediate cinematic reaction when fears of the West coexisted with the temptations of a
largely unknown and therefore glorified “western Other.” In subsequent chapters the
discussion shifts to fantasies of victimization by the destructive western presence and of
“wounded national pride.” This is followed by the next stage: that of a fixation on the
glorious Russian past. After achieving a certain level of cultural autonomy, Hashamova
argues in her fourth chapter, the cinematic focus switches to the search for new ways of
communicating, and ultimately unifying with, the West. Finally, the turn to Russia’s
responsibility and/or its ambivalent position in the world global order is analyzed. In the
concluding chapter, where several films involving father-son relationship are analyzed,
Hashamova goes beyond the East-West framework and refers to universal human values.

Pride and Panic’s exploration of Russia’s fantasized identification with the West in
post-Soviet film is an engaging read. In several instances the author offers an original
elucidation of such well known movies as Sokurov’s “Russian Ark” (Russkyi Kovcheg,
2002). Also perceptive is her observation of the gender dynamic of Russia’s collective
imagination in which the boyish Russian male hero fails to conform to the muscular
Hollywood norm, but still achieves “masculinity,” Russian-style. However, the
interpretations of such acclaimed films as Mamin’s “Window to Paris” (Okno v Parizh,
2003) and Balabanov’s “Brother 2” (Brat 2, 2000) struck this reviewer as somewhat one-
sided and superficial. For instance, “Window to Paris” could be seen as self-consciously
playing with, and exposing, stereotypes on both sides (West and Russia) rather than merely
indulging in them, as Hashamova claims. Similarly the negative reading of “Brother 2”
ignores the way the film achieves a certain ironic distance from its own nationalistic
certainties through devices such as the comic inclusion of the Chapaev “machine gun” scene
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in its narrative. Furthermore, the argument creates the impression that Russian film only
really started reacting in earnest to western influence after 1991, when in fact throughout
the Soviet period such classic “socialist realist” films as Alexandrov’s “Circus” (Tsirk,
1936) and the Vasil’ev brothers’ “Chapaev” (1934) indicated a constant process of
absorbing, adapting and transforming elements of western cinematography. At times the
argument exhibits a tendency misleadingly to identify the views and behavior of the lead
characters with the definitive “meanings” of the films. Nonetheless, and despite these
drawbacks, students wishing to acquaint themselves with some of the broad concerns of
post-Soviet cinema would do well by starting with Pride and Panic.

The author’s approach combines both textual and contextual analysis, synthesizing
its treatment of images, themes, characters and political/social environment. The precise
focus, as well as the depth and degree of elaboration of the analysis, are adjusted to the
requirements of the author’s argument at any given point. Whilst generally justified, this
strategy accounts for the presence of sometimes unpredictable diversions, such as the
marked shift of the main focus later in the book from the West to the related issues of gender
and power. Unfortunately, the full connotations of the book’s central notion is not clarified
anywhere, thus further confusing the reader by creating an impression of the West as a
homogenized whole.

Hashamova encounters difficulties in integrating the diverse theories used in her main
argument. It remains unclear to readers how the vast array of theoretical paradigms ranging
from Lacan, Freud, Klein to Bakhtin and Zizek are compatible with one another. Moreover,
several theories are applied to Russia without any adaptation (e.g. Zizek’s theory of the logic
of democracy). The attempt to transpose a psychoanalytical model intended for the
individual psyche onto an entire national culture by labeling Russia’s current stage of
development as “adolescence” is unconvincing. Similarly unpersuasive are the constant
references to an undifferentiated “Russian collective mind.” The inconsistent usage of the
psychoanalytic model comes to the fore in the author’s attribution of “impartiality” to
Sokurov’s “Russian Ark” by comparison Mikhalkov’s “The Barber of Siberia” (Sibirskij
Tsirjulnik, 2000); for psychoanalysts, surely, authorial/directorial impartiality is an illusion.

As a result of its broad-brush generalizations, the book’s conclusions are somewhat
predictable and its innovative value to our understanding of post-Soviet cinema’s attitude
to the West is accordingly diminished. Having said this, being the first of its kind, the book
constitutes an original and timely project. It demarcates a number of key issues that remain
to be explored in this largely uncharted territory. To conclude, Hashamova speaks to a wide
constituency of readers. The accessibility of Pride and Panic commends it as a course
reader and handbook for undergraduate students of contemporary Russian film and culture.
It can be also recommended as a good introduction for members of the general public keen
to know more about Russian cinematography and its bearing on the complex identities
emerging in post-Soviet Russian society.
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In this work, Ledeneva offers the reader an elaboration and extension of the work done in
her prior book, “Russia’s Economy of Favors.” In, “How Russia Really Works,” she moves
away from the Russian practice of blat (the use of personal networks to obtain goods or
services outside formal procedures), which is the focus of her earlier work, into a discussion
of the informal practices that are deeply entangled in post-Soviet political and economic
institutions. 

The book begins with an introduction that lays out the structure of the book along with
the methods employed in the research, largely ethnographic, and ends with a concluding
chapter that nicely summarizes the themes woven throughout.

The chapters are structured so that each practice is discussed in a dedicated chapter,
including the use of black and gray PR or “piar”, Kompromat (information used in bribery),
Krugovia Poruka (holding communities or groups responsible for individual action),
Tenevoi Barter (shadow barter and barter chains), Dvoinaia Bukhgalteriia (double
accountancy), and Tolkachi (alternative enforcement and use of law). 

Ledeneva suggests that these informal practices, bred from a lack of formal rules
plagued by enforcement problems, and lack of social investment, should not be seen in a
simplistic way as wholly negative for the prospects of Russia’s future democracy and
economy, but instead should be seen as, “a resource for Russia’s modernization.” (p. 195)
This follows the general theme of the work that focuses on the duality of these practices as
both supportive and subversive of the institutions they operate in and around.

Early on the author argues that in order to understand, “How Russia Really Works,”
and furthermore, to understand how Russia’s democratic and economic systems function,
one must understand the informal practices that sustain and subvert these systems. She
further argues that the only way to get a proper sense of how these informal practices
function is through ethnographic investigation that engages those people who have access
to the largely unknown and publicly inaccessible body of knowledge about their inner
workings.

The author does a nice job of synthesizing a large amount of complex, historically
entrenched research and data into a coherent narrative that is easy to follow and generally
engaging even for those who are not intimately familiar with contemporary or historical
Russian politics, economics, media institutions etc. The book will undoubtedly be a
satisfying read for anyone interested in the interrelationships between the informal practices
that have evolved throughout the history and movement of Russia’s political and economic
systems and how the continuation of those practices are both functionally necessary in a
system attempting to repair itself, but also undermining the very repairs they encourage.



Book Reviews Book Reviews

106 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Winter 2008)

However, the book may leave some readers disappointed with the results of the
author’s admirable attempt to create theoretical movement between macro and micro levels
of analysis. Ledeneva sets out to bridge the theoretical gap between institutions and those
social players who through their repetitive actions sustain and (re)create those same
institutions, but in the end we are left much closer to a structuralist position than the
proposed middle ground. 

In her introduction Ledeneva tells us, “that most fundamental post-Soviet changes
would be grasped in language,” and that she plans to look for, “the new language games in
the vernacular and colloquial ways of describing the new order of things.” (p. 4) In line with
this stated plan, much of the book offers quotes from informants that are used to support the
definitions of particular terms the author introduces and her analysis of them, but without
an investigation into the symbolic system that sustains and bounds these practices her
descriptions become elaborate folk definitions that lack interrogation in their own right. 

A potential problem with this kind of treatment is that it allows informants reports to
act as proof instead of data. When coming to understand the symbolic worlds that sustain
the systems the book engages, informants quotes are used to show that the way Ledeneva
is describing the system, is, in fact, the way the system operates because these people say
so, instead of using informants data as an entry point into the rich cultural text they are
producing to account for the system and their role in it. 

The work might have been a more successful integration of ethnographic methodology
and political/structural analysis if it treated ethnography as deeper than a qualitative set of
interviewing practices and recognized the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of
contemporary ethnographic work. 

One consequence of this inattention is a repeated discussion of the informal norms
that often operate in conflict with, or absence of, formal rules, without giving the reader a
clear systematic analysis of what these informal norms are, or their place in the larger social
normative environment. 

There is a rich and available body of ethnographic literature in communication,
anthropology, and sociology, a review of which might have added some additional layers
of subtlety to the analysis, allowing us to understand what sustains these practices, their
cultural meanings, and further, the way these practices then sustain and subvert the
institutions discussed while simultaneously being re-created and re-imagined in their
shadow. 

Overall the book is an interesting, engaging, and thoroughly researched production,
but it may also be disappointing for those who hoped to find an innovative blend of macro-
political and micro-ethnographic processes.
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