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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

“Next year our city will have more and more soup kitchens for the needy and the elderly.” 

The Promised Skies (dir. El’dar Riazanov) 

On 28 August 1991, a week after the failed attempt of the reactionary Soviet leadership to 

remove Mikhail Gorbachev from his post as the president of the Soviet Union, the triumphant 

defenders of the government building, the White House in Moscow, attended a screening of 

El’dar Riazanov’s film The Promised Skies (Nebesa obetovannye). As the director recollects 

in his memoir, the audience cried, laughed and applauded, and gathered, after the viewing, at 

an improvised meeting: “They saw the film as a kind of prediction, a prophesy. […] An 

extraordinary feeling of brotherhood, unity and victory joined us that day” (n. pag., my 

translation). 

A few months later, in December 1991, the Soviet Union ceased to exist. Along with 

radical political and economic changes, the decomposition of the communist state inaugurated 

the unravelling of state ideology and the dismantling of existing norms and conventions, 

producing “a lasting impact on individual and collective identities, modes of social exchange 

and forms of symbolization” (Oushakine 2009: 1). In the face of such sudden, disorienting 

changes, Russians “began to lose their inner confidence in who they were and where they 

were going” (Billington 2004: xi). Notably, in a review after the public premiere of The 

Promised Skies at the beginning of 1992, film critic Tatiana Moskvina called it the last Soviet 

film, remarking: “Thanks to Riazanov you understand that there was such a thing as the 

people of the Soviet Union. It has its own history, its achievements and crimes, its heroes and 

saints, its spiritual and emotional life, its full-blooded characters and solid personalities” 

(1992: n. pag., my translation).  

Riazanov’s film features a group of former middle class Soviet citizens who find 

themselves living as tramps in a desolate scrapyard full of old cars and railway carriages on 

the outskirts of Moscow (figure 0.1). One evening, their elected “president” (Valentin Gaft) 

calls his “brothers and sisters” to a meeting to declare that he and another of the community’s 

members, the Jewish violinist Solomon (Viktor Kartsev), were approached by alien visitors 

who invited them to their planet in order to live “in a human way.” When they declined, 

explaining that they cannot leave without “their own people,” the aliens insisted: “Don’t be 

silly. The air in your place is poisoned, the earth polluted and the water decaying.” 
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Accompanied by the gathered crowd’s affirmative exclamations, such as “Yeah, it has all 

gone to shit here” and “You never know what you might die of,” the president finally 

announces that the aliens agreed to collect all forty-three inhabitants of the scrapyard in a 

larger space ship as soon as blue snow begins to fall. Unfortunately, while the tramps are 

waiting for this to happen, their living space is endangered by the intrusion of an American 

developer who, with the consent of the local authorities, seeks to build a condom factory. In 

the end, the aliens do arrive when the blue snow falls, but they are immediately frightened off 

by an armed police force that has gathered around the settlement to evict its inhabitants. 

Chased by the police, the tramps manage to escape in an old steam train that miraculously lifts 

from the tracks and sets off into “the promised skies.” 

 

Figure 0.1: Screenshot from The Promised Skies (dir. El’dar Riazanov) 

 

The film, which was enthusiastically received by Russian audiences, can be seen to 

indicate how the majority of Russians felt on the eve of the irreversible downfall of the Soviet 

regime. Therefore, it allows me to bring into focus the antagonisms, concerns and desires 

around which this study revolves. By analyzing popular cinematic and televisual narratives of 

everyday post-Soviet Russian life, I investigate how processes of individual and collective 

identity formation proceeded and what kind of transformations the existing modes of 

orientation underwent in the years after Riazanov’s prophetic film.  
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The early 1990s in Russia were distinguished by economic hardship and social 

insecurity. In a short time span drastic political changes were followed by the steady increase 

in privatized wealth, class stratification, and the obliteration of decades-old structures of state 

social support and services. To characterize the predicament of Russian society at this 

particular moment in history, I consider the term “precarious” especially illuminating. 

According to Judith Butler, who first explicitly used it in Precarious Life, precariousness is a 

relational condition of social being based on the premise of vulnerability of the human body 

and this body’s inevitable attachments to others; as such, it prompts an acknowledgment of 

dependency and entails a risk of possible exposure to violence and the loss of attachments 

(2004: 20). The related notion of “precarity” is used in Isabell Lorey’s work, where it features 

as “a category of order that denotes social positionings of insecurity and hierarchization, 

which accompanies the process of Othering” (Puar et al. 2012: 165). Lauren Berlant’s Cruel 

Optimism (2011) elaborates on the way precarity is socialized into intensified feelings of 

desperation caused by a loss of faith in the capitalist good-life fantasy of upward mobility in 

which generations have invested affectively.  

Although these theorists focus on Western contexts, The Promised Skies makes clear 

how all three understandings of precarity have undeniable value for my study of Russia. The 

group of down-and-outs living at the dump previsions a post-Soviet community marked by 

structural economic, bodily and psychic insecurity, social alienation and antagonism, the 

decomposition of reliable infrastructures of continuity and a general feeling of the irreversible 

loss of the communist promise of a flourishing good life. The film abounds with examples of 

characters’ desperate attempts to survive in a system which combines traces of (the illusion 

of) socialist equality with the first signs of a two-faced neoliberal philanthropy. Thus, in one 

of the story lines an elderly woman, Katia Ivanova (Ol’ga Volkova), is beaten by her drunken 

son and thrown out onto the wintery street, moneyless and without a coat, where another 

woman, the artist Fima (Lia Akhedzjakova), takes care of her. Together, they go to a newly 

opened soup kitchen for the needy, only to discover it to be a publicity stunt of the local 

authorities and their profit-driven sponsors. Not being in possession of a “poverty certificate,” 

the women are denied access to the widely advertised “charity.”  

After seventy years of socialism, there is nothing left for these women except begging: 

telling stories of having been pioneers in their childhood to provoke passers-by’s curiosity, 

while a few minutes later referring to their past as victims of the Stalinist terror to incite the 

same passers-by to pity them. Such, at first glance, cynical employment of opposed political 

discourses, one pro- and the other antisocialist, becomes understandable in the context of the 
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phenomenon of so-called Soviet “double thinking” (dvoiemyslie), which is extensively 

discussed in contemporary Russian social theory. The renowned sociologist Yurii Levada 

even argues that such double thinking, as a nexus between the public avowal of socialist 

values and these values’ private, intersubjective reformulation, constituted the main 

characteristic of Soviet reality. According to Levada, the reason for this lies in the high level 

of ideological coercion and material deprivation, as well as in the structural impossibility for 

ordinary people to live up to the high communist ideal forcefully imposed on them by the 

Soviet regime (2000: 425). Thus, in the past socio-historical context, the discrepancy between 

public compliance and privately practiced disobedience appeared as part and parcel of “a 

habitual mechanism of mass adaptation to the repressive structures of the Soviet type” 

(Gudkov 2004a: 133, my translation). With the decline of the regime, as The Promised Skies 

shows, vast economic and social changes only intensified the necessity to find personal 

solutions to systematic contradictions and, to an extent, made the Russian people fall back on 

the habitual pragmatic tactic of double thinking. In this sense, the public begging performance 

in Riazanov’s film does not reveal the women’s actual histories, but illustrates how, in their 

obviously destitute, precarious position, they feel entitled to strategically employ any form of 

self-narrativization, as long as it has the desired effect on the passing crowd. 

The absence of a just, publicly applied social doctrine causes the women to withdraw 

to the private realm with its creative inflection of the norm in order to satisfy an acute craving 

not only for money, but also for sympathetic interaction. The film thus suggests that the new 

post-socialist order of a life without guarantees relegates individual and collective bodies to a 

permanent state of contingency, sharpening the awareness of existential precariousness and 

the feeling that “the bonds that support life, those that should be structured by the condition of 

mutual need and exposure,” have become frayed, lost or irrecoverable (Puar et al. 2012: 169). 

To this extent, the scrapyard and its community epitomize the space of exclusion of all whom 

the new order has rendered redundant, while simultaneously functioning as a site of human 

resilience where tentative relationships of interdependency, inclusion and care are pursued 

and where “small-scale communication […] grant[s] […] hope amid machinery and systems 

that have passed their prime” (MacFadyen 2003: 175).  

Perceived by its early audiences both as an astute chronicle of the time and a 

disturbing prophesy, The Promised Skies embodies the communal concerns about what has 

become of ordinary Russians in the aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Union and, more 

importantly, about what elements constitute “the human way of living” to which the scrapyard 

inhabitants so fervently aspire and which, for them, apparently can only be found outside this 
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world in alien or fantastic realms. In the rest of this introduction I will elaborate on the central 

concepts and aims of this study through a brief analysis of a selection of the film’s scenes that 

focus on issues of identity formation and the good life. It is my argument that these issues 

continue to be at the heart of public debates, theoretical polemics and popular fantasies in 

Russia today.  

Post-Soviet identities  

 

“What is your name, woman?” 

“I don’t remember.” 

“And where do you live?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“And you don’t have a family name?” 

“From where would it possibly emerge?” 

The Promised Skies (dir. El’dar Riazanov) 

When Fima first meets the other woman on the street, bruised, dishevelled and famished, the 

latter fails to indicate who she is or where she lives. The pragmatic Fima comes up with a 

quick solution: “Look, anybody can see that you are Katia Ivanova.”1 Utterly confused, the 

newly baptised Katia is given a sudden opportunity to reinvent her identity in a world which, 

for her, has completely and irrevocably changed overnight. It is hardly surprising that The 

Promised Skies’ viewers could directly relate to the heroine’s story, for the search for a lost 

identity was and remains an important focus of communal attention in Russia.  

In spite of the fact that, in contemporary social sciences and humanities, identity has 

evolved into a polysemantic, contradictory and disparaged concept, I use it throughout this 

study for a number of reasons.2 As Stuart Hall points out, identity as a theoretical category 

plays a central role in the (re)interpretation of present-day sociopolitical and cultural 

processes; it does so not as an essential category, but as “produced in specific historical and 

institutional sites within specific discursive formation and practices” and as emerging “within 

the play of specific modalities of power” (1996: 4). Thus, after the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, Russians suddenly “had to rethink their politics, economics, history and place in the 

world, [generating] one of the most wide ranging discussions of a nation’s identity in modern 

                                                           
1 Katia Ivanova is the most generic female name that exists in Russia. It is also a tongue-in-cheek 

reference to Riazanov’s 1957 film The Girl with No Address (Devushka bez adresa). 
2 For a many-sided discussion of the concept of identity, see, for instance, Hall et al. 1996. 
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history” (Billington 2004: 48). However, at the time of the communist regime’s breakdown 

both public and scholarly circles found themselves unprepared to address these issues in a 

clear and critical manner. Until the advent of the perestroika era, institutionalized academic 

science had functioned as a closed system subservient to the official regime; it was expected 

to provide this regime’s legitimization and to ensure the mass approval of governmental 

decisions on sociopolitical, cultural and technological matters. When the meta-narrative of the 

Soviet “family of nations” suddenly disappeared and national identity became a vital concern, 

Russian academia could not take recourse to any significant specialized theoretic or 

methodological work in this area. 

As a consequence, the first attempts to define Russian identity in the early 1990s 

heavily relied on the works of Russian philosophers and spiritual leaders of the nineteenth and 

the beginning of the twentieth century.3 Moreover, in such scholarship, the term “identity” 

was often overshadowed by or even subsumed to another concept, namely the fundamental 

“Russian idea” (russkaia idea), a term often used in the writings of Fedor Dostoyevskii, 

Vladimir Solovyev and Nikolai Berdyaev. Resuscitated in the post-Soviet context, this notion 

came to express a belief that Russia “has its own independent, self-sufficient, and eminently 

worthy cultural and historical tradition that both sets it apart from the West and guarantees its 

future flourishing” (McDaniel 1996: 11). 

Along with “inventing” the nation’s historical and cultural uniqueness, the advent of 

the 2000s witnessed the appearance of new sociological studies on Russian culture and 

identity, which concentrated not on narratives of continuity and common national character 

but on the long-lasting effects of the communist regime on present society and, in particular, 

on the collective and individual adaptation of Russian people to post-Soviet reality (Levada 

2000, 2006; Dubin 2007).4 As could have been expected, these studies’ unprecedented focus 

also revealed the need for a new conceptual reservoir, methodology and analytical attitude. 

Thus, in 2008, the leading Russian sociologist Lev Gudkov asserted in a public lecture:  

The theoretical problem remains […] since answers still have to be found to the 

following questions: what are the sources of development of such regimes [and] such 

systems; what is the logic of the further evolution or transformation of the systems or 

                                                           
3 See, for instance, Kasianova 1994; Аksuchits 2004, 2005. In their work, these authors draw upon the 

ideas of, among others, Alexei Khomiakov, Pavel Florenskii, Vladimir Solovyev, Fedor Dostoyevskii 

and Gleb Uspenskii.  
4 By using the term “inventing” I wish to stress, in concurrence with Hobsbawm’s and Ranger’s 

influential The Invention of Tradition, that many supposedly old features which serve to confirm the 

nation’s uniqueness, can, in fact, be recent in origin. 
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sociuses of this type? […] One needs […] to draw academic attention to the 

consequences of the impact this system had or has on the individual proper and on the 

culture of this society. (n. pag., my translation) 

Notably, Gudkov’s most influential volume of collected articles on post-Soviet Russia, 

published in 2004, bears the title Negative Identity (Negativnaya identichnost’). In it, he 

argues that, following the radical political changes, the processes of identification failed to put 

forward positive aspirational values. Instead, they proceeded along the lines of “a negative 

adjustment to the systems” that effectively suppressed idealistic impulses and impeded 

individual and collective striving for a flourishing and just life in the future (Gudkov 2004a: 

16). Gudkov characterizes today’s Russian society as post-Soviet in the sense that, while in a 

new situation, it remains marked by multiple traumas and inferiority complexes as a 

consequence of the prolonged impact of a repressive totalitarian regime (2004a: 17).  

Notwithstanding his championing of an original analytical framework to suit these 

specific conditions, Gudkov regularly engages with contemporary non-Russian theory, 

allowing me to suggest that he is aware of the implicit danger of a wholly independent 

Russian model looping back into the centripetal circle of “the Russian idea.” 5 With an eye on 

the ongoing globalization of academic thought, in this study I consistently try to confront 

related Russian and Western theories and concepts in order to investigate how they may 

inflect, enforce and enrich one another. 

While the notion of identity “can encompass the dizzying variety of ideas about 

Russia’s character, historical mission, place in the world, etc.” (Noordenbos 2013: 5), I do not 

want to make a comprehensive claim about the totality of these, often contradictory, ideas. 

Rather, I focus on the ways Russian people, as represented in and engaging with popular films 

and television series, construct collective and individual identities, and define their belonging 

to and place in contemporary Russian society. Moreover, where the Russian psychologist 

Shor-Chudnovskaia (in concert with Gudkov’s contention) distinguishes a specific 

“anthropological type” – homo postsoveticus – understood as a person who still considers 

Soviet values and normative constructions valid benchmarks for moral orientations and 

problem solutions, I explore the quotidian moments in which Soviet and post-Soviet 

discourses coexist or collide to produce new practices of addressing the common state of 

precarity and imagining better, fairer and more thriving ways of living.  

                                                           
5 In a chapter on globalization and national identity in the aforementioned volume, for example, 

Gudkov closely engages with Arjun Appadurai’s work (2004a: 781). 
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Although the constantly changing political and socioeconomic climate in Russia 

makes many people long for a unified identity, which, in everyday life, can be “lived as a 

coherent (if not always stable) experiental sense of self” (Gilroy 1993: 102), I consider 

identity not as a category of self-sameness, unity and immobility but as a versatile, multiple 

and heterogeneous social construction prone to continuous transformation and adjustment.6 In 

present-day Russia, this process of construction is more often than not made strongly 

dependent on the position of the individual or collective vis-à-vis the Other and the family, 

which, as my analyses will show, function as primary touchstones in dealing with questions of 

(self-)identification and belonging. The following two sections will elaborate on the 

complicated relationship these two notions have with the formation and assertion of post-

Soviet Russian identities. 

National identity and the other 

 

The president: “All poor people share a common nationality.” 

Fima: “No, rich people have a common nationality.” 

The Promised Skies (dir. El’dar Riazanov) 

One day, Fima and Katia pass the Jewish violinist Solomon’s shack to witness his Russian 

housemate throw him out onto the street because he belongs to the “nation” that allegedly 

brought Russia to the brink of collapse. Immediately taken care of by the women and invited 

to Fima’s birthday party, Solomon explains that his friend has a highly susceptible mind and, 

when drunk, becomes easily agitated and thoughtlessly ventilates ideas he has overheard 

while begging next to the regular meeting venue of the Russian nationalists. Indeed, a short 

while later the friend appears at Fima’s door shedding remorseful tears and asking for 

forgiveness. The gathered company good-heartedly accepts his apologies, at which point the 

above dialogue between the president and Fima takes place.  

Practically absent in Soviet identity discourse, a rather confusing notion of nationality 

is used in the film scene as an indicator of collective belonging. This is illustrative of the 

process of circumscription of the population by one, unique national identity which, at the 

time of the film’s release, was rapidly gaining momentum. It is also remarkable that 

nationality in the dialogue is made dependent on a person’s material wealth, inverting 

                                                           
6 This approach to identity as a lived category follows the work of postcolonial theorists. See, for 

instance, Gilroy 1993; Ang 2000.  
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Gudkov’s argument that, after the collapse of the Soviet order, national belonging started to 

play a decisive role in defining socioeconomic positions in a society that shortly before was 

assumed classless (1997: 2). In a changed Russia, suddenly no longer the central part of a 

large Soviet empire, nationality became a touchstone helping individual identities to be 

collectivised in a new way. In The Anatomy of National Fantasy, Lauren Berlant contends 

that national subjects tend to experience nation as an intimate quality of identity and “are 

taught to value certain abstract signs and stories of their intrinsic relation to themselves [ …] 

and to the national terrain: there is said to be a common national ‘character’” (1991: 21). 

Berlant, however, hastens to add that the content of such a fantasy of national integration “is a 

matter of cultural debate and historical transformation” (1991: 22).  

In the context of the early 1990s, Russianness, too, proved to be an ambiguous and 

contradictory concept. The resuscitated term rossianin, which in the nineteenth century 

signified “a citizen of the Russian empire,” came to denote post-Soviet citizenship, at times 

however being confusingly used as an ethno-national term along with the existing word 

russkii (Balzer 1999).7 Striving to “reconnect” with a common national character, the new 

Russian people found themselves at a loss when determining its primary features. 

A national survey carried out in 1996 demonstrated that the mere fact of living in the 

country and considering oneself Russian was not found sufficient by the majority of the 

respondents as solid “proof” of Russianness. Although other parameters brought out by the 

survey, such as Russian ancestors, language, religion, tradition and moral values, seemed to 

provide more concrete socio-cultural markers, according to Levada, these remained quite 

unspecific and vague “positive” criteria for national belonging. The same survey showed a 

number of strong “negative” criteria of exclusion, which, among other factors, revealed the 

persistent circulation in Russian society of ethnic biases and phobias. The latter included a 

fear that non-Russian people were disproportionally involved in Russian domestic affairs and 

that the country’s leadership was betraying national interests for the benefit of the West. In 

the survey, almost half of Russian respondents were afraid of losing national resources and 

their “true” cultural essence to foreign countries (Levada 2000: 209-210).8  

                                                           
7 It is worth mentioning that the status of both terms remains unstable. Thus, Vladimir Putin, who is 

known to usually employ the adjective rossiiskii in reference to the citizens of Russia, recently, in his 

public speeches on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict concerning Crimea, reverted to the ethnic 

designator russkii, which can be interpreted as a sign of his increasing sympathies with ethnic 

nationalism. On the possible causes and effects of Putin’s change of terminology see, for instance, 

Steinberg (2014). 
8 These deeply felt negative beliefs can partly be explained by the ruble currency crisis of 1998, which 

many Russians saw as the devastating effect of a thoughtless replication, by the country’s leadership, 
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It is clear that the post-Soviet search for national identity not only involved an appeal 

to “invented traditions” but also proceeded through the exposure and exclusion of multiple, 

ostensibly threatening others. In critical theory, self-definition through a distinction from the 

other belongs to a cluster of broadly argued cultural phenomena. Thus, Stuart Hall, in his 

seminal essay “Who Needs Identity,” points out that identity, both individual and collective, 

can be constructed “only through the relation to the Other, the relation to what it is not” 

(1996: 4). The specificity of the other to Russianness, however, lies in its construction as 

prevailingly hostile and threatening. To emphasise this, Gudkov, providing multiple historical 

examples from the Bolshevik’s consolidation of power in the 1920s and Stalin’s repressive 

regime in the 1930s to the Chechen campaign in the 1990s, explains how the other conceived 

as a potential enemy mobilizes group solidarity at chaotic times of radical socio-political 

upheaval (2004a: 555-6). In addition, Gudkov links the perception of the other as enemy with 

what he calls the “victim complex” (complex zhertvy), which appears as a mechanism 

allowing both individuals and groups to compensate for a lack of self-esteem and positive 

aspirations. Originating from the Soviet epoch, when the system coerced citizens into 

necessary action and effectively deprived them of any form of initiative and responsibility, the 

victim complex becomes symptomatic of post-Soviet Russia, justifying general fatigue and 

discontent with the new authorities’ modernizing thrust. The enemy in this context appears 

indispensable for self-affirmation and provides the alleged victims with an explanation for 

their suffering (Gudkov 2004a: 98-9). 

In anticipation of more detailed discussions of the above notions in the following 

chapters, here I would like to note that The Promised Skies already makes clear what kinds of 

others can be perceived as antagonistic to the Russian people’s search for self-assertion in the 

nascent era of post-Soviet precarity. As the earlier quoted dialogue indicates, one of the most 

evident demarcation lines separates dispossessed people considered maladjusted from those 

who succeeded not only in surviving the change but also in using the new economic policies 

to their advantage. The second, more important social division proceeds along the lines of 

ethnicity. Although the Jewish violinist in the film is emphatically included in the scrapyard 

community on the basis of his poverty, the echo of the ultranationalist movement militating 

against allegedly hostile ethnic others disturbingly resonates in his friend’s drunken outburst. 

Finally, apart from the duplicitous authorities, who may also be held accountable for the 

characters’ suffering, the gallery of enemies in the film includes an American property 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
of Western models of economic development. For a detailed critical account of neoliberal globalism’s 

failure in post-Soviet Russia, see Humphrey (2002). 



13 

 

developer who represents Western capitalism, a figure that will frequently re-emerge in the 

popular narratives I analyze in this study.  

The other, however, is not the only cultural construction helping post-Soviet subjects 

to define their identities. As The Promised Skies and other films and television series in my 

study show, the other as a figure of exclusion often paradoxically appears hand in hand with 

another powerful signifier, which ostensibly offers a mould for belonging and inclusion, 

namely the trope of the family.  

Family fantasies 

 

“The family, it is said, provides a stable home front.” 

The Promised Skies (dir. El’dar Riazanov) 

The above statement is made by Fima’s friend, Colonel Bonzai (Leonid Bronevoi), in 

response to her disapproval of her older brother Fedia’s wedding. The susceptible Fedia (Oleg 

Basilashvili) proposes to a girl half his age who accepts out of greed, mistakenly assuming 

that he possesses a handsome dacha, which he is in fact only watching in the absence of its 

real, “new Russian” owner. The unexpected appearance of the latter at the dacha with the 

wedding party in full progress unsurprisingly leads to Fedia’s rejection and ultimately results 

in his death “of a broken heart.” In spite of six failed marriages and a final disastrous choice 

of bride, in the film Fedia’s yearning for a family still appears to strike a sympathetic chord 

with his friends and, presumably, the viewers.  

Undeniably, family belongs to the most powerful metaphors in Soviet cultural 

history.9 After the eclipse of the communist regime, which employed them to define Soviet 

rulers’ relations with the people, the tropes of biological and social kinship did not disappear 

from the post-Soviet discursive landscape. Family relations continue to be frequently used to 

conceptualize political, economic and cultural processes taking place in the new Russia. 

Examples are multiple and comprise diverse phenomena, including political alliances like 

“Yeltsin’s family” and the “St. Petersburg clan,” NGO’s like the “Soldiers’ Mothers,” 

documentary series like Kremlin Wives and Kremlin Children, television talk shows like My 

Family, and popular films like Sisters, Brother and Brother-2.10 Not only is the family, seen 

                                                           
9 See, for instance, Alexandr Prokhorov’s insightful analysis of the Stalinist myth of the big family and 

its subsequent reworking in the cinematic narratives of the Thaw (2004). 
10 See, for a broad selection of articles on the family as a social institution and cultural signifier in 

Russia, Oushakine (2004). 
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as the natural, “organic” logic of any form of social organisation, still employed to conceive 

of Russian society at large, in the private sphere, too, individuals confronted with the 

dissolution of the old way of living embrace the idea of blood ties as a signifying framework 

to structure their daily experiences and to make sense of their own and others’ actions and 

social positions.  

The reason for this can be better understood through pondering Colonel Bonzai’s use 

of a military metaphor to describe the family’s primary function in the above quote. The 

equation of family with a safe rearward implies that social reality is experienced as a 

threatening space of ongoing daily struggles. Notably, the Russian cultural sociologist Boris 

Dubin views today’s idealisation of the family precisely as a consequence of a widespread 

tendency to conceive of the outside world as unsafe, unpredictable and populated by 

antagonistic others. Opposed to this hostile world, family is perceived as a secure and, 

importantly, habitual space of ordinary existence (Dubin 2004: 166). Viewed from this 

vantage point, family functions as a strategy in Michel de Certeau’s sense; it “assumes a place 

that can be circumscribed as proper (propre) and thus serve as the basis for generating 

relations with an exterior distinct from it” (1984: xix). In The Practice of Everyday Life, de 

Certeau makes a distinction between strategies and tactics when he analyzes practices 

allowing consumers to make the system imposed upon them “habitable, like a rented 

apartment” (xxi). Strategy is associated with the reigning system in which consumers live (the 

apartment) and which is perpetuated, while tactics help them make these apartments 

habitable.11 

The desire for the propriety (and “ownness”) of family can thus be seen to structure 

Russian people’s pragmatic strategies of survival, even if in reality this desire often frustrates 

their thriving. The family’s proneness to dysfunction in the face of the ideal of a nuclear unit 

of safety is articulated in The Promised Skies in the story line of Katia Ivanova. In her past 

days as a cook and a housemaid at the residential dacha of communist party officials, a single, 

goodhearted Katia used to deliver “comfort” to her married bosses during their frequent 

unaccompanied sojourns, which eventually left her with two fatherless sons on her hands. In 

spite of her lifelong devotion to her children, at the start of the film Katia’s elder son, with 

                                                           
11 Apart from a distinctive association with a home, and hence, the family, de Certeau’s concept of 

strategy is valuable for my project because it lends visibility to a circumscribing aspect of family 

relations. As a strategy, the “generation of relations” with the exterior world clearly holds a danger of 

limiting family’s capacity to be open to what is outside and other to it. Therefore, in my chapters I will 

investigate both strategic and tactical aspects of family, with the aim of making intelligible the 

instances where it defies its own spatial boundaries and comes to function as a welcoming site of 

inclusion.  
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whom she lives in the province, gets rid of her by putting her on the train to Moscow with a 

one-way ticket. There, his younger sibling promptly squanders all her money on liquor, beats 

her up and drives her out of the house.  

The troubling dissonance between the family imagined as a refuge and model space of 

social belonging, and actual families’ constant exposure to internal conflicts constitutes a 

major pressure point in today’s Russian social realm. If one recognizes the nuclear family’s 

structuring function especially when it comes to matters of subjectivisation and social 

responsibility (Gudkov and Dubin 2009: 169), then the failure of family to fulfil this function 

in the end impedes the process of social transformation, rendering the larger community 

unstable or even dysfunctional. 

Remarkably, when in The Promised Skies a consolidation interpellated by blood ties 

fails, it is not so much exposed as illusory as resignified from the vantage point of what 

Lauren Berlant calls “cruel optimism.” According to Berlant, contemporary lives are 

structured by cruel optimism “when something you desire is actually an obstacle to your 

flourishing” (2011: 1). What the characters desire is to have their identities rooted in family, 

secured in the community and sheltered from traumatic interruptions. As the stories of Fedia 

and Katia Ivanova show, overinvestment in this kind of optimistic fantasy can minimize 

agency and thus effectively aggravate social and even existential precarity. 

Nevertheless, Berlant insists that family, as one of the most persistent fantasies of the 

good life, can also prove necessary to psychic and communal survival. The implications of 

this paradox are to an extent made comprehensible in Caroline Humphrey’s volume of essays 

on economic anthropology in Russia in the 1990s, The Unmaking of Soviet Life (2002). Here, 

while discussing the problematics of identity and individual strategies of survival, Humphrey 

considers the existing culture not only as a constraint that prevents individuals and groups 

from achieving desirable goals. It also holds a capacity to enable them to think, speak and act. 

Accordingly, meaning production based on familiar benchmarks opens up space “available to 

individuals to take particular decision among a range of conceivable actions” (Humphrey 

2002: xix). 

Although my investigation concerns not real-life social processes but their refraction 

in cultural objects, I find it significant that The Promised Skies and the other fictional 

narratives in this study continuously negotiate the question to which “repertoires of the 

imagination” recourse can be taken when living in a time of uncertainty and when each action 

is both a cautious unmaking of a previous way of life and a step towards a new, unknown one 

(Humphrey 2002: xxi). Therefore, I devote special attention to the way this negotiation, its 
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complexities and its outcomes appear in the films and television series under discussion. 

Moreover, considering the “repertoires of the imagination” available allows me to move, in 

my analyses, between literal families connected by blood ties, and metaphorical ones, which 

are equally important in constructing and sustaining post-Soviet identities, and where fantasy 

(ideal) and reality also collide. 

In The Promised Skies, relegating immediate family to a secondary position in favour 

of larger socio-political affinities proves an unsuitable way to facilitate sense-making and to 

offer an effective resistance to life’s multiple ordeals. The president’s ex-wife, Aglaia 

(Svetlana Nemoliaeva), who, throughout the turbulent times of political reform, succeeded in 

retaining her unwavering faith in the communist ideal and devotedly continued to work for 

the local government, is relegated, by the radically transformed reality, to a socially isolated 

existence devoid of material comfort. Moreover, she is not capable of preventing the 

scrapyard’s violent clean-out sanctioned by the new “liberally-minded” authorities. When the 

police and the military troops start to advance, even Colonel Bonzai’s urgent appeal to the 

soldiers not to bring harm to their own kin does nothing to reduce the ensuing violence and 

chaos.  

In the end, to alleviate their suffering, the characters in The Promised Skies reinstate, 

against all odds, another fantasy of family as the only viable image from the repertoire they 

possess. The scrapyard “brothers and sisters,” including Aglaia, who is reunited with her ex-

husband, leave Earth to join a commune which they hope will be better than the social models 

offered by Soviet and capitalist doctrines.12 Although the fantasy of a family based on 

affective, fair relationships and shielded from larger public forces and hierarchies is easily 

written off as escapist, the characters’ emotionally charged, urgent recourse to the 

foundational family trope also represents, to use Berlant’s words, “a form of bargaining with 

what is overwhelming about the present, a bargaining against the fall between the cracks, the 

living death of repetition” (2011: 180). One of the crucial matters in this bargaining in the 

film regards “the unmaking and making of relations and the metamorphosis of those that have 

persisted” (Humphrey 2002: xvii). The reinvented, nonconventional, sympathetic family that 

strives to include people of varied sociocultural backgrounds and different political 

convictions, and, potentially, even aliens, can be read as an example of this kind of 

metamorphosis. With its “minor structural adjustments” (Berlant 2011: 182), such a fantasy of 

                                                           
12 This wish is made explicit through the refrain from a revolutionary song of 1918, which one of the 

characters passionately sings: “Our locomotive, fly forward! At the commune is our stop.” 
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family sustains the optimism of imagining that things can improve – if not in the radical 

public sense, then at least in low-level intersubjective daily interaction or in the possibilities 

of filmic special effects.  

With an eye on the foundational quality of the family metaphor, throughout this study, 

I track its multiple usages and reincarnations to understand the impact it has on the types of 

identity and forms of sociality asserted vis-à-vis my objects’ multiple audiences. What these 

audiences are and how they relate to the popular representations of reality and to each other, I 

briefly consider in the following section. 

Popular imaginations 

 

“Oh, art! It is not just a one-dimensional, direct impression taken from the filth we live in. It 

shows another, imagined reality!” 

The Promised Skies (dir. El’dar Riazanov) 

When Colonel Bonzai mildly criticizes Fima for embellishing what he believes to be his 

truthful image in her drawing of him, she passionately argues that a portrait always represents 

an identity as it is perceived and affectively reimagined by the artist. For her, art has nothing 

to do with photographic realism; it does not simply replicate crude reality but gives 

expression to our desire for a better world. And although Fima would hardly consider herself 

a popular artist, the film she features in undoubtedly performs the socially productive function 

she ascribes to art. Fima’s aesthetic claim provides an entry into the question of the choice of 

analytical material for this study. My corpus includes two blockbusters directed by Aleksei 

Balabanov, Brother (1997) and Brother-2 (2000); two comic television series, The Enchanted 

District (dir. Aleksandr Baranov, 2006) and Real-Life Lads (dir. Jeanna Kadnikova, 2010 - 

present); and, finally, two melodramas, The Man of No Return (dir. Ekaterina Grokhovskaia, 

2006) and Gromozeka (dir. Vladimir Kott, 2010).  

The focus on popular film and television narratives is primarily motivated by the role 

these specific forms of cultural representation are seen to perform in a context of far-reaching 

societal transformations. In his work on television culture in contemporary Russia, Boris 

Dubin repeatedly points out that the reading of books and periodicals, which was one of the 

most important leisure activities in Soviet Russia, today is being gradually replaced by 

watching, in a family setting, popular films and television series. Seeing this as a practice in 

which fictional and actual everyday life concerns come together, Dubin remarks that mass 
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culture operates as a valuable instrument to facilitate social and psychological adaptation. It 

does so by offering modes of understanding ongoing sociopolitical transformations, by 

creating areas of common interest for diverging social groups and by enabling these groups to 

interrelate affectively (Dubin 2004: 185-208). What is more, in Intelligentsia, Dubin and 

Gudkov contend: 

Mass culture […] becomes not simply a source of socializing patterns, but also a 

means of collective therapy to alleviate tension, […] aggression and excitation. For 

instance, melodrama today […] not only thematizes the abruptness of social schisms, 

allowing the reader and the spectator to imagine more clearly the borders of the social 

space occupied by different characters who belong to different social strata with 

respective statuses and rights. Its other, equally important function is to provide a 

possibility to compensate, through the play of imagination, for the real-life deficit of 

attention, trust, warmth and intimacy. (2009: 173, my translation)  

My study confirms Dubin and Gudkov’s contention that melodrama, and, I would like to 

suggest, other popular genres as well, are the genres par excellence that have a capacity to 

create sites of intimacy and facilitate imaginative agency in a collective audience comprising 

diverse socioeconomic strata of present-day Russian society. As might have become apparent 

from the above quotes, Dubin and Gudkov do not distinguish between mass and popular 

culture, both of which they define in terms of their popularity, distribution range and audience 

size. Although a discussion of various conceptual attempts to differentiate popular culture 

from mass culture stretches beyond the scope of this introduction, it is important to note that 

in Western theory, analogously, a quantitative dimension is often applied to define popular 

culture. Thus, Storey conceives of it as a “culture which is widely favoured or well liked by 

many people” (1993: 7).13  

To avoid terminological confusion, in the rest of this study I will define my chosen 

cultural objects as “popular.” My preference for this term is inspired by Stuart Hall’s view on 

popular culture as a site of ongoing struggle between dominant and the oppositional cultural 

forces (1998). Accordingly, in my analyses and argumentation I set out to demonstrate 

popular narratives’ ability to play a significant role in the circulation and contestation of 

meanings and values, in the accompanying processes of identification and disidentification, 

and, finally, in the creation of new modes of social structuring. The selected artefacts 

                                                           
13 For detailed discussions of various concepts of popular and mass culture see, for instance, Storey 

(1993), Storey (1998), Strinati (2004). 
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problematize identities’ claim to fixity and naturalness, making them operate not as “ready-

made moulds in which subjects can pour themselves through a simple, transparent move of 

identification” but as complex and versatile social constructions (Peeren 2008: 5). In this, they 

correlate with the situation the Russian people found themselves in after the eclipse of the 

communist regime.  

As I already stated, the abrupt discrediting, although by no means complete 

disappearance, of the former Soviet repertoire of identificatory models and forms of social 

alignment, deprived Russians of the safety of an ostensibly essential, unitary identity, 

exposing its fragmented quality and proneness to change. This mass experience of the 

destabilization of individual and collective identities can explain why diverse (groups of) 

viewers could emotionally relate to The Promised Skies’ protagonists’ convoluted attempts to 

re-determine and reassert their identities in a world rendered increasingly unintelligible and 

precarious by swirling socio-political reforms.  

Such consolidation of heterogeneous viewing audiences, based on shared emotions, 

echoes Berlant’s notion of intimate public, which she conceives of as “constituted by 

strangers who consume common texts and things” (2008: viii). Operating as part of the 

capitalist order, “[i]ntimate publics elaborate themselves through a commodity culture […] 

and are organized by fantasies of transcending, dissolving, of refunctioning the obstacles that 

shape their historical condition” (Berlant 2008: 8). While Berlant places intimate publics 

within a neoliberal consumer society and focuses her analyses on the US’s so-called 

“women’s culture,” I consider it critically productive beyond these sociocultural boundaries.  

Particularly important for my project is that being a product of consumer culture does 

not automatically deprive an intimate public of political agency. Despite its historical and 

ideological entrenchment, consumer culture produces communal spaces of recognition and 

reflection, which subsequently can lead to a reshaping of social practices, releasing new 

potentials and repositioning people in their world. At first glance, the assumed circularity of 

intimate publics suggests that consumers/viewers can only select what confirms their views 

and what can be perceived as “other,” which, in turn, implies that the shared knowledge 

would not necessarily be disseminated across established group boundaries. However, as 

Berlant argues, there always remains a potential to create “an affective scene of 

identification,” and a sense of belonging beyond already existing intimate publics (2008: viii). 

In other words, operating as ostensibly “juxtapolitical” sites that appear to generate “relief 

from the political,” intimate publics also carry mobilizing near-political energies, albeit 

usually not engaged. The political potency of the viewing public is similarly foregrounded by 
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Yurii Levada, for whom watching television inspires a new type of social agency, or, as he 

calls it, “television democracy,” defined as “a particular kind of social play [which 

constitutes] one of the major achievements of the twentieth century […] comparable in its 

relevancy with the invention of drawing and writing […] theatre and sports” (2000: 313, my 

translation).  

Approached through the concept of intimate publics, my popular objects’ strong 

appeal to heterogeneous Russian audiences resides in the fact that they provide a space for 

pondering and attributing meaning to issues of identity, kinship, individual and collective 

agency, and belonging in the aftermath of the recent socio-political shifts, and create a 

potential to find new, more inclusive criteria of social interaction. Significantly, the chosen 

artefacts do not remain contained within the temporal limits of post-communist Russia; their 

textual and visual narratives time and again reach back to open up areas of historical 

commonality, to address the experience of the Soviet past and thus to expose how social 

power structures can meet, as well as how these collisions are capable of sabotaging or 

enhancing lives. In this way, actively shared intimate knowledge acquires a potency to affect 

individuals’ and collectives’ self-image and their views of the world and society.  

The thrust of my project lies in the detecting and exploring of the moments when 

clashes between traditional identity discourses, which I call “tales of Russianness,” and 

nascent different modes of identification become apparent. To that end, my analyses proceed 

from the question of Russian identity’s destabilization after the collapse of the Soviet regime 

to the discussion of the ways in which new individual and collective identities become 

constructed, situated and affirmed in the context of everyday life.  

Outline 

Starting from the discussion of The Promised Skies in this introduction, which allowed me to 

set out the main concerns of my study, throughout the chapters, close readings of my cultural 

objects are used to trace the popular narrative construction of post-Soviet Russian identities. 

Each chapter revolves around the way a particular value, belief or trope that features 

prominently in political, public and academic debates on contemporary constructions of 

Russianness is represented and negotiated in contemporary popular film and television.  

 Chapter One relates the construction of identity and subjectivity to the notion of real or 

metaphorical brotherhood. Through a detailed analysis of Aleksei Balabanov’s film Brother 

(Brat, 1997) I interrogate this notion as an assumed condition for a just democratic society 

and as one of the vital cultural signifiers through which individuals come to acquire a sense of 
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security and belonging to larger collectivities. I also examine how the idea of fraternal affinity 

relates to the Soviet myth of paternal authority, which appears to continue to guide the 

processes of social alignment until the present day. Finally, by comparing Brother with the 

contemporary American blockbuster The Bourne Identity (dir. Doug Liman, 2002), I 

illuminate crucial similarities and differences in the approach to questions of identity in 

Russian and Western popular representations and the cultural contexts from which they 

derive. 

My second chapter continues the investigation of strategies used by individuals and 

groups to determine and defend their identities. Closely engaging with another film by 

Aleksei Balabanov, Brother-2 (Brat-2, 2000), I demonstrate how identification is derived 

from an established opposition to the perennial other, who, in Russian cultural history, often 

acquires the status of an enemy. I also reintroduce the notions of kinship and, especially, 

brotherhood to illuminate their crucial role in distinguishing between “ours” and “not ours” in 

informing commitments and forging social alliances. Reading the Russian film together with 

the similar second installment of the Bourne trilogy The Bourne Supremacy (dir. Paul 

Greengrass, 2004), allows me to consider how the other is always culturally framed and 

imbricated with the social context in which it appears.  

Chapter Three is dedicated to the analysis of the television series The Enchanted 

District (Zakoldovannyi uchastok, dir. Aleksandr Baranov, 2006), which brings into focus the 

phenomenon of double thinking, elaborated in the work of the contemporary Russian scholars 

Igor Kon, Yurii Levada, Lev Gudkov and Boris Dubin. Taking this notion as a starting point, 

I explore how, in the absence of a well-articulated modernizing discourse, late-Soviet 

ideological constructs and modes of identification continue to inform people’s lives, 

functioning as authoritative guidelines for the individual and collective adaptation to post-

Soviet situations of instability and uncertainty. I also trace the problematic relationship of 

double thinking to the official regime by arguing that, in spite of this mechanism’s seemingly 

oppositional nature, in many cases it effectively helps to uphold the existing socioeconomic 

and political status quo. 

In my fourth chapter, which centres around family as a cultural signifier and social 

institution, I interrogate the (image of the) family’s assumed stabilizing function and 

indispensability for cementing individual and communal identities. My two cultural objects, 

the melodramatic films The Man of No Return (Chelovek bezvozvratnyi, dir. Ekaterina 

Grokhovskaia, 2006) and Gromozeka (dir. Vladimir Kott, 2010), question this assumption by 

revealing the precarious nature of many concrete nuclear families and by bringing into view 
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men and women’s continuous reassessment and reformulation of the gendered positions 

assigned to them in families and society at large. The films show that breaking free from the 

normative confines of the ideal family is important for realizing change in the organization of 

individual lives and for enhancing the prospective of their flourishing. In addition, they make 

apparent that such a liberating operation more often than not takes a long time and requires 

considerable affective investment from the persons involved.  

The starting point of the fifth and final chapter is the acknowledgement that, in spite of 

an undeniable crisis in the family rhetoric and a proliferating neoliberal pledge of individual 

self-reliance, processes of identification in today’s Russia testify to the people’s persistent 

commitment to Soviet discourses of kinship and collective authority. Recognizing the 

constraints as well as the agency inherent to the latter notions, the chapter’s thrust is to discern 

instances of the popular cultural imagination that produce a capacity to envisage a collective 

form of social organization not based on the exclusion of allegedly antagonistic others. 

Through the analysis of a selection of episodes from the comic television series Real-Life 

Lads (Real’nye patsany, dir. Jeanna Kadnikova, 2010 - present) I unveil potentialities for 

imagining the post-Soviet community as an affective space in which the family functions as 

only one of the models for a more inclusive, pliable community based on spontaneous 

empathies and mutual reliance. 

Given the recently aggravated socio-political and economic situation in Russia, in the 

Afterword, I ponder the ability of popular culture to bring about social change. Two films I 

briefly discuss here give expression to radically divergent views on contemporary Russian 

society. Whereas Me Too (Ia tozhe khochu, dir. Aleksei Balabanov, 2012) discredits family’s 

capacity to guide and protect, Kiss Them All! (Gor’ko!, dir. Zhora Kryzhovnikov, 2013) 

features it as a communal space, which succeeds both in honouring tradition and in embracing 

cultural and social difference. Therefore, I end my study by acknowledging that it would be 

overambitious to decide which of the two portrayals bears a stronger political potential or to 

predict in which direction Russian cultural identity will develop. The latter, I contend, will 

depend on the Russian community’s willingness and capacity to reimagine and re-enact the 

family as a dynamic organism whose task it is to offer its members security in an increasingly 

unsecure world and to facilitate their ongoing quest for viable modes of enduring and building 

up a dignified life.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

From paternal authority to brotherhood: Soviet identity myths in transition 

 

 

Introduction 

As I noted in the Introduction to this study, after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 the 

short-lived political euphoria in the newly formed post-communist Russia was followed by a 

transitional decade plagued by economic malaise, social turmoil and, importantly, a deeply 

felt insecurity about how to define Russianness. The rapid dissolution of old formative 

institutions and collective modes of existence intensified the urge for a coherent (national) 

identity and corresponding social relations and forms of collectivity. In this chapter, I examine 

how the quest for a new Russian identity proceeded along the lines of a reassessment and 

adjustment of traditional Soviet myths of family and paternal authority, without, however, 

leading to their complete obliteration. Through my analysis of Aleksei Balabanov’s film 

Brother (Brat, 1997) I identify the notion of brotherhood as an assumed condition for 

democratic societal organisation and as one of the important models helping individuals 

acquire a sense of security and belonging. To expose the impossibility of a direct transposition 

of Western models to the Russian context, I conduct a brief comparative reading of Brother 

and one of its American counterparts, The Bourne Identity (dir. Doug Liman, 2002), which, 

besides some similarities, unveils significant differences between the conceptualization of 

identity in contemporary Russian and Western popular representations. 

Brother offers a valuable critical insight into the problematic of Russianness as it 

manifested itself in the cultural discourse of the 1990s. Upon its release the film had 

enormous commercial success in Russia, giving it the status of a new aesthetic manifesto and 

turning the leading actor into a cult figure (Dondurei 1998: n. pag.).14 Brother features an 

unconventional protagonist who appears to provide an answer to the appeal made in 1992 by 

the chief editor of the Russian film journal Iskusstvo Kino, Daniil Dondurei, to regenerate the 

weakened post-Soviet cinema by creating a “national mythology” and a present-day “national 

hero” (qtd. in Hashamova 2007: 296). The film’s main character, Danila (Sergei Bodrov Jr), 

combines the disarming naivety and awkwardness of a candid child with the physical strength 

and calculating abilities of a professional killer. He returns to his provincial hometown after 

military service and, shortly after, is sent by his mother to St Petersburg to visit his elder 

                                                           
14 See also, for release details, Beumers (2007: 233).  
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brother, Viktor (Viktor Sukhorukov). Viktor appears to be an accomplished hitman who 

enlists Danila to shoot a Chechen mafia boss whom he has been paid to kill by a mobster 

called Krugly (Sergei Muzin). Danila carries out the assignment believing that he is killing a 

“terrorist” who presents a real danger to Viktor and other Russian people. What he does not 

realize is that Krugly’s intention was to eliminate Viktor, who had started to behave 

irreverently towards his bosses. As a consequence, Danila is injured by Krugly’s henchmen, 

who believe they are following Viktor. While his own brother lets him down, an unknown 

tram driver, Sveta (Svetlana Pis’michenko), helps him. They subsequently have an affair but 

Sveta ultimately chooses to stay with her husband, despite the fact that he beats her. During 

his rambles through the city, Danila also defends a homeless German man named Hoffman 

(Yurii Kuznetsov) against a racketeer and befriends a drug-addicted young girl called Kat 

(Maria Zhukova). Although Viktor is supposed to function as a father substitute for Danila, at 

the end of the film it is Danila who protects and admonishes his sibling before sending him 

back to the province “to look after mom.” Having cleaned the streets of St Petersburg from 

criminals, Danila leaves for Moscow. 

Balabanov departs from the Soviet tradition of portraying an ideal male protagonist as 

a morally superior individual committed to serving his country and family. Instead, he 

introduces a young hitman without any coherent moral principles, who, at the same time, 

appears as a lonely knight dispensing justice for the sake of the weak against the background 

of the changed political and social conditions. In explanation of the film’s unprecedented 

popularity, Yana Hashamova writes: “Balabanov’s type of hero – physically average but 

morally superior – no doubt assuages anxieties provoked by Russia’s complex economic and 

political conditions and by difficulties in the development of the Russian collective identity 

during the period of transition” (2007: 300).15  

Partly inspired by this contention, my choice to read Danila Bagrov’s personal history 

as having a bearing on the predicaments of the Russian socius as a whole is also motivated by 

my engagement with Fredric Jameson’s assertion that, in periods of societal upheaval, “the 

story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the 

public ... culture and society” (1986: 69, emphasis in text). Before describing my analytical 

and theoretical frameworks for this chapter, a short justification for using Jameson’s words in 

the present context is appropriate. The above quote originates from his essay “Third-World 

                                                           
15 See, for more discussions of the specific type of contemporary Russian hero featured in Brother, 

Beumers (1999b, 2007, 2009); Dondurei (1998); Gillespie (2003); Graffy (2000); Horton (2001); 

Larsen (2003); Mantsov (2000); Margolit (1998); Matizen (1997).  
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Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” (1986), which was written as a reflection on 

the debates in the American academy at that time about the revision of the literary canon. 

Jameson addresses what he sees as the inability of American intellectuals to grapple with the 

difference between their and the “third-world’s” approach to nation and nationness, and, more 

specifically, the unsatisfactory ways in which “first-world” Western scholars and readers tend 

to apprehend “third-world” texts. In his own comments on “third-world” literary production, 

Jameson signals its lack of separation and division between the public and the private to assert 

that “all third-world texts are necessarily … allegorical, and in a very specific way they are to 

be read as what I will call national allegories” (1986: 69). The generalizing move in 

Jameson’s argument explains why, upon publication, the essay was vehemently critiqued by 

postcolonial theorists for what was perceived as its unaccountably totalizing Western 

theoretical orientalism.16  

Later, however, the text has been rehabilitated from the vantage point of its 

contribution to contemporary cultural theory and, specifically, to “the relationship of allegory 

(as a mode of interpretation) to the nation (as a specific kind of socio-political problematic) 

and what this relationship entails for global or transnational literary or cultural criticism” 

(Szeman 2001: 805). As the title of Jameson’s essay indicates, post-Soviet Russia does not 

directly fall within the scope of its literary-critical investigation. Nonetheless, the way 

national allegory is elaborated opens up an opportunity to employ it as a mode of 

interpretation in my current analysis. Given Russian society’s so-called literature-centrism (a 

tendency, in times of uncertainty, to turn to literary works in search of viable programs and 

modes of social being), literary texts in Russia never revolve around private matters only, but 

are always related to the public concerns and political dynamics of the given historical 

moment.17 Moreover, from the Soviet epoch on, cinema too, as a highly ideologically charged 

mode of mass cultural mediation, can be seen to play a role similar to literature in guiding 

citizens’ vital decisions and choices. This allows me to further extend the theoretical reach of 

Jameson’s text.18  

Importantly, Jameson does not conceive of the allegorical mode as the simple 

production of morality tales about public situations. He writes: 

                                                           
16 Aijaz Ahmad, for one, argued that due to the lack of theoretical status of the notion of the “third-

world,” “there is no such thing as a ‘third-world literature’ which can be constructed as an internally 

coherent object of theoretical knowledge” (1987: 4). For an extensive discussion of Jameson’s essay in 

terms of the controversy it caused and its academic currency today, see Lazarus (2004). 
17 On Russian literature-centrism, see, for instance, Noordenbos (2013: 62).  
18 On cinema’s ability to actively define and direct the formation of present-day Russian identity, see, 

for instance, Beumers (1999a). 
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our traditional concept of allegory […] is that of an elaborate set of figures and 

personifications to be read against some one-to-one table of equivalence: this is, so to 

speak, a one-dimensional view of this signifying process, which might only be set in 

motion and complexified were we willing to entertaine the more alarming notion that 

such equivalencies are themselves in constant change and transformation at each 

perpetual present of the text. (1986: 73)  

Taking my cue from this assertion, I will argue that the socio-political transition to a post-

Soviet Russia not only augmented the individual and collective preoccupation with (national) 

identity, and intensified the yearning for social relations and forms of collectivity adequate to 

the new situation, but equally caused a discontinuity in “allegorical spirit” and prompted a 

complex process of transformation of existing cultural signifiers and allegorical patterns 

(Jameson 1986: 73).  

To emphasize the relevance of the cultural signifiers deeply rooted in the collective 

Russian consciousness I will show how the issue of identity in Brother cannot be separated 

from the reliance on the patrilineal family astutely diagnosed by Katerina Clark as a “master 

trope of Soviet rhetoric” (2000: 129). Accordingly, it is Danila’s mother’s belief in the 

importance of familial ties, together with her conviction that the older brother can substitute 

for the dead father and provide for his sibling that serves as a starting point for the hero’s 

quest for identity. The film’s narrative structure allows me to interrogate the Soviet myth of 

the paternal family, which, according to Boris Dubin, used to sustain the paternalistic order of 

the communist society and now appears to persist as a powerful framework of meaning 

attribution and as something of an anchor amidst the turbulent waters of the long-term 

operation of post-communist societal transformations. To understand better the intricacies of 

the family trope, I will engage with Kaja Silverman’s notion of the dominant fiction, 

conceived as a “society’s ideological ‘reality’” that forces its subjects to continue relating to 

existing images and myths, even after having rebutted them consciously (1992: 30).  

From the notion of family I will proceed to take a closer look at the trope of paternal 

authority. I will claim that the absence of dependable fathers, be it real or mythological, in 

Brother effectively allegorizes the Russian nation’s contemporary crisis of identification. To 

propose ways out of this crisis, the film, as its title already suggests, sets out to replace the ties 

of paternity with the bonds of brotherhood. These bonds are put forward as a sound 

benchmark for realigning disoriented subjects, feeding feelings of community and defining 

the scope of social obligation. To investigate the viability of fraternal bonds as an alternative 
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to paternal authority, I will turn to Jacques Derrida’s seminal work The Politics of Friendship, 

in which the concept of brotherhood is emphatically associated with ideas of friendship, 

equality and, ultimately, democracy (2005). 

Thus, the thrust of my analysis is not only to locate the expressions of the characters’ 

longing for a stabilized identity and to trace emerging mechanisms of identification, but also 

to discern the moments where the film explores these mechanisms’ alleged capacity to 

overwrite the past, to erase the traces of Soviet ideology and to reconfigure the beliefs that 

had been collectively internalized. My analysis will demonstrate that while the film clearly 

evokes such a possibility it also questions it by showing how Danila’s past effectively defines 

his present and how his ability to start anew time and time again is ultimately shown to be an 

illusion. To argue that the idea of an identity as a tabula rasa is unattainable as no individual 

or collective subject can be recreated by negating the past or in isolation from external reality, 

in the first section of this chapter I will analyze Danila’s predicaments from the vantage point 

of Jacques Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage. To bring out the inherently social nature of 

every act of identification and to stress the social subject’s inevitable dependency on its 

previous experience, I will also invoke Louis Althusser’s theory of interpellation and consider 

a selection of the film’s scenes through the Lacanian notions of the gaze and the look as they 

are elaborated upon in Silverman’s work. 

The subject’s (self-)recognition and the role of the affirmative look 

The film features Danila Bagrov as a baby-faced young man with a slightly puzzled 

expression, a disarming smile and a puppyish gait, wearing a long, outmoded beige knitted 

sweater, a black jacket and army boots. The ambiguity of Danila’s character is conveyed 

already in the opening scene though the perceptible dissonance of his behaviour with the 

social environment. The scene presents an autumnal landscape with a thinning birch wood at 

the edge of a large pond with stagnant waters. A dilapidated stone wall and a small tower 

form the backdrop for the shooting of a video clip. The obvious artificiality of the video clip 

setting, juxtaposed with the suggested sadness of the landscape, functions allegorically to 

reflect the malcontent of post-Soviet Russia, torn between the rapid advance of the capitalist 

order and the nostalgic longing for traditional values. “You remove your evening 

gown/standing face to the wall,” a mournful male voice sings, “I can see fresh scars on your 

back/soft as velvet/I want to cry with pain /or forget myself in a dream/Where are your 

wings/that I loved so much?” A slender blond girl in a long black dress with a low-cut back 

spreads her arms at the ruined tower wall in a gesture of despair. Accompanied by the 
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repeating refrain, Danila then emerges from the side of the pond, climbs over the wall and 

stumbles onto the set. Unaware of the proceedings around him, he approaches one of the 

technicians with a question about the song. The outraged director demands his immediate 

removal, at which point the screen darkens. In the next shot, we see the hero with a beat-up 

face answering questions at the police station.  

The immediate succession of these two incongruous locations, – the site of the video 

shoot and the police station – as it were presents the different modes of identification to which 

the hero ostensibly can turn at the point of his life when he is introduced to the viewer as a 

blank slate. Accordingly, in early discussions of the film this suggestion is brought forward as 

the film’s central idea. Mark Lipovetskii, for one, calls Danila an “amazing young man” with 

an “amorphous” personality, “delightfully undefined and therefore able to become anybody; 

his soul and consciousness – a tabula rasa” (2000: n. pag.). Analogously, Andrei Shigolev 

sees the film as “an attempt to create the ‘hero of our time’ who has no past, no complexes, no 

social status [and] who has no idea how to lead his life. This is a hero who is clean, a tabula 

rasa” (2001: n. pag.). Danila’s first experiences indeed seem to point in the direction of such a 

possibility. 

Thus, his chance discovery of Nautilus Pompilius, whose song “Wings” (Kryl’ia) 

catches his attention at the shoot, inaugurates his transformation into a fervent fan of the band, 

known to be particularly favoured by the late Soviet cultural elite.19 From this moment on, 

Danila’s solitary actions are accompanied by the group’s songs played on his personal CD 

player. Initially perceived by the viewer as an extradiegetic sound track, it turns out that he 

constantly listens to their music while going about his business. The lyrics of the songs, 

lamenting the damaging impact of the horrible material world and advocating daydreams, 

stand in a stark contrast with the plot, where the absence of the “wings” that would enable a 

flight from the violent and degrading social reality is emphasised by Danila’s repeated, 

unsuccessful efforts to get his hands on the album featuring the song.  

While the hero’s infatuation with Nautilus’s music can be interpreted as expressing his 

unconscious need for identifying elements that would surmount the defining frame imposed 

by his social background, his intercourse with the police bears witness to his reluctance to be 

subsumed to the standards of social classification to which the police staff obviously 

subscribes. Danila chooses to obscure his recent past (he brushes away questions about his 

army service by saying that he was a “scribe at the headquarters”) and leave his present 

                                                           
19 See for a detailed discussion of the significance of Nautilus Pompilius’s music in the film, Larsen 

(2003). 
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intentions undisclosed. The feeling of uncertainty concerning his identity persists when, after 

exiting the station, he crosses an empty square, followed by the policemen’s (and with them – 

the viewers’) gaze through the window. Reaching the centre of the square, he is positioned 

between a small white-blue church on the far left side and a huge standing statue of Lenin, 

looking down on him, on the right (figure 1.1. a-b). 

 

Figure 1.1. a-b: Screenshots from Brother (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

The building and the statue, representing two powerful competing ideological 

discourses of the post-Soviet era, leave the viewer to wonder which moral code and normative 

structure the hero will choose to adhere to. At the same time, the policemen’s surveillance of 

Danila’s movements, accompanied by their remark about having known his father, a 

convicted thief killed years ago in a prison fight, signals an attempt to circumscribe the young 

man’s identity and forecast his future in relation to the past: nothing good can come of the 

fatherless lad who has been released from the army’s discipline but does not wish to subject 

himself to another powerful structure, that of the police forces.  

The apparent bankruptcy of the identificatory models available to Danila is aggravated 

by the fact that his mother too is shown to be incapable of taking care of her sons or of 

overseeing what they are up to. They are, as it were, not only missing a father but virtual 

orphans. Significant in this respect is the scene with Danila’s mother, when, after his release 

from the police station, she admonishes him to go see Viktor. Danila is shown sitting at the 

table bowed over his dinner plate. His figure, with the turned-down face, is first shown 

through a window and reflected in a mirror behind his back. The mother is turning over the 

pages of the family album, pointing at pictures of his older brother as a schoolboy and an 

army recruit. The album contains only a few photos of Danila as a child and none of the father 

or of Viktor and Danila at their present ages. This particular selection of photos is meaningful 

if one considers Marianne Hirsch’s critical contention that family pictures tend to perpetuate 

family ideology and “position members of the family in relation to one another, in their 



30 

 

predetermined but forever negotiated and negotiable roles and interactions: mother and son, 

brother and sister, daughter and parents” (1997: 9). By showing these specific photos of 

Victor to Danila, the mother is pushing the latter to identify with his brother’s idealized 

image. The only picture of the mother herself is a studio shot of her as a young woman 

looking dreamily past the lens. The family ideology thus circumscribes its history to a few 

years of seemingly peaceful domestic bliss with the father away but still alive in prison and 

the children obedient, easy to manage and firmly ensconced in state institutions (school and 

army). 

The image of Danila as a naïve youth is transferred to the viewers by stressing the 

infantile traits of his persona throughout the film. Contrary to the generally dishevelled or 

uncared for appearance of his environment, he spends the money provided by his brother to 

get a boyish haircut and to buy a white shirt, which he wears fully buttoned-up. In addition, 

the viewer is shown his naked, hairless torso as Hoffman administers to a shotgun wound 

below his ribs, and when he is lying in Sveta’s bed after having sex with her. As traditionally 

Russian culture cherishes the image of innocent (orphaned) children as “angels” and bearers 

of ultimate truth and hope, the hero’s perceived ingenuity allows the audience to embrace him 

in all his provincial candour, as a hero in the making who heads for the big city to find his 

fortune.20  

Portrayed as a blank sheet, the protagonist, in psychoanalytical terms, still has to pass 

through the mirror stage to (re)establish his identity. The Lacanian mirror stage represents the 

model of “imaginary” identification: “it is the one period in the subject’s life when, through a 

radical méconnaissance, it merges so effortlessly with a beloved image as to believe itself 

‘ideal’” (Silverman 1992: 223). What is more, the subject’s mother, through her look, is 

supposed to facilitate the merger between the child and the image, and to contribute to the 

image’s idealization. It is important to keep in mind that the Lacanian mirror-stage is not one 

unique event that happens in early childhood, but a ceaseless social process of the subject’s 

self-recognition/misrecognition in a series of exterior images to which it can never be 

equivalent. Finally, the mirror in Lacan’s theory is conceived of not solely in literal terms as a 

shiny reflective surface. Other persons’ speech, moods, gestures and facial expressions can be 

said to mirror back to the subject a particular image, conveying a sense of him- or herself as 

perceived from other perspectives. 

                                                           
20 For an analysis of the childhood theme in relation to Soviet and post-Soviet cinema, see Gillespie 

(2002). 
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From this vantage point, the mother’s romantically unfocused stare in the photograph 

stands for her inability to see her offspring clearly, which constitutes a necessary precondition 

for the formation of their subjectivity through the affirmative look. She obviously cherishes 

an uncritical, blurred image of her children, who, in her mind, never grew up and thus never 

crossed over from the imaginary phase of the early infantile fusion with the mother to the 

symbolic order with a paternal imago at its centre. The brothers’ recent past and whatever 

accomplishments, crimes or traumas come with it are an unacknowledged area for their 

mother and although Danila goes to St Petersburg at her insistence, it is obvious that the 

images of Viktor she wants him to identify with have little to do with reality.  

Importantly, the way Lacan includes the mother in the mirror stage draws attention to 

the profoundly social nature of subjectification. This idea also forms the basic premise of 

Louis Althusser’s theory of interpellation, which presents the subject as ideologically sutured 

and constantly recruited into desired positions through (mis)recognizing the self in a flux of 

imposed images, accepting as reality what in fact is a discursive construction (1971).21 In 

other words, ideology, embodied in the so called Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) i.e. 

major social and political institutions constitutes the core of individual subjects' identities 

through the process of institutions and discourses “hailing” them in social interactions. In 

Althusser’s work family operates as an ISA par excellence.22 

From this perspective, the nuclear family in Brother, blinded for years by a self-

deceptive image of uninterrupted stability and incapable of presenting a solid ground on 

which the individual identities of its members can be forged in times of change, allegorizes 

the disoriented state of the Russian nation after the irreversible debunking of its most 

powerful myths: those of the all-embracing, secure family and of the undiscriminating 

brotherhood of Soviet people that, for decades, extended beyond the Soviet Union to Eastern 

Europe and other communist countries. The effect of this debunking cannot be underestimated 

since, according to Dubin, such myths not only “have content-related functions (they provide 

the symbolic fabric, the semantic bedrock on which the identity and orientation of a particular 

group rests), but they also have ‘formal’ functions […] [supplying] the global context and the 

style through which meanings, ideas, and beliefs are conveyed” (2002: 18). 

                                                           
21 Althusser explains interpellation or hailing by giving an example of a police officer shouting out 

“Hey, you there!” in public. Upon hearing this exclamation, an individual turns around, and “by this 

mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject” (1971: 174). 

Through the act of acknowledging that it is indeed he who is addressed, the individual thus recognizes 

himself as a subject. 
22 I will engage with the notion of family as an ISA in more detail in Chapter Four of this study. 
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The perished myths caused fissures in the collective mirror in the Althusserian sense. 

In his discussion of the great (generally believed to be timeless) themes of classical theatre as 

the touchstones of (collective) identification, Althusser exposes their specific ideological 

basis: 

But what, concretely, is this uncriticized ideology if not simply the “familiar,” “well-

known,” transparent myths in which a society or an age can recognize itself (but not 

know itself), the mirror it looks into for self-recognition... (1971: 144) 

Thus, the allegedly universal classical themes are in fact age- and society-bound and therefore 

prone to transformation. Moreover, the search for identification – once more metaphored 

through the mirror – can take place not solely on an individual but also on a collective level if 

members of a community come to recognize themselves in the same reflective surface, 

perceiving its ideological content as their "true" and "obvious" reality.  

Accordingly, St Petersburg, where Danila arrives in search of his brother, appears in 

desperate need of a reinvented identity. His restless rambles through the city reveal the 

dilapidated state of its buildings and backyards, the dirty communal apartments, the dismal 

reality of street markets, stations and depots, the exhausted faces of its inhabitants and the 

arrogant indifference of its monuments. To this effect, the figure of the Bronze Horseman, in 

contrast with Lenin’s statue in the earlier scene, is filmed with its back to Danila, seemingly 

denying him access to the cultural heritage of the glorious Russian past (figure 1.2).23  

                                                           
23 The statue of the Bronze Horseman represents Peter the Great and is well known under this name 

owing to Aleksandr Pushkin’s eponymous poem. The Bronze Horseman and Lenin long served as 

mythical “father figures” for the Russian people. It is therefore not surprising that their monumental 

representations are chosen in the film as metaphors for the collapse of the Law of the Father, not only 

on an individual but also on a societal level. 
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Figure 1.2: Screenshot from Brother (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

The highly acclaimed architectural beauty personified in the golden domes, elegant 

towers, impressive bridges and colourful facades of St Petersburg’s historical buildings, 

which never failed to form a source of national pride, here appear to fade away in the sunless 

and gloomy atmosphere of social despair. The camera, significantly, offers a view of the city 

at eye-level, denying any sense of a comprehensive perspective. The dominant colour is rusty 

brown, indicating not only the seasonal change but also the decomposition of old beliefs and 

values, the destabilization of identities and the absence of a unifying ground which would 

allow the re-forging of a sense of community and belonging. The feverish search for new 

identifications and the emptiness of the old, familiar signifiers, which, in the recent past, 

offered stable anchor points for communal self-recognition and unification are epitomised by 

a freight tram that is repeatedly shown charging through the streets of  

St Petersburg, the frame of its unloaded platform offering viewers constantly changing 

tableaus of a dismal urban reality. 

While the unfilled tram platform functions as an emblem of the society‘s lack of 

identifying substance, Danila’s undefined, ambiguous personality allows the film to 

interrogate the unavoidable and obligatory process of identity formation and to consider the 

causes and effects of remaining a person who is unidentified and unidentifiable. His indistinct 

wish to belong to a social group which to him seems able, at least discursively, to defeat the 

crippling conditions of everyday life is illustrated in the sequence that starts when a radio 

director, in search of a birthday party, mistakenly enters the apartment where Danila and a 
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couple of minor thugs, appointed by Viktor, are waiting for their prey to come home. The 

radio director is taken hostage until the hit is completed. A few minutes later, Nautilus’s lead 

singer Butusov repeats the director’s mistake, but he is saved by the host of the party, who 

calls for him from the landing one floor up. After a short hesitation, Danila follows his idol 

and enters the apartment, first asking the host for some aspirin and then for the permission to 

“just sit here for a while.” In a mesmerised state, Danila walks through the rooms full of 

artists and musicians talking and singing animatedly, his presence completely 

unacknowledged.  

The scene makes intelligible the necessity of the external look for the formation of 

individual subjects. Within Lacan’s psychoanalytical model, the constitution of the subject 

occurs through the internalizing by an individual of a series of external cultural 

representations, or the external gaze, which is articulated through a constellation (or screen) of 

pre-established ideas and expectations. One can acquire a sense of coherent self-presence only 

by becoming visible in the terms of this screen. Although the gaze can be experienced as 

oppressive due to its unlocatable origin, it is to a certain extent dependent on the look, which 

is by nature localisable and corporeal. In World Spectators, Silverman asserts that only 

through the look one can bring others and the world into being-seen. Being looked at, in a 

different way from the gaze, means being cared for and recognized as a subject: “[I]t is only 

by embracing other people and things that we can free them to be themselves – only by 

enfolding them within our psychic enclosure that we can create the space where they can 

emerge from concealment” (Silverman 2000: 55). Analogously, Judith Butler contends that 

“to persist in one’s own being is only possible on the condition that we are engaged in 

receiving and offering recognition” (2004: 31). In Danila’s case, however, the fact that he is 

not registered by his hosts shows that looking cannot be enforced. Thus the hero’s desire to 

identify with the culturally elevated community, metaphored by his longing for “wings”, 

suffers a decisive setback.  

Danila leaves the party unnoticed and undertakes one more attempt to transcend his 

identity as a cold-blooded hitman, assumed at his brother’s insistence, by saving the radio 

director from capture at the gangsters’ hands. Unfortunately, the hero’s transition to the image 

of a saviour misfires because the only means he can think of to do so is by shooting the 

gangsters. As a result, he is still seen by the director as a dangerous person. Oblivious to the 

trembling director’s obvious fear, Danila treats him as a new friend and asks him for help in 

disposing of the corpses at the cemetery. There, Danila introduces the director to Hoffman 

and other homeless people assembled around a bonfire in a small summer pavilion. In an 
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uncanny way, this scene mirrors the bohemians’ party. Although the director is met by 

friendly looks and offered food and drinks, he never dares to look Danila or the others in the 

eye and hastens to disengage himself from his new acquaintances, thus rejecting an 

opportunity to be recognized as “one of them” and instead excluding them from his socio-

cultural reality.  

A possible explanation for the incidental guest’s refusal to visually engage with the 

homeless people can be found in Silverman’s conceptualisation of the self-same body. 

Drawing on Lacan’s first two seminars, Silverman suggests that the imaginary alignment of 

the normative subject with the images provided by the cultural screen succeeds only when 

these images can be easily incorporated by the subject, allowing him to, at least momentarily, 

experience the pleasurable feeling of his self-sameness or the moi: “[The] normativity is only 

differentially available... [I]t can come into play only when the representations through which 

the gaze ‘photographs’ the subject provides him or her with an idealized image of self” (1996: 

24). Accordingly, looking at the disprized bodies of the homeless can prove to be ruinous for 

a normative subject whose sensation of self-sameness and comfort strongly depends on 

approximating the cultural ideal. Thus, by averting his eyes the radio director protects himself 

from de-idealizing identification and corporeal self-estrangement. In addition, his inability to 

see the homeless community as a community of which he could become part demonstrates 

that not all looks are necessarily “backed” by the cultural gaze and that looking in a way 

subversive of the gaze is not easy. As a consequence, it is not only Danila who remains 

unacknowledged as a subject, but the whole tramp community that is relegated to a group of 

nobodies, unrecognized and unidentified by the emerging socioeconomic order. 

By showing that Danila’s active solicitation of recognition by the elite fails, while the 

benevolent looks to which he is exposed appear either insufficiently articulated and over-

idealized, as in the case of his mother, or not endorsed culturally, as in the case of the 

homeless people, Brother brings out post-Soviet Russian society’s uncertainty about the 

viability of the newly available benchmarks of identification. Moreover, in spite of Danila’s 

association with a tabula rasa, which the film sustains to its very final scene, which sees the 

road to Moscow covered in virginal snow, the suggestion that he can come to inhabit any 

ideal image he wishes is contradicted by the course of events. The hero’s attempts to get rid of 

the ruthless and emotionless identity configured for him by the military constantly misfire. It 

is clear that he continues to be interpellated by the army in Althusser’s sense, capable only of 

acting in a violent, destructive manner despite his best intentions. 
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Since Danila’s individual story and experience presents an allegory of the national 

destiny and, as such, cannot be disconnected from the experience of the socius itself, the 

yearning for a new start from a clean slate reflects on the collectively perceived disintegration 

of the unified world picture that, till the decline of the Soviet order, circulated as eternally 

secure and unalterable. As in the case of the protagonist, whose inculcated behaviour cannot 

be simply erased, in post-Soviet Russia the past cannot be left behind or denied: old myths 

and identificatory instruments do not disappear immediately and completely but retain (part 

of) their signifying potencies together with their interpellating and restraining capacities. In 

the following section, I will investigate paternal authority as one of the powerful formative 

concepts still capable of directing individual and collective moral decisions and actions.  

In the absence of true fathers 

In From Opinions to Understanding (Ot mnenii k ponimaniiu), the Russian sociologist Yurii 

Levada typifies the social system of Soviet society as paternalistic in the sense that it was 

built upon the principles of “fatherly” care (from the side of the authorities) and “filial” 

obedience (from the side of the “people”). The paternalistic model implied the omnipotence 

of the “top” and the submissiveness of the “bottom” which, in the Soviet epoch, was 

maintained by a network of controlling and socializing institutions. The rapid fall of the 

regime inaugurated a crisis of the paternalistic model. However, the way of thinking inherent 

to it led to a conception of democracy as benevolent care for the people by the ruling elite in 

the form of the maintenance of order and the assurance of welfare, while the discrepancy 

between the norms of conduct and perceptions of the limits of justifiable actions for different 

groups continued to exist. The failure of the elite to safeguard the professed stabilization of 

social conditions led to a generally felt concern with paternal authority as an unshakable 

fundament of Russian national identity.  

The absence of fathers in Brother can be analyzed from two different yet not 

contradictory perspectives. On the one hand, this absence points to the father figure’s 

significance for the healthy constitution of individual identities in the psychoanalytical sense. 

The decay of the old political and economic structure, together with the repression and 

restraint that accounted for the feelings of direction and protection in the Soviet epoch, has in 

the recent past been reinforced by a Western distrust of authority, or the Father in the 

Lacanian sense, where the notion of the Father is directly connected to the Law and the 

symbolic order, which, in the life of an individual, may be represented by social, political, 

religious, or cultural structures and norms. The weakening of the function of the Father in 
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contemporary Russia has paradoxically led to a longing for stability and security on an 

individual and societal level, and thus for the reinstatement of law and order, achieved 

through a reconsideration of the way the concept of the Father is perceived and enacted.  

On the other hand, the “orphaned” status of the film’s characters bears witness to the 

failure of the paternalistic way of thinking as a basis for the development of a democratic 

community. The original democratic aspirations that took residence in the mass consciousness 

of the 1980s at the advent of perestroika, which led to an unprecedented openness to the 

advantages of the Western social and economic order, have, in the course of the two following 

decades, proven too complex and therefore too “alien” for the majority of Russians. The 

unremitting process of social change and the lack of well-organized democratic movements 

have in fact strengthened the longing for stability, which apparently could only be achieved 

through the reinstitution of order by “a strong hand,” personified by a leader at the top 

(Levada 2000).  

The paradoxical fact that, notwithstanding the bankruptcy of the ideological concept 

of “the one big family of Soviet people” united around a powerful paternal figure, the need for 

such a figure is still urgently felt, while the country’s political leadership, although fiercely 

criticized, is still considered as “ours,” with its delinquencies forgiven and defended in the 

face of outsiders, is invoked in Brother by taking familial affiliations and consanguine bonds 

as a point of departure for any national/cultural discourse and as a litmus-test for justifiable 

moral conduct. 

As I stated earlier, the psychoanalytical and social dimensions of what is considered to 

be a normative identity do not stand in opposition to each other. On the contrary, they can be 

productively combined through the use of Kaja Silverman’s concept of the dominant fiction. 

Silverman borrows the term from Jacques Rancière’s work, where the dominant fiction is 

defined as “the privileged mode of representation by which the image of the social consensus 

is offered to the members of a social formation and within which they are asked to identify 

themselves” (qtd. in Silverman 1992: 30). Building upon Althusser’s theory of ideological 

belief and interpellation, and Lacan’s notions of the symbolic order and the Law, Silverman, 

in turn, conceives of the dominant fiction as a “society’s ideological ‘reality’” consisting of 

images and stories “through which a society figures consensus” (1992: 30). As images and 

stories drawn upon and simultaneously shaped by cinema, literature and other forms of mass 

representation, some parts of the dominant fiction can fluctuate historically and culturally, 

while other parts may persist from one culture to another. Although its most fundamental 

binary opposition is constituted by “male” versus “female” (its primary signifier of privilege 
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being the phallus, and its most central signifier of unity the paternal family), the dominant 

fiction equally includes social values and racial, ethnic, gender and class distinctions:  

[T]he dominant fiction not only offers the representational system by means of which 

the subject typically assumes a sexual identity… but forms the stable core around 

which a nation’s and a period’s “reality” coheres. Other ideologies compel belief by 

articulating themselves in relation to it, since it imparts the illusion of reality to 

whatever comes into close proximity with it. Because of the interarticulation of the 

core elements of the dominant fiction with elements drawn from the ideologies of 

class, race, ethnicity, and gender, the dominant fiction might be said to negotiate 

between the symbolic order and the mode of production – to be that which permits two 

very different forms of determination to be lived simultaneously. Finally, the dominant 

fiction presents the social formation with its most fundamental image of unity, the 

family. The collectivities of community, town, and nation have all traditionally 

defined themselves through reference to that image. (Silverman 1992: 41-2) 

The above conceptualization is especially valuable for this study as it helps to understand and 

relate the notions of the Family, the Father and the Law as the pivotal points of both 

individual and collective psychic reality, serving as a system of reference for the constitution 

of normative identities. What is more, the dominant fiction offers an explanation for the 

tenacious, conservative nature of collective beliefs, which operate at a level exterior to 

consciousness, thus compelling subjects to continuously recognize themselves in images and 

narratives, and to invest in them long after disavowing them consciously. Accordingly, in 

Brother, as one of the dominant fiction’s pivotal ideas, the (paternal) family remains an 

anchor for societal stability and the central focus of personal investment in the normative 

identity, even though it is repeatedly discredited and repudiated by the narrative events.  

  Danila’s quest for his brother brings him in contact with Hoffman, a homeless German 

whose role in the film is clearly to serve if not as a father than at least as a wise older friend 

and an “ethical voice”(Larsen 2003: 505). However, Hofmann’s capacity as a mentor appears 

debatable since he represents “the weak” from whom the big city as a “huge force” takes all 

energy away. Consciously acknowledging the precarious, demeaning reality of his existence, 

he resigns himself to it, becoming an inhabitant of St Petersburg’s Lutheran cemetery and 

cobbling together a living as a street seller of old clocks and other Soviet memorabilia. While 

the stopped clocks and watches refer to a temporal suspension, in accordance with the absence 

of any progressive development in the film, the cemetery, as a space of death, epitomizes the 
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futility of defying life’s numerous hardships. Thus, Brother, made only five years after The 

Promised Skies, which I discussed in the introduction to this study, demonstrates that the level 

of precarity has, since then, augmented considerably, especially for the poor. Moreover, it 

also suggests that the spirit of resistance the characters of Riazanov’s film still actively 

nurtured has given way to a resigned acceptance of the world’s lack of social justice. To that 

extent, the black-outs used to separate scenes in Brother each time introduce a new situation 

dominated by violence, illuminating the repetitive character of oppression and suffering, and 

the impossibility of escape.  

In his “theory of adaptation” (teoria adaptatsii), Levada sees this kind of resigned 

submissiveness to life’s conditions as a mechanism of adjustment by which an individual or a 

group is compelled to integrate itself in a new, alien environment or system and to preserve, at 

least partially, its own organizational integrity or identity (2000: 356). Any form of adaptation 

implies an adjustment of goals and objectives, and the use of adequate resources and 

instruments. Social adaptation becomes a matter of vital importance and immediacy in periods 

of drastic societal change, when different kinds of social formations face the necessity to 

adapt or to suffer decomposition. According to Levada, the specificity of the Russian situation 

lies in the fact that, as was also the case under the Soviet regime, the recent changes 

necessitated the forced adaptation of all, champions and antagonists of modernization alike. 

Consequently, the process of social adaptation involved the use of new opportunities to 

advance one’s position, efforts to maintain the status quo, or an inability to find a suitable 

solution, which eventually led to social isolation and even destitution. The political, social and 

ethical choice of direction was felt by many as imposed and unwanted, but, paradoxically, 

was accepted as a given.  

This brought to the surface yet another phenomenon imbricated in the crisis of 

collective identity: an overall feeling of malcontent intertwined with the legendary Russian 

patience and endurance, which the Russian sociologist Lev Gudkov astutely termed the 

“victim complex.”24 While personifying the elements of suffering and endurance ostensibly 

inherent to the Russian character, Hoffman, at the same time, problematizes both the notion of 

the victim and that of social adaptation. He does not overtly hold others accountable for his 

misfortune and although he consciously resigns to his degraded position and seems not to be 

bothered about the world outside his limited scope, he still sees fit to take on the role of moral 

council to Danila.  

                                                           
24 For a detailed explanation of Gudkov’s “victim complex,” see the Introduction to this study. 
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Initially, when Danila saves him from a racketeer’s assault, Hoffman, who, a few 

seconds before, had tried to resolve the conflict by way of reasoning, accepts the young man’s 

right to dispense justice using the same violent mode as his attacker. Here, contrary to the 

scene with the radio director, Danila is ostensibly allowed to transform from a stray youth to a 

fearless knight coming to the defence of the powerless and weak. The ascendancy to 

knighthood of Danila’s character finds its visual metaphor in an old-fashioned and threadbare 

gobelin in Sveta’s apartment, which is a reproduction of Viktor Vasnetsov’s famous painting 

Bogatyri (1898), representing the heroes of Russian folk-epic.25 However, the fact that the 

gobelin is worn out suggests that the idea of the knight is also an outmoded, traditional 

identification that does not fit with the reality of post-Soviet Russia. It complicates the reading 

of Danila’s character by stressing the ambivalence of his roles (he is a saviour and a hitman at 

the same time) and the way none of them are adequate to his environment. 

Still, it appears that in the eyes of the disadvantaged people in the film the hero is able 

to fulfil the role of protector as theorized by Boris Dubin. In his work, Dubin assigns to the 

abstract figure of a strong protector, which I consider to be yet another reincarnation of 

paternal authority and which Dubin eventually links to the Russian President, an important 

integrating function for Russian collective identity. The lack of social cohesion forces the 

“frustrated identity” (frustrirovannaia identichnost’) to look for a symbolic representative of 

justice, usually perceived as a lonely figure who does not need consorts and whose sole 

mission is to deter the multiple enemies and aliens allegedly threatening the Russian people 

(2005). Brother proposes, in Danila, its own version of this ideal leader, who appears to be 

free of the norms and constrains of the present social system, its laws and prejudices, as well 

as free of inner doubts, anxiety and frustrations.  

Moreover, Danila’s ability to defy his own corporeality (he easily survives a shotgun 

wound to his abdomen and his multiple facial injuries never seem to bother him) and to put 

opportunities for material gain aside in pursuit of justice provides him with the status of an 

ego-ideal in the Freudian sense. In her discussion of Freud’s Group Psychology and the 

Analysis of the Ego, Silverman explains that the members of a group identify with each other 

                                                           
25 The rugs, gobelins and posters hanging on the walls of the film’s interiors often point to the 

characters’ ideal images, which are either outdated or can never be approximated in the reality of their 

daily existence. The bucolic scenes in Hoffman’s friend Zinka’s room, for example, are juxtaposed to 

the overall air of neglect and desperation. At one point, moreover, Sveta is brutally beaten and raped in 

front of the Bogatyri reproduction, unable to defend herself in the manner suggested by the poster 

hung next to the entrance door, depicting a blond muscular girl wearing a bikini and carrying a 

machine gun. Other posters in her apartment display photographs of sunny landscapes and colorful 

fruit and flowers to which she also has no access in reality. 
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on the level of the ego, while putting the leader in the place of the ego-ideal, transforming him 

into an identificatory model that is unattainable for the ego itself and therefore can be 

identified with only from a distance. Being perceived as ego-ideal by “a mass of other 

subjects [such a figure] would be unusually susceptible to an identification with ideality” and 

might come to believe in his possession of the qualities ascribed to him (Silverman 1992: 

321). However, although Danila clearly takes on this function for the film’s audiences, as 

evidenced by his largely acknowledged status of “the hero of our time,” I argue that within the 

diegesis the necessary group affirmation is lacking, which is why he continues to experience, 

at times, a deeply felt need for sound models and means of self-identification.  

However important the paternal figure might be for the formation of a healthy identity, 

the quasi-paternal bond between Hoffman and Danila is troubled by Hoffman’s German (and 

Lutheran) provenance, which makes him unfit as an identificatory model of Russianness. 

Paradoxically, while Danila seems not to mind his origin, it is Hoffman who twice invokes his 

ethnic and cultural difference. The first time, he employs the saying “What is good for the 

Russian is deadly for the German” when Danila questions him about the purpose of life. “I 

live to disprove this assumption,” Hoffman continues, thus confirming his conflicting wish to 

conform to Russian ethical standards. The controversial meaning of the saying is brought out 

when it is used by Hoffman again at the end of the film, this time to decline the money Danila 

offers him before leaving St Petersburg. Ironically, this scene articulates Hoffman’s 

Russianness even more, since he confirms a perennial stereotype inherited from the Soviet 

epoch, when large sums of money on display were associated with suspicious activities and 

the money’s moneyness had to be concealed at all costs. As an alternative, mutual services 

and the exchange of gifts were widely accepted forms of solidifying alliances and expressing 

gratitude.26 Although the dodgy provenance of the money offered by Danila cannot be denied, 

Hoffman’s attitude remains ambiguous since he never before expressed disapproval of his 

friend’s conduct and always gladly took food and drinks from him. With Hofmann disproved 

as a surrogate father and as a model for identification, Danila is left with one last possibility, 

namely to solicit recognition from his older brother. This is where the film gradually shifts 

attention from the question of paternal authority to the relevance of fraternal bonds.  

 

 

                                                           
26 See, on the issue of money and mutual services in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia, Pesmen (2000: 

117-211). 
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Brotherhood re-considered 

The sequence featuring the first meeting between the brothers starts with Danila being 

admitted to Viktor’s apartment. When the hero steps inside, he is repeatedly reflected in a 

series of mirrors, his image split, multiplied and blurred. Through the open door frame, the 

camera frames Danila and a hand belonging to somebody off-screen holding a gun to his back 

(figure 1.3. a-b). The mirror hanging in the narrow hall replicates this composition while a 

disembodied voice interrogates Danila on the purpose of his visit. The first appearance of 

Viktor as a singular hand extended by a gun, apart from constituting a phallic symbol, 

presents a condensed image of his personality, while simultaneously destabilizing it through 

the repetition and indistinctness of the image in the mirror. Danila’s own multiplied reflection 

again points to his lack of a solidified identity. In spite of the mother’s absolute trust in her 

elder son’s ability to guide and protect his sibling, the scene effectively interrogates the 

vitality of their kinship ties.  

 

Figure 1.3. a-b: Screenshots from Brother (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

The (understandable) fact that Viktor does not recognize his younger brother at first 

glance shows the illusionary nature of their supposedly strong fraternal connection. Both 

brothers appear completely uninformed about their respective lives since leaving home. 

Surprisingly, this turns out to suit them. Danila, as if in an attempt to perpetuate the familial 

myth his mother holds to, never questions his sibling’s conduct and continues to call him 

“brother,” refraining from using his proper name. Repeated over and over, the word “brother” 

might be expected to set in motion an Althusserian mechanism of interpellation that would 

serve to reroute Viktor’s conduct to the confines of the comforting framework of the family 

with its imperatives of mutual regulative control, care and intimacy. However, in Viktor’s 

case, brotherly investment in Danila is restricted to enlisting the latter for a dangerous killing 

job he is reluctant to carry out himself. The job is presented as something that will help Viktor 
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strengthen his position as a “businessman” and that will settle scores with the “former 

Chechen terrorist” who presents a threat to himself and “Russian people.”27  

In this way, as Larsen remarks, “the film conflates family and national bonds as the 

basis of Danila’s impromptu vigilante justice […], yet Viktor’s many betrayals of Danila’s 

trust suggest that brotherly love – like its national equivalent, patriotism – is only a 

convenient fiction, not a moral absolute” (2003: 504). The hero’s unconditional loyalty to his 

brother, whose image he initially associates with the pictures in the outdated family album, 

problematizes the notion of fraternity, which, in its unreliability, appears to equal the 

dominant fiction of the patriarchal family. In what follows I will investigate why, in spite of 

the mentioned unreliability of both ideas and their transitional status at the inception of post-

Soviet society, the film chooses to replace the ties of paternity with the bonds of brotherhood, 

ostensibly promoting the latter as a core towards which directionless individual subjects 

gravitate and which feeds the feelings of community and belonging. 

In the history of philosophical and political thought, the concept of brotherhood is 

insistently connected with ideas of friendship, equality and – ultimately – democracy. In The 

Politics of Friendship, Jacques Derrida argues that, since the times of the Enlightenment, 

fraternal friendship has had “universal range and theoretically challenge[s] the limits of 

natural, literal, genetic, sexually determined (etc.) fraternity,” creating a frame for nationalist, 

patriotic and ethnocentric discourses (2005: 237). It is not surprising, then, that the idea of a 

nation as “the asylum of the world ... [and] a living brotherhood” strongly appealed to the 

ideologists of the Soviet nation, who for decades propagated the concept of the “brotherhood 

of people” as a radically new form of political, social and cultural unity (Michelet qtd. in 

Derrida 2005: 238). In reality, the totalitarian character of the Soviet regime precluded the 

realization of the notion of egalité as mutually responsible horizontal relationships between 

equal partners. In From Opinions to Understanding, Levada argues that the hierarchical, 

status-oriented, “ideologized” Soviet paradigm applied not solely to relationships between the 

state and its citizens, but appeared within all kinds of social formations. And instead of on 

values of equality, social relationships were based on particularistic and utilitarian interests, 

on commitments and attachments to those who were considered to to be “ours” i.e. to belong 

                                                           
27 Here, we witness the appearance of two powerful tropes of Russian cultural discourse: the “Russian 

people” portrayed as a homogeneous group whose existence is threatened by an enemy (or the “other”) 

and the “businessman” depicted as the personification of unlawful and unscrupulous conduct. 

Although the figure of the businessman commonly features in the wide range of enemies the Russian 

people should be protected from, ironically, in Viktor’s own discourse, it is used as a positive 

denominator. I will discuss both tropes at greater length in the analysis of the film Brother-2 in 

Chapter Two of this study. 
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to a particular group of priviledged persons. Since I will analyze the ways in which otherness 

and sameness are conceived of and enacted in contemporary Russia in Chapter Two of this 

study, here it suffices to say that in spite of its illusiveness in practice, the idea of equal 

fraternal relations took a deep root in the minds of the Russian people.28  

In the film, Danila consistently uses the notion of brotherhood in Levada’s sense to 

distinguish between those who deserve his loyalty and benefaction, and those who are 

excluded from the circle of fraternal trust. Thus, he repudiates the hostile demand made by 

Sveta’s husband: “Well, brother, how shall we share the wife?” Danila’s curt response, “You 

are no brother of mine,” is followed by his seemingly indifferent shooting of the man in the 

knee. Analogously, the hero’s obvious dislike of people from the Caucasus is illustrated not 

only by his successful assassination of the alleged terrorist but also through the invocation of 

brotherhood in a scene where he pulls out a gun to force two men of that “nationality” to pay 

a fine for riding without a ticket on a tram. When the men beg “Brother, don’t kill us,” Danila 

retorts: “You are no brother of mine, you black-assed scum.” Comparing this sequence with a 

parallel scene at the end of the film (which I will analyze later in this section), in which 

Danila forgives Viktor his obvious treachery by referring to their fraternal loyalty, Larsen 

remarks: “The parallel phrasing and structure of these two scenes signal both the powerful 

appeal of calls to fraternity and the dangers inherent in surrendering to that appeal without 

examining its bases in fact” (2003: 505).29  

As the narrative evolves, the hero’s quest for identity is marked by a distinct desire to 

singlehandedly protect his real or adopted kin and to dispense justice in a world where the 

law, personified by the father-figure, is absent or found insufficient to guarantee social order 

and stable life conditions for ordinary people. The film seems to make the statement that, 

within the new Russian reality, a sound juridical structure has yet to be established and that 

therefore individuals are compelled to take their own measures to achieve justice, a concept 

that itself is no longer clearly defined. This statement, reflecting upon the specific historical 

situation in which the film is set, contrasts with the way in which the notions of law and 

justice are presently approached in the West. The Western societal apparatus has long 

acknowledged that the law as an assemblage of measures that need to be enforced and 

executed by the specially appointed state institutions stands in contrast to the concept of 

                                                           
28 To an extent, this confirms Benedict Anderson’s claim that one of the most prominent traits of any 

imagined community is its conceptualization as a deep, horizontal comradeship “regardless of the 

actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail” (2006: 7).  
29 For comments on the “danger”of the quoted dialogue and the enthusiastic audience response to it, 

see also Dondurei (1998); Matizen (1997). 
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justice, thus basing the Western legal system on the premise that “there is a purely voluntary, 

personal sphere of ethical action that is sharply distinguished from that of legal obligation” 

(Valverde 1999: 658).  

Since in this analysis I rely on Derrida’s notion of friendship, fraternity and justice, it 

is important to note that Derrida does not conceive of justice as something “higher” than the 

law and as such always beyond it. Crucial for Derrida is the suggestion that, while law as an 

abstracted quantitative equivalent to real human experience is represented by a universalized 

institutional agency, justice is singular, personal and “moves real people to engage in real 

action” (Valverde 1999: 659). Justice implies responding to and recognizing one’s 

responsibility for the other, while the law personifies a moral, juridical or political community 

and represents the other on its behalf. Both forms of relations to the other are inseparable from 

notions of respect and responsibility, which, considered in their interrelationship, “can be felt 

at the heart of friendship” (Derrida 2005: 252). Friendship at all times implies an attitude of 

respect for the other, always bears an ethical element and thus becomes “an example of 

respect for the moral law” (Derrida 2005: 252). It is worth mentioning that for Derrida 

“minimal friendship” precedes any mutual understanding, contract or contingent agreement; it 

is defined as “a friendship prior to friendships, an ineffaceable, fundamental, and bottomless 

friendship” (1988: 636). Experiencing this kind of friendship or justice, 

we are already caught up in a kind of asymmetrical and heteronomical curvature of the 

social space, more precisely, in the relation to the Other prior to any organized socius, 

to any determined “government,” to any [determined] “law…This asymmetrical and 

heteronomical curvature of a sort of originary sociality is a law, perhaps a very essence 

of the law.” (Derrida 1988: 633-634) 

Developing the argument, Derrida turns to Kantian ethics, which foregrounds the ideas of 

communication, egalitarian sharing of (secret) judgments, absolute confidence and equal 

obligation as defining the soundness of justice. Accordingly, Derrida argues that the truly 

moral friendship, which allows one to be a “friend of man,” is inscribed in the feelings of 

indebtedness and duty, and in the sensibility related to the rational idea of equality:  

[E]quality is not only a representation, an intellectual concept, a calculable measure, a 

statistical objectivity; it bears within itself a feeling of obligation, hence the sensibility 

of duty, debt, gratitude. This is inscribed in sensibility, but only in sensibility’s 

relation to the purely rational idea of equality. This is the condition for the existence of 
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something called ‘the friend of man,’ ‘the friend of the whole race.’ It goes without 

saying that cosmopolitanism, universal democracy, perpetual peace, would not have 

the slightest chance of being announced and promised, if not realized, without the 

presupposition of such a friend. (2005: 261) 

Such an interpretation of friendship reveals a division between intuitive singularity, with its 

notions of the private, the secret and the apolitical, and universality, which is manifest, public 

and political. To reconcile these two elements, Derrida introduces the concept of the family 

and, more specifically, brotherhood as an ultimate manifestation of equality, reciprocity and 

unconditional moral responsibility for the other. Thus, the friendship that constitutes the core 

of the democratic sociality is fraternal. Crucially, the father cannot be part of this bond, since 

he is the one who facilitates this kind of friendship and is rewarded by the reciprocal (but non-

equal) love from the “submissive and equal brothers” (Derrida 2005: 261). Thus, Derrida lays 

bare the phallogocentric and phratrocentric character of the Western concept of democracy.30  

This argument has far-reaching consequences for the analysis of Brother, which 

ventures to re-evaluate the notions of fraternity and friendship within a network of 

relationships between individuals and different social strata that has been denaturalized and 

rendered unstable by the announcement (but not realization) of Russia’s new (universal) 

democratic societal organization. Introducing contemporary examples of community 

formation and heroic and righteous conduct, the film emphatically connects them with 

masculine authority and fraternal bonds. On the one hand, this confirms Derrida’s views on 

the fundaments of democracy, but on the other hand it exposes the dangers and flaws of such 

a social construction. Brotherhood as a moral compass for righteous conduct reduces the 

community to a tight circle of arbitrary chosen individuals, leaving all others outside the reach 

of friendship, care and respect. Danila’s unquestioning loyalty to his treacherous brother 

makes him take part in situations that can hardly be called responsible or just. Moreover, the 

hero’s actions show that justice perceived as an execution of fraternal obligation more often 

than not bears the risk of turning into vigilantism, especially in a transitional society lacking a 

well-established legal structure of civic representation. 

 The dubious grounds of Danila’s behaviour are most flagrantly demonstrated in a 

sequence staging the final meeting between the brothers, making visible how brotherhood in 

the film is understood differently from Derrida’s model of fraternity as one of equality. Until 

this moment the narrative upholds the assumed authority of the older brother, perpetuating the 

                                                           
30 I have adopted Derrida’s original spelling of phratrocentric.  
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Soviet myth of a one-way connection between fathers and sons, and between older and 

younger brothers, where the latter traditionally come last in the line along which wisdom (and 

money) is passed, their subjectivation accordingly being determined by the formative looks of 

older family members. The scene, however, destabilizes this myth by questioning the 

supposed stability of such a construction. Being trapped and brutally interrogated in his 

apartment by his former client Krugly, who is now looking for Danila, Viktor calls the latter 

and begs him to come immediately. Danila’s face, as always, remains blank during the phone 

conversation and nothing gives away his feelings. Nevertheless, he appears well-prepared at 

Viktor’s door and in a few minutes does away with the gang leader and his henchmen, 

witnessed by a scared-stiff Viktor. Viktor’s self-assumed identity as a coldblooded calculating 

hitman completely dissolves here, as he is depicted stripped to his briefs, beaten up and panic-

stricken. Viktor’s trembling, almost naked figure and bald head with tears smeared over his 

face reduce his identity to that of an overgrown, helpless infant dependent on others for 

protection. Whatever is left of his normative masculinity and fraternal authority is destroyed 

as the scene evolves (figure 1.4).  

 

Figure 1.4: Screenshot from Brother (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

This becomes clear from the following dialogue: 

Danila squats next to Viktor who is lying on the floor with his face down and hands on 

the back of his head.  

Danila: Vitia, get up! 
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Viktor (Begs, terrified.): Don’t shoot, please, don’t shoot! 

Danila: Really, brother, come on, get up, it’s over. 

Viktor (Gets on his knees and faces Danila, crying.): Forgive me, brother. Don’t 

shoot! Don’t kill me, please! 

Danila (Looks in Viktor’s face, pats his bald head and embraces him, smiling. Viktor 

buries his face in Danila’s chest, trembling and whimpering.): Brother, you are my 

brother. You used to be like a father to me, I used to call you papa. Really… 

remember, I once cut my foot when we went fishing and you carried me home for ten 

kilometres… Remember, I got scared of the sheatfish and you laughed at me? You do 

remember, don’t you? (Viktor whimpers.) You do remember? 

Enters a gang member whom Danila had earlier promised to spare if he stayed quiet. 

Danila points his weapon at him, still holding an arm around Viktor’s shoulders. 

Gang member: You promised. 

Danila: I keep my word. And you tell the others: if somebody touches brother, I’ll kill 

them. Now go. 

Gang member: It was he who grassed you. 

Danila: I know. 

Viktor (Whimpering.): Forgive me, brother. 

Danila: It’s nothing. Where is the money? 

Viktor: In his briefcase. (Referring to the killed gang leader.) He took all of it, bastard. 

Danila (Pats Viktor on his back and gets up. Bending over the briefcase he takes 

money out of it and puts it in his pockets. Turning to Viktor.): And you go home, to 

mama. She’s gotten old and needs help. Here, give her some money. (Puts money on 

the table.) Take a job (Pausing.) with the police. Their boss is uncle Kolia, father’s 

classmate, remember? They have a vacancy. Don’t go by train. Use hitchhiking to 

leave the city. (Gets up, goes over to sit on the sofa in front of which Viktor is still 

kneeling. Looks in Viktor’s face and puts the money in his lap.): Well, brother, 

farewell. (Viktor looks up at him.) With God’s help we’ll meet again. 

The dialogue brings out the sudden reversal of roles between the two brothers. Viktor’s 

authority as elder brother and surrogate father (“I used to call you papa”) is taken over by his 

younger sibling, who does not even notice it, still continuing the same interpellation by 

repeating the word “brother” time and again. One cannot perceive any note of disillusionment 

in Danila’s voice. Viktor continues to be family and, his misdemeanours notwithstanding, he 
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must be protected and provided for. Persisting in his wish to take care of his older sibling, 

who, in the past, did the same for him, the hero seems to strive for equality in their relation. 

At the same time, one can read the dialogue as Danila’s attempt to reconfigure Viktor’s 

identity and to facilitate its insertion into the accepted cultural order through the reinstitution 

of the latter’s past (idealized memories of the undisturbed childhood), present (“go home”) 

and future (“take a job with the police”). Thus, on the one hand, the scene, in its reference to 

Viktor’s betrayal, puts into question brotherhood, and more generally, consanguinity, as a 

tuning fork for morally justifiable conduct. On the other hand, while the idealized brother’s 

image is profoundly debased, signalling the crisis of identification, the deficiency of the 

fraternal function is immediately remedied by the re-introduction of the perennial landmarks 

of the family, specifically an implicit paternal relation. In other words, the scene ultimately re-

establishes (authoritarian) brotherhood, and more generally, family, as a natural foundation 

for a sustainable configuration of identity. Read allegorically as pertaining to the societal 

level, this scene bears witness to the general crisis of belief in the democratic form of social 

organization, with its principles of fraternal egalitarianism, minimal friendship and respect for 

others, as theorized by Derrida. Instead, it signals the collective return to the more familiar, 

ineradicable symbols of political (paternal) authority and social order.  

The desire to re-establish familiar symbolic frameworks of self-identification, firmly 

inculcated in individual and collective minds, becomes even more apparent if one compares 

the Russian film with an example of a Western cinematic narrative also dealing with 

questions of identity formation. To that end, in the last part of this chapter, I compare Brother 

to the American blockbuster The Bourne Identity, which has a similar plot but reads identity 

as a social and political construction that nonetheless can be successfully contested by a self-

aware individual.  

Finding identity: individual quest versus collective preoccupation  

Based on Robert Ludlum’s novel of the same title, The Bourne Identity (dir. Doug Liman, 

2002) features a young man (played by Matt Damon) whose wounded body is rescued at sea 

by a fishing boat crew who help him recover. He appears to have no recollection of his name 

or background and thus begins to rebuild his memory following the clues available, such as 

his fluency in several languages and his extraordinary strategic abilities and fighting skills. 

Using the Swiss bank account the number of which was embedded in his hip, he soon finds 

out that his name is Jason Bourne and that, judging by the large sum of money, the gun and 

the collection of fake passports that are kept for him in a safety deposit box at the bank, he 
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must have had a dangerous past and possibly still has powerful enemies who are trying to 

track him down and kill him. Bourne, with the help of his new friend Marie (Franka Potente), 

embarks on a search for his identity, only to discover that his former occupation was as a 

professional killer and to find himself in the middle of a number of assassination plots 

masterminded by the CIA. After having sent Marie away to protect her from harm, Bourne 

succeeds in defeating his enemies and sabotaging their plans. Sometime later, Bourne finds 

Marie settled in Greece, and the couple reunites as the film ends. 

The comparison of the visual vocabulary and the selection of narrative tropes of The 

Bourne Identity and Brother yields a set of remarkable similarities. Apart from sharing their 

boyish appearance (they even sport the same kinds of shirts and sweaters) the protagonists 

both have an unknown or at least undisclosed past from which they have inherited physical 

and mental qualities together with an inexplicable urge to dispense justice according to their 

own judgments and unique moral codes in situations they are drawn into by others. Their 

quests inevitably bring them to big, densely populated cities, where young women help them. 

Finally, the whiteness of the snow on the road to Moscow and of the stuccoed Greek 

fishermen’s houses in the closing scenes of the films stimulate the viewer’s belief in the purity 

of the young men’s consciousnesses, in spite of the terrors they have lived through and the 

violent acts they have committed, and hold out a promise of a new beginning.  

This teaches us that popular film in contemporary Russia has produced the same kind 

of narrative paradigms and iconic images as in the West and that the dissolution of barriers to 

cultural exchange after the decline of the old Soviet regime has served as a catalyst for the 

process of streamlining cinematic practices and creating a uniform repository of popular 

tropes that are easily understood by Western and Russian audiences alike. However, while 

this conclusion can be applied to the films’ genre-specific elements, it does not hold when one 

starts to consider their full significance in the films. Since in this chapter I explore the 

dependency of identity formation on a number of specific cultural tropes, it is pertinent to 

closely examine how the search for identity is narrativized in each case. 

The point of departure for Danila’s quest appears to be his altercation with the video 

clip director at the beginning of the film, and his subsequent moves illustrate his 

(unconscious) yearning to belong. As argued earlier, his unfulfilled desire to be recognized as 

a potential member of the cultural elite prompts him to take recourse to a more traditional and 

more restricted reservoir of identificatory images – those of familial bonding and, more 

specifically, fraternal kinship. It is important to note, however, that throughout his 

predicaments the issue of connectedness to a wider community with collective aspirations and 
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constrains remains central to Danila’s actions. Even when he declares that he will find his 

own way to carry out Viktor’s assignment, he does this in the name and for the sake of the 

larger collectivity of “the Russian people.” From this, it is clear that the ideological reality in 

the Althusserian sense tightly holds his psyche in its grip, not leaving any space for conscious 

doubt or even unconscious anxiety.  

The Bourne Identity, on the contrary, bears no signs of a preoccupation with collective 

forms of identity. Apart from the fishermen’s boat, the occupants of which do form a sort of 

community owing to their isolation from the land and the rest of the society, the 

(unmistakably Western) world is presented as consisting of atomized, self-contained 

individuals. The film exposes the tension between seeing individual identities as “born” into 

and therefore fixed and essential, and perceiving them as “borne” constructions that are 

socially/ideologically imposed and thus to some extent fluid (Hoffmann and Peeren 2010: 11). 

Jason Bourne’s search for identity, from start to end, appears to be a solitary endeavour (his 

alliance with Marie starts as a business transaction and only gradually and not without 

setbacks changes into a sentimental relationship) and is accompanied by the wilful desire to 

disentangle himself from any and all connections and commitments he discovers he had in the 

past. Accordingly, confronting his former superior in one of the last scenes of the film, he 

responds to the latter’s remark “I thought we were on the same side” with: “Jason Bourne is 

dead. You go tell them that Jason Bourne is dead. I am on my own side now.”  

The ideology that the narrative overtly opposes is not presented in the disguised form 

of a collectively internalized dominant fiction; rather, it is clearly named and identified as 

manipulative and profoundly evil, allowing the protagonist to confront it in a conscious, 

deliberate way. As Klaus Dodds argues in his analysis of The Bourne Identity, “a man trained, 

programmed, and authorized to maim and kill is ‘cast out’ by his corrupt superiors. He is 

disposable. The security covenant has been broken and these entanglements of power, money, 

and security increasingly endanger Bourne, as he recovers slowly his memory” (Dodds 2010: 

21). 

The figure of Bourne as a former professional assassin deprived of his memory and 

incapable of explaining his numerous extraordinary abilities insistently reminds us of 

Foucault’s notion of the body and mind relationship, where the body appears as contained 

within disciplinary systems and controlled by the mind, which offers the location for 

discursive power. Providing a genealogy of the modern penal system, in Discipline and 

Punish Foucault traces the evolution of the human body from an object of corporal 

punishment into an object that is arranged, regulated and supervised by diffuse structures of 
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power: “[T]he body is directly involved in a political field; power relations have an immediate 

hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform 

ceremonies, to emit signs” (1977: 25). For Foucault, such positioning of the body at the centre 

of “political technology” also accounts for the creation of the modern mind (or soul, as he also 

calls it in this work): 

Beneath the humanization of the penalties, what one finds are all those rules that 

authorize, or rather demand, “leniency,” as a calculated economy of the power to 

punish. But they also provoke a shift in the point of application of this power: it is no 

longer the body, with the ritual play of excessive pins, spectacular brandings in the 

ritual of the public execution; it is the mind or rather a play of representations and 

signs circulating discreetly but necessarily and evidently in the minds of all. (1977: 

101)  

Thus, the body forms the material site of inscription of power relations as represented in 

specific discourses in identifiable institutional complexes, not only prisons, but also schools 

and the army. Subjects come to experience themselves through their investments in these 

power relations. Through the above operation, different cultures develop generally acceptable 

bodily practices and, what is more, produce “docile” and “useful” bodies. By insisting on the 

materiality of the relation between the power structures and the individual, Foucault’s theory 

dovetails with the Althusserian process of interpellation through which ideology, embodied in 

major social and political institutions, effectively shapes the body and the image of the 

subject.31  

Bourne’s body at the beginning of the film presents a perfect example of such a docile, 

malleable instrument driven by external discourses. In the eyes of his CIA employer, he is 

“US government property” and a “functioning thirty million dollar weapon.” The core of 

Bourne’s identity conflict is contained in his exasperated exclamations: “I don’t know who I 

am. I don’t know where I am going, none of it!” “How can I know all that while I don’t know 

who I am,” and “I don’t know what happened. I don’t know who I am. I don’t know who I am 

hiding from. These people know who I am... I’ve got to figure this out!” While the hero’s 

body still infallibly functions as pre-programmed, his mind feverishly searches for ways to 

account for the body’s actions. 

                                                           
31 In his later work, Foucault paid more attention to the interior psychic processes of individuals and to 

what he called “the techniques of the self,” which, according to him, were central to the construction 

of modern Western subjectivity (1985). 
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The film attests that the dependence of the material body on discursive practices and 

the readiness of the mind for acts of interpellation can, in fact, coexist in social reality and 

can, in some cases, even account for unexpected acts of resistance. Thus, even the discovery 

of the fact that his original assassination target was an African ex-dictator named Wombosi 

does not alter Bourne’s resolution to sabotage the CIA’s plans and to bring its operative unit 

to fall. When the hero, through successive flashbacks, remembers his last mission, he sees 

himself at Wombosi’s yacht holding a gun against the sleeping dictator’s head. Wombosi 

opens his eyes and simultaneously Bourne becomes aware of the presence in the room of the 

dictator’s sleeping wife and children. Taken aback, the young man retreats, only to be shot in 

the back by Wombosi and thrown overboard.  

The scene displays a revealing collision between different ideological paradigms. 

While the act of assassination is thought out by an identifiable state apparatus and is clearly 

aimed at the elimination of a political figure representing, according to the US officials, 

oppression and inequality, Bourne’s sudden attack of conscience is supposedly motivated by a 

strongly rooted conception of the nuclear family as a primal, sacred structure and a building 

block for a stable society.32 Thus, the dominant fiction, which had lain dormant until this 

moment, unexpectedly leads to a radical change in the hero’s behaviour, which eventually 

fuels his battle against the hegemonic system and its notions of universal justice and lawful 

violence.  

Allowing Bourne to break through the ideological spinnings of the official power, the 

narrative seems to promote an alternative ideological construction, that of individualism. In a 

way, Bourne’s conduct undermines Derrida’s assertion of the phratrocentric character of the 

Western concept of democracy. Free of doubt or remorse, the hero defeats not only his 

symbolic fathers, but also a number of his “brothers in arms” who are sent to kill him. In this 

way, he denies the existence of any mutual allegiance and the necessity to establish any form 

of fraternal bond as a provision for a successful reconstruction of his identity.33 This reading 

of identity as a predominantly individual matter can be seen as a manifestation of a different 

facet of the dominant fiction through which Western individuals live their relations to the 

existing political, social and economic order.  

                                                           
32 The viewer is led to understand that the true motivations of the CIA are not of a humanitarian but of 

a geopolitical nature.  
33 The only form of relationship Bourne appears to be open to is a romantic one with Marie. There is 

also an implication that he will form a “nuclear family” with her. That particular family bond is held 

up as an ideal until Marie is killed at the start of the next Bourne instalment. 
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Similar to Bourne, Danila too (unconsciously) relies on his past army experience and 

his body’s acquired martial abilities. Especially telling in this sense is a scene towards the end 

where viewers witness Danila’s preparation for his last brotherly encounter with Victor. The 

camera focuses on his hands carefully manufacturing a sawn-off shotgun out of a rifle he 

bought from his alcoholic neighbour. The hands are shown separate from his body and their 

movement is fast and faultless. Shortly after, we see the fingers routinely lacing up the army 

boots the hero sported in the opening sequence of the film. The weapon and the army boots 

allude to Danila’s military past, countering his repeated references to his uneventful time as 

an army headquarter scribe. However, also similar to Bourne, Danila is capable of offering 

resistance to power. The military skills inscribed on his body do not automatically make him 

accept a job with the police, in spite of the promise that this job holds out of providing a solid 

ground for collective identification.  

At the same time, while Bourne passionately searches to recover his memories by 

“trying on” different identities represented by an array of fake passports discovered in the 

bank vault, and in this way to find out who he “really” is, Danila chooses to suppress all 

traces of his previous experience. To that effect, the use of black-outs after each scene, 

according to Russian film critic Yevgenii Margolit, allows each sequence to end with a 

forceful direct action, after which, instead of offering an explanation of the immediate reality, 

the film reveals deaf blackness, “a wall, a sign of non-existence, of death.” Time and again, 

the protagonist accomplishes a deed, a heroic gesture, while remaining inwardly unmoved and 

acting as if he were born anew in every following scene: “[T]he temporal duration of the 

frame ... is present... as a non-duration ... as a ‘non-presence’... The clip-like fleeting 

appearance of frames ... is masterfully used as a sign of the hero’s blindness, or, more 

broadly, of the blindness of this type of conscience. Is it not because the hero is incapable of 

consciously experiencing his own death ...that he remains invincible?” (Margolit 1998: n. 

pag., my translation). The repeated rebirths of the hero seem to suggest that at any given 

moment, by simply turning the page, he can start from a clean slate and become whoever he 

desires to be. Although my earlier analysis disproved this assumption, it is striking how, till 

the very end, Danila’s yearning for a new identity is awarded a fresh opportunity. The image 

of the white snow covering the road to Moscow permits the viewers, against all odds, to 

maintain belief in the possibility of a clean slate and to invest the hero with the newly 

imagined ethical substance necessary for the creation of a shared model of reality and the 

construction of a common identity.  
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The brief comparative analysis I have conducted here imparts something significant 

about the ways individual identity is perceived and constructed in Russian and Western 

contemporary society respectively. Jason Bourne’s quest for a fixed identity only to an extent 

resembles Danila’s search for identification. While Bourne is adamant that he already has an 

identity and only needs to retrieve it, Danila repeatedly fails to identify and has to start anew 

due to the lack of a stable ideal offered by post-Soviet society and a strong pull towards the 

old identifying models of the past. Moreover, the individualistic determinant of Bourne’s 

endeavour stands in stark contrast with Danila’s actions, which, even at his most disengaged 

moments, always bear traces of collective commitments and obligations, together with 

vaguely defined but strong feelings of camaraderie. Finally, it appears that while the Western 

narrativization of identity emphasizes individual agency, responsibility and conscious 

resistance to oppressive state ideologies and restrictive normative systems, Russianness, as it 

re-emerges in the post-Soviet context, first of all focuses on communality and, more 

importantly, on ways of adapting to an incessantly changing environment through both 

opposition to and confirmation of existing (and superseded) power discourses and modes of 

social organization.  

Soviet identity myths in transition 

In this chapter I investigated the main repertoire of cultural tropes employed to serve the 

individual and collective desire to establish and assert a new Russian identity shortly after the 

demise of the Soviet regime. To justify the use of my analytic material, I have expanded 

Fredric Jameson’s notion of national allegory to argue that, set against the background of 

crucial social and political changes, a popular cinematic text revolving around a private 

psychic dynamic can transcend the realm of the purely aesthetic and be effectively brought in 

connection with collectively experienced societal dilemmas. Approaching Aleksei 

Balabanov’s film Brother as such a national allegory, I have followed its protagonist’s 

predicaments to illuminate the communal desire to establish a freshly forged identity which 

would supersede the communist models known from the past and consciously disavowed.  

Through my analysis I have demonstrated that the changed historical conditions did 

not automatically create new mechanisms of identification, nor did these conditions insure the 

opportunity to irrevocably erase the old identificatory benchmarks. The case of Danila clearly 

showed that the need to be socially interpellated forecloses the possibility to forge an identity 

from nothing. While the idea of the blank slate is held out time and again by the film, it is 

simultaneously subverted by unveiling the continuity in Danila’s behaviour and his ultimate 
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inability to break with the past he shares with other members of post-Soviet society. 

Accordingly, I argued that Russian subjects continue to relate the problem of identity to the 

issue of belonging to larger social units, encouraging them to take recourse to the commonly 

interiorized Soviet myths of paternal authority, family and unconditional fraternal loyalty. It 

also became apparent that, in spite of the above myths’ persistence, the emergent social reality 

to a considerable extent destabilizes them, bringing out the complexity of their 

interdependency. As the narrative of Brother unfolds, none of the myths proves able to retain 

its dominant, incontestable position. In that sense, the film problematizes the ostensibly fixed 

relational paradigms between the members of real or metaphorical families, between fathers 

and sons, and between older and younger brothers. With the father absent and the elder 

brother discredited in his capacity to sanction and direct his actions, the young protagonist 

Danila is prompted to assume himself the role of the protector of the weak, the confused and 

the disadvantaged. Yet this still occurs through the long-existing tropes of paternalism and 

brotherhood. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the taking up of the burden of responsibility and 

authority by the new, post-Soviet type of hero does not diminish the foundational power of 

the ideas of fraternity, paternal authority and, more generally, family. It merely resuscitates 

them, albeit in an adjusted form, as natural instruments for effecting a sustainable 

configuration of identity. While here I have focused on the securing and collectivising 

qualities of these ideas, in the next chapter I will interrogate their potentially circumscribing 

and exclusionary effects vis-à-vis certain individuals and groups in the post-Soviet socius. In 

particular, I will explore how the notions of kinship and brotherhood more often than not are 

imbricated with a rigid opposition to the antagonistic other, effectively helping to inform 

social commitments and to distinguish between those who belong and those who do not.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Us versus them: fantasies of otherness in the construction of post-Soviet 

identity  

 

 

Introduction 

In the first chapter of this study, I showed how notions of family and brotherhood are 

considered efficacious instruments for forging affiliations between the members of post-

Soviet Russian society. I argued that the idea of real or metaphoric kinship in contemporary 

Russian culture performs a strong identifying and consolidating function, allowing the 

community to cope with the challenges presented by the constantly changing social 

environment. In this chapter I will look at the same notions of family and brotherhood from a 

different perspective, considering how and under which conditions they are used as criteria 

for individuals and groups to define and defend their selfhood by distinguishing between “us” 

and “them.” I will pay particular attention to situations where the one constructed as other or 

non-familiar (in both senses of the term) is perceived as antagonistic and acquires the status of 

an enemy. To that end I will analyze Aleksei Balabanov’s blockbuster Brother-2 (Brat-2), 

released in 2000 as a sequel to Brother. By comparing this film with the similar second 

instalment of the Bourne trilogy, The Bourne Supremacy (dir. Paul Greengrass, 2004), I will 

demonstrate how otherness is culturally framed and imbricated with the social context in 

which it appears.  

In Brother-2 the viewer finds the protagonist Danila in Moscow, where he is reunited 

with his two former army “brothers,” Il’ia (Kirill Pirogov) and Kostia (Aleksandr Diachenko). 

The three of them are featured in a television programme devoted to the heroes of the 

Chechen war. Danila becomes romantically involved with a well-known popular singer, Irina 

Saltykova (Irina Saltykova), whom he meets in the TV studio’s lobby. Kostia asks his friends 

to help him to release his twin brother Mitia, who is being exploited by the Chicago 

businessman Mennis (Gary Houston). Some years earlier, Mitia, a National Hockey League 

player, signed a contract with Mennis’ firm to represent his interests and to protect him from 

extortion by the Ukrainian mafia operating in Chicago. It transpires that, at the time, Mitia 

had not read the contract properly and now the majority of his earnings is being confiscated 

by Mennis. Kostia makes an attempt to improve the situation with the help of bank owner 

Belkin (Sergei Makovetskii), for whom he works and who has a business relationship with 
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Mennis. When Kostia is murdered by Belkin’s henchmen, Danila and Il’ia take justice into 

their own hands. Danila enlists his older brother Viktor, who arrives in Moscow by command 

of his mother, to travel with him to Chicago in order to settle the score with Mennis. In the 

process, Danila rescues Dasha (Daria Lesnikova), a Russian prostitute, from her African-

American pimp, and rids the streets of Chicago of a number of American villains. At the end 

of the film, Viktor is arrested by the Chicago police for assassinating the leaders of the 

Ukrainian mafia, while Danila and Dasha triumphantly get on a plane back to Moscow. 

Enthusiastically received by a broad spectrum of the Russian audience, Brother-2 was 

simultaneously subjected to numerous critical reviews and derogatory comments by Russian 

and Western journalists and scholars for its undisguised nationalism and anti-Americanism.34 

Moreover, the film was considered to have little artistic value, as more of an “ideological 

project” than a cinematographic artefact. To that effect, Daniil Dondurei remarked:  

The core of the unprecedented popularity of Brother-2 is the fact that, while posing as 

a comedy, it is, in fact, a true ideological project offering its potential viewers not just 

ordinary entertainment according to the transnational standards of mainstream cinema. 

[Instead], against the background of (…) the ideological confusion of the Yeltsin 

decade (…) Balabanov’s (…) Brother-2 provide[s] a stark and unified world picture 

offering an extremely clear referential frame for current events. (2000: n. pag., my 

translation) 

In the same vein, Evgenii Gusiatinskii noted that, in order to compensate for the lack of 

directions that would help to accommodate the all-embracing societal changes, the film 

resuscitates the Soviet past with all its familiar ideological components (2001). However, 

despite the film’s obvious imbrications with the Russian nationalist discourse, I tend not to 

see it as a simple ideological pamphlet. The significance of Brother-2 for my study lies in the 

fact that, more than being an accurate representation of the Soviet ideology and values by 

which the Russian community lived until recently, the film is narrativized as a “crystallized 

fantasy in relation to the anxieties and fears of the nation” (Hashamova 2007: 296).  

 Although the combination of ideology and fantasy might seem contradictory, this is 

not the case if one acknowledges (nationalist) ideology’s perpetual intertwinement with 

existing cultural tropes, tropes that are particularly called upon by the community in periods 

of social instability. In Chapter One, I already argued that the most powerful parts of Soviet 

                                                           
34 For examples, see: Hashamova (2007), Larsen (2003), Lipovetskii (2000), Mantsov (2000), Sirivlia 

(2000). 
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ideology are myths. Analogously to myths that help cultures to achieve an understanding of 

the origins of social phenomena, fantasy operates as “a formal mechanism for the articulation 

of scenarios that are at once historically specific in their representation and detail and 

transcendent of historical specificity” (Scott 2001: 288). The difference – and the critical 

potential – of fantasy resides in a certain degree of dynamicity and agency, as opposed to the 

rather rigid structure of the foundational myth, which leaves the subject little room for 

manoeuvring. In fantasy, as Laplanche and Pontalis emphasise, “the subject (…) appears 

caught up himself in the sequence of images. He forms no representation of the desired object, 

but is himself represented as participating in the scene” (2003: 133). Such participation holds 

out the potential of a possibility to rearrange the fixed order of images and, ultimately, of 

transgressing the socially produced and prescribed structures of identification.  

There are two related aspects of fantasy that make it particularly productive as a 

theoretical approach here. One, which becomes apparent in Laplanche and Pontalis’s quote, is 

fantasy’s tendency to operate as a narrative. In the introduction to this study I referred to 

Lauren Berlant, who also evokes fantasy’s narrative quality when she defines national fantasy 

as comprising national subjects’ intimate relationships to specific stories and signs that help 

them relate to themselves and to the nation (1991: 21-22). Joan Scott makes a similar 

argument when she writes: “Fantasy is at play in the articulation of both individual and 

collective identity; it extracts coherence from confusion, reduces multiplicity to singularity, 

and reconciles illicit desire with the law. It enables individuals and groups to give themselves 

histories” (2001: 289). In the present context, I want to suggest that the “unified world 

picture” constructed in Brother-2 presents exactly such a concise, tightly knit narrative that 

rearranges the chaotic and contingent elements of reality into a coherent sequence, 

neutralizing or eliminating any potentially disruptive parts.  

The second feature that makes fantasy important for my analysis is its profoundly 

social dimension. Fantasy, as Jacqueline Rose argues, “is not (…) antagonistic to social 

reality; it is its precondition or psychic glue. But fantasy surely ceases to be a private matter if 

it fuels, or at least plays its part in, the collective will” (1996: 3). In this chapter therefore I 

will approach the story told in Brother-2 as a fantastic narrative that forges specific 

relationships of power in the real world by re-enacting one of the crucial mechanisms of 

individual and collective self-identification, namely its reliance on the concept of otherness.  

The most vigorous argument regarding fantasy’s close association with the discourse 

of otherness in Western theory undeniably belongs to Slavoj Žižek, who contends that fantasy 

sustains subjects’ satisfaction with reality because it answers the question of who they are and 
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what they are to others. Moreover, Žižek conceives of fantasy as the indispensable supporting 

mechanism of any ideological edifice: it strengthens the latter’s hold on subjects by 

structuring their excessive, irrational enjoyment. The Lacanian concept of enjoyment 

(jouissance) in Žižek’s work signifies that which escapes the Symbolic, a non-rational kernel 

that goes beyond subjects’ understanding of their position in the world. Assigning enjoyment 

a socio-political function, Žižek insists that a contingent element of reality may assume an 

excessive, special role and, through this, attach subjects to the existing ideological 

formations.35 In The Plague of Fantasies, he explains how fantasy keeps open the possibility 

of enjoyment since it offers an explanation for the current lack of enjoyment by positing the 

other as the one who steals or threatens to corrupt it. Importantly, a fantastic narrative 

simultaneously reproduces and obscures a fundamental societal conflict, antagonism or 

contradiction by rearranging it into a temporal succession of events and by focusing subjects’ 

attention on the allegedly masked expressions of the terrifying Real. By offering the example 

of the anti-Semitic demonic image of the Jew, Žižek further demonstrates how an evocation 

of the ultimate Horror serves as a “phantasmic screen enabling us to avoid confrontation with 

the social antagonism” (2008: 6, n. 5).  

The fantasy of a culpable other not only conceals the true origins of a social conflict 

and secures the status of its false resolution; holding others accountable for social malaise also 

frees subjects from the responsibility of critical self-reflection. In relation to post-Soviet 

Russian society, the latter notion is advanced by Yurii Levada. Assessing the changes in the 

collective consciousness that took place in the period from 1989 to 2000, Levada starts by 

asserting that, throughout the Soviet epoch, the state ideology conceived of the society as a 

stable and undividable organism. Such a claim to unity could only be sustained by drawing a 

continuous contrast with other countries and cultures in an attempt to prove Russia’s imperial 

greatness and ability to survive on the global stage. Accordingly, the Soviet subject, who was 

ideologically tied to the state, pursued self-definition by means of differentiating itself from 

other national and cultural identities:  

Similar to the need of an imperial state community to define itself through relations 

with others and to prove repeatedly its ability to survive among other states, an 

individual connected to such a state by the chains of paternalistic dependency needed 

                                                           
35 See, for more on socio-political function of enjoyment in Žižek’s theory, Dean’s Žižek’s Politics 

(2006). 
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self-affirmation by way of comparison with the people belonging to other countries 

and cultures (“the foreigners”). (Levada 2000: 164, my translation) 

The urge to compare between “our” and “foreign” values and ways of living has become 

considerably stronger in recent years, owing to the “uncertainties that have to do with the 

demise of the [Soviet] Union and the change of Russia’s position in the world” (Levada 2000: 

164, my translation). Levada demonstrates how, in the face of constantly shifting referential 

frames, disoriented subjects inevitably take recourse to the familiar Soviet mechanisms of 

self-identification. As a result, the secure construction of identity involves an activation of 

two contradictory but mutually dependent operations. On the one hand, subjects engage in a 

process of often unsubstantiated self-glorification. On the other hand, they experience feelings 

of incompleteness and backwardness. To alleviate the frustration with their concrete 

circumstances, these subjects then indulge in self-diminution and self-denigration, expressed 

by such formulae as “we are not like others; we don’t want what others want.” Paradoxically, 

the subjects’ position of superiority at times is sustained by references to the unique quality of 

their social misfortune.  

Levada’s understanding of the other as a potent instrument of socio-cultural self-

definition is further developed by Lev Gudkov, who focuses on the systematic conflation, in 

state ideology and public imagery, of the other with the enemy. In particular, Gudkov explains 

that the question of who, in Russia, can be seen as a personification of the other and 

ultimately perceived as an enemy strongly depends on the social and economic status of the 

individual or group and on the context in which the mechanism of othering is activated.  

Taking my cue from these theories, I will begin my analysis of Brother-2 by exploring 

how Levada’s explication of the other’s particular function as a cultural marker to assert the 

subject’s own superiority is articulated in the film. Žižek’s theory of the socio-political 

function of enjoyment and Gudkov’s notion of the enemy will be engaged to interrogate the 

way, in the film, designated others are presented as culprits for national subjects’ adversity. I 

will proceed to take a closer look at the specific criteria used in the film to distinguish 

antagonistic others and to define their roles in the protagonists’ assertion of selfhood. The 

comparison of my Russian object with The Bourne Supremacy is designed to clarify 

similarities and discrepancies between articulations of the other and its position versus the self 

in Russia and the West. In the last part of this chapter I will invoke Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory 

of dialogism to address the monologic facets of post-Soviet Russian cultural identity and the 

way these appear in Brother-2. The concept of dialogism will help me to explore whether the 
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worldview articulated in the film as a collective fantasy can accommodate a potential for a 

non-binary, less antagonistic arrangement of identifying elements in the context of the post-

Soviet Russian subject and community. 

Self-assigned superiority and Russian “truth” 

Levada’s assertion that in the post-Soviet society identification often proceeds along the lines 

of asserting Russian cultural superiority is clarified Brother-2 in a number of instances. Thus, 

in the opening scene, mirroring the previous film, Danila crosses the site of a video shoot set 

against the background of an autumnal landscape on the bank of the Moskva River, 

accompanied by music from Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake. This time, the video features a young 

man Danila’s age leaning against a gleaming black Hummer and reciting, with an unsteady 

voice, a canonical poem by the 19th-century Russian poet Mikhail Lermontov: “No, I am not 

Byron, I am different / Still unknown, chosen son of fate / Like him, a pilgrim persecuted by 

the world / But with a Russian soul.”36 Unlike in the first film, Danila does not interfere with 

the mise-en-scène and proceeds without granting the amateur actor even a glimpse of his 

attention. 

An explanation for Danila’s indifference follows only a few minutes later when he 

enters the hall of the Ostankino studio building, where he has been invited to take part in a 

fashionable talk show. Yet, the preoccupation with his pending television appearance can only 

partially account for the protagonist’s apparent distractedness. Unlike Nautilus’s song in the 

first film, which was not known to him, Lermontov’s poem presumably does not trigger his 

curiosity because for decades it has been included in the Russian secondary school curriculum 

as obligatory reading matter. Stored in virtually every Russian person’s memory, it has lost 

the ability to surprise. Instead, one can assume that, together with other canonical texts, music 

and visual images, the poem forms part of a repository of symbols and values, which to a 

great extent define the Russian people’s collective self and their view of the world. The role 

classical literature and canonical high culture in general continue to play in the self-assertion 

of post-Soviet identities is understandable in the light of Levada’s contention that the idea of 

internationally acknowledged cultural accomplishments and the ensuing feelings of 

superiority act as a stabilizing factor in times when other possible grounds of identification 

are severely damaged or destroyed. 

Seen from this vantage point, Lermontov’s poem and Tchaikovsky’s music fulfil a 

strong consolidating function, allowing Russian viewers to collectively relate to their 

                                                           
36 As translated by Larsen (2003). 
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established cultural heritage.37 Moreover, the film text itself constitutes a strong ideological 

address, highlighting the otherness of Russians in relation to the rest of the world. Here, the 

fact of being other provides one with a feeling of superiority vis-à-vis the West, taking into 

account the latter’s fascination with the impenetrable and ever-tormented Russian soul. The 

exotic (to Western eyes) Russian uses his otherness – he is like Byron, but also different – to 

assert his subjectivity and to enforce his claim to an exclusive status and a unique vocation.  

In Brother-2, this self-assigned superiority is repeatedly manifested in the way the 

characters relate to the Western world and especially to the US. Thus, when Danila queries 

Dasha about the real import of the American phrase “How are you?” she answers: “Nothing is 

for real for them, except for money,” pointing to the supposed superficiality and hypocrisy of 

interpersonal relationships among Americans and implicitly opposing it to the uncontested 

Russian ability to empathize. Even well-travelled Irina replies to Danila’s remark that he has 

never been to America by saying: “It doesn’t matter; there is nothing there to look for.”  

The most telling affirmation of the Russian cultural supremacy occurs in the pay-off 

scene at the end of the film. Before extracting the money from Mennis, Danila asks his 

quivering adversary the following questions: 

Tell me, American, what is power? Is it really money? Now my brother says that 

money is power, and you have a lot of money, but so what? I think that power comes 

from truth. Whoever holds the truth is the one who is more powerful. Now you have 

deceived somebody, made a pile of money and what of it? Have you become more 

powerful? No, you haven’t. Because you don’t possess the truth. But the one you 

deceived, he has the truth, and he is more powerful. Yes?  

The ideological thrust of this monologue resides in the polysemantic quality of the Russian 

word pravda, which can be translated as “truth” but also as “right,” “fairness” and “justice,” 

provoking, in this case, a range of mutually complimentary interpretations. Thus, Susan 

Larsen, in choosing “right,” suggests the filmmakers seek to validate the young man’s status 

as a national hero and to attest that he has both “might” and “right” on his side (2003: 509-

10). Yana Hashamova, on the other hand, prefers “justice” and asserts that by making Danila 

                                                           
37 A series of comparative international surveys, in which the Levada Analytical Centre took part in 

the early 2000s showed that whereas the post-Soviet citizens’ allegiance with the concept of the 

Russian nation is strong, the majority of them do not ascribe value to their country’s political, 

technological and economic achievements. The only exception is made for sports, art, literature and 

the historical past, of which more than one third of the Russian population claim to be proud (Dubin 

2004: 312, n. 13). 
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more powerful the narrative “naturally” equates justice with “the Russian point of view, 

especially that of the weak and the poor” (299). Finally, Daniil Dondurei points to the Soviet 

narrative strategy of replacing the search for cultural prevalence through intellectual or artistic 

achievement with an abstract and therefore incontestable notion of the universal superiority of 

“our” Truth and “our” Justice (2000, n. pag.).  

All three of these interpretations echo Svetlana Boym’s historical ruminations on the 

cultural significance of the concept of Russian truth in her book Common Places: 

The affirmation of Russian truth and truthful behaviour is one of the important cultural 

obsessions inherent in the intelligentsia’s discourse on Russian identity since the 

nineteenth century. It is closely linked to the relationships between Russia and the 

West and the attitudes towards Westernized conventions, rules and laws of behaviour, 

conceptions of legality and the legal system, and boundaries between social and 

antisocial, lawful and unlawful, private and public. (1994: 96) 

The Russian notion of truth’s ability to function as a guiding principle for a variety of 

attitudes and forms of behaviour before, during and after communism allows me to consider it 

as an important element of the Russian nation’s dominant fiction, defined in the previous 

chapter as the preferred constellation of images and discourses in which the society 

recognizes itself at a given moment in history. Moreover, I want to suggest that the collective 

investment in the (unspecified) concept of Russian truth, analogously to the unique Russian 

idea discussed in the introduction to this study, at the present time is an indicator of the 

perceived absence of significant political and socioeconomic hallmarks, such as well-

functioning legal and civic institutions, advanced sciences and technologies, economic 

security and a developed system of social welfare. As Dubin remarks, in concert with Levada, 

the lack of tangible achievements in the above areas enforces, in the collective psyche, the 

myth of Russia’s special historical mission, based on the exceptional character of its people 

and the incomparable quality of its culture (2004: 312). Considered from this perspective, the 

pay-off scene in the film constitutes a perfect reflection of the reified collective desire to re-

establish a vital and powerful national image through a wish-fulfilling discourse that 

combines ideological survivals from the Soviet past with elements of the dominant fiction of 

Russian cultural supremacy. 

Although the emphatic stance of superiority can be seen as constitutive of the Russian 

attitude vis-à-vis the West, in a number of cases in the film it is taken in the face of Danila’s 

compatriots, showing that its foundation is a contingent fantasy. Thus, the opening sequence I 
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described earlier identifies a different inferior other than the Western one. As mentioned, the 

viewer is led to assume that the young man reciting the poem is a new Russian businessman 

by the metonymic connection between him and the black Hummer. What is thought-

provoking here is the juxtaposition of the obtrusive materiality of the car, as an emblem of the 

proliferating capitalist order, and the timeless ethereal spirituality of the poem and the 

accompanying music. This seems to indicate a condemnation of the cultural pretentions of the 

nouveau riches, represented by the young man, and of their use of the cultural capital, which, 

in post-Soviet Russia, serves as a major defining factor of the personal and collective ego.  

Brother-2 contains an extensive gallery of others whose exaggeratedly negative 

characteristics allow Danila (and, by implication, the collective Russian subject) to safely 

identify himself as morally superior and more culturally elevated.38 In the next section I will 

investigate who else is held accountable and for what reasons by focusing on the social 

conditions under which specific (phantasmatic) criteria of otherness are conceived and put 

into operation in Brother-2.  

The other in a disaffected society 

In the introduction to this chapter I invoked Žižek’s concept of fantasy as a force that 

facilitates subjects’ understanding of concrete and particular relationships of power in the real 

world by way of organizing the array of contingent social events into a coherent narrative. In 

such a narrative the phantasmatic other represents the reason for the subjects’ perceived lack 

of enjoyment or a threat to the possibility of having it. In relation to present-day Russia, it can 

be said that, unable to comprehend the complexity of their real circumstances, the people 

engage in a fantasy of the other who can effectively be held accountable for the collectively 

experienced social ill-fortune. Thus, in his discussion of post-Soviet subjects’ negative 

identity (negativnaya identichnost’) Gudkov shows how, owing to the radical inability to take 

responsibility for their own situation, they tend to blame different categories of others, be it 

“new Russians,” corrupted authorities, criminals, Chechens or the West (2007: n. pag.).  

In line with Gudkov’s assertion, Russia in Brother-2 is populated by citizens severely 

dissatisfied with their lives and harbouring a considerable amount of animosity towards each 

other and the external world. This ressentiment is most acutely expressed by an angry taxi 

driver who navigates the streets of Moscow with Danila on board. Swearing at his fellow 

chauffeurs and careless pedestrians, the man bursts out in the following tirade: 

                                                           
38 Apart from the new Russians, two other types of people explicitly portrayed as provoking irritation 

and dislike in the film are Russian celebrities and bankers. 
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This is a country of assholes and half-wits! You vote for a slim figure, and a year later 

you see this fat pigface on television, and he dares to teach me how to live, jerk! 

Our generation had much fewer retards…. What happened? Once there were normal 

people and now there are idiots everywhere! This is a paradox!  

This rant puts into words the sentiments of a large part of the Russian population vis-à-vis the 

democratically chosen policy makers, who are believed to be incompetent and exclusively 

concerned with their own wellbeing.39 Significantly, although Brother-2 was produced in 

2000, the annual sociological survey conducted by the Levada Analytical Centre at the end of 

2013 revealed that the situation has hardly changed. In an interview with Radio Svoboda in 

January 2014, one of the centre’s leading sociologists, Alexei Levinson, noted that only 39% 

of the respondents consider the Russian Parliament (the Duma) an efficacious political 

institution, while 43% are of the opinion that the Russian president could make do without it. 

What is more, Russian MPs continue to be perceived by the citizens as “filling up their 

pockets” and “thinking exclusively about themselves.” According to Levinson, very few 

people actually mentioned the Duma’s legislative function or the fact that the country is 

managed by the laws it develops and adopts (2014, n. pag.). The prevalent feeling of political 

disaffection uncovered by the survey can only partly be explained by failed reforms, 

bureaucratic corruption and the unsatisfactory welfare level of the population. As of yet, the 

collectively expressed discontent has not resulted in an actual mobilisation of public forces 

aimed at socio-political transformation. The authorities are, in fact, treated as the necessary 

other on the basis of whose failures the public can exonerate itself for their lack of political, 

social and economic initiative. In this respect, it is telling that the results of the survey showed 

that only 12% of the respondents felt that they could actually influence decision making in 

matters of national importance. At the same time, more than half of respondents professed not 

to be interested in politics and circa 80% preferred to refrain from any political activity. Two 

thirds of answers contained phrases such as “politics is for the authorities; I only mind my 

quotidian business” and “one cannot change anything, no matter what” (Gudkov 2014a: n. 

pag., my translation). 

In their respective analyses of the survey outcomes, Levinson and Gudkov foreground 

the close connection between public dissatisfaction with the authorities and dependency upon 

                                                           
39 Also significant in this scene is the disapproval of a parliament member putting on weight after his 

election. Fat people in Russian popular culture are traditionally associated with greed and self-interest. 

The most telling example of this physiognomy is offered in a well-known revolutionary fairy tale, 

Three Fat Men by Yurii Olesha (1924), which equates being fat with exploitation and abuse of power. 
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the same governing bodies. They see this as an aftereffect of the Soviet totalitarian system, 

which produced generations of atomised and mistrustful citizens held together only by their 

dependency upon the official rule in their effort to survive. The same relation to power still 

plays an important role in the self-identification of the Russian socius, ensuring compliance 

with the ruling government’s decisions, even those widely perceived as inadequate and 

therefore reviled. In the conclusion of his analysis, Gudkov notes: “There is a simplification 

of the society going on; instead of aiming for change, complexity and support for the values 

of civic society, with its capacity to take up the tasks which the authorities fail to perform, 

there is an attempt to adjust. […] A large part of society finds itself in a state of apathy” 

(2014a: n. pag., my translation).40 In the film, Danila’s patient, even indulgent silence in 

response to the taxi driver’s verbal eruption can in fact be said to represent this very attitude 

of public detachment.  

To a degree, the apathetic reaction of ordinary Russians to the current situation, which 

simultaneously expresses resistance and compliance, can be related to Berlant’s notion of 

infantile citizenship. In her collection of essays on sex and citizenship in the contemporary 

US, Berlant coins this term to explain the “paralysed cynical apathy” as the stance “normal or 

moral” Americans often choose to assume (1997: 29). Berlant contends that the infantile 

citizen, "whose naïve citizenship surfaces constantly as the ideal type of patriotic personhood 

in America," can only occupy spaces of idealistic faith in the system, spaces which quickly 

become ones of faith in the potential of the system and disillusionment in its lack of actuality 

(1997: 21). Such a citizen does not perceive structures of power as affecting his life, does not 

recognize what he represents in this changed world, and vacillates between ideals and a 

traumatized apathy (Berlant 1997: 21). Embracing apathy, he frees himself from the necessity 

to take decisions, thus renouncing the opportunity to transform the forces he perceives as 

threatening and to transcend his pitiable circumstances.  

In present-day Russia, it can be said that the manifestation of naïve citizenship, in 

combination with the generally perceived lack of viable alternatives to the remnants of Soviet 

ideology, effectively produces the above state of apathy, which, in turn, precludes the 

                                                           
40 In her article “Alienation, Apathy, or Ambivalence?: ‘Don’t Knows’ and Democracy in Russia,” 

Ellen Carnaghan considers apathy among the reasons for the large number of undecided answers in the 

opinion surveys conducted in Russia in the early 1990s, besides fear of repressive measures and mere 

confusion. Gudkov’s apathy, however, is of a different kind. The citizens he discusses do not lack 

concern nor are they opinionless. Instead, their opinions bear witness to an absolute feeling of 

impasse, which prompts their disengagement and unwillingness to participate in any form of political 

or civic activity. 
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citizens’ ability to engage in issues larger than themselves. This apathy, Gudkov argues, also 

impedes the development of a radically different understanding of human relationships based 

on the mutual recognition of personal and professional achievements that does not necessarily 

require trials for absolute fidelity to “us” and the acute rejection of “them.” As a consequence, 

the atomised individual, in order to survive life’s many uncertainties, becomes part of the 

collective space where vilified others, real or imagined, are conjured to provide the “us-

matrix” with credibility and force (2007). Taking my cue from the above contention, I would 

like to argue that the simplification of the socius and the division into “us” and “them” leads 

to the creation, in the collective psyche, of a fantasy of culpable others who can be easily 

singled out according to archaic and supposedly unfailing criteria of familial belonging.  

The main discriminatory criterion of otherness put forward in Brother-2 is derived 

from a notion of kinship that comprises a set of quite divergent elements. In a world full of 

untrustworthy others, as the man selling guns to Danila and Il’ia remarks, “the [ones who are] 

‘ours’ are brothers to each other in spite of themselves.” Thus, Danila clearly relates to 

Belkin’s seven-year-old son. Even before he actually meets him at a school matinee, the 

protagonist poses as the boy’s older brother; later, he introduces himself to the child as his 

new teacher of literature.41 Irina’s bodyguard Boris is perceived as belonging to the group 

because of his military service in Afghanistan, while Dasha is perceived as “ours” by Danila 

owing to her ethnic Russianness. It should be noted, however, that the demarcation along the 

line of ethnic belonging in Brother-2 is less clear-cut than it is claimed to be by many of the 

film’s early critics.42 In one scene, Danila invokes an affective memory of his old friend 

Hoffman, the German who played an important role in the previous film.  

A possible explanation for this is offered by Dondurei, who points out, in connection 

to Brother, that the German characters in the film are culturally and socially marginalized and 

therefore can be considered as “ours,” their foreign origin notwithstanding (1998: 66). Thus, 

the question of belonging here is decided on the basis of one’s quality of suffering and the 

concomitant status of a victim, in Gudkov’s sense. A similar denominative action is 

performed in the case of the American driver Ben Johnson, who is identified as “a brother” 

due to his proletarian background and no-nonsense way of living. The latter kinship appears 

to be based on the images of the American working class that were, in the recent past, 

abundantly provided by Soviet reporters and are still firmly imprinted on the collective 

                                                           
41 By presenting himself as a teacher, Danila assumes the function of a surrogate father, thus again 

reinforcing the role of familial bonds in the “we” versus “they” construction. 
42 See, for instance, Hashamova (2007). 
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memory.43 The last two instances also testify that the collective Russian psyche still contains 

small ideological units pertaining to the Soviet discourse of international solidarity; these, 

however, become activated only in circumstances where the others are recognized as similar 

based on class or, more often, degree of social deprivation. 

 In spite of the presence of these unthreatening others recognized as “ours,” the 

leitmotiv of a deeply felt hostility towards ethnic non-Russians, already present in the 

previous film, here is elaborated upon with noticeable vigour. The gallery of reviled ethnic 

others, opened in Brother by the Chechen “black-assed scams,” is enlarged through the 

addition of a rich variety of other characters allegedly posing a threat to the wholesomeness of 

the Russian people’s culture. Thus, the singer Philip Kirkorov, apart from belonging to the 

denounced showbiz scene, is condemned by Viktor for being namby-pamby in a typical 

Rumanian way. When told by Irina that Kirkorov is in fact Bulgarian, Viktor nonchalantly 

retorts: “Oh? And what’s the difference?”44 Ethnic others are also the ones whose actions can 

unmistakably be found reprehensible, as is shown in the portrayal of the Jewish car trader in 

Brighton as shamelessly selling the trusting Danila a defect vehicle at a ridiculously high 

price and of the Ukrainian bandits in Chicago, who, following Belkin’s orders, are shown to 

maliciously hinder the Bagrov brothers’ heroic performance.  

The manifestations of ethnic nationalism in the film sustain Žižek’s insistence on the 

socio-political status of enjoyment, allowing any contingent element of reality to become 

“elevated to the dignity of a Thing” (qtd. in Dean 2006: 47). Accordingly, Žižek contends that 

“[t]he element which holds together a given community cannot be reduced to the point of 

symbolic identification: the bond linking together its members always implies a shared 

relationship toward a Thing, toward Enjoyment incarnated” (2003: 201). With respect to 

national identity, the Thing comprises a unanimously shared belief that a set of specific 

features, customs and rituals is what distinguishes “us” from “them.”  

Since there exists no tangible positive ground for communal enjoyment, the latter 

emerges in the collective psyche in the form of myths and fantasies that elaborate on the 

threat of others trying to steal “our” Thing by corrupting “our” values and traditions with their 

own peculiar enjoyment. Consequently, the others’ enjoyment is perceived as intrusive, 

excessive and daring in that “they” refuse to subordinate it to the common Symbolic order to 

which the given community believes to have sacrificed its own. “[W]hat ‘bothers’ us in the 

                                                           
43 Even the character’s name is reminiscent of a generalization with regard to representation of the 

ordinary people in the West to whom Soviet viewers were supposed to relate. 
44 Significantly, Viktor’s own nickname in the criminal circuit is “the Tartar,” which refers not to his 

ethnic origin but to the ancient stereotype of the Tartar people as savage and bloodthirsty.  
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‘other’ (Jew, Japanese, African, Turk) is that he appears to entertain a privileged relationship 

to the object – the other either possesses the object-treasure, having snatched it away from us 

(which is why we don’t have it), or he poses a threat to our possession of the object” (Žižek 

2006: 300). As a result of seeing others’ enjoyment as foreign, unattainable and therefore 

threatening, the members of the group come to realise the special nature of their own way of 

life. In other words, the thought that it can be spoiled or even stolen paradoxically permits the 

people to experience the shared enjoyment as real and, more importantly, constitutive of their 

community’s uniqueness. In this way, Žižek’s theory provides a psychoanalytic explanation 

of Levada’s notion of cultural superiority as nurtured by the post-Soviet Russian society. 

Along with the escalation of the nationalist centripetal movement in the West as a 

reaction to accelerating global processes of political and economic migration, Žižek pays 

particular attention to the ongoing violent outbursts of ethnic splitting in the former 

communist countries. He argues that it would be incorrect to consider the rise of ethnic 

nationalism in these regions to be an effect of “the alleged Communist betrayal of national 

roots” (Žižek 2003: 208). According to Žižek, the more totalitarian the power structure in 

these countries was, the stronger the attachment it demonstrated to the national idea. The 

manner in which, for instance, the fallen communist regime is now denounced by the Russian 

right-wing nationalist movement as an alleged Jewish conspiracy “reproduces in its pure [...] 

form the way the Enemy was constructed in the late Communist nationalist-totalitarian 

regimes: once we overthrow the Communist symbolic form, what we get is the underlying 

relation to the ethnic Cause, stripped of this form” (Žižek 2003: 209). It is noteworthy that the 

ethnic prejudices of Russians do not exclusively focus on the discordant domestic situation, 

but are also directed outwards, including at the Western world with its, in the eyes of 

“ordinary” Russians, excessive accumulation of wealth, dissolution of organic social ties and 

generally foreign way of living.  

In Brother-2 the prevailing suspicion and hostility toward various others is 

continuously fed by references to the insecure state of war the Russian people find themselves 

in. A symptom of this condition is the easy availability of a wide range of fire arms in the 

narrative, from the famous revolutionary “Maxim” machine-gun to the most advanced 

equipment inherited from the latest operations Russian troops were involved in. The weapons 

are traded out of an old storehouse by a young man wearing a German military uniform and 

answering to the nickname “the Fascist.” The man’s nonchalant explanation of his 

unconventional trade as “the echo of the war” reinforces the characters’ (and viewers’) 

conviction that there exists an incessant external menace.  
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In his conceptualization of otherness, Gudkov explains the mechanism by which the 

image of the other in the collective psyche becomes conflated with the image of the enemy. In 

a situation of insecurity, the other initially provokes collective feelings of diffuse 

suspiciousness, lack of trust and watchfulness, which in turn advances the sense of being an 

“us.” This sense allows the group of individuals to define themselves as metaphorical kin 

without being obligated to rely on any distinctive socio-cultural qualities they might have in 

common. “Us” simply becomes qualified as “not others” and ultimately “not enemies” 

(Gudkov 2004a: 561-65). 

Gudkov further elaborates that enemies can be distinguished not only according to the 

nature of their threat, but that their status also depends on the threat’s scale and the kind of 

authority which is perceived capable of taking countermeasures to protect the community. In 

other words, the concretization of the enemy image always correlates with the concrete forms 

of power that the group identifies with (Gudkov 2004a: 564-65). Accordingly, Danila 

decisively assumes the authority to protect his imagined next of kin, legitimating the 

extinction of all allegedly evil forces he happens to come across. “In wartime, Russians never 

abandon their own,” he declares when, unrequested, he rescues Dasha from her exploiters.  

Brother-2 employs various strategies to validate the feeling of being “us” versus 

“them,” to insert the audience in the story, and especially to make them participate in Danila’s 

adventures in America, the prevalent image of which appears to be that of a theatre of war. 

One of the aesthetic devices engaged to this purpose is the replication of the structure of a 

multi-levelled, first-person shooter videogame (FPS). In the FPS the player is inserted into the 

game by means of a mode of focalization that makes the shooter’s eyes become the player’s 

and thus excludes certain aspects of the environment and highlights others.45 Focalization 

produces a strong sense of immersion: the player acquires “the feeling of being there” and 

becomes “caught up in the world of the game’s story” on the diegetic level (McMahan 2003: 

68). In other words, the FPS employs the subjective perspective to create the player’s sense of 

identification and to facilitate an affective, active and mobile subject position (Galloway 

2006: 69). In the film, this device is collectivized; it is not a singular individual but the “we” 

of the film audience that shares focalization.  

                                                           
45 In using the term focalization, I take my cue from Mieke Bal’s elaboration on the concept in 

Narratology and Looking In: The Art of Viewing, where she specifies focalization as “the relationship 

between the elements presented – that which is ‘seen’ or perceived – and the vision through which 

they are seen or presented” (2001: 43). 
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Figure 2.1. a-d: Screenshots from Brother-2 (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

This is most powerfully demonstrated in the episode in which Danila singlehandedly 

kills a couple of dozen of Mennis’ associates in the back parlours of a seedy bar to get 

information about their boss’s whereabouts (figures 2.1. a-d). In this scene, the immersive 

focalization of the FPS is fully replicated. One does not actually see the protagonist but looks 

through his eyes, following the muzzle of a gun that shoots down the figures emerging from 

multiple doors in a long corridor. As Danila merges with the viewers, they experience the 

exhilarating feeling of dominance and control. It is not surprising then, that upon the release 

of Brother-2 various Russian audiences explicitly mentioned the powerful sense of 

identification with the hero and his actions in this scene. 

In this section I have shown how the other in Brother-2 is constructed as an enemy to 

help Russian viewers find an explanation for their perceived social misfortune, alleviate 

diffuse feelings of endangerment and acquire, if only fictionally, control of their 

circumstances. The successful immersion of the viewers in the narrative is indicative of their 

openness to the types of identification offered by the film and, I suggest, of the film’s 

capitalization on the general atmosphere of public ressentiment with regard to the socio-
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political situation in contemporary Russia. This allows me to argue that, although the 

mechanisms of othering might appear similar in different socio-cultural environments, the 

exact elaboration of who these others are and how they are dealt with is specific to the context 

in which the film was made. To further substantiate this argument, in the next section I will 

compare Brother-2 to The Bourne Supremacy, which ponders the discourse of otherness in 

relation to identity and the neo-liberal Western society where this discourse circulates.  

The cultural specificity of otherness  

In The Bourne Supremacy (dir. Paul Greengrass, 2004) the protagonist (Matt Damon) and his 

girlfriend Marie (Franka Potente) are living in Goa, India. At night, Bourne is tortured by 

flashbacks of his first murder mission as a CIA agent carried out a in a Berlin hotel some 

years ago. At Marie’s insistence he keeps a diary to systematize his re-emerging memories. 

Meanwhile, in Berlin, a CIA operation to purchase classified Russian documents, the so-

called "Neski Files,” is intercepted by a Russian FSB agent, Kirill (Karl Urban), who, by 

planting Bourne’s fingerprints, frames the latter as the perpetrator. Later on, in an attempt to 

assassinate Bourne, Kirill kills Marie, while the protagonist manages to escape. Bourne 

subsequently travels to Naples, Munich, Amsterdam, and Berlin with the purpose of detecting 

why and by whom he has been targeted. He gradually gains full recollection of his 

assassination of the Russian politician Neski and his wife in Berlin, and uncovers his former 

bosses’ conspiracy. Bourne then travels to Moscow to find Neski’s orphaned daughter Irina 

(Oksana Akinshina) to tell her the real story of her parents’ death. The last episode of the film 

features Bourne in New York, where he makes a phone call to the new CIA Deputy Director, 

who, in an attempt at reconciliation, reveals his real name and date of birth. Bourne abruptly 

ends the conversation to disappear again.  

 As with Brother and The Bourne Identity, which I analyzed in Chapter One, the two 

films feature considerable similarities in terms of their narrative structure and consequently 

provide ample material for a comparison between the Western and Russian take on the 

problem of otherness. The action in both films is prompted by a violent death of a close friend 

in Danila’s case and his girlfriend in Bourne’s. Both protagonists thus enter the space of 

contestation not of their own volition but are drawn into it by an external force designated as 

evil. However, their psychological condition at this point and throughout the narrative differs 

considerably.  

Bourne is internally torn by feelings of remorse concerning his prior history, which 

still partly remains inaccessible to him. He suffers bouts of self-alienation when, in spite of 
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his conscious desire to break with the past and Marie’s legacy of non-violence, he repeatedly 

takes recourse to manipulation and destruction. In Chapter One, I approached his behaviour 

from the vantage point of Foucault’s conceptualization of the human body as a material site of 

inscription of power relations. In the second film, the main cause of the hero’s psychic 

disturbance continues to be his intention to purge a carefully programmed killing machine 

from his body. Ironically, this programming constitutes an invaluable asset in the crusade for 

truth and self-determination.  

Contrary to Bourne, Danila does not demonstrate any symptoms of mental confusion 

or grief, even after the assassination of his best friend. However, as I argued in Chapter One, 

the hero’s personality is undeniably shaped by his military background, which informs his 

perception of reality as a constant menace. Significant in this respect is Danila’s reproachful 

remark concerning Irina’s music: “One doesn’t sing this kind of song at war.” Irina’s retort: 

“You are not at war,” harbours a critique of Danila’s war mentality and an effort to break it. 

Unfortunately, the remark does not carry enough persuasive power for Danila. While Bourne 

in the end chooses to abstain from violence by not shooting corrupt CIA official Abbott, 

Danila becomes definitively subjugated by the military discourse that, in the first film, he still 

consciously sought to resist. 

Further comparative analysis of the two films reveals a discrepancy between 

articulations of the other and the other’s position in the socius. In his dealings with always 

clearly distinguished, concrete others, Danila can invariably count on the support of his real or 

imaginary “brothers.” Bourne, in turn, is involved in a solitary combat against a symbiosis of 

international intelligence services and organised crime. The latter functions in the narrative as 

the Other in the Lacanian sense, as the gaze that registers and structures the subject’s acts in 

the symbolic network. Importantly, while in the first film Bourne was looking to restore the 

gaze as a point of symbolic identification that would allow him to make sense of himself and 

his actions, he now consciously resists subjugation by the subjectivizing frame, preferring a 

fragmented identity and the absence of structuring boundaries to the promise of completeness 

and solidity. Thus, Bourne himself becomes other to the system by refusing to be constructed 

as a function of the dominant ideology with its pre-established relations between desire and 

punishment or transgression and law. 

Moreover, initially crossed out as dead in the CIA files and lured back to the world of 

the living only as a consequence of the discovery of his fingerprints at the crime scene, 

Bourne acquires features reminiscent of Derrida’s seminal conceptualisation of spectrality: 
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The specter, as its name indicates, is the frequency of a certain visibility. But the 

visibility of the invisible. [...] The specter is also, among other things, what one 

imagines, what one thinks one sees and which one projects – on an imaginary screen 

where there is nothing to see. Not even the screen sometimes, and a screen always has, 

at bottom, in the bottom or background that it is, a structure of disappearing 

apparition. But now one can no longer get any shut-eye, being so intent to watch out 

for the return. [...] The perspective has to be reversed, once again: ghost or revenant, 

sensuous-non-sensuous, visible-invisible, the specter first of all sees us. (1994: 125) 

As a revenant, Bourne is simultaneously present and absent, traceable through his fingerprints 

and images on surveillance monitors, yet physically ungraspable. His untimely reappearance 

effectively destabilizes the symbolic divide between good and evil professed by the system, 

revealing the inevitable intertwinement and interdependency between the structures supposed 

to sustain and reinforce the existing relationships of legalised power and their dark 

counterpart, as represented by the international conspiracy and criminal practice. 

Dealing with his former superiors, Bourne even succeeds in achieving what Derrida 

calls the visor effect (1994: 6-7). He adroitly oversees his adversaries’ operations without 

being seen himself, which considerably adds to the film’s ambience of subversive uncertainty 

and disturbance. The ensuing actions of the corrupted system to destroy and later to subjugate 

the hero can be seen as attempts to exorcise the ghost and to reinstate the order of symbolic 

relationships and significations. At the same time, in operating like a ghost, Bourne in fact 

seeks to enhance his position as a living, flesh-and-blood individual prone to suffering and 

affection. As if reflecting on the hero’s status, Peggy Kamuf argues that “the ghost is both 

specified, it is a someone, and at the same time of uncertain location and provenance. The 

violence this provokes would, so to speak, put the ghost in its place” (qtd. in Horstkotte and 

Peeren 2007: 14). Bourne, however, resists being put in his place or “conjured away” by those 

seeking “to keep the keys to a power” (Derrida 1994: 120). By refusing to be fixed in place 

and by renouncing the symbolic coordinates which define who he is, the protagonist in fact 

follows what Žižek sees as the only available way for an individual to escape the existing 

framework of domination: the renunciation of the given order and the acceptance of unclarity 

and a lack of security, even if this is traumatic and unbearable (2008: 92).  

While this might be feasible in a Western neo-liberal context, in the Russian post-

communist society the lack of political and social security and clarity apparently has not 

liberated the (collective) subject from the system but has drawn it even further into its 
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dominant fiction of cultural uniqueness and supremacy. It is conceivable that the acceptance 

of insecurity as a means of escaping oppression is more accessible to Western individuals 

who have had their subjectivity shored up socially and economically than for individuals who, 

for long periods of time, lived under autocratic regimes and could never fully believe in the 

autonomy of the subject. Moreover, for individuals living a material existence devoid of 

security and stability it is significantly more problematic to also step outside of the dominant 

signifying frameworks. From this perspective, it is hardly surprising that Danila, unable to 

envisage a secure place outside of the system, ends up reconfirming his position within it.  

 As a consequence, while Bourne struggles to achieve what he sees as freedom (and to 

assert his right to be the other) by subverting the reigning order, Danila acts as a stabilizing 

nodal point in a social world characterized by feelings of dissatisfaction and uncertainty. The 

latter’s perceived wholesomeness, confidence and immediate ability to discern “us” from 

“them” can be seen as representative of the contemporary Russian socius, which strives to 

construct a non-contradictory and unclouded picture of immediate reality while refusing to 

work through the traumas and discontents associated with the recent past. This condition is 

astutely diagnosed by philosopher and sociologist Dmitrii Gorin, who considers present-day 

Russian society a closed, monolithic system opposed to the Western democracies, which are 

marked by internal diversity and contradictions. This internal diversity, according to Gorin, 

allows Western communities to maintain a broad spectrum of social and political possibilities. 

Conversely, the Russian discourse of “sovereign democracy” or “sovereign unity” forecloses 

the differentiation of the system’s components and resolves internal tensions by appealing to a 

postulated “external” reality that is thought to determine the identity of the socius. 

Gorin argues that in the Soviet period such external legitimization of systemic 

integrity and lack of controversy were primarily sought in the communist ideal and the notion 

of the imminent threat from the antagonistic capitalist environment. The demise of the 

totalitarian Soviet regime, however, did not lead to a change in the monolithic and insular 

structure of the social system.46 Public disillusionment with the course of political and 

                                                           
46 Invoking the notion of a border (in the geographical, geopolitical and symbolic sense) that protects a 

closed social system from the external world, Gorin nevertheless observes a significant change that 

took place after the decomposition of the Soviet Union and the replacement of the socialist ideal of 

communal welfare with the capitalist notion of private interest. In the new situation, the private 

interests of those groups endowed with political and economic power led, in Gorin’s terms, to the 

commercialisation of borders when money became the primary indicator of these borders’ selective 

openness or closeness. While the official discourse of sovereign uniqueness confines the Russian 

community to a limited space of social and economic prohibitions, the commercialisation of borders 

simultaneously opens them to corruption and other illegal activity (Gorin 2010: n. pag.). To an extent, 
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economic reform instead prompted the socius to take recourse to the idea of the unparalleled 

Russian way and to resuscitate the enemy image, which proved to be an effective means to 

negotiate situations of uncertainty and confusion on various discursive levels, from the 

official political doctrine to private and individual acts of signification (Gorin 2010: n. pag.).  

The persistent inability of the Russian socius to give meaning to reality by way of 

opening itself up to the external world and accepting the possibility of internal systemic 

conflicts problematizes the premises of Western poststructuralist theory based, among others, 

on Derrida’s notion of deconstruction. Initially used as a strategy to critically analyze 

philosophical and literary texts by uncovering their inherent inner contradictions, this concept 

proved to be equally productive when applied to social and political systems, helping to 

illuminate the sites of dislocation and resistance, and thus opening new opportunities to 

conceptualize the future (Royle 2003: 11). Particularly important is that deconstruction is 

conceived as a destabilization that is always already occurring within:  

The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures from the outside. They are 

not possible and effective, nor can they take aim, except by inhabiting those structures. 

Inhabiting them in a certain way, because one always inhabits, and all the more when 

one does not suspect it. Operating necessarily from the inside, borrowing all the 

strategic and economic resources of subversion from the old structure, borrowing them 

structurally, that is to say without being able to isolate their elements and atoms, the 

enterprise of deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey to its own work. 

(Derrida 1997: 24) 

Thus, any structure is seen as intrinsically prone to subversion, as is exemplified by the 

impact of Jason Bourne’s actions. Having been physically and mentally programmed in line 

with the hegemonic discourses of power, Bourne nevertheless succeeds in using his 

programming to lay bare the deep-rooted tensions and antagonisms of these discourses. 

Conversely, the narrative of Brother-2, as I have argued, privileges the idea of the unity and 

consistency of social reality. In this situation, existing contradictions remain unacknowledged 

or repressed as the system effectively resists the work of deconstruction.  

The uncontested (or incontestable) picture of the social order, however, demands 

continuous rearrangement and restaging. In this sense, the very fact that the principally 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
both Brother-2 and The Bourne Supremacy attest to this vulnerability of borders and the effortless 

internationalization of the criminal world.  
 



78 

 

realistic Brother was followed by the fantasy that is the second instalment clearly testifies to 

the need to readjust the image of the incessantly changing reality to sanitise it from discordant 

and potentially subversive elements.47 It also explains the necessity, in Brother-2, for higher 

levels of self-affirmation in Danila. Analogously to the shooter in a multi-levelled video 

game, the hero constantly comes across new enemies to fight and new obstacles to take. To an 

extent, though, the violence the hero practices shows that his psychic stability and sense of 

superiority is an illusion. The idea that the unique Russian identity can come under threat of 

erasure – that the Thing will be taken and enjoyed by someone else – prompts him to engage 

in a constant struggle in order to confirm himself as not a ghost, but as someone who can 

independently control his decisions and actions. Thus, he uses violence to suppress the 

psychic distress produced by the unconsciously felt vulnerability of the desired stable and 

uncontroversial self.  

This desire for stability and the urge to fight off emerging contradictions, be it on the 

level of an individual psyche or the entire image of social reality, becomes even more 

apparent when considering the film’s narrative from the vantage point of Bakhtin’s theory of 

dialogism. In the next section I will argue that, while The Bourne Supremacy manifests signs, 

albeit fragile ones, of dialogism, Danila’s perspective is predominantly monologic, reflecting 

values and ideas which are exclusively considered to be true and rejecting anything opposing 

it as irrelevant or accidental. In the context of this chapter the monologic worldview of the 

hero provides a discursive foundation for the fantasy of the culpable other, in which Russian 

viewers apparently readily indulged. The concept of dialogism will also allow me to 

demonstrate the role language plays in the Russian characters’ encounters with otherness. 

Uneasy dialogue with the other  

In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin contrasts “monologic” to “dialogic” or 

“polyphonic” texts, arguing that the dialogic is the supreme form for the representation of the 

human consciousness: “This mode of thinking makes available those sides of a human being, 

and above all the thinking human consciousness and the dialogic sphere of its existence, 

which are not subject to artistic assimilation from monologic positions” (270, emphasis in 

original). Accordingly, while the dialogic text gives equal validity to numerous viewpoints, or 

                                                           
47 Comparing the two films’ aesthetic preferences, literary scholar Marc Lipovetskii remarks: “If in the 

first film the hero acted within a realist environment where blood, tears, fear, greed, stupidity and 

weakness were real, the second film abounds with synthetic artificial images similar to the hero 

himself. [It] is the world of an advertisement booklet, which is a natural habitat for the fantasized 

adventures of a fantasized ‘superman’” (2000: n. pag., my translation). 



79 

 

a “plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses,” monologism implies 

that the world is seen as a unified, fixed whole and that the subject “acts, experiences, thinks, 

and is conscious within the limits of what he is, that is, within the limits of his image, defined 

as reality” (Bakhtin 1984: 6, 52).  

Importantly, in a monologic universe, truth is impersonal and transcendent, and 

individuals act not as its originators but solely as its carriers. In relation to Brother-2, it can be 

said that Danila’s comportment vis-à-vis his American adversary Mennis in the pay-off scene 

evokes exactly this kind of universe. Danila’s truth rises above the specific place and time, 

acquiring the status of an authoritative discourse that does not need any validation from the 

speaker or tolerate any dissent from the receiver.48 Conversely, in a dialogic world, the truth is 

never absolute; it is always connected to specific subjective positions. Moreover, it allows the 

existence of multiple consciousnesses and promotes an active relationship between the “I” 

and the “other,” because one can achieve a sense of wholeness only from the other’s 

perspective. Since these other perspectives are fluid and changing, the individual 

consciousness “lives by its unfinalizability, unclosedness and indeterminacy” (Bakhtin 1984: 

53). From this vantage point, the truth Bourne is pursuing can be cautiously defined as 

dialogic, as he allows different discourses to negotiate with each other in his mind, not 

considering any of them absolute. Moreover, the truth he is after is thoroughly historicized 

and has a personal significance, as becomes apparent at the end of the film when, seeking to 

come to terms with his past, Bourne visits Neski’s daughter Irina.  

In this scene, Irina enters her apartment to find Bourne already inside, sitting with his 

back to the window. He addresses an alarmed Irina in Russian, slowly telling her to sit down. 

Throughout the dialogue, the characters are never shown together; their faces appear in turns. 

While Bourne’s is half-obscured, Irina’s is illuminated by the light coming through the 

window, which accentuates her white skin, dark eyes and red lips (figure 2.2. a-b). The use of 

a hand-held camera gives the images an unstable, nervous quality. 

 

 

                                                           
48 Bakhtin defines authoritative discourse as the unchangeable “word of the fathers,” which is 

“indissolubly fused with its authority – with political power, an institution, a person – and (…) stands 

and falls together with that authority.” In Bakhtin’s theory, authoritative discourse is contrasted to 

internally persuasive discourse, which is “affirmed through assimilation [and] tightly interwoven with 

‘one’s own word’” (1990: 342-45). The latter penetrates one’s consciousness to enter into a dialogue 

with other assimilated discourses, allowing a resignifying process to take place. See, for a more 

detailed discussion of both concepts, Chapter Three of this study. 
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Irina: I speak English. 

Bourne: I am not going to hurt you, I won’t hurt you. (Slightly raises his hand. Irina 

takes in the air in silence.) You are older, older than I thought you would be… (His 

head almost imperceptibly shakes; he seems to sink into the chair. Irina doesn’t 

answer.) That picture (nods in the direction of a small table holding a picture of Irina 

as a child with her parents, all of them laughing.) Does it mean a lot to you? 

Irina: It’s nothing, it’s just a picture. 

Bourne: No, because you don’t know how they died? 

Irina: I do. 

Bourne: No, you don’t. I would want to know. I would want to know that my mother 

didn’t kill my father; that she didn’t kill herself. 

Irina: But… 

Bourne: Listen, now what happened to your parents… I killed them. (The viewer sees 

a close-up of Irina’s face, she whimpers.) It was my job. (The camera shows Bourne’s 

profile, which fills the left side of the screen, leaving the rest empty (figure 2.2. c).) It 

was my first time. Your father was supposed to be alone. But then your mother came 

out of nowhere. (The camera shows Irina’s profile at the right side of the screen with 

an empty space in front of her. She is crying (figure 2.2. d).) And I had to change my 

plan. (The camera pans to Bourne’s face. He glances at Irina and then looks to the 

side and at the ground.) It changes things. That knowledge, doesn’t it? When what 

you love gets taken from you, you want to know the truth.  

Again, the camera shows Irina’s crying face. In the next shot, the characters do finally appear 

on-screen together. However, Irina is still sitting, her back to the viewer, while Bourne is 

moving uncomfortably towards the front door. He pauses to look back at her to say “I am 

sorry” and leaves. Irina’s head turns to the right; it is not clear if she is looking at him or at 

her parents’ picture (figures 2.2. e-f). 

The flashbacks the hero suffered prior to this scene are now transformed into a story. 

The act of narrating what happened to him, sharing of his truth with Irina, allows Bourne to 

take a distance from his traumatic experience and to open up the possibility of working 

through the painful recollections of past events. For Bakhtin, the truth at which the hero 

“ultimately does arrive through clarifying the events to himself… [is] the truth of the hero’s 

own consciousness” (1984: 55). This does not mean that Bourne’s truth is finalized or fixed; it 

can be reconsidered or contested by renewed input from others. Bakhtin sees the constitution 
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of the self as an ongoing, open-ended social process that proceeds through self-other 

relationships. Bourne’s assertion “I would want to know” suggests that he wishes to 

dialogically address Irina’s otherness and personal trauma as well as his role in it. However, 

while regretting the accidental killing of her mother, Bourne does not put into question his job 

as a professional assassin and his killing of her father. 

  

  

  

Figure 2.2. a-f: Screenshots from The Bourne Supremacy (dir. Paul Greengrass) 

The meeting between Bourne and Irina demonstrates how painful and laborious 

establishing a dialogic relationship with the other can be. Bourne delivers his story, ostensibly 

to help Irina, but is not prepared to wait for her response. The confession, then, seems to be 

more for his sake than for hers. By pointing out that it was his job to kill Irina’s father, 

Bourne, as it were, fabricates an alibi, failing to act as a fully responsible subject in Bakhtin’s 

terms. Irina’s silence bears witness to her struggle to assign Bourne’s confession a place in 

her own consciousness. Dialogism implies that both “I” and the “other” not only understand 
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their own eternal incompleteness, but accept each other without trying to subsume each 

other’s differences. In this regard, Bakhtin asks in “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity:” 

And what would I myself gain by the other’s merging with me? If he did, he would see 

and know no more than what I see and know myself; he would merely repeat in 

himself that want of any issue out of itself which characterizes my own life. Let him 

rather remain outside of me, for in that position he can see and know what I myself do 

not see and do not know from my own place, and he can essentially enrich the event of 

my own life. (1990a: 87) 

Accordingly, for Bakhtin, the ideal interpersonal communication is not an act of passive co-

experiencing of another person’s suffering, but an active understanding of the other’s elusive, 

externally perceived inner world.49 While this requires a measure of distance or exteriority, 

the fact that Bourne and Irina are persistently shown in isolation bears witness to the fact that 

the distance between them might be too great, precluding reciprocity and active interaction.  

However, it is possible to discern some signs of a brittle dialogic encounter here. 

When Bourne starts the conversation in carefully articulated Russian, Irina interrupts him, 

obviously preferring to continue in English. This gesture, as well as and the consequent effort 

to mitigate the significance of the family photo, could be perceived as an uncertain attempt to 

protect what is left of her subjective space by refusing the other the appropriation of her 

mother tongue and projective identification with her pain. On the other hand, by switching 

into English Irina might simply want to release the protagonist from the difficult task of 

narrating his story in a foreign language, thus reaching out to him in an attempt to experience 

his suffering “precisely as his – in the category of the other” (Bakhtin 1990b: 26). Bakhtin’s 

theory foregrounds an active, creative understanding that respects the sovereignty of the 

other’s suffering, thus endorsing Scheler’s critique of what the latter saw as projective 

empathy, a purely mechanical reproduction of the other’s emotional experience. True 

empathy, or “sympathetic feeling,” according to Scheler, is an active, ethical stance that 

preserves the distance between one’s own feelings and those of the other (Poole 2001: 113).  

In contrast to Irina’s and Bourne’s attempts to negotiate the profound difference 

between their private selves, Danila’s complacent ignorance of his own incompleteness is 

what makes him such a striking example of a monologic identity and what forecloses any 

responsive relationship with others. Although, contrary to Bourne, Danila believes himself to 

                                                           
49 In this, Bakhtin’s work is indebted to Max Scheler’s theory of sympathetic feeling. See, for a 

detailed discussion of Bakhtin’s use of Scheler’s theoretical apparatus, Poole (2001), Wyman (2008). 
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be a part of a larger community and his actions are usually motivated by the interests of its 

members whose fates he clearly takes to heart and for whom he feels responsible, this kind of 

empathy is only projective and therefore not productive or enriching for the self or the other. 

Based on a passive co-experiencing of the other’s suffering, it refuses to acknowledge, and 

thus to sanction, the difference that is essential to dialogical meaning production, which at all 

times involves the struggle between contested positions, languages and ideologies. In Danila’s 

monologic universe, those outside the homogeneous community borders are either pulled into 

it as imaginary kin or excluded (and in some instances murdered) as enemies. 

The militant denial of difference is especially visible in the way in which Danila 

navigates the American territory. In Brother-2, America is simultaneously presented as a 

concrete location and as a site of symbolic action where the villains who allegedly oppose 

“our” values and life principles can be defeated. The visit to America acquires the status of a 

proper military operation, including reconnoitring activities and provisional cognitive 

mapping of locations. It is remarkable that although Danila, unlike Bourne, cannot rely on any 

foreign language skills, this does not impinge upon his self-confidence or hinder his 

movements. In fact, his lack of English constitutes one of the crucial strategies that help to 

actively involve the Russian viewer (also unlikely to be proficient) in the narrative. In 

addition to providing comic relief, the linguistic misunderstandings presumably suggest the 

unnecessariness of translation, not only because one can always communicate with people 

like Ben Johnson using gestures and sharing favourite music, but also because in the film 

America appears to be largely populated by immigrants from the former Soviet Union. Apart 

from a long-established Russian-speaking community in Brighton and the thriving Ukrainian 

mafia in Chicago, Dasha, the film implies, represents the common fate of many naive Russian 

girls following their romantic dream of moving to the West. The Russian-speaking taxi driver, 

finally, in suspecting Danila of having covert immigration designs, betrays the fear of losing 

his trade due to the growing competition from his former compatriots. To a certain extent, in 

the film, “their” alien country gradually becomes “ours” as the old, familiar Soviet discourses 

and ways of living proliferate throughout the American territory. 

If, at first glance, linguistic ignorance appears to be a circumstantial individual flaw, it 

can produce a political effect, especially when combined with ideological commonplaces that 

have long become imperceptible to their carriers. In that case, linguistic incompatibility 

functions to foreclose dialogism. This becomes painfully clear in the scene where Danila, 

Viktor and Dasha are eating crawfish in front of a bonfire at the shore of Lake Michigan. The 

contemplative atmosphere of their dinner is interrupted by the sudden appearance of an 
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African-American man who starts telling them, in English (translated by Dasha), how dirty 

their food is because of the lake’s heavy pollution. While Viktor erupts in Russian curses, 

Danila calmly tries to send the man off, addressing him as “negro” (negr). The man takes 

offence at the only word in the Russian sentence he is able to understand and angrily departs, 

only to return with an equally vexed companion. Shouting and gesticulating, they come close 

to the fire and the second man pushes the bucket with his foot, making the crawfish fall into 

the burning ashes. At this point, Danila swiftly produces a gun and shoots, aiming at the 

man’s feet and causing the men to run away.  

The scene makes clear that Danila and his interlocutor operate from two diverging 

socio-historical and linguistic systems. For Danila, brought up and educated according to the 

Soviet geopolitical worldview, the word “negro” functions as a term to define people of 

African descent. He quasi-innocently points this out to Dasha when she explains that in the 

US black people are called African-Americans: “But I was taught this at school. In China live 

the Chinese, in Germany – the Germans, in Israel – the Jews and in Africa – the Negroes.” 

Although the conflation of the concepts of ethnicity, race and religion bears witness to the 

unmistakably xenophobic character of present-day Russian identity discourse, Danila’s 

utterance, from his perspective, does not carry any abusive intent; he calls the man “Negro” in 

the same manner as he called Hoffman “the German” in the first film. Without exonerating 

him from responsibility for the effects of his ignorant utterance, I would like to suggest that 

the word “negro” gains its injurious force primarily from the offended man’s position within 

American discourse, where the same noun is incurably contaminated with a history of 

oppression and exploitation. To an extent, the described incident confirms Judith Butler’s 

contention that the performativity of speech acts relies upon their relationship with the 

established social order rather than upon their independent ability to produce social effects 

(1997a). 

The Russian and American discourse of the African as other, however, disturbingly 

come together in Dasha’s ruminations, in the same sequence, on the primal animalistic power 

of black people. And, as if to underscore her statement, the two enraged men reappear at the 

spot to irrevocably disrupt the peaceful consummation of the crawfish, which, the film seems 

to imply, leaves Danila with no choice but to use his gun to defeat the murderous “savages” 

emerging from the hostile capitalist “jungle.”  

As regards the issue of interpersonal communication, there is a remarkable 

resemblance with the bonfire scene in Brother, which I analyzed in the previous chapter of 

this study. But while in the former case the failure of the dialogue could be attributed to the 
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gap between the social position of the homeless people and that of their guest, here the 

communicative event is primarily frustrated by the characters’ inability to successfully decode 

their interlocutors’ intentions. In this sense, there is a close connection between linguistic 

comprehensibility and the ability of speech acts to attain a (culturally determined) 

performative status. While Viktor sets out to drive the intruder away by deliberately offending 

him, his swearing in Russian remains ineffective because the man cannot understand what 

Viktor is saying. The man’s attitude stays unchanged until he catches the one word he can 

make sense of and at which he takes offence, despite Danila’s genuine attempt at pacification.  

The film provides a number of examples of linguistic failure when intended insults 

bounce off their uncomprehending objects. Apart from the numerous American officials 

classified by Viktor as “idiots” and “half-wits,” Danila is the most frequent target of abusive 

speech. He is repeatedly called “son of a bitch,” “motherfucker” and “snowflake” by Dasha’s 

pimps, but, not recognised, these insults do not affect the hero’s state of mind as he proceeds 

with his operations calmly and with military precision.50  

In the lakeshore scene, however, the instance of miscommunication that evolves into a 

violent act follows not so much from Danila’s linguistic deficiency as from his chronic 

incapacity to acknowledge the possibility of other perspectives. He refuses to listen to the 

foreigner’s initially friendly comments, ignoring Dasha’s translation, and prefers to send the 

man away. When this effort fails, he opens fire. Moreover, he nonchalantly brushes away 

Dasha’s correction concerning the word “negro.” It is remarkable that even Viktor makes an 

attempt to understand the intruder and to engage in what appears to be a rudimentary, if 

querulous dialogue.  

Throughout the film, Viktor shows more flexibility and spontaneous interest in the 

foreign environment than the unbending and purposeful Danila. This, in the end, leads to his 

unconventional preference for a stint in an American prison over a glorious return to Russia. 

Viktor’s inquisitiveness is clearly demonstrated when, upon arriving in Chicago, he 

immediately embarks on a conversation with the American customs officials. Interrogated at 

passport control, he provides well-rehearsed answers and remains polite, having been 

instructed by Il’ia to keep smiling no matter what, “as they like it.” A few moments later, 

                                                           
50 Interestingly, Danila is equally able to ignore verbal assaults from his foulmouthed compatriots. 

Thus, the taxi drivers in Moscow and New York consistently address him as “asshole” and “moron,” 

and even Dasha, initially refusing his help, repeatedly calls him a jerk. This immunity to verbal abuse 

can be explained from the perspective of the social discontent holding the Russian people in its grip at 

the present moment, bringing along feelings of mutual hostility and leading to a coarseness of 

manners. Injurious words seem to lose their power through incessant, thoughtless repetition and 

paradoxically become “normalized” as forms of address. 
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though, he is accosted by the customs officials, who, noticing Viktor’s incomprehension, 

repeat their question about the possible presence in his luggage of apples and salted pork fat 

in Russian. Viktor’s puzzled reaction: “Are you hungry?” prompts his interlocutors to explain 

the quarantine regime at the border, which creates even more confusion, as Viktor, now 

concerned, enquires: “Are you sick?” At his point, the officers let him go. Although hilarious 

at first sight, this exchange demonstrates Viktor’s genuine curiosity and readiness to interact 

with Americans. It also shows that intra-lingual communication does not necessarily lead to 

mutual understanding because it always takes place at the intersection of distinct cultural and 

ideological units. Whereas the Americans believe they are protecting their compatriots from 

possibly contaminated foodstuffs associated with citizens of the former Soviet Union, 

Viktor’s reaction bears traces of the Soviet image of the capitalist West as a site of economic 

malaise and psychic and physical decadence.  

Taken together, the discussed scenes demonstrate that dialogue as dialogism - as a 

means of acknowledging and accepting difference - requires a laborious process characterised 

by continuous interaction and contestation between various cultural viewpoints, including 

collectively interiorised fantasies of otherness. It also becomes clear that, although the 

sociocultural context and the concomitant dominant fiction inevitably inform individual and 

collective responses to otherness, it is possible to overcome their constraint if both “we” and 

“they” are able to assume an inquisitive attitude and to mutually recognize each other as equal 

partners in an open exchange, however small and insignificant the encounter might seem. 

Fantasies of otherness in the construction of post-Soviet identity  

To investigate the function of otherness in the construction of post-Soviet identity, in this 

chapter I analyzed Aleksei Balabanov’s film Brother-2, which I approached as a collective 

fantasy. The diversity of manifestations of otherness in the film made apparent that the other 

in today’s Russian society is usually identified as “not ours” on the basis of arbitrary, and 

therefore phantasmatic criteria, allowing subjects to reduce the complexity of social relations 

in the real world to a binary system of real or imaginary kin versus everyone else.  

Brother-2 demonstrates that the construction of otherness effectively facilitates the 

process of individual or collective self-identification. While self-definition would be 

impossible without a notion of otherness, here the other is turned into an enemy held 

accountable for the communally experienced social and economic malaise, and considered to 

present a threat to the Russian national fantasy of cultural uniqueness and political supremacy. 

The process of othering in the film proceeds as a two-fold move of, firstly, elevating the self 
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to a position of superiority and, secondly, turning the other into an enemy. It is precisely the 

combination of these two steps that makes Brother-2 such a seductive fantasy for Russian 

viewers. It can be argued that the enemy discourse bears witness to the closed, monolithic 

structure of contemporary Russian society, which, to a large extent, denies the presence of 

internal contradictions and perceives controversy as always originating outside its borders. 

This elucidates the seriousness of the problematic of identification and the lack of a normative 

framework that would help set off the hardships and the uncertainty of material existence 

produced by incessant societal changes. 

The comparative analysis of Brother-2 and The Bourne Supremacy opened a way to 

ponder the socio-cultural specificity of otherness and the subject’s relation to it. Helping to 

unveil the predominantly monologic quality of Russian cultural identity, it also highlighted 

that truly reciprocal, dialogic intersubjective relationships are difficult to attain, and that their 

occurrence is strongly dependent on the individuals’ willingness and ability to disavow pre-

established ideas, and to be ethically responsive to others in everyday interaction. 

Finally, the comparison of the two films has shown that, different from the context of 

Western popular culture, where individuals often take up the role of the other to what they 

consider unjust, subjugating systems, Russian popular culture presents even individual heroes 

as thinking of themselves as part of a larger communality, be it an (imagined) family or the 

nation. By offering an incisive critique of the insular, monolithic nature of post-Soviet 

society, the Russian theorists with whose work I engage here to a certain extent underestimate 

the possible positive aspects of this inherent notion of collectivity. This already partly became 

clear in Chapter One. Although always based on certain operations of exclusion, the 

formation of a collective also implies mutual support and solidarity among its members. 

Moreover, because of its dynamic structure, the dominant fiction might be able to 

accommodate the acceptance of the other as a beneficial addition to the family and as a 

partner in dialogue. Such a newly organized collectivity could potentially develop as an 

alternative to the individualized actions of neo-liberal subjects and facilitate effective 

resistance to oppressive regimes. To interrogate the latter suggestion, in the next chapter I will 

analyze a popular television series that depicts collective practices in a small rural community 

striving to keep up with societal reforms and simultaneously remaining faithful to the 

traditional values of communal existence. I will particularly focus on the question of whether 

or not these practices can be considered subversive and whether they have the capacity to 

destabilize (and ultimately deconstruct) the monolithic socio-political system from within. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Double thinking: negotiating adjustment to societal change 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter’s thrust is to explore what kind of practices post-Soviet subjects develop in order 

to make sense of the contemporary world and to overcome the feeling of precarity incessant 

political and socioeconomic changes incites in them. In Chapter Two I stated that in their 

perception of today’s reality Russian people tend to deny the presence of internal 

controversies and to consider conflicts as always originating outside Russia’s borders and as 

caused by antagonistic others. I argued that this inward-turned, monolithic quality of the 

Russian socius forecloses critical self-reflection and limits the possibilities for deconstruction 

and reconsideration of the existing social order. As such it precludes the development of fresh 

identificatory models and different forms of social organization, which would eventually 

ensure better, more just living conditions. Picking up this argument, here I will focus on 

situations of instability that are acknowledged by the community, necessitating collective 

adjustments and a search for adequate solutions. I will specifically investigate the ways in 

which such solutions appear as acts of circumventing the official system of norms and rules of 

behaviour. 

My object of analysis is the television series The Enchanted District (Zakoldovannyi 

uchastok, dir. Aleksandr Baranov), based on the 2005 novel of the same name by Alexei 

Slapovskii, who also wrote the screenplay. The series, consisting of ten episodes, was 

broadcast in 2006 on Channel One Russia and was rated 6.3 (out of 10) by the popular 

Russian film and television database KinoPoisk.51 The Enchanted District is a comical 

chronicle of life in the village of Anisovka, the inhabitants of which are prone to indolence, 

drinking bouts and misconduct. The future they face does not provide reasons for optimism: 

rumour has it that the village will become isolated or even be destroyed if the plans of the 

central authorities to build a bridge and a motorway cutting though the horticultural land are 

carried out. The village mayor and the director of the winery, for whom the majority of the 

inhabitants work, decide to invite a psychic from the nearby provincial town, who, by means 

of hypnosis, is supposed to cure the community of pessimism, heavy drinking and their lack 

                                                           
51 Controlled by the Russian government, Channel One is the largest country-wide channel, reaching 

98.8% of the total television audience. For the series’ ranking see: www.kinopoisk.ru/film/252123/. 
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of labour enthusiasm. During the session, the audience falls asleep while the psychic himself, 

for an unknown reason, faints. When everybody regains consciousness, the villagers return to 

their daily routines. However, the presence, in their midst, of the hypnotist, who decides to 

stay in the countryside to convalesce, makes them suspect that their habitual and uneventful 

existence has been changed forever.  

While my previous analyses focused on the ruthless reality of big cities, the series’ 

depiction of the vicissitudes of ordinary life in a rural community broadens the social scope of 

my study of the effects societal transformations have had on post-Soviet individual and 

collective identities. Another reason for my choice of this cultural object is that there is also a 

remarkable discursive similarity between The Enchanted District and the two Russian films I 

discussed in my previous chapters. Thus, the way the series contrasts the village and the city 

is reminiscent of the emphasis on Danila Bagrov’s small-town candour and naiveté in the 

Brother diptych, which contributes to the hero’s attractiveness to the Russian viewer. The 

juxtaposition of urban and rural social environments in both cases appears to suggest that if 

one were to look for the expression of Russianness still uncorrupted by the advancing 

capitalist order, one would look to communal life in the Russian countryside.  

In line with this suggestion, the inhabitants of Anisovka are presented as ingenious, 

good country folk, their numerous misdemeanours notwithstanding. They stay connected to 

their natural environment, have simple concerns and nurture uncomplicated passions. To 

bring this out, the backdrop of the narrative is presented as a country idyll with a magnificent 

river, green pastures, azure sky, white clouds and rainbows. The soundtrack at the beginning 

of each episode includes the refrain from a popular song eulogizing the birch tree as a symbol 

of Russianness.52 The significance of such idyllic connotations can be understood by invoking 

Bakhtin’s theory of the chronotope.53 For Bakhtin, the idyll is characterized by “an organic 

fastening-down, a grafting of life and its events to a place, to a familiar territory with all its 

nooks and crannies, its familiar mountains, valleys, fields, rivers and forests, and one’s own 

                                                           
52 The entire song, performed by the popular group Liubae, was used on the soundtrack of the series 

The District (2003), which preceded The Enchanted District. The lyrics go as follows: “Why do birch 

trees in Russia make this noise,/ Why do they, with their white trunks, understand everything? […] I 

will follow the road, I am glad to see this open vastness. / Maybe it is all that I will ever know in life:/ 

Why do the sad leaves fly in this way,/ Caressing my soul under the shirt…/And it is ever so hot in my 

heart…” (my translation). 
53 One of the main concepts in Bakhtin’s work, the chronotope is defined as “the intrinsic 

connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature” (1990c: 

84). Although mainly invoked within literature, the chronotopic interconnectedness of time and space 

is elevated, by Bakhtin, to the central organizing principle of life. On the chronotope in contemporary 

television series, see Peeren (2008). 
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home” (1990c: 225). This description suggests an ahistorical place where the progressive 

passage of time in the external world is less important than “the conjoining of human life with 

the life of nature”, and where the people’s activities revolve around “only a few of life’s basis 

realities [such as] love, birth, death, marriage, labor, food and drink” (Bakhtin 1990c: 225-6). 

Significantly, the ideas of “one’s own home” and of the unity of the life of different 

generations again invoke the foundational myth of the family which I discussed in my 

previous chapters as the most powerful identificatory trope in the post-Soviet Russian society. 

Of course, the portrayal in The Enchanted District of the unpolluted moral virtues of the 

seemingly timeless and cosy countryside should not be taken as an undisputable given. As 

Raymond Williams contends in his critical study devoted to pastoral portrayals of the 

countryside in English literature, one needs to deploy the “sharpest criticism” when dealing 

with such texts, as it is impossible to pinpoint when exactly this idyllic reality existed, if at all 

(1973: 10). This again highlights the idyll’s claim to remain unmarked by historical time.  

Although Williams is talking about the development of capitalism in England, he 

offers a number of valuable insights into the cultural implications of the idyllic or pastoral 

representation of rural life. He emphasises the falseness of the idea of the city as a highly 

industrialised environment that removed people from the simple, blissful life they once led in 

the countryside. Apart from questioning the very thought of the once idyllic countryside, he 

argues that the socioeconomic changes cities underwent were in fact paralleled by the 

introduction of the new capitalist mentality into rural areas, where the land started to be seen 

as a commodity to be traded, causing social stratification and “many of the problems of 

human conduct and valuation” (Williams 1973: 115). One of the explanations Williams offers 

for the pastoral’s persistency in English literature is that, with the growth of industrial cities, 

the division of social classes became increasingly problematic and relationships within urban 

communities more opaque, whereas a village community was still believed to be transparent 

and thus came to serve as “an epitome of direct relationships: of face-to-face contacts within 

which we can find and value the real substance of personal relationships” or, in other words 

“the knowable community” (1973: 165).  

Williams’s argument can be applied to post-Soviet Russia, where the complicated 

dynamic of political transformation and the threatening consequences of changing 

socioeconomic relations problematized questions of identity and community. In The Negative 

Identity Gudkov contends, that the debunking of the Soviet discourses of collective heroism 

and self-effacement for the common good, together with the deeply felt distrust of the 

authorities’ modernising rhetoric, increased the belief in the public consciousness that “the 
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true Russian character” only persists in the “ordinary, simple people” living in the quiet 

corners of the provinces, far from the big cities, seen to operate as centres of social change 

and home to the intellectual elite. Gudkov’s critique of this belief concerns the fact that 

positive values are being associated not with social and cultural advancement but with a lack 

of sophistication, complexity, conscious effort and productive activity (2004a: 667). Seen 

from the vantage point of the work of Bakhtin, Williams and Gudkov, The Enchanted District 

serves the public desire to find a “knowable community” unaffected by the recent reforms and 

populated by people with whom the Russians viewers can easily identify. 

 Yet, it would be reductive to dismiss the series as a televised version of a 

contemporary idyll. As my analysis will show, The Enchanted District consistently 

interrogates the presumed immunity of Anisovka’s inhabitants to socioeconomic 

transformation, as well as the purity of their intentions and actions. Although the narrative 

events are indeed limited to what Bakhtin calls “life’s basic realities” and take place against 

the backdrop of magnificent natural landscapes, they pertain exactly to those communal 

practices which are not bearers of a timeless Russianness but rather tokens of a nonlinear 

adjustment to post-Soviet conditions. What is more, the ostensible lack of sophistication that 

marks the various relationships within the village community allows the series to uncover 

some of these practices’ direct connection with the mechanisms developed and applied to 

ensure survival under the oppressive Soviet regime.  

The most important of these mechanisms, I contend, is that of double thinking, which 

connotes the ability of the Russian people to agree, in public, with the officially imposed 

social norm while distrusting it in private and transgressing it in practical situations. To 

explore the possible social effects of double thinking in present-day Russia, I start by showing 

how its mechanics and the problems its routine application brings along are exposed in The 

Enchanted District. To illuminate the cultural specificity of Levada’s concept, I will compare 

double thinking with Bourdieu’s theory of the social field and Chambers’s notion of 

oppositional behaviour. Achille Mbembe’s work on complicity in postcolonial autocracies 

will, moreover, help me to consider the socio-political premises of double thinking as a logic 

of survival. A discussion of Gudkov’s notion of unexpected coercion will serve to answer the 

question of why duplicity continues to operate as the most logical response to present-day 

Russia’s uncertainties. Finally, I invoke Bakhtin’s theory of conflicting discourses to 

illuminate the psychological process of ambiguous adjustment and to question the capacity of 

the contemporary Russian socius to look beyond the knowable confines of an idyllic 

community to create the conditions for a flourishing life. 
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Double thinking as a communal practice 

Double thinking was first introduced by Yurii Levada in the 1990s and subsequently 

developed by Igor Kon (1996), Boris Dubin (2004) and Lev Gudkov (2004a). All these 

authors perceive double thinking as the result of the demagogy, institutionalised oppression 

and forced equalisation imposed on Russian subjects by the Soviet regime. For decades, 

Russians were coerced to identify with an idealized image of the Soviet citizen and to comply 

with the normative system, which, although declared universal, only had a utilitarian 

significance for the ruling elite. Thus, as Levada explains, the claim that morality depended 

on the benefit of individual actions for “the working people” and “the communist case” was 

meant to conceal that, in reality, these actions had to conform to the higher authorities’ self-

serving decisions. While material conditions made it impossible to live up to the communist 

norm, the awareness of the Soviet rulers’ duplicity, in combination with the high level of 

coercion, produced what Levada perceives as an absolute readiness for crafty adaptation in 

ordinary Russian subjects (2000: 425).54 Accordingly, double thinking did not constitute an 

anomalous or paradoxical phenomenon; rather, it acted in a specific historical context as a 

“habitual mechanism of mass adaptation to the repressive structures of the Soviet type” 

(Gudkov 2004a: 133, my translation).  

After the decline of the Soviet political system, however, double thinking did not 

cease to exist, persisting, on the one hand, in the mass dissatisfaction with the present 

authorities’ policies and, on the other, the habitual readiness to conform. As Levada points 

out, in this new situation double thinking came to manifest itself in a striking alternation in the 

collective and individual mind between hopes for democracy and yearnings for authoritarian 

order, and between modernization impulses and the pull towards aggressive isolationism 

(2000: 475). This shows that apart from being a productive mechanism of psychic resilience 

and material survival, double thinking can also function as an obstacle to social 

improvements.  

The Enchanted District depicts an array of socially produced and objectified practices 

that have double thinking as their main logic. As the narrative unrolls, it quickly transpires 

that, to deal with their daily predicaments, the ostensibly simple-minded inhabitants of 

Anisovka are also cunning and able to bend events to their will while investing minimum 

effort in the activities they are supposed to be engaged in. Thus, one of the main characters in 

                                                           
54 Although Levada et al. talk about the Soviet regime in general, in their description double thinking 

particularly typifies the years of late socialism (1960s -1980s) directly preceding the fall of the Soviet 

Union. Accordingly, in my further treatment of the concept I will be referring to this period. 
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the series, a young and boisterous truck driver named Volod’ka Stasov (Aleksandr Robak), 

instead of delivering the apples from the orchard to the winery, works on a bulldozer for the 

collectively reviled construction company building the disputed motorway. When discovered 

by his boss, he calmly explains that he needs to help his sick father and “this job is much 

better paid.” Another driver, the hot-tempered Vasilii Surikov (Aleksandr Mokhov), spends 

most of his working hours using the factory truck to transport wood supplies and other goods 

for his neighbours (who equally neglect their official duties in favour of their private affairs), 

and driving the village elders to the nearby provincial town or the women to the daily 

farmers’ market in a rickety old bus that he saved from the scrap yard and repaired himself.  

It is thought-provoking that these men’s employers (acting as the representatives of 

the established order) do not object to their transgressions, but perceive these as a result of 

their own inability to offer a higher salary to such qualified employees. Moreover, the village 

mayor Andrei Sharov (Roman Madianov), who appears to be a brother of the enterprise’s 

director Lev Sharov (Vladimir Men’shov), also regularly uses Vasilii’s services when unable 

to drive his own car due to the systematic shortage of petrol. It is striking that neither of the 

drivers realizes that any improvement in their salaries, and with it their welfare, directly 

depends on the factory’s turnover, which cannot be increased if they dedicate most of their 

time to recovering from hangovers, managing their private affairs or running small businesses 

on the side. It seems that the neoliberal discourse of the capitalist enterprise has yet to enter 

the villagers’ psyche, which is still dominated by the more familiar idea of a stable, state-

guaranteed income.  

The above conundrum invokes Levada’s explanation of the intricate mechanics of 

double thinking. To explain the seemingly paradoxical functioning of the collective and 

individual consciousness, Levada departs from the notion of the dominant normative field, 

according to which social events are perceived and evaluated. In present-day Russia this field 

appears to be multidimensional, or, in Levada’s terms, “multipolar,” allowing different sets of 

often provisional and vague moral criteria for the acceptable, the bearable or the relatively 

tolerable to coexist. Feeling the pressing necessity to adjust to continuous social changes, 

post-Soviet individuals time and again engage new sets of criteria without crossing the limits 

of the normative field. This adaptive and at times morally ambiguous behaviour is 

subsequently legitimized by the need for self-preservation, and explained through references 

to others, who act as an excuse or an example.  

The specificity of Levada’s concept becomes clearer if one compares it with Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theory of the social field and the habitus. Bourdieu defines the “social field” as a 
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relatively homogeneous, collectively constructed social group, which, due to its possession of 

a certain amount of economic and cultural capital, occupies a particular position in social 

space. As examples of social fields Bourdieu invokes such institutions as families, educational 

settings, and professional and political groups. Belonging to a social field implies the 

formation in individuals of specific clusters of durable dispositions, comprising “principles of 

classification, principles of vision and division, different tastes”, which, together, account for 

what Bourdieu calls the “habitus” (1998: 8). This system of dispositions can be expressed by 

language, habits, bodily practices and affinities. What is more, it functions as an interpretative 

mechanism, unconsciously applied by individuals. The habitus develops and evolves over 

time by means of the incorporation of the world into the socialized body. Thus, diverging 

types of behaviour can be explained by the different habituses they represent.  

Levada, too, sees social systems characterized by the interaction between different 

normative fields that contain different standards for permitted, justified and approved conduct, 

distinguishing between the notions of the everyday and the festive, the own and the alien, and 

the private and the official. However, he insists that in the case of (post-) Soviet society there 

appears to be only one normative field comprising an array of divergent criteria that can be 

clustered contingently to serve individual purposes. The reason for this, according to Levada, 

is that the Soviet regime effectively coerced all subjects to conform to the same set of 

ideological values. In Bourdieu’s terms, this would mean that subjects with different social 

and cultural positions would still develop a similar habitus.  

Although the imposed Soviet ideology was not accepted as an absolute given, its overt 

rejection seemed unthinkable. Therefore, individuals in various institutional contexts felt 

compelled to exercise a certain degree of ambiguity vis-à-vis their environment. This does not 

mean, however, that the conduct dictated by the norm was interrogated consciously: its 

enactment was easier if performed automatically. Self-reflexivity was too destabilizing for the 

subject psychologically and socially. In this sense, as Igor Kon points out, conscious cynicism 

or an absolute division between public and private life spheres remained unconceivable for 

the majority of the Soviet population (1993: 403).  

The Enchanted District shows how social spaces that, in the West, would be separated 

along the lines of professional activity, economic security, sociocultural standing and kinship, 

can converge in a single field. In effect, the community of Anisovka, comprising people of all 

ages, levels of education and professions, functions as a virtual family whose members share 

the same language, affinities, and practices. Consequently, it is not incidental that the Sharov 

brothers see it as their highest priority to act as surrogate fathers to the villagers, protecting, 
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instructing and lovingly reprimanding their adult children for their frequent missteps. In turn, 

while the villagers do not always obey these self-appointed fathers, they refrain from 

questioning the concentration of business and administrative authority in one family. The 

presence of only one dominant normative field explains why Lev Sharov, the factory director, 

does not impose restrictive measures on his drivers: he and they operate according to the same 

guiding logic of double thinking and modify their actions depending on their contingent 

interests. 

While Bourdieu’s notions of the social field and habitus help to understand double 

thinking’s felt necessity, a comparison with Ross Chambers’s theorization of subversive 

behaviour produces a better insight into its social effects. In Room for Maneuver, Chambers 

differentiates between oppositional behaviour (oppositionality) and resistance, connecting the 

acts of opposing hegemony and resisting it to the notions of visibility and overtness. 

Chambers starts by invoking de Certeau’s idea of everyday life as a field of implicit 

contestation by ordinary people of the disciplinary regime of official discourses and cultural 

myths through subtle subterfuges, ruses and evasive movements. Using de Certeau’s 

terminology, Chambers conceives of oppositionality as a tactics, which, contrary to resistance, 

does not constitute a counterforce against a hegemony conceived as illegitimate.55 Instead, it 

occurs as an unexamined response to a hegemony that is accepted by the subject as the normal 

state of affairs. Faced with the alienation of this hegemony, oppositional responses help the 

subject “to maintain some sense of dignity and personhood” (Chambers 1991: 7). While such 

invisible tactics help the subject to survive, the dominant discourse itself also needs 

oppositionality in order to exist since it re-enforces the existing system by making it livable 

for both individuals and groups. The subject manipulates and changes the system for and 

according to her own use, without ever really challenging its fundaments. However, as soon 

as the “authorities” detect oppositional behaviour, such behaviour acquires, in Chambers’s 

eyes, the status of resistance, which authorities associate with delinquency.  

The ambiguous conduct described by Levada clearly resembles oppositionality. 

However, there is an important difference, for the latter is usually limited to marginal and 

imperceptible actions conducted by individuals on a non-structural basis. The former’s 

effects, on the contrary, do not remain unnoticeable and are manifested on a mass level. Yet 

double thinking does not qualify as resistance. In The Enchanted District, although both truck 

drivers operate in the open, their behaviour is not perceived as a delinquent act in the eyes of 

                                                           
55 See, for the explication of de Certeau’s notion of tactics in relation to everyday life practices, the 

Introduction to this study. 
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the authorities. Moreover, the authorities themselves are prone to (self)deception and 

craftiness in order to be able to maintain their status in the community. Lev Sharov, 

especially, seems to be caught in a web of contradictory intentions. His repeated, vain 

attempts to induce his subordinates to change their work attitudes and daily habits 

notwithstanding, he is permanently trying to come to profitable arrangements with his 

business associates, regional officials and police by methods which do not always conform to 

the legitimate requirements. This allows me to suggest that Chambers’s notion of resistance as 

placed outside official power, visible to it and consciously avowed cannot be uncritically 

transposed to the (post-)Soviet context.56 

Whereas double thinking resists Chambers’s binary model, its direct traceability to the 

oppressive political and socioeconomic conditions, the visibility of its manifestations and the 

implication of official power structures in the same kind of ambiguous behaviour connects it 

to the notion of “aesthetics of vulgarity” developed by the Cameroonian scholar Achille 

Mbembe. In On the Postcolony, Mbembe discusses how, in postcolonial Africa, (colonially 

derived) governmental officialdom is perverted to serve personal interests and how the 

physical and ideological domination employed by autocratic rulers produces a symbiotic 

relation between coercion and consent. As a result, power relations in postcolonial Africa 

move beyond the traditional binary opposition of subjection and autonomy or resistance and 

compliance, so that “the public affirmation of the ‘postcolonized subject’ is not necessarily 

found in acts of ‘opposition’ or ‘resistance’ to the commandement.57 What defines the 

postcolonized subject is the ability to engage in baroque practices fundamentally ambiguous, 

fluid, and modifiable even when there are clear, written, and precise rules” (Mbembe 2001: 

129). The creation of particular symbols, language and simulacra allows subjects to partake in 

vulgar and grotesque power-ratifying rituals, simultaneously confirming the existing power 

structure and subverting it by ridiculing it and emptying it of its significance. In other words, 

although the material basis of power stays in place, it becomes demystified on a quotidian 

level, which makes life marginally more livable for the people, who are virtually deprived of 

                                                           
56 Serguei Oushakine, for instance, proposes a notion of mimetic resistance, placing the dominant and 

the subordinate within the same discursive field. He argues: “Contrary to the tradition of locating 

resistance outside of the field of power – be these ‘hidden’ areas in the underground, background, or 

foreground of the dominant - (…) the oppositional discourse of the dissident movement in the Soviet 

Union manifested itself as very much a ‘surface’ phenomenon. The oppositional discourse in a sense 

shared the symbolic field with the dominant discourse: it echoed and amplified the rhetoric of the 

regime, rather than positioning itself outside of or underneath it” (2001: 192). 
57 Commandement is the term Mbembe uses to denote the authority of the state. 



98 

 

any vitality or freedom and whose existence is reduced to a constant effort of survival in a 

permanently changing environment.  

The situation theorized by Mbembe to some extent applies to the Soviet reality, where 

civic freedom and autonomous agency were unthinkable for ordinary people. The grotesque 

power-confirming rituals Mbembe invokes are reminiscent of the spectacular celebrations, in 

the Soviet Union, of communist party congresses, anniversaries of revolutionary milestones 

and visits by high foreign dignitaries. Moreover, in spite of the obvious geopolitical, 

economic and cultural differences, the ruling power’s reliance not just on interpellation and 

inculcation but also on direct force makes the situation in the African postcolony similar to 

that under the Soviet regime. The contrast between non-Western social environments that 

forcefully impose particular dispositions and what Chambers calls “loose” societies (1991: 7), 

which merely encourage such dispositions is not always sufficiently taken into account in 

Western theorizations, nor is the fact that subjects’ awareness of the mechanisms of coercion 

does not necessarily lead to their active resistance to them. 

However, while postcolonial Africa and the Soviet Union are similar in the ways in 

which “powerless” subjects utilize “the potential for play, improvisation, and amusement 

within the very limits of officialdom” (Mbembe 2001: 11), there are also significant 

differences. Whereas in the African postcolony, subjects take recourse to political ridicule to 

“domesticate” their experience of oppressive power and to show themselves that the latter is 

never completely capable of controlling them, in the late Soviet era, “the easiest way to 

minimize the [official] symbol’s ‘oppression’ and lead a ‘normal’ life behind its back was not 

to simulate one’s adherence to the symbol while laughing at it, but rather to simulate one’s 

adherence to it while suppressing recognition of the very act of simulation” (Yurchak 1997: 

162-3). Again, the logic of double thinking is what allowed publicly simulated support of 

official power and its personal, non-rationalized negation to occur simultaneously, within the 

same normative field.  

The contrast between the extreme precarity of ordinary people’s lives and the ruling 

elite’s brazen acts of self-glorification, characteristic of both the African postcolony and the 

Soviet epoch, is absent in The Enchanted District. Although the advent of post-Soviet 

capitalism reinforced the unequal distribution of wealth and power in Russian society, in the 

series, all the village inhabitants seem to be facing their predicaments together while applying 

the same logic of thinking and acting. The examples I discussed earlier foreground the local 

authorities’ purposeful attempts to promote the interests of the community as a whole. Lev 

Sharov, for one, justifies his actions not only by pointing out the impossibility of 
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accomplishing anything along the official path and by drawing on examples of neighbouring 

businesses (“everybody does it in this way”), but also by referring to the higher goal of 

serving both corporate interests and the improvement of living standards in the village. While 

accusing the villagers of reprehensible manipulative operations, the village fathers manifest 

comparable conduct but explain it by their wish to do good for the company and its 

shareholders. Thus, successfully re-emerging in the post-Soviet context, double thinking 

manifests not only as a collective skill but also as an alleged means to achieve a communal 

goal. 

It is crucial that the conduct informed by double thinking is perceived, in the 

community, not as controversial but as a usual adjustment to the unstable conditions of life. 

As the narrative progresses, the viewer notices that, in spite of its portrayal as an idyllic 

heaven of tranquillity, the village, in fact, has not been left unaffected by the socioeconomic 

changes taking place around it. The establishment of a new form of social institution – that of 

a joint (capitalist) enterprise – prompts the people of Anisovka to find their way out of 

situations they never came across in the past. However, since the new system of relations is 

not yet crystalized, they are thrown back into the old practice of routinely transgressing the 

norms of the official discourse they publicly support. While doing this, they continue to 

operate within a single normative field, which appears not yet to be split into different ones as 

in Bourdieu’s theory of social stratification. This also implies that, the altered socioeconomic 

situation notwithstanding, the people’s response to the change does not fit into Chambers’s 

binary model of opposition and resistance. Finally, the habitual rearrangement of rules does 

not contain any element of mockery, which is how it distinguishes itself from subversive 

practices in the African postcolony described by Mbembe. In the next section, I will explore 

the reasons why double thinking persists under the new historical conditions by focusing on 

the social expectations and constraints this practice involves. 

Unexpected coercion and negative adjustment  

Building upon Levada’s thought, in Negative Identity Gudkov discusses the reasons why 

double thinking continues to serve as an approved logic of social adjustment long after the 

disappearance of Soviet indoctrination. He refers to the normative contradictions 

characterising all levels of everyday life due to the failure of post-Soviet social institutions to 

fully realize the declared objective of a democratic society. Unable, under the new conditions, 

to apply overt pressure, these institutions take recourse to what Gudkov calls “unexpected 

coercion” (neozhidannoie nasilie) (2004a: 14). Such unexpected coercion can take the form of 
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a deliberate deception, forcing individuals to deviate from publicly desirable modes of 

conduct. In other words, the lack of a real possibility to execute their civic rights makes 

subjects seek alternative ways to achieve their goals. Informed by double thinking, the list of 

these alternative ways unsurprisingly includes fraud, pretence, the avoidance of commitments 

and the intricate use of personal connections. 

One of the episodes of The Enchanted District, bearing the symptomatic title “Bribing 

as Art,” demonstrates how such alternatives work in practice. Deeply concerned about the 

pending construction of the motorway that would cut through the horticultural land, decrease 

the production of apples used as raw material for the winery and ultimately cause the failure 

of the entire enterprise, factory director Lev Sharov, his brother (the mayor) and a student of 

criminology named Vadik (Pavel Derevianko), who, in the summer months, acts as a local 

medical attendant, conceive of a plan to convert the winery into a mineral water bottling 

facility.58 Vadik discovers that the forest springs yield high-quality water bearing a healing 

potential and, if marketed properly, would make the new enterprise a success. Referring to the 

experience of the neighbouring village with a similar initiative, Lev points out, however, that 

theoretically the idea could offer new opportunities but the paperwork and the whims of the 

bureaucrats would eventually kill the initiative. What is more, the process would necessitate 

bribery. His brother Andrei, though, believes that gentle manipulation and the use of hypnotist 

Nesterov’s (Leonid Yarmol’nik) suggestive powers could persuade the responsible person to 

sign the required documents without the need for a bribe.  

Thus, the four men go to the regional administrative office with the intention to show 

the person in charge of Anisovka around the estate in order to mildly “seduce” him into 

providing the necessary papers. Unfortunately, they mistakenly welcome the official’s 

vacationing brother (Aleksandr Feklistov), who thinks that the party has been arranged by his 

sibling to keep him occupied during the day. The guest is then treated to a fishing, swimming, 

drinking, dining and singing ritual eminently recognizable to the Russian television audience. 

The tour inevitably includes the presence of one of the village beauties, Shura (Maria 

Zvonareva), whose task it is to loosen up the guest and find a weak point in his personality. In 

the meantime Nesterov draws the guest’s attention to the importance of every individual’s 

engagement with collective concerns, one of which is public health. As time passes, the 

visitor becomes drunk and sentimental, but refuses to understand the purpose of the feast. 

Even the ruse, introduced by Vadik, of adding a laxative to the man’s meal and then “curing” 

                                                           
58 The village name Anisovka is derived from the name of an apple variety, anis, making explicit the 

village’s “unique selling point” and main source of economic activity. 
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the problem with the local water fails to bring the plan to fruition. The conspirators finally fall 

back on the bribe. Shortly after, however, Lev and Andrei become aware of their lack of 

bribery skills. In the end, the most effective solution is provided by Nesterov, who, as his 

suggestive powers fail, proposes to put the money in a plastic bag under a portion of 

homemade pastries and to offer the whole as a parting gift. Having accepted the gift in a 

drunken euphoria and ready to be driven back to town, the visitor is unexpectedly rescued by 

his wife, brother and the regional police officer, who had been looking for him the whole day. 

After having offered a series of incoherent explanations, the protagonists, to their visible 

relief, succeed in recovering the bag without the others becoming aware of its contents. 

The episode lays bare the manipulative tactics that are understood, without any need 

for rationalization, as indispensable (and therefore largely acceptable) for bringing any plan to 

fruition in circumstances that necessitate the involvement of the bureaucratic apparatus. 

Informed by the negative experience of their neighbours, the protagonists do not even 

contemplate the possibility of achieving their goal by following the officially prescribed 

procedure. The distrust of the system and its institutions is deeply rooted not only in the 

minds of the Sharov brothers, who represent the older generation formed under the Soviet 

regime. It also appears perfectly normal to Vadik, who is considerably younger.  

 A close reading of the scene in which the Sharov brothers practice the bribing 

procedure exposes the discursive devices that are employed in order to present bribery as a 

suitable and justifiable act (both for the characters and the viewers) within a specific system 

of power relations. The dialogue quoted below takes place in Andrei’s kitchen, which 

contains a big dining table covered with a blue cloth with a floral design, two wicker chairs 

and a red leather armchair at the head of the table. The choice of the kitchen as the setting for 

the rehearsal is not accidental, since in Russia one’s own house (and especially the kitchen) 

usually signifies a valued place of rebellious (non)agency, where one can be one’s true self, 

escaping the passage of time and the pressures of social structures. As Dale Pesmen notes, it 

“[can] hold th[e] world [of false consciousness] at bay and bind people together” (2000: 172). 

Accordingly, the brothers retreat to the kitchen’s secure and intimate environment in order to 

plot their next move. At the same time, the location’s quotidian ambiance plays down the 

transgressive potential of the plan, thus inviting the viewers to benevolently accept the 

brothers’ comically helpless and, as soon becomes clear, destined to be unsuccessful attempt 

at bribery.  
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Lev (thoughtfully): Devil knows, it is a long time since I’ve done such things. Bribing, 

you know, is an art in its own right.  

Andrei (gesticulating): Do you need to explain this to me? Try and find in Russia at 

least one person who doesn’t know how to bribe! 

Lev: Are you trying to say that you know how to do this? 

Andrei (snorting indignantly): Me? Easily. 

Lev: Go ahead then. I’ll be Mishakov (goes to sit in the armchair) and you’ll go out 

and come in again as if carrying the money, ok? 

Andrei (already standing at the exit): Easily, easily. 

Lev (nodding): Go ahead, go ahead. 

Andrei enters the kitchen again, approaches the table and leans on it with both arms, 

smiling. 

Lev (strictly): What is your business, comrade? 

Andrei (surprised): No, L’ova, try to understand! We are offering him money here, 

not in his office. 

Lev (indignantly): How dare you talk to me like this! What impertinence! 

Andrei (taken aback): I am sorry, Aleksei Petrovich. 

Lev: Right. 

Andrei: Dear Aleksei Petrovich! 

Lev: Yeah. 

Andrei: What I am trying to say…  

Lev (nodding, holding the palms of his hands together): Yes? 

Andrei: I am trying to say, you see... (Lev leans back in the chair.) It concerns all. 

Nature, the resources, people’s health… Well, you get the picture. 

Lev: No, I don’t. (Andrei looks at him, confused.) You have come to talk about 

business or about resources? 

Andrei: About business, of course. 

Lev (leans forward with impatience): Then talk about it! 

Andrei (regrouping): Ok. Right. Aleksei Petrovich, the thing is… please, help! 

(Looking sideways at the door he slowly approaches the armchair where Lev is 

sitting.) And in our turn we, as usual… (Makes a gesture of taking an envelope from 

the inner pocket of his jacket and putting it on the table. Lev looks outraged. Andrei 

spreads his arms hovering over him.) 

Lev: What is this?! What is this?!  
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Andrei (surprised): L’ova! 

Lev (gets up from the armchair in rage): Take this filth back immediately! 

Andrei (in great confusion): Listen, I don’t get it. You talk now as him or as yourself? 

Lev: As him and as myself! Who gives a bribe like this? (Walks around the table, 

lecturing.) You ramble, you are visibly afraid as if you are doing something bad. 

Andrei: But isn’t it bad? (Sits down.) 

Lev (gesticulating, leaning over Andrei): If you feel like a criminal, he’ll feel like a 

criminal too. He’ll freak out. You should offer the bribe openly, directly and honestly! 

Even if he hasn’t got a conscience, the bribed person still has a soul. And he wants to 

feel that although he accepts the money, he is doing it for a good cause, for the 

prosperity of the country, for Russia (pointing upwards)! 

It is revealing that Andrei perceives bribing as a routine, everyday practice, as one of de 

Certeau’s arts de faire (“arts of doing”), analogous to walking, talking, reading, dwelling, and 

cooking (1980).59 Andrei starts by asserting that everyone in Russia has mastered the art of 

bribery, implying that it has been completely interiorized in the manner of a performative act 

in Butler’s sense as an almost unconscious, enforced repetition of a social convention. 

However, it quickly transpires that this particular manoeuvre still needs to be rehearsed by the 

brothers, suggesting that in their case it has to be seen as a performance: a one-time, 

intentional act employed as an emergency measure. Moreover, their unease shows that deep 

down they feel ashamed. Thus, while the kitchen setting and the money reserved for the 

operation testify to the genuineness of their intention, their ineptness points to their moral 

integrity.  

Here we perceive a significant paradox in the logic of double thinking, when 

individuals can condemn others for reprehensible behaviour while, at the same time, 

justifying their own questionable actions by referring to the general custom or the exceptional 

nature of their situation. The action guided by double thinking then appears as a one-off 

practical solution to a case of unexpected coercion in Gudkov’s sense. While everyone else in 

Russia, the series suggests, has experience in bribery and sees it as something ordinary 

(indicated by Andrei’s use of the expression “as usual”), the protagonists, and presumably the 

viewers, who are incited to identify with them, exhibit a more ambivalent attitude. 

                                                           
59 De Certeau’s seminal volume The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) was originally published in 

French as L'invention du Quotidien. Vol. 1, Arts de Faire (1980). 
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 Particularly thought-provoking is the last part of the sequence, where Lev insists on 

making a distinction between the notions of conscience (sovest’) and soul (ducha). The 

conscience and the soul function here as two different moral compasses, and the bribe can be 

“honest” if not in relation to the former, then in relation to the latter. Again, the visibility of 

the act itself (the bribe should be offered “openly” and “directly”) does not make it an act of 

resistance to the official norm in Chambers’s terms, even if understood as such on the level of 

one’s consciousness, as long as the person’s soul remains unaffected. This reminds us of the 

flexibility of Levada’s normative field, which allows subjects to easily adjust their moral 

judgements depending on their changing positions and interests. 

The phenomenon of ducha (soul) deserves particular attention in connection to the 

concept of double thinking. In her study Russia and Soul: An Exploration, anthropologist 

Dale Pesmen contends that after the collapse of the Soviet Union it was not lichnost’ (self, 

person, personality, individual) but dusha that “condensed Russianness, Russian history, and 

mystical, social, and philosophical notions of self, soul, identity, and personhood, interwoven 

with ritual and sentiment” (2000: 18). Pointing out that the understanding of the Russian soul 

is often conflated with the notion of Russian national character, Pesmen renounces an 

approach to it as a generalized, politicized and “authoritatively real” trait of a solidified ethnic 

identity. She also avoids the tendency to seek out deep, essential truths “underneath the 

appearances of everyday signs of the self” (Pesmen 2000: 5) in the fragmented, confusing 

reality Russian people found themselves in after the demise of the Soviet Union. Instead, she 

proposes to pay closer attention to the surface of things, to what one can actually see, 

suggesting that “although Russian soul is, as it is called, a myth, an image, a consoling fiction, 

and a nationalist trope, it is also ways in which people d[o] things and what they d[o]” 

(Pesmen 2000: 12, emphasis in the text).  

By investigating how the notion of dusha was involved in the mediation and 

transformation of meanings and rituals connected to Russianness and Sovietness in the period 

following perestroika, Pesmen shows that, while claiming a spirit of inclusiveness, dusha 

nevertheless was used to define and delineate groups. This occurred not so much on the basis 

of class or ethnic difference, but rather on the basis of subjects’ (alleged) proneness to 

crookedness, brutality and self-interest. People corrupted by power became not-people, seen 

to block out the communities to which they had belonged, and as forgetting and losing their 
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souls.60 Conversely, the presence of dusha could help to include oneself or others in the 

category of “normal people” suffering from the system’s dehumanizing effects. Finally, by 

analyzing a number of vital elements of everyday existence, such as gift exchange, 

picnicking, drinking and steam bathing, Pesmen asserts that the soul “has more to do with 

what happens than with what people have” (2000: 9, emphasis in the text) and consequently 

can be seen as a “historically and individually contingent repertoire of options, limitation and 

practices” (2000: 299).61 What is more, in the social upheaval and normative incoherence of 

post-Soviet society, the soul’s articulations become twisted, blurred and begin to 

opportunistically interact. Paradoxically, however, Russians do not perceive the often 

mutually exclusive meanings and functions of dusha as conflicting.  

This brings to the surface the soul’s intrinsic connectedness with double thinking and 

the inconsistent actions performed, often automatically, by individuals and groups on the level 

of everyday existence. The notion of soul invoked at the right moment – as in the dialogue 

between the Sharov brothers – thus functions to justify incongruous or even transgressive 

behaviour. By explicitly mentioning the official’s right and capacity to have a sensitive soul – 

“Even if he hasn’t got a conscience, the bribed person still has a soul” – the conspirators 

exonerate the reproachable (according to the formal norm) quality of his and their own 

actions. The dialogue continues as follows: 

Lev: What are you staring at? 

Andrei: I see you are a great theoretician. (Points at the door.) Go ahead and give it a 

try! (Lev smirks.) Yes, go ahead. I’ll be Mishakov and you’ll give it a try. Give it a try! 

(Sits down in the armchair.) 

Lev exits the kitchen than re-enters, opening the door with a wide gesture, smiling 

radiantly. 

Lev: Good evening, Aleksei Petrovich! 

Andrei (strictly): I don’t see anything good as yet. What brings you here? 

Lev (Sits down with a smile and puts a briefcase of the table): We’ve got something to 

celebrate, Aleksei Petrovich, we’ve found water, can you imagine? (Laughs.) Mineral 

water, wholesome water. Now we want to put it in bottles and sell it to the people. It 

                                                           
60 In relation to the series, this helps to understand that Mishakov, as an alleged representative of 

official power, needs to have a soul in order to honor the protagonists’ endeavour. 
61 Conceptualized in this way, dusha can be perceived as a form of habitus, in Bourdieu’s sense. 

However, contrary to Bourdieu’s theory, all contingent options and practices pertain to one all-

embracing normative field. 
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would be good for the people, you know, - the health, the kidneys, the liver etc... And 

for us in Anisovka… And the region, so to say, will be involved on an equal footing… 

So that everything would be dignified. So, the Day of the Region will be celebrated 

shortly (Shifts the chair closer to Andrei, Andrei nods.) And we would like to make a 

humble contribution to this public feast, so that everything can be beautiful, have a 

large scale… It is a feast for the people, right? (Opens the briefcase, simulates taking a 

parcel out of it and putting it in front of Andrei.) Well, the official remittance will take 

time, so the cash will suit better… 

Andrei looks at the imagined parcel with disdain. Lev raises his hand higher and 

higher to indicate that the amount of money grows. 

Andrei (with a curt laugh): I won’t take it. 

Lev: You talk as who now? 

Andrey: I now talk as if I were him. He won’t take it. 

Lev: And why is that? 

Andrei: Just because. He will not take it. And then what, L’ova? We have to ask 

Nesterov for help. 

Lev (with passion): We have to ask Nesterov to heal your head! 

Andrei (with desperation): L’ova, you and I do not know how to offer a bribe. That is 

a fact! 

What draws attention is that both Lev and Andrei strike unwelcoming poses while 

impersonating Mishakov. They already anticipate that the latter will not consider their request 

favourably, in spite of the fact that supporting nascent business initiatives is part of his 

professional responsibilities. In his work about post-Soviet identity, Gudkov argues that the 

freshly forged socioeconomic structure and duplicitous behaviour are inseparable in real-life 

situations, establishing a powerful code of social coexistence and, through this, constituting 

the collective perception of the desirable and the actual order of things.62 For Gudkov, the 

present-day impossibility to articulate positive values, moral orientations and patterns of just 

behaviour gives the iterative process of social adjustment a negative connotation. He warns 

that such “negative adaptation” (negativnaia adaptatsia) and “negative identification” 

(negativnaia identifikatsia) are symptomatic of a destabilized and futureless society (2004a: 

5-19). However comical the bribery episode in The Enchanted District appears, it bears 

                                                           
62 In this way, I would suggest, double thinking makes the construction of Bourdieu’s social field 

appear twofold: the visible set of rules pertaining to the field is acknowledged only virtually, while 

underneath the official surface there is yet another field with the actual rules of everyday practice. 
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witness to the lack of a straightforward opportunity to achieve one’s goal without making a 

negative adjustment to the existing order.  

The actual order of things also dictates that, after the failed bribery attempt, the Sharov 

brothers drop the plan for the water bottling facility and transfer their attention to another 

scheme. With the tacit approval of the villagers, they embark on supplying two geodesists, 

dispatched by the regional authorities to stipulate the motorway trajectory, with huge amounts 

of vodka. This keeps them in an alcoholic delirium for days and slows down the planned 

activities. Again, none of the parties involved conceive of their actions as reprehensible. 

While the village authorities use intoxication as a tactic in order to suspend the pending 

catastrophe associated with the construction of the motorway, the geodesists never question 

the provenance of the multiple vodka bottles that miraculously turn up in their hut every 

morning. Formally, this situation would point in the direction of the corruption of state 

employees, but, as the series testifies, misdemeanours such as “in-company” theft, bribery 

(seen as an exchange of mutual services), job negligence and moonlighting appear 

indispensable for the functioning of the economic and social order and therefore cannot be 

qualified as corruption in a juridical, or even ethical sense.63 Thus, the negative adjustment 

ensures the stabilization of the system and the maintaining of a status quo, albeit an extremely 

precarious one. In the next section I will take a closer look at the social expectations and 

pitfalls this fragile social equilibrium entails.  

Negative adjustment and hysteresis 

Examining the causes and effects of the negative adjustment, Gudkov ascribes the forced 

transformations to the speed with which the decomposition of the old Soviet order happened. 

As a result, while the old communal values either disappeared into the intimate sphere of 

family and private relationships or disintegrated completely, the frameworks for the new, 

future-orientated communal norms were still to be developed and affirmed. In a similar vein, 

Boris Dubin argues that in today’s Russian society the end of totalitarian rule and the 

subsequent advent of the modernizing idea happened in such a way that the intellectual elite, 

which in the past was responsible for the production of normative symbols and values of (self-

)identification, failed to keep up (2004: 223-224). As a consequence, Russian society missed 

the necessary stage of the self-formation of conscious individuals and independent social 

groups that would have been able to develop new societal values and benchmarks.  

                                                           
63 In general, drinking is promoted by the series as a way of life, even as an endearing trait; all alcohol-

dependent male characters are absolved at the end of the series as essentially good Russian people. 



108 

 

The collective state of moral disorientation only reinforced the tendency of negative 

self-identification through the rejection what one is not in order to become part of a 

collectivity based on the premise of the systematic reproduction of uniformity and the 

exclusion of any deviation from the norm (Gudkov 2004a: 262-299). The norm, in turn, came 

to signify the negative consequences of deviant behaviour in the form of social ostracism, 

sustaining subjects’ anxiety about unintended transgressions and keeping them in fear of 

delayed punishment. At the same time, the normative collectivity of the “all” was experienced 

as a lost value, prompting nostalgic sentiments about the past and feelings of guilt for the loss 

(Dubin 2004: 225). Significantly, the norm here does not stand for a set of officially imposed 

values and rules of conduct. Rather, it appears as an imperative to be like everybody and not 

to deviate from the generally practiced discursive and behavioural patterns, even if these 

would involve double thinking. The avoidance of deviation is thus perceived as a decisive 

factor for maintaining the social status quo. 

As an alleged “knowable community,” Anisovka is meant to epitomize social stability 

and to trigger nostalgic feelings by reminding the viewers of the values that ostensibly have 

been lost in the course of the modernizing reforms. In spite of Dubin’s critical assessment of 

Russian subjects’ desire to become everymen in order to escape the uncertainties and 

hardships of everyday reality, matters of equality are taken seriously in the series and 

endowed with positive potential. This is why the mayor and the factory director consider the 

villagers equally responsible and, what is more, equally deserving individuals. It also explains 

why, in the bribe episode, the conspirators are eager to show that they are acting not 

exclusively of their own accord and for their own benefit. They continuously emphasize the 

relevance of their project to the people of Anisovka, of the region and ultimately of Russia. 

What is more, while the Sharov brothers sincerely believe that by bringing their plan to 

fruition they will help the village to survive economically, they also understand that, for the 

person they are attempting to bribe, it is necessary to be assured that his actions are justifiable 

as serving the public good. In this respect, the focus on collective interests again differentiates 

this manifestation of double thinking from the Western conceptualizations invoked earlier. De 

Certeau, as well as Chambers, considers quotidian subversive practices as rarely perceptible 

and largely individual in their execution and goals, whereas the act of bribing in the above 

example, besides its (intended) visibility, has communal prosperity as its cause and envisaged 

effect.  

At the same time, the gradual erosion of idyllic country life under the pressures of the 

changing environment brings to the surface the problematic nature of a social status quo based 
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on egalitarian principles alone. To demonstrate this, the series features an episode called “The 

Survival Race,” in which the authorities, waiting for the hypnosis to take effect, design yet 

another plan to encourage labour morale and what they consider “normal human behaviour” 

in their district. Instead of the usual restrictive measures, such as the withdrawal of bonuses or 

even salaries, they decide to award the best behaving villager with a prize. What is intended to 

be a stimulating and singular gesture, though, quickly evolves into a ruthless competition 

between friends, neighbours and colleagues. Rumour has it that the authorities have 

established a committee to keep an eye on everyone and the envisaged prize acquires huge 

proportions in the collective imagination. As a result, neighbours start spying on each other, 

friends provoke each other, working relationships suffer from the lack of mutual trust and the 

self-appointed committee members eagerly report various misdemeanours to the mayor’s 

office. The climax is reached when a couple of men conspire to cut the electric wires at the 

power station on the evening of an important football match in order to compromise one of 

their friends, the village electrician. To restore order in the community, the authorities finally 

half-heartedly decide to award everyone a symbolic prize of 100 rubles; and life eventually 

resumes its usual course.  

The episode confirms that social stability remains an ongoing concern in the wake of a 

series of sudden reforms. In spite of the publicly avowed community pledge, the normative 

indeterminacy of the new conditions induces mutual mistrust, passivity and high expectations 

towards the authorities considered responsible for maintaining the social order and increasing 

general welfare. Moreover, normality, conceived as a normative identity shaped according to 

the official rules of commendable behaviour, paradoxically becomes a deviation in a situation 

where double thinking exists as a generally accepted and practiced mode of conduct. Gudkov 

sees this kind of negative identification as an obstacle to the contemporary subject’s 

orientation towards the multiplicity of others as a group of self-reliant, motivated partners. 

According to him, the system now contains a multitude of “atomized” individuals held 

hostage by their dependency on the existing power structures and the traditional networks of 

mutual services. While productive interdependency would, in the long run, lead to the 

improvement of living conditions for all involved, the old forms of interpersonal exchange, 

originally meant to ensure survival and minimal comfort, now impede the emergence of new, 

more rewarding modes of social interaction (Gudkov 2004a: 295-297).  

The double thinking that informs the paradoxical combination of disobeying the 

authorities’ aspirational decisions and depending on the same authorities’ contribution to the 

realization of the good-life fantasy, might also account for the ambivalent attitude of the 
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community towards outsiders. Thus, blaming the external, rapidly urbanizing world for the 

predicaments they have to overcome, the people of Anisovka do not hesitate to welcome 

Nesterov as a person who, they believe, is capable to shepherd them through the difficult 

times. The latter presents a quotidian personification of the saviour figure which I briefly 

discussed in Chapter Two in relation to the hero of Balabanov’s Brother diptych, Danila 

Bagrov. Whereas it is Danila’s mission to deter the multiple enemies and aliens allegedly 

threatening the cultural and spiritual integrity of the Russian people, the hypnotist is depicted 

as a “trouble shooter” whose services are wanted to cure the villagers of the remnants of the 

old Soviet modes of conduct and to turn them into fully new-thinking Russians. While, in the 

beginning, the necessity of Nesterov’s presence is championed solely by the mayor, later on 

he is consulted by virtually every household on divergent matters. The psychic himself 

emphatically tries to downplay his paranormal qualities. He claims to suffer from a burn-out 

and is repeatedly seen relaxing in the sun or performing domestic chores. Nonetheless, 

Nesterov’s status as an outsider and representative of the intellectual elite appears sufficient to 

make his new neighbours assume he is capable of curing the entire male population of the 

village from excessive drinking, well versed in the art of bribery, able to act as a matchmaker 

for a young attractive widow and capable of putting a straying husband back on the right 

track.  

Nevertheless, although Nesterov gradually gains trust and popularity within the 

community, even he cannot cure double thinking. At the end of the series, when it transpires 

that the feared infrastructural changes will not take place after all, the mayor immediately 

reproaches him for ineffectiveness. He is also blamed for his collusion with the local property 

developer, who asked him to convince some of the villagers to sell their houses and move to 

the nearby town. Remarkably, the latter fact has been known to everybody all along, but never 

before raised suspicion or caused disapproval. Nesterov is urgently advised to leave the 

premises after conducting the ultimate hypnosis session. In the last episode, the hypnotist 

mounts the stage in the local club again and addresses the now familiar audience with the 

following words: 

There will be no hypnosis. You don’t need to turn your heads around, or to fall asleep. 

I would simply like to talk to you. For some reason, we always need somebody to 

come and make us fall asleep. And then we would suddenly wake up, right as rain… 

as it happens in childhood. But it doesn’t happen in reality. I would gladly have a little 

dream with you. And have somebody else stand here telling me: “Sasha, everything 
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will be all right!” Probably I would be the first to try to believe this person. (Pauses, 

looking at the peacefully sleeping villagers, whom the camera depicts at mid-shot 

distance using soft focus): My dears, you are here to stay and I will not be here 

anymore. Because… (Makes a dismissive gesture with his hand)... and... thank you.  

In his speech, the psychic verbalizes the core of the predicament Anisovka and its authorities 

are coping with; namely, the wish for things to change miraculously by somebody’s hand or 

of their own accord. Moreover, he admits his own yearning for such an effortless 

transformation and regrets that in this case he was chosen to be the one to facilitate it. When 

the miracle does not take place, however, the popularity Nesterov initially enjoyed makes 

place for disillusioned indifference. The phrase: “You are here to stay” testifies to Nesterov’s 

realization that the people will have to work consciously and actively to achieve change. At 

the same time, the “thank you” suggests that he has been greatly influenced by his short-lived 

rural experience, which has made him doubt the necessity of the changes he was supposed to 

be instrumental in effecting. With his departure, the circle of negative adjustment is complete 

and the original status quo returns. Thus, the viewer is left to wonder what kind of change, if 

any, was aspired to by the villagers in the first place and to what extent the avoidance of 

responsibilities, untruthfulness, lack of discipline and heavy drinking could be reconciled with 

the picture of a new, modernized rural community. 

 To answer these questions, I want to turn to Bourdieu’s notion of hysteresis, which can 

be defined as a mismatch between habitus and field (1977, 1990). Bourdieu contends that 

hysteresis can occur in a variety of practical contexts when there is a time lag between a 

certain systematic change (field transformation) and an organizational or individual response 

to it (adjustment of dispositions). When a field is changed significantly, new opportunities are 

created by its altered structures. However, each individual responds to the unfamiliar situation 

in her own way, depending on her status and particular position in the field. Whereas some 

adjust more easily and succeed more quickly, others experience difficulty in asserting the 

advantages of the change timely and in generating practices that correspond with the new 

order. As a consequence, the latter individuals’ “dispositions become dysfunctional and the 

efforts they make to perpetuate them help to plunge them deeper into failure” (Bourdieu 2000: 

161). Thus, the discrepancy between the field and the habitus can create contradictions, 

tensions and instability.64  

                                                           
64 See, for a more detailed explication of hysteresis, Hardy (2008). 
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The Enchanted District presents a notable case of hysteresis and, as such, helps to 

understand why the programme of political, economic and social modernization in Russia has 

not led to synchronous structural changes in the peoples’ psyche and behaviour. The series 

shows that the behavioural patterns of the characters reproduce late-Soviet popular responses 

to official ideologies. At first glance, the villagers do recognize the desirability of 

modernization and even adopt its external attributes: their vocabulary changes, they use new 

technologies such as mobile phones and computers, and they conform to the latest fashion. 

But it is quickly made clear that the simple pleasures of rural life the series champions are 

possible only if no structural adjustments are introduced in peoples’ daily lives. Even the 

modernization-minded Sharov brothers and Nesterov appear in the end to accept this state of 

affairs.  

Trying to reconcile the modernizing discourse with what is presented as a true and 

uncompromised way of life in the Russian countryside, the series challenges a reading of 

hysteresis as the inevitable adaptation of the habitus to the field transformation. It 

demonstrates that the field’s progressive movement can be considerably impeded and even 

foreclosed by a strong, resistant habitus. Thus, the discrepancy and time lag between the field 

change and the set of interiorized dispositions can lead to the persistence of the latter and, 

eventually, to an overall failure of the former. In other words, the series, especially through its 

portrayal of hypnosis, interrogates the idea that modernization could be achieved 

instantaneously. New discourses and habituses cannot simply replace the old ones without 

conflict and without any memory of the previous system. The way in which, on the surface, 

the villagers seem supportive of the authorities’ modernizing initiatives, while at the same 

time not investing in these initiatives in their daily practices demonstrates how new and old 

discursive formations and practices continue to intermingle and contest each other. In the next 

section of this chapter, I will consider the historical and cultural specificity of this dynamic 

and ponder the social effects it produces by looking at its concrete manifestation. 

Post-Soviet subjectivity as a site of conflicting discourses  

The mutual penetration and blurring of late- and post-Soviet discourses is exemplified in the 

opening scene of the first episode of The Enchanted District, which stages a village meeting. 

Lev Sharov is sitting at a table placed in the centre of a large podium in front of an audience 

consisting of what seems to be the entire village population. As in a theatre, the stage is 

flanked by red velvet curtains. On the table, covered with a green baize cloth, stand a water 

decanter and a couple of glasses. On the back wall hangs a poster featuring Lenin in a famous 
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oratorical pose. When everybody has taken their seats, Lev gets up to stand next to the table 

and addresses the audience:  

Lev: Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, the shareholders! This is what I would like to tell 

you, dear Ladies and Gentlemen, the collective owners, so to say! I’ll describe to you 

the situation in our Anisovka. (Gesticulating, goes to stand in front of the table.) This 

is a nightmare, dear comrades! (Makes a half squat, leans forward, and starts 

speaking louder.) This is simply a sort of degradation. (Gesticulates.) We drink … We 

fight with each other, I don’t know, like we do not belong to the same family! Yes, 

there are also rumours that when the bridge over the river will be built, connecting the 

new motorway with the station, Anisovka will be demolished or, I don’t know, cut off 

from civilization. Where do these depressing ideas come from, honestly, huh? (Taps 

with the index finger on his forehead, makes a half squat, gesticulates.) 

Female voices from the audience: Everybody says so… It is not only one person who 

says this… 

Lev (even more agitated): And the main thing is, there is absolutely no discipline, do 

you understand? If we please, we go to work, if we don’t, we don’t.  

A male member of the audience: This is not true! We never please, but we always go 

to work! 

At this point loud common laughter interrupts Lev’s attempts to reprimand his interlocutors 

and he continues by explaining the purpose of the meeting: a session with a successful 

hypnotist who is expected to cure the villagers of their bad habits. It also becomes evident 

why the meeting has such a great turnout. The people have been told that they will receive 

their salaries only after the envisaged treatment. 

The scene demonstrates the continuing Soviet practice of establishing discipline and 

order by appealing to the binding metaphor of the family and using the pronoun “we.” In 

addition, the ideological message is driven home through material coercion. At the same time, 

the viewer clearly perceives Lev’s genuine concern for the future of the community. He starts 

by awkwardly addressing his workers in the novel manner of a modernized society, as ladies 

and gentlemen who are also shareholders. However, immediately after, he slips into calling 

them “dear comrades” and tries to reason with them as if they were a bunch of unruly 

children. This betrays his fatherly concern about their welfare, once more underlining the 

significance of familial bonds as a main organizing principle of individual and collective 

identity.  
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In turn, the villagers demonstrate their dependence on late-Soviet ways of thinking 

when they expect to be paid while neglecting their responsibilities and laughing at Lev’s 

attempts to re-establish labour efficiency at the winery. That the winery is officially 

considered a shareholder company does not change the hierarchical relationships or the 

attitude of the freshly established co-owners towards their enterprise. The neoliberal way of 

thinking and acting does not seem to have been internalized by the collective psyche.  

Bakhtin theorized the possibility for multiple discourses to co-exist in one 

consciousness through the concept of discursive genres, which he regards as an effect of the 

semantic plurality of language and the intrinsic connectedness of its specific use to diverse 

spheres of human activity and communication. In “Discourse in the Novel” Bakhtin, 

moreover, distinguishes between authoritative and internally persuasive discourse. The first is 

defined as the indivisible, unchangeable “word of the fathers,” which is “indissolubly fused 

with its authority – with political power, an institution, a person – and […] stands and falls 

together with that authority” (1990b: 343). Because it cannot be negotiated with, it is either 

completely endorsed or rejected in its totality. Internally persuasive discourse, on the contrary, 

is “affirmed through assimilation [and] tightly interwoven with ‘one’s own word’” (Bakhtin 

1990b: 345). It penetrates one’s consciousness to enter into a dialogue with other 

acknowledged and assimilated discourses, allowing a resignifying process to take place.  

Bakhtin’s authoritative discourse can be related to the notion of hegemony of form 

developed by the cultural anthropologist Alexei Yurchak. He coins the term “hegemony of 

form” to describe “a symbolic order of tightly interconnected signifiers that were exclusively 

state-controlled and permeated most aspects of everyday life in the official sphere” (Yurchak 

1997: 166). Yurchak claims that the majority of the Soviet people experienced the state-

propagated representation of the social world as omnipresent and immutable: everybody 

studied the unified, centrally adopted school curriculum, was brought up on the basis of the 

same texts, visual images and public rituals, and behaved accordingly. As a result, “[t]he 

reproduction of the hegemony of representation was based on everyone’s involvement in the 

official order of signification. Whether or not one consciously believed in the officially 

proclaimed goals was less important that the act of participating in routine official practices, 

perceived as inevitable” (Yurchak 1997: 168). At the same time, accepting the official 

discourse on the surface did not prevent the people from simultaneously developing what 

Yurchak calls “parallel meanings” and “parallel events” (1997: 163) to minimize the former 

oppressive effects and to continue living a “normal” life. The notion of parallel meanings 

complicates Bakhtin’s theory by demonstrating that it is not necessarily an internally 
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persuasive (dialogic) discourse that counters the authoritative one. It can be also be a system 

of signification or a practice that weakens the latter without directly challenging it or entering 

in a dialogue with it. Parallel meanings, just like double thinking, are not equivalent to 

internally persuasive discourses but constitute coping mechanisms for dealing with 

authoritative discourse. 

Although both double thinking and parallel practices have a system-stabilizing 

capacity, Yurchak conceives of pretence-based forms of behaviour as a direct sign of the 

Soviet system’s deep inner crisis at the cognitive level of quotidian activity, which eventually 

facilitated its decline. He contends that, in the years of late socialism, the dominant discursive 

regime of communist ideology underwent a crucial shift from a “semantic” to a “pragmatic” 

model. This shift involved the following steps: 

First, ideological forms were not just copied but perfectly replicated, which made 

them ‘frozen’ and context-independent. Second, this replication was accompanied by a 

transformation of the meanings for which ideological forms stood in different 

contexts. Third, this process took place not only at the level of ideological texts, but 

also in other discourses of ideology: visual (posters, films, monuments, architecture), 

ritualistic (meetings, reports, celebrations) and in centralized ‘formal structures’ of 

everyday practice. (Yurchak 2003: 481) 

As a result, the Soviet ideological form ceased to adequately represent socialist values and 

ideals. Importantly, this did not necessarily mean that the people ceased to invest in the latter. 

Rather, the “decoupling” of the form from the intended meaning allowed “the conditions of 

possibility for the collapse of socialism, as a social system but not as a set of values” 

(Yurchak 2003: 481).65 

Presenting the opposition between official discourses and nonofficial practices as a 

progressive incompatibility of the signifier and the signified, Yurchak’s theory, to an extent, 

                                                           
65 From this perspective, one can even argue that the societal transformation envisaged by perestroika 

and glasnost aimed only to replace the dominant ideological form and to remove the basis for 

nonofficial practices, while leaving communist values as well as the existing social infrastructure 

unchallenged. The effort misfired because the new neoliberal discourse proved incompatible with the 

above values, and the nascent elements of the capitalist order clashed with the habitual social practices 

of late socialism. Oushakine proposes a similar explanation for perestroika’s failure to produce 

structural societal change: “Having borrowed the rhetoric of glasnost from the dissidents, the regime 

of perestroika simultaneously ignored the dissidents as political subjects and exhausted the subversive 

component of their mimetic resistance. In addition, the dissidents themselves, having rooted their 

identity in the position of the subordinate, failed to transform their dissent into a parliamentary 

opposition or an institutionalized party system” (2001: 214, emphasis in text). 
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supports Bakhtin’s implicit assumption that with the decline of a particular social system the 

accompanying authoritative discourse would be automatically rejected. However, the scenes 

of post-Soviet reality depicted in The Enchanted District attest that authoritative discourses 

can linger a long time after their supporting social structure has disappeared, precisely 

because they are often also considered internally persuasive. The television series shows how 

the visual signifiers pertaining to the once hegemonic order of representation continue to 

circulate in the public sphere. They either provide an ambiguous backdrop for the characters’ 

actions, like the portrait of Lenin, his alabaster sculpture, and an assortment of posters 

eulogizing the joys of collective farming in Anisovka’s club building, or serve to disguise 

somebody’s illegitimate absence from work, like the “Closed for inventory” (Uchiot) sign 

Shura puts on the door of her shop when she is summoned to join the “fishing expedition” in 

the bribe episode (figure 3.1. a-d).  

  

  

Figure 3.1. a-d: Screenshots from The Enchanted District (dir. Aleksandr Baranov) 

What is more, the fact that Lev, in his public address, borrows from both the old Soviet 

repository of rhetorical devises and the new capitalist vocabulary indicates that the existing 

signifying system can at all times be supplemented by fresh components without necessarily 

disrupting its unity. Viewed from this vantage point, double thinking emerges as an 

expression of the coexistence in the Russian psyche of two partly diverging but still largely 

overlapping discourses – that of the late Soviet regime and that of the post-Soviet era.  
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  The question that remains to be explored is whether the new historical circumstances 

eventually will allow the Russian people to disavow double thinking as the guiding logic of 

their existence and, if so, what alternative tools they could master to make sense of the 

changing social reality and to ensure good and fair conditions of life. In the series, the 

collective hypnosis fails to produce this effect. Yet, in some instances, it does prove 

instrumental in making the characters consciously review their thinking patterns and 

behaviour. Thus, in the episode called “The Coded,” one of Nesterov’s neighbours, Yurii 

Savichev (Andrei Krasko), requests the psychic to help him stop drinking by means of 

hypnosis: to “code” him.66 The use of the word “coding” expresses Yurii’s feeling that a new 

discursive structure needs to be forcefully installed in his mind to get rid of an old habit.67 

Nesterov only simulates the hypnotising act, but Yurii believes that he has been cured and 

commences to act accordingly. He stops drinking, renovates the house, repairs domestic 

equipment and starts treating his wife respectfully and lovingly. 

  Seeing this, Vasilii Surikov’s wife demands that Nesterov do the same to her husband, 

this time from a distance, since Vasilii would never acquiesce to the treatment. Nesterov 

points out that this is impossible, but the woman nonetheless convinces her husband that he 

has been coded too. The following dialogue takes place in Vasilii’s workshop where Yurii 

comes to visit him. Vasilii, in agitation, tells him that he would rather die than succumb to the 

psychic’s suggestive powers. At this point Yurii suddenly remarks: “Dying is not a problem. 

The question is: why live?” Vasilii exclaims that his friend is talking funny and needs to get 

“decoded,” i.e. free himself of the hypnotist’s spell which is obviously at work here. The 

conversation then takes an unexpected turn: 

Yurii (referring to Nesterov): Listen, he didn’t code me, he decoded me. For the first 

time in fifty years I stopped and thought: what’s the point? (Stares into the distance. 

The viewer becomes aware of a clock ticking in the background and an intermittent 

high sound produced by a string instrument, which continues to accentuate Yurii’s 

words through the rest of the scene.) I was born, why? I went to school, why? I 

finished school, why? I went to serve in the army, why? I came back from the army, 

                                                           
66 One of the meanings of the Russian verb “to code” (zakodirovat’) refers to a practice of ridding a 

person from alcohol addiction by means of manipulating his psyche, often through hypnosis. 
67 The episode’s title is also reminiscent of Stuart Hall’s conceptualization of decoding as unraveling 

the meaning of what is unfamiliar or incomprehensible and of encoding as a simultaneous process of 

translation and transformation of something alien into something recognizable. The combination of 

both allows certain preferred meanings to emerge, thereby guiding the process of interpretation (1997). 
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got married, why? I brought up a daughter, got her married (Looks at Vasilii, speaking 

louder.) But why?! 

Vasilii: But everybody lives like this, everybody! 

Yurii (gesticulating): Right! Listen, you are right. But why? 

Vasilii (Sits up on the bed, sighing.): You know, in principle, you are right. I 

remember in the army I once held a watch. I stand there for one hour, for two hours… 

And suddenly, just like you now, I am having this thought. I stand for the third hour. 

Why, what sense does it have for me as a human being? Generally speaking, who 

needs to burgle these warehouses? The bosses have stolen everything already in the 

daylight. But I was positioned here, and here I stand. And I think further. The whole 

life is like this. Where you are positioned in life, there you’ll keep standing. 

Yurii: But why? 

Vasilii: Yeah, why? And suddenly I felt so terrible… Luckily they came to replace me 

in time. You know that in the army soldiers mostly kill themselves when they are on 

watch duty? 

Yurii: No. 

Vasilii: Because one should never leave a person alone with his thoughts. Certainly 

not when he is holding a machine gun. Can you imagine what can come into his mind? 

What he can do to himself? 

The above dialogue exemplifies what Dubin calls the bifurcation syndrome (sindrom 

razdvoyenia) - a splitting between the abstract plane of the distant social ideal and the 

concrete plane of private everyday life (2004: 229). In spite of the comic undertow of the 

scene, implying that even the trivial effort to abstain from drinking has to be rationalized from 

a higher existential perspective, the two friends’ questions can be read as a sign of their 

cognitive and emotional confusion when higher values and norms of behaviour (the 

authoritative cultural codes), since long inculcated in them, do not correlate with everyday 

reality. Vasilii’s reference to the stealing bosses, while displacing his discourse of life’s 

higher meaning to the lower plane of social injustice and quotidian material needs, also 

emphasizes the distance from and unattainability of the great social ideal. It is not surprising, 

then, that later on, in spite of this moment of revelation, Vasilii casually returns to his 

customary behaviour. 

 Yurii, on the contrary, considers himself rid of his entrenched beliefs and habits, one 

of which is alcohol abuse. Paradoxically, his story contradicts multiple scenes in the series 
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where drinking is eulogized by the male population of Anisovka as a necessary element of 

harmonious companionship and an important condition for a meaningful conversation. This 

makes Yurii’s remark about being “decoded” also significant in the sense that he, as it were, 

transgresses the conventional social code that equates drinking with philosophical doubt and 

(self-)reflexivity. Even when it becomes clear that he has not been hypnotized, for a while he 

continues his pursuit of a better life embracing the values of a healthy routines, industry at 

home and at work; and a more open and cooperative attitude towards his wife, friends and 

neighbours. It appears that the victorious discourse in his psyche is the archaic one that 

concurs with Bakhtin’s description of an idyll with its unhurried rhythms, simplicity and 

organic union with one’s genuine environment. The idyllic life’s promise of clarity is 

additionally highlighted through the character’s rediscovery of the magnificent powers of 

nature, expressed by the spectacular thunderstorm that breaks out at the end of “The Coded.” 

Similar to the virginal snow covering the road to Moscow in the closing scene of Balabanov’s 

Brother, the thunderstorm functions as a metaphor for the possibility to start from a clean 

slate and to aspire, in Williams’s sense, to a “knowable” life that would be equally untainted 

by the remnants of Soviet ideology and the emerging influence of neoliberal capitalism.  

This idea is central to the final episode of The Enchanted District. When the news 

spreads that Anisovka will not fall victim to the bridge construction, Prokhorov, the local 

businessman, makes an ultimate attempt to buy property from a number of the seemingly 

naive villagers, who, however, surprise him by refusing his offer. When he approaches Yurii 

Savichev, the latter invites him for a drink to discuss the matter in detail. Here, the viewer 

witnesses the triumphal return of the familiar equation between a meaningful conversation 

and drinking, the appeal of which Yurii evidently is still unable to resist. Both men gradually 

become inebriated and their exchange takes an unexpected direction when Savichev starts 

questioning the value of his property and the feasibility of selling it to a city dweller. It is 

Prokhorov who suddenly commences to point out the attractiveness of their natural habitat: 

the wide vistas, the clear skies, the organic smells and sounds, and the calm. The dialogue is 

accompanied by a quiet lyrical tune and the camera shows the beautiful panoramas of the 

surroundings. Finally convinced of the advantages of his way of living, Savichev exclaims: “I 

am not fool enough to sell the beauty!” Prokhorov whole-heartedly agrees and gives up his 

plan of property acquisition in the village. The last shot of the series shows the drunken 

characters sitting on a bench on top of a hill singing a popular song “Where the Motherland 

Starts.” The camera, zooming out, makes them appear small and vulnerable between the 

endless darkening skies and wide pastures (figure 3.2. a-d). Thus, the businessman, as the last 
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representative of the capitalist discourse, lets himself be drawn in by the knowable and 

communicable virtues of the country idyll, returning the circular line of the narrative back to 

its starting point, in truly idyllic fashion. 

  

  

Figure 3.2. a-d: Screenshots from The Enchanted District (dir. Aleksandr Baranov) 

The analyses in this section demonstrate that it is not possible to make a clear-cut 

distinction between Soviet and post-Soviet subjectivity since the neoliberal way of thinking is 

imposed on the Russian people as an authoritative discourse, in the same way as the 

communist discourse in the past. Moreover, due to its long history, the latter continues to 

linger in the collective psyche and mingles with its neoliberal counterpart. Accordingly, other 

internalized discourses, when they appear, lack the power to contest the authoritative ones and 

to inform sustainable responses to contemporary Russian society’s socioeconomic 

inadequacies. 

Negotiating adjustment to societal change 

This chapter has focussed on the question of which social practices Russian people have at 

their disposal in order to give meaning to the on-going societal changes around them and to 

(re-)organize their life accordingly. The analysis of the popular television series The 

Enchanted District has allowed me to identify double thinking as one of the approved 

reactions to the pressures of post-Soviet society. Developed in the years of late socialism, the 

logic of double thinking successfully transitioned into the neoliberal reality, continuing to 
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demonstrate its seemingly paradoxical ability to simultaneously undermine and secure the 

hegemonic system.  

My reading of selected episodes from the series uncovered that double thinking is 

habitually and openly employed both by ordinary people and representatives of official 

power. The latter, the series testifies, also feel compelled to improvise and to find at times 

debatable solutions to the problematic situations that regularly occur in a destabilized society. 

This gave me an opportunity to claim the cultural and historical specificity of double thinking, 

and to critically engage with Bourdieu’s concepts of field and habitus, developed to account 

for the reproduction of social stratification in post-industrial Western societies. Whereas in 

Bourdieu’s theory different subjects’ actions are informed by different habituses connected to 

specific fields, post-Soviet subjects appear to possess a single set of durable dispositions and 

to operate within one normative field. As a result, while Western societies tend to install a 

clear division between the spheres of conformism and subversion, in the Russian context the 

established norm and its ambiguous application pertain to the same sphere, which does not 

discriminate between official and non-official social practice.  

Although double thinking generally operates as a form of negative, contingent 

adjustment that effectively impinges on the constitution of autonomous subjects and, as such, 

constitutes an obstacle to Russia’s modernizing thrust, it can also be conceived as an 

inevitable reaction to structural socioeconomic inadequacies. The inconsistent conduct of 

individuals and groups can be explained by the loss of reliable social infrastructures and the 

confusing coexistence, within the people’s psyche, of nascent neoliberal and late-Soviet 

communist discourses. That this coexistence is ultimately problematic becomes evident, in the 

series, in the villagers’ attempts to “unlearn” manipulative modes of behaviour by using the 

suggestive powers of a professional hypnotist. The conflicting discourses are concretized in 

the community’s oscillation, on a narrative and visual level, between the aspirational image of 

a modern capitalist enterprise and the virtues of a country idyll with its simplicity, 

knowability and collective rituals. The fact that, at the end of the series, the idyll prevails 

invokes one of this study’s principal concerns about the role of the community and, within it, 

the (metaphoric) family in the formation of post-Soviet identities. While in the first two 

chapters I explored the aspects of social justice, inclusion and exclusion inherent to these 

notions, here I have especially focused on their clarifying and stabilizing potential. To 

continue this line of inquiry and to interrogate the mentioned metaphor’s social validity, in the 

next chapter I will turn my attention to ordinary families and their efforts to advance their life 

in the drastically changed conditions of post-Soviet society. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The waning family: gender and generations in post-Soviet society  

 

Introduction  

In the previous chapters I demonstrated how, in the post-Soviet context, the notion of family 

serves to stabilize individual and communal identities. The family metaphor often helps 

resolve issues of belonging, responsibility and just behaviour, and operates as a crucial 

organizing principle of wholesome collectivity. In this chapter I continue to interrogate this 

metaphor’s function by turning attention to the problems of real-life families, with a particular 

focus on the changes taking place in Russian society in conventional generational and gender 

roles. Through an analysis of two realist films, The Man of No Return (Chelovek 

bezvozvratnyi, 2006, dir. Ekaterina Grokhovskaia) and Gromozeka (dir. Vladimir Kott, 2010), 

I claim that Russian cinematic realism is mutating in accordance with what Lauren Berlant 

calls the “waning of genre” (2011a: 6). Moreover, since realism is thought to represent the 

genre of “life” par excellence, I argue that the received idea of family is in itself a genre that 

is gradually losing the capacity to help Russian subjects give meaning to structural and 

historical antagonisms, to mediate their feelings of belonging to a larger sociality and, finally, 

to direct their energies toward enhancing their lives. 

Although in recent years the need for up-to-date cultural representations of Russian 

family life has to a certain extent been met by a number of serialized television family sagas, 

Russian cinema has shown a certain reluctance to confront audiences with the contemporary 

predicaments of individuals held together by the bonds of marriage and consanguinity 

(Drozdova 2006). Gromozeka and The Man of No Return fill this void by offering insight into 

the intricate everydayness of ordinary family life. By bringing to light the concrete Russian 

family’s proneness to disruption, personal dislocation and loss, both films attest to the uneasy 

relationship between conventional expectations of having a good life and the rapidly changing 

socio-cultural environment.  

The Man of No Return revolves around the Kniazev family, who live in a provincial 

Russian town. Mother Tatiana Sergeevna (Elena Valushkina) is a hospital doctor, father Boris 

Andreevich (Michail Remezov) teaches at a military academy. The couple has three grown-up 

children who have already left home. The elder daughter, Vera (Ekaterina Rednikova), is a 

housewife who endures a spiritual and physical estrangement from her husband. The second 
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daughter, Nadia (Anna Churina), is a presenter at the local television station and is involved in 

an unhappy relationship with a married producer. The son, Andrei (Sergei Krapiva), a cadet at 

the same military academy where his father works, is having a secret relationship with a much 

older businesswoman who generously rewards him for his attentions. As the narrative 

evolves, the family is put through a severe ordeal as a consequence of Tatiana’s sudden illness 

and subsequent death. Zooming in on the personal lives of the family members, the film 

simultaneously follows a number of other characters whose story lines cross each other. 

Upon its release, many journalists and members of the audience critiqued this “grim 

and truthful saga about the decomposition of the seemingly solid Kniazev clan” (Alekhin 

2006, n. pag., my translation) for its prevalent tone of despair and hopelessness. What is more, 

The Man of No Return was attacked for featuring “a person who does not return to his place 

of origin, roots and family hearth as a new cinematic hero” (Prokofiev 2006, n. pag., my 

translation). The characters, who seemed to deliberately cut the strings of social attachments, 

were perceived as dangerously exposing themselves to life’s inescapable hardships. Other 

reviewers, however, appreciated the film for what they saw as its realism. Marina Drozdova, 

for one, in Iskusstvo Kino, praised the director for venturing to portray ordinary life with its 

trials and tribulations, which almost everybody undergoes but rarely comprehends. According 

to Drozdova, this common difficulty in understanding life was what rightly saturated the film 

with “the sadness of sacrifice and doom” (2006: n. pag., my translation). 

Gromozeka shares The Man of No Return’s aesthetic and political concerns. It, too, 

was simultaneously criticized and acclaimed for its unvarnished depiction of post-Soviet life’s 

unremitting grimness. The film relates the story of three middle-aged men living in Moscow. 

The friendship between the men dates from their school days when they used to play in a band 

called Gromozeka. Thirty years later, they still regularly meet in a bathhouse to discuss their 

lives. Although they invariably report to each other that they are doing well, the reality proves 

to be different. Surgeon Kaminskii (Nikolai Dobrynin) experiences a professional crisis 

caused by the loss of a child patient. In addition, he is involved in a complicated affair with a 

nurse, Aleksandra (Daria Semenova), but cannot gather the courage to confess this to his wife 

Elena (Ol’ga Onishenko). He also suddenly becomes aware that he is dying of cancer. 

Policeman Gromov (Boris Kamorzin) has been demoted at work, his wife Larisa (Yevgenia 

Dobrovolskaia) overtly despises him and his unemployed son Gosha (Aleksandr Pal’chikov), 

who still lives at home, refuses to listen to his admonitions. The widowed taxi driver Mozerov 

(Leonid Gromov) discovers that his daughter Lisa (Polina Filonenko), instead of studying at 

university, has become a porn actress. The film follows three separate narrative lines that 
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cross, sometimes unnoticed by the heroes, who ineptly attempt to deal with their daily 

tribulations. 

 Commenting on the generation conflict that forms the film’s narrative core, critic 

Denis Ruzaev wrote: “In the end, we see not the portrait of a lost [last Soviet] generation, but 

a joyless (…) picture of the inevitable change of one kind of monster by another. The fact that 

the latter eventually become reconciled with the former does not testify to a finally found, and 

therefore possible, compromise between fathers and children, but is a sign of the belated 

acknowledgement of blood ties” (2011: n. pag., my translation). Apart from the question of 

severely damaged family relations, many reviewers interrogated the main characters’ 

exceptional inability to give meaning to the exigencies of their material existence. Some 

reviews, however, lauded Gromozeka for its social verisimilitude, pointing out the hero’s 

recognisability for most people who had to make an uneasy transition from the tightly 

structured and predictable Soviet order to the post-Soviet regime of socioeconomic precarity 

and normative diffusion.  

The controversial reception of both films allows me to see them as post-Soviet 

testimonies to the crisis of (cinematic) realism, which Lauren Berlant convincingly diagnoses 

in her discussion of waning genres. Conceiving of genre as an “aesthetic structure of affective 

expectation,” she argues that formal genre modes function as normalizing mechanisms 

defining what a “life” is (Berlant 2008: 4). The conventional realist genre of “life” therefore 

appears as a rigorous form of social pedagogy, which ultimately limits people’s capacity to 

negotiate and alter normative or traditional ways of connecting to the world. In Cruel 

Optimism, Berlant sets out to “track the waning of genre, and in particular older realist genres 

whose conventions of relating fantasy to ordinary life and whose depictions of the good life 

now appear to mark archaic expectations about having and building a life” (2011a: 6). 

Asserting that the deterioration of social and economic conditions under neoliberal 

restructuring increasingly compromises the conventional fantasy of the good life, she 

advocates “thinking about the ordinary as an impasse shaped by crisis in which people find 

themselves developing skills for adjusting to newly proliferating pressures to scramble for 

modes of living on” (Berlant 2011a: 8). Berlant’s ultimate aim is to examine those instances 

of the “impasse or transitional moment” that illustrate “exemplary cases of adjustment to the 

loss of this fantasy” of the good life (2011a: 11).  

With regard to present-day Russia, I take recourse to Berlant’s theory to suggest that 

the uneasy evolution of the realist genre exposed by Gromozeka and The Man of No Return 

directly reflects on the laborious transitions the Russian family is undergoing as a social 
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construction. In relation to this, Gudkov and Dubin argue that whereas the old ideological 

structures rendering the communist reality intelligible for the people have been consciously 

disavowed from the start of the new order, received ideas about gender roles, care-giving and 

intergenerational relations have proven to be more persistent and only change very slowly 

(2009: 169). Both Gromozeka and The Man of No Return display the waning of the realist 

genre because they effectively demonstrate the dissolution of the good-life fantasy pinned to 

the traditional family. Although the films subscribe to the realist genre’s aesthetic and 

narrative standards, they at the same time destabilize its conventional expectations with regard 

to family, and, within it, to the roles and positions allocated to family members of different 

genders and generations. Interrogating the promise of a life-enhancing normativity, both 

narratives attempt to outline individual modes of adjustment to the exigencies of present-day 

Russian reality’s continuous impasses.  

To explore how the films deal with the issues mentioned, I will start my analysis by 

discussing the sociocultural foundations and implications of the patriarchal discourse in 

today’s Russian society. I will approach this discourse as a myth, as theorized by Mieke Bal, 

in order to question its solidity and to lay bare its relation to the notion of dominant fiction 

introduced in Chapter One of this study. I will then take recourse to Kaja Silverman’s 

discussion of Heidegger’s Being and Time to ponder how the confrontation with illness and 

death works to augment the feelings of responsibility towards others and how gender 

conventions ultimately shape the sick person’s decisions and actions. The engagement with 

the work of Lev Gudkov, Boris Dubin and Alexei Levinson will allow me to unveil the 

mechanisms of cultural inculcation of specific gender and generation-related values, and the 

consequences the latter can have for intersubjective relations within various social formations, 

including the family. In the last part of this chapter I will address the possibility, for young 

individuals, to resist the imposition of conventional generational roles by their parents and 

society at large. In particular, I will argue, by invoking the work of Judith Butler and 

Elizabeth Grosz, that such acts of resistance often involve a conscious reconsideration of 

individual bodies as gendered and as historically and culturally inscribed.  

Dissolving the patriarchal myth  

In the previous chapters I noted that the family metaphor more often than not presumes a 

strong patriarchal figure at the centre of a given social construction. The films discussed in 

this chapter, however, wage an interrogation of patriarchy, presenting it as a myth that 

continues to function only as long as the family members are willing to consider it 
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unchanging and to act accordingly. Thus, in The Man of No Return the Kniazev family only at 

first glance seems to be securely of a conservative, patriarchal type. Colonel Boris Kniazev’s 

belief in his role as a patriarch is encouraged by his wife and reinforced within the 

encompassing setting of social patriarchy. His leading position in the tightly structured, 

hierarchical institution of the military academy assures the respect and obedience of his 

subordinates and students, naturalizing his paternal position. However, it soon becomes 

evident that, while his authority at the military academy might be real, Boris’ ability to 

exercise control over his family is based on an illusion. Although Tatiana invariably and with 

visible affection caters to all his needs, she is also the one who conveys his wishes and 

expectations to the children, as none of them relates to their father intimately or lives up to his 

expectations.  

In one of the opening scenes we see Boris enter the kitchen wearing a shirt and 

underpants (a detail that already contradicts his self-sufficient patriarchal status, positioning 

him instead as a dependent infant) where Tatiana is busy washing up. Explaining where his 

trousers are she sighs: “Really, you are like a child, can’t find anything without my help.” 

They watch the screen of a small portable television on which their daughter Nadia is reading 

the local news. The hurt look in Boris’ eyes at the sight of Nadia and a short discussion of 

day-to-day worries reveals his pain at his offspring’s reluctance or inability to comply with 

his idea of what kind of life she should lead. Contrary to the elder, ostensibly happily married 

daughter Vera, who regularly brings over her two small daughters for her mother to babysit, 

Nadia never calls her parents or comes to visit. In addition, Andrei performs badly as a 

student at the military academy and has, in his father’s eyes, a dubious means of income.  

As the lives of the individual family members gradually come into focus, Boris’ 

patriarchal position is exposed as a myth, which, as Mieke Bal writes, operates as “an empty 

screen, a structure that appeals to the individual subject because of its pseudostability, a 

stability that helps overcome the feeling of contingency” (1991: 98). According to Bal, the 

stable signified in a mythic narrative structure has an illusionary nature. What is taken for a 

signified performs in reality as a signifier that “has no meaning, but […] supports meaning, 

providing the subject’s projection [onto the empty screen] with a means of getting rid of its 

subjectivity and thereby granting subjective projections universal status” (Bal 1991: 99). 

Approached in this way, myth loses its supposed universality and becomes susceptible to 

narrativization and interpretation by different individuals in conformity with their experiences 

and expectations. In The Man of No Return, while Boris, to prop up his authority, holds on to 
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the myth of paternal supremacy, the other members of the family, including Tatiana, rework it 

and assign it a particular place to fit the economies of their individual lives. 

Bal’s idea of an empty screen is in concert with Kaja Silverman’s notion of the 

dominant fiction, which I introduced in the first chapter of this study. The dominant cultural 

narrative, which includes received social values and racial and class distinctions, as well as 

the binary opposition of masculinity and femininity, can sustain itself only through perpetual 

reiteration and as long as the society in question continues to affirm it. Silverman stresses that 

“[t]his affirmation does not involve only – or even primarily - conscious belief. It involves, 

rather, the activation of certain desires and identifications” (1996: 178). She argues that this 

procedure makes us perceive reality within “the field of vision of the system of intelligibility 

which is synonymous with the dominant fiction” (Silverman 1996: 179).  

In the film, the idea of the conventional patriarchal family can itself be read as one of 

the dominant fiction’s subplots, strongly hinging upon the desired difference between the self-

contained male subject and the others, who are seen as dependent. Boris’ wished-for paternal 

role is discredited through his children’s refusal to comply with the fiction’s normative script, 

which is particularly striking in his discordant relation with Andrei. Not only Andrei’s private 

lifestyle remains incomprehensible to his father; his, in Boris’ opinion, unworthy conduct as a 

student provokes irritation and anger, effectively depriving Boris of the ability to see his son 

as an individual with his own motives and aspirations. Not surprisingly, Boris’ attempt to talk 

to Andrei ends with him summoning the young man to his study at the academy and throwing 

him against the wall in a surge of fury. In this scene the older man’s reproaches also testify to 

the fact that he is primarily concerned with preserving his own status as a respectable paternal 

figure within the social institution he belongs to, and that the only wish he has with regard to 

his son is the latter’s “unproblematic” graduation and subsequent disappearance out of public 

sight.  

Boris’ preoccupation with others’ acknowledgement of his adequacy as a father lays 

bare a general tension between the private space of the family as a small social organism and 

the much larger public space as a perceived topoi of personal accomplishment and 

recognition. From the start of the Soviet epoch up until the 1980s, cultural discourse in Russia 

was distinguished by a manifest hierarchy between the highly ordered public sphere of 

societal development, with production plants at the top, followed by educational institutions 
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and the smaller, chaotic and potentially discordant sphere of private households.68 Within this 

ideological context the family was seen as a force that held individuals back from self-

realization and participation in a socially relevant, collective activity (Mikhailin 2011).  

At first glance, this seems to contradict Louis Althusser’s classification of family as an 

ideological state apparatus (ISA). However, Althusser argues that “[i]t is unimportant whether 

the institutions in which [the ISAs] are realized are ‘public’ or ‘private.’ What matters is how 

they function” (1994: 110). Ideology finds its expression in concrete actions performed by 

subjects under specific socio-economic conditions:  

This ideology talks of actions: I shall talk of actions inserted into practices. And I shall 

point out that these practices are governed by the rituals in which these practices are 

inscribed, within the material existence of an ideological apparatus, be it only a small 

part of that apparatus: a small mass in a small church, a funeral, a minor match at a 

sports’ club, a school day, a political party meeting, etc. (Althusser 1994: 127, 

emphasis in text) 

Thus, family can effectively serve as a locus of ideological inculcation, and its positioning, in 

the communist doctrine, as a force that ostensibly can hold back the ordered public 

developments testifies exactly to the family’s own normalizing and therefore highly 

ideological potential. The traces of this ideology are to an extent responsible for Boris’ 

indignation and violent outburst towards his son. Being publicly confirmed in his patriarchal 

role at the military academy, the colonel habitually thinks of himself as the undisputed head 

of his own family, while he, in fact, possesses neither insight into its tribulations nor the 

necessary affective abilities and skills for possible interventions.  

It is only after the death of Tatiana that the patriarchal illusion finally starts to unravel. 

Except for the funeral scene, where the grief-stricken father and children are assembled 

around the fresh grave, there is no evidence of mutual consolation, support or a tightening of 

the familial ties. Instead, when Andrei comes home to collect his last possessions before 

leaving town forever, Boris surprises him by emerging behind his back with a loaded rifle.69 

We see Andrei turn toward the door through which his father silently enters (figure 4.1. a). 

                                                           
68 This cultural dichotomy of private and public has, in fact, a long record in Russian history and is 

strongly intertwined with the opposition between material and spiritual existence. For a detailed 

analysis of these oppositions, see Boym (1994).  
69 Prior to this scene, the police inform Boris that they suspect Andrei of stealing a large sum of money 

from his former lover. Since, shortly after, the case takes another direction, Andrei remains unaware of 

these suspicions and, thus, of his father’s state of mind at the moment of confrontation. 
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With an injured expression Boris fires a shot and we hear a sound of shattering glass (figure 

4.1. b). The camera then pans back to Andrei’s perturbed face and the broken window behind 

him (figure 4.1. c). No words are exchanged, and when Andrei leaves shortly after, we are 

offered a final shot, in profile, of Boris sitting with the rifle barrel pointing straight up (figure 

4.1. d). While the character’s slightly stooped, but still erect posture, parallel to the barrel’s 

straight line, testifies to the unbending will for control, his stare into nothingness can be 

interpreted as a distressing lack of focus or clear objective in the absence of the woman who 

unconditionally supported his position as sovereign patriarch. 

The unfocused gaze signals the protagonist’s susceptibility to being blinded by strong 

emotional surges and his proneness to melancholia, caused by the loss of the love object and 

the failed attempt to mourn this loss properly. As Bal contends in her discussion of the 

manifestations of blindness in Rembrandt’s work, while melancholia is characterized by its 

“fixating and paralyzing power,” loss and mourning demand temporal investment and 

narrativization: “Where object and time, implied by loss and mourning, produce narration, the 

unattainability of the object, rendering the gaze pointless, triggers melancholia. And this 

melancholia is contingent upon not being able to see: It is contingent upon blindness” (1991: 

353, emphasis in text). The blindness inhabiting melancholia puts into question the monolithic 

wholeness of the father figure and his claim to power, and it is the blurred vision that provides 

a plausible explanation for Boris’ inability to accurately direct the shot. 

 

  
 

 

 

 
          

Figure 4.1. a-d: Screenshots from The Man of No Return (dir. Ekaterina Grokhovskaia) 
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Finally, in the absence of the mother, this blindness only enhances the schism between 

father and son, foreclosing every possibility of reconciliation. In spite of Andrei’s unwavering 

resistance, his father’s life-long emotional investment in the patriarchal myth does not allow 

him to acknowledge its hollowness, to step outside the comfort zone of its stabilizing 

confines, and to look for alternative ways of restoring the bonds with his wilful son and 

estranged daughters. 

Boris’s unquestioning faith in the rightness of his patriarchal behaviour can be seen as 

exemplary not only of the popular belief in the conventional family as the only viable form of 

social organization but also, to a certain extent, of the ways in which political culture in 

Russia developed over the course of the Soviet reign. A long history of authoritarianism 

makes it almost inevitable that Russian culture is characterized by a fixation on issues of order 

and stability, a belief in strong leaders and a commitment to a paternalistic state and autocratic 

decision-making.70 In Soviet and post-Soviet Russia, the metaphorized family is regularly 

included in various types of discursive constructions aimed at identifying, sustaining, 

objectifying or, even, falsifying the structures of political power. Although the direct 

reference to the political leader’s status as the “father of the people” ceased after Stalin’s 

death, subsequent Soviet rulers still tended to compare their polity to a family situation and to 

position themselves as caring and protective parents.  

Exemplary for the Russian political lexicon is the term vospitanie, which is a dead 

metaphor that refers to nurturing and raising children. An analysis of late-Soviet political 

discourses demonstrates that “authoritarian Russian turned child-rearing into a metaphor for 

the Soviet state’s relationship both to the individual and to society as a whole […] Vospitanie 

deliberately cast the person in the role of a child, belittling the citizen and the society relative 

to the party” (R. Anderson 2001: 318-19). In the years preceding perestroika, the fact that it 

became increasingly difficult to hide the senility and feebleness of the country’s leaders, 

along with the state’s overall decline, weakened the rulers’ ability to function as the people’s 

metaphoric fathers.71 Significantly, the term vospitanie, as a direct reference to the labour of 

raising children, became scarce in the Politburo’s vocabulary during the transition of 1989 

                                                           
70 For a detailed overview of the scholarship on Russian political culture, see Mishler and Willerton 

(2003). 
71 Tellingly, the early and middle 1980s preceding perestroika were called, in popular discourse, the 

five years of pompous funerals. The expression owes its existence to a sequence of deaths of a number 

of influential functionaries and members of the Politburo, including three General Secretaries of the 

Communist party, namely, Leonid Brezhnev, Yurii Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko.  
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and shortly after completely disappeared from the electoral Russian jargon (R. Anderson 

2001: 320). Moreover, as Aleksei Levinson sharply observes, the first (and last) Soviet 

president Mikhail Gorbachev demonstratively declined the role of all-national husband and 

patriarch by publicly privileging his official wife and insistently specularizing his private 

circumstances (2000: n. pag.).  

 In the years of Yeltsin’s presidency, the family as a metaphoric code to the power 

distribution along the coronaries of the democratic Russia that was struggling to emerge 

became inseparably mixed with a real social structure comprising the president’s blood 

relatives, together with a shifting group of political allies and protégés. A chain of discursive 

transformations elevated this “Kremlin family” to a living myth complete with perpetually 

changing relation charts and contradictory interpretations of the respective actors’ 

contributions to the unfolding political and economic permutations (Orlova 2004). Although 

initially these familial arrangements within the presidential administration were ascribed a 

status close to sacral, towards 1999 they began to be perceived as a quasi-demonic limitless 

abstraction. According to the latter understanding, “the family” not only enjoyed proliferating 

power but was also to be held accountable for the country’s socio-economic malaise. It 

appeared that “the family” not just represented the new Russia’s power system but stood for 

the ways of this system’s reproduction. What is more, the presidential inner circle’s condition 

served as a barometer for the general state of affairs, predicting ideological shifts, financial 

crashes, and economic fluctuations. It is even believed that in the last phase of Yeltsin’s 

presidency, in spite of its generally negative image in the public discourse, “the family” did 

not have any other legitimate alternative and that the numerous metamorphoses aimed at 

securing its members controlling positions effectively prevented the country’s collapse into 

political anarchy and disorder (Orlova 2004: 321). 

 As it happened, the catastrophe was warded off by the advent of the second Russian 

president, Vladimir Putin, whose own political viability at the start was made dependent on 

his stance vis-à-vis the established structure of consanguinity and ideological kinship, and, 

more precisely, on his ability to break with “the family” to achieve sovereignty. As many 

scholars observed, common expectations were that Putin would be a better president than 

Yeltsin in that he, as “a competent man with a sense of responsibility toward his people”, 

would fight corruption, restore order and improve the economy (Carnagan 2001: 356). Putin’s 

initial popularity therefore can be understood “as a consequence of a strong upturn in the 

Russian economy and citizens’ increasing satisfaction with the national economy and their 

personal economic situation” (Mishler and Willerton 2003: 112). If, at first glance, it seems 
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that with Putin the family as a metapolitical signifier to theorize Russian cultural identity has 

lost its relevance, this proves to be a misconception, since the ability of this ruler to protect 

and provide for his electorate is directly based in the figure of a mighty patriarch enjoying 

uncontested authority over the family members.  

Putin’s brief change from president to prime minister from 2008 to 2012 did not in any 

way impinge on his political influence; he continued to be considered the only true decision-

maker in the country. His re-installation as Russian president in 2012 confirmed that the 

majority of the electorate still sees him as a head of state able to maintain stability, security 

and order. Although the family metaphor was not employed in any of Putin’s electoral 

speeches, it is striking that in various television interviews preceding the elections, voters 

called Putin “our father,” thus employing the exact noun which disturbingly loops back to 

Stalin’s infamous status as the father of the Soviet people. Thus, the patriarchal myth survived 

twenty years of turbulent political and economic transformation to prove its constitutive value 

for the notions of nationhood and cultural identity in the minds of a large part of the Russian 

people. At the same time, the contemporary claim to undivided patriarchal authority is no 

longer unanimously endorsed by the entire Russian population, as indicated by the 

unprecedented waves of civic protests that unrolled after the fraud-tainted parliamentary 

elections in December 2011, which were followed by the anti-Putin demonstrations in May 

2012, directly before and after his presidential inauguration at the Kremlin. 

The incorporation of Crimea by Russia, and the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, followed 

by political and economic sanctions imposed by the West in the course of 2014 fuelled the 

collective feelings of external menace and considerably boosted the president’s image as a 

strong national leader. Sociological surveys throughout the year demonstrated the growing 

trust towards the president’s domestic and foreign policies. For the first time since Putin’s 

presidency, respondents who considered him a man of Realpolitik outnumbered those who 

only hoped he would resolve the country’s problems successfully. Significantly, the 

unconditional reliance on presidential authority was not publicly perceived as a manifestation 

of a cult of personality.72 As sociologist Natalia Zorkaja explained, “the people do not want 

                                                           
72 This, in fact, reiterates the trend that was signalled as early as 2010. The survey executed by the 

Levada Centre for public opinion in October of that year showed that more than half of Russian 

citizens believed that the concentration of all power in the country in the hands of Prime Minister 

Putin served the best interests of Russia. Moreover, half of the respondents indicated that there were 

“signs” or at least “preconditions” for a cult of personality surrounding the prime minister, which, 

according to Boris Dubin, was to be explained by the fact that “the understanding of a cult of 

personality itself is no longer as negative as it was after denouncement of Stalin.” For a more detailed 
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associations with the USSR. Putin has acquired a position beyond all critique, he is now like 

Pushkin – everything we have.”73 However, according to Gudkov, such an attribution of 

exceptional powers to the president (and to the state he singularly represented in the eyes of 

the respondents) reproduced exactly the ideological foundations of Soviet society, in which 

the leadership occupied undisputable paternalistic positions and citizens’ actions were guided 

by “the infantile expectance of care [from the side of the state].”74 

The above brief account suggests that, however unstable the patriarchal family as a 

political signifier might appear, the values associated with it are not going to quickly fade 

away. Accordingly, the public reluctance to let go of the notion of the conventional family 

and all it stands for, which until now was also favoured by the realist cinematic genre, might 

explain the controversies in the reception of the films I discuss in this chapter. The films 

themselves show the difficulty characters experience when they are confronted with the 

illusoriness of their received positions within the family, as in the case of Boris Kniazev. In 

the next section I will explore how these received positions – especially in terms of gender 

roles – are affected when the flow of conventional life-building routines is unsettled by the 

unexpected occurrence of incurable illness and death.  

Death and the affirmation of gender roles 

It is remarkable that both Gromozeka and The Man of No Return represent the decline of 

traditional family through the invocation of physical death as the ultimate disruptive event 

that precludes the possibility of restoring conventional life’s continuity. Even more striking is 

that both Tatiana Kniazeva (The Man of No Return) and Kaminskii (Gromozeka) are doctors 

(self-)diagnosed with lung cancer at a stage when it is considered incurable. It can only be 

surmised that the makers of the films chose this disease because of its position at the centre of 

the human body, allowing it to function as a metaphor of the interiorized anxiety and 

emotional torments which literally consume a person from the inside.75 Kaminskii’s story 

dramatizes the dissolution of the family in the most radical way, since, contrary to Tatiana, 

who prefers to stay at home until the ultimate stage of her illness, he voluntary retreats to a 

hospice to die. Not only does the hospice appear to be populated exclusively by male patients 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
description of the survey’s outcomes, see: “More Russians See a Cult of Personality around Putin” The 

Other Russia, 10 July 2010. http://www.theotherrussia.org/2010/07/10. 
73 Source: http://www.levada.ru/15-10-2014/putin-v-roli-pushkina. My translation. 
74 Source: http://www.levada.ru/11-09-2014/rossiiskoe-obchestvo-do-sikh-por-ne-povzroslelo. My 

translation. 
75 In Kamiskii’s case, there is also a covert pedagogical message: it is suggested that his lung cancer is 

(self-)inflicted through chain smoking and that this causes the feelings of guilt he harbours.  
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discarded by society as redundant, but its specific function again testifies to the present-day 

Russian family’s failure to deal with the feelings of destitution and fear inherent to the 

confrontation with death.76  

Kaminskii’s case, in fact, bears witness to the trend Philippe Ariès identifies in The 

Hour of Our Death when he comments on the changed connection between death and 

Western society in the course of the twentieth century. Gradually, death has disappeared from 

public view and the passing away of an individual has ceased to affect the continuity of the 

social order.77 In an effort to make things not look out of the ordinary and allow life to go on, 

even the close family of the dying person prefers to dissimulate the signs of the approaching 

end by driving death into secrecy and surrounding it with silence. What is more, death is often 

deliberately taken for a (curable) illness, allowing the perpetuation of an atmosphere of 

everyday banality and the maintaining of the morale of the dying person and his entourage. 

As a consequence,  

[T]he dying man’s bedroom has passed from the home to the hospital. For technical 

medical reasons, this transfer has been accepted by families, and popularized and 

facilitated by their complicity. The hospital is the only place where death is sure of 

escaping a visibility – or what remains of it – that is hereafter regarded as unsuitable 

and morbid. The hospital has become a place of the solitary death. (Ariès 1981: 571)  

In a chapter of The Practice of Everyday Life called “The Unnameable,” Michel de Certeau 

comes to a similar conclusion by observing that modern Western society rejects the dying and 

surrounds them with silence as they do not fit into an order “organised by and for 

conservation of life” (1984: 190). By defying the possibilities of successful treatment, the 

dying become meaningless and thus “unnameable.” In this respect, Kaminskii’s estranged 

wife’s cold and dismissive reception of the devastating news of her husband’s approaching 

                                                           
76 Although the hospice as an institution has been known in Russia since the late 19th century and 

continued to exist until the early 1920s, its revival started in 1990. Nowadays, there are approximately 

70 hospices operating in the Russian Federation (“Hospisnoie dvizhenie v Rossii,” 

http://www.hospice.ru/?/nid=13). In the period in-between, the dying met their end at home or in 

hospitals. Notably, even in the latter case, due to all kinds of shortages and insufficient care provided 

by the medical personnel, the dying were often fed and looked after by their relatives. It can be 

suggested that the reappearance of hospices out of the ruins of communist ideology testifies to the loss 

of belief in the newly emerging society, in the community’s capacity to share its time and space with 

the dying and to tend to them accordingly. 
77 It is significant that Ariès takes Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich as signalling the beginning of the 

modern paradigm of death and mourning: “In the late nineteenth century a compromise was struck 

between the public death of the past and the hidden death of the future, a compromise […] that is 

rather well illustrated by the death of Ivan Ilyich” (1981: 573). 
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death could be explained by her realisation of the irreparable failure of their relationship: 

there is no point in caring when there is no chance of recovery and nothing remains to be said 

if nothing can be done any more.78 The hospice, compared to the hospital, signifies an even 

farther retreat of the dying man into obscurity, where the ephemeral hope of recovery has 

definitively given way to the unavoidability of death.  

Kaminskii’s confrontation with his own limitations and mortality erupts in bouts of 

despair, unarticulated remorse and a terrifying sensation of guilt, which can be attributed to 

what Silverman defines as the feeling of not being able to care enough. In World Spectators, 

Silverman, contemplating Heidegger’s seminal work Being and Time, contends that although 

“most of us live our entire lives in radical disavowal of [death] as an event to which we must 

succumb […] [t]his disavowal is fatal, since we thereby abjure one of the most important 

arenas within which our limited capacity for freedom can be exercised” (2000: 33). The 

acceptance of one’s own mortality is an individuating event; it enhances one’s unabating 

feeling of solitude and of “not being in control of death” (Heidegger qtd. in Silverman 2000: 

35). At the same time, it is only through the recognition of one’s own limits and of being 

“towards-death” that one can start realizing one’s “ontological responsibility” for other things 

and creatures in the world (Heidegger qtd. in Silverman 2000: 35). The accompanying sense 

of guilt has to do with one’s emerging ability to care, which can never be exhausted, and the 

desire to love, which can never be completely satisfied.  

 In light of Heidegger’s notion of ontological responsibility, Kaminskii’s impulsive 

decision at the hospice to teach a young female paramedic to tend to a resident suffering from 

an epileptic seizure acquires a special meaning. It demonstrates that deprivation of social roles 

and powers, and confrontation with one’s own finitude still allows a space, albeit a limited 

one, for personal agency. As de Certeau asserts: “Between the machine that stops or kicks off, 

and the act of dying, there is a possibility of saying” (1984: 193). While speech itself ceases to 

signify anything (Kaminskii cuts off all earlier attempts of the epileptic man to strike up a 

conversation), the act of saying in the hero’s effort to provide medical assistance appears as a 

surge of compassion and care even if this care is circumscribed spatially and temporally, and 

disconnected from its metonymic counterpart – the envisaged cure. As such, this incident 

illuminates the point Silverman and de Certeau seem to be advancing, namely that care should 

be seen as valuable in itself, outside of the conventionally perceived obligation of a cure. At 

                                                           
78 It can also be argued that Elena sees her husband’s fatal illness as retribution for the fact that in the 

beginning of their relationship he made her have an abortion, which led to her infertility and cast a 

dark shadow over their life as a couple. 
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the same time, the fact that Kaminskii treats the panicked nurse as an inexperienced child and 

not as a possible conquest, as he would have done before, in line with his reputation as a 

successful surgeon and attractive womanizer, suggests that he is also given the ultimate 

chance to perform a paternal role and thus to retrieve his conventional role as an authoritative 

patriarch. 

Tatiana Kniazeva’s anxiety, in turn, is locatable; it is manifested through her incessant 

worries about her husband and children. Thus, although Heidegger suggests that only though 

a confrontation with one’s own death can a person fully realize her caring potential, he seems 

to disregard that some cultural conventions seek to define a woman’s identity solely in terms 

of her capacity to carry out domestic care duties. Even when facing her own death, Tatiana 

still focuses on what this confrontation obliges her to do with regard to her beloved husband 

and children rather than on the meaning of her own being in the world. The heroine´s 

acceptance of the approaching end, poignantly signified by the continuous sewing and 

embroidering of what later transpire to be her own burial garments, only enhances her 

affective faculties. Time and again denying her husband the comforting illusion of a possible 

recovery, she, however, does not retreat into invisibility and silence, but goes on to provide 

intimacy and reassurance to her family as long as she lives.  

Moreover, Tatiana’s close relationship with her children, and especially with Andrei, 

in many ways undermines Boris’ faith in his patriarchal authority. Thus, the scene of the final 

confrontation between father and son, which I invoked in the previous section, is convincingly 

subverted by a mirror episode in which Andrei comes to his parents’ house to fetch some of 

his things, finds his mother alone and, persuaded by her, decides to stay for the night. At this 

point Tatiana already knows that she is dying, but is keeping this a secret from the children. 

She is shown reclining in bed, propped up by cushions, labouring on a piece of glass pearl 

embroidery when Andrei enters her room (figure 4.2. a). In contrast to the emphasized 

erectness of Boris’ figure, Tatiana’s posture stresses her physical weakness and fatigue, 

which, however, does not undermine her authority vis-à-vis her son, who obviously sees her 

as a source of emotional comfort and does not hesitate to take her into his confidence. 

Wishing to leave town and never return, he asks his mother whether she would write to him 

and come to visit. “Of course, I will, my dear little person who will never return,” Tatiana 

affirms, stroking his close-cropped head.79 The mother’s and son’s bodies are positioned in 

front of the camera in a way that uncannily resembles the composition of Rembrandt’s Return 

                                                           
79 The literal meaning of the film’s title, which is rendered here as The Man of No Return, is a semi-

quotation of Tatiana’s words: “My dear little person who will never return.”  
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of the Prodigal Son. However, contrary to this painting, it is not the father in whose lap the 

son puts his head but the mother (figure 4.2. b-d).  

  

  
            

Figure 4.2. a-d: Screenshots from The Man of No Return ( dir. Ekaterina Grokhovskaia) 

The intertextual reference to a well-known visual work helps to understand better the 

relational collisions within the Kniazev family. Thus, in her analysis of the Return of the 

Prodigal Son (figure 4.3), Bal points out that although it depicts a scene of returning, the 

son’s departure, for the father, remains definitive: “The father looks away from the son. 

Where the head of the son turns slightly to the right, the father’s eyes turn in the opposite 

direction, signifying the irretrievable loss of the relationship between them. […] [T]he unity 

of father and son is there only to be imperfect, an imperfection that is signified by the 

divergence of looking” (1991: 354).  



139 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Fragment of Rembrandt, The Return of the Prodigal Son (1669) 

Instead of the return, The Man of No Return depicts the son’s departure, its 

irreversibility insistently advanced through the dramatization of Andrei’s two separate last 

encounters with each of his parents. As I already suggested, the father and son’s failed 

farewell is emphasized by their painful inability to look each other in the eye and to find the 

right words. In this sense the issue of male identity that needs to be negotiated between fathers 

and sons, as Bal signals in her reading of Rembrandt’s painting, is reiterated in the 

confrontation between Boris and Andrei. However, the fight over the proper conception of 

masculinity (and with it, of the normative family) is problematized by the tangible absence of 

the mother, whose untimely passing away functions as a source of emotional turmoil for both 

father and son. 

In the Kniazev household it is unquestionably Tatiana who fulfils the role of caring as 

well as authoritative parent, making her the one to whom the son’s departure would never 

seem irreversible. In spite of her self-effacing behaviour and the fact that she constantly acts 

as a messenger between Boris and the children, her intimacy with Andrei in the described 

scene suggests that the unity between mother and son has never been disrupted. Moreover, 

compared to Boris, Tatiana appears to have never lost her focused vision, as is evidenced by 

the detailed embroidery she works on even in expectation of her death. She is the one who 

will leave first, but her compassion is directed at her son and the warmth she envelops him 

with is meant to facilitate the approaching, definitive separation. 

 The film, to an extent, repudiates the champions of the traditional patriarchal family 

by showing that an affectionate relation with the mother and wilful insubordination to the 

implacable paternal figure do not necessarily lead to the emasculation and problematic 
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socialization of the son.80 What is more, Andrei’s deviation from the ritualized practice, in an 

Althusserian sense, helps to resignify the very idea of unimpaired masculinity since he dares 

to contradict his father’s ideas and beliefs about proper male behaviour and familial duties. He 

shows dissent with the suffocating morale and physical discipline of the military academy, 

and chooses instead an unknown and open future. Regretfully, although validating her attitude 

in the face of death, the film’s insistent presentation of Tatiana as first and foremost a loving 

and self-effacing mother keeps her hostage to the conventional image of femininity as 

primarily connected to notions of reproduction and care. As a consequence, as much as her 

husband abides by the notion of patriarchal masculinity, she, too, remains caught in the 

dominant fiction’s limited set of ethical choices and behavioural paradigms.  

In this section I demonstrated how, in the two films, incurable illness unveils the 

family’s conflicted relationship with death, and how in these circumstances traditional gender 

roles more often than not become reaffirmed. In the next section, I will interrogate 

conventional (gender) expectations by turning my attention to the problematic situations that 

occur when the characters’ relations to their partners and children uncritically rely on the 

perceived “naturalness” of gender positions in the family and the wider social realm. 

The shortcomings of “natural” expectations  

Post-Soviet public debates on family cannot be separated from the issue of gender positions in 

today’s society. To that effect, the negative effects of the present declining birth rate, the 

growing divorce figures versus the decreasing number of official marriages, and the 

proliferation of incomplete families and alternative forms of cohabitation are often perceived 

as an unwelcome legacy of the former Soviet policies of gender equality, which allegedly 

forfeited the “natural” distribution of tasks and authorities between the sexes. Two of the most 

significant cultural shifts in this context are the intensified validation of the conventional 

feminine roles of mother and wife, and the attempt to reinstall the believed to be intrinsically 

masculine responsibility for the family’s economic welfare (Zhurzhenko 2004). In the same 

vein, the advocates of “natural” gender positions linked to biological sex propose the 

restoration of the traditional family as a sound strategy to rid society from socioeconomic 

                                                           
80 See, on the cultural concept of masculinity as based on the ideal of separate spheres and the 

proscription against feminine influence on the upbringing of boys within families, Adams and 

Coltrane (2005), Coontz (2005).  
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malaise.81 However, despite these claims, post-Soviet gender relations do not appear to 

diverge critically from the denounced Soviet practices. The ideological adherence to gender 

equality that existed throughout the Soviet era still continues to prevail in the new political 

and socioeconomic conditions, whereas general conventions and usages in many areas of 

post-Soviet reality routinely conform to traditional understandings of gender difference and 

the normative roles of women and men, as was also the case under Soviet rule (Kay 2004: 

149-53).  

Both films discussed in this chapter directly relate to the above discussions in that they 

present the conventional family as a dominant fiction, questioning the ways in which its 

inherent components prefigure the mutual expectations of individuals tied together by 

marriage and birth. My analysis of Gromozeka uncovers the attachment of both male and 

female characters to certain preconceptions with respect to the roles and conduct of their 

partners, which tangibly disrupts the relational fabric within their families. Thus, Vasilii 

Gromov’s constant bafflement at his wife Larisa’s hostility can be seen as an effect of his 

unquestioned assumptions concerning her marital duties. In one of the scenes, she even bursts 

into angry tears and frantically fights her husband’s clumsy attempts to make love to her. 

Larisa’s visible scorn can partly be explained by her husband’s perceived inadequacy as a 

unified male subject, as expressed in her defiant recitation to him of a poem she rehearses 

with the children at the kindergarten where she works. The poem describes the transformation 

of a boy into a (real) man, whose manliness is equated with physical strength, dexterity with 

weapons and a readiness to protect. In Larisa’s eyes, Gromov is missing these qualities, his 

job as a policeman notwithstanding.82  

The disavowal of Gromov’s male authority is most clearly represented in a number of 

scenes testifying to his physical inadequacy. One evening, on his way home, Vasilii is hailed 

by an old woman who implores him to intervene in a vicious fistfight going on in a dark side 

alley. He ventures to stop the fight by producing a gun and threatening to arrest the culprits. 

However, being outnumbered by a gang of cynical and violent youths, he is forced to 

acknowledge the defeat of his assumed supremacy as an older man and police officer. The 

                                                           
81 The promotion, by the Russian government, of the traditional family as an instrument to resolve the 

demographic downturn can be recognized in the recent amendment to the national Land Code, 

according to which “citizens with three or more children will be given free parcels of land held in state 

and municipal property, including for the purpose of individual house construction” (Leonova 2011). 
82 The poem, not least because of its didactical purpose, describes the masculine ego-ideal and 

therefore can only be approximated by fictional heroes like Danila Bagrov in Brother. The cynical 

undertone of Larisa’s recitation indicates that she is aware of this. 
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interrogation of Gromov’s masculinity continues when he is shown taking tai chi classes with 

a group of withered pensioners, which involves practicing slow breathing and impersonating 

clouds and trees waving in the wind. Especially telling is the episode depicting the character’s 

exercise regime during a night shift at the meat processing plant, where he ends up working as 

a porter after his demotion. Gromov is positioned in the middle of an isle dividing rows of 

frozen cow carcasses. He assumes different tai chi warrior positions, which are supposed to 

approximate “organic” movement. Ironically, the endeavour to transcend physical constrains 

and defy muscular deterioration happens in a space that epitomises the futility of the hero’s 

aspiration, since the animals surrounding him have been irreversibly rendered motionless by 

slaughter. What is more, while exercising, Gromov neglects his professional duty and the 

following morning the plant turns out to have been burglarized. As if to underline his multiple 

inadequacies in relation to the normative model of masculinity, the character is literally put on 

public display when his bosses and co-workers identify him as the person responsible. Thus, 

both in his relationship with Larisa and in his performance in the workplace, Gromov 

continuously fails to live up to the requirements and standards of conduct, which have also 

been internalized by Larisa.  

Interrogating the causes and effects of the deficient social interactions of the Soviet 

past, Gudkov and Dubin draw attention to the psychic mechanism of holding the other 

accountable for one’s own underachievement, which they call “your complex of my 

inferiority”(tvoi compleks moiei nepolnotsennosti), quoting one of Serguei Dovlatov’s 

fictional characters (2009: 162-77). They contend that the realization by an individual of his 

own deficiencies leads, as a compensatory reaction, to assigning to the other exceptional 

qualities known to be unattainable. When the other inevitably fails to live up to these 

expectations, thus diminishing the self-esteem of the demanding party, he is disqualified and 

deprived of authority, attractiveness and worth. Gudkov and Dubin assert that this mechanism 

does not exclusively pertain to the private domain, but also functions as a larger social and 

cultural phenomenon.83 Perceiving the nuclear household as a mirror for society’s ongoing 

predicaments allows me to view conjugal collisions as a reflection of relations between the 

members of post-Soviet society.  

From this vantage point, Larisa’s opinion about her husband reveals her ambivalence 

with regard to her status as an independent and self-sufficient individual. Her dismissive 

stance to a certain extent brings to the surface her ongoing concern with her own possible 

                                                           
83 As such, it is closely connected to the notion of the antagonistic other, which I discussed in Chapter 

Two. 
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shortcomings as housekeeper, mother and wife.84 Although Gudkov and Dubin, in their 

analysis of the family problematic, insistently attribute the destructive quality of 

compensatory reactions to women, it would be fair to suggest that misogyny, as a widespread 

phenomenon in Russian society, stems from similar, frequently non-rationalized, feelings of 

underachievement experienced by male subjects.85 The presumptuous behaviour of 

Gromozeka’s protagonists vis-à-vis their female counterparts can then be seen as a possible 

cause for the women’s embittered feelings and hostile attitudes. 

Significantly, in the poem recital episode Larisa and Gromov are separated by a metal 

grid that serves as a fence surrounding the kindergarten property. Larisa’s contemptuous smile 

indicates that she sees this territory as exclusively her own, where she is considered an 

accomplished professional and to which her husband has no access. Yet, one can also 

interpret her invariably defiant reactions as emerging from a deeply rooted disappointment in 

her socio-cultural position. In this case, the metal fence functions as a marker of her own 

confinement within a realm of duties allocated to her by contemporary Russian society. 

Contrary to Tatiana in The Man of No Return, who succeeds in privileging familial chores 

over professional activities, Larisa overtly denounces the naturalness of Vasilii’s expectations 

by demonstrating annoyance with his continuous attempts to make her live up to her 

matrimonial vows. 

Reviewing gender relations in late Soviet Russia, Aleksei Levinson points out that 

while at the start of the utopian communist project it was believed that the functions of the 

traditional family would eventually be fulfilled by the shared aspirations of the community, in 

reality it was not the community but state social institutions that took over, from the 

traditional family, the tasks of providing care and education. What is more, instead of the 

envisaged dying off of both the state and family as social constructions in order to make space 

                                                           
84 Similarly, Kaminskii’s wife Elena, in spite of being a highly qualified professional, suffers from her 

inability to give him a child and thus to conform to the traditional idea of a fully realized feminine 

identity.  
85 To explain the workings of the compensatory mechanism, Gudkov and Dubin argue that, under the 

Soviet regime, 

[t]he suppression in the men of the orientation at self-realization and success through the 

situational codes of loyalty towards their superiors, instead of towards their vocation, led to 

irreversible deformations in the male character – to passivity, escapism [and] infantilism. For 

the women, the same process proved not to be harmless either. Their attitude towards the 

muzhik [guy] (or, the d’elo [business]) devaluated. The woman and the power formed an 

alliance of sorts by dismissing any opportunity of autonomy (and hence – of the emancipation 

from habit and routine as norms of social organization). The interests of the woman […] 

demanded the acceptance of the present [and] the conservation of the existent [order of 

things]. (2009: 171, my translation) 
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for the utopian community, the family as it were sprouted into the state and the state 

infiltrated the family (2011). Levinson contends that this symbiosis of family and state created 

a new perception of the natural order of things. Although the women were compelled to be 

part of the public sphere of socialist production, more often than not they were assigned 

positions in state supported institutions of medical and social care, and education. The fact 

that doctors and teachers were women was presented as self-evident and a natural state of 

affairs, contiguous with their conventional feminine roles of childrearing and housekeeping. 

This commonly accepted social norm is, until today, detectable in many aspects of public life. 

In a paradoxical reversal of metaphoric functions, the state as the sole financier of the welfare 

institutions effectively substitutes for the head breadwinner in the traditional patriarchal 

household, while the subordinated position of women in a conventional family is symbolized 

by the low wages inherent to the spheres of professional activity reserved for female 

employees.  

In light of Levinson’s remarks, it is striking that both films feature the majority of 

middle-aged female characters as doctors, nurses and teachers.86 The only female 

representative of this generation who has an economically independent life as director of a 

commercial centre, Andrei’s lover Alevtina (The Man of No Return), is repeatedly reminded 

by her mother, a retired doctor, of her incompleteness as an unmarried, childless single 

woman. Larisa’s frustration therefore cannot, I argue, be simply attributed to her failure to 

comply with the past inherited from Soviet times – the requisite threefold image of Russian 

women as proficient workers, wives and mothers.87 Rather, she can be seen to experience the 

metal grid between herself and her husband as a symbolic segregating construction that cuts 

her off from the world of social and economic opportunities, making it impossible for her to 

achieve true social, personal and psychological independence. Accordingly, when Gromov is 

finally reinstated in his spousal position, this reinstatement is shown to be strongly dependent 

on contingency; it is conditional upon the death of his wife’s lover and Larisa’s ultimate 

readiness to succumb to the incessant interpellation by the dominant fiction, which incites her 

to accept her husband’s indispensability at the centre of the family.  

Whereas Larisa initially resists being interpellated by the dominant fiction, many 

characters in the films are anxious not to step beyond its limiting confines. Often prompted by 

                                                           
86 The fact that Kaminskii is a surgeon does not change this paradigm, since the surgical profession, 

similar to the military, is considered a male domain, presumably because it is strongly associated with 

control and the execution of authority in acute matters of life and death.  
87 See, for an analysis of the (post-)Soviet ideology of gender relationships, Goscilo and Lanoux 

(2006), Horton and Brashinsky (1992). 
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others, they seek realignment with the conventional representations of the ideal (gendered) 

subject, both within the familial set of relationships and outside it. The mechanics of this 

operation can be best understood through Kaja Silverman’s notion of the cultural screen, 

which I already briefly introduced in Chapter One. In her elaboration on Lacan’s Four 

Fundamental Concepts, Silverman explains how the subject “assumes the form of a 

representation, or […] becomes a picture” (1992: 148). She points out an intricate connection 

between three terms, namely, the subject, the gaze and the cultural screen. To become 

intelligible to the world, the subject depends on the gaze, or, more concretely, on the others on 

the outside of the screen looking at her. However, Silverman continues, the gaze functions 

merely as an imaginary camera or a “point of light” that illuminates the subject but is not 

accountable for the form she ultimately acquires (1992: 150). Rather, it is the screen, 

composed of a multiplicity of culturally generated images, which renders the subject 

circumscribed, “photographed” (Silverman 1992: 150) and recognizable to others. In this 

scheme, the subject is not simply passively positioned in front of the screen, on the side of the 

spectacle, but is allowed to look back at the viewers and to a certain extent to manipulate and 

adjust the images through which she is constituted. The subject is thus imputed with a form of 

agency, albeit a limited one because of “the impossibility of that subject ever achieving either 

self-presence or ‘authenticity’” (Silverman 1992: 149).  

In The Man of No Return one can frequently witness different characters carefully 

examining their facial expressions and tentatively rearranging their appearance while standing 

in front of a mirror. Gromozeka, in turn, provides a number of telling examples of 

protagonists actively engaging with the screen in order to visually rearticulate their self-image 

and achieve what would seem to them a more powerful and convincing form. Thus, we see 

both Gromov and Kaminskii practicing in front of the elevator mirrors in an attempt to 

reproduce the gender regulations embedded in cultural memory and prescribed by the 

dominant fiction, which compel male subjects to act as self-righteous and possessive 

husbands or to ruthlessly substitute their wives with younger and more fertile candidates. The 

characters’ rehearsals and their consequent failure to act out their normative roles reveal a 

connection between the subjects’ response to the cultural screen’s coercive qualities and the 

process of consolidating identities through the iteration of social regimes, which Judith Butler 

invokes in her seminal theory of performativity. Deprived of the required spontaneity, 

Gromov’s and Kaminskii’s supposedly performative actions turn into badly delivered 

performances. Moreover, the unconvincing reproduction of speech formulas bears witness to 
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their inner hesitation with respect to the appropriateness of their behaviour and the dominant 

fiction’s unquestionable status. 

While their life offers them nothing but disappointment and humiliation, Gromozeka’s 

heroes desperately pursue their wish to retrieve a confident and, in a sense, carefree, youthful 

self-image. This becomes particularly evident in a scene where we see them through the lens 

of a recording camera as they sing and dance in front of it.88 Taking turns, the men approach 

the lens to deliver a personal message. Gromov happily appeals to his wife with “I love you, 

Larisa!” while Mozerov wishes his fellow taxi drivers safety on the roads. Only Kaminskii 

does not have a personal address; he wildly moves in front of the screen and thus risks falling 

out of the delimiting frame. With the singing act still in progress, a sign low in the frame 

indicates an empty battery, upon which the screen darkens, bringing the performance to an 

abrupt end. The depleting battery points to the evasiveness of the cultural screen, to its always 

limited temporal availability, which as it were deprives the characters of the capacity to 

synchronise their appearance with the constellation of images believed to be prescriptive at 

specific moments in their life. It can also be argued that the temporally limited availability of 

the cultural screen is particularly tangible at moments of social transformation. Thus, it is not 

accidental that the characters belong to the so-called “lost” late Soviet generation, which 

proved unable to adjust to the sudden disconcerting changes in their quotidian existence. The 

turning dark of the camera screen metaphorizes the lack of possibility for the men to see 

distinctly the contours of the cultural framework they are supposed to fit into, taking away 

their sense of orientation and eventually impinging on their confidence and sense of self-

worth. Significantly, the ominous, sudden darkness of the screen is replicated in a scene 

depicting a power cut in the operating room, which causes the death of a child during a simple 

surgical procedure and inaugurates the unravelling of Kaminskii’s subjective self. 

Darkness also refers to the protagonists’ incapacity to oversee their personal lives in 

relation to others. In the scopic paradigm advanced by Silverman, the subject occupies the 

place of both spectator and spectacle: “Moreover, although our look can never function as the 

gaze for ourselves, it can have that metaphoric function for others, even at the moment that 

we emerge as spectacle” (1992: 151-52). In the film, Kaminskii’s acknowledges: “I am blind. 

                                                           
88 As becomes clear later, the characters’ wild dancing and the lyrics of a well-known Soviet hit of the 

early 1980s containing phrases like “tomorrow will be better than yesterday” and “somebody else and 

not I will write tomorrow’s song” reflect in a disturbing way on their personal histories. In addition, 

the name of the band Gromozeka not only forms an acronym of the men’s names; it also refers to a 

science fiction animation film hero who is known always to arrive too late at the site of action and 

who is therefore considered by others as nice but utterly useless. 
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I have been blind all my life,” after an eye test conducted by his ophthalmologist wife Elena. 

The distorted scopic exchange plays a similar role in Mozerov’s relation to his daughter. The 

taxi driver quickly pulls his woollen hat over his eyes as he discerns Lisa featuring in a porn 

film. Instead of granting her a chance to reassert her identity in front of his eyes, Mozerov 

spends a night watching a slide display depicting Lisa as an adorable baby, a cuddly toddler 

and sweet looking school girl with a huge white bow in her hair. The smooth succession of 

normatively framed and culturally contained images abruptly ends with the projection of a 

blur on the wall, indicating a gap between the nostalgically bemoaned past and the 

incomprehensible present (figure 4.4. a-f). The gallery of images, one is aware, cannot 

continue with pictures of Lisa as a well-adjusted adult individual, since her father has already 

seen her featuring in a pornographic scene. The reality being too frightening to be accepted 

necessitates the insertion of the final “empty” picture in the visual composition of Lisa’s 

personality.  

               
 

 
 

 
 

  

Figure 4.4. a-f: Screenshots from Gromozeka (dir. Vladimir Kott) 
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The scenes I discussed in this section demonstrate the increasing difficulties the 

characters experience when trying to capitalize on conventional or “natural” regimes of 

gender normativity, be it their own actions or the behaviour of their partners and children. 

Post-Soviet socioeconomic reality appears to have set in motion the irreversible process of 

fraying (gender) norms, which previously informed and cemented relationships within the 

family and outside it. In the following section I will continue this discussion by focusing on 

the conflicts that occur when social expectations fostered by those who grew up in the Soviet 

epoch collide with the motivations of a younger generation unfamiliar with that epoch’s 

ideological inculcation. 

Intergenerational clashes and the assertion of individual identities   

Mozerov’s privileging of the blur over the available “real” image of Lisa signals a tendency 

towards intergenerational conflict springing from the discrepancy between the parents’ 

wishful images of youth and the unwillingness of their children to comply with this norm. To 

that effect, the character’s expectations with regard to his daughter’s career appear to be 

similar to Danila’s mother’s uncritical vision of her sons in Balabanov’s Brother.89 However, 

while the latter refuses to acknowledge the unattainability of her wish, Mozerov struggles to 

comprehend Lisa’s unexpected change of lifestyle and her sudden emotional detachment, 

aggravated by his wife’s untimely death. His incomprehension ultimately provokes a decision 

to reverse the course of events through a forced transformation of Lisa´s body. After having 

undertaken various steps to make his daughter renounce her new trade, Mozerov ends up 

scorching her bare thigh with boiling water in a surge of despair, making her unsuitable for 

the job.  

The scene in which it happens begins in Lisa’s kitchen as she is sitting at a table 

staring in an annoyed, undirected manner, while Mozerov is busying himself with the tea at 

the kitchen counter, throwing furtive glances at Lisa’s bare legs. The suddenness of 

Mozerov’s appalling act throws both parties into an astounded silence; at this point, the scene 

is abruptly cut, to recommence when the girl is being carried to the ambulance. As a result of 

the attack, she is turned from a mature female subject into a physically and psychically 

vulnerable infant. When Mozerov tries to follow the stretcher into the car, he is barred by a 

                                                           
89 Moreover, there are remarkable resemblances between Lisa’s employment in the porn industry, 

Vasilii Gromov’s son’s job as a professional assassin and the trade of the protagonists in Brother and 

Brother-2, signalling a certain cultural preoccupation with the life choices and attitudes of young 

people in post-Soviet Russia.  
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paramedic who asks him who he is. Visibly having difficulty understanding this simple 

question, he replies: “In what sense?” to be helped out unexpectedly by Lisa herself. “This is 

my papa,” she says. “Yes, I am my papa,” repeats Mozerov in a surge of confused emotions, 

finally allowing the tears to flow as he puts his head on Lisa’s pillow, looking directly in her 

face and begging for forgiveness. Although Lisa remains silent, she does not avoid her 

father’s look and her weak smile inaugurates the new phase of a relationship, which hopefully 

will not be based on prejudice, conventional values and the imposition of the paternal will.  

By showing how this brutal act prompts a free flow of tears in father and daughter, the 

scene stresses the connection between the psychical processes the characters in the film 

undergo and their corporeal experience. In other words, it demonstrates how the social, 

cultural and psychical dimensions of an individual are embodied. As I will argue, Lisa’s at 

first glance incomprehensible final change of demeanour can be better understood from the 

vantage point of the psychoanalytic notion of the body’s lived externality as a decisive factor 

for the organization of the subject’s internal economy. It deserves particular attention that the 

father-daughter collision involves the disfigurement of Lisa’s skin, since the surface of the 

skin functions as an interface between the inside and the outside, constituting the basis for 

sensory stimulation from the external world. Moreover, Freud explicitly conceptualizes the 

ego as a psychic site where various disparate bodily sensations, stimuli and affects are 

gathered, ordered and rendered significant. In The Ego and the Id, he contends: 

The ego is ultimately derived from bodily sensations, chiefly from those springing 

from the surface of the body. It may thus be regarded as a mental projection of the 

surface of the body [...] representing the superficies of the mental apparatus. (Freud 

1923: 26) 

It is, then, possible to suggest that the scarring of Lisa’s skin reconfigures not only her 

corporeal schemata but equally her psychic organisation. This would account for the 

surprising, almost perverse, transformation in the young woman’s attitude towards her father 

from indifferent to affectionate. The inflicted damage, painful and disturbing, at the same time 

seems to function as a mode of escape from an emotional and relational impasse between 

parent and child.  

Still, Mozerov’s strategy to reconnect with his daughter affectively and to pull her 

back into the family raises a number of other concerns, touching upon the problematic of the 

body’s imbrications with existing social and cultural regimes. In this sense, Lisa’s masochistic 

response to pain can be perceived as the result of a long history of cultural inscription. In his 
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genealogical account of the constitution of the human body through history, Foucault refers to 

the body as the “inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by ideas), the 

locus of a disassociated self (adopting the illusion of a substantial unity) and a volume in 

perpetual disintegration” (1984: 83).90 Butler takes this argument further by interrogating the 

very existence of the pre-inscriptive body, which Foucault still assumes. In Gender Trouble 

she brings to the fore a specific inscription of gender on the body arguing that “there is no 

recourse to a body that has not always already been interpreted by cultural meanings” (Butler 

1990: 8). A similar argument is advanced by Elizabeth Grosz, who considers the body a 

“socio-historical ‘object’” and a “political object par excellence” (1987: 3) and who contends 

that the “female (or male) body can no longer be regarded as a fixed, concrete substance, a 

pre-cultural given. It has a determinate form only by being socially inscribed” (1987: 2).  

While Foucault focuses on the manipulation of the body through the disciplinary 

exercise of power, Grosz asserts that the demarcation of the body is not exclusively performed 

by institutions of correction and training but can also take place through “‘voluntary’ 

procedures, life styles, habits and behaviours” that allow subjects to recognize them as 

(in)appropriate for their cultural requirements (1994: 142). What is more, every individual 

body is constituted “as a use value and its dimensions and capacities become purchasable 

commodities, capable of selective augmentation, replacement, or transformation” (Grosz 

1994: 141). Lisa’s story appears to imply that the advent of the capitalist order and the 

transformation of everyday social reality in Russia enhanced certain bodies’ susceptibility to 

commodification. While Mozerov continues to believe in his daughter’s innocence, in line 

with his own ideal of what constitutes the “proper” lifestyle and behaviour (paradoxically 

permitting him to indulge in “adult entertainment”), Lisa chooses another vocation, that of a 

porn actress. It is important that this is indeed framed as a choice; little indicates that she is 

forced to do so by material necessity, since her father is willing to pay for her education and 

provide a reasonably comfortable standard of living. Analogously to Andrei Kniazev’s choice 

of an unknown future, Lisa’s occupation may be read as an explicit choice to gain 

independence from the family and as an act of resistance to the Soviet-style patriarchal 

ideology of female submissiveness and compliance to the puritanical norm. 

While Mozerov struggles to reverse the process of emotional estrangement from his 

daughter, one of the story lines in The Man of No Return brings up the potentially damaging 

consequences of the affectively overcharged physical dependency of an adolescent child upon 

                                                           
90 See Chapter One on Foucault’s conceptualisation of the body as the material site of inscription of 

power relations. 
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her single caregiver. This particular subplot follows the story of thirty-something tour guide 

Nina (Alena Jakovleva), who lives with her wheelchair-bound daughter Olesia (Anna 

Khil’kevitch). While her mother is at work, the girl spends her days watching television and 

looking out of the window at a small park in front of the apartment building. With a troubled 

expression on her face, she attentively follows young couples passing through the park 

embracing and kissing. Visibly tormented by her awakening sexuality, Olesia spends long 

contemplative moments in front of the bathroom mirror and secretly masturbates at night, 

using a small torch to illuminate posters on the walls depicting the young and muscular bodies 

of film actors and singers. 

 Her mother, however, still considers her a small child, remaining deaf to Olesia’s 

objections to an expensive, ineffective treatment provided by a private medical consultant and 

invariably calling her “my little one,” also in the presence of others. In the beginning, the film 

frames Nina’s devotion to her daughter as exemplary, on the brink of self-sacrifice. When one 

day, on the bus tour, she meets Arkadii (Serguei Chonishvili), she remains aloof and 

resolutely repudiates his careful advances in spite of her visible attraction to him. Only 

gradually does she allow Arkadii to become part of her, and more importantly, Olesia’s life. 

In spite of Nina’s borderless love, however, Olesia is shown to feel unhappy and deprived of 

the possibility to make her own decisions and to aspire to an independent existence.  

In their recent analysis of the life conditions of young adults with physical disabilities 

in present-day Russia, social anthropologists Elena Jarskaia-Smirnova and Irina 

Dvorianchikova contend that physical deficiency does not simply come down to the 

weakened corporeal functions and limited social opportunities of an individual; it has a 

powerful stigmatizing and segregating effect that the persons concerned and their families 

usually experience from the side of the socius (2004). This kind of social marginalization 

bears the risk of condemning the physically disabled to an irreparable passivity and 

dependence on their immediate environment. Moreover, the family involved interiorizes the 

imposed image of deficiency to develop a repertoire of social roles and identity elements that 

are believed to be attainable, which subsequently enforce or impinge upon the disabled 

person’s feelings of autonomy and self-worth. In addition, the scholars observe that, although 

their respondents invariably value the family as an indispensable structure of economic, 

emotional and physical support in a society that lacks understanding for their situation and is 

not sufficiently equipped to meet their special needs, at the same time they often confess 

ambiguous feelings with respect to their parents’ overzealous guardianship. Excessive care 

and protection increase the risk of isolation of the care-receiver from the larger social 
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environment, thus diminishing her chances for an independent life in the future.91 The caring 

parents, in their attempts to overcome feelings of guilt, often take vital decisions without 

considering the child’s own preferences and wishes. The depicted mode of relations within 

the family, revealing a inequality along the lines of age and gender, simultaneously testifies to 

the family’s ideological mission, which comes down to maintaining a stable reproduction of 

the societal hierarchy based on the specific socio-economic status of individuals.92  

The above analysis offers a valuable frame of reference to conceive of the motivations 

and emotional shifts that direct the actions of Nina and Olesia. Although driven by love, Nina 

appears to perceive Olesia’s body as permanently immature and therefore her wish to preserve 

the girl’s status as an innocent infant not only misfires but stimulates Olesia’s desire to fully 

explore her awakening sexuality. Keeping in mind the complexity of the relationship between 

Olesia and her mother, one is bound to notice the striking oddity of the girl’s bedroom 

furnishings. Apart from the mentioned posters, the room, which most of the time is shown 

submerged in darkness, contains an elaborate net of ropes designed to help Olesia move 

around. The thick, tightly spun ropes resemble an enormous spider web, provoking an 

association with entrapment and captivity (figure 4.5. a-b). The sight of the lonely girl casting 

melancholic glances out of the half-open window enforces this feeling. Unfortunately, her 

miserable state of mind remains unnoticed by Nina, who invariably hears cheerful responses 

to her regular phone calls home from work. 

 

                                                           
91 The gravity of emotional strain is found to be especially high in single mother-child households. A 

recently conducted sociological survey of families with physically disabled children showed clearly 

demarcated gender-related ideas concerning personal responsibility for the family preservation, which 

are exemplified by a “mass exodus” of fathers from this kind of family and dominant feelings of guilt 

experienced by mothers left behind (Baskakova & Baskakov qtd. in Jarskaia-Smirnova and 

Dvorianchikova 2004: 431).  
92 Here again, if the family functions as a metaphor of the larger socius, the tensions between 

overprotective parents and children deliberately kept dependent can be seen to reflect on the socio-

political situation in present-day Russia, where the majority of people still overtly privilege a strong 

paternalistic state and different kinds of state-provided care over democratic freedoms, as witnessed by 

the results of the presidential elections of 2012. 
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 Figure 4.5. a-b: Screenshots from The Man of No Return (dir. Ekaterina Grokhovskaia) 

Although Olesia, as it first seems, takes a friendly stance toward Arkadii, she watches 

his behaviour with a tangible tension. The precariousness of the new would-be family 

becomes painfully obvious when one morning, in Nina’s absence, Olesia ventures to incite 

Arkadii to have sex with her. The episode starts with Arkadii critically inspecting his face in 

the bathroom mirror. The camera shoots him from above, drawing attention to the balding 

spot on his head and his slightly drooping shoulders, thus underscoring the imperfections of 

the middle-aged male body. In the next shot, Olesia, also opposite a mirror in her murky 

room, applies exaggerated amounts of make-up, turning her head one way and another, and 

pursing her clownishly red lips. Her movements are accompanied by a pop music track 

playing at top volume, which eventually makes Arkadii come by with a request to turn down 

the sound. The ensuing actions take place in quick succession. The agitated girl draws Arkadii 

to her in a passionate attempt to kiss him, frenetically shouting that she is sure of his secret 

attraction to her. While he tries to push her away, Olesia starts to unzip his trousers but 

suddenly stops, allowing Arkadii to leave in a shocked silence. Shortly after, the viewer learns 

that Olesia has been admitted to the hospital due to a failed suicide attempt. 

The note of hopelessness that this episode rings reflects anew on the quality of Nina’s 

care for her daughter in the sense that her ostensibly unintended negation of Olesia’s 

developing persona and awakening sexuality prompts the young girl to take matters in her 

own hands. It is possible to suggest that Olesia’s coming on to Arkadii is primarily informed 

by one of the most malign elements of popular cultural discourse, the one regarding the 

inescapability of sexual desire of a stepfather figure for the guileless virgin-stepdaughter.93 

The long hours Olesia spends in front of the television would account for this particular 

narrative’s inculcation in the girl’s mind and, what is more, for her actions in the described 

scene. Remarkably, the suggestive powers of popular imagery seem to remain hidden from 

                                                           
93 The most infamous example of this discourse is the way in which Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita has 

been taken up in popular culture.  
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Nina, who aspires to transfer to her daughter her own exclusive literary and musical 

preferences.94  

Although Olesia’s story belongs to the private domain of the family, it is also 

illustrative of the contemporary Russian socius’ conflicted stance toward physical difference 

as observed by Jarskaia-Smirnova and Dvorianchikova. The girl’s body in the film is 

conceived of as abject in Julia Kristeva’s sense. In Powers of Horror Kristeva argues that 

there are “defilements” which the collective (or the individual) seeks to “ab-ject” because they 

do not respect rules and borders and thus disturb order, system and normative identity (1982: 

4). In The Man of No Return, as I already argued with respect to Lisa, the material body is 

understood as constitutive of cultural configurations that provide the decisive boundaries 

within the social. However, while in Lisa’s case, it was not so much her body but the way she 

chose to use it, along with her father’s corporeal implication in her pornographic performance, 

that posed the implicit threat to his notion of order, for Olesia it is her physical appearance, 

which, through its deviance, belongs to the realm of the defiled that society aims to abject by 

depriving it of visibility and the right to desire. Yet, as Kristeva also argues, the abject cannot 

be completely contained: even when kept safely at home, Olesia succeeds in transgressing her 

confinement by making explicit her desire, thus forcing her mother to acknowledge her as an 

autonomous and self-determining being.  

Unexpectedly, the promise of an independent existence for Olesia arises during her 

convalescence at the hospital. Roaming through long, sparsely lit hospital corridors, she 

happens to pass by a room occupied by Roman, an academy friend of Andrei’s, who, as the 

viewer knows, has recently been admitted with multiple injuries sustained in a street fight. 

Roman was ferociously beaten by a gang of youngsters who saw him spending time in a gay 

bar and leaving it with an older man.95 Olesia’s intense gaze wanders over Roman’s bandaged 

body and focuses on his bruised face, but when the boy looks back at her, she hastily 

disappears from the doorframe. The film suggests that the exchange of furtive glances 

continues as both characters convalesce and finally, we see Roman in turn steering his 

wheelchair through the corridors to look for Olesia. He finds her tucked in bed and she meets 

                                                           
94 Thus, for instance, in one of the earlier episodes, Nina, Olesia and Arkadii go on a picnic at a lake. 

In accordance with the almost canonical depiction of the Russian cultural elite in popular films, the 

women perform a song by well-known contemporary poet Veronika Dolina, with Nina playing a 

guitar.  
95 Roman starts selling his body out of the need to earn money for subsistence on Andrei’s advice. But 

while Andrei provides his services only to older women and shortly after stops prostituting himself 

altogether, Roman quickly enters the more lucrative but also more dangerous realm of male 

prostitution. 
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his tentative look with an encouraging smile. This time, in contrast with the murky interior of 

the girl’s home and the artificial cold light of the windowless recovery room, the space is 

brightly lit with sunlight streaming in through a large window. The open and mutually 

welcomed visual exchange appears to draw the characters out of obscurity and lifts the burden 

of humiliation and pain caused by the stigma of their socio-culturally abjected alterity.  

The overcoming of the boundaries of imposed concealment takes place here owing to 

the reciprocity of affectionate looks. Although singular, these looks belong to what Silverman 

calls the “plurality of world spectatorship” (2000: 26). Advancing concrete visual agency to 

counteract the imposition of the cultural gaze, which always remains external and alien to the 

subjects it constitutes, Silverman contends that “[n]one of us is capable of finding everything 

that he sees beautiful […] The affirmative look is therefore by very definition a collective 

look, with each pair of eyes making good where some other pair fails” (2000: 26). In spite of 

the spatial demarcation provided by the hospital walls, the scene holds a brittle promise of an 

affirmative future for two people who do not fit the culturally configured frame of normative 

behaviour or appearance. As this subplot ends here, the viewer is left to consider whether one 

affirmative look, which is, importantly, not familial, is enough to prompt the collective 

looking to unfold over time “with one look challenging, corroborating, undoing, or extending 

what other looks have seen before” (Silverman 2000: 27). By asking whether the socius will 

ever develop an ability to acknowledge and accept relationships that resist one-dimensional 

classification, the film thus cautiously ventures to break up the conventional relational 

dynamics between sexes, which lead to traditional households grounded in patriarchal 

authority and an unquestioned distribution of male and female positions. 

In a similar move of going against the grain of orthodox family rhetoric, The Man of 

No Return features Andrei leaving town with Katia, whom he chooses as his life partner in 

spite of her being an orphan. By doing so he not only consciously disobeys his father’s 

command but also defeats another popular creed, the one that marginalizes orphans as 

unsuitable candidates for cohabitation and marriage owing to their ostensibly questionable 

provenance, institutionalized upbringing and deprivation of a “natural” familial environment. 

Notably, Katia herself, like Olesia, has internalized her status as an outcast and even tries to 

break up with Andrei. The fact that Andrei never gives a second thought to his decision to be 

with her again bears witness to a wish to offer resistance to the ingrained cultural code.  

The stories of Olesia and Andrei show that there always exists some possibility to step 

away from the normative screen of the given-to-be-seen, to renounce the well-established 

separation between sexes and gender roles, and to forge alternative relationships not informed 
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by traditional frameworks. What is more, Andrei’s departure is in many ways emblematic of 

the unresolved generational conflict that appears to trouble many present-day Russian 

families. In Intelligentsia, Gudkov and Dubin point out that in today’s Russia, while the 

parents nurture disillusionment as a result of the perceived decadence of their recalcitrant 

children and reproach them for their unwillingness to comply with conventional social 

standards, the latter see the older generations as ideologically bankrupt and aspire to different 

life stories which would diverge from those prescribed by traditional family morals. They 

prefer what the theorists call the “uninhibited” identification with the images provided by the 

globalizing popular and youth culture, including music, film and social media (Gudkov and 

Dubin 2009: 172-73). Although both Gromozeka and The Man of No Return demonstrate 

different individual modes of identification and different degrees of insecurity and inhibition 

young characters have to deal with, it is the very existence of a possibility to resist social 

dogmas which makes these films valuable testimonies of the waning of conventional family 

as the only viable marker of a good and fulfilling life. 

Gender and generations in post-Soviet society 

By showing the tribulations of ordinary families, the films I analyzed in this chapter 

convincingly signal the waning of traditional beliefs concerning gender and generational roles 

in today’s Russian society. The films demonstrate that family metaphor as a powerful cultural 

and political signifier is in conflict with today’s Russian family as a concrete social 

institution. The latter’s foundations are shown to be continuously undermined through the 

different characters’ attempts to escape its regulating constraints. Although rarely optimistic 

in the conventional sense, Gromozeka and The Man of No Return do offer a number of 

tentative alternatives to the existing dominant fiction in which authoritative men are at the 

head of families whose members (including the men themselves) see few other options than to 

comply to its seemingly perennial patriarchal order.  

The way in which the younger characters break free from the confines of the family 

and thus overcome the normative restrictions of the Soviet past, I suggest, is significant not 

only with a view to changing the organization of individual lives, but also for the socio-

political prospects of the country. It frees a path for the emancipation of the young and 

functions as an important step forward, towards the formation of subjects who, despite many 

uncertainties regarding their future, strive to defy the imposition of the normative doctrine in 

order to pursue independent, more socially conscious and politically active existences. The 

films appear to support the life choices of Russians who were born and grew up after 
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perestroika, and who can be perceived as part of a generation that will have to come up with a 

new socio-political project to challenge the present system propped up by the paternalist 

ideology of authoritarian state.96  

 The decomposition of the traditional Russian family, together with the reconsideration 

of normative generational and gender positions effectively discredits the family metaphor as 

an approved and affectively saturated identifying and life organizing principle. This, in turn, 

necessitates a search for alternative modes of social structuring. In my final chapter, therefore, 

I will look for popular images and narratives holding a critical promise of ordinary life 

collective practices, in which relationships between people would not be exclusively defined 

by the matters of kinship, conventional gender roles and age. 

  

                                                           
96 In this regard, the participation of many young people in the opposition to the autocratic regime 

must not be underestimated, especially when it comes to the use of social media. In recent years, the 

Internet has evolved into a sustainable site of civil disobedience and dissent. The importance of this 

form of dissent is emphasized by the recent application of a series of restrictive measures concerning 

the use of information and communication facilities. In the course of 2014, in Russia, “[i]ndependent 

information channels were (…) closed, editorial teams were replaced, along with their proprietors and 

the leaders of media holdings. Censorship and political control (…) [became] increasingly intense, the 

more so because a whole series of new laws came into force at around this time, allowing for 

undesirable Internet-resources and sites considered ‘extremist’ to be closed without any judicial 

decision” (Gudkov 2014b: n. pag.) 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

Towards new forms of sociality: laughter as a socially productive force  

 

Introduction 

Throughout this study I have argued that radical political change and concomitant 

socioeconomic transformations in post-socialist Russia have created a necessity to reconsider 

the existing modes of social structuring and behaviour, which for many decades functioned 

along the lines dictated by the Soviet state ideological apparatuses. So far, my analysis of the 

chosen artefacts has shown that, in spite of the proliferating neoliberal discourse of individual 

disavowal of collective authority in favour of strategies of self-reliance, the new post-Soviet 

subjectivity continues to gravitate towards habitual models of communal existence inherited 

from the recent past. These models comprise particular values and moral directives, including 

the requirement to transcend personal interests for the sake of social coherence.  

Accordingly, the representation of Russianness and Russian identity in today’s popular 

culture consistently foregrounds devotion to family ties and respect for patriarchal figures as 

cementing sustainable social structures and, ultimately, as providing for a stable society. In 

the cultural imagination, an individual subject generally finds shelter from the unpredictability 

of life’s multiple crises and achieves self-fulfilment only as part of a community shaped and 

upheld through ideas of kinship and the unconditional loyalty of its members. The inherent 

danger of this type of collective identification, as I have suggested, lies in its inevitable 

imbrication with operations of exclusion based on often arbitrary and discriminatory criteria 

of otherness and non-belonging.  

Moreover, the regurgitated family trope appears to be at odds with the present 

condition of the Russian family as a concrete social institution, which, as the same cultural 

artefacts show, demonstrates signs of irreversible fragmentation and decline, necessitating 

new coping mechanisms. Thus, for instance, while Brother and Brother-2 unequivocally 

champion solidarity and fraternal allegiance within a collective as the only viable mode of 

facing existential precariousness, in The Man of No Return, on the contrary, Andrei and Katia 

resolutely leave town in order to break free from the conventional social dogmas directing the 

views of their biological and institutional kin. 

The tangible tension between, on the one hand, the desire, aggravated by prolonged 

socioeconomic uncertainty, for recognizable patterns of identification and social adjustment, 
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and, on the other, the impossibility to safeguard the centrality of the family metaphor because 

of its increasingly controversial status in everyday reality, provokes a search for different 

scenarios of social alignment. The thrust of this final chapter, therefore, is to explore instances 

of the popular cultural imagination that envisage a socius able to propose an alternative to 

exclusionist forms of socio-political structuring based on antagonistic relationships with those 

who “do not belong.” 

In my quest for the seedlings of a community that strives to be open to difference 

while pursuing the stability and structure needed to cope with contemporary life’s brittleness, 

I will analyze a selection of episodes from the television series Real-Life Lads (Real’nye 

patsany, dir. Jeanna Kadnikova), broadcast from 2010 till the present on one of the most 

popular Russian entertainment channels, TNT.97 My choice to use Real-Life Lads (RLL) as the 

cultural object for the present analysis is motivated by its proven ability, in spite of the 

apparent light-heartedness of the narrative, to reflect on vexing social dilemmas that are 

collectively faced by the Russian people on a daily basis, and thus to promote what Oushakine 

calls “social structuring along the lines of a common experience” (2012: 197). 

Situated in the mid-sized regional centre of Perm, RLL offers a comical depiction of 

the life and times of a young man named Kolian Naumov (Nikolai Naumov) and a colourful 

group of friends, family members and colleagues. Making unconventional use of the available 

means of artistic expression by combining a lively parody of a reality show with the narrative 

structure of a sitcom, the series follows the twenty-four-year-old protagonist, who, we learn in 

the first episode, was recently caught stealing sewer manhole covers. Given the absence of 

previous delinquencies and being perceived by the police as malleable, Kolian is emphatically 

“invited” to participate in a project in which a television crew will closely observe, record and 

make public the process of his social improvement and personal advancement. The hero is 

also asked to comment on his actions on a regular basis and to keep a video diary to share his 

intimate thoughts and doubts with the spectators. What follows is a succession of Kolian’s 

attempts to become a reformed social subject and to take appropriate decisions in matters of 

employment and public behaviour, as well as romance, friendship and family life.  

Explaining the project’s ultimate intention, the actor and co-creator of RLL, Vladimir 

Selivanov, declared in an interview with the TNT channel:  

                                                           
97 TNT stands for Tvoio Novoie Televidenie (Your New Television). Founded in 1998, it belongs to 

Russia’s top five television networks. It provides entertainment programmes aimed at a young 

audience aged between 16 and 30. 
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[The series] is, of course a caricature. But we consciously invested our characters, who 

have an uneasy life, with essential kindness. We made a stake on it. Because in this 

drab and probably not the most beautiful life, between the depressing-looking five-

story flats, we find a lot of beauty, joy and singularity. We try to emanate kindness in 

Real’nye patsany. Kindness will save the world.98 

According to one critic, it is exactly this overtly sentimental and at times naïve morale of the 

narrative, together with its comic overtone, the charismatic acting by the non-professional cast 

and the gritty ingenuity of a real-life chronicle accomplished through the use of a hand-held 

camera, that immediately ensured the series would be considered an authoritative voice by a 

variety of viewers (Tsyrkun 2010).  

The willingness of broad circles of the viewing public to identify with the show’s 

characters and situations is remarkable considering that Real-Life Lads as a title refers to a 

particular demographic and socioeconomic group in contemporary Russian society. The 

Russian noun patsany is a plural form of patsan, which can be roughly translated as “lad,” 

“bloke” or “dude.” In today’s Russia, patsany, also known as gopniki, are perceived as 

forming a distinctive subculture with its own speech genre, rituals and rules of conduct. The 

latter are laid out on the pages of the community’s so-called “virtual museum” and are 

maintained through numerous internet forums and blogs.99 The virtual museum’s dictionary 

describes a true patsan in the following manner: 

This is the only possible form of existence. 

A patsan is not Hamlet. For him, the question: “To be or not to be?” doesn’t exist. A 

patsan simply is, against your will, as a rusty nail sticking out of a door frame, which 

year after year tears a hole in your trousers but which you still can’t find time to 

remove. The nail, to a certain extent, defines your existence as well. If it wasn’t there 

you would probably never even think about buying new trousers. The same applies to 

a patsan: although he is an alien to you, as a human being he adds an extra dimension 

to your view of the world. […] 

A patsan is a point where your ideas about yourself and the world become refracted.100  

                                                           
98 See the series’ official website: http://realniepazany.tnt-online.ru/s01e06. My translation. 
99 The virtual museum (Virtualnyi muzei gopnikov) is a web portal that brings together information 

about patsany’s history, jargon, way of life, and rules of conduct. See: http://gopniki.net. 
100 http://gopniki.net/index.php/ponjatija/19-ponjatija/35-patsan.html. My translation. 
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Although the television series concurs with this metaphorical definition by foregrounding the 

protagonists’ humble social status, unsophisticated world views and a use of language that 

combines a peculiar subcultural jargon with a provincial accent and vernacular vocabulary, it 

simultaneously seeks to dissociate itself from the gopnik’s sworn life style, which privileges 

swindling over official employment and does not discourage vandalism, drifting, drinking, 

and swearing. Instead, the makers appear to install a clear distinction between the two terms, 

often used as synonyms, and take recourse to the etymology of patsan as a stylistically neutral 

vernacular Russian noun, equivalent to the standard language “young man” or “youngster.” 

This allows the term to surpass the boundaries of the subculture in question.101  

To that effect, on the visual plane, RLL’s opening credits are accompanied by regularly 

changing documentary footage of ordinary everyday street life in a provincial town, 

supposedly Perm itself. The viewers see a procession of images taking them through the 

changing seasons, depicting small children sliding down snow-covered hills in sleighs, 

playing on swings, carrying balloons and feeding doves in a park; young mothers pushing 

prams with chubby, red-cheeked infants in them; amorous teenage couples embracing and 

kissing; grave looking soldiers getting ready to board a train; pretty girls talking into mobile 

phones, performing ice-skating pirouettes, sunbathing at a sandy riverbank and smilingly 

waving at the camera; and mixed companies of young lads consorting, driving cars, 

demonstrating skating stunts, drinking beer, and playing volleyball. 

These randomly presented shots of unassuming passers-by suggest that almost 

everyone who is young in today’s Russia can relate to the series’ protagonists. Furthermore, 

the adjective realinyie in the series’ title, which can be understood both as “real” in the sense 

of realistic, practical and down-to earth and as “real-life,” allows a play with the discrepancy 

between what can be considered as the normative, culturally contained image of young people 

and what one actually encounters in everyday life. 

In fact, as my analysis of the narrative will show, all characters appear to belong to the 

patsany community, their age, gender, economic and class position, and ethnicity 

notwithstanding. Significantly, this community can to a certain extent be imagined as a social 

arrangement where inter-subjective relations are neither circumscribed by the persistent 

remnants of Soviet ideology nor newly made up in line with the rigorously neoliberal codes of 

the advancing capitalist order. Unsurprisingly, however, the potentially novel conception of 

commonality established in the series again emerges through the invocation of the family 

                                                           
101 For a detailed etymology of the word patsan, see Dyachok (2007). 
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trope, which, as I have noted previously, acts as a powerful signifier in the cultural rhetoric of 

today’s Russian society. In view of this trope’s problematic status, it seems opportune to 

devote part of my analysis to the specific narrative and ideological ends to which it is 

employed and to examine the cognitive or affective responses the proposed expansion of the 

family circle is expected to provoke in the series’ heterogeneous audience.  

I will begin by taking a close look at the popular genres of situation comedy and 

reality television to which RLL formally belongs, in order to consider how the series plays 

with generic conventions to go beyond the realm of trivial entertainment and to offer a 

critique of the contradictory present-day social environments. To this end I will take recourse 

to Kierkegaard’s theory of irony which not only constitutes RLL’s distinctive aesthetic 

hallmark, but functions, within the series, as an indispensable tool for coping with the 

everyday life’s precarious situations and, ultimately, as a prism helping to envisage viable 

alternative avenues of social structuring. I will also ponder the (re)signifying potential of 

humour in light of Simon Critchley’s contention that “humor familiarizes us with a common 

world through its miniature strategies of defamiliarization” (2002: 18). I will engage Mireille 

Rosello’s Declining the Stereotype to investigate the ways in which RLL, while striving to 

iron out those aspects thought to disrupt the collective weaving of a fresh social fabric, 

problematizes and recrafts a number of the cultural stereotypes that guide the characters’ and, 

by implication, the viewers’ habitual decisions and actions. 

In the last part of the chapter, I will invoke Lauren Berlant’s view of optimism as a 

social “force that moves you out of yourself and into the world in order to bring closer the 

satisfying something” (2011a: 9) to demonstrate how the series’ characters (and potentially its 

viewers) learn to attend to life’s contingencies and ambivalences by orchestrating collective 

efforts with multiple others, and how they sustain a certain hope of flourishing in the better 

socius that still needs to be built. 

The play of the jolly and the witty: RLL and genre resignification  

To understand better how alternative ideas of social productivity are narrativized and 

presented to the viewers I start my analysis by considering how, in RLL, cultural norms and 

expectations intersect with specific aesthetic hierarchies and generic conventions. As noted in 

my introduction, RLL’s format presents an amalgamation of two divergent television genres: a 

reality show and a situation comedy. It is worth mentioning that both of these genres took a 

long time to come to post-Soviet Russian television, being perceived as distinctly foreign 

specimen of television entertainment. Consequently, the first reality show, Behind the Glass 
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(Za steklom), was broadcast in 2001 and the first successful “home-grown” sitcom, My Fair 

Nanny (Moia prekrasnaia niania), started airing only in 2004.102  

Their differences notwithstanding, situation comedy and reality television (especially 

the so-called gamedoc of which Behind the Glass and the more recent, extremely popular 

House – 2, running from 2004 till 2012, are examples) share a number of common features, 

which, together with the lack of a cultural tradition in these genres, could explain their 

relatively late break-through with Russian audiences. Thus, both types of programmes feature 

ordinary people dealing with trivial, day-to-day worries and both emphasise an open-ended 

narrative structure that precludes conflicts from being definitively resolved.103 It can be 

suggested, therefore, that in the 1990s, while coping with the results of dramatic socio-

political and economic changes, the majority of Russians were hardly inclined to appreciate 

an “unmediated, voyeuristic, yet often playful look into the ‘entertaining real’” (Murray and 

Ouellette 2004: 2) achieved through allegedly unscripted access to the daily lives of “average” 

people like themselves. In fact, in spite of its popularity, Behind the Glass, too, was initially 

critiqued precisely for eschewing a narrative core and for the radical similarity of the 

participants’ purposeless pastimes and mundane preoccupations to those of the viewing 

public. According to the critic Evgeni Gusiatinski, the viewers, shocked by the degree to 

which they could relate to the unprecedented banality of the show’s collisions, subsequently 

sought to dissociate themselves from it by calling it trashy, immoral, and even pornographic 

(2005: n. pag.). However, the enthusiastic audience reception of House-2 and My Fair Nanny 

only a few years later, can be read as a testimony to Russian television culture’s gradual shift 

towards Western models of representation, where unpredictability, open-endedness and the 

proximity to viewers’ real-life concerns are valued as dynamic structuring factors of audience 

involvement.  

Taking its cue from the genre conventions of the reality show and the sitcom, which 

by the time of its first broadcasting had been safely integrated into the Russian television 

                                                           
102 See for a detailed analysis of Behind the Glass, Golynko-Wolfson (2002); and of My Fair Nanny, 

Hutchings and Rulyova (2009). 
103 For the conventional situation comedy, “audience recognition of […] the everyday situations and 

the antagonisms that they generate, contributes to the feeling of realism that the genre provokes and 

increases audience identification with both characters and the humour” (Casey et al. 2002: 31). The 

focus on the ordinariness of life within the genre of the reality game show or gamedoc, of which Big 

Brother is the most prominent Western example, is perceived as representative of a shift towards 

“postdocumentary” television culture as a result of a crisis in docusoaps’ documentary authority in the 

late 1990s, following a series of scandals about fake productions (Couldry 2004). Consequently, the 

gamedoc is theorized by John Corner as a generic form that reformulates documentary reality claims 

through its alleged access to the real within a fully managed artificiality (2002).  
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landscape, RLL wilfully inflects them to problematize its own status as a form of televisual 

entertainment that, ostensibly, simply reproduces generic encoding practices by promoting 

specific situations, patterns of thought and norms of behaviour. As such, it subverts the very 

idea of a reality programme presenting the possibility of catching a glimpse of authentic 

moments in other people’s lives. Thus, Kolian’s initial encounter with the television crew 

promptly flags the parodic nature of the reality show, revealing the fake spontaneity of his 

comments and confidences, which would otherwise be assumed to be genuine and immediate. 

In this introductory scene, which takes place at the police station, the camera meticulously 

registers an alternation of emotional states that apparently overcome the hero: confusion, 

relief, surprise, incomprehension and, finally, resignation. At the same time, the rapid change 

of medium and close shots gives a jerky quality to Kolian’s facial expressions. Together with 

the visible traces of reddish lipstick on his lips (which ostensibly betrays a preparatory make-

up session prior to the shoot) this produces a farcical effect that negates the seriousness of the 

circumstances (figure 5.1. a-f).  

At first glance, it appears that RLL uncritically avows the gamedoc’s pedagogical 

claim of providing a frame through which the participants acquire an acute notion of what 

matters to them as social beings and then go through various stages of social transformation 

by conforming to specific norms of behaviour.104 Accordingly, the process of Kolian’s moral 

makeover starts from the moment when he, carefully groomed and sporting a freshly ironed 

grey shirt, takes a seat in front of the camera for the first time to address the spectators 

directly. In line with the visual conventions of a recorded interview, often employed in 

documentaries presenting a procession of expert witnesses, the hero is positioned at a small 

round table with a coffee cup and a glass of water against a dark panelled wall with the 

show’s title written on it in huge white capitals. This setting regularly reappears throughout 

the series whenever the hero is required to shed light on recent events and share his thoughts 

and opinions. In many instances, he experiences an obvious difficulty in delivering a correct, 

culturally approved comment, prompting a process of rewinding, erasing and repeated 

recording until the envisaged result is produced.  

 

                                                           
104 Even House-2, initially conceived of by its producers as “an encyclopaedia of meeting, courting, 

and flirting; and an encyclopaedia of the private life of the young” (Dulerain qtd. in Gusiatinski 2005: 

n. pag., my translation), was eventually forced to reconsider its libertarian premises following 

numerous scandals, accusations of immorality, public appeals to ban the show and even debates in the 

Russian parliament. As a result, the show’s last seasons were marked by a turn toward cultural 

normativity and a pedagogy of social appropriateness (Tsyrkun 2010: n. pag.).  
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Figure 5.1. a-f: Screenshots from Real-life Lads (dir. Jeanna Kadnikova) 

The introduction to the public of Kolian’s friends, family, girlfriends and employers 

requires similar actions as all of them undergo the stages of astonishment, commotion and the 

subsequent rearranging of their speech and conduct. Such instances of the improvised 

modification of appearances make explicit the coercive quality of the reformative project at 

hand. To set an example for the viewers, Kolian and his entourage are forced to reconsider 

their habitual standards of thinking and acting, and to consciously comply with the norm of 

what is considered acceptable, meaningful and pleasurable according to the omnidirectional 
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script of the virtual show. By revealing the compulsory character of the process of social 

improvement on which Kolian embarks, RLL come to exemplify Gareth Palmer’s 

interpretation of reality game shows from the vantage point of Foucault’s theory of 

governmentality, according to which power is reproduced not only through norms of control 

but also through norms of self-definition and self-expression (2002). At the same time, from 

the outset, the series playfully exposes its own nature as a parody on the genre to which it 

ostensibly adheres.  

The same procedure of subversion and resignification can be observed in RLL’s take 

on the conventional situation comedy’s standards. The series conforms to the basic rules of 

sitcom in terms of its open-ended structure, which enables the infinite production of new plot 

lines, and its focus on comedy of character and situation. However, RLL is shot with a single 

digital hand-held camera that roves the indoor and outdoor places the characters occupy, 

creating a more fully realized diegetic space than in a traditional sitcom, which is usually 

confined to a limited number of interior locations. The camera’s changing position constantly 

alters the distance between the audience and the performers, making the act of viewing feel 

more intimate and direct.  

Moreover, the narrative follows a sketchy script containing no dialogue, so that in 

every episode the actors are invited to pick up on a topic, improvise, and deliver their lines in 

a vernacular vocabulary and accent. This, in fact, can be seen as a device to bolster the 

“reality effect” of the series. As Casey et al. argue in relation to the authenticity claim of 

reality television, “the poorer the quality of the footage used, the more ‘real’ the images and 

sounds presented appear to be” (2002: 197). The absence of prefabricated punch lines and 

gags also means that the funny moments are deliberately left unmarked, so that viewers can 

decide for themselves which situations and dialogues they find especially comical.  

The penchant for parody, the jolly, offhand treatment of the incessant stream of 

quotidian dilemmas and the consistently playful engagement with the audience are not 

accidental but can be traced back to the series’ unconventional provenance. RLL’s original 

design belongs to a team of players on one of the longest-running TV programmes on Russian 

television called KVN, an abbreviation of Klub veselykh i nakhodchivykh (“The club of the 

jolly and the witty”). From the 1960s, KVN has offered live broadcasts of improvised comedy 

contests where different regional or institutional teams compete by giving funny answers to 

various sets of questions and acting out thematized sketches.  

When the first shows of “the jolly and the witty” went on air in 1956, at the inception 

of the so-called Thaw, its participants included not only hosts and two teams of players, but 
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also a live audience. Approved by the communist party and state censure, this format, 

revolutionary for its time, was intended to demonstrate each Soviet citizen’s singular social 

and intellectual qualities, and, more importantly, to confirm the right of this citizen to express 

her opinions openly in public.105 Moreover, the programme was seen as a renewed attempt to 

justify humour as an intelligent and socially relevant aesthetic devise for building 

socialism.106 However, the audacious experiment to allow anybody willing to participate to 

enter the contest quickly created uncontrollable situations and the show was pulled. In 1961 it 

was resuscitated as a taped performance from which the elements deemed subversive by the 

authorities had been systematically cut. In this new form, KVN became the longest running 

programme on both Soviet and Russian television. Presently, KVN teams representing towns, 

universities and enterprises have to be picked by a specialized audition crew and undergo a 

series of “knock-out” competitions and screenings before appearing on the programme.107  

Under the ideological constraints of Soviet rule, when opportunities to voice a direct 

critique of the socio-political reality were lacking, irony, as a general attitude of the players 

and as a stylistic device to express the opposite of the statements openly uttered, served to 

enhance the verisimilitude of the sketches. It is remarkable that in today’s Russia the 

collective practice of meaning production framed as a humoristic game apparently has not lost 

its relevance, as the KVN programme can still rely on a large demographic variety of 

contestants and on the active engagement of its supporters. Considering its longevity and 

immense popularity amongst various audiences, the KVN programme cannot be easily 

dismissed as pertaining to a limited domain of leisure and entertainment. Rather, its status 

points in the direction of a continuous performative relationship between generations of 

players and spectators. Brought together in a situation of jolly banter and improvisation, these 

“witty” individuals are encouraged not only to work through the assignments collectively, but 

also to question dominant cultural codes and give new meaning to the actual social world 

outside the studio.  

Sprung from KVN roots, RLL takes its cue from the humour contest’s long proven 

paradigm. By maintaining a close relationship with the feeding ground of the humour contest, 

                                                           
105 In fact, this initial set up makes it possible to regard the KVN programme as a precursor to the 

reality game show, albeit with a different ideological premise and different kinds of assignments. 

Contemporary reality games, too, are partly based on the claim of active audience engagement and on 

blurring the borders between ordinary personhood and media stardom. As Couldry puts it, their 

success derives from “the validating myths of celebrity and popular ‘interactivity’” (64). 
106 For an extensive analysis of the available and permissible aesthetics within the comic genres and 

the problematic status of satire under the Soviet regime, see Oushakine (2011; 2012).  
107 See the short article on the history of KNV by Tipikin (2009). 
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RLL surpasses the limitations of a rigorously framed televised reality, prompting the diegesis 

to spill over into the space of the material existence of its creators. As a result, the unfolding 

string of events acquires the quality of an on-going KVN show where the participants 

continuously review, rescript and play out authentic collisions in a theatricalized environment. 

What is more, the KVN connection of the cast operates as a catalyst for establishing affective 

identifications between the characters/actors and the audience. The RLL actors, also known 

for their KVN careers, add an absurdist feature to their onscreen personalities, while 

performing under their own first names and thus remaining recognizable as real-life 

individuals. This last notion is important also from the vantage point of the series’ aesthetic 

choices. Thus, the sitcom genre per definition implies a stronger identification of the viewers 

with the actors than with the characters, because of the show’s long duration, simplified ways 

of acting and the extended media coverage of real-life stories occurring off the screen 

(Bourdon 2004: 192).  

I wish to stress though that RLL goes even further than this by continually playing 

with the boundaries between the real and the imaginary, producing not only a suspension but 

an almost complete elimination of disbelief. To that effect, some actors share certain life 

experiences with their characters. Igor Oznobikhin, for one, in his portrayal of the district 

inspector can rely on his own substantial career with the local police.108 And although Nikolai 

Naumov can draw on his academic background and a successful track record as a KVN 

player, and therefore does not share Kolian’s naïve disposition, on his personal webpage the 

actor emphatically supports the moral decisions and actions the character takes throughout the 

series in spite of its prevailing ironic undertow.109 

In her analysis of RLL, film critic Nina Tsyrkun notes that to achieve encouraging 

resolutions of collisions Kolian’s story is endowed with the particular quality of a fairy tale in 

a quotidian setting (bytovaia skazka) where parody and irony perform the indispensable 

function of a miracle (2010: n. pag.).110 She argues that, while the use of documentary reels 

and the consistent identification of the actors with their fictional alter egos serve to increase 

the “reality” factor of the series, the referencing of well-known Russian fairy tale figures 

                                                           
108 For information on the actors’ backgrounds, see the series’ webpage: www.tnt-realnye-pacany.ru. 
109 http://nikolaynaumov.ru. 
110 Earlier in this study I remarked on the frequent use of fairy tale plotlines in contemporary popular 

narratives, especially those concerned with the topic of Russianness. For instance, the image of Ivan 

the Fool, a naïve young lad who eventually triumphs over his much wiser adversaries, is continuously 

invoked in the Brother films. In The Enchanted District, in turn, the whole village consists of 

seemingly simpleminded individuals who in the end prove to be cunning enough to outsmart the 

authorities. The fact that the intertextuality in RLL is ironic sets it apart from these examples. 
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simultaneously provokes a surge of sympathetic feeling amongst the viewers. However, the 

traditional fairy tale plotlines in RLL are regularly inverted to destabilize the known 

archetypes and commonplaces about socially desirable behaviour (Tsyrkun 2010: n. pag.).111 

Thus, Kolian, as opposed to the proverbial clever thief, is caught by the authorities right at the 

start, while his employment by Oborin’s firm, instead of leading to an incontestable triumph, 

ends with him quitting. In the same vein, Kolian’s infatuation with Lera, instead of unfolding 

as a chivalrous tale of breaking the spell and winning the princess’ heart, is transformed into 

the story of a hapless youth who himself needs to be saved by an intelligent and beautiful girl 

from her monstrous father and subsequently disabused of his numerous weaknesses and 

shortcomings.  

I see these multiple ironic inversions as a devise to give the narrative a gentle 

complexity and as a contribution to the continuous process of RLL’s self-exposure as a 

humorous play with ever-changing referential frames that simultaneously creates and critiques 

stable, coherent meanings. This allows the show to avoid vulgarity and crude caricature.112 

Instead of making the narrative predictable and formulaic, the employment of destabilized 

fairy tale tropes creates an opportunity to concentrate on the evolving relations between the 

characters and on the potentialities that can emerge through moments of instability and 

deviation from conventional structures and patterns of conduct. The possibility to turn away 

from the dominant cultural meanings is amplified by a particular kind of laughter RLL elicits 

from the crowd of players and spectators. Existing humour theories ascribe to human laughter 

a variety of functions, such as the pleasure of feeling superior to others by pointing out their 

                                                           
111 It is important to clarify that here archetypes are not considered identical to stereotypes. In 

distinguishing between them Lippmann, for instance, sees stereotypes as primarily defined by their 

social function, while relegating archetypes to the aesthetic realm as a mode of constructing a 

character through the use of easily recognizable, unchanging universal traits (1956). However, this 

distinction is not always clear-cut. As Tsyrkun’s analysis testifies, archetypes can equally refer to 

culturally and historically specific traits, while stereotypes, as I will argue later, are systematically 

utilized in representational practice as readymade, and believed to be common, matrices for 

characterisation. 
112 The ability of play to function as a crucible for resignification can be understood from the vantage 

point of sociological models that put play at their center. Erving Goffman, for example, conceptualizes 

play as a “social arrangement” with the “sanctioned orderliness arising from obligations fulfilled and 

expectations realized” (1961: 17, 19). Such play allows individuals to make sense of any event they 

might find themselves in. In Frame Analysis Goffman contends that “when individuals attend to any 

current situation, they face the question, What is it that’s going on here?” (1974: 8). By addressing this 

question, they perform what he calls an act of “framing,” which entails defining a primary referential 

structure that allows them to comprehend the situation and to organize their experience. Importantly, 

social actors are granted agency through their capacity to alter primary frameworks and give a 

different meaning to the same activity or situation. Through the transformation of the structuring 

framework, play thus opens up a possibility for change.  
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flaws and shortcomings, a reaction to a perceived incongruity of juxtaposed ideas or images, 

or an emotional release of anxieties and fears.113 

Although the series actively combines various types of humour, its laughter can be 

best defined as ironic and conceptualized from the vantage point of Kierkegaard’s theory of 

irony. Irony allows individuals to transcend what Kierkegaard calls “the ethical immediacy,” 

i.e. the norms of the given society that otherwise habitually structure their identity and direct 

their desires and objectives (Cross 1998: 136). The disengagement from the conventional 

norms further creates an opportunity to defy a binary logic of either/or and offers insight into 

the multiple possible meanings of one’s immediate experience.  

Importantly, an ironic discourse is not purely self-reflective but is always directed at a 

concrete contemporaneous audience. Kierkegaard’s ironist is never an isolated individual but 

someone who is comprehensible for his interlocutors and engaged in a reciprocal interaction 

with them (Zook 2008). Making no claim to communicate a finite didactic idea, irony can be 

used as a tool to encourage others to interrogate meanings and concerns that, in actual life, are 

usually taken at face value. Seen as an integral part of a historically framed social discourse, 

irony thus emerges as a means of cultural critique, and, more specifically, as a rhetorical 

devise to oppose social conformism and the construction of cultural stereotypes (Cross 1998, 

Söderquist 2013). Thus, in his reflection on Kierkegaard’s irony’s resignifying potential, 

Derrida writes:  

Speaking in order not to say anything or to say something other than one thinks, 

speaking in such a way as to intrigue, disconcert, question, to have someone or 

something else to speak (…) means speaking ironically. Irony (…) consists in not 

saying anything, in not stating any knowledge, but means doing that in order to 

interrogate, to have someone or something to speak or think. (1998: 169) 

Already in the opening scene, RLL’s narrative introduces the ironic mechanism in showing 

Kolian desperately looking for clues from “authorized” others (the interviewer and the police) 

as he makes awkward attempts to conform to the television project’s reformative purpose. 

Witnessing how Kolian unreflectively accepts his immediate conditions and reproduces 

knowledge that is imposed on him by the authorities, prompts the series’ viewers to 

                                                           
113 The superiority theory is found in the works of Plato (“Philebus”) and Aristotle (Poetics). The most 

prominent proponents of the relief or release theory are Herbert Spenser and Sigmund Freud. 

Incongruity theories have been developed, amongst others, by Henri Bergson and Arthur Koestler, but 

can also be traced back to René Descartes, Arthur Schopenhauer and Immanuel Kant. For overviews 

of humour theories, see Critchley (2002); Keith-Spiegel (1972); Raskin (1985); Vogel (1989). 
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interrogate the social import of the hero’s new pursuit as well as the meaning of the message 

he delivers.  

The (extradiegetic) ironic exchange with the audience further proceeds through a 

continuous changing of the series’ characters’ life circumstances and their recurrent exposure 

to embarrassment and ridicule. The stage setting of Kolian’s commentaries and confidences to 

the camera changes, for example, as the protagonist moves up the socio-economic ladder. 

Thus, in an episode depicting Kolian’s first day as manager of a café owned by his father-in-

law Oborin (Sergei Yershov), he takes his usual place in a studio to weightily impart to the 

camera an important lesson about managerial aptitude: “One should do business seriously. If 

you are a director, then behave like one.” However, true to the series’ ironic disposition, the 

significance of this statement is immediately brought into question as viewers are made aware 

of the brighter backdrop of the small stage where Kolian is seated, which now features the 

RLL title in large golden letters. This again subtly reminds them of the fake reality show’s 

ultimate status as a neoliberal project aiming to turn the hero into a self-responsible and self-

reliant subject. 

The suggestion that Kolian is to a degree manipulated to deliver the desirable address 

is augmented when the end credits start to roll and it becomes clear that the series’ soundtrack 

has also been altered. Instead of listing Kolian’s multiple incarnations and characteristics as a 

goodhearted ingenious youth, as used to be the case, the accompanying rap song now 

mockingly eulogizes Kolian and his friends’ status as cool businessmen and “tough guys” 

who have finally made the transition to an exciting world of money and opportunity.114 In a 

roundabout way, the song’s new lyrics encapsulate the social divide at stake in the conflicts 

and collisions that RLL foregrounds. It is not incidental that this episode starts with the 

heroes’ socioeconomic mobility but gradually changes into the story of three homeless men 

who have found their temporary abode in one of the café’s cellars. I will return to this episode 

later, but would like to remark here that on the level of the narrative content, socioeconomic 

inequality belongs to the range of social issues with which the series critically engages. 

Accordingly, as regards RLL’s aesthetics, its distinctive feature is constituted precisely by this 

intertwinement of ironic discourse with sudden moments of melodrama. This combination 

invites viewers to perceive the fictional events as both artificial and believably realistic, 

                                                           
114 To an extent, the self-mockery here reveals what Russian literary scholar Yurii Tynianov theorizes 

as an imperfect relation between the parody and the parodied. For Tynianov this flawed relation is 

what produces the comic effect. As a secondary text, a derivation from an imperfect original, the 

parody is always geared to revealing this original’s and therefore also its own inadequacies. Thus, in 

the end, the act of parodying becomes an act of self-deconstruction (Tynianov 2002).  
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encouraging them, as it were, to remain removed from the characters and affectively engage 

with them at the same time.  

RLL’s social engagement also allows me to suggest that it operates as a situation 

comedy in accordance with Lauren Berlant’s understanding of it as the genre of an emerging 

event, “in which something that will perhaps matter is unfolding amid the usual activity of 

life” (2011a: 5). For Berlant, “the situation is […] a genre of social time and practice in which 

a relation of persons and worlds is sensed to be changing but the rules for habitation and the 

genres of storytelling about it are unstable, in chaos” (2011a: 6). She further argues that 

because of the fragility of contemporary social reality every destabilizing situation can turn 

out hilariously and give rise to slapstick but can also change the state of things beyond repair, 

bringing into being what she calls “the situation tragedy” (Berlant 2011a: 6).  

Although RLL is catious not to cross the thin line separating comedy and tragedy, it 

does not strive to conceal the disturbing lack of stability in the characters’ lives. The fact that 

criticism is stylistically articulated as social comedy and delivered in a gentle and 

compassionate manner does not diminish its diagnostic potential. Alternating between 

comically charged and melodramatic sequences, the series carefully but consistently 

scrutinizes the distribution of social power by addressing the community’s knowledge and 

values with respect to certain social structures and identities. In the following section I will 

analyze a number of episodes to demonstrate what this received knowledge entails and how 

the series makes an attempt to interrupt its perpetuation and prompt viewers to reflect on their 

attitudes and alliances.  

Social critique and the healing quality of stereotypes 

In commenting on the first successful Russian situation comedy My Fair Nanny, Hutchings 

and Rulyova argue that one of the reasons for this series’ unprecedented popularity is its focus 

on the issue of social stratification, which they perceive as one of the major results of the 

economic changes in post-Soviet Russia (2009: 149). RLL, too, endorses the relevance of this 

topic by making the income level and social status of the depicted families the primary source 

of narrative collisions.  

Accordingly, the narrative core is structured around Kolian’s oscillation between two, 

at first glance, incompatible worlds. The first is that inhabited by his patsan friends, whose 

fathers do not work in banks and who do not have foreign cars, fashionable clothes or means 



174 

 

to study abroad.115 To this world also belongs the cluttered and cramped two-room apartment 

that the hero shares with his mother, the overbearing and noisy Marina (Marina Fedunkiv), 

and her quiet lover, Armen (Armen Bezhanian). Quite different from this is the glamorous 

habitat of Kolian’s girlfriend Lera (Zoia Berber), who lives in a spacious loft remodelled in 

“European style” with her father Sergei Oborin, whose career as a new Russian, he smugly 

confides to the camera, started in the early 1990s with the “unfriendly expropriation” of a 

freight wagon carrying valuable (unspecified) commodities. While Kolian takes great pains to 

conquer Lera’s heart and to fit into her world, Lera, in turn, experiences difficulty choosing 

between Kolian and other, economically and socially more eligible suitors.  

Even though a lot of buffoonery accompanies the juxtaposition of the newly rich’s 

undisguised complacency and their working class neighbours’ clumsy bids for social 

betterment, KVN’s intellectual heritage does not allow the series to disregard the gravity of 

socioeconomic inequality in today’s society. While Kolian seeks to become a valuable asset 

in Oborin’s enterprise, time and again being assigned the most ridiculous, exhausting and 

unsatisfying jobs possible, his mates Antokha (Anton Bogdanov) and Vovan (Vladimir 

Selivanov) make attempts to “stir up a business” by trying their hand at various trades: from 

using the garage facilities of their employer to offer private service on the weekends and 

redecorating apartments to training guard dogs and breeding furry rabbits. Unfortunately, all 

their endeavours fail not in the last place because they lack the necessary professional skills 

and never appear to think things through properly.116 However, even their most ludicrous 

endeavours are not merely instruments to produce comic effects, but may also be regarded as 

manifestations of an optimistic fantasy. Although not necessarily mimetic in the sense that 

they bear concrete promises of transcendence, these manifestations are to an extent realistic 

                                                           
115 This is how patsany are presented in the song that accompanies RLL’s opening credits: 

They don’t send us to study in London, 

We don’t buy our clothes in fashionable boutiques, 

Our fathers don’t work in banks  

And we don’t drive around in foreign cars. 

The wind blows leaves off the trees, 

Puddles reflect clouds that flow above, 

Patsany look into the distance and have faith 

But the tram is not moving just yet. (My translation)  

116 In addition, similar to the practices of the inhabitants of the “enchanted” village of Anisovka, 

Antokha and Vovan’s actions often seem to be informed by double thinking in the sense that they 

expect to achieve fast results by “outsmarting the system” without investing enough effort in their 

ventures. For more on double thinking, see Chapter Three, where I argue that the traces of the double 

thinking developed through the years of Soviet demagogy as a form of resistance to forced 

equalization can still be spotted in the Russian take on the neoliberalism.  
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because they bear witness to the characters’ ambitions and their undying wish to get ahead, 

whatever the means, and to make the world transform itself around them.  

This is the kind of fantasy that Berlant puts at the centre of her work on cruel 

optimism. Pondering the concept in its relation to the “moral-intimate-economic thing called 

‘the good life,’” she asks:  

Why do people stay attached to conventional good-life fantasies – say, of enduring 

reciprocity in couples, families, political systems, institutions, markets, and at work - 

when the evidence of their instability, fragility and dear cost abounds? Fantasy is the 

means by which people hoard idealizing theories and tableaux about how they and the 

world “add up to something.” What happens when those fantasies start to fray – 

depression, dissociation, pragmatism, cynicism, optimism, activism, or incoherent 

mash? (2011a: 2) 

I will come back to the notion of cruel optimism later on in this chapter in a section 

examining optimism’s relation to the family trope as a potentially productive organizing 

principle of alternative sociality. Here, however, it seems opportune to remark that the lads’ 

incessant struggles to enhance their socioeconomic status bear witness to a strong attachment 

to the above idea of a good life. Importantly, when their transformative efforts fail, they never 

display apathy or cynical disinterestedness. They carry on believing in betterment, invent a 

substitute tactic (or find another object of attachment, in Berlant’s terms) and try again. In the 

process, they, for instance, learn to dissociate the word “business” from easy money and 

shady activities, and discover that individual improvement is possible on a small scale and 

does not necessarily involve disenfranchising others.  

The previously mentioned episode in Oborin’s café commences shortly after Kolian 

and his two friends are dismissed from their respective work places, at which point Antokha, 

who has always been known for his ability to navigate difficult situations, exclaims: “I am 

twenty five years old and jobless again. I don’t want to depend on shitty employers anymore, 

I want to work for myself and be self-responsible!” When the lads, now proudly calling 

themselves restaurateurs, finally settle on the equal division of shares and tasks, their start-up 

capital is stolen from the safe as they left the only key in its lock. Along with the money, the 

coffee machine and all food provisions disappear as well. It requires the investigative qualities 

of inspector Oznobikhin to discover that the storage room has a hole in the wall leading to the 

building’s cellar, where three homeless men have found temporary shelter. When caught, the 

men are released shortly after having returned the coffee machine and the money, only a small 
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amount of which they have spent to buy food and liquor. The episode concludes with the 

newly fledged business partners deciding to strengthen their team by hiring the unemployed 

former policeman Bazanov (Aleksei Bazanov) and Kolian’s ex-girlfriend Masha (Maria 

Shekunova) as night guard and waitress respectively. The hilarious atmosphere surrounding 

these events and the ironic reframing of Kolian’s commentary, on which I commented earlier, 

do not disguise the alarming signs of Kolian and his friends’ social and economic 

vulnerability. Moreover, RLL obviously takes issue with the relegation of a considerable part 

of the post-Soviet community to a state of economic and social marginality. In fact, the story 

of the homeless men belongs to a long list of plotlines focusing on the predicament of 

disenfranchised people. 

The problematic nexus of the incessant pursuit of the good life and the reality of 

socioeconomic precariousness is again highlighted in a scene featuring Kolian’s crafty cousin 

Dimasik (Dmitrii Naumov), who unexpectedly comes to visit the Naumov family in Perm. 

One morning, around the breakfast table in Marina’s kitchen, Dimasik enthusiastically 

addresses Armen: 

Dimasik: Listen, Armen, don’t you have many relatives there, where you come from? 

Armen (pensively): Three brothers with their families, two sisters with husbands and 

children (counts on his hand), an uncle, an aunt… 

Dimasik (impatiently interrupting): Ok, that will do! Let’s bring them all here, they 

will be rebuilding apartments here, live there, and have meals at aunt Marina’s 

canteen. We’ll split the profit in halves. (looking at Marina) Good? 

In response, Marina lashes out at him with a kitchen towel: “What are you saying, you piece 

of scum? These are living people! … (mimicking him) ‘Good, good!’ You little shit!” In spite 

of her on-going struggle for additional income, Marina’s vexed reaction at her nephew’s idea 

shows her sincere disapproval of the exploitation of other, more deprived people for the sake 

of her own advancement, thus uncovering the tension between the aspirational and realist 

aspects of the good-life fantasies featured in the series.  

Dimasik’s nonchalant reference to Armen’s remote family as a potential pool of cheap 

labour reveals another pressure point in the discussion of imaginable constructions of a 

healthy sociality. As I argued in Chapter Two on representations of otherness in today’s 

Russian popular culture, drawing a distinction between “us” and “others” usually serves the 

purpose of individual and collective self-definition, as well as effectively transferring 

responsibility for the widespread feelings of social ill-being to “any ‘strangers’- ‘the 
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newcomers,’ ‘people from the Caucasus, ‘the Chinese’ and even Russians from the former 

Soviet republics” (Dubin 2006: n. pag.). I also demonstrated that ethnic non-Russians often 

provoke surges of resentment and hostility, presumably based on an irrational belief that the 

set of values and traditions that structures “our unique way of life” is under threat. Thus, even 

as the above scene points to the ethnic migrants’ substantial economic contribution, their 

status within the native community remains problematic.117 In this regard, my objects of 

analysis in Chapter Two disturbingly testify that, in present day Russia, the ideology of “the 

good life,” as theorized by Berlant, always bears the risk of conflating aspirations to 

socioeconomic advancement with fantasies of national identity as ethnically and culturally 

homogeneous. To forestall this risk, RLL addresses Russian popular assumptions and 

stereotypes about ethnicity in a consciously critical way. In what follows, I will explore how, 

in the series, these stereotypes provide a fertile feeding ground for controversy and to what 

effect the respective tropes are replayed, varied upon, opposed, ridiculed or ignored.  

In his study of the cultural construction of national characters Manfred Beller argues, 

that popular narrative-fictional media have a tendency to  

reduce the complex of various characteristics of an individual to a small number of 

noteworthy, salient aspects and characteristics. With collectives, which we subsume 

into one concept as groups, peoples or races, these emerge in the formulaic form of 

stereotypes. Stereotyped representations are the seedbed of prejudices, which in their 

way rationalize and “confirm” stereotyped notions. (2007: 7) 

For situation comedy to be effective as a form of popular entertainment, its content often has 

to conform to such stereotypes, drawing on widespread, generalized ideas about people and 

social structures (Bowes 1990, Casey et al. 2002, Mills 2009). Although at first glance they 

can be regarded as “a harmless form of social shorthand: a fast track to recognizing the 

                                                           

117 As the polls by the Levada Centre for Public Opinion prior to the election of the Moscow mayor in 

September 2013 showed, 55% of Muscovites experience immigration as one of the key problems of 

the Russian capital. See, http://www.levada.ru/17-07-2013/moskva-nakanune-vyborov-mera-polnoe-

issledovanie.  

In October of the same year, the sensitivity of the issue was illustrated by the events following 

the murder of 25-year-old Egor Sherbakov in the Biruliovo district in the Southern part of Moscow. 

The incident led to an eruption of ethnic violence towards immigrant workers at the local vegetable 

warehouse and to riotous clashes with police. These clashes were incited by district inhabitants 

demanding a strengthening of the Federal immigration legislation and an immediate closing of the 

warehouse, which they proclaimed to be a hotbed of ethnic criminality. See, 

http://polit.ru/article/2013/10/15/birulevo. 
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characteristics of a person, group or situation” (Casey et al. 2002: 229), stereotyped images 

possess a dangerous power to reinforce dominant ideologies and relegate certain social groups 

to subordinate positions based on criteria of ethnicity, age, gender and class. What is more, in 

spite of being easily identifiable, stereotypes resist simple dismissal. As Richard Dyer 

explains:  

The stereotype is taken to express a general agreement about a social group, as if that 

agreement arose before, and independently of, the stereotype. Yet for the most part it 

is from the stereotypes that we get our ideas about social groups. The consensus 

invoked by stereotypes is more apparent than real; rather stereotypes express particular 

definitions of reality, with concomitant evaluations, which in turn relate to the 

disposition of power in society. (2002: 14) 

From this vantage point it seems that a deliberate rejection not only would fail to make 

stereotypes disappear but would foreclose the very possibility of investigating how these 

specific social definitions are produced and disseminated, and how precisely the work of 

consensus is done, especially when, as Rosello argues, “a stereotype can implicate us as 

participants not in a community (as insiders or as outsiders) but simply in the knowledge that 

the community is familiar with certain gender roles, ethnic roles, professional roles, class 

consciousnesses and so on. In other words, we are not recruited as members: it is not even 

important whether we agree or not with the values alluded to by the stereotype” (Rosello 

1998: 15).  

Looking for potentially productive gestures of stereotype rebuttal in Declining the 

Stereotype, Rosello asserts:  

Stereotypes and representation are mutually interconnected […] And if stereotypes are 

a branch of the art of representation they have to be treated not as the opposite of truth 

but as one of the narratives that a given power wants to impose as the truth at a given 

moment. (1998: 17)118 

Accordingly, an effective way to offer resistance to these “self-perpetuating units of language 

and ideology” (Rosello 1998: 19) would not be an immediate intervention and attempt to 

                                                           
118 Although she does not refer to imagology as a scholarly domain, Rosello’s insistence on the close 

link between stereotypes and representation is in concert with this discipline’s main focus, which is “to 

understand a discourse of representation rather than society,” to follow the tradition of a trope and to 

study this trope’s appreciation and depreciation in a particular socio-historical context (Leerssen 2007: 

27-28). 
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denounce stereotypes entirely but a well thought-out strategy of declining them actively, 

which Rosello sees occurring in conscious acts of rewriting and recontextualization. The term 

“declining” here is used in a double sense: as a deliberate refusal to agree with a publicly 

uttered and supposedly unanimously approved piece of common wisdom, and as a 

grammatical operation of declension. Metaphoric declining, which “encompasses ironic 

repetitions, carefully framed quotations, distortions and puns, linguistic alterations, double 

entendres, and self-deprecation humor,” aims at depriving a stereotype of its damaging 

potential through highlighting its formal features (Rosello 1998: 11). Taking my cue from 

Rosello, I will investigate how various stereotypical constructions of ethnic otherness make 

their appearance and are dealt with in RLL.  

The main episodes that are constructed around ethnic stereotypes involve Marina’s 

lover Armen. Armen features as the most taciturn character in the series; he invariably 

maintains a calm and amenable stance, including at those moments when his ethnic belonging 

is hinted at or even openly broached by others. Time and again Marina’s neighbours, the 

police, Kolian and Marina herself refer to and act upon cultural habits and preferences they 

imagine him to possess. Remarkably, none of the characters seems to know where Armen’s 

place of origin actually is. Judging by his dark hair and heavy moustache, together with the 

fact that he sells sports shoes at the local market, they all assume that he comes “from the 

East.”  

Relying on this debatable cultural classification, in one scene Kolian treats Armen to 

Georgian fried lamb dumplings (chebureki), remarking that they must be his favourite food. 

Although accepting the offer in a friendly manner, Armen does not confirm or deny this 

suggestion. The attempts to define Armen culturally through food continue in an episode 

where Kolian, Antokha and Vovan plan to go on a picnic in the countryside and have to 

decide who could marinate a piece of lamb for a popular dish of skewed meat called shashlyk, 

which, in Russia, is usually cooked and consumed at open air parties. Antokha suggests: 

“Let’s ask Armen. Surely he must be a virtuoso in this.” “Yes,” – Vovan chimes in, - “In the 

mountains, they don’t eat anything but shashlyk!” The ensuing scene takes place in Marina’s 

kitchen. In astonishment, Armen looks down at a chunk of raw meat laid out on the table 

while the three friends surround him, smiling radiantly.  
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Antokha: “Well, Armen, will you give us a master class?!” 

The camera pans over the silent tableau with a bewildered Armen in the centre to 

subsequently show him sitting at the same kitchen table alone, addressing the camera 

directly:  

“This is some kind of a stereotype. Why, if I come from the Caucasus am I supposed 

to know how to prepare shashlyk? Besides, till I was nineteen I lived in 

Birobidzhan.119 I saw meat only once a week, and even then it was processed in a 

sausage or pelmeni.”120  

In the end, Marina offers to marinate the meat, thus ending the discussion while the viewer is 

prompted to ponder the association of specific character features and tastes with ethnic roots. 

As for Armen, he obviously sees the core of the problem as lying in the mindless mobilization 

of stereotypes. Significantly, he directs his condemnation of this attitude at the television 

audience, leaving the other characters unaware of his critical ruminations. Consequently, for 

some time they keep passively and actively reiterating these misconceived but persistent 

ideas.  

 Nevertheless, RLL sets out to make the characters gradually realize the import of their 

thoughtless dissemination of stereotypes. To this effect, it carefully administers them in, to 

use Rosello’s term, “homeopathic doses” as a healing practice. In her study of ethnic 

stereotypes in cultural discourses and everyday social practices, Rosello puts forward 

examples from contemporary French cinema where “a homeopathic dose of racism seems to 

be the possible cure to the proliferation of unrecognized forms of racism. It is as if we could 

not choose to eradicate racism but had to accept living with a carefully chosen set of 

expressions of certain forms of racism” (1998: 109).  

Accordingly, in RLL, while the ethnicity and food nexus could be dismissed as a 

merely annoying misapprehension, other instances of ethnic stereotyping are presented as less 

harmless. Thus, early in the narrative, even though he is well informed about the composition 

of Marina’s household, Oznobikhin takes Armen’s passport to the police station to check his 

registration, referring to the rules with respect to so-called “persons from the Caucasus” living 

in Russia. This peculiar common denominator for all ethnic groups in the Caucasus that was 

coined in 1990s by Russian police to describe the suspects whose appearance deviated from 

the Slavic facial features regarded as typically Russian has, since then, firmly inserted itself in 

                                                           
119 Birobidzhan is a town located in the far East of Russia, close to the border with China. 
120 Pelmeni is a Siberian dish similar to meat ravioli. 
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the Russian collective consciousness. According to Rosello, such stereotypes “can be 

mistaken for […] ignorant generalization only as long as they are not identified as stereotypes 

by the speaker or listener. If comments about a racial group are received as stereotypes, they 

require a different type of intervention from those that circulate as supposedly self-evident 

truths” (1998: 120). The series appears to direct our attention to exactly this operation. 

When, in the same episode, Marina and Armen arrive at the police station to collect 

the passport, Armen is handed the wrong document, a fact he calmly points out to 

Oznobikhin. After a short altercation, the incredulous policeman looks again and admits, in 

embarrassment, that he is indeed made a mistake. Intrigued, Marina inspects both passports 

and promptly bursts into laughter, exclaiming: “Oh! You moustached men all look the same!” 

The laughter, providing a sense of relief, simultaneously attests to Marina’s fleeting 

realization that, finding Oznobikhin’s error ridiculous, she too is implicated in a misinformed 

and offensive social logic according to which all moustached men are subsumed to the 

category of “persons from the Caucasus” and automatically associated with criminal conduct. 

Although Armen does not seem to take offence, the incident leaves the viewer with an uneasy 

feeling that it is not the facial hair in itself but its ostensible correlation with a particular 

ethnic belonging and, what is more, suspicious activities that has caused both passports to end 

up on Oznobikhin’s table in the first place. Thus, the stereotypical matrix here is not only 

given a manifest content, but is also attributed to a specific character, a police officer, who 

produces this content. In this way, the series capitalizes on the comic potential of the 

stereotype to discredit its status as anonymous wisdom, which releases its users from 

responsibility.  

Marina’s passive complicity in sustaining stereotyped images of her lover is 

demonstrated in another episode where a female neighbour implores her to keep an eye on her 

possessions since she “has let ‘a darkie’ in her home, and these people are known for 

stealing.” When Marina discovers that she is missing a small golden brooch, she immediately 

accuses a dumbfounded Armen of theft and throws him out of the house. However, shortly 

after it transpires that it was Kolian who had taken and sold the brooch some time ago in need 

of extra money. Having heard this, the neighbour comes to console a mortified Marina, this 

time with a small boy tagging along, and the viewer suddenly understands where the 

judgement she aired earlier might originate from. The boy’s name, Tofik, together with his 

dark complexion, hints that his absent father’s ethnic background is similar to Armen’s. 

Although none of the characters discuss the neighbour’s motivations it is implied that being a 

disillusioned single mother could have prompted her unfair generalization. In this way, when 
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she apologizes to Marina, owning up to her prejudice, we are offered an opportunity to 

dissociate the damaging piece of collective cultural wisdom from individual people’s conduct, 

whatever their ethnicity.  

By drawing on these examples, I want to suggest, in line with Rosello’s argument, that 

RLL viewers are repeatedly asked to take responsibility for establishing distinctions between 

stereotypes requiring active opposition, as in the case of the passport check, and those that are 

better left unchallenged. Acknowledging that this might seem a politically pessimistic 

conclusion because “it renounces the ideal of a zero-tolerance threshold,” Rosello nonetheless 

contends that this attitude in the end might be a lesser evil than a hypocritical denunciation of 

all stereotypes in an attempt to retain the status quo and mask conflicts, as it “requests that we 

rethink which forms of racism we consider obvious or not” (1998: 123). In addition, the series 

appears to foster an optimistic belief that the community is capable of dealing successfully 

with a certain level of ethnic (and other types of) stereotyping when it is not directed against 

an abstract symbolic target but concerns real-life people that form an integral part of the 

community. 

I conclude this section with an analysis of an episode I find particularly indicative of 

the series’ stance in relation to stereotyping and social circumference. It starts with a brawl in 

a nightclub instigated by an inebriated Antokha with a group of Chechen men who have the 

misfortune to block his view of a dancing performance. The rapidly escalating incident is 

interrupted by the diligent Oznobikhin, who threatens to incarcerate the offenders if they do 

not resolve their conflict peacefully. In the event, it is Oznobikhin who comes up with the 

idea of a football match as a form of mediation. The next day, Antokha, Vovan, Kolian, Edik 

and Armen compete with the Chechen team, which, being more athletic and better trained, 

easily wins. In a gesture of reconciliation and mutual respect, the players shake hands and part 

ways.  

The morale of the story is formulated by the self-appointed referee, Oznobikhin, who 

ceremoniously declares into the camera that this sports event was part of a “national priority 

programme of healthy life style promotion” and that prevention of diseases is always better 

than cure. In spite of its tongue-in-cheek undertone, Oznobikhin’s remark about disease 

prevention has a greater resonance than first appears, as it not only plays with the literal and 

metaphorical meanings of the word “disease” but also reverberates with Rosello’s notion of 

the homeopathic treatment of stereotypes. 

 Although the ethnic origin of Antokha’s adversaries is not explicitly a trigger for his 

unexpected meltdown, the fact that his anger is directed at Chechen men is not incidental. In 
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my analyses of the films Brother and Brother-2 I discussed how the way in which Chechen 

characters are perceived and dealt with by the protagonist reflects on Russian popular 

audiences’ xenophobic anxieties. In contrast, by featuring the Chechen characters as the 

unsuspecting target of Antokha’s drunken attack and by letting them win an honest contest, 

RLL seeks to break the habit of ethnic prejudice, according to which Chechens have 

aggressive temperaments and devious minds. 

As its narrative unfolds, RLL identifies a broad variety of stereotypical constructions 

and congealed patterns of thought to which the characters take recourse in their quotidian 

practice. Moreover, it energetically utilizes these patterns’ comic potential, striving not only 

to expose their far-reaching social and cultural repercussions, but also to come up with more 

flexible rules and conditions of community construction. To understand how the series 

facilitates the transition from rendering the characters’ flaws, vices and drawbacks as comical 

to creating a new imaginary for “the good life” and ultimately envisaging alternatives to 

existing modes of social organisation, in the next section I will explore the role humour and 

ironic laughter can play in laying bare and finding remedies for the sore spots of 

contemporary social reality.  

Envisaging social alternatives 

Earlier in this chapter I remarked on RLL’s distinctive aesthetic, constituted by its parodic 

nature, its comprehensive humour and irony in combination with explicit instances of 

melodrama. In this part I will argue that, in the series, these aesthetic devices are productively 

used as powerful instruments of social interaction and structuring. Laughter in the series 

opens up fresh avenues of thinking a sociality that, although not yet completely freed from 

stereotypes, is capable of circumventing or declining them to the extent of allowing singular 

personal histories to become connected through acts of mutual affinity, optimism and 

spontaneous kindness.  

In line with Kierkegaard’s theory of irony, which prioritizes irony’s significance for 

social structures over its individual value,121 Simon Critchley convincingly advances the view 

on humour and laughter as socially innovative forces. In his book On Humor, he argues that 

jokes “tear holes in our usual perception about the empirical world. We might say that humor 

is produced by a disjunction between the way things are and the way they are represented in 

                                                           
121 Thus, for instance, in her reflection on Kierkegaard’s irony, Kandice Chuh remarks, “irony (…) has 

the capacity to produce socialities: think of how difficult it is to spend time with anyone who is more 

earnest than not and recognize, in contrast, how a shared sense/enjoyment of irony can make hard and 

fast bonds” (2012: 4). 
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the joke, between expectation and actuality. Humor defeats our expectations by producing a 

novel actuality, by changing the situation in which we find ourselves” (2002: 1). Accordingly, 

Critchley sees humour’s function as two-fold: “(i) the tiny explosions of humor that we call 

jokes return us to a common, familiar world of shared practices, the background meanings 

implicit in a culture; and (ii) indicate how those practices might be transformed or perfected, 

how things might be otherwise. Humor both reveals the situation, and indicates how that 

situation might be changed” (2002: 16). 

It is evident that humour strongly appeals to the laughing individual’s imaginative 

capacity. In Henri Bergson’s classic 1900 essay “Laughter” he relates laughter and the comic 

to a logic radically different from that of common reason: 

It is something like the logic of dreams, though of dreams that have not been left to the 

whim of individual fancy, being the dreams dreamt by the whole of society. In order to 

reconstruct this hidden logic, a special kind of effort is needed, by which the outer 

crust of carefully stratified judgments and firmly established ideas will be lifted, and 

we shall behold in the depths of our mind, like a sheet of subterranean water, the flow 

of an unbroken stream of images which pass from one into another. (1911: 17) 

For Bergson, laughter produced by way of the systematic inversion of congealed 

commonplaces and the periodical repetition of stereotypes facilitates our critical reassessment 

of anything “inert or stereotyped, or simply ready-made, on the surface of living society” 

(1911: 18).  

It is my contention that laughter in RLL’s possesses exactly this type of creative 

potentiality in that it consistently defamiliarizes the existing reality and causes it to be seen 

from a deviating, unexpected perspective. What is more, owing to its prevalently ironic 

character, the series’ laughter elevates emotional relief to the level of the collective and not 

solely the individual psyche (as is, for instance, the case in Freud’s notion of laughter). 

Establishing the humorous mode of communication, RLL creates an intimate space for 

affective commitment and opens up a possibility for a meaningful resignifying discourse.122 

This emphatic effort to denaturalize the socioeconomic and cultural demarcations between the 

characters and to keep open the space of social interaction can be illustrated by the 

aforementioned episode dealing with the theft from the café managed by Kolian and his 

                                                           
122 In his view of humour and laughter as instruments for the emotional release of anxieties and fears, 

Freud argues that “humor has something liberating about it […]The ego refuses to be distressed by the 

provocations of reality, to let itself be compelled to suffer” (1927: 162). 
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friends. Among other vital pressure points of the contemporary Russian public sphere, this 

episode lays bare the precariousness of homeless people’s living conditions. As a comic 

narrative, RLL does not aim at delivering a highly charged political message. However, the 

way it deals with the above issue, which is clearly political, deserves some consideration.  

Contrary to what one might expect in a traditional sitcom, where marginalized 

characters are often the ones lacking discursive power and, as a result, subjected to the most 

mockery, the three homeless men appearing in the episode are not presented as deviating from 

the cultural norm. They are not separated from other characters in the moment of humour 

produced through the playful subversion of a stale piece of commonplace wisdom about 

money’s ability not to smell; it transpires that the salvaged money has, in fact, absorbed the 

penetrating odour of the men’s unwashed clothes. At the same time, the incidental thieves are 

not portrayed with an intention to induce condescendence or pity, nor are they elevated to the 

status of the noble and intelligent poor who outsmart their more fortunate counterparts (as can 

be frequently witnessed in popular Western film narratives). Similar to the vulnerable position 

of ethnic others or of the young, the homeless men’s existence is acknowledged as a fact of 

social reality which none of the characters seems to be in a position to alter individually. 

However, instead of ending in existential despair, this time the unruly situation allows for a 

spark of social promise. While the young characters unite in their efforts to make their 

business venture succeed, the homeless men are left to live in the café’s cellar until they are 

able to find a more suitable shelter. To an extent, the cellar space here metaphorizes the men’s 

position within the collectivity. Although located outside the actual café representing the 

locus of common activity, the cellar is still in the same building, thus offering its inhabitants 

an opportunity to join in.  

The series’ humour and its ironic undertow operate if not as direct catalysts for an 

alternative vision of society then at least as tokens of a possibility to think through the 

compromised realities of a life marked by a profound sense of historic discontinuity. The 

released comic energy enhances the collective understanding of and readjustment to the on-

going changes in the world, both inside and outside the diegesis.123 As I noted earlier in this 

chapter, the actors and spectators never lose their awareness of a certain contiguity between 

                                                           
123 A similar view on the socially relevant role of contemporary Russian comedy and humour in 

general is advanced by MacFadyen, who perceives Russian ironic television as a direct successor of 

comedic forms forged in the Soviet epoch. He asserts: “All this joking around invites us […] to 

examine some serious solutions; they will be ways to move from humor to hope, from squeamishness 

to something socially expansive ” (2008: 162). See also Heller (2003).  
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fictional events and events in the world they actually inhabit, thus rendering the 

spatiotemporal boundaries of the show elastic and permeable.  

Striving to envision a better world, RLL consistently makes clear that this project 

cannot be instantaneous, since building a social alternative requires a continuous process of 

almost imperceptible adjustments in conventional practices and frameworks which, 

ultimately, would affect broader attitudes within Russian society. It is not surprising, then, 

that the series’ attempt to arrive at a novel conception of commonality often proceeds through 

the invocation of the same family metaphor that, as I argued throughout this study, occupies a 

central position in present-day Russian cultural discourses. Time and again, the family is 

invoked in situations aimed to problematize specific social conditions and to produce 

corresponding critical and affective responses in the viewers. However, instead of reinforcing 

the family’s function as a conservative institution and fixed cultural signifier, the series 

playfully destabilizes the familial trope so that it acquires the ability to offer up a viable 

alternative to the existing social organisation.  

RLL does not deviate from the other objects in this study when it comes to defining the 

core of familial trials and tribulations as disputes between parents and children revolving 

around social judgements and desirable modes of behaviour. A clear difference, however, 

appears in the way these collisions play out and in the kind of denouements the series 

proposes. Contrary to the other objects, situation comedy’s time restrictions require conflicts 

to have a relatively limited scope; they need to be resolved in a fast way that is satisfactory to 

the viewers. An example of such a short story arc occurs in an episode where the soft-hearted 

Vovan demonstrates an unusual wilfulness and resolutely leaves home after his father has 

called him brainless for rescuing a “dirty” stray kitten. A few days later, the remorseful father 

goes to Vovan’s workplace to apologize and ask him to come back with the kitten for which 

he, in a surge of contrition, has already bought a litter box and cat food.  

In spite of the seeming insignificance and sentimentality of this story, in a roundabout 

way it again touches upon the problems of economic disadvantage and social malaise in 

today’s Russia. It is possible to argue that a conflict like the one between Vovan and his father 

is primarily motivated by the tough necessity for two or, sometimes, three generations of 

people to cohabitate in small apartments. In this sense, the story’s ending suggests that 

sticking together tightly might be the only available way to make life liveable and to sustain a 

brittle faith in a better future.  

Moreover, the overt sentimental tonality of the closing scene is not a matter of pure 

contingency. In RLL, unexpected surges of tenderness and emotive compassion more often 
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than not guide the characters’ decisions and gestures, and in this manner they inform the 

internal logic of the narrative. The uncountable nudges towards situation comedy and 

melodrama do not disguise the series’ affinity with what Berlant calls “the unfinished 

business of sentimentality,” which, she argues “collaborates with a sentimental account of the 

social world as an affective space where people ought to be legitimated because they have 

feelings and because there is an intelligence in what they feel that knows something about the 

world that, if it were listened to, could make things better” (2008: 2). In accordance with this, 

the series consistently upholds its belief in the good-life fantasy’s attainability, insisting that 

the recurring failures and disappointments do not transform the characters’ lives into ones of 

disenchantment and apathy.124  

This belief achieves an even greater resonance when we witness families where 

intergenerational coexistence is disturbingly problematic. Thus, one morning Antokha arrives 

at the garage with his six-years-old brother Tolian tagging along. It transpires that the 

kindergarten where “the puny one” is supposed to go has been quarantined, the brothers’ 

single mother is working a 24-hour shift and their granny is unfortunately absent for a couple 

of days. This leaves Antokha the only family member able to take care of his sibling. When 

the child immediately starts using foul language and fighting with Vovan, Antokha explains 

his brother’s wayward behaviour to the camera: “He lacks culture and good manners… What 

can I do? How can I educate him when I used to be exactly like this myself? It would be kind 

of hypocritical…” To calm Tolian down and to give themselves a break, the friends go to a 

small park and tie him to a swing, sealing his mouth with a duct tape. Shortly after, Kolian 

and Masha turn up at the scene. Appalled by such an “unpedagogical” gesture, Masha 

liberates “the innocent child,” who immediately starts swearing at her. The situation escalates 

when the small party sees Oznobikhin approaching and a desperate Antokha threatens to hand 

Tolian over to the police. The district inspector, in turn, tries to reason with the boy and is 

confronted with an unrestrained flow of curses. Eventually, Tolian and Antokha are taken to 

the police station “to sort things out.” There, Oznobikhin calls their mother to inform her of 

                                                           
124 The view that sentimentality operates as an affective response to the material world’s growing 

uncertainties can also be supported from the vantage point of Russian cultural history. Thus, in 

Sincerity after Communism, Ellen Rutten, following the travels of the concept from the perestroika-era 

underground to 2010s popular culture, shows how, in the relevant debates, sentimentality repeatedly 

appears as sincerity’s faithful companion. Although the elaboration of the cultural and political import 

of sincerity in today’s Russia reaches beyond the scope of this study, it is important to mention that 

Rutten insistently brings in emotion as an analytical category to answer the question of how new 

communities, norms and regimes can be shaped and upheld in situations of politico-historical 

commotion and economic turmoil (forthcoming, n. pag.). 
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the lads’ disrespect towards a police officer on duty. Although we cannot hear the mother’s 

responses, we register the expression on Oznobikhin’s face changing from self-righteousness 

to puzzlement and, finally, deep concern as he says into the phone: “What do you mean you 

don’t care? They are not scum, they are children...” and then to Antokha with a sigh: “She 

hung up… Well, just go away, go, both of you…”  

I discuss this storyline in such detail to argue that it not only testifies to the perpetual 

ordeals of economically and socially disenfranchised families in provincial Russia but equally 

to endeavours to find a way to deal with the seemingly vicious circle of neglect and 

destitution. To that effect, we witness how Antokha’s friends immediately and willingly 

engage with his tiresome charge and in various manners venture to contribute to Tolian’s 

flawed education: Vovan plays games with him, Kolian earnestly explains why it is bad to use 

foul language, and Masha good-heartedly sets him free in the park. Even the sententious 

Oznobikhin becomes increasingly worried, yet instead of taking recourse to coercive power to 

set things straight with the lads’ uncaring mother or finding an alternative remedy to their 

predicament, he self-consciously acknowledges that he does not feel authorized or equipped 

enough to resolve the matter properly.  

Remarkably, although in persistently subverting the corrective and normalizing 

authority of the police as an institution RLL acts in concert with the other films I have 

analyzed, Oznobikhin’s role as a surrogate father in the series appears to be taken seriously. 

Thus, in spite of the inspector’s numerous direct speeches to the camera, in which he 

solemnly reproduces worn-out official formulas about crime prevention and order 

safeguarding, his efforts to control drug abuse, prostitution and illegal immigration in the area 

invariably fail. Conversely, his right to intervene in situations of familial crisis is based not so 

much on his professional status but on his emphatic attitude and a desire to pacify and channel 

the altercations towards the most satisfactory outcomes for all parties involved. As a single 

man, he obviously considers the young men and women in his district as his own unruly 

children in need of education and care. He tirelessly lends his ear to their confidences and 

confessions, mediates in their disputes, writes recommendations for their employers, attends 

their birthday and wedding celebrations, and provides them with all kinds of advice about 

issues ranging from composing official letters to dressing in public and dancing Argentinian 

tango.  

Still, Antokha and Tolian’s situation in the episode under discussion reaches farther 

than a superficial familial discord and therefore cannot be resolved by a simple mediating 

gesture, however heart-felt. And so Antokha, Tolian and Vovan end their day back at the 
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garage, sitting at a wooden table strewn with litter. While “the puny one” noisily consumes a 

bowl of instant noodles, his older sibling addresses him as follows: “Tolian, I know that you 

do it on purpose, to draw mom’s attention […] I used to do the same thing. But, compared to 

me, you have an older brother, me, who will never abandon you, who will always stay near 

you, do you understand?” He embraces Tolian by the neck and their heads touch (figure 5.2), 

while he goes on: “Tolian, listen, I am your brother, your brother, I will never leave you!” As 

often happens in the series, the pathos of the scene is mitigated by Vovan’s spontaneous 

exclamation: “You have to know, Tolian, that uncle Volodia will also never abandon you!”125 

To which the swift-tongued child promptly retorts: “Bugger off,” this time supported by 

Antokha, who repeats softly, trying not to sound offensive: “Really, Vovan, bugger off for 

now.” 

 

Figure 5.2: Screenshot from Real-life Lads (dir. Jeanna Kadnikova) 

Again, the parallel with the two brothers’ (re)unification scene in the Brother narrative 

is striking. In spite of the fact that RLL was made more than a decade after Balabanov’s much 

discussed film, it confirms that family and especially brotherhood continue to be the most 

alluring tropes when it comes to the recognition and assertion of identity in a socius that still 

finds itself in tumultuous pursuit of a new political and socioeconomic status. However, there 

                                                           
125 Vovan and Volodia are both derived from Vladimir, which is the full name of this character. 
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are a number of discrepancies, which suggest a slight change in the popular narrative 

paradigm of consanguinity and brotherly allegiance. While in Brother the external reality is 

presented as invariably hostile, so that identification can only be achieved through the 

rejection or elimination of others perceived as aliens or enemies, in RLL the outside world, 

although far from ideal, is a space open to different individuals’ origins and preferences, and 

surprisingly tolerant of their various demeanours, failures and vices. The fact, moreover, that 

the conversation between Antokha and Tolian occurs at an early stage in their lives also holds 

out a hope for a future not associated with social neglect or marked by the imbrication with 

criminal circuits and penitentiary institutions.  

Such glimpses of a possibility to transcend life’s compromised reality by allowing 

kindness, compassion and empathic feeling towards others to prevail over self-victimization, 

alienation and despair prompts me to reopen my discussion of the series’ optimistic stance 

through the critical lens of Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism. At first glance, optimism and 

compassion seem to function as genre-specific elements related to the traditional sitcom’s 

orientation towards the endorsement of the socioeconomic status quo.126 Such an 

interpretation reverberates with many contemporary Western scholars’ well-articulated 

suspicion with respect to the social dispositions of optimism, hope and happiness.127 In 

“Compassion (and Withholding)” Berlant, too, warns of the affirmative, humanizing 

emotions’ ambiguity (2004). Brought into practice to alleviate the suffering of 

disenfranchised groups or individuals, they at the same time can effectively help to uphold 

structural inequality and social antagonism. Subsequently, conceiving of optimism as a 

collective or individual attachment to an object or scene of desire, she contends: 

[A]ttachment […] describes the affective dimensions of being propped on and relying 

on an object onto which fantasies of flourishing are projected, such as those of what a 

good life is, who one’s people are, what kind of politics, ethics and value make things 

make satisfying sense. After all, one attaches to the world, or not, not in the mode of 

decision or emotion, but thrown into architectures of trust that are built from within in 

                                                           
126 For a more detailed discussion of the “therapeutic” social effect of the sitcom, see Mills’ chapter 

“Sitcom and Representation” in Television Sitcom (2005: 100-134). 
127 Lisa Duggan, for one, associates these categories with excessive conformity to the social norm, 

with “race and class privilege, with imperial hubris, with gender and sexual conventions, with 

maldistributed forms of security both national and personal” (2009: 276). In turn, Sarah Ahmed in her 

work on happiness denounces it as a cultural imperative used to justify various types of social 

oppression (2010). 
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the process of being in life (incl. from desperation when there are no reliable anchors 

for trust). (Berlant 2011b: 686-7) 

For Berlant, such optimism is cruel because it constitutes a condition “of maintaining an 

attachment to a problematic object in advance of its loss” (2010: 94). In other words, the 

reproduction of habituated life, the perpetuation of attachments to the life conditions one is 

used to, even if these conditions are bad, is motivated by the inculcated fear that their 

disappearance will lead to an even worse scenario and will eliminate one’s very capacity to 

sustain any hope about anything. Social life then can only be imagined as something already 

known that can be made sense of as a coherent experience. Subsequently, the “affective 

judgement of the world’s intractability –evidenced in affectlessness, apathy, coolness, 

cynicism, and so on” (Berlant 2010: 97) constitutes what Berlant calls political depression, 

which comes down to the impossibility of imagining life differently and of conceiving of loss 

as part of the possibility to build something better.  

Berlant’s notion of optimism provides an additional argument about the absence of 

radical political and social action in the cultural objects I have analyzed so far. I already 

suggested, for instance, that Danila Bagrov’s monolithic persona, his effortless distinction 

between “us” and others, and his insistence on a singular universal truth to adhere to are, in 

fact, reflections of a fear of accepting the insecurity of a material existence outside the given 

socioeconomic system, however oppressive the latter happens to be. From this vantage point, 

the traditional family metaphor circulating in popular representations of today’s Russian 

society, including RLL, clearly functions as “an architecture of trust” that impedes the 

capacity to envisage any other viable form of social organization.  

However, I want to contend that the way compassion and optimism are embedded in 

RLL’s narrative structure allows for a more nuanced interpretation for which Berlant’s theory 

can serve as a valuable frame of reference. In Cruel Optimism Berlant sets out to discern 

situations of non-traumatic interruptions of a normative mode of living when the flow of cruel 

attachments becomes briefly suspended, even if these interruptions remain imperceptible to 

the subjects involved and go unnoticed in the everyday structure of habits and rhythms. RLL’s 

value for my project lies exactly in its continuous attention to the links between the private 

minutiae of life and greater social forces, and to microscopic instances of optimistic fantasies 

and incongruent actions that unfold without regard for interiorized assumptions about 

potentially negative consequences. 
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To illustrate this, in one of the episodes, on his way to meet Lera, with whom he fell 

out shortly before, Kolian rescues a small boy from bullying by a group of older children at a 

local park playground. Forfeiting the opportunity for a fervently desired reconciliation with 

his girlfriend, the hero spends hours taking care of the child and searching for his parents. 

Significantly, in his first exchange with the boy, Kolian squats down to look the latter in the 

face and addresses him with: “What’s up, brother?” thus inviting him to enter into a relation 

of improvised consanguinity. 

In another episode, Kolian and his former boss Edik (Stanislav Tliashev) are trying to 

earn some money by offering lifts in their car to the crowd assembled at a bus stop. They 

finally succeed in attracting a customer - a young man eager to send his grandfather off to the 

train station. When the lads end up driving the latter to his home in a remote village, they are 

appalled by the circumstances in which the old man lives. With its windows boarded up, the 

dilapidated wooden house looks like a mere shack lacking electricity and running water. To 

make matters worse, the old man breaks his leg when he loses his footing in the dark house 

and falls. At this point a female neighbour appears and, having mistaken Kolian for the man’s 

grandson, scolds him for leaving his kin in a state of neglect. Back at the TV studio, Kolian is 

still preoccupied by the old man’s fate. “I can’t put the granddad out of my head,” he confides 

to the viewer. The episode concludes when Kolian, using a certain degree of physical 

coercion, dispatches the unwilling grandson to the countryside with the following admonition: 

“You will restore the light, put the glass in the windows and mend the fence. Remember, I’ll 

come and check!” Again, the suggestion that Kolian’s impulsive actions are motivated by 

sincere sympathetic feelings is made apparent by the hero’s way of addressing the old man as 

“granddad” and behaving as if he were the man’s family. However, in the end Kolian’s 

rigorous gesture towards the actual relative reveals his ultimate wish to restore the original 

family’s web of relationships and thus to ameliorate the affective economy of the grandfather 

and grandson’s mutual commitments.  

These examples testify that, in spite of Kolian’s initial intention to achieve a self-

transformation that is in line with the new liberal doctrine, the everyday messiness of social 

relations together with the situation of economic contingency considerably limit his and other 

characters’ ability to think and act as autonomous, choosing and self-reliant subjects. The 

series implies that they are able to thrive only when taking recourse to the collective ethics of 
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solidarity, mutual reliance and selfless giving.128 Therefore, the family unexpectedly emerges 

not only as a safety valve that cements social cohesion but, more importantly, as a fantasy of a 

community not necessarily circumscribed by the laws of consanguinity.  

In this respect, the depiction of Marina’s home is exemplary, as it promotes an image 

of the family as a hospitable locale open to all in need and distress. The doors to Marina’s 

cluttered, disordered but invariably welcoming apartment remain equally unlocked to her 

female friends looking for shelter and a shoulder to cry on, to Kolian’s mates during 

altercations with their parents, to the sophisticated Lera and the hapless Masha, to her nephew 

Dimasik, who is always engaging in a new scheme, and even to her ex-husband and his new 

female companion after he is suddenly released from prison. The continuous coming and 

going of people in search for affection and security leaves the familial space open and renders 

its borders pliable and porous. 

Even the issue of ethnic otherness, which, as I have shown, constitutes one of the 

pivotal points of the series, is unconventionally reworked within the same familial setting 

through the story line of Armen, who from the start functions as an organic part of the chaotic 

Naumov household, notwithstanding their cultural generalizations with regard to his 

background. As the story progresses, moreover, Kolian more often than not takes Armen’s 

side when he quarrels with the volatile, hot-tempered Marina. Marina, in turn, gradually 

comes to perceive Armen as her permanent life partner rather than as a lodger and a 

temporary fling in the absence of her official husband and Kolian’s father, who is in prison for 

swindling.129 In the earlier discussed episode at the police station, Marina is genuinely 

astounded to discover, when she takes a close look at Armen’s passport, that he is married and 

has three young sons back in the Caucasus. Although in a surge of indignation she throws her 

lover out, shortly after, she cools down and reverses her decision. When, later in the evening, 

Kolian returns home from work, he finds his mother sitting in the living room with a stack of 

photos in her hands. “Do you want to see your little brothers?” she demands and proceeds to 

explain to a nonplussed Kolian: “They are Armen’s boys. Look how sweet they are!” Kolian 

sits down next to her to contemplate the pictures while Marina admiringly recites the 

                                                           
128 I use the term solidarity here as particularly understood by Jodi Dean. In Solidarity of Strangers 

Dean opposes conventional solidarity based on the forced erasure of differences to what she calls 

reflective solidarity, which constitutes “that openness to difference which lets our disagreements 

provide the basis for connection” (1996: 17). RLL promotes the second kind of solidarity by focusing 

on the instances in which its characters recognise the validity of others’ actions, investments and 

feelings, without necessarily sharing them fully.  
129 This detail makes Kolian’s personal history similar to that of Danila Bagrov in Balabanov’s 

Brother. 
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children’s names and ages. The scene ends with Marina attaching the photos to the sideboard 

mirror under Kolian’s own picture, as “all brothers should be displayed together, from up to 

down according to their age.” In this way, the Naumov family becomes enlarged with distant 

relatives through a heartfelt acknowledgement of their mediated presence. Marina’s 

unexpected behaviour momentarily defers the flow of attachments to conventional family as a 

homogeneous group united by kinship and invites the viewers to dwell on the possibility of 

imagining an alternative affiliation through affective caring and sympathy for the unknown 

other.  

 I would like to end this section by arguing that this image of an expanded family 

operates as an optimistic fantasy in accordance with Berlant’s conceptualization. However 

fleeting, unstable and insecure it appears to be, the fantasy of a family as an open, welcoming 

structure prompts a reconsideration of traditional views on sociality, of the ways in which 

people are related and relate to others, and of what it means to consciously and actively strive 

for social and communal cohesion.  

Laughter as a socially productive force 

Throughout this chapter I have argued that irony operates as a mode of social exchange that is 

always situationally framed and can simultaneously elicit comedic laughter and produce a 

deep feeling of melodrama. As a “felt commentary on the normative” (Chuh 2012: 4), irony 

creates a possibility to reconsider the entrenched patterns of social thought and behaviour. My 

analysis of a selected number of RLL episodes has also demonstrated humour’s capacity to 

sharpen the social body’s sensitivity and responsiveness to phenomena of everyday life that 

can be qualified as rigid, ready-made, and mechanical. The laughter triggered by ironic 

discourses and humorous interventions both conforming to and confounding generic 

expectations not only causes reality to be seen from a contingent, unexpected perspective. The 

collective emotional experience enabled by the television series also provides an opportunity 

to aspire to new, more elastic and porous social constellations.  

Although the irony and humour employed in RLL can be said to destabilize social 

life’s coherence and continuity, and thus to overturn the architectures of trust that are 

invaluable to social subjects, the series does not allow this to result in an overbearing sense of 

apathy, disenchantment and cynicism. On the contrary, alleviating ingrained feelings of 

material hardship and duress, the gentle probing of long-standing good-life fantasies together 

with the instantaneous interruption of the flow of passionate attachments to the objects 

associated with them reveals potentialities for re-imagining the Russian socius as an affective 
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space in which the family functions as only one of the models for a more inclusive, pliable 

sociality based on spontaneous empathies and mutual reliance. 

Of course, considering the current political and socioeconomic conditions in Russia, to 

which the series provides multiple testimonies, it would be naïve to suggest that this 

envisaged, alternative form of sociality lies within easy reach. The ambitious project of 

making it a reality will be complicated by material difficulties and affective investments 

inevitably concerned when trying to forge social change. In line with Berlant’s work on cruel 

optimism, such a project can be perceived as the construction of attachments to a world that 

we do not know yet, but that we hope will open up new forms of sociality and new prospects 

for wellbeing. Such a transformational project will require patience with the way some things 

will not fit, will get stuck or stay out of synch with historical change. What is more, it will 

rely heavily on the communal sense of humour, readiness to imagine, to play out and finally 

to give new shape to the affective investments and unavoidable interdependencies that 

connect people throughout their daily existence.  
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AFTERWORD 

 

The bell tower of happiness  

The musician: I am tired. (…) I want happiness but I don’t have it. I don’t know why. 

         Matvei: And I do know why. 

Me Too (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

 

My exploration of the changes the formation of Russian cultural identity underwent after the 

decline of the Soviet Union started with a brief analysis of El’dar Riazanov’s film The 

Promised Skies, which many viewers considered to be a bleak prophecy of the political 

instability, economic uncertainly and social turmoil Russian society was thrown into shortly 

after the film’s release in 1992. Twenty years later, in 2012, when my project was gradually 

moving towards its conclusion, another famous Russian director, Aleksei Balabanov, made 

his own prophetic statement by producing Me Too (Ia tozhe khochu), disturbingly mirroring 

Riazanov’s sombre prediction.  

Like the earlier film, Me Too shows the socioeconomic conditions of present-day 

Russia as hard and demeaning for the ordinary people, whose only chance of happiness is 

seen to lie in an audacious escape from Earth to another, ostensibly friendlier and more 

prosperous world. This escape occurs through “a bell tower of happiness” located outside St 

Petersburg in a zone of nuclear winter caused by an unexplained eruption of electromagnetic 

radiation (figure 6.1). There is, however, a significant discrepancy with Riazanov’s film as 

regards the representation of individual and collective identities, and the ways ordinary 

people’s life aspirations are articulated. In the Russia of The Promised Skies the maladjusted 

characters, although unable to cope with the ruthless capitalist reality, succeed in creating a 

strong sense of togetherness. Consequently, their escape is depicted as a communal act of 

resistance to the oppressive order. In Balabanov’s universe, in contrast, society is irreparably 

fragmented and the film’s heroes are only contingently brought together through their quest 

for the mysterious bell tower.  
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Figure 6.1: Screenshot from Me Too (dir. Aleksei Balabanov) 

As if denying the possibility of socio-cultural complexity, the group of people that, in 

the film, represents Russian society consists of two-dimensional, archetypal characters, 

including a bandit, a musician, a prostitute, an alcoholic with his aged father and, finally, an 

adolescent clairvoyant boy who accurately predicts the others’ approaching deaths. Me Too 

thus appears to give a pessimistic answer to the question I have investigated in this study, 

namely the role community, with family as its concomitant metaphor, plays in the formation 

of post-Soviet identities.  

Throughout my study I have demonstrated Russian individuals’ reluctance to step out 

of the confines of the established social structure, which they usually experience as a haven of 

security and certainty. While the outside world appears frightening and unsafe, the normative 

community, usually organized around ideas of family and kinship, is seen to protect its 

members by offering them clear values to identify with and concrete objectives to pursue. In 

Me Too such a sense of community is absent and the family as society’s unshakable 

foundation is shown to be prone to erosion. We learn that the boy-prophet, who is the first to 

be given access by the bell tower to the alien world, is an orphan. The young prostitute Luba 

has no means to capitalize on her university degree in philosophy and is instead forced to sell 

her body to provide for her ailing single mother. Luba’s desire for happiness can thus only be 

fulfilled at the cost of abandoning her mother and escaping to a different, ostensibly happier 

world. The rock musician and the bandit, in turn, are bereft of family owing to the constant 

state of being uprooted that is inherent to their occupation.  
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Considering the overall bleak viewpoint of the film, it is significant that for a brief 

moment it does portray a return to family as a retreat to a zone of safety and comfort. Whereas 

most of the characters do not have social ties or relinquish them, Matvei (Iurii Matveev), the 

alcoholic who is estranged from his wife, eventually chooses to remain on Earth, digging his 

own grave at the side of his father’s, who prematurely died on the way to the bell tower. 

Matvei’s resolution to stay with his father can be considered to counter the film’s 

uncomfortable message that Russian society has denounced its creed of collectivity and is 

now void of any motivations for or forms of intersubjective affinity. Yet, it is not incidental 

that the strong affective relationship between father and son is presented as exceptional and 

literarily doomed to freeze to death and be buried under the eternal snow of the nuclear desert.  

The combination of the documentary precision of the images of quotidian reality early 

in the film with the narrative’s later transcendental streak also brings to the fore the crisis of 

popular cinematic genres, which, as I have argued throughout my study, structure the 

spectators’ relations with their material circumstances and guide their ideas about what 

constitutes a good or fair life. Neither fantasy nor realism, Balabanov’s film appears to 

suggest, especially when compared to The Promised Skies, can now offer the Russian people 

promising paths of self-identification and liveable modes of being in the world.  

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that contemporary Russian popular culture has taken 

recourse to another genre, that of comedy, to demonstrate that the good life can come within 

reach if the community succeeds both in honouring tradition and ritual, and in embracing 

cultural and social difference. This idea is insistently foregrounded by another film, Kiss 

Them All!, produced shortly after Balabanov’s apocalyptic tale. 

Kiss Them All! 
 

I will call my mother-in-law “Mom”! 

Kiss Them All! (dir. Zhora Kryzhovnikov) 

The above promise is given by the young bridegroom Roma (Egor Koreshkov), who has to 

announce his future intentions to the colourful assemblage of his bride Natasha’s parents, 

family and friends in order to be admitted to her apartment on the top floor of a white 

residential tower in the centre of Gelendzhik, a seaside provincial town (figure 6.2).  
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Figure 6.2: Screenshot from Kiss Them All! (dir. Zhora Kryzhovnikov) 

The scene takes place in the romantic comedy Kiss Them All! (Gor’ko!), directed by 

Zhora Kryzhovnikov (pseudonym of Andrei Pershin) and shown in Russian cinemas in 

2013.130 The film is the story of a bride and groom whose parents belong to the same last 

Soviet generation but have different social standings. Roma has a working class background 

whereas Natasha’s stepfather works for the town administration and sees the wedding as a 

chance to advance his career. Not able to forestall their parents’ decision to hold an abundant 

restaurant reception in line with the Soviet tradition, Roma and Natasha arrange what they 

consider a more contemporary beach party including a group of glamorous guests, unknown 

to them, flown in from Moscow. Both events end up taking place at the same time. When, 

after having spent several hours at the restaurant, the newly-weds finally succeed in fleeing to 

their venue of preference, their families quickly discover their absence and also turn up at the 

beach.  

The inevitable clashes between people from divergent social and cultural circles 

provide ample opportunity for slapstick moments and comic situations. In contrast to Me Too, 

which signals the crisis of popular genre, this crisis is overcome here through a creative 

revisiting of the conventional comedy format. The fact that the story is presented as an 

amateurish, often out-of-focus and messy video registration of the events by Roma’s younger 

brother simultaneously renders it ironic and utterly authentic. Not unlike in the television 

series Real-Life Lads discussed in Chapter Five, this playful engagement with tradition, both 

                                                           
130 I use the title as translated by Greg Dolgopolov (2014). 
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narratively and stylistically, helps to bridge socio-cultural and generational gaps between the 

spectators, making the viewing act a common experience, suffused by shared emotion. 

More importantly, the film actively defies Balabanov’s gloomy outlook. Following 

Real-Life Lads’ example, the uncomplicated plot of Kiss Them All! suggests a tentative 

solution to the predicaments and preoccupations of Russian identity formation in the last 

twenty years. The increasingly drunken and unruly crowd at the restaurant not only unites 

generations; it easily accommodates all kinds of individuals who, at first glance, seem 

completely out of place: the groom’s older brother, recently released from prison, slightly 

paranoid and pugnacious; a somewhat senile great aunt; a “nutty” distant male cousin; an 

ageing unmarried female guest who takes a grotesque leap for the bride’s bouquet; two 

girlfriends of different ages of the bride’s father’s boss; and a complete Cossack choir. The 

wedding is thus portrayed as a unique opportunity to bring people together and seems to 

epitomize the diversity of the Russian community, welcoming everybody into an extended, 

all-inclusive family.  

The jubilant family is shown ready to embrace even the chic urban elite, which, in the 

film, is emphatically associated with the capitalist way of life. Upon arrival at the beach 

pavilion, the great aunt, for instance, immediately starts dispensing advice to the thin city girls 

about folk medicines against pale complexions and emaciation, while Roma’s older brother 

offers the trendy DJ discs with Russian popular songs to get the sluggish party going. In the 

end, it is the stand-offish city guests’ overt rejection of the invitation to unite that makes the 

newly-weds realize that their place is not with them, but with the exuberant chaos of the 

family, in its surprisingly multicultural character and openness to social difference.  

Thus, not without the risk of presenting an overly optimistic reading of the wedding, 

since, by definition, it remains a temporary event, the film positions family as the only viable 

metaphor to give meaning to social reality, to bring out the interdependence of human 

relations, and to subsequently structure individual and collective identity. Family also shapes 

people’s desires for a good and flourishing life. This is succinctly summed up by the groom, 

standing at the bottom of the white tower flat where his future wife Natasha is waiting, 

screaming up: “I will love her! I will love her very much! I will never betray her! I will 

respect her and value her! I will give her presents! I will earn big money! I will buy a three-

room apartment! I will send our children to the best school, abroad! I will always accompany 

Natasha and the children to see her parents! I will call my mother-in-law ‘Mom’! I will never 

go to prison!”  
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This ironically framed declaration bears witness to the important shifts that have 

gradually occurred in the life aspirations of ordinary Russian people since the dissolution of 

the Soviet system. Roma’s improvised list of intentions presents a remarkable mix of 

conventional values, such as respecting the family and staying out of trouble, with capitalist 

markers of material flourishing, such as earning big money and buying expensive apartments. 

In the course of twenty-odd years, popular views on happiness appear to have changed and 

the family metaphor, as asserted by the film, has followed suit by metamorphosing into a 

more inclusive constellation open to diversity and thus offering opportunities for different 

kinds of communal identities. 

It is clear that, despite their different narrative and aesthetic choices, both Me Too and 

Kiss Them All! actively engage with the socio-cultural situation in today’s Russia. In doing so, 

they revisit the principal themes of this study, supporting my analysis of post-Soviet Russian 

identity as a multifaceted category that is far from solidified. It would be overambitious to 

decide which of the two portrayals of reality bears a stronger political potential or to predict in 

which direction Russian cultural identity will develop. However, I do wish to argue, as a 

concluding remark, that the very expression Kiss Them All! can be seen to neatly sum up my 

findings by aphoristically accentuating the family’s qualities as an affectively charged, 

dynamic and ever growing organism whose task it is to offer its members security in an 

increasingly unsecure world and to facilitate their ongoing quest for values and norms that 

would allow them to endure, make mistakes, find ways out of multiple crises and maybe even 

build up a thriving and just life.  
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SUMMARY 

Tales of Russianness: Post-Soviet Identity Formation in Popular Film and 

Television 

 

In this study, I explore contemporary popular film and television representations of Russian 

cultural identity after the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991. My corpus includes two 

blockbusters: Brother (Brat, dir. Aleksei Balabanov, 1997) and Brother-2 (Brat-2, dir. 

Aleksei Balabanov, 2000); two comic television series: The Enchanted District 

(Zakoldovannyi uchastok, dir. Aleksandr Baranov, 2006) and Real-Life Lads (Real’nye 

patsany, dir. Jeanna Kadnikova, 2010 - present); and, finally, two melodramas: The Man of 

No Return (Chelovek bezvozvratnyi, dir. Ekaterina Grokhovskaia, 2006) and Gromozeka (dir. 

Vladimir Kott, 2010). Taking my cue from Lauren Berlant’s concept of intimate publics, I 

argue that my cultural objects’ strong appeal to heterogeneous Russian audiences derives 

from the fact that they provide a space for pondering issues of individual and collective 

identity, social alignment and belonging in the wake of the dramatic societal shifts following 

the disappearance of the Soviet state.  

Along with radical political and economic changes, the decomposition of the 

communist order inaugurated the unravelling of state ideology and the dismantling of existing 

social norms, conventions and interdependencies. However, these altered historical conditions 

did not automatically create new mechanisms of identification, nor did they cause the 

irrevocable erasure of the old identificatory benchmarks. The main title of this study, “Tales 

of Russianness,” aphoristically expresses the core of my argument. Through detailed analyses 

of the chosen films and television series I show that identity is not only at all times 

constructed and asserted through acts of narrativization, but that these narratives come into 

being through the invocation and reworking of existing popular cultural tropes, such as the 

myths of patriarchal authority and brotherhood, the fantasy of the antagonistic other, the idyll 

of the countryside community and, especially, the family metaphor.  

 Each chapter revolves around the way a particular trope, value or belief that features 

prominently in political, public and academic debates on contemporary constructions of 

Russianness is represented and negotiated in contemporary popular film and television. I 

specifically look at the moments when clashes between traditional identity narratives, which I 

call “tales of Russianness,” and nascent different modes of identification become apparent. To 

that end, my analyses proceed from the question of Russian identity’s destabilization after the 
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collapse of the Soviet regime to a discussion of the ways in which new individual and 

collective identities become constructed, situated and affirmed in the context of everyday life. 

As regards the theoretical structure, throughout my exploration I consciously seek to promote 

an intercultural approach, which means that alongside the works of Western theorists I engage 

with the relevant body of knowledge existing in Russia. This helps me to argue that the 

theoretical and methodological frameworks developed in the West over the past decennia 

cannot be mechanically applied to newly emerging Eastern European, and more specifically, 

Russian identity constructions.  

Based on my analyses I argue that the idea of real or metaphoric kinship in 

contemporary Russian culture performs a strong identifying and consolidating function, 

allowing the community to cope with the challenges presented by the unstable and insecure 

living environment. Importantly, my investigation makes clear that, in spite of the fact that the 

family metaphor often acts as an instrument of exclusion of those who “do not belong,” as a 

trope it also offers a possibility for the popular cultural imagination to envisage an alternative 

to exclusionist forms of identification and social structuring. 

Chapter One relates the construction of Russian identity and subjectivity to the notion 

of real or metaphorical brotherhood. Through a detailed analysis of Brother I interrogate 

brotherhood as an assumed condition for a just democratic society and as one of the vital 

cultural signifiers through which individuals come to acquire a sense of security and of 

belonging to larger collectivities. I also examine how the idea of fraternal affinity relates to 

the Soviet myth of paternal authority, which continues to guide processes of social alignment 

until the present day. Finally, by comparing Brother with the contemporary American 

blockbuster The Bourne Identity (dir. Doug Liman, 2002), I illuminate crucial similarities and 

differences in the approach to questions of identity in Russian and Western popular 

representations, and in the cultural contexts from which they derive. 

My second chapter continues the investigation of strategies used by individuals and 

groups to determine and defend their identities. Closely engaging with the film Brother-2, I 

demonstrate how identification is derived from an established opposition to the perennial 

other, who, in Russian cultural history, often acquires the status of an enemy. I also 

reintroduce the notions of kinship and, especially, brotherhood to illuminate their crucial role 

in distinguishing between “ours” and “not ours” when forging social commitments and 

alliances. Reading the Russian film together with the similar second instalment of the Bourne 

trilogy, The Bourne Supremacy (dir. Paul Greengrass, 2004), allows me to consider how the 
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notion of the other is always culturally framed and imbricated with the social context in which 

it appears.  

Chapter Three is dedicated to the analysis of the television series The Enchanted 

District (Channel One Russia), which brings into focus the phenomenon of double thinking, 

elaborated in the work of the contemporary Russian scholars Igor Kon, Yurii Levada, Lev 

Gudkov and Boris Dubin. Taking double thinking as a starting point, I explore how, in the 

absence of a well-articulated modernizing discourse, late-Soviet ideological constructs and 

modes of identification continue to inform people’s lives, functioning as authoritative 

guidelines for the individual and collective adaptation to post-Soviet situations of instability 

and uncertainty. I also trace the problematic relationship of double thinking to the official 

regime by arguing that, in spite of its seemingly oppositional nature, in many cases double 

thinking effectively helps to uphold the socioeconomic and political status quo. 

In Chapter Four, which centres around family as a cultural signifier and social 

institution, I interrogate the (image of the) family’s assumed stabilizing function and 

indispensability for cementing individual and communal identities. In my analysis I engage 

with Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism, in which she signals the problematic status of the 

realist (film) genre’s tendency to pin people’s expectations of the good life to the idea of 

traditional family. My two cultural objects, the melodramatic films The Man of No Return and 

Gromozeka, question this assumption by revealing the precarious nature of many concrete 

nuclear families and by bringing into view men and women’s continuous reassessment and 

reformulation of the gendered positions assigned to them in families and society at large. The 

films show that breaking free from the normative confines of the ideal family is important for 

realizing change in the organization of individual lives and for enhancing the prospective of 

their flourishing. In addition, they make apparent that such a liberating operation more often 

than not takes a long time and requires considerable affective investment from the persons 

involved.  

The starting point of Chapter Five is the acknowledgement that, in spite of an 

undeniable crisis in the family rhetoric and a proliferating neoliberal pledge of individual self-

reliance, processes of identification in today’s Russia testify to the people’s persistent 

commitment to Soviet discourses of kinship and collective authority. Recognizing the 

constraints as well as the agency inherent to the latter notions, the chapter’s thrust is to discern 

instances of the popular cultural imagination that produce a capacity to envisage a collective 

form of social organization not based on the exclusion of allegedly antagonistic others. By 

turning to Kierkegaard’s concept of irony and Critchley’s notion of humour’s (re)signifying 
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potential, I conduct an analysis of a selection of episodes from the comic television series 

Real-Life Lads (TNT TV Russia) to locate potentialities for imagining the post-Soviet 

community as an affective space in which the family functions as only one of the models for a 

more inclusive, pliable community based on spontaneous empathies and mutual reliance. 

Given the recently aggravated socio-political and economic situation in Russia, in the 

Afterword, I ponder the ability of popular culture to bring about social change. Two films I 

briefly discuss here give expression to radically divergent views on contemporary Russian 

society. Whereas Me Too (Ia tozhe khochu, dir. Aleksei Balabanov, 2012) completely 

discredits family’s capacity to guide and protect, Kiss Them All! (Gor’ko!, dir. Zhora 

Kryzhovnikov, 2013) features it as a vital communal space, which succeeds both in honouring 

tradition and in embracing cultural and social difference. Therefore, I end my study by 

acknowledging that it would be overambitious to decide which of the two portrayals bears a 

stronger political potential or to predict in which direction Russian cultural identity will 

develop. The latter, I contend, will depend on the Russian community’s willingness and 

capacity to reimagine and re-enact the family as an affectively charged, dynamic organism 

whose task it is to offer its members security in an increasingly unsecure world and to 

facilitate their ongoing quest for viable modes of enduring and building up a dignified life.  
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SAMENVATTING 

Verhalen over de Russische Aard: Post-Sovjet Identiteitsvorming in Populaire 

Film en Televisie 

 

In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik populaire representaties van Russische culturele identiteit in 

film en televisie na de val van de Sovjet Unie in 1991. De werken die ik behandel zijn: twee 

blockbusters: Brother (Brat, reg. Aleksej Balabanov, 1997) en Brother-2 (Brat-2, reg. Aleksej 

Balabanov, 2000); twee komische televisieseries: The Enchanted District (Zakoldovannyj 

utsjastok, reg. Aleksandr Baranov, 2006) en Real-Life Lads (Realnyje patsany, reg. Zjanna 

Kadnikova, 2010 - heden); en, tenslotte, twee melodrama’s: The Man of No Return 

(Tsjelovjek bezvozvratnyj, reg. Ekaterina Grohovskaja, 2006) en Gromozeka (reg. Vladimir 

Kott, 2010). Ik beroep mij op Lauren Berlant’s concept van intimate publics om te stellen dat 

de sterke aantrekkingskracht van de genoemde culturele objecten voor verschillende typen 

Russische kijkers schuilt in hun vermogen om ruimte te bieden voor het reflecteren op  

individuele en collectieve identiteit en sociale organisatie in de nasleep van de dramatische 

maatschappelijke veranderingen die plaatsvonden na de teloorgang van de Sovjet staat. 

Naast radicale politieke en economische veranderingen bracht het uiteenvallen van het 

communistische regime de ontmanteling van de staatsideologie alsook van de heersende 

sociale normen, waarden en afhankelijkheden op gang. De gewijzigde historische condities 

hebben echter niet meteen geleid tot nieuw identificatiemechanismes. De veranderingen zijn 

er ook niet in geslaagd om de oude identificatiecriteria volledig uit te wissen. De titel van dit 

proefschrift – “Verhalen over de Russische Aard” – vat aforistisch de kern van mijn 

argumentatie samen. Door middel van gedetailleerde analyses van de geselecteerde films en 

televisieseries laat ik zien dat identiteit niet alleen ten alle tijden geconstrueerd wordt als een 

verhaal, maar dat deze verhalen ook ontstaan als gevolg van de verwerking van heersende 

populaire culturele tropen, zoals de mythes van broederschap en vaderlijke autoriteit, de 

fantasie van de antagonistische ander, de idylle van de plattelandsgemeenschap en met name 

de familiemetafoor. 

Elk hoofdstuk is gewijd aan de manier waarop een specifieke troop, waarde of geloof 

die prominent aanwezig is in politieke, publieke of academische discussies over wat Russisch 

zijn vandaag de dag inhoudt, gerepresenteerd wordt in hedendaagse populaire film en 

televisie. Ik kijk daarbij met name naar momenten waarop botsingen tussen traditionele 

ideeën over identiteit en ontluikende andere modes van identificatie duidelijk naar voren 
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treden. Om dit doel te realiseren beginnen mijn analyses met de vraag naar de destabilisering 

van de Russische identiteit na de val van het Sovjet regime, om daarna over te gaan op de 

bespreking van de wijze waarop nieuwe individuele en collectieve identiteiten in het 

alledaagse leven geconstrueerd en bevestigd worden. Wat betreft de theoretische structuur van 

mijn studie streef ik een interculturele aanpak na. Dit houdt in dat ik naast de werken van 

westerse theoretici ook consequent gebruik maak van relevante kennis geproduceerd in 

Rusland. Op grond hiervan stel ik dat de theoretische en methodologische referentiekaders die 

in het Westen ontwikkeld zijn niet automatisch toegepast kunnen worden op de nieuwe Oost-

Europese en, meer specifiek, Russische identiteitsconstructies. 

Op basis van mijn analyses beargumenteer ik dat het idee van een reële of 

metaforische verwantschap een sterke identificerende en consoliderende functie vervult in de 

hedendaagse Russische cultuur. Dit idee maakt het voor de gemeenschap mogelijk het hoofd 

te bieden aan de vele uitdagingen van een instabiele en onzekere leefomgeving. Mijn 

onderzoek wijst uit dat, hoewel de familiemetafoor vaak gebruikt wordt als een instrument om 

degenen die “er niet bij horen” uit te sluiten, het als troop ook een mogelijkheid biedt voor 

populaire cultuur om een alternatief voor deze sociale structurering op basis van uitsluiting in 

het leven te roepen.  

Hoofdstuk 1 verbindt de constructie van Russische identiteit en subjectiviteit met de 

notie van reëel of metaforisch broederschap. Door middel van een gedetailleerde analyse van 

de film Brother onderzoek ik broederschap als een aangenomen voorwaarde voor een 

rechtvaardige democratische samenleving en als één van de belangrijke culturele betekenaars 

die helpen individuen een gevoel van veiligheid en verbondenheid met een grotere sociale 

groep te geven. Daarnaast bekijk ik hoe het idee van de broederlijke affiniteit zich verhoudt 

tot de Sovjet mythe van de autoriteit van de vader, die tot op de dag van vandaag richting 

geeft aan diverse processen van maatschappelijke afstemming. Tenslotte vergelijk ik Brother 

met de Amerikaanse blockbuster The Bourne Identity (2002, reg. Doug Liman) om cruciale 

overeenkomsten en verschillen aan het licht te brengen in de visies op identiteit in 

hedendaagse Russische en Westerse populaire representaties, alsmede in de culturele 

contexten waarin zij tot stand komen. 

Hoofdstuk 2 zet het onderzoek voort naar de strategieën die individuen en groepen 

gebruiken om hun identiteit vast te stellen en te verdedigen. Door middel van een analyse van 

de film Brother-2 laat ik zien hoe identificatie ontstaat vanuit een bestaande oppositie tegen 

de figuur van de eeuwige ander, die in de Russische cultuurgeschiedenis vaak een vijandstatus 

toebedeeld krijgt. Ik voer opnieuw de noties van verwantschap en broederschap op om aan te 
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tonen dat ze een cruciale rol spelen in het maken van onderscheid tussen “onze” en “niet 

onze” bij het ontstaan van sociale verbanden en allianties. De analyse van Brother-2 samen 

met de vergelijkbare tweede film uit de Bourne trilogie, The Bourne Supremacy (2004, reg. 

Paul Greengrass), staat mij toe om te overwegen hoe de notie van de ander altijd verbonden is 

met de culturele context waarin deze verschijnt. 

Hoofdstuk 3 is gewijd aan de analyse van de televisieserie The Enchanted District 

(Kanaal Een Rusland) die het fenomeen van double thinking in beeld helpt te brengen. Dit 

fenomeen wordt uitvoerig beschreven in het werk van de hedendaagse Russische 

wetenshappers Igor Kon, Yuri Levada, Lev Gudkov en Boris Dubin. Door dit concept als 

uitgangspunt te gebruiken, onderzoek ik hoe, bij gebrek aan een goed gearticuleerd 

moderniserings-discours, laat-Sovjet ideologische constructies en identificatiemodellen nog 

steeds een rol spelen in het structureren van levens. Ik schets ook de problematische relatie 

van double thinking met het officiële regime door te stellen dat, ondanks de schijnbaar 

oppositionele natuur van double thinking, het in veel gevallen juist helpt om de socio-

economische en politieke status quo te consolideren. 

In hoofdstuk 4, waarin de aandacht gericht wordt op het gezin als culturele troop en 

sociaal instituut, ga ik in op de stabiliserende functie die (het beeld van) het gezin geacht 

wordt te vervullen. In mijn analyse beroep ik mij op Berlant’s theorie van cruel optimism, 

waarin zij de problematische tendens in het realistische (film) genre signaleert om de 

menselijke perceptie van het “goede leven” te koppelen aan het idee van het traditionele 

gezin. De twee melodrama’s die ik hier analyseer, The Man of No Return en Gromozeka, 

ondermijnen deze tendens door de onstabiele natuur van veel bestaande gezinnen aan het licht 

te brengen. De films laten ook zien hoe mannen en vrouwen constant bezig zijn met het 

herwaarderen en herformuleren van de genderrollen die binnen gezinnen en in de 

samenleving in het algemeen aan hen worden opgelegd. De films tonen aan dat het, om 

veranderingen te realiseren in individuele levens, belangrijk is dat mensen zich vrijmaken van 

de normatieve beperkingen van het ideale gezin. Daarnaast wordt duidelijk dat een dergelijke 

bevrijdingsoperatie vaak lang duurt en veel affectieve investeringen vraagt van de betrokken 

personen. 

Het uitgangspunt van hoofdstuk 5 is de erkenning dat, ondanks de onbetwiste crisis 

waarin de familieretoriek zich bevindt en ondanks de zich steeds verder verspreidende 

neoliberale belofte van individuele zelfredzaamheid, de huidige identificatieprocessen 

aangeven dat mensen in Rusland nog steeds sterk gehecht zijn aan de Sovjetdiscoursen van 

verwantschap en collectieve autoriteit. De beperkingen en potenties van deze noties in het 
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vizier houdend, ga ik in dit hoofdstuk op zoek naar voorbeelden van populaire verbeeldingen 

die een collectieve vorm van sociale organisatie voorstellen die niet gebaseerd is op de 

uitsluiting van denkbeeldige antagonistische anderen. Met behulp van Kierkegaards concept 

van ironie en Critchleys opvatting dat humor in staat is om significatieprocessen te 

beïnvloeden, analyseer ik een selectie van afleveringen uit de komische televisieserie Real-

Life Lads (TNT TV Rusland) waarin een alternatieve voorstelling van de post-Sovjet 

gemeenschap gegeven wordt als een affectieve ruimte waarin de familie maar één van de 

modellen is voor een meer open, flexibele sociale formatie gebaseerd op spontane empathie 

en wederzijds vertrouwen. 

Met het oog op de recente verharding van de sociaal-politieke en economische situatie 

in Rusland, overweeg ik in het nawoord in hoeverre populaire cultuur in staat is om 

daadwerkelijk maatschappelijke veranderingen op gang te brengen. De twee films die ik 

hierbij kort bespreek, laten radicaal verschillende visies op de hedendaagse Russische 

samenleving zien. Terwijl Me Too (Ja tozhe hotsju, reg. Aleksej Balabanov, 2012) de macht 

van de familie om te beschermen en te leiden volledig in diskrediet brengt, portretteert Kiss 

Them All! (Gor’ko, reg. Zhora Kryzhovnikov, 2013) de familie als een vitale 

gemeenschappelijke ruimte die erin slaagt om zowel de traditie in eer te houden als culturele 

en sociale verschillen te omarmen. Ik eindig  mijn studie met de constatering dat het te 

ambitieus zou zijn om te besluiten welke van de twee portretten een sterker politiek potentieel 

inhoudt, of te voorspellen in welke richting de Russische culturele identiteit zich verder zal 

ontwikkelen. Dit zal afhankelijk zijn van de wil en de capaciteit van de Russische 

samenleving om zich een compleet nieuw soort familie voor te stellen en deze vervolgens te 

realiseren. Deze nieuwe familie zou dan een zorgzaam en dynamisch organisme moeten zijn, 

in staat om een gevoel van veiligheid te bieden aan mensen in een steeds onveiliger wereld en 

tevens in staat om hun zoektocht te faciliteren naar uitvoerbare manieren om moeilijkheden te 

doorstaan en een waardig leven op te bouwen. 

 

 

 

 


