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Abstract 

Media is considered to be a powerful tool not only in bridging communication among differ-

ent people in different parts of the globe, but in shaping people’s opinions, transmitting views 

and news, giving voice to the silenced or silencing the marginalised, representing power 

regimes or resistance to it. Media influence on social, political and cultural interactions 

among different groups is undeniable.  

This research examines the dominant discourse on homo/sexuality in Russia, which is largely 

maintained within mainstream media. I use TV reportages produced during the last four years 

by three main TV channels — “1TV”, “Russia 1”, and “NTV”. I introduce a concept of 

“imaginary homosexual” referring to the image of a non-heteronormative person which is dis-

seminated through the Russian mainstream media. It helps me to conceptualise the power dis-

course of homo/sexuality and to develop an analytical model for its analysis based on the the-

ories of Foucault, Halberstam, and Walters.  

I came to the conclusion that the examined Russian media proves its homophobic implica-

tions, but at the same time unintentionally promotes the progressive views on homo/sexuality. 

Such un-intentionalities, the system errors in the dominant discourse are of particular interest 

for my study and can lay the foundation for the future resistance and empowerment of Russ-

ian LGBTQI+ community. 

Keywords: LGBT, Russian media, sexuality discourse, queering resistance 

!2



Table of Contents 

1 Introduction          4 

  1.1 Background         5 

  1.2 Scientific problem and its relevance      7 

  1.3 Aim and research questions of the thesis      8 

  1.4 Scope and outline of the thesis       9 

2 Previous research         10 

3 Theoretical Framework         12 

4 Material and Method         14 

 4.1 Sampling and Data Collection      14 

 4.2 Data Analysis Procedures       16 

5 Results and Analysis        17  

 5.1 Error #1: Homosexual is a socially constructed identity   19 

 5.2 Error #2: Homosexual has a liberated sexuality    23 

 5.3 Error #3: Homosexual can reorganise society    25 

 5.4 Error #4: Homosexual seeks moral autonomy    29 

 5.5 Imaginary Homosexual: a radical dissident    32 

6 Conclusions           34 

7 References          35 

 7.1 Bibliography        35 

 7.2 Internet Sources        38 

!3



1 Introduction 

What is media for us? Do we need to believe in what we see? Are we expected to believe? 

Does media represent reality, even if distortedly? Or does it generate it? What do we study 

when we study media? Is it a discovery or an invention? I think these are the crucial questions 

for any researcher who took up a study on media. 

I made a choice for social construction theory, saying media does not reflect the reality, but  

represents it, constructs an image of the world already endowed with certain meanings (Berg-

er and Luchmann, 1967). Being a part of the social reality, as a practice and as an economy, 

media is under the influence of socio-political context. At the same time, media is a strong 

force for disseminating ideologies and re-establishing power relations (Hall, 1980).  

A noticeable ideological turn has already declared itself in Russian media. In the current so-

cio-political context, where number of alternative media is decreasing and television remains 

the main source of views, ideas, and attitudes for the majority of population (Nazarov, 2014), 

it is of high importance to be aware of the dominant discourse. 

I took up this research on the Russian mediatised discourse on homo/sexuality on personal 

grounds. Being a part of the LGBTQI  community I see how this discourse shapes public 1

opinion: about the norm, about the “right” intimacies and practices of everyday life. I see how 

it supports homophobia and gives voice to hate speech. This sexual discourse is far from be-

ing advanced in gender theory. And I also see that it shapes a community of those margin-

alised and othered, as well as it influences our views and attitudes to ourselves: internalised 

homophobia and feeling of own insignificance are some of the effects of this oppression. 

Being a part of the object of the discourse under study and rejecting to accept the victimising 

paradigm of the oppressor/oppressed, my study has political ambitions to reconceptualise the 

dominant discourse. The aim of this reconceptualisation is to point out the possible strategies 

of subversive resistance to it.  

Hence, to analyse media narratives and their socio-political grounds I coin a term “imaginary 

homosexual” which refers to the image of a non-heteronormative person constructed in the 

Russian mainstream media. It helps me to conceptualise the power discourse on homo/sexual-

 LGBTQI stand for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning and Intersex1
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ity and to develop an analytical model for its analysis through description and interpretation 

of the narratives which construct the so-called “imaginary homosexual”. On the other hand,  

coining the term is conditioned by the necessity to distance the media representation from the 

social reality.

1.1 Background 

     Where  there  is power  there  is  resistance, and yet, or 

     rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position 

     of exteriority in relation to power. 

     M. Foucault, 1976. The  History of Sexuality 

We are living in the era when questions of sexuality and intimate life have been transformed 

tremendously (Weeks, 2010). It’s a continued revolution on how people perceive themselves, 

how they identify and construct their identities, what they think of what is a “woman” and 

what is a “man”, how it affects their lives and relationships, sexual interactions and erotic be-

havior, and etc. In some countries these changes have found support and public approval, in 

others they have met resistance and severe opposition. Social actors advocating for these 

changes have been discriminated, stigmatised, criminalised, imprisoned, or even physically 

eliminated. 

I have chosen a 4-year timeframe for my study, because things changed dramatically after 

2012. 2011-2012 was a crucial period for the political regime in Russia. The political regime 

manifested its tactics — repression instead of reforming. A thorough analysis of the 

2011-2012 crisis of the political regime in Russia and its new strategies was made by the Sci-

entific Foundation of Theoretical and Applied Research “Liberal Mission” (Main Tendencies 

of Political Development in Russia 2011-2013, 2014). The so-called “Snow 

Revolution” (2011-2012), protests against election fraud, was suppressed. A new law enacted 

severe penalties for unauthorised protests. The NGO law on “Foreign Agents” and the Dima 
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Yakovlev law banning adoption by U.S. citizens passed same year. It was also the year when 

several city laws banning gay propaganda were adopted, before the federal law “For the Pur-

pose of Protecting Children from Information Advocating for a Denial of Traditional Family 

Values” was passed in 2013. 

“Gender conventionalism ” and a taboo on any public discussion of sexuality are a part of the 2

USSR cultural heritage and have become a notable part of the state political agenda. The gov-

ernment and the Orthodox Church underpinned major national “traditional” values: a hetero-

sexual monogamous family with children as a cell of the society. Organising society around a 

biological entity, that is a female and her children, makes this society easily controlled and 

manipulated. 

Mass media has become de facto regulated by the state; television started advocating pro-

governmental views and political decisions, while alternative media was forced to leave tele-

casting. For example, an independent TV channel Dozhd (TV Rain) which openly covered 

events silenced in the mainstream media (like 2011 protests) and gave critical view on both 

internal and international Russian policy was censored in 2014. The Russian TV providers 

disconnected the channel after TV Rain published a survey on their website challenging the 

accepted attitude to the Leningrad siege of the World War II, i.e. questioned rightness of the 

political decision back in 1941 — to sacrifice hundreds of thousands lives, but not surrender.  

Television propaganda has become more intense since the revolution in Kyiv, Ukraine. Forth-

coming annexation of Crimea, war in the East of Ukraine, other questionable decisions of the 

Russian government resulted in economic crisis in Russia. This situation demanded a particu-

lar public opinion to be shaped in order to preserve the political regime and its leaders. A dis-

course on Russia as the Third Rome, its own spirituality, and unique historical way was 

raised. Issues of nationalism, “traditional” values, uniting and distancing from the West, 

searches for enemies nationally and internationally became a part of the patriotic campaigns 

in cultural, educational, and media spheres. 

Addressing the issues of LGBT rights in Russia it is important to be aware of the general so-

cio-political context and realise that violating rights and freedoms of non-heterosexuals are 

only a part of the regime’s oppression. 

 A term coined by A. Rotkirch, referring to “the longing for certain invented traditions that we find in late and 2

post-socialist Russia”, such as monogamous, heterosexual family and domesticised femininity (Rotkirch, 2000, 
p.132).
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The issue of homosexuality is one of the mainstream media tools to solve the problem of na-

tional identity and patriotism. It is important to note that homosexuality is one of the target 

issues in the pro-governmental propaganda. The recent term “national betrayer” is used quite 

often in public to address any individual or a group of people who criticise the current politi-

cal regime. Using the term “national betrayer” addressing homosexuals endow the latter with 

certain political implications and put them into a broader context of political enemies of the 

regime. 

1.2 Scientific problem and its relevance 

The discourse on Russian “traditional” values has been intensified during recent years in 

Russian socio-political context and mainstream media also caught up the rhetorics. Mass me-

dia has brought a discussion about homo/sexuality into the public sphere. This discourse can 

be said to stigmatise and other the figure of a homosexual: “Gays and lesbians are not hetero-

normative subjects and, therefore, are dangerous to the order of things and its basic value — 

heterosexual reproduction” (Kondakov, 2010, p.6). It brings back an idea to even criminalise 

it. There are many conservative voices which are calling back for Article 221 in Russian 

Criminal Law which prosecuted people for their homosexuality and which was abandoned in 

1993.  

At the same time this stigmatising power discourse unintentionally helps to shape a communi-

ty of LGBT people. It mobilises contemporary Russian LGBT movement by excluding and 

marginalising non-heterosexual “non-traditional” sexualities, experiences and intimacies,  it 

unites the people who have not had any needs or common grounds for solidarity before.  

For me as a researcher this situation marks a certain scientific problem: how the power regime 

aiming to silence the non-heteronormative sexualities and experiences with the help of legis-

lation and other discursive practices has come to the opposite results in bringing up the issue 

of homo/sexuality to public discussion. This fact is proved by the increased number of TV 

shows, programmes, and news reportages which touch on the issues of homosexuality, same-

!7



sex marriages, gender identities and transitions, Prides etc. Thus, trying to underpin certain 

“traditional” norms on sexuality and intimacy by opposing it to the “deviations of the norm” 

has come to an interesting discursive aftereffect — introducing to the Russian audience new 

and rather up-to-date concepts (like transgender transition, gender neutral education, ) even if 

this is done with obviously negative implications. 

Russian mainstream media treated as a megaphone of the power discourse has become a 

common place and, thus, does not attract much attention of the researchers. Those media mes-

sages are perceived as a part of state propaganda which lessens the value of this material as an 

object of academic research. 

1.3 Aim and research questions of the thesis 

The aim of my study is to analyse the ways in which the dominant discourse on homo/sexual-

ity is constructed and functions in Russian mainstream media. Within the framework of the 

radicalised discourse I will analyse the conceptual frames of representation of homosexuality 

and will offer a possible way to interpret the discourse. Therefore I introduce the collective 

term “imaginary homosexual” to designate the image of a non-heteronormative person which 

is disseminated through the Russian mainstream media, keeping in mind that it is politically 

constructed rather than rooted in any social reality.  

I assume that the “imaginary homosexual” is constructed with a set of narratives dealing with, 

and underpinning, the heteronormative norm through opposing it to the “abnormal” sexuali-

ties and practices. Thus, the manifestations of the “abnormal”, on the one hand, are used as 

discursive borderlines of the norm, on the other — they may be treated as a set of features 

constituting the imaginary “abnormal”. 

Semantically the term “imaginary homosexual” is thought to be in contrast to the notion of 

“real” homosexual as a social identity. While discursive nature of the term is thus can be de-

scribed as a watchdog of the norm and a collective notion comprising all deviations from the 

norm.  
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Moreover, it is important to note that the image of “imaginary homosexual” is constructed by 

media narratives representing people from different countries and cultures and does not signi-

fy a Russian gay, yet, shapes a specific attitude towards non-heterosexuals and influences 

their everyday lives in Russia. 

In order to achieve the stated aim of the research it is important to answer the following re-

search questions:  

1. Which narratives are used in the media discourse on homosexuality and how are they used? 

2. How and to what extent is the current discourse rooted in socio-historical context? 

3. In which way is the figure of “imaginary homosexual” politicised and what are its political 

implications? 

1.4 Scope and outline of the thesis 

This thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 gives an overview of the socio-political context 

of the research object, sets the aim of this study, and describes its relevance. Chapter 2 de-

scribes previous work and sets the study into an academic context. Chapter 3 presents a set of 

theories the research is based on. Chapter 4 describes the criteria of choice and methods of 

work with the empirical material. Chapter 5 presents the analysis of the media sources and the 

results of this analysis. Chapter 6 overviews the significance of the analytical approach and its 

results for the media studies and human rights advocacy. 
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2 Previous research

The review of previous research seeks to outline the current studies and approaches within the 

academic studies on sexuality discourse in Russia, its historical and political conditions. It 

will also be noted that current discourse on homo/sexuality correlates with different political 

matters, such as “traditional values” or national belonging.  

Gender normativity and a taboo on any public discussion of sexuality have become a notable 

part of the state’s political agenda. The government and the Orthodox Church underpinned 

major national “traditional” values: a heterosexual nuclear family. Anna Rotkirch coins a spe-

cial term to describe the gender contract in post-Soviet Russia — “gender conventionalism” 

referring to “a support for the gender roles that are perceived as natural, normal, ‘traditional’, 

irrespective of their actual historical roots in Russian society; and a general aversion against 

revising or reflecting on these gender roles” (Rotkirch, 2000,  p.132-133). This appeal to tra-

ditional values may also refer to the feeling of nostalgia for Soviet past. Several researchers 

stated that current anti-gay campaigns in post-socialist states have similar traits with the Sovi-

et one regarding its political reasoning (Graff, 2010; Healey, 2014). Kondakov noted that cur-

rent policy on sexuality regulation resembles the situation of the 1930s before the criminalisa-

tion of homosexuality (Kondakov, 2014, p.169). 

Despite the “cultural habit” to silence any sexuality issues, the legislative initiatives strength-

ening “traditional” values caused public discussions of homosexuality. Current discourse on 

homosexuality has become an object of academic research (Essig, 2014; Gorbachev, 2014; 

Healey, 2014; Kondakov, 2011, 2012; Soboleva and Bakhmetjev, 2015). The political ratio-

nale behind the state anti-gay policy and maintaining heteronormative order were analysed by 

Johnson (Johnson, 2011), Korycki and Nasirzadeh (Korycki and Nasirzadeh, 2013), Martinez 

(Martinez, 2012), Pecherskaya (Pecherskaya, 2013), Polsdofer (Polsdofer, 2014), Wilkinson 

(Wilkinson, 2014). 

Soboleva and Bakhmetjev investigated political awareness of LGBT people in Russia, carry-

ing out a problem-centered interview based research. It resulted in articulating four main po-

litical reasonings behind the state homophobic campaign: “1) post-Soviet trauma, (2) electoral 

purposes, (3), biopolitical technologies aimed at controlling minds through the implementa-
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tion of body control and (4) neo-conservative values of the ruling elite” (Soboleva and 

Bakhmetjev, 2015, p.280). 

Another approach to Russian discourse on homosexuality was developed within the social 

constructivism. The Russian phenomenon of homophobia was analysed as an othering prac-

tice, where alterity was used as a tool to re-establish a new national identity (Baer, 2012; Bak-

er, 2016; Pilkington, 2002; Plotko, 2013; Rivkin-Fish and Hartblay, 2014; Underwood, 2011). 

Since 2012 mainstream Russian media has become a major transmitter of the official, state 

views on gender order, sexuality, and social organisation as well as on other socio-political 

affairs. Yet, there are only few studies analysing the current policy of Russian mainstream 

media regarding the construction of sexuality discourse (Persson, 2015; Pronkina, 2016).  

Pronkina (ibid) inquires into nominative level of media language covering LGBT issues, 

analysing a dissemination of the ideas of ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’. She finds certain contra-

dictions in the current LGBT discourse being both stigmatising and victimising. Pronkina de-

fines newsworthy events  and applies a quantitative method to analyse the usage of such 3

terms as “homosexualism”, “propaganda”, “sex”, “sodomy”, “rainbow” etc. in relation to the 

LGBT community in Russian media. In my opinion this is quite a formal approach: for my 

study the narratives shaping the readers’ or viewers’ opinion seem to be more important, 

moreover, they are reiterated while the news angle itself can be just an informational excuse 

to turn to these issues. 

Persson (ibid) analysis is focused on Russian mainstream media narratives between January 

2013 and June 2013 (approval of the first draft of the homosexual propaganda bill and adop-

tion of the law). Persson marks political effects of the dominant discourse such as visibility of 

homosexuality and reinforced politics of national belonging, where anti-gay legislation is a 

tool to protect the national state from enemies (the West) and legitimate its exclusive alterna-

tive to Europe and America project. Persson’s political framework exceeds the human rights 

approach as a commonplace and goes further to see the spectacle and the imaginary fostered 

by the discourse as well as the moments of its disruption. Overcoming the rhetoric of human 

rights defenders and bringing political ambitions to the analysis is a remarkable standpoint of 

the Persson’s study. 

 The city law against “homosexual propaganda” in St. Petersburg; the federal law against “propagan3 -
da of non-traditional sexual relationships” among minors; gay discrimination in Russia and LGBT 
rights activity; same-sex marriages debates in France; Olympic Games “Sochi-2014”; 
Eurovision-2014 and Conchita Wurst.
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3 Theoretical Framework  

We can also recognize failure as a way of refusing to 

acquiesce to dominant logics of power and discipline 

and as a form of critique. As a practice, failure recog-

nizes that alternatives are embedded already in the dom-

inant and that power is never total or consistent. 

J. Halberstam, 2011. The Queer Art of Failure 

The theoretical framework of my study is based on postmodern discourse theory. Critical dis-

course analysis is no longer perceived as a rational procedure of consistent reading and decod-

ing a text, as it was within the modernist approach. Discourse is a cultural construction of re-

ality, one of the definitions of discourse is “a group of ideas or patterned way of thinking 

which can be identified in textual and verbal communications, and can also be located in 

wider social structures” (Lupton, 1992, p.145). 

In concert with the Frankfurt School, critical discourse analysis argues there is no single ob-

jective interpretation of reality, but there are many competing — more or less preferable in 

different contexts. Procedures of critical discourse analysis vary depending on the discipline it 

is applied to, but they share the same focus of inquiry: power relations and generating of 

knowledge within a specific context (Powers, 2007, p.18). The notion of power is fundamen-

tal for the analysis of discourse. According to Foucault, power is not just a strategy used by 

some people to oppress others, but a system of self-organised and interacting forces, it is dif-

fused in the society and operates on the level of individual everyday practices: “Power  must  

be  analyzed  as  something  which  circulates,  or  rather as something which only functions 

in the form of a chain. It is never localized here or there, never in anybody’s hands, never ap-

propriated as a commodity or piece or wealth.  Power is employed and exercised through a  

netlike  organization… Individuals  are  the  vehicles  of  power,  not  its  points  of applica-

tion” (1980, p.98).  

It is important to note that Foucault is less interested in the oppressive effects of power. Un-

like most of the marxist thinkers who study mechanisms of political oppression of people 
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(Althusser, 1984), Foucaultian approach does not treat individuals as the objects of power, but 

the subjects who exercise power and resistance to it.  

Dominant discourse on homo/sexuality in current Russian context could easily be labeled as a 

state propaganda and interpreted as a set of texts and meanings produced in order to maintain 

a heteronormative order and oppress all non-heteronormative subjects. Yet, critical discourse 

analysis suggests to focus on the conditions of constructing the presented reality with its 

“truth” and “norm” and power interactions within it. “Where there is power there is resis-

tance” (Foucault, 1990, p.95) inspires me as a researcher to widen the framework of my 

analysis: from oppressor-oppressed model to power-resistance relations within the same dis-

course. And if “power relations are intentional” (Foucault, 1990, p.94), it means that the unin-

tentionalities of the discourse might be the locus of resistance. 

Conceptually my research is inspired by the recent critical studies on queerness, radical think-

ing, and political resistance within the banality of dominant capitalist culture. Halberstam’s 

“The Queer Art of Failure” shows the ways the queer theory may be applied in everyday prac-

tices of information consumption as well as they may challenge the “approved methods of 

knowing” (2011, p.6). Halberstam finds a radical message in the texts of popular culture 

where one should not expect it to be. These texts unintentionally criticise the dominant ideol-

ogy — which is the the North American narrative of success — while being a part of it.  

Walters’ critical study focuses on LGBTQ movement in the USA, its current agenda, its rep-

resentation in the media and visual culture as well as on the ambivalence of its political 

achievements (legalisation of same-sex marriages is one of them) (2014). Walters shows how 

initial values of the gay movement were traded in for homonormativity and doubtful toler-

ance; how resistance and radical potential of the gay liberation movement were neutralised by 

being accepted into the dominant culture as a human rights movement. 

Critical discourse analysis approach allows me to deconstruct the dominant narratives in order 

to find its inconsistencies and reveal possible points of resistance within it. While applying 

Halberstam’s curiosity to find the subversive in popular unimaginative heteronormative cul-

ture and Walters’ critical approach to the mainstream LGBTQ rights discourse gives me an  

instrumentarium to elaborate my interpretational framework of the analysis. 
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4 Material and Method  

The research is based on analysis of empirical material conducted according to the aim of this 

study — to analyse the dominant discourse of homo/sexuality in Russia. Thus, the television 

reportages issued from 2012 (when the law against gay-propaganda was adopted in St. Pe-

tersburg which started the public discussion on homosexuality) up till May, 2016 were chosen 

as an empirical material for this study. 

4.1 Sampling and Data Collection 

The idea to address the Russian mainstream news media in my research is grounded in recent 

studies on media consumption in Russia. Television remains the main media regarding its ex-

posure and consuming time. According to the Institute of Socio-Political Studies (Russian 

Academy of Sciences), Russian audience is constituted with two large groups: 40% of the ur-

ban population consuming exclusively TV, whilst 60% use both TV and the Internet (Nazarov, 

2014). Yet, the research does not include rural population which is almost 26%, according to 

the Federal Service of State Statistics (2015), of the whole population and is basically not 

provided with the Internet. It means that TV is their main source to get the news and view-

points on events, as well as a powerful tool to feel themselves integrated into the society. Du-

bin claimed one of the major functions of the Russian television is uniting effect, which helps 

the large and scattered population of the country to solidarize and feel themselves a part of 

one society (2000, 2014).    
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Source: Report of the Journalism Department, Moscow State University, 2015 

The TV reportages were gathered through the embedded search engines on the three most 

popular Russian TV channels: 1TV, Russia1, and NTV and sorted by date starting with 2012. 

The search words were “homosexualist”, “homosexualism”, and “gay”. Analysis of the search 

results proved the chosen words had the highest popularity, mainly because of referring to 

homosexuality as to a collective term. The search resulted in 130 TV reportages and TV-pro-

grammes: NTV — 56 items, 1TV — 48 items, Russia1 — 26 items; 21 out of them were se-

lected for further analysis. The selection criterion was their news unworthiness: in contrast to 

Pronkina’s (2016) approach, a particular interest for my research was in those media pieces 

which were not rooted in any news event. Absence of any news worthiness brings an interest-

ing angle to the reasoning of such reportages.  

While bringing up issues on homo/sexuality, reporting on newsworthy events of inter/national 

affairs (such as debates on the new anti-gay legislation, any international news like Eurovi-

sion or adoption of the law on same-sex marriages in France) is justified both by the news 

character of the Russian media outlet and by the event itself. In contrast, those reportages 

dealing with homosexual issues that have no newsworthy event behind look spontaneous in 

the dominant discourse (whose main aim is supposedly to silence homo/sexuality).  
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The material was preliminary regrouped according to their themes: a set of categories was 

elaborated according to the main issues of international debates on LGBT movement and its 

agenda (Walters, 2014).

4.2 Data Analysis Procedures 

Describing discursive formations Foucault presents four hypotheses of the relations between 

statements which may constitute a discourse: 1) dispersed in time, but referring to the same 

object; 2) common mode or manner of statement; 3) having permanent concepts; 4) thematic 

choices (1982, p.32-35). The fourth approach of regrouping statements according to their 

themes was chosen as the most suitable according to the characteristics of the chosen data. 

Persistence of certain themes in the media statements on homosexuality allowed to regroup 

the material according to them. A set of categorisations was worked out: on the one hand, 

based on preliminary examination of the empirical material, on the other, it was guided by 

Walters’ critique of current LGBTQ agenda and its US discourse (2014). 

Author’s empirical 
estimations Walters’ critical points

themes of media statements 
(1TV, Russia1, NTV)

radical agenda of the early 
gay movement

current agenda of LGBTQ 
movement

gay propaganda, one may 
become homosexual

radical sexual experiences 
and identities

biological determination of 
homosexuality, “born that 
way” rhetoric

homo/sexuality = perverted 
behavior, S&M, drags, 
pedophilia 

demanding sexual liberation calling for tolerance and 
acceptance

threat to demography, to 
future, to family institution

fight against social 
institutions: marriage and 
family, social changes

legalisation of same-sex 
marriage, mimic straight 
marriages

threat to “traditional” values 
and moral fight for moral autonomy

homonormativity, normative 
ideology of gender
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Comparative analysis of my estimations with Walters’ points showed that the examined Russ-

ian media statements are conceptually related to those of the early gay movement of late 

1960s-1980s and have nothing in common with the current agenda of LGBTQ movement in 

the USA or Russia. This fact allowed me to conceptualise the educed themes of media state-

ments in relation to the radical gay agenda, thus an analytical model was designed: 

1. Homosexual as a social identity 

2. Homosexual and sexual behavior 

3. Homosexual and social organisation 

4. Homosexual and moral

Applying Halberstam’s approach towards analysis of cultural texts allowed to reveal the 

points of genre failure (2011) in the dominant ideology on homo/sexuality that might coincide 

with the locus of resistance to power in the discourse (Foucault, 1990). Hence, in the case of 

the given research the Foucaultian resistance might be found in producing a figure of “imagi-

nary homosexual” in Russian media, who could be described within the elaborated analytical 

model. 

5 Results and Analysis  

The St. Petersburg ban on propaganda of homosexuality was adopted as two amendments to 

the City law on Administrative offences: 7.1 Public action aimed to propagandise sodomy, 

lesbianism, bisexualism, and transgenderism among minors, and 7.2  Public action aimed to 

propagandise pedophilia. The federal law has a title “For the Purpose of Protecting Children 

from Information Advocating for a Denial of Traditional Family Values”. 

If we analyse the conceptual roots of the adopted anti-gay laws, we will realise that they have 

a rather advanced approach to sexuality in general. Both laws (the St.Petersburg and the fed-

eral one) prohibit propaganda, i.e. presenting homosexual, or non-traditional, relationships to 
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minors as equally acceptable as heterosexual. It means that the legislators believe that one’s 

sexuality can be converted towards homosexual.  

Stating fluidity of sexuality is pivotal for social constructivist approach, while the modern 

rhetoric of LGBT activism and its spokespeople operate within the essentialist framework. 

“Born that way” argument which has almost become a motto of the global gay movement  

nowadays suggests biological predetermination of one’s sexuality. “Born that way” and “It’s 

not a choice” arguments as foundation for gay rights are criticized within the academia. Wal-

ters draws attention to the dangerous implications when reducing people to biological entities: 

biological justifications of human difference were largely used for oppression — the history 

of slavery, racism, genocide (Walters, 2014). 

Thus, Russian anti-gay legislation implicitly underpins quite progressive views on sexuality 

as something fluid, changeable, and able to be influenced. Russian dominant discourse on 

homo/sexuality does not have a proper language, which means that none of dominant actors 

are interested in disseminating relevant views grounded in social theory. The fact that domi-

nant discourse on homo/sexuality is rooted in lay argumentation (stating that it is threat to 

demography and moral values, that it is a perversion and totally alien to the Russian culture, 

which I will refer to below) proves its homophobic implications, but at the same time it brings 

an interesting perspective in its unintentional promoting of progressive views on homo/sexu-

ality. Such un-intentionalities, the system errors in the dominant discourse are of particular 

interest for my study.  

All selected reportages were produced and recontextualised by the major Russian TV chan-

nels 1 TV, Russia1, and NTV (indicated in brackets after each reportage’s title). I need to say 

that some of the selected reportages deal with transgender and transsexual issues, but I inten-

tionally chose them, because the current discourse on sexuality does not make any difference 

between sexual orientation and gender identity. Any non-heteronormative practices are treated 

as deviations from the norm within the discourse, thus constitute the image of “imaginary 

homosexual” under the study. 
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5.1 Error #1: Homosexual is a socially constructed identity 

In concert with the legislators the federal TV channels share same views on homo/sexuality: it 

is acquired, which means changeable. One may become a homosexual, although the media is 

not interested in digging into its motives. All 21 media pieces selected for the analysis are im-

plicitly based on the statement that homo/sexuality is a social construction, it is present as an 

unconditional truth in the discourse. 3 reportages and 1 TV programme out of 21 were select-

ed here to demonstrate the strategies this “unconditional truth” is disclosing itself. 

The reportage “In the USA disputes are stirred up with the issue of transgenders — people 

who decided to change their sex“ (1TV, 2015) tells a story of how social acceptance of LGBT 

rights and freedoms in the USA influences teenage lives: policy of tolerance and gender 

awareness promotes experimentation with identities among minors. 

The plot is developed within a classic logic of a TV reportage: an involving lead-in about 

Joanne Rowling, “mother” of Harry Potter, who is issuing the third book under the male 

pseudonym, positions the audience into the context of binary female-male role-play and ethi-

cal questioning on children’s sexual education. The reporter’s narration guides us through the 

storylines of teenage transgenders and expert interviews as well as it helps us to see the pre-

sented reality within a certain moral framework. The most used methods of this framing  are 

rhetorical questioning (“Is it necessary to force information about sexual orientation of fairy-

tale characters on children?” or “Could it be too late to become oneself?”) and appropriation 

of the right to speak for the heroes and interviewees (“His grandma dressed him as a girl and 

little Walt marked it: he is more loved when he is other” or “For the classmates’ parents this 

strange teenager is just a wigged boy”).  

Video editing and choice of the B-roll footage are crucial in the storytelling. B-rolls help to 

shape audience’s attitude on the emotional level. For example, we see a young handsome teen 

hanging out with the friends, the teen’s body is in focus — both in the video and in the narra-

tion. The reporter is describing the effects of the medication on the teen’s body which “trans-

formation will be finished with a scalpel”. The B-roll is used not as an evidence to the re-

porter’s words, but as a visualised starting point for audience’s compassion. 

Another example of using B-rolls in shaping a precisely planned audience’s opinion is the one 

used in the closer. Street performance with half naked performers dancing loosely is used as 
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an illustration of a particular set up of the society: “In puberty majority of such children stop 

playing these alien roles. Yet, if society is set up the way it helps them to exceed this game, 

they have less chances to find themselves”, arbitrates the reporter. Thus we are presented a 

certain picture of social reality, the US reality, where half-naked people in rainbow swim suits 

are taken for granted and do not even attract much attention in the street. This picture adds up 

the commentary on the “dangerous” policy of tolerance. 

Hence, this reportage illustrates narrative conditions of the statement on social construction-

ism: it is American society itself which is in charge of promoting and maintaining deviations 

from a social norm. A notable thing is that the statement of an ultimate social influence (and 

responsibility) on sexual/gender identity is presented as a commonplace which does not need 

any proof or reference, but works as an axiom. Similar manifestation of the unsaid, as Fou-

cault puts it “already-said” and “never-said” at the same time (Foucault, 1982, p.25), we will 

see in the next media piece. 

The reportage “European schools foster a spirit of homosexualism among children” (NTV, 

2014) tells about the fruits of European education focusing on sexual education. The storyline 

is developed through a series of interviews with worried parents and activists who fight 

against the sexual enlightenment of children, politicians who support “traditional” values in 

France, others — promoting “a spirit of homosexuality” in Denmark and two couples of 

same-sex partners.  

Analysing the reporter’s narrative — both as a set of linguistic choices and concepts (for ex-

ample, commenting on same-sex dance partners: “they’re sure that two carls dancing are bet-

ter than a man and a woman”) and as a framing of interviewees’ speech — shows a highly 

manipulative approach to work with the material. The interviewees are not allowed to say 

more than a sentence, the reporter’s narrative wraps them with the appropriate context as well 

as the reporter speaks for them. For example, one of the so-called interviewees shows the re-

porter a book for children saying: “There is nothing strange: there could be a naked neigh-

bour, a naked grandmother”, the reporter is shaking her head and makes a sign as if putting a 

gun to her head to express her resentment, and proceeds further with the narration: “Fortu-

nately there still are those who fight for traditional family values. Marine Le Pen openly 

claims: Hands off children!”. Then we see Marine Le Pen who is given 15 seconds to criticise 

the current political regime in France, she does not say a word about sexual education or ho-
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mosexual lobby. Her presence is meaningful for the storyline as a symbol of those “tradition-

al” values and political design of social policy rather than adding anything to the plot. 

It is notable that the only visual presentation of gay people who are the cause of the described 

goings-on, according to the reportage’s plot, happens in the very end of it. And this gesture is 

didactic: it is again a one-sentence interview with a gay couple in Denmark, they are about 70 

years old and show the reporter a segregated part of the cemetery for gays and lesbians. After 

that the reporter is signing off: “Poor Hans Christian Andersen who is buried here! I doubt he  

ever dreamt about such neighbours… Here it is — the European education. Definitely it 

won’t lead to good, rather to cemetery and then only to homosexual one”. 

All in all, the reportage stresses the idea that sexual education is dangerous for children. It has 

never been said openly why, but the narrative makes us feel that something is definitely 

wrong here. In this reportage we see the consequences of the unsaid discursive truth: in 

French daycares boys are told they are no different from girls; in French schools boys may put 

on skirts to support gender equality; French books for children show parents whose genders 

and numbers may vary; some people worry about that and try to resist — no need to say why.  

Thus we see another narrative built on the same statement of social constructionism of homo/

sexuality. This statement is left “already-and-never said” again, like in the previous example. 

Another short but important example of the mediatised underpinning of the social construc-

tionist theory on homo/sexuality was the news piece about the upcoming engagement of a US 

ex-senator, Harris Wofford, with a man: “In the USA 90 years old ex-senator found a young 

husband after the wife’s death” (NTV, 2016). We learn that Harris Wofford was married to his 

wife for 50 years and had three children, but after her death suddenly fell in love with the 25 

years old man. We also learn few details about his political career. What the newsworthiness 

here could be and why the Russian TV-audience should learn what a US ex-senator does are 

the questions left unanswered. The cool mode of presenting this news piece differs from the 

previous two, obviously because of another genre of reporting, but another reason might be in 

the level of the discourse itself: the system of interpretation is so trained that it is not neces-

sary to reiterate the same things. Thus, being a part of the discourse one would easily decode 

the message: the Wofford’s story is one more proof of possibility to become homosexual. 

We may see a discursive reiteration at work using the following media piece as an example. A 

part of the recent weekly TV programme “Health” is dedicated to the investigation of origins 
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of homo/sexuality, “Disposition to homosexualism” (1TV, 2016). It covers DNA-studies and 

its influence regarding such phenomena as alcoholism, homosexualism, and early ageing. The 

host is asking two twins (the guests in the studio) if they think that homosexualism is some-

thing genetically predetermined or it is a choice. 20 years old guests reply it is a life choice, it 

is not predetermined, both of them admit they are heterosexual. Right after the guests’ com-

ments a short video reportage comes: referring to the American Society of Human Genetics 

which revealed the results of the California University study in October, 2015, the host con-

cludes that genetic inheritance has nothing to do with homosexualism, because there are twins 

with homo- and heterosexual orientation. This is a simple thought that can easily be con-

sumed, moreover, it is presented as if rooted into the context of serious academic research.  

Although examining verity of the media messages is beyond the scope of my research, the 

fact that the results of the mentioned California University study were misrepresented in the 

1TV programme calls special attention to the issue (Homosexuality may be caused by chemi-

cal modifications to DNA, 2015). Scientific reference is very important here to persuade 

viewers in the host’s conclusion: “DNA does not play the leading role… it’s the question to a 

parent, a lot depends on up-bringing and life experience”. It is also noteworthy that the se-

mantic row “alcoholism — homosexualism — early ageing” puts homosexuality at the inter-

section of several discourses: on social norm, health, and biological determination.  

There is a certain analytical irony in appealing to scientific legitimation of sexuality: the mo-

ment of the knowledge production here is a moment when essentialist query end up with a 

social constructivist answer. Of course, this irony belongs to the realm of critical theory and 

could hardly have been felt in the television studio. On the other hand, this TV programme is 

an illustration of collision of two discourses: the scientific (the host legitimates the statement 

with the results of the genetics study) and narrative (the guests legitimate the statement with 

their life experience) ones. 

A number of media texts carries a message on social and personal responsibility for one’s 

sexuality, paying no attention to the essentialist approach to homo/sexuality. They emphasise 

the role of education, socialisation within a family, influence of people and life experience in 

shaping one’s homo/sexuality. It is important to note that the question on shaping heterosexu-

ality is silenced — on the one hand, because heterosexuality is treated as a norm that does not 

need to be reaffirmed in heteronormative order; on the other, statement on homosexuality as a 
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social construction and a personal choice demands reconsideration of sexuality in general and, 

consequently, may threaten the normativity of heterosexuality. 

Such reportages and TV programmes which cover issues on the roots of homosexuality (espe-

cially those without evident newsworthy event behind them) convey a certain discursive 

struggle. Analysis of the media material shows a discursive necessity to prove the particular 

statement through different narratives, through their reiteration, through telling and retelling. 

5.2 Error #2: Homosexual has a liberated sexuality 

In this paragraph I am guided by the following questions: what messages about sexuality are 

carried by media; what is allowed to say about sexuality itself; where are the boundaries of 

the discourse? Here I turn to 7 reportages and analyse 1 TV programme. 

One of the most notable TV programmes dedicated to homosexuality is “Special Reporter. 

Sodom”  (Russia1, 2014). It consists of two parts: debates on the origins and consequences of 

“homosexualism” held with guests in the studio and screening of the so-called journalistic 

investigation, the documentary film “Sodom” made by Arkadiy Mamontov. This film is a 

unique set of stereotypes and phobias towards homosexuality and a high-profile pattern of bad 

journalism: the reporter calls all non-heterosexuals “sodomites”, explicitly opposes them to 

“normal” people, distorts the interviewees’ answers when needed, appeals to Christian moral 

and dogmas, chooses homophobes exclusively for the expert interviews etc. Yet, it is a part of 

the discourse and that is why it is important to take it into account. 

The “Sodom” is very precise in choosing B-rolls for visualising homosexuality: it starts with 

showing the gay parade in San Francisco 2014 with the titles “Europe is awaiting the fate of 

Sodom” and “Pedophilia in Europe. Already permitted?” The core idea in choosing visuals 

from gay parades exclusively is to prove how “unnatural”, perverted, and terrifying homosex-

uals are. Feminine men and masculine women obviously threaten the dominant gender regime 

in Russia. As well as they challenge the moral norms of an average Russian TV-viewer with 

their sexually explicit gender display, which is a part of the parade performance, but a Russian 

TV-viewer may read it as a part of “their” everyday life. 

The “Sodom” warms up the audience with the gay parades scenes and moves towards proving 

that homosexuals, who are called sodomites, are pedophiles. The proof is gained through 

!23



crooked video and sound editing: when we do not see the lips of the person speaking, when 

video cuts are used to make a false reasoning work. A story about two men who adopted a 

child and turned out to be pedophiles is linked to the comment “Lesbian couples prefer to get 

female embryos, gays — male embryos” from the fertility clinic (the fact of assigning sex to 

5-days old embryos is obviously doubtful) and brings the ultimate conclusion: all homosexu-

als are pedophiles. 

Homosexuality is accompanied with pedophilia in the Russian mainstream media discourse, 

even though legislation separates these two notions. The St. Petersburg ban on propaganda of 

homosexuality was adopted as two amendments to the City law on Administrative offences: 

7.1 Public action aimed to propagandise sodomy, lesbianism, bisexualism, and transgenderism 

among minors, and 7.2  Public action aimed to propagandise pedophilia. The federal law has a 

title “For the Purpose of Protecting Children from Information Advocating for a Denial of 

Traditional Family Values”. 

Nevertheless, the mainstream media even referring to these laws puts homosexuality and pe-

dophilia in one synonymic row. 1TV reports on adoption of the anti-propaganda city laws: 

“Four Russian regions adopted the law on fines for pedophilia and homosexualism propa-

ganda among minors” (2012). Russia1 broadcasted the news on the pedophilia case in Aus-

tralia “Same-sex couple was rearing a child for sexual pleasures” (2013) followed by the re-

portage about the new bill banning same-sex couples to adopt Russian orphans: “It caused 

furious reaction in the West, but 60% of the Russians approve such measures”, says the an-

chor (“Special Correspondent”, Russia1, 2013). NTV news programme “The Kuban gover-

nor: In grave we saw the gay values” (2012) refers to the forthcoming federal law mistakenly 

calling it the law on propaganda of pedophilia which has not been adopted yet because some 

people say it would violate liberal values. “Gay values”, pedophilia, and “liberal values” are 

put in one semantic row to assign their kinship. 

There are many other news reportages which mingle homosexuality and pedophilia: “Mizuli-

na (one of the legislators in the parliament) attacked pedophiles and gays ‘in the 

spot’” (2013), or “Taganka Theatre was accused in propaganda of pedophilia, homosexual-

ism, and Western values” (2014), or citing the politician who raided the gay club with other 

ultra-right activists and stated it was a place where “perverts and pedophiles 

gather” (“Milonov fell across gays in the gay club”, NTV, 2014). 
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Visual representation of a homosexual one may see on the federal TV-channels is usually a 

footage shot during the largest gay parades held in the USA or Europe. It is represented as a 

highly sexualised masquerade of male bodies in leather or in drag, dancing or kissing; if we 

see any women they would be masculine dykes. I think representation of feminine masculini-

ties and masculine femininities in the media are used to stress the deviation from the social 

norm. The figure of a homosexual is kept as an imaginary one, as a collective image of all 

“perverts” (drag queens, S&M’s, pedophiles etc.) who break the socially normalised view on 

sexual behaviour. It is done to enhance the nonacceptance of homosexuality and to keep it 

into the criminalised and medicalised context — as a sexual perversion and as a criminal act. 

Discursive practice to label homosexuality with pedophilia could be analysed in terms of the 

defence activity of the power discourse. Linguistically hysterical mode of reporting when it 

comes to covering homo/sexuality as well as visual representation of non-heteronormative 

individuals signify a certain threat to the dominant gender regime in Russia. 

Power-resistance relationship here lies in the interaction between representing an object and 

silencing it: approaching non-heteronormative subjectivities is very important for the dis-

course, because these deviations from the norm help to maintain the boundaries of this norm; 

at the same time there is a danger that the non-heteronormative can break through the silenced 

areas of public discourse. That is why representation of homosexuals exclusively in the par-

adigm of sexual behaviour as its deviation, promoting disgust, fear, and nonacceptance among 

TV-audience, is a defence tactics of the dominant narrative.  

The critical theory would suggest that since we see the defence activity in the discourse there 

should be the source of this aggression within the same discourse. Radicalising interpretation 

of these media narratives may assume the source of danger to the dominant discourse on sex-

uality lies in the potential of imaginary homosexual to overcome the sexuality oppression and 

the rigid gender system maintained by the biopolitics of the regime. 

5.3 Error #3: Homosexual can reorganise society 

In this section I concentrate on those media pieces which speak about social organisation and 

the constituent of its order — a family. I chose 3 reportages to illustrate different logics of 

narration about the society and the ways non-heteronormativity threatens it. 
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“Issues on family values protection were discussed in Paris” (1TV, 2013)  is one-minute re4 -

portage in the news programme. It has a plain plot: anchor’s lead-in about Russian legislators 

invited to Paris to discuss “family values” and an interview with one of the initiators of this 

meeting about importance of such meetings. The interview is used here to point out the im-

portance of the meeting and the policy on preserving family values, though TV-audience is 

left without being said what the values are, what these people are talking about, and why in 

Paris. This reportage is one of the examples of discursive reiteration of the norm. It groups 

together a set of concepts which produce a certain meaning without being described, but by 

being put in one semantic row: “family values”, “ban on homosexual propaganda among mi-

nors”, and “ban on adoptions by foreign same-sex couples”. Thus, as a form of negation this 

message sets limits of the “family values” without giving any definition, and these limits are 

the non-heterosexual. 

The reportage “Gay marriages: first in Moscow, now in St.Petersburg” (NTV: 2014) tells 

about St. Petersburg case when a registry offices allowed a trans- and cis-women couple to 

get married (the first similar case happened in Moscow). First storyline follows the local 

politician Milonov, the author of the St. Petersburg antigay law, visit to this registry office and 

a scandal he raises there. Second — interview with the married couple, and the third one 

brings us to Moscow, where another politician replays Milonov’s gesture and goes to the reg-

istry office for the explanations. 

The reportage’s lead-in alerts the audience: “Gay virus is invading Russia and heads of certain 

citizens”. The reporter and the politician are in the St. Petersburg registry office, the reporter 

has not said a word, neither a word is given to any of the staff there. The politician is perform-

ing solo: “Why did you register a marriage of two mentally unsound people?”; “You are not 

allowed to register sodomites’ marriage!”; “Now you need to asepticise and dedicate all over 

here”. The Moscow politician will add to this list: “Isn’t it a public order offence when a man 

wears a dress?!”.  

The second storyline, the interview with the married couple, is an interesting journalistic 

piece regarding both the technique and ethics:  

The reporter (SOT):   Do you plan to have children? 

Denis, trans-woman (SOT):  It is an inappropriate question. 
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The reporter (V/O):   Seems, these two are not going to help in increasing the birth 

    rate. Well, probably, to the better. 

Denis, trans-woman (SOT):  I have never considered myself to be a guy. 

The reporter (V/0):   Consider or not, but you cannot thwart Nature.  

    Yet, such personages try their best. 

The interview gives an interesting perspective to see what is being said in what was said and 

what can be said. The reporter’s voice-over comments are intended to maintain the gender 

interpellation (Althusser, 1977) with the help of appeal to nature and norm and intonation of 

her speech. 

It is important to say that in Russia marriages are allowed between a man and a woman exclu-

sively (The Family Code of Russian Federation, 1995), and if a trans-woman’s passport sex is 

male, registry office has no legal right to reject her application to marry another woman, 

whose passport sex if female.  

What this hole in the law signifies and what the reportage shows us is that neither law nor cur-

rent discourse on sexuality knows how to deal with such cases. The reportage’s narrative is 

assembling concepts belonging to different discourses: “gay virus”, “mentally unsound peo-

ple”, “sodomites’ marriage”, “asepticise and dedicate”, “public order offence”. Medicine, 

psychiatry, religion, and law are called for help. It is an interesting evidence of the dominant 

discourse failure when it faces with other than homosexual type of non-heteronormativity. We 

see that the discourse on sexuality is incompetent here, it lacks a proper vocabulary, it fails to 

name a phenomenon, we see “the failure of interpellation to capture its object with its defin-

ing mark” (Butler, 2000, p.157).  

Subversive interpretation of the reportage’s narrative and its linguistic disturbance would sug-

gest that the dominant sexual discourse immediately reacts on any threats to its social institu-

tions (marriage and family) which legitimate the norm. And this heteronormative order has 

been challenged in the described case not with a same-sex intimacy, but  a legal act. The dis-

course does not provide with a proper term and rejects to use the normalising “heterosexual”. 

The already mentioned journalistic investigation the “Sodom” (Russia1, 2014) carries the 

most explicit message on the triggering political potential of homosexuals. The film’s general 

storyline guides us from portraying the so-called “sodomites” and the situation with their 
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rights in the USA, few stories about same-sex couples adopting children which is linked to the 

statement “sodomites are pedophiles”, several interviews with anti-gay activists, and further 

to the threat homosexuals carry for “healthy” societies. The “Sodom” has two notable cases 

that are of particular interest for the analysis. 

In the first case it develops a conspiracy theory that says since the beginning of World War II 

the West’s elites have been working out a plan against both Nazi Germany and USSR. Current 

agenda of the conspiracy is reorganisation of society: 

“The idea behind the Tavistock conspiracy is literally to substitute the paradigm of modern 

society, in other words, to try to change everything we represent and all our ideas about soci-

ety… There are men and women, there are homosexuals and transsexuals, and then there will 

be trans-humans and post-humans. There will be humanoid robots, like the Terminator, there 

will be cyborgs… It is already possible to create a human in a lab, there is no necessity in re-

lations between men and women”, says an expert on the Tavistock conspiracy theory in the 

interview. 

The second case is the interview with an ex-gay who managed to get over of homosexual de-

sire: “There is a gender idea that seeks to ruin natural family… I believe in God, and God is 

truth and life. And homosexualism is an unnatural phenomenon”. The reporter concludes: 

“Building a new Sodom is progressing up-tempo (the B-roll shows two gay dads with kids). 

The idea of family as an incubator and that notions of father and mother are outdated is pro-

moted everywhere (B-roll: footage from European Court of Human Rights)”.  

Ingenuous reading of the first message carries an apocalyptic warning: homosexuals and 

transsexuals appeared, there will be drastical changes in the society we know, there will ap-

pear new kinds of people. Subversive reading of this text unveils its astonishing radical mes-

sage based on intertextual allusions with the well-known critical essay “Cyborg 

Manifesto” (Haraway, 1991), with cyberfeminist and postgenderist socio-political pro-

grammes. Broadly speaking, these theories reject essentialist approach towards sexes, gen-

ders, and sexualities, rejects their cultural significance, and criticise identity politics: 

“Neither male (physically) nor female (genetically) nor their simple reversal, but something 

else: a virtual sex floating in an elliptical orbit around the planet of gender that it has left be-

hind, finally free of the powerful gravitational pull of the binary signs of the male/female an-

tinomies in the crowded earth scene of gender. A virtual sex that is not limited to gays and 
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lesbians but which is open to members of the heterosexual club as well and one that privileges 

sexual reconciliation rather than sexual victimization” (Kroker & Kroker 1993, p.18).  

In the context of the film (with its concentration on family values) this intertextual apocalyp-

tic forecast locates the resistance to normative social organisation in the sphere of sex-roles 

and gender identities. As soon as the dominant discourse loses control over bodies, their sexu-

alities and sex-assigned roles, family as a social institution is under threat. The second case 

indicates an abolition of heteronormative sex roles “mother and father” and presence of some 

“gender idea”. 

The film narrative shows us that threat is not in same-sex partnerships (which may accept 

straight values, thus, producing homonormativity), but in the possibility to overcome rigid 

binaries: man-woman, father-mother, and even heterosexual-homosexual, which will lead to 

unidentifiable “trans-humans”, “post-humans”, and “cyborgs”.  

Hence, all three analysed reportages presented different messages of narrative about family 

institution as a basis of heteronormative order. Any manifestation deviating from the norm 

(regarding sexual orientation in the first reportage, gender identity in the second, and over-

coming gender binaries in the third) challenges the discourse. 

Thus, radicalising the narrative on family values, we may say that the dominant discourse on 

sexuality endows imaginary homosexual (non-normatively gendered and agendered individu-

als here) with the capability to reorganise the society, to work out other than family kinds of 

kinship. This idea of reorganising society around communities, not around biological entities 

(which is a woman with her child), was a part of political agenda of the radical gay movement 

of the 1960-1980s (Wittman, 1970) and has gained its new relevance in current queer studies 

(Halberstam, 2005; Walters, 2014). 

5.4 Error #4: Homosexual seeks moral autonomy 

In this section I will analyse the narratives referring to values and moral issues regarding 

homo/sexuality. Some of the analysed media narratives also touch upon the issue of values: 

“traditional” and family values, pedophilia, public order offense. Here I will examine mes-

sages of 6 reportages covering other types of moral judgements on homosexuality. 
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Above all already analysed in the film “Sodom” it introduces a religious context of comment-

ing on homosexuality: “The community of these people rejects the moral and ethical founda-

tions of the traditional family. They call evil “good” and dark — “light”. They use aesthetics 

to justify sin”. 

The Head of the Russian Cinematographers’ Union, Mikhalkov, declared the impossibility of 

good cinematography in the countries where same-sex marriages are allowed, because “such 

relationships destroy inner holy and human harmony” (“Nikita Mikhalkov”, NTV, 2013) 

Addressing to Christian values is a part of rhetoric and is done by both church ministers and 

politicians. NTV gave voice to the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church to comment on 

same-sex marriages: “Recently we have faced great temptations, when the legislation of many 

countries legitimates and approves the sin… It leads a person to lose their personality and 

conform to lowest animal instincts… This is a very dangerous apocalyptic symptom. We 

should do everything to prevent our legislation from approving sins on the territory of the 

Saint Russia, because otherwise it means people would take the path leading to self-destruc-

tion” (“Patriarch Kirill said same-sex marriages are the step to the End Days”, NTV, 2013).  

The myth of the Mighty Russia, Saint Rus, the last mainstay of Christian civilisation is main-

tained by opposing it to the Decaying West which lost its faith and betrayed Christian values.  

Media discourse is reproducing binary oppositions which shape confronting systems of mean-

ings, norms, and values between Russia and the so-called West, but at the same time Russia 

does not place itself in the East.  

Russian unique system of values is presented as the main reason for the anti-gay legislation. 

Thus, the reporter of the 1TV Channel declared “More we hear the calls to catch up with Eu-

rope, less we want it — Russia has its own grand history and culture, different from European 

values and social norms” (1TV: “Four Russian regions adopted the law against propaganda 

of homosexualism and pedophilia among minors”, 1TV, 2012). He also summed up what 

should be done to preserve Russia: to respect social values even if one does not relate to them; 

to respect religious faith even if one is an atheist; and to respect authorities even if one did not 

vote for them. 

The call for uniting population around unified systems of beliefs, views, and practices is a 

common place in any power discourse, yet, in Russian it is the only acceptable interpretation 

of patriotism. It is grounded in the ideals of territorial wholeness of Russia and sauced with 
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Russian colonial claims to the post-Soviet states. On the one hand, this ideal of “united and 

indivisible” Russia shapes internal policy of the state: any public criticism of governmental 

political decisions may be treated as an extremist activity, promoting “non-traditional” values 

is treated as its conceptual framework. On the other, the ideal of wholeness influences exter-

nal politics: it legitimates Russian interference into internal and external political affairs of the 

post-Soviet states. 

Thus, current political relations with Ukraine find its representation in the reportage “Ukraine 

will legalise same-sex marriages to get a visa-free regime with the EU” (NTV, 2016). And 

conflicting relations with Georgia were also provided with the news “Police saved Georgian 

gays from a furious crowd” (NTV, 2012). It tells about the gay pride permitted by Georgian 

authorities and attacked by Orthodox religious activists, but it does not say a word about the 

pride held the same day in St. Petersburg which was also attacked and might have been a 

more relevant news for the Russian audience. In my opinion such choice indicates reasoning 

other than newsworthiness. Taking into consideration the Russian-Georgian relations of the 

time, its point could be to criticise the pro-European orientation of the president of Georgia 

(who started playing the gay card) and stress the common religious grounds and values with 

the Georgian people who are against gay manifestations.  

Imaginary homosexual is portrayed as opposing to the socially accepted norms of behaviour 

which is rooted in different from the rest of society set of values. Appealing to religious val-

ues when speaking about sexuality shows that the discourse is stretched beyond the borders of 

the civil space. It also means that gay issues are not treated as a part of human rights agenda, 

but are endowed with an extra meaning of a particular ideology or a teaching. This teaching is 

threatening the old moral and “traditional values”. It is noteworthy that this discourse equals 

the notion of “traditional values” with the Christian ethics exclusively, although Russian pop-

ulation is multiethnic and practice different religious confessions or even none. 

Subversive reading of the represented media narratives suggests to interpret this exclusion of 

imaginary homosexual from the realm of Christian and national virtues as a step to moral in-

dependence. It was one of the demands of gay radical movement — to gain autonomy both 

from the “virtuous majority” and the state. 
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5.5 Imaginary Homosexual: a radical dissident 

In this section I will focus on one of the reportages which is a notable example of representing 

gay rights as a set of values promoted by the Western political elites. Homosexuality is pre-

sented as a foreign system of values, American and European, while the news programmes 

covering LGBT events in the East tell about the murders and violence against homosexuals. 

This mediatised alienation from both the East and West regarding gay issues helps to maintain 

the image of Russia where traditional values are appreciated unlike in the “decaying” West 

and where no one is persecuted unlike in the “cruel” East. The latter statement is used by po-

litical discourse to confirm Russian democratic regime. 

The notion of alienation was one of the first approaches developed in Russian media in 2012, 

when media started commenting on the new legislation about gay propaganda. 

In September 2012, 1TV issued a news video reportage titled “In Scandinavia gay parades 

are arranged for the first grade pupils” (1TV, 2012). The reportage starts with describing 

gender neutral education in some of the Swedish daycares, although the reporter never uses 

the word ‘gender’ nor the word ‘neutral’, but ‘depersonalised’, which underpins absence of 

the proper vocabulary or unwillingness of the Russian journalists to use proper language. The 

reportage touches upon several issues: Norwegian schools teach students that traditional fami-

ly is an outdated concept; a young Norwegian politician, a priest, and an independent expert 

state that politics, church, and academia are forced by the government to promote homosexual 

interests and any criticism meets threats, warnings, or even leads to the end of their career; the 

authors of the Norwegian book “Gay kids” dream to make it a school book; Deputy minister 

of health is promoting gay values — which is not a surprise — because he was a gay activist 

before, now bringing up two kids with his male partner and a lesbian couple. The reportage 

ends with resentment, “There is the age of purity and only upon overcoming it the child is 

ready to form their own tastes and bonds”. 

The rhetoric of the 1TV piece is reduced to describing all gender or sexuality related policy in 

Scandinavian countries as an effect of the gay and lesbian agenda, forcefully promoted by 

Scandinavian governments and elites. Its ending puts the reportage into the Russian context of 

2012 — the debates on homosexual propaganda and harm it brings to children’s psychologi-

cal and physical health.  
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All in all, the reportage is designed to portray current situation in Scandinavian countries as 

unacceptable and alarming at the same time. The reporter does not say a word about Russia 

(except for impossibility to translate the Swedish ‘hen’ into Russian), but the silenced contro-

versy is present there. The media representation of the reality is aimed to stress the gap be-

tween the Russian (the standpoint of the viewer) and the Scandinavian realities by depicting 

the latter as a place for weird social experiments. 

Thus, the dominant sexual discourse unintentionally constructs a well-rounded image of 

imaginary homosexual in the mainstream media. First of all, imaginary homosexual was not 

“born that way”, thus cannot be treated as a biological entity. I Their sexuality is a matter of 

choice, experience, and influence, which means a socially constructed identity. Stating a so-

cial construction of homo/sexuality means a necessity to re-examine the origins of heterosex-

uality. Until now the dominant discourse resists this re-examination by reiterating the bound-

aries of heterosexual norm. 

Secondly, constant overexagerrating of sexual behavior — both in rhetorics and visuals — 

signifies that the discourse admits the potential of imaginary homosexual to overcome the  

normative sexuality, which is a tool of biopolitics. 

Thirdly, the dominant discourse on sexuality endows imaginary homosexual with the capabili-

ty to ruin the social institution of family and to reorganise the society around other kinds of 

kinship and solidarity. 

Finally, having been excluded from the realm of the true Russian values together with the 

West imaginary homosexual is to get moral autonomy from the state ethics and social moral. 
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6 Conclusions  

This study was aimed to analyse the ways in which the dominant discourse on homo/sexuality 

is constructed and functions in the Russian mainstream media. A particular  interest  for  the 

analysis  was  in  those media pieces which did not possess an evident newsworthiness of the 

covered event. This selection criteria brought an interesting angle to the reasoning of such re-

portages, to their discursive legitimation, and possible political implications. 

I analysed TV reportages produced during the last four years by the three main TV channels 

— 1TV, Russia1, and NTV. The elaborated analytical model provided a framework for 

analysing major media narratives on homo/sexuality and their interactions within the dis-

course (Foucault, 1980), as well as reassembling the mediatised construction of the so-called 

“imaginary homosexual” (a special term was coined for the purposes of the analysis). Apply-

ing a subversive approach to interpretation of the cultural texts (Halberstam, 2011) allowed to 

reconceptualise the discursive messages and political implications of the “imaginary homo-

sexual”.   

Regarding dissemination of the results of this study it could be of particular interest for the 

Russian LGBTQI community as well as to national and international researchers working 

with the discourse on homo/sexuality in Russia. 

This study also had political ambitions to reconceptualise the dominant discourse on homo/

sexuality avoiding to interpret power-resistance interactions as oppressor-oppressed binary. I 

came to the conclusion that the examined Russian media unintentionally promote progressive 

views on non-heteronormativity. I suppose that such un-intentionalities in the dominant dis-

course are the possible locus of its resistance and can lay a foundation for the empowerment 

of Russian LGBTQI community. 
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