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This doctoral dissertation analyzes the meaning of  patriotism for television jour-
nalists in Russia and Georgia. The starting point is that patriotism as a concept that 
carries a set of  meanings in societies threatened by an external and internal conflict. 
In both Georgia and Russia, the concept has been used by political leaders as an 
ideological tool. In Russia, there are even state-funded programmes of  patriotic 
education.

The research data consists of  thematic interviews with journalists in Georgia and 
Russia and of  a review of  social media discussions during patriotic events: Victo-
ry Day, May 9th in Russia and the 10th anniversary of  the Five-Day War between 
Georgia and Russia in August 2018. 

The interviewed journalists either work, have worked, or are in close contact with 
television. Television was chosen television as the object of  study because despite 
the very fast changes in citizens’ media usage and the drop-in television viewership, 
television remains the biggest source of  news for the majority of  citizens in Russia 
and Georgia. The ownership of  television is also contested in both countries, and 
the state has its own interests around it. 

The interview data is analyzed using a thematic analysis, and as a result, different 
thematic patterns around patriotism are being found. The journalists find patriot-
ism both a deeply personal, intimate feeling, and as a militaristic concept. Patriotic 
narratives are also utilized in the so-called information warfare between Russia and 
the West. 

ABSTRACT
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The analysis of  the discussions in the social media platforms of  major television 
channels during patriotic events revealed that the social media bubble is grateful 
and patriotic. Social media users of  the television channels commemorate heroes of  
war, demonstrate gratitude and especially in the case of  Georgia, engage in political 
debates. 

Theoretically, the research draws from Benedict Anderson’s traditional nationalism 
theory; and Charles Taylor’s ideas about modern social imaginaries, drawing in the 
reader further towards understanding the differences and similarities between na-
tionalism and patriotism. In this research patriotism is understood as an activity that 
can be civic, bureaucratic, or cultural-symbolic. 

Other important concepts for this study are large group identities by Vamik Volkan. 
In his work, Volkan has demonstrated that, in addition to individual identities, we 
possess large group identities that separate us as members of  certain groups. Those 
groups have their own chosen traumas and glories that have become a part of  the 
large group identity. In both Georgia and Russia, patriotic thinking carries an idea 
of  sacrifice, suffering, and past glory. 

This research shows that patriotism is one umbrella concept that affects the way 
journalists see their position as professionals and as citizens. The economic model 
around the media is another major affecting factor. In Russia, the state is a major 
stakeholder in television, and in Georgia competing  politically influential business-
men fight over the ownership. However, there is always a personal touch in how 
journalists see both patriotism and their own work, and this stems from large group 
identities. Journalists working under patriotic pressure find their ways to cope, and 
this varies from one individual to another. 

Keywords: patriotism, nationalism, television, Russia, Georgia 
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Tämä väitöskirja tarkastelee patriotismin merkitystä venäläisille ja georgialaisille 
TV-toimittajille. Lähtökohtana on, että patriotismin käsitteellä on merkitystä erityis-
esti yhteiskunnissa, joita uhkaa sisäinen tai ulkoinen konflikti. Niin Georgiassa kuin 
Venäjällä poliittiset johtajat ovat käyttäneet käsitettä ideologisena työkaluna. Venä-
jällä valtio rahoittaa patrioottisen kasvatuksen ohjelmia.

Tutkimusaineisto koostuu venäläisten ja georgialaisten toimittajien teemahaastat-
teluista sekä katsauksesta televisiokanavien sosiaalisen median keskusteluihin patri-
oottisten tapahtumien aikana: Voiton päivänä eli toukokuun yhdeksäntenä Venäjällä 
sekä Georgian ja Venäjän välisen viiden päivän sodan 10-vuotispäivänä elokuussa 
2018. 

Haastatellut toimittajat työskentelevät tai ovat työskennelleet tai muutoin tiiviissä 
yhteistyössä television kanssa. Televisio valittiin tutkimuskohteeksi, sillä huolimatta 
kansalaisten median käytön nopeista muutoksista ja television katsojamäärien lask-
usta, televisio on yhä suurin uutisten lähde venäläisten ja georgialaisten enemmis-
tölle. Television omistussuhteista myös kiistellään monissa maissa, ja valtiolla on 
siihen intressi.

Tutkimusaineiston analyysissa käytetään temaattista analyysia, ja tuloksena erotetaan 
temaattisia puhetapoja television ympärillä. Journalisteille patriotismi on sekä syvän 
henkilökohtainen, intiimi tunne, ja sotilaallinen käsite. Patrioottisia narratiiveja hyö-
dynnetään  myös niin kutsutussa informaatiosodassa Venäjän ja lännen välillä. 

Suurten TV-kanavien sosiaalisen median alustoilla käytävän keskustelun analyysi 
paljasti, että patrioottisina päivinä sosiaalisen median kupla on kiitollinen ja isän-
maallinen. Sosiaalisen median käyttäjät muistavat sotasankareita, ilmaisevat kiitol-
lisuutta heille ja erityisesti Georgiassa osallistuvat poliittisiin debatteihin.

TIIVISTELMÄ
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Tutkimuksen teoreettinen pohja on Benedict Andersonin perinteisessä nationalis-
miteoriassa sekä Charles Taylorin ajatuksissa ”modernin sosiaalisesta kuvitelmasta” 
(”modern social imaginary”). Näiden käsitteiden kautta tutkimus pohtii national-
ismin ja patriotismin eroja ja yhteneväisyyksiä. Tässä tutkimuksessa patriotismi 
ymmärretään toiminnaksi, joka voi olla kansalaislähtöistä, byrokraattista, tai kult-
tuuris-symbolista. 

Toinen tärkeä käsite tutkimuksessa on Vamik Volkanin suurryhmäidentiteetti. Vol-
kan on osoittanut työssään, että yksilöllisten identiteettien lisäksi meillä on suur-
ryhmäidentiteetti, joka erottaa meidät tietyn ryhmän jäseniksi. Kullakin ryhmällä 
on omat valitut traumat ja kunnian aiheet, joista tulee osa suurryhmäidentiteettiä. 
Georgiassa ja Venäjällä patrioottiseen ajatteluun kuuluvat ajatus uhrauksista, kär-
simyksestä ja menneestä kunniasta. 

Tutkimus osoittaa, että patriotismi on eräs sateenvarjokäsite, joka vaikuttaa siihen, 
miten journalistit näkevät itsensä ammattilaisina ja kansalaisina. Median taloudel-
linen malli on myös merkittävä tekijä. Venäjällä valtio on television suuromistaja, ja 
Georgiassa omistajuudesta kiistelevät poliittisesti vaikutusvaltaiset liikemiehet. Jour-
nalistien ymmärrys patriotismista on aina myös henkilökohtaista ja kunkin ryhmän 
suurryhmäidentiteetti vaikuttaa siihen. Patrioottisen paineen alla työskentelevät to-
imittajat löytävät omat keinonsa toimia, ja ne vaihtelevat yksilöstä toiseen. 

Avainsanat: patriotismi, nationalism, televisio, Venäjä, Georgia
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INTRODUCTION 

In the evening of  7 August, 2008, I was in Savonlinna, Finland, about to see a ballet. 
Standing in front of  the Savonlinna castle, I called my colleague Sopho in Tbilisi. As 
usual, she cracked jokes about me, and life. Just seven days earlier, I had left Georgia 
and my job at the Institute for War and Peace Reporting, where I had run an EU-fund-
ed project bringing together journalists—from all the countries and the unrecognised 
territories—of  the Caucasus. Sopho was my closest colleague, a well-known editor in 
the country, familiar with the conflicts, whip-smart and well-informed. 

Fourteen hours later, the next morning, I called her again and she was in tears. 

‘We are at war’, she said.

The previous night, Georgian tanks had rolled into Tskhinval/i, the capital of  the 
breakaway republic of  South Ossetia. It was the beginning of  the ‘five-day war’, an 
attempt by the then-president of  Georgia, Mikheil Saakashvili, to restore ‘consti-
tutional order’ in the self-proclaimed republic that had broken away from Georgia 
in 1992. This was called by Russians the ‘genocide of  Ossetians’, and Russia’s reply 
was an attempt to protect the Russian citizens residing in South Ossetia and the 
Russian contingent of  the Joint Peacekeeping Forces deployed in South Ossetia in 
accordance with the Sochi agreement of  1992 (Singh 2016, 112–113). 

The war was short and dramatic. Russian tanks rolled deep into the territory of  
Georgia. This was also the beginning of  the end of  the Mikheil Saakashvili era and 
diminished the hopes of  Georgia to get any closer to membership of  NATO. It 
also strengthened the realisation that Russia (or Vladimir Putin) sees parts of  the 
former Soviet Union as included in his legitimate sphere of  influence. 

Despite the wild propaganda around the war, Georgia was no innocent victim in this 
conflict. War rhetoric had been around for years. Living in Georgia as a music lover and 
a non-Georgian speaker, I had paid attention to the music videos on Georgian televi-
sion channels. Seeing singers in military dresses cheering up the troops, or a long mu-
sic video depicting the return of  Georgians to Abkhazia, the other breakaway statelet, 
seemed to me like mental preparation for war. My Georgian colleagues, though, did not 
share my opinion. For them this was ‘just popular culture’. This was accompanied by 
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the process of  armament and a sharp rise in military spending from less than one per-
cent of  the GDP to more than eight percent between 2004 and 2008 (Singh 2016, 58). 

My research interest in the relationship between journalism and patriotism—the topic of  
this thesis—was thus triggered by these experiences and the simultaneous processes in 
Russia, such as the emergence of  patriotism and patriotic education programmes becom-
ing an official part of  the ideology of  the Russian state. My journey has taken me to stud-
ying one particular television station in Georgia and to interviewing television journalists 
in Russia and Georgia. As a result, this thesis is an attempt to understand the relationship 
between official patriotism and television journalists’ perceptions of  it. I chose television 
because it still is the most popular medium for mass auditories in Georgia and Russia. 

Russia and Georgia form an interesting comparison. As I will elaborate in Chapter 
3, the destiny of  Georgia has gone hand-in-hand with Russia for centuries. The 
very fact that ‘Georgians’ came under one rule of  a single political authority was the 
result of  the Russian invasion at the beginning of  the nineteenth century. Czarist 
imperial rule brought relative peace and security and a rise in commerce and indus-
try—and the consequent gradual birth of  a secular intelligentsia inspired by West-
ern humanism and science (Suny 1998, 98). Soviet Union Georgia was a special case 
in many respects. Joseph Stalin was ethnically Georgian. Georgia was among the 
wealthiest republics in the union, and the privileges of  Georgians were notorious 
among Soviet people. The collapse of  the Soviet empire brought about devastating 
wars, and there is still some nostalgy towards the Soviet Union (Lomsadze 2017). 
The relationship of  Georgians with Russia is still somewhat dualistic. As I explain 
in Chapter 3, Georgian nationalism includes on the one hand a liberal narrative of  
sovereignty and statehood, the trauma of  a Soviet past and a hope of  integration to 
the imagined ‘West’—and on the other hand a conservative narrative of  traditional 
values that is partly compatible with the Soviet project. The latter discourse is popu-
lar in today’s Russia and well recognised in conservative parties throughout Europe. 

In the Caucasus area, geopolitics matter. Georgia is located strategically between 
the Black and Caspian Seas, along ancient trade and modern energy routes. A long 
Christian history, but also Muslim influence from neighbouring Turkey and memo-
ries of  Arab invasions from the presence of  old rival Iran, are all present in today’s 
Georgia. At the same time, Russia’s search for new identity to fill the vacuum left 
by the collapse of  the world empire has not been an easy one, and the question 
of  whether the current ideology—patriotism—offered by the state is taken at face  
value by the citizens remains an important one. 
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I have now sketched the scene where this dissertation took shape. My professional 
career took me to a place where patriotism and journalism, and the tense relation-
ship between them, became obvious, interesting and partly personal. 

This study is about media and patriotism, but it also examines the history of  the 
ideology of  patriotism, traumas and glories and journalistic identities and geopo-
litical repercussions. Theoretical viewpoints come from nationalism studies but are 
inspired by other disciplines: political science, peace and conflict studies, and even 
psychoanalysis. Vamik Volkan is a famous psychoanalyst and peace scholar who has 
worked on transgenerational transmission of  traumas and also on chosen traumas 
and glories that go along with the great narratives of  nations. Another important 
scholar is Sergei Oushakine (2009), specifically his book about patriotism of  despair.  
The devastating memories and fears of  war cast their shadows over both countries’ 
collective consciousnesses and thus the minds of  journalists. 

My data consist of  thematic interviews with Russian and Georgian journalists either 
currently or previously working in television during three different time periods 
(2011, 2016 and 2018; all the data in Russia is gathered in 2018) and extracts from 
social media data during patriotic events: 9 May, 2018 in Russia and 8 August, 2018, 
the tenth anniversary of  the Five-day War, in both Russia and Georgia. The data 
answer the questions of  what journalists think of  patriotism, whether there is pres-
sure from the state to be patriotic and how audiences of  the major television chan-
nels react to their social media updates during days that mark some patriotic evens. 

This work is also an attempt to understand what one of  my interviewees in Russia 
called ‘the other truth’. Despite the restrictions in freedom of  speech and the clear need 
for conformism that the Russian journalists face especially, the ideals of  free speech and 
serving the public remain. Any journalistic product is always a combination of  the jour-
nalist’s skills and background; the professional practices and rituals of  journalism such 
as perceptions of  newsworthiness; surrounding structures such as technology, business 
environment and the media outlet’s own governing rules; regulatory framework; and 
finally, the multi-faceted cultural surroundings, ‘social imaginaries’ (more on Charles 
Taylor in Chapter Two). In times of  global crises, information warfare and widespread 
misunderstanding, it is especially important to look at the realities of  other people. 

Finally, this work stems from a personal history. My two daughters are descendants 
of, on one side, Finnish peasants and an IDP from a territory in Eastern Carelia 
that was lost to the Soviet Union in the course of  Second World War; and on the 
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1.1.  Patriotism, media and wars 

War and patriotism often go hand-in-hand. The two countries that are the objects 
of  my research, Georgia and Russia, have for a long time existed in an ambiguous 
situation from the viewpoint of  war or peace. On the one hand, from the view-
point of  Georgia, large territories within its internationally recognised borders still 
remain outside its control. The unrecognised republics of  Abkhazia and South Os-
setia call themselves independent states, but are, according to Georgia and many 
international observers, de facto occupied by Russia. Russia, on the other hand, is 
involved in numerous military operations outside its borders. Russia’s actions, for 
instance, in Crimea in 2014, Eastern Ukraine since 2015 and the above-mentioned 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, resemble unconventional warfare. 

other, a Russian-Ukrainian family who went through all the horrors of  the twenti-
eth century, from dekulakization of  noble families to Stalin-era mass deportations 
of  Ukrainians to Central Asia to the Chernobyl nuclear power accident and mass 
migration of  ethnic Russians from Central Asia back to Russia. Questions of  col-
lective trauma, patriotism, ethnicity and identity run in their veins. Not least because 
of  this I have been interested in collective traumas and glories and the stories of  
ethnicity, nationhood and homelands we tell ourselves, the ones we carry in our 
DNA and the ones that the media recirculates. 

This work consists of  eight chapters. The introductory chapter that you are cur-
rently reading introduces some discussions around patriotism, media and war as 
well as the research questions. Chapter Two examines nationalism and the differ-
ences between patriotism and nationalism, introducing patriotism as an activity, 
and examines different theories of  nationalism and the meaning of  collective con-
sciousness, chosen traumas and glories in order to understand patriotism. Chapter 
Three provides an outlook on Soviet ethnofederalism and Russian and Georgian 
nationalism and patriotism, as well as an account of  the post-Soviet wars. Chapter 
Four concentrates on media landscapes: from Soviet media and the history of  tele-
vision to the structures and contents of  the medium today. Chapter Five introduces 
the research method and ethical considerations related to this work. Chapter Six 
examines the social media posts of  Russian and Georgian television stations during 
patriotic events. Chapter Seven includes the interviews of  journalists in Georgia 
and Russia between 2011 and 2018. Chapter Eight summarises my conclusions and 
lessons learnt on patriotism and media, including some ideas on how journalists 
cope under patriotic pressures, using sociologist Yuri Levada’s ideas of  ‘wily men’.
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The subject of  my research is journalism in these countries. Both academics and 
journalists agree that media is not a neutral observer but plays a role in all conflicts 
(Kempf  2002, 59). Throughout history, the feeling of  patriotic pride has been a 
necessary component of  wars between nation states. When wars were fought be-
tween mercenary armies, the need to create widespread support was less urgent. 
The First World War created a huge need for resources from participating states, 
and this need and subsequent sacrifices had to gain popular support. As a result, the 
whole spectre of  culture—from art and education to science and eventually mass 
media—was mobilised for the purposes of  war. Stories of  atrocities and heroism 
were utilised in war propaganda, and the integration of  the media industry and the 
military took its first steps (Luostarinen 2002, 89, 91).

As a result, a linkage between leading journalists and the top of  the military chains 
was established around the First World War. This also created political pressures 
for ‘patriotic and responsible behaviour’ that was reflected in the media as well. The 
post-First-World-War belief  that Germany collapsed because it lost the propagan-
da war underlined the perceived importance of  the military and political potential 
of  mass communications. By the Second World War, propaganda was more sophis-
ticated, both in terms of  technological means and content. It was more fact-based 
and objective than during the previous world war. What was important here is that 
it was exactly these new kinds of  world wars that helped to drive home the message 
of  sacrifice. For an individual citizen, war meant a need for sacrifices, and it was the 
job of  the propaganda to explain why (Luostarinen 2002, 91, 93, 97.) 

Discussions about the role that PR machinery could play in modern conflicts 
reached a new peak after the Gulf  War in 1991. The Gulf  War was possibly the first 
war during which military actions were reported live. This made war more interest-
ing for the public, but also altered the gate-keeper role that journalists traditionally 
had. As stated by a headline in The Washington Post on 17 March, 1991, written by the 
Assistant Secretary of  Defence for Public Affairs, Pete Williams—a journalist him-
self: ‘Let’s Face It, This Was the Best War Coverage We’ve Ever Had’ (quoted in Lu-
ostarinen 1994, 151). BBC journalist Martin Bell called this practice the ‘journalism 
of  attachment’. In a broader view, this also means that journalists cannot remain 
neutral in the face of  atrocities such as genocide (Kempf  2002, 59). 

The practices of  so-called war journalism have also been researched and analysed. 
On the eve of  the War in Iraq, Philip Knightley (2001) listed the stages that Western 
media’s reporting takes in the event of  a war: 
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The way wars are reported in the western media follows a depressingly predictable 
pattern: stage one, the crisis; stage two, the demonisation of  the enemy’s leader; 
stage three, the demonisation of  the enemy as individuals; and stage four, atrocities…  
Politicians, while calling for diplomacy, warn of  military retaliation.  
The media reports this as ’We’re on the brink of  war’, or ’War is inevitable’. 
(Knightley 2001)

Knightley came to the conclusion that the news coverage and the prominent figures 
in newsrooms most often concentrate on the build-up of  military force instead of  
taking into account the views of  those people that are worried about war-monger-
ing. This has to do with things such as source practices that concentrate on official 
sources, as well as ideological factors and what Knightley calls the ‘faithful serv-
ant’—approach. This means that the official, state-imposed frames on things are 
the ones taken for granted and alternative voices are not heard (ibid, 11; Robinson, 
Goddard & Parry 2009, 679). 

Georgia and Russia are currently not at war with any other nation state. However, as 
Luostarinen (2002, 273) rightfully writes: in the current debates on war and the me-
dia, way too little attention has been paid to peacetime media. Further, even though 
there has been plenty of  academic debate about war journalism and propaganda, 
the concept of  patriotism is seldom deeply analysed.

Some scholars have spent years looking for an exact definition. For example, pat-
riotism has been defined as ‘positive nationalism’ or a general sentiment related to 
the love of  motherland—and in most cases—warfare, either information war or a 
military affair. Some argue that patriotism fits under the broader umbrella concept 
of  nationalism, denoting something more intimate and personal and more to do 
with the personal relationship between individual and the state. It seems clear that 
the notions of  patriotism are often bound to historical situations and schools of  so-
cial or political thought (Nikonova 2010, 356). Thus, despite the need for some kind 
of  a clarification of  the concept, there is a need to remember that in this particular 
work I examine patriotism in the context of  a post-Soviet or post-totalitarian state. 

Another issue of  interest for this work is the role media has played in constructing 
national identities. For instance, in the Baltic countries, the development of  news-
papers went hand in hand with the development of  national consciousness. The 
first newspapers, the appearance of  postal services and the expansion of  literacy in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries took place at the same time as the 
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ideas of  West-European rationalism and the Enlightenment spread in the then feu-
dal countries. The Enlightenment-inspired project of  educating peasants partly lead 
to the appearance of  journalism in national languages in Estonia and Latvia (Høyer, 
Laukk & Vihalemm 1994, 46–61). Despite the road to freedom having been a long 
one for Baltic countries, the media was instrumental in the process both in the 20th 
and 19th centuries and as the countries broke free from the Soviet Union. Similarly, 
in Russia and Georgia, it was the railroad, telegraphs and better roads that made 
contact with the outside world easier. In the early years of  the Georgian press, the 
country was under Russian colonial dominance, and political journalism and liter-
ature enhanced the emergence of  the nation and nationalism. As a multi-ethnic 
country, one task was to make a distinction between Georgia and other peoples 
(Suny 1994, 122). In Georgia, similarly as in the Baltics, the press represented active 
political forces and helped formulate nationhood through the turbulent years of  the 
czarist Russian years, short-lived independence and further post-Soviet years. 

Similarly, as this unity or ‘nationhood’ is threatened by external forces, as is the case 
for both Georgia and Russia, the media is again needed to build patriotic sentiments. 

1.2.  Research questions

In this work I aim at developing an understanding of  how patriotism is understood 
by journalists and how journalists see the dynamic between their position as citizens 
of  a country and the relatively strong ‘patriotic pressure’ coming from the state, and 
the ideals of  freedom of  speech and journalistic objectivity. I believe that, especially 
in countries where there is a risk of  internal or external threat, journalists working 
for mainstream television stations have to manoeuvre with certain expectations to 
be patriotic. Thus, I have chosen to focus on television. According to Valerie Sper-
ling (2003, 250), even though the current official militaristic patriotism does risk 
ethnic exclusivity and militarisation of  different institutions of  society, there are still 
organisations that are able to reframe patriotism and the mobilise population in a 
different way. I count television among those institutions.

I find television an interesting medium despite the hybridisation of  the media land-
scape worldwide (Chadwick 2013). According to Paolo Mancini, ‘television with its 
messages, values and view of  the world interferes continuously with politics and de-
termines and shapes its values’ (Mancini 2011, 8). This is still very true, and television 
remains the platform where, for instance, politicians convey their messages to their 
audiences. In Russia, President Vladimir Putin’s televised annual addresses to the Fed-
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eral Assembly of  the Russian Federation remain an important ritual where he outlines 
the direction the country will be taking in the coming year (Laine 2021, 51–52). Sub-
sequently, I am interested both in journalists’ own interpretations of  patriotism and 
how the TV stations use social media during so-called patriotic events.

My research questions are:

1. How do journalists in Russian and Georgian TV stations understand and 
interpret patriotism? If  there is a need or expectation coming from the state 
for journalists to be patriots, how do they manoeuvre under this pressure?
2. How do the TV stations’ social media channels operate during patriotic 
events and what kind of  reactions do they provoke from the audiences of  
those social media channels? 

The subjects of  my research are television journalists in Georgia and Russia and 
the social media accounts of  television stations in both countries. I answer research 
question 1 by interviewing journalists. I chose television journalists because they 
still are, in both countries, the ones that reach the largest audiences, and those that 
are under most pressure by the state, and in the case of  Georgia, from other polit-
ical forces. My interview data concentrate on determining the meanings and inter-
pretations journalists give to patriotism. Do they see the concept as militaristic or 
civic? Are they critical or conformist towards the discourse of  patriotism?

Research question 2 is answered by analysing the social media accounts of  mainstream 
TV networks in Georgia and Russia during patriotic events in order to show how the 
TV stations use social media during patriotic events, and how the audiences react to 
the posts. Do they want to participate in constructing patriotism together with TV sta-
tions, or do they use it to create their own counternarratives and interpretations? 

With my mention of  the patriotic events, I refer to ‘patriotic’ dates such as the Vic-
tory Day (9 May) and the 10th anniversary of  the five-day war of  2008. I explain 
more about the choice of  dates in Chapter Six.

My data are collected in three different periods of  time: 2011, 2016 and 2018. The 
first data set was collected in Georgia, and in Russia, all the interviews were con-
ducted in 2018. The long period allowed me to investigate permanent features of  
Georgian television on the one hand, and analyse change on the other. Details 
about the data are provided in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN NATIONALISM AND PATRIOTISM

Patriotism is a core concept of  this work. In this chapter I pave the way to broader 
understanding of  patriotism with the help of  its sister concept, nationalism. In this 
chapter, I introduce theories of  nationalism and stop at Benedict Anderson and 
Imagined Communities, using it and Charles’ Taylors Modern Social Imaginaries as the 
umbrella concepts in my journey towards patriotism and television. 

I move further towards patriotism, demonstrating how it has evolved over time. 
One important feature of  it is that it is often depicted as activity, such as that ‘na-
tionalism is exercised’, quite similarly as Russians in opinion polls defining it as 
‘working for the benefit of  one’s country’ (VCIOM 2020).

Patriotic deeds can, in their worst form, mask the nationalism and xenophobia of  
the people. On the other hand, patriotism can mean doing good, by for instance 
working for the country and keeping it clean (Goode 2016, 440). I separate patri-
otism as a practice into three parts: patriotism as a civic or intimate practice; patri-
otism as bureaucratic/governmental practice; and patriotism as a cultural/symbolic 
practice. Mass media reflects, combines and re-interprets all these practices. 

At the end of  the chapter, I quickly examine the area of  political psychoanalysis via 
Vamik Volkan’s understanding of  chosen traumas and chosen glories. I argue that 
they are useful, too, in understanding collective consciousness as an element pro-
ducing patriotic sentiments. 

2.1. Patriotism—positive nationalism? 

Why is the patriotism in our country always military one? Why are we always 
talking about wars? Is there nothing else we could feel proud of ? (Viewer question 
sent to OTR’s discussion on patriotism, 8 May 2018)

This question from an ordinary viewer of  Russian television asks an interesting 
question about patriotism: it tends to appear in media texts without deeper explo-
ration of  the meanings given to it. The relationship and differentiation between na-
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tionalism and patriotism is not simple and has not been discussed much in academic 
literature. Nationalism can be seen as an umbrella concept that covers many ‘isms’ 
under it; in this way, patriotism is, consequently, one expression of  nationalism.

Nationalism, in turn, has been analysed and re-analysed by many experts and the-
orists (Gellner 1983, Grosby 2005, Spencer & Wollman 2002, Smith 1986, 1995, 
2000). My understanding of  nationalism draws from Benedict Anderson’s classic 
concept of  imagined communities, as well as from Charles Taylor’s thoughts on 
modern social imaginaries.

The word ‘nationalism’ per se indeed does mean something for most people. How-
ever, in today’s world the connotations of  the concept are often negative. Nation-
alism can be affiliated to racism, and thus misunderstood. A good differentiation 
between the concepts is made by Benedict Anderson (2006, 149): 

Nationalism thinks in terms of  historical destinies, while racism dreams of  
eternal contaminations, transmitted from the origins of  time through an endless 
sequence of  loathsome copulations: outside history.

 
According to Anderson, racism is in fact more about class than a nation. It implies 
the thought of  a white ruler of  blue blood. Racism has been the ideology behind 
imperialism and a whole apparatus of  legal, political and social discrimination and 
oppression. Mainstream sociology came to the conclusion that race is a social con-
struct as late as 1945 (MacMaster 2001, 1). 

Racism is, thus, a relatively easy concept to understand, whereas nationalism 
seems to escape definitions due to the sheer heterogeneity of  the concept. How-
ever, I am leaning on what is called by Suny (1994, x) the first turn in the histori-
ography of  nationalism: the social constructivist interpretation of  nation making. 
In my view, it is important to understand why the discourse of  the nation has for 
such a long time resonated so strongly among so many people, and the context 
where this takes place (ibid, xi). I do not see nationalism—or patriotism for that 
matter—as good or bad. I look at them as phenomena integral not only to histor-
ical events but also to changes in technology, and in a way even the psychohistory 
of  peoples. I do believe that in a globalised, complicated world, people do look 
for meanings, for communities into which they belong, and nationalism can still 
be a tool in this.
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The starting point of  my work is that there indeed is an entity (in Russia and Geor-
gia in this case) that I call a nation state. Or at least there are national solidarities 
that often are reflected in and as nation states (Calhoun 2007, 1). In the case of  my 
study, the Soviet politics of  ethno-nationalism (depicted in more detail in Chapter 
Three) are of  crucial importance. Interestingly Karl Marx has been criticised of  
his (and Engel’s) theories on nationalism. They believed that since ‘working men 
have no country’ (Marx & Engels 1848, 26), the national struggles of  workers of  
different countries will bring forth the common interests of  all proletariat irrespec-
tive of  country. Some of  the later socialist thinkers such as Rosa Luxemburg have 
also shared the view that nationalism is a mistaken strategy of  the capitalist order 
(Whitehall 2016, 722). Marxist thinkers of  other countries, such as Austrian Otto 
Bauer (1881–1938), however, found, quite like Marx, nations to be things that did 
exist but would cease altogether with the evident failure of  capitalism (Özkirimli 
2010, 20, 22). 

One way to look at nationalism is offered by primordialism, that is, the understand-
ing of  nationality as being something as natural for human beings as speech or 
smell. Gellner (1983, 6) writes that ‘a man must have nationality as he must have 
a nose and two ears’. This is arguable if  one remembers the notion that contem-
porary nation-states have only existed for some two hundred years. Despite there 
being primordial attachments, these attachments have always been in motion and 
groups of  people formed in this way have seldom been ethnically homogeneous 
(Özkirimli 2010, 64–65). Hobsbawn (1990, 10) writes that nations do not make 
states and nationalisms but the other way around—and the world proves this true. 
One of  the leading states of  the world, the United States, is not a ‘nation’ in the 
primordial sense at all, despite the fact that nationalistic exclusion is true there as 
well, reflected especially through an overtly pro-white rhetoric in mainstream public 
discourse (Hartzell 2018, 6).
 
Another approach to nationalism is called ethnosymbolism. This school of  thought 
derives from the critique of  modernist theories, such as that of  Benedict Anderson 
depicted later in this thesis. Ethnosymbolism is about myths, symbols, memories, 
values and traditions (Özkirimli 2010, 43). It concentrates on analysing collective 
cultural identities historically: deeper understanding of  the roots of  nationalism 
needs to take into account memories, different cults of  ancestors and past leaders, 
the ethnic groups that form nations as well as the attachment to a homeland—the 
latter often being the basis of  patriotic thinking.
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Ethnonationalists believe in ethnic consciousness that derives from history. For 
them, contemporary nationalism is nothing but the final stage of  that conscious-
ness that reaches back to the earliest forms of  collective organisation. 

According to one of  the most eager promoters of  ethnonationalism, Anthony D. 
Smith (1986, 13), the ethnosymbolic approach is more helpful than its alternatives 
in at least three ways. First, it ‘helps to explain which populations are likely to start a 
nationalist movement under certain conditions and what the content of  this move-
ment would be’. Secondly, it explains the role of  memories, values, myths and sym-
bols in the reproduction of  nationalistic ideas. Smith also underlines the meaning 
of  things such as TV channels in one’s own language or the protection of  ancient 
sacred sites; things that are, as Smith argued, unexplainable in the terms used by 
modernists and other theories of  nationalism. 

What is important for my work is Smith’s reminder of  the persistence and change 
in nations. Ethnic nationalism has survived social democracy and liberalism. Mo-
dernity, and along with it technological and endosymbiotic economic progress, has 
not affected the basics of  human association. Nations have persisted, and each na-
tion defines modernity in its own way (Smith 1995, 51–53).

I feel that understanding ethnonationalism helps in understanding the numerous 
forms patriotism takes. Patriotism is very often dressed in symbolic forms. Remem-
bering national heroes and the great past of  the nation is an integral part of  patri-
otic activities. Patriotism needs conscious agency, shared historical memories and a 
sense of  solidarity (Malešević 2004, 565). In order for patriotism to flourish, elites 
need to find it worth maintaining, popular responses have to be at least cautiously 
accepting and the ideological motivations that I see stemming from different sets of  
interests of  the countries and their citizens need to be supportive of  patriotic ideas. 

Ethnosymbolism has been accused of  many things. One line of  criticism has con-
centrated on the terms ‘nations’ and ‘nationalisms’ as such. If  we do agree that 
nationalism emerged only along with the formation of  nation states, how can we 
say that there were nationalisms in the pre-modern era? This resembles the criti-
cism of  primordialism above. Some researchers such as Eley and Suny (1996) have 
solved this problem by stating that even though there indeed were elements of  na-
tion-building in places like ancient Greece, these formations did not make claims to 
territory, autonomy or independence. 
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It is also not simple to define ‘ethnic’. Smith (1986, 22–32) has attempted to do this 
by listing the following six elements: collective name, common myth of  descent, a 
shared history, a distinctive shared culture, association with a specific territory and a 
sense of  solidarity. Smith’s emphasis on the elements of  sharing as a basis for ethnie 
is praised by many, but, for instance, the concept of  shared culture raises ques-
tions (see for instance Hylland Eriksen 2004, 54) since it is clear that, as demon-
strated by recent wars in relatively culturally homogenous countries, culture alone is 
not enough to keep the nation together. Territoriality is another complex question, 
since territorial boundaries and national cultures and ideas seldom coincide (ibid, 
55). Finally, the subjective sense of  identity—in many ways following the idea of  
Anderson’s imagined nations—requires scrutiny. What kind of  interpersonal net-
works can the representatives of  an ethnic group possibly have? Who is the Other 
of  a certain group? Some critics say that even though nationalistic intellectuals and 
politicians no doubt use the myths and symbols in their attempts to promote na-
tional identities, there is no way of  objectively assessing the degree of  success or the 
objective importance of  these (2006, 134).
 
Michael Billig’s concept of  ‘banal nationalism’ is a famous outlook on national-
ism, coming from a social psychologist who did not inherently study nationalism. 
For Billig, nationalism comes through ‘routinely familiar habits of  language’ and is 
often manifested in banal, everyday forms of  discourse. Nationalism is produced 
and re-produced in the performances provided by politicians, but not because pol-
iticians are important but rather because they claim to speak for the nation. Billig 
also plays a lot of  attention to the media; newspapers, especially in editorials and 
opinion columns, evoke the national ‘we’. According to Billig, the reproduction, and 
through this dynamic, the existence and continuation of  nation-states needs rituals 
of  collective remembering and forgetting, and of  ‘imagination and unimaginative 
repetition’. Thus, nationalism is a part of  our ideological consciousness that we take 
for granted (Billig 1995, 9–10). 

Billig’s theory has been criticised for not being able to analyse the origins of  na-
tionalism very deeply. According to the critics, the question to be asked is how peo-
ple come to assume and inhabit national identities. Billig’s assumption that modern 
states are stable and lacking internal tensions or external challenges is also seen as 
questionable by many. The critics also feel that Billig overlooks the complexity of  
national life (Skey 2009, 337, 342). The particular representations of  nation are not 
relevant for everybody and at all times. 
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Since my work is not about nationalism per se, I am using theories of  nationalism as 
starting points for my own work. Nationalistic thinking persists despite the changes 
in our forms of  living, as Anthony D. Smith (1995, 1–3) used to claim. Further, as 
he and other ethnosymbolists do, I believe that myths, memories and traditions are 
a part of  this production and reproduction of  nationalism. However, I do not reject 
social constructivism either: nationalism, in order to survive, needs structures in 
which it can exist, be those nation states, elite views or attitudes reflected in mass 
media. Finally, I agree with Michael Billig: there are routine habits that maintain 
nationalism, and scholarly work—including the present one– might as well be one. 

2.2. Imagined communities—A classic and its critics

This work uses Benedict Anderson’s (2006) work about imagined communities as 
a framework in understanding how the imagined community of  a nation circulates 
in a hybrid network that is being created and recreated in a complicated ‘rhizome’ 
between state, journalists, state nationalism, patriotism, outside powers, citizens, 
leaders, hierarchies and categories. I am borrowing the concept of  the ‘rhizome’ 
originating from the philosophical odd couple Deleuze and Guattari (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987, 8), using it as a useful tool explaining strategic communications sim-
ilarly as Huhtinen and Rantapelkonen (2014) do: a characteristic of  a rhizome is its 
ability to reconnect and reappear anywhere. In a rhizome, ‘past, present and future 
are merged together… a news is a copy or a new version of  an old meaning… 
future means history, that repeats itself, changes and re-formulates endlessly’ (ibid 
130, translation by the author). Huhtinen and Rantapelkonen use the rhizome in ex-
plaining strategic communication, drawing examples from the information warfare 
around Ukraine. Technology has made all wars ‘messy wars’: the media creates a rhi-
zome of  power and social media, where everyone can enter and re-enter the arena 
of  public discussion. Messages are being formulated and reformulated in a rhizome, 
a circulation between social and traditional media. The process of  the rhizome is be-
yond rational or analytic control: it gives no room. Even staying silent is a message.

In this situation, for the state to promote patriotism, the needs of  a rhizome must 
be taken into account. The flow of  information and its interpretation is beyond 
control—however, the themes and ideas must come from somewhere. This is where 
the mainstream media and its cooperation with the state enter the stage. They also 
take part in constructing and deconstructing the past; showing the citizens what is 
important in the narrative of  a certain nation. 
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Anderson’s classic book’s original version drew from the armed conflicts of  1978–
1979 in Indochina. The second edition of  his book, with a preface written in 1991, 
was released in the face of  the collapse of  the Soviet Union. ‘Should all this have 
somehow been foreseen?’ he asks enigmatically in the preface (2006, xi)—not pro-
viding the reader with a clear answer to his own question. What seems correct in 
modern days, though, is the fact that nations and nationalisms—despite the diffi-
culties in defining the terms—as phenomena do exist and remain. New states are 
regularly accepted to the United Nations and self-proclaimed nations stay on the 
unofficial maps of  the world (at the time of  this writing, the number of  unrec-
ognised states and territories in the world is ten—four of  them deriving from the 
Soviet Union1).

For me, Anderson remains important and inspiring in two ways (criticism of  his 
thinking comes later in this chapter). Nationalities, as Anderson puts it, are ‘cul-
tural artefacts of  a particular kind’ (Anderson 2006, 4) and despite the constant 
fluctuation of  political realities, and subsequently concepts, this ‘imagined artefact’ 
remains credible.

Therefore, for Anderson, nations are imagined. We can never know all the repre-
sentatives of  a nation. They are limited and they always have boundaries; no matter 
how big the nations are, there never was and never will be an idea of  a nation that 
would embrace all the people on Earth. Thirdly, they are sovereign (ibid, 7). The last 
feature is best explained by the historic roots of  nationalism: modern nations were 
born at a time when the old hierarchies, kingdoms and dynasties were destroyed 
by Enlightenment and revolutions. The birth of  the intelligentsia as a result of  the 
spread of  print literacy made the quest of  this freedom possible.

Sovereignty, as Anderson argues, is the symbol and result of  the urge of  nations to 
be free. Another important concept by Anderson is subnationalisms. Almost every 
year we see the birth of  another movement—another nationalism inside current 
nationalisms. Catalonians, Kurds, even Scots—all building states inside their im-
agined communities. The concept of  subnationalism is especially interesting when 
we look at the roots of  the conflicts in the post-Soviet space. In a way, Soviet eth-
nopolitics was an attempt to solve the problem with nationalisms with a peculiar  
 
1  The term ‘unrecognised’ is of  course questionable. Here I use the list of  states that are neither UN 
members or observers (this way, Palestine is included in the list). There are several countries in the world 
that most of  us would consider ‘states’ (such as Israel) but remain unrecognised by several other UN 
member states.
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political organisation that would allow both nationalisms and sub-nationalisms—if  
using Anderson’s terms. The attempt failed phenomenally, maybe because imagined 
nations require the above-mentioned freedom to form and flourish. The attempt 
was, however, impressive in its scale and magnitude.

Anderson’s thinking is also useful in media studies since he draws parallels between 
the birth of  modern nationalism and print-capitalism. It was the mass circulated 
books and journals that made it possible for imagined communities to appear. An-
derson argues that printed matter becoming a commodity created new ideas of  
simultaneity, of  shared present. This was not a self-conscious process, though: it 
resulted from a rapid increase in the interaction between capitalism, technology 
and human linguistic diversity (ibid, 45). Language has often set boundaries of  na-
tion-states, and even in those places where it has been impossible (such as Nigeria 
with its more than five hundred languages), certain languages have been declared 
‘national print languages’. In the Soviet Union this exercise was taken to an extreme: 
the local languages of  the titular nations were allowed to exist, but Russian as lingua 
franca dominated all public discourse (Pavlenko 2006). 

For Anderson, nationalism in the form of  modern nation-states is, thus, historically 
a relatively new phenomenon. A question Anderson rightfully asks is what—if  the 
history of  nationalism extends only to the last two centuries—makes it generate 
such colossal sacrifices (Ibid, 7.)? Anderson looks for answers at the cultural roots 
of  nationalism. He argues that it is religions that aim at explaining the arbitrariness 
of  life, responding to ‘obscure intimations of  immortality’ (ibid, 11). The rise of  
nationalism in eighteenth-century Western Europe also meant the dusk of  primar-
ily religious modes of  living, but the pain and suffering of  human lives did not go 
away. From here Anderson gets to writing that while he does not claim that na-
tionalism was produced by the erosion of  religion or that nationalism supersedes 
religion historically, nationalism should be understood against the context of  large 
cultural systems that preceded it, religion being one of  those (Ibid, 11–12). 

In this work, in studying Georgian Russian nationalism and parallel patriotism, I 
find the religious discourses and the theme of  sacrifice to be continuous frame-
works within which patriotism is understood, at least as a repercussion of  some-
thing that people recognise in themselves. 

Anderson’s classical theory has naturally been criticised. Its interpretation of  the 
birth of  nationalism—he claims that the national liberation movements of  the 
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Americas were the first examples of  modern nationalism—has been said to be 
weak. More importantly, the idea of  imagination as the key to the rise and spread 
of  nationalism has been said to ignore collective attachment and sentiment. An-
derson’s theory seems to explain how the concept of  the nation as imagined com-
munity is spread, but it does not explain the essence of  the nation. Some critics 
call Anderson ‘romantic’—claiming that Anderson’s nationalism has roots that run 
deep, deeper than those of  the state itself  (Özkirimli 2001, 132). Anderson himself, 
in an interview with Umut Özkirimli, says that he does accept the criticism of  being 
a late Romantic

...the lines I have often tried to draw between a ’true’ uncontaminated popular 
nationalism and the kind of  Machiavellian nationalism emanating from the state 
and from threatened aristocracies and monarchies, is theoretically implausible 
and leads me back to contrasts between the true and the false, the primal and the 
derivative… (ibid, 133)

In a way, this confession by Anderson contains many elements of  the subject of  
this study: patriotism. As demonstrated further in my data, for many, patriotism is 
an intimate, indeed even romantic feeling that people want to nurture, separating it 
from its more destructive umbrella concept—nationalism. 

One important line of  criticism of  Anderson is outlined by Sabina Mihelj in her 
book ‘Media nations’ (2011). Mihelj claims that the appeal of  Anderson’s book had 
to do with the iconoclastic title of  the book and also the fact that it appeared at the 
right time, along with the anti-nationalist sentiments of  the late Cold War era. Mi-
helj sees the book as sympathetic to nationalism, stating that it sees nationalisms as 
potentially positive forces in human history (Ibid, 13). 

Another reason for the popularity of  Anderson’s theories lies, according to Mihelj, 
in the cultural aspects of  nationalism included in Imagined Communities. This inspired 
many scholars throughout the world to re-examine the ways nations have been im-
agined and reimagined in different forms of  culture. The book was also released 
at a time when discourse analysis and constructivism were becoming a fashionable 
field of  scholarship, replacing the earlier Marxist outlooks on society. However, Mi-
helj condemns this trend as unfortunate. According to her, the analyses of  national-
ism have been text-based, and as such, narrow and deterministic. National discours-
es have been separated from the social, political and economic realities in which 
they exist. The fact that nations are imagined and socially constructed does not stop 
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them from structuring the world we live in and gaining emotional legitimacy through 
a variety of  routines and expressions of  our everyday lives (Ibid, 14). It is this emo-
tional legitimacy that patriotism and nationalism have in common, as I further pres-
ent in my writing what I have called the discourse of  ‘intimate patriotism’.

2.3. Charles Taylor and Modern Social Imaginaries 

Mihelj’s ideas are perhaps close to those of  the one thinker whose broad view on 
modernity is no doubt useful when looking at the way nationalism—and eventually 
patriotism—functions in a society. Philosopher Charles Taylor uses the concept of  
modern social imaginaries, which means, in short, an invisible moral order embed-
ded in our social imaginary that comes to life in certain social forms: the market 
economy, the public sphere and outlooks of  democratic self-rule (Taylor 2004, 2). 
By moral order, Taylor means a system of  moral obligations that tells us how we 
should be living in a society. 

Taylor, leaning on a wide-ranging and deep analysis of  history and philosophy, 
states that out of  these three distinctive social forms, the economy is the one that 
has, at least from the eighteenth century on, come to be seen more and more as the 
dominant end of  society. The gradual birth of  occupation brought along the birth 
of  an ordered society in which people had a ‘place’, so to say. This is probably best 
formulated by Adam Smith: our search for our individual prosperity should lead to 
general welfare. This development leads to society becoming an arena of, first and 
foremost, economic exchange and cooperation (Taylor 2004, 70, 76). 

Economy, the first dimension of  civil society that achieved an identity independent 
from the polity, was shortly followed by the public sphere. The latter is defined by 
Taylor as

a common space in which the members of  society are deemed to meet through a 
variety of  media: print, electronic and also face-to-face encounters: to discuss mat-
ters of  common interest; and thus to be able to form a common mind about these. 
(ibid, 83)

Some of  the expressions related to the public sphere by Taylor could also be at-
tributed to Benedict Anderson: he calls it a common space involving people who 
have never met but who are seen as linked in discussion through media (Ibid, 84). 
In a way, the public sphere is a means to construct imagined communities, although 
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Taylor does not speak of  nationalities as such, but forms of  society and the creation 
of  public opinion, where media has played a central role since the birth of  print. An 
important feature of  the modern public sphere, as noted by Taylor, is the fact that it 
brings along the idea of  political power as something that must be supervised from 
outside (Ibid, 90). 

What is especially important for my work is the concept of  the ‘imaginary’, the use 
of  it by Taylor and his definition of  imaginary as ‘§’. Taylor’s focus is on the way 
ordinary people ‘imagine their social existence’. This means not just their everyday 
surroundings but the ‘way they are carried in images, stories and legends’. (Taylor 
2004, 23). People’s activities, the things they do on a daily basis, are legitimised by 
this ‘imaginary’. An interesting distinction is made between what is ‘real’ and what 
is imagined. As sociologist Jean Baudrillard (1993, 50) claims in his writings about 
postmodernism, we have lost our contact with the ‘real word’, living in a reality that 
is produced from a model without reference to the original reality. Simulacrum, cre-
ated within the era of  digital technology, is the era when the representation precedes 
and determines the real. 

In countries that are under the risk of  internal or external conflict—or at least that 
exist within an elite perception of  such a threat—this imaginary exists within the 
structure of  a military-industrial-media-entertainment network, vividly described by 
James Der Derian in his 2009 book Virtuous war—mapping the military-industrial-me-
dia-entertainment network. Der Derian’s point is to show the way modern war ma-
chines are intertwined with the ‘simulacra’ of  entertainment and mass media. 

As recognised by both Baudrillard and Anderson and many other thinkers: this is 
exactly where we come to media texts. According to Baudrillard, contemporary me-
dia is a part of  a consumer society, where everything becomes an image, a sign, a 
spectacle. By consuming objects, the consumer uses their prestige, rank and social 
understanding. Media creates this simulacrum, which in part becomes reality (Habib 
2018, 43–44).

As elaborated further in this thesis, the somewhat rigid and ritualistic set of  pro-
grammes offered by television provides a common space where people are able to 
function as somewhat expected by the imagined citizenship constructed in televi-
sion. Patriotism is an element in this game. 
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2.4. Patriotism as a practice 

Earlier I went through some famous theories on nationalism, presenting patriotism 
as its sister concept and a structure in which nationalism—and other feelings—are 
articulated. Further, I have presented patriotism as a practice. It can be civic, bureau- 
cratic or cultural-symbolic. 

Civic or intimate practice means the everyday patriotic activities that people find 
meaningful in their exercise of  patriotic feelings; bureaucratic patriotism is state-led 
patriotism that is characteristically controlled from the top. Cultural-symbolic patri-
otism uses symbols, narratives, linguistic features and collective consciousness in or-
der to express patriotic feelings. At the end I present theories about chosen traumas 
and glories by Vamik Volkan, arguing that they are a part of  how we understand 
ourselves and patriotic feelings in us. 

2.4.1. Patriotism as a civic (intimate) practice

Patriotism can be seen as something that people do, something very concrete and 
tangible. 
For instance, Paul Goode (2016, 421), after conducting focus groups about patriot-
ism in Tiumen and Perm, delineated the following categories of  citizens’ patriotic 
practices: loving, activating, performing, comparing, living, improving and choosing  
(ibid, 425). According to Goode, people explain and analyse patriotism through 
these categories. They do include the official articulations: ‘performing’ patriotism 
is embodied in Victory Day and other ways of  loudly demonstrating patriotism. In 
addition to this, patriotism is realised through taking care of  one’s surroundings. 
In this sense, as Goode writes, everyday patriotism means withdrawing from active 
political participation (ibid, 441). 

In this sense, patriotism is a very concrete practice. In this work I call discourses 
around it ’intimate patriotism’. According to opinion polls, the majority of  Russians 
believe that patriotism is a deep and intimate feeling that cannot be commanded or 
directed from above. These patriotic deeds can be manyfold: from protecting the en-
vironment to searching for the bodies of  those lost at war to fixing roads or buildings  
in the villages. This civic approach can support the way the state sees patriotism 
but does not necessarily do so. Lassila (2021, 131) writes about his encounter with 
the director of  a small military museum in Leningrad oblast, located near the site 
of  bloody battles around the besieged Leningrad. According to Lassila, the director 
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identified himself  as an ‘ultimately patriotic citizen who was proud of  demonstrating 
his independence of  the state‘. He felt a need to differentiate his position from the 
official one despite the fact that the exhibition was really no different from the state-
run museums devoted to patriotism in other major Russian cities. Similar approaches 
have been taken, for instance the famous non-governmental organisation ’Soldiers’ 
Mothers‘. Valerie Sperling (2003, 248) calls the activities of  Soldier’s Mothers an al-
ternative to militarised patriotism. According to Sperling, Soldiers’ Mothers suggests 
that following the rule of  law and upholding human rights could also be ways to 
show devotion to and defence of  one’s country. This would mean that instead of  
the military, legislature, courts and the executive branch would be at the heart of  
this kind of  patriotism. Sperling wrote her article at a time when the country had 
just recovered from the second war in Chechnya, and the events in South Ossetia, 
Crimea and Ukraine were yet to come. Thus, she finished her article with a remark 
expressing the hope that non-governmental organisations would be able to mobilise 
the population and reframe Russian patriotism towards building a peaceful democracy.  
Patriotism as a civic or intimate practice means patriotic deeds, which are defined 
and understood independently of  official views of  what patriotism should be. 

2.4.2. Patriotism as a bureaucratic practice

As Putin came to power in Russia in 2000, the state started paying increasing attention 
to memorials and public remembrances of  the Great Patriotic War, especially Victory 
Day. At the same time, military and war themes popped up in popular culture (Goode 
2016, 427). The bureaucracy was expected to take part in the exercise of  promoting 
patriotism. Peculiarly, the same happened in Georgia during Saakashvili years. Russia 
was Saakashvili’s worst enemy and Putin the number one villain. Despite this adversi-
ty, the state propaganda patterns utilised by Putin were also favoured by Saakashvili. 

The way state bureaucracy exercises patriotism is best demonstrated in the way offi-
cial holidays are celebrated, in programmes of  patriotic education in force in Russia 
and the patriotic youth camps in Georgia that were enforced between 2005 and 
2012 (see more about the camps in Chapter 3). 

In Russia, three components of  patriotic education have been cemented by federal 
and regional legislation: military—teaching about historic battles and promoting read-
iness to defend the homeland; spiritual (moral uprightness, desire for healthy lifestyle 
and respect for the environment); and civic (imparting respect for the state and legal 
systems as well as Russian history and culture) (International Crisis Group 2018). 
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In this, the state defines the aims and goals, even budgets, and patriotism is de-
fined and offered top-down. Patriotism carries a heavy bureaucratic weight, and its 
meanings and interpretations are often discussed in media, since it is part of  the 
official vocabulary. For instance, on the eve of  the Victory Day 2018, OTR22 aired 
a lengthy debate on patriotism in which two Russian writers, Vladimir Yeremenko 
and Yuri Polyakov, debated about patriotism. The programme was headlined as dis-
cussing ’quasi- and real patriotism’. The participating writers were very concerned 
that some people had not defined their approach to patriotism. Eremenko said that 
this was probably due to ’very difficult conditions in life‘. The programme asked for 
viewers’ definitions of  patriotism and its personal meanings for them. The discus-
sion also touched upon the inauguration of  President Putin3 , and Yeremenko noted 
the words the President had used in his inauguration speech about the remarkable 
historical ways of  Russia and the need to be proud of  them. This statement refers 
clearly to the old understanding of  Russia’s special historic role, which remained an 
important theme throughout the TV discussion. 

What made this TV debate interesting for me was the themes that arose during it. 
A lot of  them could be tracked to the Soviet definitions of  patriotism: patriotism 
meaning being a good citizen, a ’good comrade‘. Two of  the three discourses and 
definitions I identified later on in my interviews (see Chapter Seven) were to be 
found in this short TV discussion: patriotism means serving the motherland (‘mili- 
tary patriotism’), and it means treating the motherland well (‘intimate patriotism‘): 

Another example from the media comes from the Russian Forbes, which, in 2016, 
published a lengthy story on how patriotism is being defined (Rubcov 2016). Its 
author Alexander Rubcov named the story ’Four patriotisms—how do we define 
love to the Motherland’. He went through the definitions, mentioning for instance 
a collision between patriotism and cosmopolitanism, which he found ’very sharp‘ in 
contemporary Russia. 

For Rubcov, the four patriotisms refer to different interests related to patriotism. 
First is the interest of  those in power. This interest expects endless loyalty to the 
authority and is expressed through victimisation, the ’psychology of  hurt‘4 . It mar-

2 OTR, ’obshestvennoye televidenie Rossii‘, is a public service broadcaster founded by Dimitri Medvedevin 
in 2013. OTR has remained a relatively small and marginal channel. See more about it in Chapter Four.
3 Putin’s fourth inauguration took place on 7 May, 2018, on the eve of  Victory Day. 
4 Discourses of  threats, hurt and despair are common both in contemporary Russia and throughout the 
history of  the country. See for instance Oushakine 2009, Carleton 2017 and Pynnöniemi 2020.
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ginalises opposition and is able to show the fear of  the current leaders of  losing 
their grip on power. Second, Rubcov lists the virtual interests of  the masses. This 
is expressed through resentment, and comes from the constant humiliation peo-
ple feel, while simultaneously being unable to change anything. The third group 
of  interests around patriotism is what Rubcev calls ’professionals‘—those who 
love Russia ’loudly and publicly‘, but for money. This approach is close to what 
Joshua Yaffa (2020) calls ’wily men‘: people who are ambitious and cynical and 
able to smell the changes in the political climate. If  patriotism with flags and pa-
rades is fashionable today and turns into something else tomorrow, these people 
will follow. 

Fourthly, according to Rubcov, patriots are people who are ready to give up their ca-
reer interests, material well-being, comfort, even their health, because of  the com-
mon good and love of  the motherland. This means not accepting what is humil-
iating for Russia and makes her weaker. Rubcov lists educated, talented people in 
this group: they often appear in literature, think tanks and the publishing industry. 
Interestingly, in Rubcov’s list, which can be characterised as the private thoughts 
of  an educated individual, one characteristic feature is suffering and sacrifice, be it 
the humiliated masses, or the misunderstood and marginalised writers and culture 
workers—the element of  sacrifice is there. Mother Russia never makes it easy for 
her children, as noted by Sergei Oushakine (2009) in his book Patriotism of  Despair 
(see more about Oushakine in Chapter Two).

In Georgia, the philosophical talks about what patriotism really means are rar-
er in media. Patriotism is taken for granted, but its meanings are not discussed 
much. On the bureaucratic level, there are some symbolic gestures, however. 
An example of  this is the numerous holidays commemorating both secular and 
especially religious holidays, and another is the re-establishment by President 
Saakashvili of  the fourteenth-century five-cross flag evoking St George’s cross 
and accompanied by four additional Orthodox Christian crosses. The reintro-
duction of  this flag was called an exercise to ’gain extra patriotic points from the 
nationalist part of  the Georgian population (Metreveli 2016, 699). The discus-
sions about patriotism in Georgia on the official level often reflect the difficulty 
around the term. There is an outspoken urge for ’Europeanisation‘ and ’West-
ernisation’ to be combined with the original ’Georgianness‘. This is nothing new 
in the country: nineteenth-century thinkers were going through similar thinking 
patterns when trying to come up with what Georgian nationhood should mean 
(Batiashvili 2018, 111–112). 
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2.4.3. Patriotism as a cultural-symbolic practice 

Shulzhenko (2017, 241), a scholar of  Russian language, defines patriotism as 

(P)reservation of  mother tongue; attention and concern for big and small [home] 
Motherland; respect for historical and cultural heritage of  the country; responsi-
bility for the fate of  the country; mercy and humanism, that is, true patriotism is 
the combination of  positive features that must be formulated by society including 
pedagogues among younger generations.

The third way I see patriotism as a practice has to do with the use of  symbols of  
national belonging such as language, myths and narratives of  common heritage, val-
ues and, eventually, religion. Here patriotism is seen through an ethnonationalistic 
lens. For example, in Georgia, discussions on national consciousness have led to 
a clash between the old (Soviet-trained) and new intelligentsia. The new intellec-
tuals criticise the old ones for moral double standards, since they participated in 
the Soviet system. The new intellectual elite is, according to Batiashvili (2018, 211), 
more nationalistic and critical of  Western intellectuals for a ’lack of  devotion to the 
homeland‘, underlining Georgian traditions, conservative religious values and the 
purity of  Georgian culture. 

Indeed, there is a very strong link to language, culture and the collective histories 
and narratives, and patriotism is exercised in this framework. Teaching and re-
specting the history of  the motherland is part of  this category (International Crisis 
Group 2018, Batiashvili 2018). 

Patriotism has also inspired fiction writers. Russian emigrant writer Misha Berg 
writes in his short, concise book Pis’ma o russkom patriotizme about Russian patri-
otism that patriotism requires constant formation of  external threats in order to 
justify itself. When there is a threat, patriotism is needed and it hides under its ‘fatty 
layer’ any discontent or social inequality. 
Berg also underlines that Russian patriotism is geographic.

The main thing that warms our souls is latitude, indivisibility, and the more we 
have, the better. That is why there is no apology to former Soviet republics that 
went away and gave a hoot to everything good done to them, making the Mother-
land smaller and taking away parts of  the formerly native lands. (Berg 2010, 37, 
translation from Russian by the author)
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One important component of  cultural patriotism in both Russia and Georgia is the 
Orthodox Church. A well-known scholar of  Russian nationalism, Marlene Laruelle 
(2009, 154), writes that the Kremlin’s patriotic agenda is focused on three driving 
forces of  consensus: ‘the rehabilitation of  fatherland symbols and institutionalized 
historical memory; the instrumentalization of  Orthodoxy for symbolic capital, and 
the development of  militarized patriotism based on Soviet nostalgy’.

In Russia, faith is patriotic. The Orthodox Church criticizes liberal Western val-
ues as heresies, while Orthodox priests bless Russian weapons and endorse Putin 
politically and personally. The president’s faith increases his popularity. (Schifrin 
& Fannin 2017) 

Similarly, in Georgia, the Orthodox Church has been using the ethnonationalist  
approach, bringing the doctrine into its institutions and underlining the old dis-
course of  Georgia as the beacon of  Christianity among the hostile Muslims  
(Batiashvili 2018, 9–10).

The role of  the Orthodox Church plays in defining contemporary patriotism in both 
Russia and Georgia is nothing new. Melissa Stockdale Kirschke (2016, 75) depicts 
how the church of  Russia had always supported the military ventures of  the modern 
state, including the First World War, during which ‘the zeal with which the church 
embraced this war effort was, however striking’. The deal was beneficial for both the 
church and the new nation state. This continued even during the atheist Soviet years; 
the role of  the church was to declare the fight against Germany a ‘holy war’ (ibid). 

After the collapse of  the Soviet Union, the role of  the church grew greater. While 
in 1991 only 37 percent of  Russians identified themselves as Orthodox, by 2017 that 
share grew to almost 80 percent. This, however, does not mean genuine practice of  the 
faith, but rather ‘believing without belonging’. Orthodoxy is perceived as one of  the de-
fining elements in ‘belonging to a nation’ and cultural-civil self-identification (Adamsky 
2019, 173). Miklós Tomka (2011, 15–20) writes about the way Orthodox Christianity 
has worked in the formerly communist Eastern Europe. According to Tomka, religion 
was exercised in the former communist block especially through emphasis on rituals 
such as icons, symbols and ways of  worship; all of  this does not necessarily indicate 
personal faith at all. According to some scholars, in fact, individual belief—previously 
prohibited by communist authorities—has replaced communism as a ritualistic space. 
It is also worth noting that the ‘spiritual-moral values’—today an integral part of  the 
Russian military doctrine—were created together with the representatives with the 
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Church. A committee was created to support these spiritual-moral values, and it was 
promoted by the then-Head of  the Russian Orthodox Church’s Department for Exter-
nal Relations, Metropolitan Kirill, that Russian legislation should ‘reflect the high moral 
principles that are “intrinsic to the spiritual traditions of  our people”’ (Østbø 2016, 4).

The Orthodox Church is a major promoter of  ‘Russian World’, a concept often used by 
both Putin and his entourage and the Moscow patriarchate. This concept has its roots in 
the old Slavophile ideas about Greater Russia as well as the old messianic views of  Rus-
sia as ‘God’s chosen country’ and it means both the Russian-speaking people worldwide 
and the Orthodox faith, spirituality, multiculturalism and values opposing the Western 
liberal values (Laurisaar 2015). I understand multiculturalism here as the often-repeated 
political concept that underlines that all the nationalities living in the Russian Federation 
are seen as Russians in the Benedict Andersonian sense of  belonging to one imagined 
community (see more on Anderson in the next chapter). This is often a difficult issue in 
Russia. The country is no doubt multi-ethnic and this is often underlined, but when it 
comes to practical governance, ethnic ‘Russianness’ is put at the forefront. 

The policies of  the Orthodox Church are led by the Social Concept (Russian Or-
thodox Church), which ‘sets forth the basic provisions on church-state relations 
along with a number of  “socially significant problems”’. The Social Concept also 
acts as a guideline, giving the official position of  the Moscow Patriarchate regarding 
its relationship with the state as well as society at large.

One important feature of  the Social Concept is the way it sees national and territo-
rial dimensions (Hoppe-Kondrikova, Van Kessel & Van Der Zweerde 2013, 206). 
An interesting feature of  the church is that despite the religion not paying attention 
to people’s nationalities or other features, the churches exist as national churches. 
The Russian Orthodox Church calls itself  the national church for ‘all Orthodox 
Russians’. There is a difference with, for example, Catholic Church, which uses 
the expression of  being the universal church of  ‘all Catholics, all Christians and 
all people of  good will’. The Russian Orthodox Church also uses the concept of  
‘Christian patriotism’, defining patriotism also as something restricted to Russian-
ness: ‘The Orthodox Christian is called to love his fatherland, which has a territorial 
dimension, and his brothers by blood that live everywhere in the world’ (Ibid). 

The Orthodox Church and church organisations have been active in promoting 
Christian and Orthodox values in the military up to the point that the Russian mil-
itary academy has been providing courses in orthodoxy (Anderson 2007, 195). The 
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Church is also used, among other things, to provide blessing to nuclear weapons, 
ballistic missiles, space rockets and other pieces of  armament 5. The Church has 
an agreement with the Armed Forces, seeing Russia as ‘an Orthodox fatherland 
with an Orthodox army’. The Church remains loyal to both the state and the army 
despite having regularly warned against the use of  excessive violence (Hoppe-Kon-
drikova, Van Kessel & Van Der Zweerde 2013, 212).

In Georgia, the influence of  the Orthodox Church Georgia has not diminished up 
until today—quite the opposite. Interestingly for this study, the current patriarch of  
Georgia, Ilia II, promotes the concept of  ‘Christian patriotism’ that, according to De-
murishvili (2016, 87) means tight interrelatedness of  the motherland and the Christian 
faith, where the Church is more powerful and influential than Georgian political organ-
isations and political organisations and authorities acquire their position only through 
cooperation with the Church. All this is circulated and re-interpreted within the context 
of  nationalism. In her study about the church and Christian patriotism, Demurishvili 
argues that Patriarch Ilia II, in his influential epistles, does not provide his followers 
with a concrete political ideology but rather argues that leaving Georgia’s political bor-
ders is dangerous for Georgia, since its territory is vital for the ‘feeling of  Georgian na-
tionhood and […] keeping active belongingness to imaginary religious-national collec-
tivity’. Patriarch also used Georgia’s history in his promotion of  Georgian patriotism: 

The past of  our country is full of  examples about sacrificial love towards our 
Motherland: martyrs David and Constantine, Kings Archil and Luarsab, Dimi-
tri Tavdadebuli, Queen Ketevan, and thousands of  others sacrificed themselves for 
the confession and motherland and as role-models, entered the history of  our folk 
and Church as great saints. (Christmas epistle, 1997)

Can we imagine Georgia and Georgian folk without our confession and our rela-
tionships, our traditions and family-hood?! How would have been our country, if  it 
hadn’t had such sacrificial, devoted and strong defenders as: Saint King Mirian and 
Queen Nana, Vakhtang Gorgasali, David Agmashenebeli, King Tamar, Archil 
and Luarsab, Dimitri Tavdadebuli, Queen Ketevan and thousands and ten-thou-
sands of  other martyrs, who sacrificed themselves for the Motherland and confession. 
(Easter epistle, 2002) (Both epistles quoted and translated by Demurishvili, 2016, 94)

5 This practice has been, however, reconsidered within the Church as something that does not ‘corre-
spond to the content of  the Rite’. https://taskandpurpose.com/russian-orthodox-priests-nuke-bless-
ings?fbclid=IwAR0xjlAD8e2GMprG9menGtfuPDbkTjoslrgEXdQYBeK6V4TajOM0pM9TC_w
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Thus, when discussing patriotism in Russia and Georgia, the role of  the church 
is an important one—not necessarily in the way journalists understand it, but as 
an overarching source of  thought and ideology, especially around the ‘traditional 
values’ and in the way the two countries’ underline their special status in the world.

2.5. Chosen traumas, chosen glories: Large group identity 

A useful outlook on both nationalism and patriotism is provided by theories of  
large group identities and chosen traumas and glories that are offered by psycho-
analyst Vamik Volkan. His work on large group identities tackles the issue of  how 
people who have lived together for decades have become bitter enemies who fight 
over something that they sense as being their ‘identity’ (Volkan 2001, 80). By large 
group identity, Volkan means the subjective experience of  thousands or more peo-
ple who are linked by a persistent sense of  sameness while also sharing numer-
ous characteristics with others in foreign groups (ibid, 81). This means that people 
collectively define and differentiate themselves as being representatives of  certain 
groups. However, as recognised by experts involved with large-group psychology, 
there are echoes of  individual psychology in large-group psychology shared by up 
to millions, but the large group is still never the same as a single person (Volkan 
2014, 27). In spite of  this, multitudes of  people in a large group do share a psycho-
logical journey such as mourning after shared losses at the hand of  the Other (ibid).
 
This has much similarity with Anderson´s ideas of  imagined nations. Nations are 
imagined, reimagined and reformed in the stories of  collective mourning and glory. 
Further, in this thesis I shall show how the chosen glories of  both Russians and 
Georgians form a part of  the narrative of  patriotism that the journalists possess. 

According to Volkan, belonging to a large group is a natural thing for people. Ac-
cording to him, it is ‘an antidote of  loneliness and provides self-esteem on an indi-
vidual level, on many occasions giving people pleasure and lifting their spirits’. The 
side effects of  this belongingness are well known in today’s world: we instinctive-
ly feel prejudiced about other groups of  people. Vamik classifies this prejudice in 
medical terms as ‘benign, hostile or malign’. Phenomena such as ethnic hatred and 
racism are malign forms of  this prejudice that we all share (Volkan 2014, 17). 

In order to understand this prejudice, one must go to the roots of  large-group identi-
ties, which lie, according to Volkan, in early childhood. A new-born feels no belong-
ing to a group, be it nationality, ethnicity or religion: however, as Volkan argues, there 
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is a ‘psychobiological potential’ to feel inclined to favour the people that are our own 
‘kind’. Again, this is not determined biologically but comes largely from adults and 
other role models around the child, and how they look at their own large-group iden-
tity. Volkan is familiar with many conflicts, including the one between Georgians and 
South Ossetians. After studying that conflict, Volkan came to the conclusion that in 
a situation where parents represent two different ethnic groups and a violent conflict 
breaks out between the groups, a descendant of  these people can suffer from severe 
psychological trauma. Another interesting detail has to do with acquiring a new large 
group identity: despite the fact that people sometimes try, in cases of  migration or 
ideological reasons, to abandon their pre-existing large group identity, evolving a new 
one is a very rare phenomenon (Volkan 2014, 21). 

As a psychoanalyst, Volkan also refers to Freud in his writings6. Freud’s understand-
ing of  group psychology refers to the way people yearn for and gather around a 
strong leader (ibid, 82). 

The key concepts by Volkan for this work are chosen traumas and chosen glories. 
Chosen trauma is a result of  a trauma that a group of  people has suffered at the 
hand of  the Other. According to Volkan, these traumas can cause a process, called 
‘depositing’, where the trauma becomes a part of  the shared psychological DNA 
of  the group. The self-image of  the people belonging to a certain large group is 
characterised by the event. Thus, the experience of  shared, ‘chosen trauma’ in-
cludes, among others, the following psychological features 7.

- Sense of  victimisation and being dehumanised 
- A sense of  humiliation due to being helpless
-  A sense of  survival guilt: Staying alive while family members, 
friends and others die

- Difficulty being assertive without facing humiliation
- An increase in externalisations/projections
- Exaggeration of  ‘bad’ prejudice
- Sense of  unending mourning due to significant losses

6 Volkan also underlines that psychoanalysis as such occupies a marginalised position in international diploma-
cy and conflict studies, largely because its principal areas of  study include the unconscious forces that shape 
human motivation and their roots in aggression and desire. Despite the attempts to explain wars via psycho-
logical factors such as by asking whether war and conflict can be explained by an essence of  human nature 
that makes wars inevitable, these approaches have not been popular in political science (Volkan 2013, ix).
7 Volkan (2014, 23) lists ten psychological features, but I am selecting here the ones that are most relevant 
to Russia and Georgia.
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According to Volkan, these feelings of  massive trauma remain in the self-under-
standing and expressions of  the group, and they move from generation to genera-
tion. This does not happen automatically and every time: sometimes past tragedies 
evolve into situations where past heroes are mythologised or the traumas are ex-
pressed in poetry, songs or political narratives. 

Examples of  the latter are numerous: ‘Chinese Dream’ by Xi Jingping, a propagan-
da effort fostering China’s becoming the world’s greatest nation, leans on the stories 
from the narrative of  China’s suffering from colonialism before Communist Party 
rule revived the country (BBC 2013).

Both Georgians and Russians have their chosen traumas and glories. For Russians, 
there is the Mongol invasion, the Tatar invasion, the Napoleonic wars, the First 
World War and finally the Second World War (Parppei 2021, 32–37). All these narra-
tives are used and circulated in popular narratives, political talk and even political ac-
tions8. The chosen glory of  the multiple ‘won’ wars plays into the strong narrative of  
Russia as a victim that never wanted war but that has always been attacked by out-
side forces. History repeats itself  and, as written by Gregory Carleton (2017, 219): 

It flattens differences, turning sui generis conflicts into a single, paradigmatic one 
that pits Russians against an implacable foe, where they are always the victims but 
never the vanquished…

Regarding Georgians, when discussing the chosen trauma, one can recognise at 
least two significant Others as a counterpart; partly intertwined, partly controver-
sial. For Georgian historical narratives, the fight against the Muslim Other has been 
an important one. Georgia adopted Christianity in the 320s and this became a cor-
nerstone of  Georgian national mythology (Dundua, Karaia & Abashidze 2017, 224; 
Suny 1989, 21). Further on, as the originally commercial, political and intellectual 
ties between Czarist Russia and the Georgian kingdoms grew stronger from the 
eighteenth century onwards as Russia was seen as a Christian ally and protector 
against Iranian, Turkish and Dagestani intrusion, the position of  the giant North-
ern neighbour started to gain momentum in the Georgian identity. The 1770s an-
nexation of  Kartli-Kakheti onto the Russian empire led to a profound transforma-
tion in Georgian society. By Soviet historians this was called a progressive move; for 

8 Psychological theories have always been present to explain Russian (and Soviet) foreign policy, but 
recently these have remained marginal and underdeveloped (Forsberg & Pursiainen 2017, 4).
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some others it was a ‘fatal perversion’ of  the nation’s natural development (Suny 
1989, 57–59; 63). In every case, this connection that continued after the short-lived 
independence of  Georgia made Russia Georgia’s political Other the antidote for 
the much-advertised Western orientation of  contemporary Georgia. 

The interesting aspect is the way chosen traumas function in practice in large 
groups. According to Volkan (2014, 14), the historical events and mental images of  
references to heroes and martyrs slowly become a glue that links individuals in the 
large group. These are often massive tragedies suffered at the hand of  the Other 9. 
Volkan also claims that when stressful circumstances re-activate the chosen trauma 
of  a group, a time collapse occurs (ibid 31), meaning the fears, expectations, fanta-
sies and defences associated with a chosen trauma, as conscious and unconscious 
connections are made between the mental representation of  the past trauma and 
the contemporary threat. This can lead to decision-making within the leadership of  
the group that Volkan calls irrational and sadistic or masochistic. 

Another phenomenon is called transgenerational transmission of  trauma. This means 
that the large group that has undergone suffering and has been unable to do the 
mourning, thus leaving the feelings of  humiliation and helplessness unhandled, ulti-
mately transmits the traumas to their children. This way, the psychological suffering 
moves from generation to generation (ibid, 57). How much these collective feel-
ings of  trauma and injustice in fact have affected the collective consciousness and 
subsequently institutions such as the media are important questions for this study. 
Virtually every large group has a chosen trauma. It is not an exaggeration to say that 
neither Russia nor Georgia has gone through the work of  mourning related to the 
multiple wars and (in Russia’s case) the collapse of  the empire. 

Similar issues, chosen traumas and glories, are discussed from a slightly different 
viewpoint in Serguei A. Oushakine’s (2009) study of  patriotism of  despair. Oushak-
ine writes that since the Soviet system lacked institutions of  civil society or civic 
responsibility, not to mention systems of  checks and balances in politics, collective 
mourning and grief  became collectively accepted practices. Oushakine argues that 
this practice continues in today’s Russia, and the sense of  we-ness is constructed via 
the stories of  collective suffering and trauma.

9 Pentti Raittila (2004) demonstrated in his PhD study how Russians and Estonians have been the Other 
for Finns. See also Luostarinen 1986.
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Finally, Benedict Anderson’s writings about nationalism include the components 
of  sacrifice and trauma. To Anderson, the tombs of  the unknown soldiers repre-
sent identifiable mortal remains of  immortal souls that are saturated with ghost-
ly national imaginings (Anderson 2006, 9). Further, he notes that the significance 
of  such monuments that are often empty or contain remains of  bodies that have 
not been recognised is in that they remind us of  our inescapable mortality, which 
brings to us the ‘contingency and ineluctability of  our particular genetic heritage, 
our gender, our life era, our physical capabilities, our mother tongue’ (ibid, 10). In a 
way, these memorials are a reply to the eternal questions that have been pursued by 
religions: why we die and why we live. 

Picture 1: Memorial of an unknown soldier. Chelyabinsk, Russia, March 2019. Picture: Salla Nazarenko

To me, the numerous tombs of  unknown soldiers are of  course living evidence of  
chosen traumas and glories, and the ways we are (un)able to cope with the arbitrary, 
unfair, meaningless human losses cause by the great wars of  the twentieth century, 
especially in Russia. Tombs are built in every city in Russia and the rituals on 9 May 
are there to convince the people that the sacrifice is—and will be—worth making. 
In Georgia and other countries of  the post-Soviet space, it is increasingly hard for 
the politicians to convince the new generations that the memory of  the victory over 
fascism is a relevant and important one, since the parallel narrative, that of  the op-
pression of  the Soviet rule, has become equally significant. 
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2.6. Conclusions

In this chapter I have examined patriotism alongside nationalism with the idea that 
these two concepts are parallel, and in some of  their features, even quite similar and 
hard to separate from each other. The ethnosymbolic forms of  nationalism espe-
cially, such as the myths and symbols and historical narratives, can be connected to 
expressions of  patriotism. 

Further, I examined some prominent scholars of  nationalism. Primordial ideas of  
nationality as phenomena that come naturally are intriguing, but not enough to ex-
plain the complexity and the attractiveness of  nationalism. Nation states, even con-
temporary Russia and Georgia, are relatively young and in constant movement. Se-
cessionist and internal conflicts, migration and even world politics have their effect 
on the existence of  nation states as political constructs. In order to get deeper into 
the understanding of  identities and ideologies underneath, I found the ethnosym-
bolist approach useful. The symbols, myths, values and traditions are instrumental 
in forming collective cultural identities. They are utilised in our everyday lives and 
our ritualistic performances, such as our celebrations of  independence days. This is 
what Michael Billig (1995) calls ‘banal nationalism’: often nationalism is exercised 
in ways that are subtle and taken for granted. However, in order to understand the 
interaction between the ethnic consciousness and their political expressions, includ-
ing those that are reflected in media products, I examined the way modern societies 
developed around print products and journalism. 

Estonia and Georgia are both locally specific examples of  Benedict Anderson’s the-
sis that print capitalism paved the way to the birth of  modern nationalism. This 
happened as the appearance of  printed books created a unified field of  exchange 
and communication, a fixity to language, since technology made it possible for 
books to be produced and reproduced; and finally, what Anderson calls languag-
es-of-power: certain dialects came to dominate print-languages, replacing the old 
clumsy administrative forms of  language. The creation of  these print languages led 
to the formation of  political boundaries: not as their sole determinant, as Anderson 
notes, but as a significant part of  it (Anderson 2006, 44–46).

Both Anderson and Charles Taylor examine the development of  modern society 
and media as a part of  it. I see Taylor’s concept of  ‘common space’ as a combina-
tion of  Benedict Anderson’s ideas of  imagined communities and Michael Billig’s 
thoughts of  the way the everyday ‘banalities’ lead us to reach a common under-
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standing of  how the society works: its moral order and daily rituals of  life. Here, 
mass media comes in as the provider of  a platform for expressions of  that un-
derstanding. This understanding—or need for it—is strengthened in moments of  
external existential threat. In this way, the preservation of  modern public sphere 
requires a certain ‘imagined community’ to keep itself  intact. I find these ideas rel-
evant to my study, because both Georgia and Russia are facing constant political 
challenges from inside and from outside. The expectations that the audiences have 
from the television channels can be controversial. Patriotism is a useful concept in 
this. The way journalists see the ideology around the motherland can be indicative 
of  larger developments both in media and society. The dichotomies around patriot-
ism resemble those we use when we talk about war and peace.

Patriotism too is about ‘us’ and’ them’, about winners and losers, preserving tra-
ditions versus liberal ways of  living, intrusion versus remaining intact. Television 
in Russia and Georgia, in order to remain popular and fulfil expectations, needs to 
acknowledge the cognitive and emotional makeup of  others. Reardon (1991, 210) 
writes about this in her book about persuasion. According to her, the key to effec-
tive persuasion requires understanding things such as how people make decisions, 
what they consider rewarding, the rules they use to determine behaviours and so 
on. In other words: television needs to know the basics of  the social imaginary. 
Patriotism, to me, is an activity: it can mean practical acts of  citizens to keep their 
environment clean; it can come top-down from the government in the forms of  pa-
triotic education programmes, parades or youth camps or it can be a deep intimate 
feeling of  belonging that is materialised in the use of  myths, symbols and religions.

My point of  departure is social constructivist in the sense that I believe that indi-
viduals are active participants in the creation of  their own knowledge (Schreiber & 
Valle, 2013). In this context I find the questions of  shared myths, narratives and 
stories of  suffering at the hand of  the Other relevant in the way we imagine and 
understand our everyday being. In order to show the position of  those narratives I 
use Vamik Volkan’s ideas on large group identities and chosen traumas and glories. 
In Russian and Georgian television, the stories of  suffering at the hand of  the Oth-
er remain strong. These narratives that we, people, have adopted and accepted as 
part of  our large-group identities are seldom questioned or even taken into closer 
scrutiny. The mindset of  contemporary Finns is still a Winter War mindset 10, and 

10 It needs to be noted that, according to Volkan, chosen traumas and glories are born as the traumatic 
past events move from generation to generation. Winter War is an event that is historically relatively close: 
Volkan calls it ‘undigested past’ (conversation with Vamik Volkan via Zoom, 4 December, 2020).
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the collective traumas of  the wars run in our everyday lives. Every group develops 
a memory of  its own past that highlights its uniqueness vis-á-vis other groups, and 
this provides the group with an account of  its origin and development, helping it 
to recognise itself  over time (Halbwachs 1992). Collective social imaginaries, shared 
narratives and commonly understood institutions such as media are there to help 
our collectively imagined groups maintain themselves. Patriotism is one discursive 
act, or practice, in this rhizome of  things. It is used by many institutions: church, 
military, political elites and media, but these ways of  using it are different in differ-
ent times and places. These discursive acts are also visible in the ways that security 
politics and geopolitics are exercised. As General Alexander Lebed declared in the 
mid-1990’s: ‘People without roots do not form great powers’ (Allensworth 1998, 
53). He communicated the need for Russia to regain its great power status and ex-
pressed the need to recruit public memory in order to construct a past upon which 
to build national and state identity (Smith 2019, 47). These kinds of  political acts 
need to become a part of  the imaginary, or ‘simulacra’ (Baudrillard 1993) within 
which people exist, co-creating, reformulating and participating in this imaginary. 

It is in this context that I continue my work towards understanding what patriotism 
means for journalists working in two countries that have a shared past in the Soviet 
Union, and a challenging present as countries devastated by multiple conflicts. 
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CHAPTER THREE: ‘DEFENDING THE NATIONAL 
INTEREST’—NATIONALISM, PATRIOTISM AND  
GEOPOLITICS IN RUSSIA AND GEORGIA

The Soviet Union was organised in a peculiar ethnofederal structure that was based 
on ‘titular nations’ and substructures within them. Within the multi-layered struc-
ture, minority nationalities paradoxically first kept the empire together, which fur-
ther lead to outbursts of  nationalism within it. The collapse of  the empire sparked 
uncertainty and the renewing risks of  conflict that have an impact on the mission 
of  (especially television) journalism in both of  the countries this work is concerned 
with. This chapter also adds a further outlook on nationalism in both the Russian 
and Georgian context, moving to discussing what national interest means in both 
countries today. 

3.1. Background: Soviet Ethnofederalism

Following Stalin’s definition of  the Soviet Union as a community of  distinct peo-
ples with objective characteristics (territory, common form of  economy, language, 
mentality), the empire was divided into union republics (Tishkov 1997, 21). At the 
time of  the collapse of  the union, there were fifteen union republics and twen-
ty autonomous republics subject to certain union republics. This policy of  Soviet 
ethnofederalism combined two conflicting aims: it encouraged the development of  
the national cultures of  the multiple nations of  the Soviet Union, thus promoting a 
common identity that would blur the boundaries and form a united Soviet culture 
(Svet 2013, 102). 

According to Saunders (1974, 22), nationality was one of  the key issues that caused 
Lenin to break with Stalin in late 1922 and early 1923. In his book published in 
the Brezhnev era, Saunders calls nationalities policy a ‘central index of  the strug-
gle between revolutionary internationalist tendencies and bureaucratic-reactionary 
ones’ (ibid, 22). Indeed, the structure of  the state, consisting of  countries that had 
previously enjoyed periods of  independence, became the most contentious consti-
tutional issue facing the country. Lenin was hoping for federalism, whereas Stalin, 
at the time the Commissar of  Nationalities, favoured a structure where Soviet Rus-
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sia would be a unitary state allowing significant degree of  autonomy for national 
groups. Stalin’s own understanding of  nation was very narrow; he described it as 
a ‘historically evolved, stable community of  language, territory, economic life and 
psychological makeup manifested in common culture’, expecting all these features 
to be there for a group to qualify as a nation (Stalin 1913/1994, quoted by Mihelj 
2011, 11). 

Richard Sakwa even claims that Stalin’s plan, through its rejection of  ethnofederal-
ism, might have avoided the break-up of  Soviet Union (Sakwa 1999, 140) 11. Stalin’s 
original plan was to adhere Belorussia, Ukraine, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Geor-
gia to the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic. However, only Armenia and 
Azerbaijan were in favour of  this model and the issue moved further to Politburo 
together with Lenin’s amendments that aimed at guaranteeing the Socialist Repub-
lics’ equal status in the federation that, by October 1922, was named the Union of  
Soviet Socialist Republics—with a right of  each individual republic to secede from 
the alliance (ibid, 141). Lenin also expressed the fears of  Russian chauvinism as the 
main risk to the future of  the multi-ethnic country:

It is quite natural that in such circumstances the ’freedom to secede from the union’ 
by which we justify ourselves will be a mere scrap of  paper, unable to defend the 
non-Russians from the onslaught of  that really Russian man, the Great-Russian 
chauvinist, in substance a rascal and a tyrant, such as the typical Russian bureau-
crat is. (Lenin 1922)

 
Marxism assumed that nationalism would die out, but the fate of  numerous other 
nations facing oppression and russification within the Soviet Union demonstrated 
that this was not the case. Russification was not welcomed by many people resid-
ing in the Soviet Union. Even the Human Rights Committee, launched in 1970 
by academician Sakharov and the physicists Tverdokhlebov and Chalidze in order 
to defend the civil rights of  Soviet citizens, was criticised for not focusing any of  
its effort on guaranteeing the rights of  non-Russian nations and not defining its 
attitude towards non-Russian nations. At the time, democratisation in the USSR 
was seen, among others, as a prerequisite of  diminishing the threat of  nationalism 
(Saunders 1974, 423). 

11 The collapse of  Soviet Union cannot be seen as caused by one particular factor, but multiple issues 
related to the unsustainable economic model, lack of  civil freedoms and ramifications of  nationalism 
within the Empire.
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Experts have argued about the importance of  nationalism in the process of  the col-
lapse of  the Soviet Union. It is true that communism did remain in many countries 
of  the world such as China, Vietnam, North Korea and Laos—most of  them eco-
nomically as unviable and corrupt as was the Soviet Union (Beissinger 2009). How-
ever, these countries lacked at least the scope of  mass mobilisation of  people that 
was characteristic of  the Soviet Union from 1987 onwards (Beissinger 2009, 332). 
As argued by Beissinger (ibid), it was the institutional opening of  the Gorbachev 
era that institutionalised nationalism across the Soviet Union. 

The Soviet nationalities policy no doubt carried a biopolitical 12 component. This 
policy was reflected in everyday institutional practices such as a passport system 
based on ethnic identification, the promotion of  minority cultures within the 
framework of  the socialist state, the personnel policies and so on. Unfortunately, 
these practices also became a source for ethnic discrimination, somehow making 
ethnic identities more prominent than the original class identities promoted by the 
Soviet system (Beissinger 2009, 337). 

When discussing Soviet ethnonationalism, it is also important to take into account 
the politization of  ethnicity. The nationalism politics of  the Soviet Union aimed at 
creating political authority via legitimacy stemming, in addition to the general to-
talitarian military machine, from a sophisticated policy of  ethnonationalism. How-
ever, this did not happen without problems. As written by Joseph Rotschild very 
far-sightedly as early as 1981, the Soviet elite found the selection of  the rhetoric 
and apparatus for the symbolic legitimation and integration of  the state difficult 
and controversial (Rotschild 1981, 225). The problem was—and to a certain extent 
remains—in how to combine the Soviet and Russian symbolism. The dominant 
Russian group, as argued by Rotschild, found it unpleasant to give up parts of  the 
‘holiness’ of  Russia to the abstract Soviet formula. On the other hand, the way in 
which ethnic Russians, through the dominance of  their language, were given su-
premacy over other nations of  the Soviet Union, presented as an ‘elder brother’ 
that was somewhat more progressive and productive than the others, was not satis-
factory for the other ethnic groups (Ibid, 226–227).

12 Here I understand biopolitics as something that deals with ‘people with physical bodies’ as a distinc-
tion from geopolitics that usually concern territorial states with sovereignty as their core. According to 
Makarychev & Yatsuk (2017, 26) these discourses are mutually constitutive and cannot exist without each 
other. An example of  today’s biopolitics is the way Russia gives out passports to citizens of, for instance, 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, thus controlling the physical mobility of  people.
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3.2. Russian nationalism—A separate historical phenomenon? 

This subchapter takes a closer look at Russian nationalism and how it evolved af-
ter the collapse of  the Soviet Union. Russian nationalism always existed under the 
surface and dominated even within the multi-ethnic Soviet state. Soviet-time na-
tionalism for its part was expected to solve the underlying problems and issues with 
nationalities by guaranteeing them a certain amount of  so-called positive discrimi-
nation. The local nationalisms were supposed to be absorbed by and integrated into 
the universality of  Soviet identity. This turned out to be an oppressive tactic that led 
to numerous tragedies, but it did function during the early years of  Soviet rule. Fur-
ther, as a number of  scholars have pointed out, Post-Soviet Russia, along with other 
countries that were a part of  the Soviet empire, underwent an identity crisis (Evans 
2008, 899). Nationalism and patriotism as a basis of  a search for new identities re-
placing the Soviet one was in some cases offering solutions for the crisis. 

But what is Russian nationalism? According to Laruelle (2009, 5), academic studies 
of  Russian nationalism have often presented it as a separate historical phenome-
non. Specialists on the far right seldom participate in debates on Russia’s political 
development, and there is a lack of  valuable neutral studies on Russian nationalism. 
The phenomenon, as argued by Laruelle, is not a ‘shameful, archaic relic’; it has to 
be analysed as something that interacts with society. Nationalism can and should be 
analysed as a political and social norm. 

The latter pattern of  analysis is well reflected in Viastechlav Morozov’s text about 
Russian nationalism (Morozov 2019, 19). According to Morozov, Russian elites 
look away from grassroots concern and demands and concentrate on a set of  what 
Morozov calls eternal Russian questions: ‘Is Russia a European country? Are Rus-
sians ready for Western-style democracy?’ and so on. Morozov examines internal 
processes, in which ‘Russianness’ is defined by the existence of  the Other, that is, 
the ‘West’—exactly as, for instance, John A. Armstrong writes about nationalism in 
his book Nations before nationalism from 1982: 

Groups tend to define themselves not by reference to their own characteristics but by 
exclusion, that is, by comparison to’ strangers. (Armstrong 1982, 5)

 
What both Morozov and Laruelle have in common is the idea that nationalism—or as 
Laruelle writes, the process of  reinventing a nation—is crucial for the future of  Russia, 
currently facing the loss of  empire, shrinking borders, numerous social transformations 
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and so on (Laruelle 2009, 13). The feeling of  humiliation after the collapse of  the su-
perpower has not been replaced by a model of  its own. Laruelle quotes the discourse of  
early 1990s that Russia was about to ‘catch up’ or to become a ‘normal’ country—at the 
time, meaning Westernisation, introduction of  a market economy and the establishment 
of  a parliamentary system. The euphoria of  these times was very soon washed away by 
the catastrophic economic situation that pushed most ordinary people into poverty and 
opened the way to an uncontrolled privatisation of  state property that created a privi-
leged class of  entrepreneurs close to the government, oligarchs. Interestingly enough, 
as Laruelle writes, the main architects of  the transitions were still the members of  old 
Soviet nomenklatura. The dissidents took no part in planning the so-called reforms. 

Laruelle argues that the democratic Russia has failed in several ways. First, the pop-
ulation did not want the Soviet state to disappear and the elites used this confusion 
and disappointment, presenting it as a plot hatched against the great Russian power. 
Second, the Yeltsin elites’ ultraliberal policies led to people (up to this day) identify-
ing democracy negatively. This legacy is still being used against the so-called demo-
cratic parties such as Yabloko (ibid, 17–18).

Russia of  the 1990s was indeed in a very difficult situation, paving the way to Putin’s 
current regime. The focus during Putin’s first campaign was in ‘stabilization, refor-
mation, and state efficiency’ (ibid, 19). 

One way of  looking at the 1990s, however, has been calling it, as Prozorov (2008) 
does, a time of  ‘ceaseless political activity, endless change and constant crisis’. Many 
experts see the fast pace of  the transformation during those years as something that 
justifies the somewhat forced stabilisation of  the Putin era. The many changes and 
political turbulation of  the Yeltsin years did not lead to much real change or reform; 
that is why the Yetsin era can be called the ‘era of  secure instability, and Putin era 
the era of  insecure stability’ (Prozorov 2008, 213, 233). 

3.3. Ethnopolitical Wars of the Former Soviet Union

The reasons for the breakup of  the Soviet Union were multiple, from the systemic 
economic collapse to secessionist and nationalist movements in many territories of  the 
giant state to the alienation of  the people from the bureaucratised and lifeless party 
system (Beissinger 2009; Sakwa 1999; de la Pedraja 2018). Even though the glanost 
policy introduced by Mikheil Gorbachev (more on reflections of  glasnost to the media 
in Chapter Four) no doubt had the best intentions 13, the results lead to catastrophe. 
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Gorbachev’s idea was to slow down the arms race in order to save the economy from 
collapse, however the winding down of  the Cold War led to the erosion of  the legitima-
cy of  the empire (Trenin 2011, 9). By December 1989, in just a few years from the start 
of  glasnost, the country was on the verge of  collapse, and when the final referendum 
about the disintegration of  the state took place two years later, the demise was so clear 
that most of  the deputies did not even bother to attend (Beissinger 2009, 385–386). 

Most importantly, glasnost and more free media let the nationalist ‘genie’ out of  its 
bottle. One of  the first places where the nationalist sentiments were demonstrated was 
the relatively peaceful Lithuania. Their ‘closet nationalists’—communists with a strong 
pro-Lithuanian orientation—had gained a near majority in the Communist party. This 
was at first largely ignored by the KGB due to the fact that the nationalists belonged 
to the high-rank communist nomenklatura; however, by September 1988 the situation 
was so severe that Gorbachev was warned. Gorbachev was on holiday in Crimea and 
failed to react, making KGB officials increasingly positive about their feeling that the 
Communist Party had outlived its usefulness (de la Pedraja 2018, 20–44, 47). 

An often-heard claim has to do with the phenomenon already discussed in this work 
(see for instance Beissinger 2009, 38): one of  the reasons behind the collapse was the 
inability of  Soviet rules to tap into Russian nationalism. Soviet communism was Rus-
sian communism, and Leninism was built upon components of  Russian political cul-
ture. At the same time, the population of  Russia was much smaller than that of  the 
Soviet Union´s; in 1989 half  of  the Soviet population was ethnic Russians. Dimitri 
Trenin (2011, 60–61) writes that there was a difference between self-identification of  
Soviet peoples: Russians identified themselves as Soviets whereas a tiny proportion 
of  Armenians or Estonians felt themselves Soviets. Robert E. Hamilton (2017) uses 
the case of  Ajara within Georgia as an example reflecting that Soviet policies did not 
only divide people but could also unite groups that had been divided for centuries. 
According to Hamilton, Russian chauvinism was not a decisive factor in post-Soviet 
wars due to sixteen of  the twenty autonomous republics of  the USSR being inside 
the Russian Soviet Socialist Republic. Hamilton explains the outbreak of  war in some 
places and avoidance of  it in others is mostly by the fact that Soviet ethno-federal 
policies left some post-Soviet states with institutionalised identity divisions, and the 
escalation took place between these groups. Subsequently, the conflicts attracted in-

13 Gorbachev wanted to rehabilitate history, allow previously forbidden books to be printed and the me-
dia to operate more freely. Alec Nove’s 1991 book Glasnost in Action: Cultural Revival in Russia accounts 
the changes of  what Nove called at the time a ‘real cultural renaissance’ or ‘revolution’. The book also 
speculates on the possibilities of  conflicts followed by changes.
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ternational intervention, the type of  which depended on the geopolitical affiliation 
of  the target state. Hamilton divides this affiliation as ‘Western’ or ‘Non-Western’, 
and claims that this geopolitical affiliation is a better predictor of  the intervention 
decisions of  external actors than is the strategic significance of  that state. Hamilton 
does not further elaborate on whether he means ‘Western’ simply as an orientation 
towards integration into institutions such as the EU or NATO, or whether ‘Western’ 
here represents a certain symbolic set of  values and orientations (Ibid).

When it comes to Soviet-era nationalism, an interesting fact is that it was exactly the 
same nationalist activists that demanded sovereign independence for their peoples 
that ended up being ruthless in crushing their own minorities (de la Pedraja 2018, 
44). The Soviet ethnofederal structures, including building autonomous units of  
governance in places such as Abkhazia and South Ossetia, have frequently been 
identified as drivers of  secessionist mobilisation. The roots of  these aspirations are, 
however, much older than this. Cory Welt (2014) argues that the Abkhazian and 
South Ossetian autonomies did not emerge from an ahistorical context but from 
a prior pursuit of  both nations for separation from Georgia. This was accepted by 
ruling Social Democrats during the short-lived first Georgian independence. 

It is true that oppression or control can act as a glue in deeply divided societies. This 
partly kept the ethnic and national conflicts of  the Soviet Union dormant under 
communism. The Soviet Union also kept up certain pseudo-cultural rights in order 
to showcase itself  as a model multinational state, keeping especially the anti-colonial 
movements of  the Third World in mind (Hughes & Sasse 2002, 1). 

However, as written by Hughes & Sasse (ibid), the ‘unfinished business’ theory 
alone is not sufficient to explain the wars that followed. According to them, Na-
gorno Karabakh and Abkhazia are possibly the most obvious cases of  this, but in 
most other cases there is more to the story. Richard Sakwa (2010, 64) writes in his 
analysis about the war in Chechnya and the 2008 Russo-Georgian war that there 
is a clash between two principles of  authority within the Russian state itself: the 
prerogative and the constitutional state, meaning that the war in Chechnya ended in 
a resolution that is based on a despotic regime that has a special relationship with 
Moscow. According to Sakwa, the Chechen wars intensified the Russian ‘dual state’, 
where the state as a normative or legal entity has given way to a state structure based 
on defending vital interests such as territorial integrity and access to resources. In 
a notable paradox in the case of  Chechnya, thanks to this ‘dual state’ structure, 
Chechnya has become informally the most Islamised part of  Russia, however very 
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loyal to Putin’s regime thanks to the appointment of  former rebel leaders to leader-
ship roles with a remarkable (in the Russian context) degree of  self-rule. This policy 
of  ‘divide and conquer’ has led to a certain type of  ‘separatism without secession’ 
that has kept Chechnya stable since 2008. (Hughes & Sasse 2016, 324.) 

Chechnya is no doubt the best known of  the so-called post-Soviet breakup wars. It 
gained the most international attention, not least because of  the direct involvement of  
Russia and the following takeover by Putin. It is also peculiar that it was in this territory 
inside the Russian Federation, not within the hotspots of  ‘near abroad’ where Krem-
lin encountered the most trouble (de la Pedraja 2018, 107). The nature of  the conflict 
has been analysed within many contexts: Islam, international terrorism, Russian federal-
ism, oil politics and its neighbours in North Caucasus (De Waal 2010, 18, Killingsworth 
2010, 183–184). De Waal (ibid) argues that the main problem in Chechnya was the dis-
proportionate measures taken by Russian troops in 1994 and 1995 that further led to re- 
escalation and deterioration of  the situation on the ground. The roots of  the Chechen  
war are, however, again in the ethno-federal structure of  the Soviet Union. There was 
an attempt by Stalin, apparently in order to avoid local nationalisms and to import other 
nationalities to Chechnya, to deport large groups of  people, including Chechen and 
Ingush (Pohl 2000, Flemming 1998), from the territory during his rule. Nikita Khrush-
chev authorised their return in 1956, but some 25 percent of  Chechens did not return 
but remained mostly in Kazakhstan and Dagestan. Further on, Moscow tried to keep 
the Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Republic together by appointing a Russian to run it, 
but this was with little success. The Soviet nomenklatura lost control over the region, 
and finally by the late 1980s Gorbachev gave power to a local Chechen called Doku 
Zavgayev, which led to the discontent of  the Ingush population and the deepening 
of  ethnic divisions. In the aftermath of  the chaos caused by the collapse of  the Soviet 
Union, the republic had declared itself  independent and when Moscow in 1994 finally 
decided to return Chechnya to Russian control, the war broke out (de la Pedraja 2018, 
107–124). After two years of  bloody combat and massive civilian casualties, howev-
er, the Russian army was forced to withdraw, leading to the deaths of  at least 30,000 
Chechens and 5,000 Russian soldiers (Pain 2000, 1). After the war resumed in the first 
years of  Vladimir Putin’s rule, Russia made a deal where Ramzan Kadyrov, the son of  
the late rebel leader Ahmat Kadyrov, became the President of  the republic. Kadyrov 
has become an important ally of  Putin and a federal-level politician, combining secular 
and religious leadership and pledging loyalty to the Kremlin (Malashenko 2015).

The relevance of  Chechnya for this work is manyfold. First, the first Chechen war 
showed how control of  information, psychological influence and methods of  di-
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version are at the core of  modern warfare (Huhtinen & Rantapelkonen 2015, 347). 
Secondly, the escalation of  war in Chechnya carried similarities with that of  Abk-
hazia and South Ossetia in the way that the majority nationalities in both Russia and 
Georgia failed to attract Chechen, Abkhaz and South Ossetians into one identity. 
Georgian patriotism clearly is not Abkhaz or South Ossetian. Neither does Russian 
patriotism include the aspirations of  Chechen people.

Ilyasov (2018, 476, 489) studied whether there was a change in Chechen identity as 
the official approach to Russia shifted from resistance to submission. His research 
among Chechen emigres showed that people perceived their ethnic identity un-
changed. Chechens still see themselves as freedom-loving and defiant. Ilyasov studied 
media, too, stating that many journalists have reported a change from defiance to 
submission in Chechnya. This was explained by a ‘prison mentality’: Chechens had 
turned passive in order to avoid repressions. 

Pain (2000) wrote about the role the Russian media played in covering Chechnya. The 
1994 bombings brought protests so strong that the President was forced to publicly 
declare that he would have the bombings stopped. By the next operation, the jour-
nalists were reporting it dryly and using alienating language, such as that, instead of  
bombing and firing, the aircraft and artillery were ‘working’ on towns of  Chechnya. 
The whole war was called a ‘special operation’. Pain analyses this by stating that Rus-
sian society’s attitude toward the war changed rapidly between the first and second 
world wars. The censorship of  the media also increased: the Russian government 
created the Russian Information Centre in late 1999, aimed at filtering information 
from the field of  combat before it would reach the media, and selecting and dissemi-
nating information from foreign press that would not contradict the way the Russian 
government saw the events. Pain cites opinion poll from the 1990s that showed that 
Russians gradually started supporting another war in Chechnya. This happened after 
the apartment bombings in Russia in 1999 and the rise of  Vladimir Putin. 

Forecasting the future of  Chechnya is hard, but unfinished business is one point 
of  view, and this approach is not exclusively a Chechnyan issue in the post-Soviet 
space. The breakup the empire led to multiple wars. James Hughes and Gwendolyn 
Sasse (2002, xii) made a list of  conflicts in the post-Soviet territory 14. The table 
below describes the status of  the conflicts as assigned by Hughes and Sasse (ibid), 
complemented by the author.
14 The list was compiled almost twenty years ago and subsequently did not include the events in Ukraine 
after 2015 or the re-escalation of  the war in South Ossetia in 2008 and Nagorno Karabakh in 2020.
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Table 1: Conflicts of the former Soviet Union
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Table 1 shows that there have been multiple cases where the looming violence has 
not turned into a full-blown war, for one reason or another. Each of  these situa-
tions is different and stems from a different political, economic or ethno-national 
situation. 

The table also demonstrates the complexity of  the situation. Hughes and Sasse also 
had listed the situation(s) of  Russian-speaking populations in Estonia and Latvia as 
conflicts in their original table; I excluded this because my interest lies in the Rus-
sian primary area of  interest that opts out of  the NATO member states (for Russia’s  
spheres of  interest see, for instance, Page 1994; Kivinen, Heusala & Pyykönen 2016). 

An interesting question is also why violation escalated in some places but did not 
in others. Kazakhstan and Latvia are among those countries/situations where the 
root causes of  conflict were in place and the violence could have escalated, but the 
situation remained calm.

Broers (2004, 9) comes up with two more explanations to the wars. One, although 
simplistic, has to do with ancient hatreds. Broers calls it a ‘primordialist’ explana-
tion. Following, for instance, the thoughts of  Robert Kaplan (1993) and Samuel 
Huntington (1998), this means, in short, that different cultures, identities or civilisa-
tions will inevitably clash. The weakness of  this explanation indeed is that conflict 
does break out in some situations but does not in others. 

Another explanation has to do with transition. This is partly a continuation of   
Fukyama’s ideas of  the end of  history, where countries of  the post-Soviet bloc  
‘inevitably’ aim towards a model of  Western liberal democracy. However, this model  
is ill-fitting in contexts where ethnicity has been a core institutional building block 
of  a regime. The birth of  an inclusive civic nation leaves no room for ethnic differ-
ences (Broers 2004, 10). 

Georgia, subject of  my study, was one of  the first places where violence broke 
out after the breakup of  the Soviet Union. In this case, nationalist sentiments in-
deed played a role in the outbreak of  the violent conflict. In Abkhazia, which had 
reluctantly become autonomous inside the Georgian Soviet Socialist republic, the 
grievances had already been in place in the late 1980s. The Abkhaz held a ‘people’s 
forum’ in the village of  Lykhny in March 1989, the aim of  which was to ask for the 
independence of  Abkhazia and restoration of  the status of  a federal republic, thus 
separating from Soviet Georgia. 
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This led to a wave of  counterprotests by Georgians led by two dissidents, Zviad 
Gamsakhurdia and Merab Kostava. The protests in Tbilisi became very anti-Soviet 
and got dispersed bloodily by Soviet forces between 8 and 9 April, 1989 (De Waal 
2010, 131–132). The last drop was a conflict over the language in the Sukhum/i 
State university. As Georgia became independent, the country saw Abkhazia, an 
autonomy within the Union Republic of  Georgia, as a part of  its territory. Most 
of  the newly independent countries born from the ruins of  the Soviet Union were 
established on the basis of  so-called titular nations. In the case of  Georgia, where 
non-Georgians comprised 30 % of  the total population in 1989, this led to tragedy. 

Former dissident and nationalist politician Zviad Gamsakhurdia became the first 
President of  the newly independent Georgia. His politics leaned on a very narrow 
definition of  Georgianness, encompassing only ethnic Georgians and the Georgian 
Orthodox church. He also talked about ‘Spiritual mission of  Georgia’ and ‘ethnog-
eny of  Georgians’ 15. (Davis 2008, 472).

Subsequently, as a result of  the old grievances and different approaches to the 
break-up of  the Soviet Union as well as the recent war in South Ossetia, multiplied 
by the instability, nationalism and Civil War within Georgia proper, a war broke out 
in Abkhazia in August 1992. The war was originally justified by the Civil War, as the 
supporters of  Zviad Gamsakhurdia fought with the Georgian National Guard, but 
it led to Georgian forces entering Sukhum/i and looting the city.  

The war lasted for thirteen months and left at least 12,000 people dead. It ended as 
the Abkhaz, assisted by volunteers from near-Caucasus republics such as Chechnya, 
as well as some Russian troops, broke the negotiated ceasefire in September 1993 
and Georgians retreated. Nearly a quarter of  a million ethnic Georgians were forced 
to leave their homes. Abkhazia had already declared itself  independent by the end 
of  the twentieth century, but it lacked recognition by other countries. It was not 
until the 2008 war between Russia and Georgia that Russia made the decision of  
recognising Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states. They were followed 
by Nauru, Nicaragua, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, Venezuela and finally Syria in 2018—much 
to the dismay of  the rest of  the world. These recognitions have often been seen as 
the result of  Russian lobbying and promised aid or investment (Cooley & Mitchell 
2010, 62, Pender 2018). 

15 Later in this chapter I quote philosopher Zaza Shatirishvili, who presents one of  the nationalist 
narratives of  Georgia, what he calls the ‘classical one’, where the story is all about salvation and rescue, 
underlining the special role and ‘holiness’ of  Georgia. Gamsakhurdia was a master of  this rhetoric.
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There are multiple explanations of  why conflicts broke out in Georgia. 
Gamsakhurdia-era nationalism is one; old grievances, including Stalin stripping Ab-
khazia of  its status as a Soviet Union Republic in 1931 and economic stagnation 
and lawlessness in the ruins of  the Soviet Union. (Baev 2003, 128–132, Sakwa 2012, 
79). The above-mentioned ‘unfinished business’ is a further explanation, and so 
is the fact that both Russia and Georgia have claimed historical dominion of  the 
spaces. There has also been what Kernen and Sussex (2010, 91) call ‘manipulation 
of  identity’. As far as Abkhazia and South Ossetia are concerned, both Russians, 
through diaspora and kinship, and Georgians, through claims of  historical proxim-
ity and territorial right to government, had their arguments over the territories. It 
is also true that the conflicts around Abkhazia and South Ossetia have their roots 
in the Russian Revolution of  1917 and subsequent civil war. The short-lived Geor-
gian independence, nowadays called ‘the first republic’ laid the foundation to the 
ethnofederal structures that gave the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic right to 
govern over Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Welt 2014). 

3.4. Patriotic narratives in Russia 

Patriotism is often seen as a necessary component of  preparation for war (Ward 
2001, Stittser 1997), and it has been used by leaders to unite people ahead of  an 
external threat. In Russia, the history of  patriotic discourse stretches back several 
hundred years. Patriotism was used by Peter the Great as a part of  his modernisa-
tion project as a semantic complex meant to educate the people of  Russian Empire 
‘in the spirit of  love of  the Fatherland’. However, in the tsarist time patriotism 
meant the same thing as loyalty to the monarch (Goode 2018, 262).

The development of  patriotic ideas went hand-in-hand with that of  the of  mass 
media: it was Peter the Great who established the first newspaper, Vedomosti, in 
1703 after his trips to Europe. Vedomosti was established as a tool for elite commu-
nication and social management, laying grounds for almost two hundred years of  
media development where newspapers did not play a role in politics. This tradition 
was broken only by the revolutionary movements of  late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries (Vartanova 2012, 127). During Peter the Great’s and Catherine II’s 
years, patriotism was perceived as a task of  the state, as something that was there in 
order to educate and enlighten the population (Nikonova 2010, 60). At this stage, 
state-led patriotism was largely ‘ethnically Russian’ for the simple reason that the 
vast majority of  people living in the empire were ethnic Russians. The ‘nationalities 
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question’ as a crucial issue that eventually became one of  the main factors in the 
collapse of  the (Soviet) empire appeared much later (more about this in Chapter 3). 
The military roots of  patriotism were also laid during these years: numerous mili-
tary victories of  the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were used in the discourse 
in order to strengthen patriotic pride. 

Military sentiments in Russia around patriotism culminated in the course of  World 
War I. Together with the crisis of  czarist rule, the bits and pieces of  military patriot-
ism were gathered together in order to build a sense of  sacrifice and willingness to 
fight for Russia. The millions of  conscripts needed reassurance that their sacrifices 
had meaning, and their families needed consolation for their losses too as the war 
dragged on (Stockdale Kirschke 2016).

Being utilised by many Western powers during and before the war, patriotism  was 
first criticised by Bolsheviks of  representing a foreign social world of  exploitation 
and capital (Nikonova 2010, 365). Already during the winter of  1918, when Sovi-
et Russia was under German occupation, the revolutionaries were soon forced to 
start talking about a ‘socialist fatherland’, adopting many discursive tricks previously 
condemned by the bourgeois as unacceptable. Later on, patriotism was adopted by 
Stalin as a part of  his Phvocabulary during the 1930s. Historians interpret this as 
his reaction to the fact that socialism did not conquer the world and the risk from 
national socialist Germany was becoming very real.

Patriotism—there is reactionary, full of  self-interest, predatory and possessive of  
lust, a hostile current to the masses of  people. Patriotism here, in the Soviet Union, 
is the natural feeling of  millions of  citizens who ardently love our native country, our 
government, our great party which has given them a happy, prosperous life. There 
patriots number in the thousands. Here there are 170 million patriots. […] We 
do not deify war as such, preaching national and racial hatred, praising military 
prowess as the ‘highest manifestation of  the human spirit’—in short all the troubled 
propaganda calculated to act on savage instincts that is the hallmark of  ‘patriotic’ 
organizations of  capitalist countries. Soviet patriotism, in contrast, is inextricably 
linked with respect for other nationalities, with the idea of  fraternity and the hatred 
of  all kinds of  oppression, military plunder and violence, and fascist callibalism. 
In protecting their socialist homeland, Soviet patriots defend against the predatory 
encroachment of  the capitalist encirclement of  the base of  the world revolution, the 
fatherland of  the world proletariat. (Dvatsatiletie Krasnoi Armii i zadachi 
Osoaviakhima 1938; quoted and translated by Nikonova 2010, 371)
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The quote above, from the 20-year anniversary paper of  the Red Army, is very 
vibrant in the way it describes patriotism in a totalitarian setting. It implies unques-
tionable love of  the Fatherland, suggesting a relationship like that with an abusive 
spouse. Considering the year of  its writing, 1938, right after the peak of  the Stalinist 
purges, one can hardly think of  ‘love’ towards the ‘government’ being the natural 
feeling of  all 170 million Soviets. The text is reminiscent of  the multi-national char-
acter of  the country, underlining the unity of  the Soviet peoples. After all, the time 
of  writing was only a year away from the outbreak of  the Second World War (up till 
today named ‘the Great Patriotic War’).

Soviet-time patriotism was, however, at least partly capable of  solving the underly-
ing problems and issues with nationalities by guaranteeing them a certain amount 
of  so-called positive discrimination. The local nationalisms were supposed to be 
absorbed by and integrated into the universality of  Soviet identity. This turned out 
to be an oppressive tactic that led to numerous tragedies, but it did function during 
the early years of  Soviet rule. After the difficult years following the collapse of  the 
Soviet Union, patriotism was discussed less actively. This was a time when serving 
in the army was unpopular, and people did not feel much pride in being Russian. 
The everyday life of  people was centred around finding work and bread. It was the 
time of  Vladimir Putin from the early 2000s onwards when patriotism regained 
its place as a concept that was discussed and analysed in the society. An important 
component of  constructing patriotism has been state programmes of  patriotic ed-
ucation, officially funded and implemented since the early years of  Vladimir Putin’s 
rule. Putin has been quoted as saying ‘there can be and will be no other ideology 
than patriotism’ (Tass 2019).

Vlad Strukov (2016, 189) claims that the construction of  patriotism in a nation-state 
is a complex procedure, and in a country such as Russia ‘which lacks any specific 
national identity and thus escapes the very categorization of  a nation’, this is even 
more complicated. Many other scholars see patriotism from the ‘ideological vacu-
um’ perspective: the country needed something that held it together after the fall of  
communism. 

One way to define the need for patriotism is well reflected in an article written by 
Valerii Grankin (2017) in his analysis of  the ‘Yunarmiya’ movement 16.

Patriotism is a concept that has existed in all the countries of  the world since 
antiquity. Based on the definition given by the president of  Russia on May 1st, 
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2016, patriotism is selfless work for the good of  the motherland 17. It is the 
patriots that are ready to stand for the motherland, when necessary; patriots, they 
have different views on economic and political development of  the country, but they 
always put the interests of  the state first and in the end, they never let the mother-
land down.

The author continues by claiming that it is the opinion of  the majority of  the veter-
ans of  the Great Patriotic War that the reason for the victory of  the ’most horrific 
war in the history of  mankind’ was the love of  the motherland, as well as the reason 
for the ability to relaunch the national economy in record time and provide techno-
logical breakthroughs including the exploitation of  space. The author also claims 
that patriotic education requires the efforts of  family, institutions of  culture and 
arts and the mass media, but ‘the most important tasks along the formation of  the 
citizen position are conducted by the educational institutions, and consequently, the 
military-patriotic education is a compositional part of  the state educational politics’. 

Patriotism in Russia has in any case been a state-led ideological repercussion. As 
the first programme was introduced in 2001, the government explained the need 
for such programmes by focusing on forming ‘socially significant values’ such as ‘a 
sense of  loyalty towards one’s Fatherland’ (Nikonova 2010, 354). The major reason 
for launching the programmes was the need to prepare young men for military ser-
vice (Laruelle 2009, 177). 

Another reason to initiate the programmes of  patriotic education was the need to 
create state structures around the unified narrative of  the country. It is not an over-
statement to say that this kind of  patriotism stipulates loyalty to the state less than loy-
alty to the nation (Strukov 2017, 189). Discussions on whether one can love the nation 
but not love the state around it are typical around Russian nationalism and patriotism. 
Vladimir Putin has been outspoken in his fears of  disunity in society and patriotism 
has been seen as one of  the solutions to this. As early as December 1999, Putin 
expressed that progress is impossible in a society that finds itself  in a condition of  
division (Evans 2008, 904). In May 2003 he called for ‘consolidation around basic na-
tional values and tasks’ (Putin 2003, quoted by Evans 2008). Interestingly, in an inter-
view in early 2000, when asked to identify the main priority for Russia, he answered 

16 Yunarmiya is a ‘military-patriotic movement’ launched officially on 29 June 2016 by the initiative of  the 
Ministry of  Defence. Its scope today is impressive: it has over 200,000 members and branches in all 85 
federal subjects of  Russia. https://icds.ee/yunarmia-a-call-from-the-past-or-farewell-to-the-future/
17 Putin uses the older, higher-literacy version of  the world motherland, ‘Otchizne’.
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that most important then was the adoption of  goals or moral values that all members 
of  the society could understand, comparing this to the adoption of  the ‘Code of  the 
Builder of  Communism’ from the 1960s (Putin 2000, quoted ibid). In this way, pa-
triotic ideas originating from Peter the Great’s years, then rejected and readopted by 
the Communists, seem to circulate and reappear in Russian history. In fact, the first 
programme of  patriotic education was described to have been ‘peppered with Soviet 
terminology’ (Laruelle 2009, 177), mourning ‘the loss of  sense of  internationalism’ 
and condemning the development of  negative attitudes like selfishness, individualism 
and lack of  respect for institutions. Remarkably, the program differentiates patriotism 
from nationalism, finding the former a good thing and the latter a bad one. 

These ideas are also reflected in official strategic documents of  Russia. There, Rus-
sia defines its objectives by using the concepts of  ‘national security’ and ‘national 
interest’, where ‘national security’ means the protection of  individuals, society and 
state against external and internal threats, and ‘national interest’ means expectations 
and objectives regarding Russia’s position in the international community (Ministry 
of  Defence et al. 2019, 15). When it comes to the latter, uniting the country is, to-
gether with regaining Russia’s global role—or at least recognition of  it—at the core 
of  Russia’s foreign policy today. Russia seeks the status of  an internationally recog-
nised great power, and a philosopher often quoted in the process is Ivan Ilyin, here 
by current Minister for Foreign Affairs, Sergei Lavrov:

The greatness of  a country is not determined by the size of  its territory or the 
number of  its inhabitants, but the capacity of  its people and its government to take 
on the burden of  great world problems and to deal with these problems in a creative 
manner. A great power is the one which, asserting its existence and its interest… 
introduces a creative and meaningful legal idea to the entire assembly of  the nations, 
the entire concert of  the peoples and states. (Ilyin according to Lavrov 2016)

These documents, doctrines and concepts, highest up in the hierarchy being the 
National Security strategy, underline the instability and multiple threats facing Rus-
sia (Vendil Pallin 2019, 204). The ‘West’ is said to ‘create seats of  tension’ in the 
Eurasian region, thus exerting a ‘negative influence on the realization of  Russian 
national interests’ (Russian National Security Strategy 2015).

What is interesting in the security strategy from the viewpoint of  patriotic narra-
tives is the emphasis on ‘traditional spiritual and moral values’ (about spiritual-mor-
al values see also Chapter Two). According to Østbø (2016, 1) the words were first 
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uttered by the secretary of  the Academic Council of  the Russian Security Council 
Nikolai Patrushev in April 2013, when he suggested the members of  the coun-
cil pay particular attention to improving national security in the ‘spiritual/moral 
sphere’. At this time, the idea was surprising to both commentators and members 
of  the council; however, when the strategy finally was adopted, it devoted a lot of  
room to the values. For example, point 78 of  the strategy states 

Traditional Russian spiritual and moral values include the priority of  the spiritual 
over the material, protection of  human life and of  human rights and freedoms, the 
family, creative labor, service to the homeland, the norms of  morals and morality, 
humanism, charity, fairness, mutual assistance, collectivism, the historical unity of  
the peoples of  Russia, and the continuity of  our motherland’s history. 
(Russian National Security Strategy 2015)

Further on, the strategy pays attention to the threats to this area of  national security: 
this means the ‘erosion of  the above-mentioned traditional values’ and the ‘weaken-
ing of  the unity of  the Russian Federations’ multinational people’—this happens by 
means of  ‘external cultural and information expansion’. By the latter, the strategy 
means, among other things, the ‘spread of  poor-quality mass cultural products’, ‘the 
decline of  the role of  the Russian language in the world’ and ‘attempts to falsify 
Russian and world history’. 

Another important document here is the information security doctrine that followed 
the law on information security from 1995 and was adopted in 2000 (Pynnöniemi 
2019, 214). The current doctrine defines information security as a 

Situation where the individual, society and state is protected against domestic and 
external information threats, a situation in which the constitutional rights and 
freedoms of  the person and citizen, a dignified quality and level of  life of  citizens, 
sovereignty, territorial integrity and robust social-economic development of  the 
Russian Federation, defence and security of  the state are provided for. 
(Doctrine 2016, quoted by Vendil Pallin 2019, 206) 

The doctrine defines ‘information sphere’ very widely, but the focus is on the ICT 
systems. The document also consists of  a list of  threats that news and information 
pose to the country’s national interest, naming privately owned domestic media as 
well as foreign media as the main villains (Skillen 2017, 38). It is the duty of  the 
state to protect society from foreign influences.
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The information security-related documents of  the Russian Federation today reveal 
the fact that Russia is very concerned about the information to which the Russian 
public is exposed to. One turning point was the Arab Spring and the protests in 
Russia in 2011–2012. It was after those protests when Putin activated his efforts 
in controlling and using social media, blaming the West for instigating the protests 
(Enikolopov et al. 2019; Helmus et al. 2018).
These made the Russian leadership think that the Internet could be used to distrib-
ute information that would further undermine the Russian political system (Vendil 
Pallin 2019, 208). 

These strategies include parts that are also important for media. For instance, Rus-
sia’s Foreign Policy Concept mentions bolstering the standing of  Russian mass 
media and communication tools in the global information space in order to con-
vey Russia’s perspectives on international processes as one of  its main objectives 
(Zakem, Saunders, Hashimova & Hammerberg 2018, 18). 

There is a connection between these documents and the patriotic education pro-
grammes. In an analysis of  the programmes in light of  the anti-terrorist and an-
ti-extremist operations, a senior researcher of  the Academy of  Prosecutor General 
of  the Russian Federation writes that 

European, American, Israeli, Chinese, Turkish, Arabic and other models of  
citizenship-building and patriotism remain subjects of  controversy. (Vasnetsova 
2013, translation from Russian by the author)

In the article, the writer underlines that there is a general consensus in all developed 
states and societies about the existence of  basic social values and policies that pro-
mote those values ‘and this differentiates these societies from other countries of  
the world’. However, there is a lack of  concrete models that would assist in deci-
sion-making processes that would support the promotions of  these values. 

Regional systems of  formation of  patriotism of  each country are multiple and 
have to do with different standard of  living, traditions and so on. (Ibid.)

Even though Vasnetsova (2013) continues by underlining the evolving, situational 
and socio-political nature of  citizenship and patriotism—these two concepts being 
used hand-in-hand—it is notable that the underlying philosophy follows the under-
standing of  uniqueness of  certain ‘culture’ or ‘subject’ or even ‘nation state’. 
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This brings to mind the central question and distinction of  Russian historical cul-
ture: the issue of  Russia’s relation to the West and the distinction between Western-
isers and Slavophiles, the latter believing that Russia’s path is unique and the former 
looking at the so-called West—keeping in mind that the choice of  criteria and dis-
tinctions between East and West have never been neutral (Mihelj 2008, 160; Para-
monov 1996, 12). In today’s Russia and Georgia, these discussions of  identities and 
belonging and non-belonging remain relatively strong. Politically, Russia is looking 
for allies from outside the Western sphere of  influence, whereas Georgia underlines 
its Western identity. These aspirations have a key role when analysing patriotism and 
its meanings and reflections in the mass media of  these countries. 

How do Russian citizens understand patriotism, then? Opinion polls regularly monitor 
the feelings of  pride about the motherland. According to a study by the Levada cen-
tre, the proportion of  Russians who were proud of  living in Russia reached its peak 
of  86 percent in 2014. The number of  Russians who were proud of  Russia’s political 
influence in the world rose from 59 to 85 percent between 2012 and 2015 (Kasamara 
& Sorokina 2016, 99). By December 2017, it turned out that the proportion of  people 
considering Russia a superpower has risen to 72 percent. These figures have gone hand-
in-hand with the rise of  popularity of  Vladimir Putin. It is also worth remembering that 
right after the collapse of  the Soviet Union, the polls were unanimous in showing that 
Russians dislike themselves and their country (Laruelle 2009, 154). In a 1991 poll by 
VTSIOM, over half  of  Russians identified themselves with the phrases ‘we are worse 
than everyone else’ and ‘we bring only negative things to the world’ (ibid). 

The 2014 peak in national pride has been explained by the annexation of  Crimea. 
After that, the percentage of  Russians feeling pride in their motherland has re-
mained at 68 percent and above 18. Another related trend has been the rise in the 
number of  Russians who find Russia to be a great power. This has risen from 31 
percent in 1999 to 75 percent in 2017. Further, in 1992, right after the collapse of  
the Soviet Union, only 13 percent of  respondents thought that Russians are ‘great 
people that have a special meaning in the history of  the world’, feeling rather that 
‘Russians are similar people as others’. The proportion of  people finding Russians 
‘great’ rose to 62 percent in 2018, and only 35 percent think that ‘Russians are simi-
lar people as others’ (Levada tsentr 2019). 

18 When examining opinion polls in Russia, it is possible that, especially in questions related to patriotism 
or support of  a regime, there is a social desirability bias. Earlier research has shown that it is harder to 
capture public opinion under more repressive political regimes and especially under patriotic mobilisation. 
See Zavadskaya & Mitikka 2020 or Baum 2002.
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Russian Public Opinion Research Centre VCIOM published a report on Russian 
patriotism in July 2020 (VCIOM 2020) based on its opinion polls. According to this 
report, 89 percent of  Russians find themselves to be patriots. What is interesting 
in the polls is the change of  understanding of  what patriotism means since 2000. 
Twenty years ago, a majority (59 percent) of  Russians felt that patriotism simply 
means ‘to love one’s country.’ In 2020, this figure was down to 47 percent and the 
second popular understanding of  patriotism among Russians was ‘to work and to 
make a difference for the benefit/flourishing of  the country’ (translation from Rus-
sian by the author) 19. One of  the suggested definitions of  patriotism was ‘to say the 
truth about one’s country even if  it’s bitter.’ The number of  Russians who preferred 
this definition of  the term was up to 29 percent in 2020 from 12 percent in 2000. 

The nature of  Russian patriotism—its true meaning for citizens—is another issue 
of  scholarly interest. Kasamara and Sorokina (2016) conducted research about the 
patriotic sentiments among Russian youth. According to their studies, patriotism in 
Russia is first and foremost militaristic. This was elaborated very clearly in the text 
of  the patriotic education programme of  2011–2015. Kasamara and Sorokina find 
this definition of  patriotism very narrow and unable to utilise all the possibilities 
that the concept holds in itself. Following Ervin Staub (2010), they differentiate 
between ‘blind’ and ‘constructive’ patriotism, where ‘blind’ means supporting elite 
views blindly even when they can carry negative consequences for certain groups 
of  people. In this model, any criticism of  the politics of  a certain state can be con-
demned as unpatriotic. ‘Constructive’ patriotism means that even though the indi-
vidual feels love and loyalty towards the homeland, there are certain human values 
that overarch patriotism, and criticism is seen as a tool to make the common good 
even better.

In their research, Kasamara and Sorokina conducted an inquiry among students 
of  three elite universities in Moscow in order to determine how university students 
(N= 230) perceive patriotism. According to this study, the students depicted patri-
otism as an obligation to ‘make it possible for the state to flourish’ (do their work 
well and conscientiously) (35 % of  respondents). The students also thought that 
criticism of  the state was not a problem either, since it can help the state in its fur-
ther development. The only thing Kasamara and Sorokina found reminiscent of  

19 The suggested definitions of  patriotism offered by VCIOM to respondents were ‘loving ones’ country’; 
‘to work and to make a difference for the benefit/flourishing of  the country’; to ‘tell the truth about one’s 
country even if  it’s bitter’; ‘to think that your country is better than the others’ and to ‘think that your 
country has no flaws’.
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‘blind patriotism’ was the fact that students would not allow for a patriot to move 
abroad. The students were also asked to name some people they find to be ‘patri-
ots’. The widest-mentioned individuals were state leaders (45 % of  respondents). 
Vladimir Putin was mentioned by 22 percent of  the respondents, but even Stalin 
was mentioned by five percent and historical leaders (Peter the Great and Alexan-
der II) by several. The other categories that were found important when discussing 
patriotism by students were people dealing with culture, arts and science, military 
leaders and others (ibid).

Paul Goode (2016, 423) found a mix of  individualism and conformity in the way 
that Russians explain their understanding of  patriotism. Many Russians seem to 
think that it is other people who take the Kremlin’s patriotic brand at face value. 
In his study, Russians seemed to look at patriotism as something apolitical and in-
dividualist that takes shape in daily practices. Goode also claims that patriotism is 
something that makes individuals sacrifice choice. 

Despite the ambiguity and complexity of  the term, patriotism seems never to dis-
appear from political discourse and public discussions (Sanina 2017, 22). According 
to Sanina, patriotism is a philosophical concept that ‘reflects emotions of  love for 
a particular place, that is, a region or a country, and a readiness to support the com-
munity of  people associated with that place’.

3.5. Patriotic education programmes in Russia 

The Russian government invests much money and effort in programmes of  patri-
otic education, and starting in 2021, ‘military-patriotic upbringing’ is becoming an 
official part of  the public school system (Alberts 2020). Originally, patriotic edu-
cation stemmed from the image of  the Russian army, which was very negative up 
until the 1990s. The state hoped for these programmes to be able to increase the 
young people’s sense of  belonging to the state. In addition to schools, remarkable 
actors in this exercise have been patriotic clubs and organisations, some of  which 
are more and some less strictly controlled by the state (Sanina 2017, 102–116). The 
state agency ‘Rospatriotsentr’ has since 2012 been one of  the main implementers 
of  the youth policies of  the Russian state (Kasamara & Sorokina 2016, 99). The 
outspoken objective of  this centre is to help young people in creating ‘an adequate 
relationship to understanding the term “patriotism”, to being an active citizen and 
taking personal responsibility for making volunteer work an integral part of  the 
culture of  the society’ (Rospatriottsentr, translation from Russian by the author). 
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Interestingly, the objective changed between 2018 and 2020 from being ‘to create 
high patriotic consciousness and to develop the feelings of  love and fidelity towards 
the Homeland among the young generation of  Russians’ to one that underlines 
the volunteering, thus taking the objectives of  patriotic education from somewhat 
vague ‘consciousness-creation’ towards underlining patriotism as an activity.

The programmes of  patriotic education seemed to be going well up until the fi-
nancial crisis, thanks to stable economic growth. A major turn in internal politics 
of  Russia took place during the pro-democracy demonstrations in 2011–2012, the 
scope of  which took the state leadership by surprise. As a reaction to this challenge, 
the government tightened its grip on civil society right after the Presidential elec-
tions of  2012. At the same time, the official rhetoric about ‘traditional values’ that 
was needed in order to unite the people and keep the country unified grew stronger. 
‘Traditional values’ were already included in the programmes of  patriotic education 
in the early 2000s, but it was only during the beginning of  Putin’s third presidential 
term that he started speaking more about the need to return to ‘spiritual unity’. 

The patriotic education program ongoing in Russia at the time of  this writing is 
the fourth one. According to Khodzaeva, Meyer, Barsukova and Yasaveev (2017), 
within the course of  the programmes the emphasis has switched from underlining 
tolerance and friendship between peoples of  Russia towards ‘protection’, meaning 
in this case 

Overcoming extremist manifestations among particular groups of  citizens… and 
strengthening national security.

The programme also reflects a need to provide youth with military-patriotic edu-
cation. The ongoing programme even claims that people carrying out educational 
work be ‘re-trained’. This means, in addition to the military-patriotic camps and 
clubs, special ‘cadet classes’ should be—and have been—organised in ordinary 
schools (ibid). 

Laruelle (2015, 9), in her writing about patriotic youth clubs in Russia, calls patri-
otism an umbrella concept that covers multiple activities and practices, especially 
within the clubs. The term remains vague; thus, almost all patriotic clubs use anoth-
er adjective in describing themselves. They can be cultural, civic, military, historical 
or Orthodox. Some clubs carry the name ‘patriotic’ basically only ‘as an administra-
tive decision’ (ibid, 10).
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Laruelle found several reasons for the clubs to exist. The first one was what Laru-
elle calls ‘a niche in the job market’ (Ibid, 15). Patriotic clubs provide much-needed 
jobs for both young people and for adult activists. In addition to this, they engage 
schoolteachers and students as well as professionals who conducted social engage-
ment activities during the Soviet era. This is yet more proof  of  the fact that many 
elements of  both Georgian and Russian patriotism—both its philosophical roots 
and activities included by it—carry a strong Soviet undertone. Another category of  
workers at the clubs are former military personnel. Laruelle notes that engagement 
in patriotic clubs can provide not just self-confidence for the pedagogical profes-
sionals—largely devaluated in Russian society since the collapse of  the Soviet Un-
ion—but additional income for otherwise unemployed citizens and possibilities for 
business, since some of  the clubs are run by businesspeople. 

Another reason for the particular importance of  patriotic clubs is, according to 
Laruelle, the cultural and social capital provided by them (ibid, 18). Following Pierre 
Bourdeau’s thoughts on social capital, Laruelle finds patriotic clubs as entities that 
are able to make their attendants and participants feel as if  they belong to a restrict-
ed world of  values (ibid, 18). According to Laurelle, 

For these activists, contemporary Russian society is in decay. Having lost a sense 
of  humanism, it is solely preoccupied with material well-being and the pursuit of  
an extreme form of  individualism. (Laruelle 2015, 19)

These kinds of  thoughts carry clear resemblances to Soviet times; its ideals are in 
humanity, peace and mutual understanding instead of  capitalistic competition. The 
military-patriotic education programmes of  the Soviet Union were built around 
the communist ideology, and many authors find the lack of  patriotic education in 
the 1990s a problem for the prestige of  the country, especially its military forces  
(Grankin 2017, 2). Patriotism also looks forward to defending Russian national 
identity; there is a need for a nation to have one, and the loss of  the Soviet Union 
led to decadence and decay. Patriotism, at least, as expressed by the visitors and 
activists of  these clubs, carries a deeply anti-Western undertone and its core values 
are very conservative. What is very interesting though is a fact revealed by Laruelle’s 
study: members of  patriotic clubs have a relatively negative attitude towards the 
state (Laruelle 2015, 24). The youngsters interviewed connected the state with ‘bu-
reaucracy, technocracy, paperwork and corruption’. Their attitude towards politics 
was equally suspicious. 



74

Another study concentrating on patriotic youth clubs in Omsk (Le Huéroy 2015, 
30) demonstrated that the multiple perceptions and understandings of  patriotism 
often clearly differ from the plans and instructions given by the state. The men-
tioned non-alignment with the state would support this claim: even though the state 
is instrumental in creating programmes of  patriotic education and funding the sub-
sequent clubs, the perceptions and meanings given to the clubs and programmes 
by their ‘end users’ are unique and context-dependent. One of  the interviewees in 
Omsk even said to a researcher

There is the patriotism of  the elite with their discourse of  everything being okay 
and then there is our own patriotism. (U nas est’ svoi patriotizm) (ibid, 33)

This again implies the old Russian notion of  state as something that cannot be 
trusted—despite the thoughts of  patriotism as a bridge between the faceless state 
and citizens.

Le Huérou even managed to find young people who called patriotic clubs ‘tacky’; 
merely something for those young people who do not have more interesting activi-
ties to pursue (le Huérou 2015, 34). Le Huérou also observed that the contrast be-
tween the 1990s, when patriotism is said to be neglected, and the 2000s, when pat-
riotism underwent a revival, is not as sharp as is often claimed. She writes that ‘the 
people in charge of  patriotic programmes would cite many activities organised over 
the course of  the previous decade’. 

3.6. Roots of Georgian nationhood and nationalism 

Patriotic narratives are strong in Georgia, too. The country’s war-ridden past, mul-
tiple kingdoms and legendary kings and queens have formed the basis of  the story 
of  a much-suffering heroic country. The development of  modern Georgian state-
hood, however, happened during and after Russian rule in the nineteenth century.

Further, the new kind of  nationalism after the collapse of  the Soviet Union is  
examined. The story of  Georgia is now a story of  Western orientation, and Russia, 
along with the old Other, Muslim states, has become the Other that stands in the 
way of  Georgia’s bright future as a modern Western democracy. 

Nationalism in Georgia is a relatively widely studied phenomenon (Batiashvili 2012, 
Kldiashvili 2016, Suny 1994), not least because of  the multiple wars that shattered 
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the country after the collapse of  the Soviet Union. Georgian nationalism draws its 
narrative from the colourful past of  the region 20, not forgetting the heroic queens 
and kings of  different eras. The uprooting of  Christianity in the early fourth century 
played a significant role in this, and further in the creation of  the ‘Georgian narra-
tive’. Before this period, the area of  modern-day Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan 
was inhabited by numerous tribes and gradually got territorially divided into lands. 
The fragmented kingdoms witnessed constant attempts at takeover by major pow-
erholders such as Rome-Byzantium and Iran. According to historians, this battle for 
political balance gave the smaller states of  Caucasia possibilities for a certain degree 
of  political and cultural autonomy (Suny 1994, 20). The element of  Islam entered 
the stage in the seventh century, when weakened Byzantine armies gave room to 
Arabs that penetrated Armenia in 640, and Iberia (Georgia) five years later. At the 
time, the political geography of  Georgia differed remarkably from that of  today’s: 
the territory of  current Georgia was divided approximately along the lines of  East 
and West: Katrli-Iberia of  the West living under Arab rule and eastern regions of  
Kakheti and Ereti managing to keep a certain degree of  autonomy (ibid, 29). 

It was the following centuries, however, that laid the cornerstones of  the great nar-
rative of  unified Georgia. King David II the Rebuilder (Aghmashenebeli) ruled 
from 1089 to 1125, managing to defeat the Kakhetian king and annexing the East-
ern territories to Georgia. He also put an end to the Muslim rule in Tbilisi; on 12 
August, 1121, he defeated the Muslims in a battle near Didgori. The day is, up to 
this day, celebrated as Didgoroba. 

Nutsa Batiashvili (2018) describes how a group of  Georgian intellectuals discussed 
a potential new history book for Georgia. The term ‘exaggerated Georgianness’ 
was used as the experts wondered how the textbook should be made. According to 
them, there is a historical stereotype that describes the story of  Georgians as a ‘con-
frontation of  refined, God-loving, brave and educated Georgians with the savage 
and uneducated rest of  the world’.

Combined with this stereotype, there is another one that describes the Georgian 
as an irrational idler compared to a rational, calculating European (Ibid, 2–4, 6).  
Batiashvili claims that there are two distinct but mutually constitutive discursive gen-
res in action when it comes to memory narratives as identity constructs and strate-

20 By ‘region’ I mean South Caucasus, although scholars do constantly debate about whether South Cau-
casus should be called and considered a ‘region’. See, for instance, De Waal 2012.
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gies of  political reasoning in Georgia: that of  self-idealisation and that of  self-con-
demnation. According to her, these can be traced to the nineteenth century, to the 
colonial past and relationship between colony and empire (ibid, xvi). I think this 
is a useful way to explain the multiple, sometimes contradictory narratives around 
Georgia: that of  a great country and of  a poor, developing one; that of  a European, 
liberal and modern one and of  a conservative, religious and prejudiced one. 

Tales of  past greatness on the one hand and colonisation and suffering on the other 
remain strong in Georgia. One example of  this is, quite similarly as in Russia, the 
numerous public holidays that remind the public of  the suffering of  Georgians: 9 
April reminds Georgians of  the day Soviet tanks rolled into Tbilisi in 1989, and is 
called ‘Day of  National Unity, Civil Concord and Commemoration of  Those Who 
Died for the National Integrity of  Georgia’. Nine May is still on the calendar as 
Victory Day and 27 August is called ‘Feast of  the New Martyrs of  the Totalitari-
an Regime’. Didgoroba, the anniversary of  the above-mentioned Didigori battle, is 
both a religious and a civic holiday, since its celebrations attract both political and 
religious leaders (Karli Jo Storm 2018, 210). According to the newspaper Georgia To-
day, during the Didgoroba celebrations in 2019, Georgia’s Prime Minister Mamuka 
Bakhtadze cited Patriarch Ilia II in saying that ‘the Didgigori battle is still underway 
for Georgia’ (Kvaratskheliya 2019). These kinds of  past victories, as Vamik Volkan 
claims, create ‘shared mental representations or pride and pleasure’ (Volkan 2013, 
230). Earlier in this thesis, Volkan’s theories of  transgenerational transmissions of  
trauma were presented: similarly as traumas, these moments of  joy and national 
pride are passed to the next generations. Ceremonies such as DIdgoroba exist in 
order to constitute a mutual understanding of  what being a Georgian is. 

Didgoroba is no doubt one of  the most important holidays, despite the fact that the 
successors of  the legendary David the builder, the hero of  the Didgori battle in 1121, 
did not manage to preserve all the territories. It marks the establishment of  the founda-
tions of  a solid, yet internally contested, monarchy, bringing along Georgian Christian 
culture and civilisation with its own architecture, art and literature (Suny 1994, 37–38). 
In the mid-fifteenth century, Georgia was again divided between Turkish and Persian 
spheres of  influence, and a hundred years later Russians entered the stage, gradually 
leading to a period of  unification under a single political authority. Traditional forms 
of  governance were accompanied by, and sometimes replaced by czarist officials. 

This did not happen without problems; Russians were not familiar with the local 
customary law and practices, and this led to frictions with the local population. The 
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Czarist administration, however, was certain in its determination to integrate the 
Georgian social order into its system. There were multiple smaller and larger revolts 
during the course of  the nineteenth century. The history of  Georgia indeed demon-
strated how the country has been threatened from multiple directions throughout 
its history, and today the nation’s past and the ambivalent geopolitical positioning 
of  it are used to imagine a different future (Batiashvili 2018, xv). 

When it comes to imagining a different future, it is crucial to remember that at least 
since Catherine II’s times, the fate of  Georgia has in many ways been intertwined 
with the fate of  Russia. In 1917, Georgian Menshevik leader Noe Zhordania be-
lieved his country’s best hopes lay in a more democratic Russia. He called the union 
with Russia since 1801 a ‘historic inevitability’, stating also that ’our ancestor decid-
ed to turn away from the East and turn to the West… but the road to the West lay 
through Russia, and consequently to go towards the West meant union with Russia’ 
(Zhordania 1919, quoted by de Waal 2012, 1713). His mind, however, changed in 
a couple of  months due to the Russian civil war. The first declaration of  inde-
pendence was given on 26 May, 1918, after Zhordania negotiated a secret deal with 
Germany. This meant diplomatic recognition and protection from the increasing 
territorial appetite of  the Turks. In exchange, Georgians gave the German empire 
access to natural resources and infrastructure (Suny 1994, 192–193). 

The start of  the new republic was not easy. Georgia faced problems in the estab-
lishment of  order and authority, and the relations with neighbouring Armenia and 
Azerbaijan remained difficult. All three countries of  South Caucasus managed to 
maintain independence for the short period, while the empires that had ruled the 
region for centuries were themselves in disarray. 

However, as the situation in Russia somewhat stabilised, it was the fate of  all three 
republics to join the Soviet Union. By late 1920, Armenia was at war with Turkey, 
and becoming a Russian Socialist Federated Soviet Republic seemed like a lesser 
evil. The Azerbaijani leadership had been forced to proclaim the established Soviet 
republic of  Azerbaijan earlier that year with almost no armed resistance. By Febru-
ary 1921, the Red Army had entered Georgia (Suny 1994, 197–207).
Even though the independence of  the three republics was very short-lived, the po-
litical experience remained important. 

In addition to the stories of  threats, fights, subordination, sacrifice and battle, what 
is notable in Georgia’s history is the long tradition of  non-conformism in the coun-
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try. This has been reflected during the years of  czarist rule, during late Soviet pe-
riod, during the years of  Zviad Gamsahurdia’s presidency, even the Shevardnadze 
years—the latter being able to take the country over from criminalised paramilitary 
groups. The Rose Revolution, for its part, was the very first one to begin the series 
of  colour revolutions in the former Soviet Union (De Waal 2012, Laurén 2013). 
The role of  the Orthodox church is discussed in more detail in Chapter One, but 
here something worth noting is the story of  non-conformism within the church 
as well. Long before the creation of  the Soviet Union, the Russian Tsarist Em-
pire almost continuously fought against the Georgian Orthodox Church, which was 
thought to be the most important component of  Georgian national ideology. The 
fact that the subordination of  the Georgian church was one of  the main strategic 
objectives for the Russian Empire in order to assimilate the whole of  Georgia into 
the Russian empire can be seen as a sign of  the ideological authority that the Geor-
gian Orthodox church had. 

The Church, in exactly the way it was during the penetration of  Russians into Geor-
gian territory, was very important in the reconstruction of  Georgia’s political iden-
tity after the collapse of  the Soviet Union. According to Demurishvili (2016, 102), 
due to the fact that after 1991 Georgia lacked experience in civil society and civic 
institutions and the collapse of  the empire had led to a political vacuum, the Church 
had taken a role of  a supporter of  the nation and the foundation for future develop-
ment (ibid, 102), not least due to its historical weight as an institution. In this light, it 
is natural that the Church and nationalism are closely intertwined in Georgia. 

3.7. Post-Soviet nationalism in Georgia

After the collapse of  the Soviet Union, and especially after the Rose Revolution that 
ousted the long-term President, former Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevard-
nadze 21, nationalism in Georgia underwent a process of  reorientation. The new di-
rection, clearly expressed by the heroes of  the Rose Revolution, meant a pro-West-
ern political orientation and a radical break with the Soviet past. This meant both 
symbolic and ritual dimensions of  nationalism and the issues of  political inde-
pendence becoming parts of  the political discourse (Mirchanov 2010, 188). Certain 
terms implying ‘Georgianness’ (’Georgian blood’, ‘Georgian flag’) began to be uti-
lised. Mirchanov claims that in Georgia the nationalistic discourse became stronger 

21 Georgia underwent several wars after the collapse of  the Soviet Union. More on them in the next 
subchapter.
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at a time when nationalism was becoming unpopular elsewhere in Europe. Georgia 
started looking for its cultural and political roots in Europe—a process that was 
ongoing already during the Soviet years as a protest to the totalitarian rule and lack 
of  freedoms. 

The history of  Georgia’s imaginary Europeanness stretches further than this. Being 
recognised as European has been the aim of  Georgian intelligentsia for at least 
three centuries (Mirchanov 2010, 182). However, sometimes this need for recogni-
tion has been somewhat one-sided. ‘Neither the West nor Europe has seen Georgia 
the way [Georgians have hoped]’, Mirchanov writes, despite the fact that the Soviet 
Socialist Republics of  Armenia and Georgia were clearly seen by Western countries 
as closer than neighbouring, predominantly Muslim Azerbaijan. Zurab Kiknadze 
(2015, 83) writes in an essay in a book commissioned by the Office of  the State 
Minister of  Georgia on European and Euro-Atlantic integration: 

What is Georgia, an Asia in Europe or Europe in Asia (and we are not talking 
about the territorial aspect?) … According to one equation, while Asia sees 
Georgia as Europe, Europeans view it as Asia. Once again, we ask ourselves, 
what is so Asian about Georgians that they themselves do not see, but is obvious to 
Europeans?

Georgia’s ‘Western orientation’ is clearly a geopolitical, a practical choice. Georgia 
sees Russia as its Other and wants to separate itself  from the Soviet past.

It is also worth noting that the Georgian support from the West and the Western 
orientation came at a price. According to Metreveli, the expectations of  foreign and 
domestic actors did not coincide when ‘project Georgia’ as a ‘beacon of  democ-
racy’ was created. This was best reflected in the religious and ethnicity policy of  
Georgian governments. The modernising agenda of  the post-Rose-revolution gov-
ernment faced inconsistencies (ibid, 698). Georgia has been a multi-ethnic country 
throughout its history, but as rightfully noted by Storm (2018, 210), the symbolic 
content of  the way national identity is expressed through the flag, coat of  arms, 
national anthem, currency and national holidays all underline the exclusiveness of  
Georgian national identity, consisting of  Georgian language, Georgian Orthodox 
Christianity and the famous Georgian national heroes. Thus, Georgia, de facto mul-
ti-ethnic and multicultural, represents itself  via its symbols as a near-monoethnic 
nation inevitably belonging to the ‘West’. Stephen F. Jones (2012) reminds us that 
the Rose Revolution was ‘as much about nation-building as it was about state-build-
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ing’. By this, Jones meant that despite the aim of  President Saakashvili being to con-
tribute to building a multinational state, he did it at least partly via Georgianisation 
of  the non-Georgian-speaking provinces. Saakashvili’s ways were authoritarian, and 
unification of  the country meant, for him, ‘taking Georgia back’ (ibid, 12.) Saakash-
vili’s leadership was not always in line with what he wanted: a ‘Western’ liberal de-
mocracy. 

Thus, several scholars have paid attention to the definitions of  the West. In dis-
cussion about Georgian political orientation, ‘West’ and ‘liberal democracy’ appear 
practically as synonyms. Deeper analysis of  the terms is often lacking; their defini-
tion seems to stem from intuitive understanding of  the Other, in this case a differ-
ence between Soviet, Russian or ‘Byzantine’ culture. 

As for nationalism in Georgia, philosopher Zaza Shatirishvili (2009, 391) writes that 
there are three narratives in contemporary Georgia: a classical one, where the story 
concentrates on the history and ‘the history as well as story of  the salvation and 
rescue of  the Georgian nation despite invasions and imperial aggression’. The sec-
ond narrative has to do with the Rose Revolution; this narrative concentrates on the 
‘birth of  new nation and mighty Georgian state from Shevardnazde’s chaos’ and the 
third one is religious, claiming that Eastern Orthodoxy is a ‘genetically inherited re-
ligion’ for Georgians (Shatirisvhili 2009, 391–393.) It is relatively easy to trace these 
narratives along the history of  Georgia.

In short, Georgian nationalism today is clearly pro-Western and pro-European, 
meaning concretely political aspirations to move towards the structures of  the Eu-
ropean Union, NATO and other significant ‘Western’ institutions. This is especially 
clear in the official political discourse, strengthened by different official initiatives. 
One example is a history textbook writing process initiated by a venture-capital-
ist-turned-Minister-of-Economy, Kakha Bendukidze, in 2010, when he wanted a 
history textbook that would commemorate 200 years of  Russian occupation (Ba-
tiashvili 2019, 1083). This book never saw the light of  day, but the process was in-
teresting: it highlighted the discrepancy between the Soviet-trained intelligentsia and 
the new Western-educated one, and the ambivalence in the ‘Western’ orientation 
and the fact that some Georgians do think that a functional relationship with Rus-
sia is better for Georgians and that imported European values might even degrade 
something in Georgia (ibid, 1091). When it comes to patriotism, during a debate 
about the process, ‘love of  homeland’ was mentioned as something that should be a 
priority in Georgian schools (Batiashvili 2012, 192). In these discussions, the ‘West’ 
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sometimes seems to be a threat to ‘Georgian spiritual values’—quite similarly as 
is the case in the Russian patriotic narrative that underlines certain values that are 
exclusively traditionally Russian ‘spiritual-moral’ values (Østbø 2016). Characteristi-
cally, in 2006 when the former State television was undergoing a reform in order to 
become a public broadcaster, the citizens were asked in an opinion poll about what 
they felt the main orientation of  a public broadcaster was. Of  the respondents, 57 
percent felt that the answer was ‘protecting and supporting the traditional Georgian 
cultural values’, whereas only 18 percent found ‘establishing and popularizing the 
democratic and civic values in the society’ important (Darchiashvili 2008, 40). 

The aspiration towards the West is also a security-related exercise. The integration of  
Georgia in NATO is expressed even in the constitution of  the country. The foreign 
policy documents of  the country reveal that Georgia sees the euro-Atlantic structures 
first and foremost due to security reasons and the integration with the West is first of  
all a practical ‘realpolitik’ exercise (Japaridze 2018). On the other hand, Europe is an 
imagined community. This imagining happens in Georgia, as argued by Mineashvili 
(2016), on two levels. Georgians equate European identity with their own national 
identity, but it is also seen as a supranational identity, acquiring a political and civic 
aspect. Georgia claims to share European values such as love of  freedom and indi-
vidualism, and the clearest political manifestation of  ‘Europeanness’ for Georgians is 
naturally the European Union. The Georgian political elites use both patterns in their 
discourse: the fact that Georgia is culturally ‘European’ and the fact that politically 
Georgia sees Europe as a role model (ibid, 14–15). The discourse of  ‘Euro-Atlantic 
integration’, NATO, goes hand-in-hand with the ideas of  Georgia being a European 
country and ‘belonging’ to Europe; Georgian identity means devotion to the idea of  
Euro-Atlantic integration as a ‘sacred destiny’ (Kakachia & Mineashvili 2015, 171). 

These values are also reflected in the official documents. The National Security 
Concept, accepted in 2011, underlines the threat of  Russia and the occupation of  
Georgian territories and states in that the Russian Federation does not accept the 
sovereignty of  Georgia. The document lists the national values of  Georgia as being 
the following:

• Sovereignty and territorial integrity 
• Freedom
• Democracy and rule of  law
• Security
• Prosperity
• Peace
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These values are in line with Georgia’s outspoken ‘Western orientation’. Interesting-
ly here, no ‘traditional values’ or ‘Georgianness’ is mentioned. ‘Territorial integrity’ 
is the only thing that reveals that Georgia lives under a perceived threat (National 
Security Concept of  Georgia). 

Further, the document lists Georgia’s national interests, which are concrete issues 
that Georgia faces. There are fourteen interests that vary from ensuring sovereignty 
and territorial integrity to strengthening democracy and economic growth. There 
is one point that underlines maintaining national and cultural uniqueness. Here, 
the document underlines ‘engagement of  all ethnic groups in the country’s devel-
opment process’, pointing at the vulnerability of  maintaining ‘cultural uniqueness’ 
without confrontations in a multi-ethnic country. In the end, the document lists the 
threats to these interests, the biggest of  which is the threat of  Russia. This docu-
ment is a road map of  sorts that shows what kinds of  steps are needed for Georgia 
to secure its national interests. 

Both the official documents and the history of  the country demonstrate that there 
is an aspiration to the ‘West’. However, the West remains an imagined concept. The 
term ‘simulacra’ by Baudrillard (see Subchapter 2.3.) is useful here. The media takes 
part in creating a simulacrum of  reality, and this reality is created by the geopolitical 
needs of  the state and the joint cultural narratives of  Georgian sacredness and the 
spiritual values that are incorporated in what being Georgian means. 

3.8. Georgian patriotism today 

Today’s Georgian patriotism draws from nationalistic ideas of  Russia being the 
Other. At the same time, a strong component of  it is similar to those in Russia: re-
spect for traditional values and the promotion of  ‘Georgianness.’ These ideologies, 
the European integration discussed in the previous subchapter and traditions are 
sometimes hard to combine. This discrepancy is best reflected in the activities of  a 
relatively new political party, Georgian Patriotic Alliance. This party is introduced in 
more detail in Chapter Seven.

The roots of  Georgian patriotism carry a specific historical legacy. According to 
Broers (2004), South Caucasus has through the centuries carried strong nationalistic 
sentiment without elements of  state-building, meaning that nationalistic ideas were 
present even in times in history when there were no aspirations for political self-de-
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termination. I interpret this as giving Georgian patriotism some special features that 
are reflected by but not limited to the themes of  Georgia’s national narrative. Ac-
cording to Batiashvili (2012, 191), characteristic features of  Georgian nationalism 
are the existence of  ‘enemies’ and external threats that are also supported from 
within by internal collaborators (‘traitors’); resistance of  this external threat com-
bined with individual martyrdom; and the need to reintegrate territories. 

Stephen F. Jones (2012, 10–11) argues that patriotism was revived after the Rose 
Revolution in 2003. According to Jones, the rhetoric of  the Rose Revolution cen-
tred on ‘patriotic calls for national regeneration and unity’, stressing Georgian 
mythic ideals of  harmony and unity and recalling the glory days of  Georgian 
hegemony of  the Caucasus. This was combined with restoring the pride of  the 
army that had suffered from lack of  status and prestige during the Shevardnazde 
years. According to Jones, the army became a symbol of  Westernisation, profes-
sionalism, modernisation and state power. Combined with visible anti-corruption 
campaigns and investments in schools, the army was to become an institution 
that would educate new citizens. The armed forces increased from 12,000 to 
32,000 people between 2003 and 2008, and the entirety of  the defence planning 
and management was restructured to prepare for NATO membership. Sophio 
Mchedlishvili (2016, 10) claims that during the Saakashvili years the term ‘patri-
otism’ acquired a mainstream, populist meaning that took two directions: military 
framing on the one hand, and on the other what Mchedlishvili calls ‘soft and 
popular meaning’—the content of  TV channels, songs and videos. Indeed, in a 
2019 opinion poll by the Republican Institute, ‘patriotism’ was the second most 
frequent answer after ‘Georgian customs and traditions’ when people where 
asked what value comes to their mind first when they thought of  Georgian values 
(Iri 2019) 22. 

My interviews in this work show that, at least for liberally-minded 23 journalists, 
‘patriotism’ is often associated with the patriarchy; the Soviet past; traditional family 
values and an exclusively ethnic Georgian approach. A peculiar view of  the concept 
is offered by the website of  the Patriotic Alliance of  Georgia. There the party de-
fines ‘true patriotism’ as activity; it is described as 

22 It is worth noting, though, that the concept of  ‘values’ has not been very well defined here: things like 
‘wine’, ‘holiness of  the family’ and ‘folklore’ were all mentioned as ‘values’ in the poll. 
23 This is a very rough categorisation that comes up often in relation to Russia or Georgia. ‘Liberals’ are 
somewhat opposite to ‘Patriots’. More on this in Chapter Seven.
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thinking and pondering, speaking and discussing, acting and behaving in conform-
ity with the national spirit, which in our case is the Georgian spirit (Patriots.ge 
2019)

subsequently, Georgian spirit means 

Dedication to the Homeland, devotion to faith in God, love for everything Geor-
gian and respect for our native language. Georgian spirit is extremely tolerant: we 
are open to other nations and ready to adopt everything good from then, but at the 
same time we praise and cherish everything, which is our native Georgian (Patri-
ots.ge 2019)

Further on, the author explains that the ‘Georgian system of  values implies love’, 
mentioning things like faithfulness and self-devotion.

This kind of  discourse is familiar from the talks of  the first president of  independ-
ent Georgia, Zviad Gamsakhurdia. He talked about divine love, and for him Geor-
gianness was about Christianity, and Georgian experience was unique in preserving 
Christianity (Chkhartishvili 2009, 329). 

3.9 Georgian patriotic education: Patriotic camps for youth 

In Georgia, a programme of  patriotic camps initiated by then president Mikheil 
Saakashvili was executed between 2005 and 2012. They were voluntary for the 
participants but attracted thousands of  young people for ten days each summer. 
The camps were fully sponsored by the Georgian government. In the camps, par-
ticipants wore uniforms that were red and white, symbolising the Georgian flag. 
The camps aimed at developing patriotism, strengthening the physical health of  
the young people and ‘encouraging intellectual progress and increasing their (young 
people’s) moral qualities’ (Toria 2014, 324). However, critics claimed that the 
idea was to prepare young people for war (Mchedlishvili 2016, 2). By 2010, up to 
150,000 young Georgians had attended the camps (BBC 2010).

Mchedlishvili (2016) interviewed some participants of  the camps for her master’s 
thesis. The results revealed that the young people were not eager to analyse the 
camps in the framework of  nationalism or patriotism. They said they went because 
their friends went and the camps were fun. As one interviewee said: 
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It would be my first vacation without parents; of  course, I wanted to participate. I 
never thought I would become a patriot or a different person. I suppose I had not 
thought about the motives. (ibid, 50)

In fact, some of  the interviewees underlined that they did not become patriots be-
cause of  the camp, but went there to have their own fun. They did not even quite 
understand why the camps were called ‘patriotic’. One interviewee analysed it as this:

I think it was a selling point. They wanted to sell the idea that hey, listen, yes, we 
share the Western values, and want to join the NATO and everything, but we 
are not traitors, we have to strengthen the local values, because people would accuse 
them of  being too much pro-Western. Of  course, we did not care about that, and 
we should not have cared, too. (ibid, 52–53) 

This quote describes well the difficulty with patriotism in the Georgian context, 
which includes two parallel discourses: one is the Western orientation, orientation 
towards NATO and aversion to Russia’s sphere of  influence, and the other is the 
‘Georgianness’ that includes traditional values. Another important point here is, as 
noted by Goode (2016), that people do not take the state-imposed military patri-
otism at face value but tend to give it their own meanings and interpretations, and 
sometimes even look at it as the ‘necessary evil’ as did the youth in Mchedishvili’s 
study. 

The interesting findings in le Huérou’s work underline the fact that interpretations, 
thoughts and reflections of  patriotism by its practitioners very often differ vastly from 
the official ideas connected to it, similarly as in Georgia: the young people attending 
the patriotic camps were there more for fun than for military-patriotic education. 

3.10. Conclusions 

This chapter has demonstrated how the ethnofederal structure of  the Soviet Union 
created a peculiar and somewhat controversial system of  governance in which there 
was a need to build a unified Soviet identity, at the same time preserving the na-
tional cultures within union republics and smaller structures within them. After the 
breakup of  the empire, nationalist uprisings took place simultaneously, with large-
scale economic collapse everywhere in the Soviet Union. The resulting chaos led to 
multiple smaller and larger conflicts, several of  which remain unresolved to this day. 
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In both Russia and Georgia, nationalism—in the case of  Russia, often seen as a 
‘separate historical phenomenon’—has appeared and reappeared as the two rela-
tively young independent countries have looked for their new identities. Patriotism, 
when understood as an ‘activity’, has been an element of  this process: in Russia, 
programmes of  patriotic education have been promoted by the state for almost 
twenty years. In Georgia, patriotic camps for young people attracted thousands of  
young people during the rule of  president Mikheil Saakashvili. The search for large 
group identity and belongingness moves between two sets of  ideals: on the other 
hand, there is a need to integrate with ‘Western structures’, to be a liberal democra-
cy that is perceived as part of  the imaginary West; on the other, the mythical ideals 
of  ‘Georgianness’ underline Orthodox religion and traditional family values—quite 
similarly as in Russia. Georgia’s official documents, such as National Security Con-
cept, do not talk about traditional values but underline the threat of  Russia. Russia, 
for its part, underlines the traditional values and the external threats put upon them.

For this work, the above-mentioned official documents are important for two reasons. 
Since mainstream television is by and large state-funded and the state exercises a certain 
control over it (despite lack of  direct censorship), it is correct to assume that the state 
information security policies have, to say the least, a background effect in the way televi-
sion journalists perceive their role. On the other hand, as demonstrated by opinion polls 
(more on them in Subchapter 3.4), a large percentage of  Russians do see their country as a 
superpower with a special position in the world. If  we assume that the mainstream media 
is there to serve the public, we can assume that Russian audiences are at least to a certain 
degree willing to accept Russia exercising its national interests also via mass media. 

When it comes to the role of  media in constructing patriotism, there are clearly 
gaps in knowledge. Reviewing the existing literature, the gaps can be identified as 
the following. First of  all, the concept of  patriotism is often seen as a concept 
overlapping with nationalism, and both terms are used to frame political language 
(Brubaker 2004, 120). However, patriotism is seen as something more conceptually 
indistinct (Goode 2018, 259). Thus, patriotism in the context of  mass media is a 
tool to frame politics and little research is available to show how this is being done. 

Consequently, the next chapter looks at the media landscapes in both countries. I argue 
that the Soviet past as well as current national security doctrines and strategies have an 
effect on how media, especially television, works and what is expected from journalists 
working for television, especially when it is owned and controlled by the state. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: GEORGIAN AND RUSSIAN MEDIA 
LANDSCAPES 

In this chapter, I introduce the way the television evolved in the Soviet Union and 
further in independent Russia and Georgia. I examine the current media structures, 
especially the way television is organised, and present the development of  the Inter-
net in the Soviet Union and the Runet project as well as the rise and organisation of  
social media in Russia. At the end of  the chapter, I present some previous research 
on how the transition of  the economic models and structures have affected journal-
ism and generations of  journalists. 

I claim that the Soviet-inherited structures of  the media, as well as the following 
turbulent years and battles of  ownership of  the medium have had a profound effect 
on how today’s television functions in both countries. Today’s media environments 
are slightly different in Georgia and Russia, mostly thanks to the vast differences in 
economic possibilities of  the mass media. 

4.1. Principles of Soviet mass media

The reason I bring up the Soviet system and its features is that despite the fact that 
there is a generation of  working journalists born after 1991 who never lived in the 
Soviet Union, the Soviet-trained generations remain in the profession. Thus, in my 
view, the problems with freedom of  speech and, partly, with professional ethics and 
skills have more to do with ownership structures of  television than with the gener-
ations. Natalia Roudakova (2017, 98) rightfully writes that Western commentators 
usually want to know whether the state is still pressuring the media rather than ask-
ing what shape private media ownership has taken and how it has affected the prac-
tice of  journalism. Indeed, the ultra-rapid privatisation of  everything potentially 
profitable after the collapse of  the Soviet Union led to the birth of  oligarch-owned 
television that was built on the existing Soviet television system. These traces are 
very visible in both countries’ television structures. 

The Soviet Union was an authoritarian dictatorship and a system like this needs an 
effective propaganda machinery to survive. The media was there to play this role. 
Following the ideas of  Marx, Engels and Lenin, it was agreed that there should be 
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no private ownership of  mass media, but it was the working class via the Commu-
nist Party that shall be in charge. The task of  the media was to educate, socialise 
and mobilise people and show them the ‘objective reality’—one framed around the 
principles of  Marxism-Leninism. Since the media was no fourth estate acting as a 
public watchdog, it was naturally subject to censorship (Ferguson 1998, 71.)

The organisation of  the Soviet media system was very concentrated and state-
led. Its structure can be described as a pyramid, on top of  which were the central 
(party) newspapers as well as state radio and television, Tass and the state news 
agency. It was the role of  the central newspapers to define the agenda of  the day 
for other media, and there was a widespread vertical network of  local newspa-
pers. The system was conceptually based on the merger of  a media system of  
journalism, where the media and propaganda were part of  the same whole (Var-
tanova 2014, 51). 

Thanks to the massive financial and organisational role of  the state, the Soviet 
media outlets had little to worry about with regards to their funding. This led to 
a complicated media system characterised by a high level of  political control, no 
practices of  measuring efficiency and relatively slow circulation of  news thanks to 
one controlled news agenda that penetrated all media and the system of  state cen-
sorship (ibid, 52). 

The censorship machinery was vast and reflected the bureaucratic nature of  the 
system. The main body in charge of  the Soviet mass media was the Communist 
Party apparatus, which was mostly concerned with the ideological and information 
content of  the mass media. The union of  party and press was a tight one. Nearly all 
Soviet newspapers were co-published by the party and government, the party hav-
ing the decisive voice on management. Some of  the newspapers were also organs 
of  particular organisations, such as the Central Committee, the Council of  Minis-
ters or separate ministries. The appointments of  editors and subeditors as well as 
all other newspapers were approved by party apparatuses, so the editors often held 
posts in party committees. Party committees, for their part, were supposed to work 
closely with editorial staff  (Hopkins 1970, 139–140).
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As demonstrated in Figure 1, the actual department of  propaganda was just one 
actor in the machinery: definitely important but by no means the only one. By the 
late 1960s, the department was divided into sections that worked on newspapers, 
magazines, radio and television, publishing and distribution and for printing plants. 
The idea was to cover the entire mass media network and operations (ibid, 143). 

Figure 1: Communist party agencies for the mass media. According to Hopkins 1970, p 145
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How strict was the censorship, then, and what was the role of  self-censorship ver-
sus direct censorship? An interesting, yet somewhat superficial answer is provided 
by Mark W. Hopkins in his 1970s textbook on Soviet mass media.
 

But there does exist some framework, which even without censorship and political 
controls, influences mass media form and content. Proceeding from a general view 
of  man and society, a mixture of  the Russian heritage and Soviet concepts, there 
are the vagaries of  good taste, popular morals, and acceptable behavior. These find 
reflection in the press, partly because they are imposed by the official morality, and 
partly because they are indeed the nature of  Soviet mass society; or both. Patri-
otism is an official virtue, and also an authentic emotion among the bulk of  the 
Soviet population. No law exists prohibiting well-intentioned and constructive criti-
cism of  the Soviet state (though ’anti-Soviet’ agitation and propaganda are illegal); 
but both official and popular opinion still is disinclined to accept much of  it in the 
mass media. (ibid, 120.)

In this quote, what is interesting is the suggestion that official censorship and the 
journalists’ willingness to adhere to it seem to mix with one another and a create a 
system where everyone knows how the work needs to be done 25. Another interest-
ing point is of  course the mention of  patriotism that is considered both an ‘official 
virtue’ and an ‘authentic emotion’. It is exactly this balance between the official pat-
riotism and the private, intimate one that makes the concept interesting to me. So 
does the fact that it seems to persist in both Russia and Georgia, regardless of  what 
kind of  a system officially rules the countries. 

Despite the pervasiveness of  the official propaganda and censorship, underground 
production of  information was present practically all the time. Finally, the samiz-
dat institution was an important —if  not decisive—factor in the gradual collapse 
of  the empire. The word ‘samizdat’—self-publishers—is a parody of  the multiple 
bureaucratic Soviet names such as ‘Gosizdat’ (State Publishers). Later on, thanks to 
the failure of  Khrushchev reforms and following official hardening by the Brezh-
nev-Kosygin government, the samizdat movement took a more political direction 
(Saunders 1974, 22–23; 35, 39). 

25 Some of  my interviewees that represented the older generation of  journalists noted that there was no 
direct censorship that could be felt in Soviet years, at least during glasnost and perestroika.
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Samizdat was prosecuted under Articles 70 and 190 of  the Criminal Code in the 
Soviet Union, where Article 70 stipulates anti-Soviet purpose or intent and Arti-
cle 190 requires evidence of  defamation, discreditation and false fabrication. After 
their accession to the Geneva Convention in 1973, the Soviet authorities also used 
the international copyright rules as an excuse to curb samizdat activity (Johnston 
2008, 123). 

In general, it can be said that even though the readers of  samizdat were largely ur-
ban intellectuals, it was able to create a real alternative public sphere. There is also 
evidence that, especially in Central Europe, in countries such as Hungary, the more 
liberally minded members of  the political elite were readers of  samizdat (Johnston 
2008, 128–129).

The Glasnost period brought the samizdat institution to light. It gave way to news-
papers and journals that had previously been published via informal samizdat net-
works. Now they were called an alternative mass medium. 

The meaning of  samizdat for my work lies in its power in creating an alternative to 
the rigidity of  Soviet media, thus creating a basis for the press as the fourth estate 
after the collapse of  the imperium. The traditions of  samizdat, even the word, has 
remained in academic discussions about the role of  media as a tool of  political 
change. For example, Kulikova and Perlmutter (2007) call an advocacy blog that 
uncovered the wrongdoings of  President Askar Akaev of  Kyrgyzstan in the eve of  
the 2005 the tulip revolution that ousted Akaev ‘samizdat.’

4.2. A Brief history of Soviet television 

In this work I argue that patriotism circulates between media, society, people’s per-
ceptions, official documents and journalism. In order to understand today’s media 
in both Georgia and Russia, the history of  Soviet media, especially television, can-
not be overlooked. 

The Soviet Union was Vremya every evening, and the television announcer with 
the thick glasses who read all the news as if  the world was going to end the follow-
ing day. The Soviet Union was the red star atop the spruce that was put up on 
New Year’s Eve. The Soviet Union was where international friendships and folk 
dances happened, where everyone was welcome, except those from ‘abroad’. They 
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were capitalists, and all over the world people were starving because other people 
were only interested in money and let their fellow bank sink into poverty so they 
could grow rich. Abroad, no matter where, was Sodom and Gomorrah. (Hara-
tischvili 2019, 635) 

Television is no doubt one of  the inventions that has had the most tremendous ef-
fect on the lifestyle of  people during the twentieth century. Its power and potential 
were understood very early on in the Soviet Union, too. The first TV programmes 
were broadcasted from Moscow as early as 1934. The very first broadcast consisted 
of  an Estrada music concert on 15 November and lasted for 25 minutes. In gener-
al, the first Soviet programmes consisted of  fragments of  Estrada music concerts 
and other spectacles as well as ballet and opera. However, already during these very 
first steps taken by television, some social-political content was to be found: pres-
entations given by the representatives of  People’s Komissariat, the best workers of  
the production sector, famous pilots and writers. The Moscow Television Centre 
(MTZ) was built in 1938 in Shabolovk by the famous Shukhovsk tower that was 
erected sixteen years earlier for radio. 

Unsurprisingly, the first TV programmes played the role of  propagating the values 
and ideas of  the Communist Party, and of  enlightenment of  the people. The devel-
opment of  Soviet television, however, stopped for the war years due to the massive 
allocation of  production and human resources towards the war industry. Resources 
could be put into the development of  television again in 1948. The very first TV 
reportage was broadcast on 1 May that year and was devoted to the parade of  the 
workers’ holiday. The development of  the technique made direct broadcasts—and 
only those—possible, putting a huge burden on Soviet television journalists, who 
had to be able to make decisions about what was being broadcast live and what was 
left out. According to Medvedaya, it was the direct broadcasts that created the ef-
fect of  objective and ‘real’ television programming by giving people the impression 
that they were seeing what ‘was really happening right now’ (Medvedaia 2017, 42). 

For Soviet authorities, television as a new medium was a source of  excitement and 
concern at the same time. It was clear to them that TV was a source of  influence 
and control and its possibilities were widespread. During the early years of  tele-
vision, it was seen also as a form of  art, as a ‘possibility to reflect life more fully, 
brightly and realistically’ (Boretskii 2009, 194). At the same time, it was understood 
that, especially as television reportages became more common, that television could 
mean not just another means of  passively describing events, but possibilities for 
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actively reporting complicated phenomena. From the viewpoint of  censorship and 
control this meant a delicate balance. Although ‘well-intentioned and constructive 
criticism of  Soviet state’ was not prohibited, officially even welcomed, many jour-
nalists chose not to go there (Hopkins 1970, 124). There were written and unwrit-
ten rules: official resistance and self-censorship that derived from the subtle or di-
rect social pressures created by the environment. Things like sex, violence, even 
‘sensational’ journalism were perceived taboos. 

Closer to the end of  the 1950s, television started to spread all over the Soviet Un-
ion. Very active processes of  building TV and cable lines started and a new TV 
transmitter, model KVN-39 (Kenigson, Varshavskiy, Nikolaevskyi), was invented. 
At this time, however, Soviet television concentrated very much on concerts, spec-
tacles, ballet and opera—however, already during these very first steps of  TV there 
was some political programming (in Russian ‘obshestvenno-politicheskoye vesh-
anie’, literally meaning ‘societal-political’). 

Rudolf  Boretskii (2009) divides the development of  Soviet television into three pe-
riods. The first one is the moment of  founding TV as a new mass medium, the first 
steps of  TV in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The second one is 
the period of  experimental adoption of  television, the fight between new ideas be-
tween the arguments of  academics and technological innovations. The third period 
is what Boretskii calls the real birth of  television as a mass medium and a cultural 
phenomenon. This was the post-war period in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Later 
on, the development of  Soviet television was accelerated by the International Youth 
Festival in Moscow in 1957, the biggest World Youth Festival ever held, which gath-
ered 34,000 young people from 131 countries. The festival happened the same year 
the Soviet Union launched the artificial satellite Sputnik and celebrated the fortieth 
anniversary of  the October revolution—this all needed to be televised (Koivunen 
2009, 61). With over 200 hours of  live coverage, the youth festival demonstrated 
the true potential television, engaging people from all over the Soviet Union to par-
ticipate as eyewitnesses (Koivunen 2013, 194–195). 

After the youth festival, the development of  television took huge steps forwards. 
As depicted by Yurovskii in his textbook Televizionnaia Zhurnalistika (2002) the num-
ber of  full-time employees of  Soviet TV skyrocketed from 402 in the early 1950s 
to almost 18,000 people by 1965. Naturally, not everyone was qualified to work in 
television yet—in many cases the learning process took place during the broadcasts, 
in front of  a live audience. At this point, however, the only journalistic workers on 
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TV were called editors; there were no commentators, correspondents or even re-
porters. The workers of  the new medium were often entirely without a journalistic 
education; entering the profession were, among others, teachers, historians, agron-
omists, lawyers and freelancers representing numerous professions. The quality of  
the programmes was consequently not very high, and this led to the party organs 
starting to send experienced print and radio journalists to TV studios. The very first 
department of  TV and radio was established at Moscow State University in 1958, 
but the number of  students graduating was not enough to fill the gaps in cadres 
of  Soviet television. This meant that the development of  television was a com-
bination of  technological skill and ability to cover events in a way suitable for the 
Soviet system. Critical thinking and the idea of  the press as the ‘fourth estate’ were 
hardly there. This brings to mind the concept of  adekvatnost’ (adequacy) that Elis-
abeth Schimpfossl and Ilya Yablokov used in their 2018 text about self-censorship 
in contemporary Russian mainstream television. Adekvatnost’ means the ability to 
understand how the coverage is expected to be done. When exercising adekvatnost’, 
no pre-censorship is needed. I see adekvatnost of  a combination of  conscious or 
unconscious self-censorship and strong socialisation to the rules of  a certain sys-
tem, be it socialist or oligarch-funded. 

The amount of  control and the loyalties of  journalists is an interesting one. Despite 
the official systems of  control and censorship, the extent of  party control of  tele-
vision as well as the forms and targets of  control varied considerably over time. In 
the early years of  Soviet television there were even amateur stations run by enthu-
siasts, and the government scrutiny of  those put an end to them only in the 1960s. 
Despite state socialist television being in many ways aligned with the communist 
agenda and designed to give rise to the new communist future, its relationship with 
the communist project was ambiguous. Mihelj and Huxtable (2018, 69, 298–299) 
writes that for its viewers, socialist television created rituals and routines, a texture 
of  everyday life that was taken for granted, being more an anchor of  communist 
normality and a guarantor of  stability than a vehicle of  revolutionary change. A 
relevant question even today, especially in Russia, is whether one could look at the 
state-supported television as a predictable source of  whatever constitutes ‘normal-
cy’ for its viewers rather than a provider of  critical outlook on the Russian realities? 
Mickiewicz (1988, 26–27) observed in her studies during the perestroika years that 
the primary mission of  the media system in the Soviet Union was the ‘socialization 
of  the person receiving the message’. Media were educators similarly as the schools, 
the courts, the family and many other groups in society. The media was there for 
two things. One was to change the ethical and moral outlook of  the population 
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so that when communism finally arrived, the people were psychologically ready. In 
addition to this, the media was expected to rouse the population to contribute to 
the economic goals of  the leadership, to mobilise people to meet production goals 
(ibid, 28). 

Technological development did bring along a certain political change in the 1960s 
and early 1970s. The State Committee on TV and Radio broadcasting that existed 
under the Council of  Ministers of  USSR established separate Committee on Radio 
and Television Broadcasting. This sounded like a minor verbal readjustment, but 
meant much more for the everyday work of  Soviet journalists. If  before journalists 
felt like they were somehow subject to the authority, this change made them part of  
it. They were now state servants who were on the one hand under strict discipline, 
but on the other entitled to certain privileges. Now journalists travelling to different 
corners of  the Soviet Union were given the service and treatment of  party bosses. 
Naturally, this had its effect on television journalism itself; becoming a party elite 
profession of  a kind, the Soviet journalism from the early 1970s contained even less 
criticism of  the system than before. The programmes now concentrated on praising 
the work of  the Soviet people on factories and fields. 

In 1978, the name of  the above-mentioned Committee changed again; the now 
established ‘State Committee of  the USSR on TV and Radio’ did not include a 
reminder of  the Council of  Ministers. Consequently, TV was directly subject to 
Leonid Il’ich Brezhnev. From now on, the main news programme of  the Soviet 
Union, ‘Vremya’, was oriented directly towards the hopes and tastes of  the Sec-
retary General. This ‘officialdom’ of  the position of  journalists meant that direct 
censorship was gradually replaced by self-censorship; the journalists sought to avoid 
difficulties with the authorities and knew how to do this (Mickiewicz 1988, 22–23). 

Direct broadcasts were temporarily abolished in the 1960s and 1970s due to the im-
possibility of  pre-censorship, and they returned to Soviet television again in 1980, 
when the events of  the Moscow Olympics were broadcast live all around the world. 
The Olympics also meant that Soviet television was provided with many new tech-
niques. Better technical solutions did not mean different journalism. All the news 
events were announced with the same monotony—be it the detention of  Andrei 
Sakharov, the ‘technological emergency’ at Chernobyl Nuclear Power station or the 
‘accomplishment of  the international duty of  our boys in Afghanistan’. The struc-
ture of  news programmes was stable: it started with internal news consisting of  
activities of  the members of  the Politburo of  the Central Committee of  the Com-
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munist Party followed by an ‘economical chronicle’ depicting how well the factories 
and kolkhoz worked (despite the fact that the only place where the citizens of  Sovi-
et Union actually saw any sausage was TV). Next came the international news, first 
from the Soviet bloc and then from the Western world, mostly depicting how bad 
life in the West was. This did not always go well. Many Soviet citizens watched ‘Vre-
mya’ in order to see the clean streets of  Western countries, sometimes even glimps-
es of  shop windows. The programmes ended with sports and weather segments. 
Yurovskii, however, underlines that considering the restrictions given to Soviet TV 
journalists, the work of  ‘Vremya’ was indeed very professional. 

So, if  television was there, on the one hand, to socialise and provide rituals and a 
sense of  normalcy on the on hand, and to educate and mobilise citizens on the 
other, how did TV journalists feel about this? Of  my interviewees, two represented 
older generations of  journalists. For them it was clear that Soviet television was 
better than contemporary TV. Indeed, Soviet television did not have to worry about 
advertising revenue. There were no commercial pressures, and the work of  the 
journalists was aimed, among other things, at ‘upbringing of  decent citizens of  the 
Soviet society’ (Koltsova 2006, 24)—exactly along the lines of  educating the citi-
zens. The television was relatively well resourced.

In Soviet press theory, freedom of  speech was redefined as ‘freedom from capital and 
from offstage political influence’. However, its problem was that it stripped journal-
ists of  their major resources and the possibility to appeal to democratic values as un-
derstood in the West (Koltsova 2006, 24). There were paradoxes, though. Ellen Mick-
iewicz showed in her pioneering audience research that despite the fact that all media 
was under strict control of  the government and Communist Party, citizens had differ-
entiated approaches to the media. As television became more widespread, the public 
turned to it primarily for entertainment and escapism. Information provided by the 
newspapers was perceived to be more prestigious, however television soon started 
competing with Soviet newspapers (Mickiewicz 1981, 21–22, 45). Mickiewicz noted 
that one criterion for Soviet audiences to choose their medium stemmed from the 
official doctrine that said that the media must provide an outlet for complaints and 
frustrations with the system. The audience expected a degree of  criticism. It needs to 
be noted though that the Soviet practice of  ‘self-criticism’ did not reach to the basics 
of  the political system 26 but rather concrete policies at the local level (Ibid 49–50). 

Glasnost-era TV brought along unprecedented changes in the Soviet public sphere. 
Starting in 1989, sessions of  the Supreme Soviet that criticised the KGB were trans-
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lated live, causing a public sensation and making people watch TV intensely. New, 
courageous programmes including interviews and documentaries were introduced 
(Sakwa 1990, 76–77). Soviet TV was given more autonomy in its choices of  themes 
and content and direct broadcasts in both TV and radio especially witnessed a dra-
matic change. The already loosened censorship was further avoided by using imag-
es in order to depict those issues that remained too sensitive to be said aloud. This 
change in content started to lead to changes in structure. The first ‘alternative’ TV 
organisations to replace and/or supplement Gosteleradio were already established in 
1990–1991; after the 1991 coup the Gosteleradio was also dissolved (ibid, 17–18). In 
some areas, such as Soviet Estonia, the censorship was already practically lifted in 
1988. The media in Baltic countries started organising and mobilising itself  towards 
promoting the independence of  the republics (Lauristin & Vihalemm 1993, 224). 

One example of  glasnost-era changes was the programme Vzgliad, which came out 
of  Ostankino. According to Vladimir Mukusev, one of  the journalists of  Vzgliad 
and later a deputy in the Supreme Soviet of  the USSR, told me that Gorbachev 
himself  disliked the programme, at the same time understanding that he had no 
other choice but let it exist.

Raisa Maksimovna [wife of  Gorbachev] once told me that Mikheil Sergeievich 
was so mad that he would throw a sandal on his TV when watching us […] 
He was in a position that it would take him one phone call to take Vglyad off  
air. He never did this. (Interview with Vladimir Mukusev, Moscow, 24 
October, 2018)

Vzgliad brought along other new programmatic genres, especially within the news 
service of  Ostankino, employing young talented reporters. According to Yurovskii, 
TV played a significant role in the breakup of  the Soviet system, bringing to the 
viewers an unprecedented amount of  new, courageous programmes. One big 
change had to do with direct transmissions that became more commonplace af-
ter the thaw of  the 1970s. One famous programme was called The Stairs, where 
young people gathered by stairs 27 and talked relatively freely about what was on 
their minds. Another one, 12 etazh (12th floor) allowed high school students to ad-

26 Interestingly, similar statements are often made on the current system: criticism is allowed in lower 
layers of  power as long as the core of  the system run and the President at its top remains outside of  any 
severe accusations. 
27 It was generally thought that the young people had nowhere else to get together in the Soviet Union 
but by stairs and stairways. 
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dress educational officials (Koltsova 2006, 29). There is an anecdote related to the 
programme: the fact that officials did not contact its authors for pre-approval took 
the programme crew by surprise. It turned out later that each official had thought 
someone else had approved it (Mickiewicz 1997, 68).

All in all, Soviet television was called the ‘fruit of  totalitarian government and an in-
strument for its self-preservation’. However, as written by Yurovskii, a serious alter-
native appeared as early as 1991, when Rossia, the TV station of  the Russian Soviet 
Socialist Republic, managed to attract the more mobile and democratically oriented 
journalists from central television. Some of  them were also dismissed for speaking 
the truth about the Vilnius events 28. The Central Committee of  the Communist 
party even held a special meeting where the notion that Ostankino should ‘fight with 
Rossia’ was discussed, since Rossia had aired ideas by Boris Yeltsin about the inde-
pendence of  Russia from Communist party rule. The antagonism between the two 
main channels continued until the collapse of  the Soviet Union.

4.3 Russian TV in the 1990s—the rise of oligarch television

After the collapse of  the Soviet Union, television underwent rapid privatisation, 
during which the property previously belonging to the state was redistributed 
among newly independent states. The Russian Federation took over more than half  
of  the former Gosteleradio, 75 stations altogether. The rest of  the TV giant became 
property of  Ukraine, Kazakhstan and other post-Soviet states. Private television 
was born, and by 1993 there were thousands of  new broadcasters and production 
studios in the Russian Federation. Media law was reformed, making it possible for 
new players in the field to get a broadcasting licence (Boretskii 2009).

Those debates are interesting in light of  current events around Russian television. 
According to Boretskii, one of  the areas of  concern for the lawmakers was the 
‘moral, spiritual and aesthetic’ quality of  the programmes. The idea was that there 
would be special trustees who would see that there would be no ‘exploitation of  ba-
sic instincts’ or ‘overindulgence in violence’ (ibid). This kind of  discussion around 
morals are nothing new in any country. Concerns about the amount of  violence on 
television were expressed early in the history of  television (see for instance Smythe 

28 On 13 January, 1991, pro-Kremlin forces backed by the Kremlin tried to retake power in Lithuania, 
which had re-established independence in 1990. This led to bloodshed by the TV tower, where more than 
a dozen civilians were killed by Soviet troops as they attacked the human shield formed to protect the 
tower.
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1954 or Head 1954) and continue to this day. The discussions also carried similarity 
to conversations about spiritual-moral values in contemporary Russia. 

These structural changes eventually meant an end to Gosteleradio and the change of  
status for the two state nationwide channels. The second channel, Rossia (RTR), 
previously the main outlet for the Soviet Republic of  Russia, suddenly received pri-
ority and replaced Gosteleradio, becoming All-Russian State Television and Radio 
Broadcasting Company (VGTRK). Interestingly, this had been the main opposition 
channel during the perestroika times and most of  Yeltsin’s supporters had turned 
to it. The change in ownership of  TV also meant that the channels no longer saw 
themselves as the propaganda instruments of  the state. The period saw an increase 
in ‘independent’ broadcasting—at least this was the way the channels themselves 
referred to it. This meant, first and foremost, that the channels were no longer con-
trolled by the State. As written by Skillen (2017, 196),

Private or commercial media outlets were called independent in the belief  that if  
they were not state-affiliated they must be impartial. 

According to Skillen, at the time, television was neither truly independent nor in the 
grip of  the state. It can rather be said that the state of  affairs reflected the general 
confusion of  the times. This confusion and fast transition from fully state-funded 
and controlled television to an entity functioning under the auspices of  a free mar-
ket led to serious struggles in maintaining the functions of  the state. Ostankino 
(later ‘First Channel’) became a hybrid state-private joint stock company, whereas 
RTR remained state-owned and subsidised, however it could not survive without 
extra income from advertising. Ostankino managed to survive, despite the end of  
state funding in 1996, by renting out studios and equipment as well as slots on its 
channels for private broadcasters (ibid, 197). 

The period of  the 1990s was important for Russian television, especially from the 
viewpoint of  the rise of  the oligarchs, bringing the questions of  ownership and con-
trol to the surface. The newly enriched businessmen soon understood the power of  
television and were ready to invest huge sums of  money in it. During the Yeltsin 
years, people like Boris Berezovskii and Vladimir Gousinskii acquired major own-
ership in the media outlets in Russia. Until the early 2000s, Berezovskii owned 49% 
of  the ORT-Channel 1 (later ‘First Channel’) and controlled considerable parts of, 
among others, TV6, newspapers Nezavisimaia gazeta and Novye Izvestia, the weekly  
Ogonek and Kommersant Publishing house (Zassourski 2001, 168.) Berezovskii’s great mis-
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take, though, was that he started opposing Vladimir Putin during a very early stage of  
the latter’s presidency. This led to exile in London, where Berezovskii died in 2013. 
Another early media tycoon was Vladimir Gusinskii, whose Media-Most was origi-
nally created for profit-making (Skillen 2017, 169). His NTV was, at its time, a very 
popular channel with an audience of  102 million viewers all around the former Soviet 
Union. One of  its landmark programmes was a political satire, Kukly, that also fea-
tured Putin as an evil gnome in a show based on a fairy tale by E.T.A. Hoffman. NTV 
was also critical of  the second Chechen war. The final blow, however, came after 
NTV showed a critical account of  the September 1999 Riazan apartment bombings. 
The show was aired two days before the Presidential elections won by Vladimir Putin. 
By May 2000, NTV was in the middle of  tax investigations and by January 2001 the 
majority of  its shared were sold to Gazprom-media.

Since the start of  the Putin years, the oligarchs have been unable to manoeuvre in-
dependently of  Putin’s inner circles. They still own and control considerable parts 
of  the media—however, the original investors in the Russian media are not nec-
essarily the same oligarchs who dominate the scene today, as demonstrated by the 
stories of  both Gusinskii and Berezovskii. Today’s media oligarchs can be described 
as Zakem, Saunders, Hashimova and Hammerberg do as ‘cautious carry-overs from 
the mid 1990’s’ as well as today’s nouveau riche (Zakem et al. 2018, 13). 
 
The issue of  ownership also came up in my data (see Chapter Seven). Many jour-
nalists found independent reporting very difficult and believed that the ownership 
of  the medium is crucial in the way they were able to cover events. The lack of  real 
freedom related to the ownership is further reflected in my interview data. 

4.4. Russian television today

Despite the steady fall in viewership, television remains a popular source of  infor-
mation and a means to spend free time for Russians. According to the 2019 media 
landscape report by research centre Levada, 72 percent of  Russians use television 
as their main source of  news, compared to 94 percent ten years earlier (Levada 
tsentr 2019, 2). The biggest change has happened in the trust towards television: 
ten years ago 80 percent of  Russians said that they trusted TV, and in 2019 the 
figure was down to 55 percent. The trust remains higher among older generations 
of  viewers. People over 35 years trust television more than young people. Young 
people are more likely to look for news online than on linear television, and vid-
eoblogs have become a new source of  information. Every third Russian watches 
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videoblogs once a week or more often. The trust in the Internet and social media is 
growing, especially among young people who rarely watch television. This was con-
cretely witnessed by myself  as I read a lecture about patriotism and television at the 
Moscow State University’s faculty of  journalism in September 2018. When I asked 
how many of  the young people attending the lecture watched Russian television, 
no hands were raised. Some of  the approximately forty participants were foreign 
students, but the difference between statistics and reality among young Muscovites 
was still striking. 

The death of  Russian (linear) television is still far away. According to the rating 
agency Mediascope/TNS, in 2016 TV reached its peak popularity during the years 
the ratings were conducted (Federal’noe agenstvo 2017, 28). This was explained 
largely by the growth in the time spent watching TV. Interestingly enough, the years 
2014, 2015 and 2016 witnessed a growth in the hours spent in front of  TV. This 
was mostly thanks to the oldest segments of  the population; those traditionally very 
loyal to television. Mediascope/TNS reports state that in 2016, Russian viewers 
over 55 years would spend six hours and seventeen minutes watching Television   
(Federal’noe agenstvo 2017, 29). 

The digitalisation of  Russian television began in 2009 (Tastulekova 2018, 122–123) 
and was completed in October 2019 (Commsupdate 2019)—four years later than 
originally planned. The digitalisation of  television is considered not just technical 
but raising social, cultural, economic and political questions. A report from 2016 
revealed that at that time the percent of  Russians having access to the ‘all-Russian 
mandatory generally accessible TV and radio channels’, had reached 94 percent. 

There are different ratings following the functions and popularity of  television in 
Russia. The rating site ‘Medialogia’ conducts ratings that examine the frequency of  
how the television stations are being cited. For instance, in March 2018 the most 
cited TV station was Rossia 24; according to ‘Medialogia’ this was thanks to the 
fact that Rossia 24 was the quickest to follow up on news about the tragic fire at 
Kemerevo shopping mall, claiming over 60 lives. In this rating, First Channel was 
number two and Rossia 1/VGTRK number three, followed by RenTV, Dozhd and 
NTV. These statistics, however, rely on the number of  citations in a current month 
and disclose no information about the viewership (Medialogia 2018). Other statistics 

29 The statistics do not mention the very widespread practice in Russia of  having the television switched on in 
the room all the time. It is quite unlikely that people actually sit watching the television for over six hours a day
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reveal that Rossia 1/VGTRK is the most popular channel, followed by First Chan-
nel and TNT, however these big channels are losing viewers (rbc.ru 2018). 

According to Levada Centre’s analytical TV report, the big channels are counting 
on mass audiences and do not cement the viewers onto different segments the 
ways that, for instance, channels like Dozhd do (Volkov & Goncharov 2017.) TV 
remains the most important source for news, and even though at least two thirds 
of  the citizens have access to alternative sources of  information, no more than 
one in four actually utilises them. These are people with a higher education and 
a better material situation than others. Further, despite the above-mentioned fall 
in trust in media, Levada shows that the trust in media remains high compared to 
other public institutions. Over 40 percent of  Russians trusted in media accord-
ing to the August 2017 report, and television was considered more trustworthy 
than print media, the Internet or social networks. Fifty percent of  Russians trust 
in TV ‘partly’. The level of  ‘full’ trust and belief  in TV content was, however, 
only ten percent. Most Russians believe that the media does not report everything 
they know, especially when it comes to social and economic problems. Almost 
half  of  the respondents were also doubtful of  their own skills to recognise truth 
from lies in the media. Half  of  Russians also believed that there is censorship on 
state channels; equally as many believed that this censorship is necessary mostly 
because of  the need to preserve military security and order in the society. The 
Internet enjoys less trust than television, although Russians felt that some things 
are covered more objectively online. These included the private lives of  state serv-
ants, the real situation of  the economy, the critique of  foreign politics of  Russia 
coming from Western countries and the opposition, and the presentations of  op-
position politicians. 

It is also noteworthy that according to polls, watching TV is related to overall views 
on the state of  affairs in the country. Critics of  TV are generally less happy with the 
developments in the country as well as with the leadership, less interested in the ge-
opolitical influence of  Russia, and more often supporters of  democratic and liberal 
values. Those loyal to television are more in favour of  paternalistic ways of  organis-
ing the relationship between state and citizen, and they are more often satisfied with 
the way things are in Russia. 

Since the beginning of  Putin’s years in power, TV has increasingly become a tool 
for promoting Russia’s foreign policy (Zakem et al. 2018, 1). One turning point was 
the 2011–2012 protests and other one was the beginning of  the war in Ukraine. 
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Joshua Yaffa calls the moment when fighting broke in Donbass as one where ‘the 
Russian media adopted a hysterical and bellicose tone’ (Yaffa 2019, 59). Yaffa ex-
plains this change:

The need for enemies became obvious: to rally the patriotic masses for the struggles 
that lay ahead. (Ibid)

The way Russian television is controlled, either by the state or major financial inter-
ests, has caused concern. One attempt to tackle this challenge to democracy was the 
establishment of  a public service television station, OTR. The initiative for its es-
tablishment came from then-president Dimitrii Medvedev in December 2013, pos-
sibly as a reaction to protests and accompanying criticism of  the control of  the TV 
channels. Many people understood that this channel would be ‘oppositional’; reflect-
ing more a lack of  understanding of  the purpose of  a public service broadcaster 
(Peripechina 2013). Although opinion polls showed that in early 2012, the majority 
of  Russians were in favour of  a public service broadcaster, today the channel is low 
in ratings and unpopular. Russia did not introduce a tax or a fee for the channel—
the size of  the country and the huge regional differences in income made the task 
very difficult—and as a result the channel has suffered from lack of  funding. 

The questions around media structures and systems have been analysed by many 
scholars (Hallin & Mancini 2011; Kolesnik et al. 1995). Vartanova (2012) notes that 
though the Russian media from the 1990s onwards borrowed many features from 
an ideal ‘Western’ model, from abolition of  censorship to privatisation of  media, 
there have been political and cultural circumstances in Russia that have significant-
ly differed from European and North American realities, thus creating a different 
environment for journalists to do their work in. Even though signs of  professional-
isation such as depoliticization, relative autonomy and new approaches to the audi-
ences have emerged in the media, the market is still weak, especially outside the big 
cities. Thus, the media reminds a promoter of  the political and economic interests 
of  their sponsor—often the state itself  (Pasti 2005, 191). The vibrant commercial 
sector did not lead to the media becoming a watchdog of  the state or champion of  
the public, and today neither the public nor journalists expect the media to provide 
checks and balances (Oates 2018, 333, 335). 

As a result, the model that was created has led to a system where the loyalties of  the 
journalist depend on the owner of  the media. This is very clear in Georgia, where 
the ownership structures of  television have a direct impact on the programmes. 
In Russia, some of  my interviewees had a very cynical approach to this, claiming 
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that there is no impartial media. It would not be fair to say that everyone agreed, 
however. In general, Russian television journalists seem worried about the state of  
journalism everywhere. They may be adapting to the realities of  their work, but they 
were very aware of  the fact that serving the public should be at the core of  journal-
ism.

According to Natalia Roudakova, late Soviet-era journalists shared a truth-telling 
ethic, feeling responsible for their audiences, but after the post-Soviet changes in 
media this ethic changed through a process that Roudakova calls ‘monetizing the 
truth-telling skills’ (Roudakova 2017, preface). This is a blunt way to put it, and I 
do not agree on the complete deprofessionalisation of  Russian journalists. I would 
rather say, as journalists Anna Kireeva and Tim Andersson Rask (2020, 5) write in 
the introduction on their joint book project, that this brings together Russian and 
Western journalists:

Do western journalists really know the nuances involved in working as a jour-
nalist in modern Russia—juridical, financial, ethically? Do Russian journalists 
really understand the equivalent nuances for journalists in Western countries? Our 
experience is that the regrettable answer is no.

The transition described was rapid and took place after decades of  authoritarian rule. 

4.5. Russian Internet 

As everywhere else in the world, the Internet in Russia is becoming an increasingly 
important source for information and the television stations increasingly upload 
their programmes. The development of  the Internet in Russia has no doubt been a 
story of  competition, control, influence and surveillance. Interestingly enough, the 
Internet remained relatively unregulated compared to the rest of  the media until 
2012 (Vendil Pallin 2016, 16), creating a space for critical voices, too (Lavrov & 
Sokol 2019, 12). 

Vladimir Putin was sure that everything in the world, including the Internet, has a 
hierarchical, vertical structure. This means that the web is also controlled by someone 
from above. For the President and his entourage, it seemed natural that the world wide 
web is controlled by Americans and as a whole it is a project of  the CIA. (Soldatov 
& Borogan 2017, 217, translation from Russian by the author)
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This subchapter examines the development of  the Internet first in the Soviet Un-
ion, and then present contemporary attempts to control it, including the 2019 law 
on ‘sovereign internet’. The development of  the Internet in any given society car-
ries a geopolitical component. It is a tool of  cultural defence of  nations, and this 
has been the case in Russia, as demonstrated by the long-lasting exercise around the 
sovereign version of  the Internet, Runet. 

The birth of  computer science in the Soviet Union relates to the Cold War military 
competition starting in the 1940s. The task was not easy in the beginning, as the best 
experts in the era of  radio technics had perished during the Stalin purges of  1936–1937. 
Gradually the importance of  computers for the military machine was understood, lead-
ing to a paradoxical situation where cybernetics and computer science were prohibited 
as ‘Bourgeois pseudo-science’ 30. A functioning computer was built in silence. Thus, the 
laboratory that Sergei Lebedev was given was a top-secret object up until the launch of  
the first Sputnik. The word ‘computer’ was avoided: the machines were ‘big calculators’ 
or ‘quickly functioning electronic calculating machines’ (Susiluoto 2006, 114–118). 

The had already Internet appeared in Russia in the very last years of  the Soviet 
Union; however, at the time it meant a very specialised, scientific-academic com-
puter network accessed by a limited amount of  people. According to Vartanova 
(2014) the first users of  the Internet in Russia were the workers of  the Institute of  
Theoretical and Experimental Physics and the department of  Nuclear Physics at 
the Academy of  Science in as early as 1988. In 1989, the Demos cooperative at the 
Kurchatov Institute for Atomic Energy became the first Internet service provider 
in the country, using the domain .su. It was only after 1994 that the commercial 
and scientific networks in Russia reached the status of  joining the world wide web 
and this was the year when domain.ru was introduced (Vartanova 2014, 80; Franke 
& Vendil Pallin 2012, 35). Amazingly enough, the very first Internet conference 
in Russia in 1994 was funded by NATO. Compared to the Western countries, the 
development of  information society was slow in independent Russia. According 
to Susiluoto (2006, 272–273), it was only in the first years of  the new millennium 
when, thanks to the rapid spread of  foreign companies and foreign technologies, 
the Russian Internet properly started to develop.

30 In the Soviet discussions of  philosophy in science, it was seen that cybernetics were ‘against dialectical 
materialism and contemporary philosophy of  science’ and they reflected the bourgeoisie world view in its 
inhumanity and willingness to transform the working class to appendages of  the machine. Hypernetics 
were also seen to be a part of  the ‘imperialistic utopia’ where the living, thinking human being ready to 
fight for her/his interest is replaced by a machine both in production and at war.” http://www.kitov-ana-
toly.ru/naucnye-trudy/pioner-sovetskoj-kibernetiki/negativ, accessed 11 August, 2020. 
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The spread of  the Internet took place first in Moscow and St. Petersburg; in the 
years 1996–2000 it continued in other big economic and intellectual centres of  the 
country such as Novosibirsk, Samara, Yekaterinburg, Niznyi Novgorod, Irkuts and 
Khabarovsk. The spread of  the Internet in the 1990s was slower than in the US 
or Western Europe; however, the number of  users doubled every year, reaching 
one million by 1998 (Vartanova 2014, 81). From that point on, the number of  us-
ers has been growing steadily, reaching 81 percent in 2018 (Levada tsentr 2019, 3). 
However, there is a difference in access to Internet between major cities and rural 
areas—in some remote areas people pay more than double the national average for 
Internet access. At the same time, the number of  people living below the poverty 
line was over 23 million people in 2016 (Freedom House 2017, 3).

Today the .ru domain is dominant, growing faster than its Cyrillic counterpart 
‘.рф’, introduced in 2010. The attempts to control the Internet have been grow-
ing since 2012. Despite the analyses of  some researchers about the ability of  the 
Internet to ‘let out the steam’, the means have become more sophisticated. Franke 
and Vendil Pallin identify three generations of  Internet control. According to them, 
the first-generation tactics, meaning filtering and blocking, are most widely used in 
countries like Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. The second generation control means 
creating a legal and normative environment that is able to selectively deny the public 
access to information on the Internet when and if  it is ‘needed’. The third genera-
tion control comes via numerous indirect ways to control and compete within the 
information space; the measures do not directly deny access to information but 
compete for attention with counter-information. As written by Franke for Vendil 
Pallin (2012, 53),

Sophisticated methods such as Internet surveillance and data mining can be used to 
achieve maximum efficiency, and to demoralize and discredit opponents.

The control tightened after the anti-governmental protests in 2011–2013, when the 
Internet and social media played an important role. Before the protests, the Rus-
sian Internet was relatively free, and people could express political opinions without 
fear of  consequences. However, law enforcement agencies and lawmakers became 
gradually interested in the functioning and political impact of  Runet. From filtering 
to blocking, the measures moved towards law-making: from anti-piracy law to laws 
combatting extremism and money laundering—all meant to restrict opposition ac-
tivism over the Internet (Lonkila, Shpakovskaya & Torchkinsky 2020, 17–25). 
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An interesting and much-followed turn in the Russian Internet relates to the Ru-
net project. Despite the vagueness of  the term—sometimes simply meaning the 
‘.ru’, ’.su’ and ‘.рф’ domains—or the Russian-speaking or Russia-oriented traffic 
on the Internet (ibid, 53)—the term also means a national system of  managing the 
Russian segment of  the Internet. In practice, Runet includes search engines, social 
media platforms and email services that are free and very popular. What has been 
interesting for outside observers is the development of  different measures, techni-
cal and legal, that would make it possible to disconnect Runet from the rest of  the 
Internet.

The legal grounds for a ‘sovereign Internet’ have already been built; in April 2019 
the Federation Council accepted a package of  laws that stipulates the creation of  
infrastructure that will ‘make it possible for the Russian internet resources to re-
main functional in the case if  the switching on to foreign servers becomes impossi-
ble’ (Soldatov 2019). According to Andrei Soldatov, this legislation has two regimes 
of  implementation. One of  them prepares for the times of  crisis, including mass 
protests. In this case, special equipment making it possible to shut down Internet 
traffic shall be provided to all the most important service providers. This will make 
it possible to shut down the Internet only in certain geographical regions. Another 
important change is the new means of  filtration. Until 2012, the filters used by the 
Russian regime were based on the techniques used by the providers themselves. The 
technique was expensive and did not always work well. The new equipment planned 
for filtration will be purchased and paid by the state (ibid).

In practice, the ‘sovereign Internet’ means that a larger proportion of  Russian In-
ternet traffic needs to be routed through serves located inside Russia. This means 
that Russian telecommunication companies and Internet service providers have to 
route traffic exclusively through domestic exchange points that are registered with 
the media regulator Roskomnadzor. In addition to this, all Internet service provid-
ers must install new technology enabling Roskomnadzor to centrally block websites 
and reroute Internet traffic (Reporters Without Borders 2019). 

According to the ‘Information Society Development Strategy’ guiding Russian ICT 
policy and approved by Vladimir Putin in May 2017, the overall aim is to increase 
the autonomy of  Russia’s Internet. This is done, for instance, by replacing import-
ed ICT equipment with domestically made alternatives; it also directs officials to 
ensure that Russian ‘spiritual and cultural values’ are represented in Internet gov-
ernance policy (Nikkarila & Ristolainen 2017). This follows the national security 
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policy that holds that these values are under threat from foreign values and need 
protection and reinforcement (Loftus & Kanet 2019, 62). 

An interesting detail about this is provided by Ben Judah in Newsweek: because of  
the strict security around the Russian president, Putin hardly uses the Internet but 
relies on paper documents, press clippings and fixed-line Soviet-era telephones. The 
folders provided by him every day are compiled by FSB, the domestic intelligence; 
SVR, the foreign intelligence; and finally, FSO, his army of  close protection (Judah 
2014). This creates a system of  ‘competitive intelligence’ that then has an effect on 
how the president creates his view of  the world, which can be filled with worst-
case scenarios (Herd 2019, 19). This contributes to the need of  Russia to maintain 
its status of  great power and to use available means of  culture to reach this goal. 
Putin uses Soviet language, such as in his campaign against ‘foreign agents’ (mean-
ing mostly non-governmental organisations working for democracy, human rights 
and free elections) and using terms like ‘fifth column of  national-traitors’ (Obrash-
chenie Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2014, 3). The Runet project is one compo-
nent in the long-lasting policy of  Russia to resist the Western hegemonic order. Part 
of  this project is, for example, the introduction by Putin of  ‘sovereign democracy’, 
a model of  democracy that would be independent from external influence. ‘Sover-
eign Internet’ is a part of  this approach: it is a system that protects what is ‘Russian’ 
from the numerous foreign powers and groups that want to destabilise Russia. 

In December 2019, the Russian government announced a successful testing of  the 
‘unplugged’ Russian Internet (Wakefield 2019). The official line of  the Foreign Min-
istry has been that the ‘alternative Internet’ shall be launched only in the worst case, 
which means that things with Western partners would go sour due to ‘double stand-
ards’. The first exercise to explore how Runet would manage if  it was detached 
from the global Internet took place in July 2014 after the West introduced sanctions 
after Russia’s annexation of  Crimea (Vendil Pallin 2019, 207). 

The law on the sovereign Internet is just one of  the many legal initiatives that aim 
at increasing the censorship of  the Internet. The most common means of  con-
trol have been the charges for extremism under numerous legal provisions, under 
both the Code of  Administrative Offences and Criminal Code (Kravchenko 2018). 
The anti-extremism legislation is the part of  Russian legal practice that led to most 
freedom-of-expression-related prison sentences in 2018. Multiple new demands 
concerning the Internet service providers that relate to identifying the users and 
controlling their communications have appeared. For example, in January 2018, the 
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so-called ‘Law on Messengers’ came into force, requiring Internet service providers 
to recognise all the users of  messenger and chat services by mobile phone (Agora 
2018).

The measures taken in order to control the Internet might seem like regular cen-
sorship exercises. I argue that in the background there is the idea of  the national 
interest. The Arab Spring demonstrated that social media platforms and the Inter-
net can wield real power for social change, and Russian leadership sees the Internet 
as a threat to Russia’s security and sovereignty (Vendil Pallin 2017, 18). As noted by 
Sarah Oates (2013, 4–8), the role of  the Internet (or any significant platform that 
disseminates information) is dependent in the environment within which it emerg-
es. Similarly, as national television gradually became owned and controlled by the 
state in order to defend the national interest and to protect Russia from outside 
threats, the Internet needed to be brought closer to the state as well. Similarly as in 
the case of  television, the ownership structure of  Internet infrastructure is moving 
closer to the state (Vendil Pallin 2016). Subsequently, the future of  the control of  
the Internet in Russia depends on the development of  Russian society: on the de-
cisions of  the ruling elite and the fate of  authoritarianism (Lonkila, Shpakovskaya 
& Torchkinsky 2020, 32). If  the opposition seems to gain more popularity, the legal 
measures to control the Internet are in place. If  the current regime manages to 
cement its power further, the government might refrain from using these drastic 
measures (ibid.) 

4.6. Social media in contemporary Russia

In this study I am interested in the way that social media is used by the television 
stations in Russia and Georgia. Statistics show that the vast majority of  viewers of  
those channels that are subjects of  my study still watch linear TV. The television 
stations, though, have social media accounts and use them actively as further plat-
forms for their content. 

Popular social media platforms in Russia are an important part of  the media envi-
ronment.
All major television stations have accounts on social media. Young people are very 
hard to reach via traditional, linear television—thus social media networks are be-
coming increasingly popular (Statista.com 2019). In this research I have taken se-
lected samples of  social media content under closer analysis in order to understand 
how the social media platforms function during patriotic events. 
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The most popular social media platform in Russia is Vkontakte, or ‘VK’ (previously 
Vkontakte.ru, now vk.com). In 2019, the number of  monthly users in Russia was 
estimated to be over 38 million (Statista.com 2019 (2). The second and third largest 
platforms in Russia were Instagram and WhatsApp. Facebook, the most popular 
social media platform worldwide, is surprisingly unpopular. According to Enikolop-
ov, Makarin and Petrova (2016 (8), in addition to Russia there is only one country—
South Korea—where Facebook has not been able to secure even the second largest 
market share for reasons other than censorship. 

VK was launched by Pavel Durov, a student at St Petersburg State University, in Octo-
ber 2006. Similarly as was the case with Facebook, which was founded on a Harvard 
campus, Durov, inspired by Facebook, established his own social media platform. He 
was also the CEO of  VK until 2014, when he fell afoul of  Russian authorities after 
refusing to hand over personal data of  protesters in Ukraine, as well as saying no to the 
request to block opposition politician Alexei Naval’ny’s page. VK’s external features 
resemble Facebook, and it functions very similarly to the American social media giant, 
however, there are some features that make it different, such as the smaller amount of  
advertising, less frequent changes in the interface and free access to music and other 
information despite the breaches in Russian copyright (Baran & Stock 2015, 579). 

Pavel Durov is the name behind not only VK but another very popular instant mes-
saging service called Telegram. However, Telegram was banned by a Moscow court in 
2018 after it refused to give FSB its user data (Roth 2018). Telegram has also been in-
volved in other court cases. After the 2016 adoption of  the so-called Yarovaya pack-
age of  laws, named after deputy Irina Yarovaya, an active supporter and initiator of  
the package, many experts expressed concern at the very beginning, noting that it 
makes it very easy to apply criminal and administrative penalties against large num-
bers of  people, and that some of  the offences are very loosely defined. Remarkably, 
the laws require operators of  mobile phone and Internet services to record and store 
all communications and make the records available to authorities if  requested (Icnl.
org, 2016).

The court cases following the adoption of  the laws demonstrated the arbitrariness 
and disproportionate magnitude of  the sanctions. For instance, in June 2018 a taxi 
driver in Kaliningrad was jailed for two years for ‘extremist social media posts’. 
According to the man’s lawyer, his Telegram messages were taken out of  context. 
However, this happened at a time when lawmakers were already seeking to amend 
the criminal code’s approach to social media (The Moscow Times 2018). The sentences 
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given to citizens had already caused an outcry from citizen’s groups and companies. 
In August 2018, Mail.ru, the group currently owning both the Vkontakte and Od-
noklassniki social media websites, asked the government to pardon the citizens who 
had been convicted of  extremism for their posts on social media. The number of  
convictions for social media content, even memes and likes, had grown significantly 
between 2012 and 2017 and this frustrated the service providers (The Moscow Times 
2018, 2). According to Soldatov and Borogan (2017, 279), the Kremlin has been 
interested in controlling Vkontakte and the search engine Yandex since 2014, as the 
number of  users had grown very high and the Kremlin needed to propagate its own 
version of  the events in Ukraine. 

The growing number of  prosecutions has been explained by them being used as 
a tool to incite fear and self-censorship, and also by the fact that the legal system 
is built so that it convicts offenders as a part of  the nation-wide pushback against 
extremist content. It is unclear whether the measures actually promote self-censor-
ship: many convicts did not belong to an activist group and had no clear intent to 
express a particular opinion in their social media posts. The prosecutions focus on 
seemingly random posts; thus, the object of  censorship is not always clear (van der 
Vet 2020, 219). The practice is criticized internationally, and there is already at least 
one European Court of  Human Rights decision ruling that Russia has violated its 
citizens’ rights to freedom of  expression (ibid, 220). 

Another noteworthy line of  development in Russian online media relates to the 
concentration of  ownership. Today, the most popular online and social media plat-
forms are in the hands of  large media holdings and businessmen loyal to the regime 
(Lehtisaari & Wijermars 2020, 6). The regime’s need for financial and structural 
control of  the media, previously expressed in takeovers of  television, are expanding 
towards new media as well. 

In this research, my interest lies in the logic of  how new and old logic of  media 
intersect and conflict (Ruoho & Kuusipalo 2018, 53), and how that today there is 
no one single form of  logic in media—or politics for that matter. All media outlets 
have their own logic in the way they ‘talk’ to their audiences and call them to differ-
ent roles. Further, in Chapter Six I take a look at how First Channel and Rossia 1 
in Russia and Rustavi1 and Public Service Broadcasting of  Georgia function during 
what I call patriotic events.
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4.7. Russian journalists in transition?

Previously in this chapter, I have aimed at showing how the changes in media en-
vironment and television ownership structures evolved first in the Soviet years and 
then during the massive societal transformation that took place after the collapse 
of  the empire. In this subchapter I ask how the journalists themselves and the jour-
nalistic profession reacted to the many changes and what has happened to those 
generations of  journalists. 

As mentioned previously in this work, the Soviet media theory, which saw mass 
media as a tool for ‘propaganda, agitation and collective organization’ was put into 
practice via a tight network of  state-sponsored media (Hopkins 1970). This under-
standing of  state financing and thus state control has remained in many post-Soviet 
countries; this has been very well reflected in the attempts, for instance, to estab-
lish public service television in numerous countries (see for instance Darchiashvili 
2008). The idea of  publicly funded television that would still remain free of  direct 
state control is quite alien. Researchers sometimes even demonstrate certain cau-
tiousness with regards to non-state media, as written by a researcher from Pridn-
estrovie (Oleinikov 2018, 95):
 

Alternative to the state information channels, that have a higher rating among 
citizens are able to not only strengthen their own positions via spreading ostensibly 
independent information, but they are also able to prepare the auditories to certain 
changes, probing the conditions and creating certain moods among the citizens.

How do the journalists manoeuvre in the continued pressures of  state ownership 
on the one hand, and requirements of  a free market on the other (about the episte-
mological differences between capitalist and socialist foundations on journalism see 
Roudakova 2017 and Chapter Eight)? Skillen (2017, 64–66), writes very critically 
about the development of  the profession of  a journalist in Russian television in the 
1990s. According to her, it was the journalists, liberated by years of  glasnost and 
perestroika, who could not use the freedom for the good of  the public. She finds 
many explanations for this. One of  them is the misconception of  free speech: in 
Russia, Skillen argues, the freedom was (and is) understood as ‘freedom for me and 
not for you’, meaning that the concepts of  pluralism, diversity and tolerance were 
not included in the package of  press freedom. Another reason, Skillen argues, was 
the exceptional burden Russian journalists had to carry. Russian (Soviet) journalist 
always had more functions than just reporting; the journalist was pushed into be-
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coming a ‘conscience of  society’ of  sorts in a country where checks and balances 
against absolute power did not work. 

The latter is confirmed by Pasti (2005) in her studies of  different generations of  jour-
nalists. Pasti writes that in the 2000s there were three generations of  journalists work-
ing: the old Soviet practitioners, the new practitioners and finally those that entered 
the profession from the 2000s. By now a fourth generation has entered the profes-
sion: those born in the late 1990s, even early 2000s. Pasti was able to find a generation 
gap between the ‘old Soviet’ and ‘new Post-Soviet’ practitioners of  journalism. She 
examines the dramatic political events from the collapse of  the USSR and the rise of  
Westernisation in the 1990s to the beginning of  Putin’s presidency and his course to-
wards re-traditionalization in the 2000s—the latter being the subject of  this research 
(Pasti 2007, 125). According to Pasti, the Soviet generation was relatively homoge-
nous and conservative, and for them a characteristic feature was literally talent and 
a ‘preference for those of  a majority nationality’ (I suppose of  the Union Republic 
where the journalist worked) and education in the Soviet theory and practice of  jour-
nalism. Communist party membership was understandably a preferred feature, too. 
Pasti noticed also that the representatives of  Soviet generations continued to hold a 
‘cultivated view of  journalism’ in collaboration with the authorities, taking responsi-
bility for supporting the social order and rendering practical guidance to people, thus 
keeping their old role of  social organisers. Another generation identified by Pasti was 
those of  the transitional generation: those who entered the profession in the 1990s. 
Their attitude to work was characterised by competition, profit-seeking and creative 
ambitions. The third, the young generation, was different in that for them, practicing 
journalism was motivated more out of  pragmatic interest. Journalism was seen as a 
starting point to gain experience and influential connections to get well-paid posi-
tions in the state service and business. Pasti underlines that this consciousness has 
emerged as a result of  a change of  the journalistic status in society: from the former 
state worker with an elite job to a market freelancer who is autonomous, self-em-
ployed and combines jobs inside and outside of  journalism (Ibid, 125–127). 

When it comes to the theories of  contemporary journalism, Evgenii Prokhorov 
provides an interesting insight, claiming in his textbook Vvedenie v teoriu zhurnalistiki 31  
that, since journalism needs to serve the needs of  the nation (‘narodnost’’ in Russia) 

31 The book in question is the eighth edition. The first editions came out in the Soviet Union, and the 
new editions have been adapted accordingly.
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and it needs to serve the masses, these two things can be found in the principle of  
patriotism (Prokhorov 2011, 120–122). This means that 

Every journalist, as long as there are around 200 countries on the political map of  the 
world, should not only take the patriotic feelings and views of  one country or another 
into account, but should speak from a patriotic position and serve for the prosperity of  
progress of  one’s homeland. (Ibid, 124, translation from Russian by the author)

Prokhorov separates real patriotism from ‘ultrapatriotism’, meaning that the inter-
ests of  one’s own country override those of  any other. Ultrapatriotism, according 
to Prokhorov, is a messianic feeling and for an ultrapatriot culture, the science, po-
litical system, lifestyle and everything else related to one’s own group is superior to 
others and any criticism is hardly accepted. Ultrapatriotism is thus not favourable 
in journalism; in fact, it has nothing to do with ‘genuine patriotism’. The latter de-
mands much from a journalist: it takes an understanding of  social groups, people’s 
deeds and goals practically and spiritually; it has to do with historical processes and 
makes economic, social and spiritual growth possible (ibid, 125). In other words, 
Prokhorov understands patriotism similarly to how philosopher Charles Taylor un-
derstands the ‘modern social imaginary’: it is a whole system or mode of  existing 
and operating within a complex society. Prokhorov concentrates in his book on the 
needed skills, ideas and obligations needed by a professional journalist, but there are 
challenges facing the professional ideas of  a journalist in contemporary Russia. 

For example, Natalia Roudakova (2017, 124–137) argues that the 2000s, a time 
when well-known journalists became public faces of  international wars among 
oligarchs and other powerful political players, lead to a certain deprofessionalisa-
tion of  journalism. During her ethnographic fieldwork in a newsroom in Nizh-
nyi Novgorod, Roudakova witnessed the editorial decisions being made outside the 
newsroom, quite contrary to the basic principles of  truth-seeking journalism. Any 
topic, angle on a story or choice of  expert needed to be ‘cleared’ with the media 
outlet’s owners or political patrons. Journalism was, from 1990s, often called ‘po-
litical prostitution’ or ‘the second oldest profession’. Interestingly Roudakova, too, 
observed a difference between generations of  journalists that was slightly different 
from that of  Pasti’s: Roudakova found that those who had entered the profession 
later had less room for manoeuvring. Senior journalists could avoid openly praising 
media owners or sponsors and could stay away from particularly disgusting smear 
campaigns against political opponents. The newcomers did not have this choice. 
Roudakova pays attention to the media ownership structure’s impact on journalism 
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as a profession and the long-term effect of  this. Cynicism seemed widespread as 
did many metaphors about sexual coercion and rape 32. Roudakova wrote about her 
experiences in a local newspaper, but the way journalists were dependent on the 
owners is not unfamiliar to Russian journalists elsewhere. My data showed that the 
mechanisms are more subtle, and the professional ideals are there, but journalists 
do implicitly know what and how to report. 

Currently, as argued by many Western scholars (Hutchings & Tolz 2015; Tolz 2017; 
Zakem et al. 2018), television, especially the two main channels, is used as a tool 
to disseminate key messages about Russia’s foreign policy agenda, including dis-
crediting external enemies such as ‘West’. Hutchings and Tolz (ibid, 224) argue that 
after 2012, Channel 1 and Rossia 1/VGTRK started launching well-orchestrated 
campaigns offering views about who belongs to the national community, and subse-
quently, who does not. Developments in the media have even been called a 
‘return to the past’. Destroying media pluralism was one of  the first tasks of  the 
Putin regime. Similarly as truth was subordinated to the interests of  the class strug-
gle in Lenin’s time, the Putin PR gurus have taken over the idea of  the relativism 
of  truth. Since all truth is an interpretation, it is better to think that what is in the 
interests of  Russia is good. This led to calls for the loyalty of  citizens, instead of  
searching for universal values of  right and wrong (Skillen 2017, 92). 

4.8. Post-Soviet changes in the Georgian media landscape 

In Georgia, similarly as in many places in the former Soviet Union, the glasnost 
years were decisive in the development of  media. According to Maisashvili (2009, 
10–11), during those years the task of  the media was, among other things, the cre-
ation of  nation and nationality; in practical terms, Soviet newspapers were faced 
by numerous rivals printed within political parties and movements. After the 1990 
election victory by the nationalistic, pro-independence forces, many official papers 
even changed their names; ‘Komunisti’ to ‘Sakartvelos Respublika’ (‘Republic of  
Georgia’) and ‘Akhalgarzrda Komunisti’ to ‘Akhalgazdra Iverieli’. The leaders of  the 
media were formed within print media. Maisashvili argues that the early 1990s me-
dia, especially print media, simply replaced one ideology with another by jumping 
from Soviet ideology to a nationalistic one. She explains this with the lack of  educa-
tion and knowledge of  civil society and human rights (ibid, 26). 

32  Roudakova noted journalists using expressions like ‘spreading themselves under’ a politician, or being 
expected to ‘lick all over’ sponsors and clients. One of  the most distasteful was the rape metaphor: ‘if  you 
cannot do anything about it, you should try to relax and enjoy it’ (ibid 137).
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The heyday of  print media was over soon after the collapse of  the Soviet Union. 
Today newspaper readership is very meagre, whereas TV reaches the vast majority 
of  the population up to the time of  this writing. In 2017, television reached 72 per-
cent of  the population and printed media reached only political elites and activists. 
TV is highly politicised and polarised. 

The most popular TV stations at the time of  this writing are Rustavi 2 and TV 
Imedi 33, and, to a lesser extent, the Georgian Public Broadcasting. According to 
experts, the popularity of  these TV stations is mostly thanks to their accessibility 
around the country. Smaller independent stations are either based in Tbilisi or other 
smaller towns and thus, unable to reach large segments of  the population. Ahead of  
the Parliamentary elections of  2012, the key opposition figure, billionaire Bidzina 
Ivanishvili, started another TV channel called the 9th Channel. The channel was 
clearly only used for election campaigning purposes, since it closed down soon after 
the landslide election victory of  his party, Georgian Dream (Mikashavidze 2014, 60). 

A characteristic feature of  Georgian television is the polarization and unclear own-
ership structures of  the main channels. There have, however, been multiple smaller 
TV stations with fluctuating market positions, best-known of  those being Maes-
tro and Kavkazia. The attempts to influence television have been especially visible 
during pre-election periods. On the eve of  the 2016 Parliamentary elections, the 
Georgian National Communications Commission took ‘selective and inconsistent’ 
measures against several broadcasters for violating the procedures of  publishing 
opinion polls in the run-up to the elections. According to watchdogs, the approach 
of  the GNCC was different towards stations critical of  the government and others 
(Irex 2017, 147).

The ownership structures of  the two biggest broadcasting companies, Rustavi 2 
and Imedi have been particularly murky. Rustavi 2 was established in the 1990s and 
it has been said to play a role in the 2003 Rose Revolution due to its close relation-
ship with the United National Movement Party. After this, the owner of  the station 
has changed multiple times, leading to legal disputes and accusations of  biases in 
the legal system, and by today the station has become oppositional in Georgia (Welt 
2015, 2). 

33 Imedi merged with TV stations ‘Maestro’ and ‘9th Channel’ in late 2017. Imedi was in strong opposi-
tion to President Mikheil Saakashvili after the Rose Revolution; it became well-known for the raid to its 
premises during the mass anti-Saakashvili demonstrations of  November 2007 that eventually lead to a 
state of  emergency. Footage of  the raid remains online.
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Media freedom watchdogs have expressed their concern about the polarisation 
caused by these disputes in ownership (Reporters Without Borders 2019 (2). Rec-
ommendations given by Transparency International Georgia’s ‘Who Owns Geor-
gian Television’ report (Transparency Georgia 2019), states that the government 
should stop using various levers against critically-disposed media outlets and their 
owners, that political parties should stop interfering in the activities of  TV and 
that the owners should separate TV and other business in order to ensure that the 
journalists are not obliged to carry out narrow political interests. As a fourth rec-
ommendation, the report states that media owners and other authorised persons 
should promote journalists’ knowledge about ethical standards.

Unlike its Russian counterpart, the Georgian media market is economically weak. 
There is little advertising and very limited possibilities for new investments. There 
is also considerable lack of  trust from the citizens: the public views journalists as 
mostly biased and manipulated by the government and the opposition. Journalists’ 
self-concepts, however, stress independence, professional esteem and civic respon-
sibility (Mikashavidze 2009). 

The legislative atmosphere of  the media’s functioning is very liberal. Georgia, as a 
part of  its overall reforms, has introduced progressive media laws (Freedom House 
2016), including decriminalisation of  libel in 2004. At the same time, there are con-
stant examples of  misuse of  political power around the media, especially around 
elections (Freedom House 2013; Irex 2013). 

My research concentrates on television, and the main channels whose employees I 
have interviewed are Georgian Public Broadcasting and Rustavi 2. Public Broadcast-
ing (PSB), was originally established in 1925 as a part of  the Soviet media system. It 
was first a state television station, until it was reformed to become a public broad-
caster in 2005. The most recent law on public broadcasting is from 2012–2012 and 
it stipulates that ‘the Public Broadcaster is a legal entity under public law that is inde-
pendent from the state government and is accountable before the public’. Article 16 
of  this law formulates the Channel’s content-related obligations, including, among 
other things, editorial independence, fairness and impartiality; the need to make pro-
grammes for children and persons with disabilities; and to reflect ethnic, cultural, lin-
guistic, religious, age and gender diversity in the programmes. What is interesting is a 
subpoint under Article 16 that says that the channel needs to ‘promote mainstreams 
of  the foreign policy of  Georgia, as well as the integration of  Georgia into the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (“the NATO”) and the European Union’.
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The independence and impartiality of  Public Broadcasting is a constant question. 
The government tries to increase transparency, for instance by prohibiting off-
shore companies from owning television stations, but the situation remains difficult 
(Gogidze 2012). The vast amount of  television stations and their social media and 
other online platforms do not necessarily guarantee pluralism. As said by my inter-
viewee, media scholar and former editor-in-chief: 

People, Salla, they choose their realities. I was just thinking about this… only us, 
professionals, we watch everything. People construct their realities themselves. They 
choose the channel that creates for them the preferable vision of  the social reality. 
TV for them is no longer a reflection of  some objective picture. This is why people 
watch this ‘Ob’jektiv’. There are people who only watch Rustavi 2. There are some 
people who, due to some deviation, watch Public Service. These people are very, very 
few. There are people … how can we characterise those that watch Imedi?’ (Inter-
view, GF11, Tbilisi, July 2018, translation from Russian by author)

There is little recent academic research on Georgian journalism available in Eng-
lish. Based on media sources and reports on press freedom watchdogs as well as 
interview data, it can be said that due to the weak economic influence of  the media, 
the gaps in professional education and the tense ongoing political situation Geor-
gia, journalists struggle with their professional duties. Journalism is not necessarily 
accountable and independent, and the ethical principles of  fairness and objectivity 
are sometimes hard to follow in practice. According to Tsomaia (2016), there are 
several reasons to this, and a question asked by her is 

Should the journalist follow the professional standard, which obliges him to be loyal  
to citizens, or should he obey the order and carry out the task? (Tsomaia 2016, 5) 

Here we come to the question of  professional duty vs. whoever pays the salary—and 
finally, what the effect is of  the national interest and patriotism. Tsomaia’s work is 
about conflict coverage, which makes it especially interesting. Tsomaia interviewed 
Georgian experts on the media, asking questions such as whether a journalist would 
be willing to cover the violent conduct of  one’s own army. Experienced journalists all 
said yes, but local journalists were less confident. As put by one of  her interviewees: 

Working in compliance with professional standard remains the biggest dilemma for 
me when it comes to reporting your own war, all the predispositions and sentiments 
must be put aside, which is very hard. (Ibid, 6)
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Tsomaia’s work touches upon the theme of  my work, national interest. All experts 
she interviewed were critical of  it and said it leads to misreporting. 

Patriotic sentiments among journalists are partially explained by the influence of  
public opinion and existing demand for such sentiments. Experts believed that 
there is no demand towards high quality, facts-based, objective journalistic coverage 
in Georgia among the general public. One of  the experts explained this by citing 
the people’s wish to believe in the progress that the country has achieved in join-
ing European and Western institutions, and they do not want to hear truth that 
contradicts this perception. (Ibid, 7)

A 2020 opinion poll revealed that over 70 percent of  Georgian audiences believe 
that the government interferes in the media’s activities to ensure that events are 
covered ‘In an acceptable manner)’. Fifty percent of  Georgians also think that har-
assment of  critical media is common (Transparency International Georgia 2020). I 
interpret this as evidencing my assumption that if  there is a real or perceived threat 
towards the country in question, patriotic feelings prevail and journalists are even 
expected to report ‘patriotically’.

4.9. Previous research on Russian and Georgian television

Despite the fact that TV in Russia has been recognised by many experts as being 
at least one of, if  not the number one tool in boosting the current regime, there is 
relatively little research about it available within the scope of  mainstream academ-
ia. Post-Soviet Russian journalism in general, and the changes within it, have been 
studied from many angles. In Finland, Jukka Pietiläinen studied the changes in the 
regional press in his 2002 doctoral thesis. Svetlana Pasti (2007) explored the chang-
es in the journalistic profession in Russia between generations; Katja Koikkalainen 
(2009) wrote her doctoral thesis about the business press in Russia, Dmitry Yagodin 
(2014) studied the ‘blogization’ of  journalism and Saara Ratilainen (2013) discussed 
women’s print media as a part of  consumer culture in Russia. 

Internationally the following works are worth mentioning: a book by Stephen 
Hutchings and Vera Tolz examines the ways issues concerning ethnicity and nations 
are reflected in Russian television today (Hutchings & Tolz 2015). Hutchings and 
Tolz analyse, among other things, the state-endorsed media projects such as the 
reporting of  the Day of  National Unity. Hutchings and Tolz base their findings on 
content analysis, among other things, demonstrating that the two state-controlled 
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channels tend to downplay the ethnic nature of  social problems and, for instance, 
protests inside Russia (ibid, 100). They also revealed that the leading state-controlled 
channels intensified their narratives stigmatising non-Russian migrants and ethnic 
and religious minority groups. According to Lankina (2016, 23), this is in line with 
the arguments that the Kremlin tightened its stance towards non-Russians after the 
2011–2012 protest in fear of  a possible ally that could be formed by nationalists and 
political liberals. Daphne Skillen’s Freedom of  Speech in Russia (2017) comprehensively 
examines media development from Gorbachev’s to Putin’s times, analysing but not 
limiting itself  to television. Olessia Koltsovas’ 2006 book News Media and Power in 
Russia broad examines practices of  news production in Russia. Ellen Mickiewicz 
has studied Russian television extensively since the Soviet years (more on her audi-
ence research earlier in this chapter), and her 2008 book Television, power and the public 
in Russia provides readers with insights to viewers of  Russian television. Marlene 
Laruelle, best-known for her studies in Russian nationalism, has also examined how 
national identity has been staged on TV through studying channel ‘Rossia-K’ (for-
mer ‘Kultura’) (Laruelle 2018, 219). Natalia Roudakova (2017), quoted many times 
in this work, examines the unravelling of  professional journalism and its effects on 
Russian society. Sabina Mihelj and Simon Huxtable’s (2018) book uncovers socialist 
television from a media culture perspective. Kirill Filomonov’s (2021) recent work 
on participation in Russian alternative media consists of  several months of  partic-
ipant observations, interviews with media producers as well as textual analysis of  
media content.

More TV research has naturally been done in Russia, in the Russian language. Med-
vedaia (2017) studied the values that are reflected in the broadcasting of  First Chan-
nel. Her aim was to see what kind of  a view of  the world is created for Russians by 
television broadcasting and whether this worldview is something that the viewers 
find relevant and important. She based her research on the general and outspoken 
understanding in Russia that the Russian society is suffering some kind of  a crisis 
of  values. Medvedaia quotes a study by Avtaeva and Savinova that is called Family 
values in the humanitarian order of  Russian Media, stating that ‘what should be on today’s 
humanitarian order of  the day are the questions of  spiritual and moral health of  the 
nation; the education of  the upcoming generation based on traditional values’.

Medvedaia’s study concentrates on the Sunday programme lead by Valery Fadeyev, 
called ‘Voskresneye vremya’. Her aim is to define the values represented by the First 
Channel by analysing this programme and to define the way they are being broad-
cast and also to find out what is the percentage of  broadcasting time that is devoted 
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to covering events important to the society, and what are the specifics of  broadcast-
ing them (Medvedaia, 7). 

On Georgian television there is little research in English. Cory Welt (2015) has pro-
duced a policy memo about the ownership of  Rustavi2; Transparency Internation-
al Georgia’s regular reports on media ownership, Irex, Freedom House and other 
media freedom watchdogs follow up the press freedom situation. There is more 
research on social networks (Tsuladze 2013, Zviadadze 2014, Babutsidze et al. 2013, 
Kakachia et al. 2018), peculiarly, since television is still the most prominent mass 
medium in the country.

It would not be fair to not mention the non-academic books on the matter pub-
lished by insiders of  Russian television. Peter Pomerantsev (2017) describes very 
vividly his years inside Russian show business and TV in his book Nothing is true 
and everything is possible. Another great source of  inspiration (and numerous quotes) 
is Joshua Yaffa’s 2019 book Between two fires: Truth, Ambition and Compromise in Putin’s 
Russia. This book includes valuable interview materials with several visible figures 
of  Channel One. Yaffa’s writings about the ‘wily man’ also inspired my conclusions. 
Similarly, many Russian authors such as Andrei Soldatov and Irina Borogai have 
provided excellent journalistic insights to many aspects of  the Russian media. 

4.10. Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have gone through the development of  the media field in the 
post-Soviet sphere, starting from the media structures of  the Soviet Union and 
moving towards the post-Soviet changes in both Russia and Georgia. I argue that 
the Soviet media system still affects journalism in both countries: mostly due to 
the fact that some of  the practitioners of  the profession, as well as the infrastruc-
ture, especially in economically less well-off  regions, derive from Soviet times. 

An important component of  the media development from the viewpoint of  free-
dom of  speech relates to the loyalties of  the profession. In the Soviet Union, the 
work of  the journalists was to maintain and build communism. The party was the 
number one recipient of  loyalties and the criticism of  the journalists was accepted 
in terms of  constructive ideas to develop communism. 

Somewhat similarly, a claim one often hears has to do with the fact that, for in-
stance in Russia, it is possible to criticise lower-level civil servants and investigate 
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corruption in the regions as long as the criticism does not reach the Kremlin and 
the economic interests of  Vladimir Putin. 

Television, the subject of  my study, remains the number one mass medium in both 
countries despite the rapid changes in viewership. Consequently, television is the 
most controlled mass medium. The questions of  ownership and control of  the 
medium are important ones for this work. There have been attempts to establish 
public service television in both countries, but the idea of  popular television funded 
by tax money and still truly independent remains alien. 

Another sphere of  control has to do with the Internet. Russian attempts to create a 
Runet that would separate the Russian Internet from the world wide web have been 
ongoing for years. However, according to experts, the need for control depends 
on the future of  the political system and the level of  popularity of  the opposition 
forces. The Georgian Internet is freer than the Russian one, but it does reflect the 
political tensions in the country. Government-affiliated bots and users are reported 
to use trolling tactics and they intensify during elections and protests against the 
government. Online intimidation of  politicians is a common feature in Georgia as 
well (Freedom House 2019). 

Self-censorship on the Internet is a question not widely studied but relevant for this 
study. Especially in Russia, where citizens can face legal consequences for likes on 
social media, it is possible that people start avoiding any behaviour that might be 
found suspect by the government. 
As I look at the social media accounts of  the television stations, I wonder whether 
the behaviour of  the users during the investigated time periods follow a pattern that 
the political elites expect or want. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  
RESEARCH METHOD, DATA AND ETHICS 

This chapter presents my methodology and research data. This work is based on 
two sets of  data: the thematic open-ended interviews with Russian and Georgian 
journalists, and social media data that consists of  status updates and user comments 
of  social media accounts of  Georgian and Russian television stations. 

This work is a mediaethnographic one by nature. Another important methodolog-
ical background is thematic analysis. There are some important ethical considera-
tions in this work, also presented here. When thinking of  methodology, I follow 
the lines of  C. Wright Mills (1990), who wrote in his classic book The Sociological 
Imagination that the greatest benefit in thinking of  our theory and method lies in the 
fact that it forces us to rethink and reformulate our research questions. This means, 
according to Mills, (ibid, 118) that every social scientist is ‘his own theorethicist and 
methodologist’, meaning that he/she must be a professional intellectual and thinker. 
Research methods evolve as we conduct research, and this means that any descrip-
tion of  a method is a cautious generalisation of  some finished or ongoing work. At 
the same time, the aim of  a research project is to fully understand the problem, and 
this means that we have to try and find out as much information about the research 
subject as we can. Keeping this in mind, I further describe the methods I used in 
order to determine how patriotism is discussed and understood by TV journalists in 
Georgia and Russia.

5.1. About media ethnography

As written earlier, this research is a mediaethnographic in nature. Mediaethnogra-
phy means that I have been participating, looking and listening, and at the same 
time analysing different culture-related practices in different environments. Social 
and cultural context is the background, against which I examine how patriotism ap-
pears in the discussions about media (Sumiala & Tikka 2013, 172; Kortti & Mähö-
nen 2009, 51). I understand ethnography similarly as Monrouxe and Ajjawi (2020, 
284) as ‘multi-method’, since it can use both field observations, interviews, written 
documents and other sources. In media studies, media ethnography can be used 
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when studying how people interact with media (Cunningham Carol 34), as a tool 
of  netnography and visual analysis and in understanding the changing contexts of  
media. Media ethnography provides tools to study the questions of  production and 
participation, audience ethnography and other aspects of  the medium (Junnilainen, 
Luhtakallio & Mazzoleni 2015, 1). 

Ethnography has numerous meanings, such as ‘the task of  describing a particular 
culture’ (Spradley & McCury 1972), the ‘study and representation of  culture as used 
by particular people, in particular places, at particular times’ (Van Maanen 2011, 
155) and ‘textual rendering of  social worlds’ (Abu-Lughod 2000). In short, ethnog-
raphy is theorising a culture or social world. This is also the best way to describe 
my own research: I wanted to see how the actors—journalists—within the social 
world(s) of  Russia and Georgia understand patriotism and what are the meanings 
they give to it professionally and personally. I believe patriotism can be a very inti-
mate and personal feeling, thus the professional role of  the journalist as an outside 
observer of  reality and that of  a citizen will inevitably be mixed. 

According to Gobo (2011, 5), the single thing that most distinguishes ethnogra-
phy from other methodologies is in that the pivotal cognitive mode is ‘observa-
tion’, which then can be divided into participant and non-participant. My research 
data consists of  eighteen ethnographic interviews conducted in Tbilisi, Batumi and 
Moscow, where I engage in lengthy conversations with journalists. I asked them 
some questions about patriotism and their relationship with and understanding of  
the concept, but there were numerous other themes involved. The interviews were 
conducted in multiple locations, from restaurants and cafés to newsrooms to out-
door spaces, depending on the preference of  the interviewee, time available and the 
sensibility of  the journalist’s situation. 

When thinking of  ‘traditional’ ethnography, we often imagine a situation where the 
researcher has travelled a long way to the point of  observation, taking part in the 
lives of  peoples for years. This research, however, has moved quite far from this. In 
a globalised world, the subject of  ethnography is non-permanent and created—the 
researcher builds it him/herself  (Helle 2009, 93). The world is also changing very 
fast. This kind of  ‘rapid observation’ means that the observation period lasts for 
days or weeks, whereas in ‘traditional’ ethnography it can take weeks or years to 
gather and analyse the information (Ibid, 93). 

34  http://sk.sagepub.com/video/media-ethnography
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The ‘golden era’ of  ethnographic news research was in the 1970s and 1980s. Tradi-
tional, if  not legendary works of  news ethnography such as Gaye Tuchman’s Making 
News, a Study in the Construction of  Reality (1980) came out during that period. These 
studies saw news work as a production process, where organisational routines were 
crucial in deciding the contents of  the journalism. The research demonstrated that 
the journalists are not only gathering facts from the surrounding reality, but that the 
daily routines of  the organisations decide what news is important, how the network 
of  news is formulated via certain official sources and how the facts are gathered 
and who are used for news. Thus, the news is rather produced by the way the news 
work is organised, not by the professional ideals. 

The challenge for my research lies in the need to be able to move from one medi-
ated world to another and back in a situation where everything is intertwined and 
in constant motion. I see ethnography here as a holistic strategy in which my own 
analysis and set of  experiences—including my career as a journalist and journalism 
trainer in Georgia and other parts of  the former Soviet Union—inevitably plays a 
role. So does the situation in which interviews were conducted, place and time and 
many other outside factors. The only way to escape the subjectivity of  the exercise 
is to try and observe the situation, even the data, from an outsider perspective.

According to Kwame Harrison (2018, 2), before we start an ethnographic research 
project, one needs to ask what the purpose of  the research is and on what basis the 
researcher selects communities to work among. 

For me, the purpose has been formulated in the research questions for this research. 
I wanted to determine how TV journalists understand patriotism and what is the ef-
fect of  the patriotic pressure from the state on journalists. My curiosity lay in the way 
journalists saw patriotism both from the viewpoint of  the official patriotic narrative 
and from their personal perspective. This interest stemmed from two different ideas: 

1)  the somewhat stereotypical idea of  journalists working within the state-fund-
ed media system of  authoritarian or semi-authoritarian environments being 
simple ‘propagators’ of  the systems on the one hand (this concerning most-
ly Russia, since Georgia can be seen as a freer media environment) 

2)  the fact that both Russia and Georgia have been part of  the same great 
power; the Soviet Union, and after its collapse both countries have been 
devastated by multiple wars that carry at least some ethnopolitical charac-
ter, bringing along collective trauma 
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This leads to the third assumption that there are other personal and professional 
factors than just the nature of  the media system and the geopolitics that affect the 
way journalists understand patriotism and react to it. The selection of  ‘communi-
ties’ to study was less of  a straightforward one in the sense that getting access to TV 
stations, especially in Russia, was not an easy task. In the end I did manage to find a 
sufficient number of  interviewees using both my personal contacts and by turning 
to the formal Rossia 1/VGTRK structures by sending an official email request. In 
Georgia, this was much easier. As I started in 2011, the access to the relatively new 
Pervyi Kavkazkii/PIK TV station was very easy via its director Robert Parsons, and 
further on it took only a phone call to access both Public Service Broadcasting’s and 
Rustavi 2’s offices. 

The subject of  my study is linear TV. TV belongs to the category of  ‘old’ media, 
where the gatekeeping role belongs to the journalists and the role of  the viewers is 
more passive. I did not choose to study daily TV programmes, but I wanted to see 
how television stations, on the one hand, report patriotic events such as Victory 
Day or the tenth anniversary of  the Five-day War, and on the other, how the audi-
ences react to the content. This is why I examined the social media content of  the 
television stations. 

Figure 2 illustrates the layers of  interaction between different institutions of  soci-
ety, journalism and patriotic ideas that I saw in the beginning of  the research in-
cluding the political background and the prevailing offered ideologies (by these I 
mean overarching themes offered by governments; in Russia’s case this could be 
‘sovereign democracy’ and in case of  Georgia things like ‘European orientation’). 
It further shows media systems that interact with ideologies (for instance, Georgian 
Public Broadcasting has an obligation to cover events in a ‘pro-European way’), and 
finally the ‘core’, which is the mindset and understanding by the journalist him/
herself. 

  



127

Figure 2: The interaction between patriotism, media and society

Patriotic ideas circulate and move between these three layers. One expression of  
this is the social media discussions within the media outlets. 

5.2. Introduction to data

My main body of  data consists of  semi-structural thematic interviews. I understand 
semi-structural interviews as situations where a conversation is created that invites 
the participant(s) to tell stories or give descriptions about their perspectives related 
to research questions (Smith & Sparkes 2016, 103). Interviews are pre-planned, but 
the plans are not strict schedules where one would ask all participants a set of  iden-
tical preestablished questions in the same order. The interviews unfold as conversa-
tions where I ask naturally emerging questions and participate.

In conducting the interviews, it is important to remember the context and the 
social setting in which they take place (Manderson, Bennet & Andajani-Sutjahjo 
2006, 1317). There are various factors at play during the interview process—in my 
case the interviews were certainly shaped at least by my nationality, age and gender. 
These factors can be analysed as power relations—as inequality between interview 
participants or as even, as Ikonen and Ojala (2007, 95) claim, ‘fruitful difference 
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between the participants’. In addition to the thematic interviews conducted within 
the media I have examined the social media accounts of  the TV stations in question, 
however I do not call this part netnography as some media scholars have (Sumiala & 
Tikka 2013, 172); my social media data analysis is more of  an outlook on ways audi-
ences react to the social media content of  television stations during patriotic events. 

The method of  analysis of  my data is based on thematic analysis. Thematic analysis 
is, as elaborated by Braun and Clarke (2006, 79) a ‘method for identifying, analysing 
and reporting patterns (themes) within data’. In addition to this, it interprets various 
aspects of  the research topic itself. The method is probably less well known than 
some other methods of  qualitative data analysis, sometimes even poorly recognised; 
however, as Braun and Clarke claim, it ‘should be the first qualitative method of  
analysis that researchers learn’ (ibid, 78). 

Thematic analysis does not require a pre-existing theory to justify itself. This both 
makes it a flexible method and creates a requirement for transparency of  the steps of  
analysis. It can grasp both the experiences and other components of  the reality of  the 
participants of  the study, or it can be constructionist, looking at how these realities 
and meanings are a part of  a range of  discourses operating within a society (ibid, 6). 
My work uses the latter approach: it examines patriotism as an umbrella concept that 
‘surrounds’ the environment in which journalists and the audiences operate. 

However, this work owes to discourse analysis as well. I see it similarly as Kirill 
Filomonov (2021, 31): discourse is a ‘macro-approach, a manifestation of  power 
relations and ideologies that is largely embedded in language but not only’. Or, as 
Hoikkala (1990, 143) writes: it is a multi-disciplinary framework of  thinking that in-
cludes cognitive, social and cultural dimensions, both the text and the context. Dis-
course means that the text is a form of  interaction: it needs to be analysed within 
the framework it takes place in (van Dijk 1988, 9). An interview takes place inside a 
certain sociocultural environment, and so do the social media updates. Text is pro-
duced in an environment or situation that includes an expectation that the reader/
interviewer/member of  an audience understands the context (ibid). Discourse is 
language-in-action: it comprises all forms or meaningful semiotic human activity 
seen in connection with social, cultural and historical patterns and developments of  
use (Blommaert 2005, 2). 

Thematic analysis is always tied to the context. Qualitative analysis is never value-free 
and the aim is to explain the starting point and describe the data as thoroughly as pos-



129

sible in order to explain the context in which the analysis takes place (Puusa & Juuti 
2020, 14, 37, 80). The reader ‘has a privilege of  entering the word that the researcher 
has familiarised herself  with in the research process’. Puusa & Juuti call the process 
of  analysing qualitative data a detective work of  sorts: a qualified detective is able 
to unite the details of  the data into the larger context that is being born in the mind 
of  the researcher. In this research the context is the media environment in Georgia 
and Russia and my own experiences operating around and within it; my particular 
interest is patriotism as a hidden ideology or a thematic ‘universe’ that is promoted by 
the societies I am interested in. The quality of  the analysis can be assessed via three 
terms (Puusa 2020, 175): credibility, reliability and ethical approach. Credibility means 
that the readers of  the research can accept the results of  the analysis and methods 
as truthful and can be assured of  the fact that the data have been collected in a due 
manner. Reliability means that the researcher is able to convince the reader about her 
own professionalism; of  having selected the right methods and approaches in order 
to resolve the research problem. In order to do this the researcher has to describe 
every stage of  the research process appropriately. Finally, ethics means that the re-
searcher has followed ethical guidelines all the way through his/her research (ibid). 

In my work I separate thematic patterns arising from the data during each time pe-
riod of  the interviews. In examining the themes arising from the data it is important 
to remember at least the role of  the researcher, the replicability of  the study and the 
reflexivity and the identity of  the researcher (Whetherell, Taylor & Yeates 2001, 16–
17). When it comes to the role, some scholars say that separation is impossible, and 
the identity of  the researcher always has an effect on data collection and analysis. In 
my case this is inevitable: my own background as someone who has lived, worked 
and studied in both Georgia and Russia; witnessed the outbreak of  the 2008 war in 
South Ossetia; has family in Russia; and as a journalist who was always critical of  the 
rigid practices of  news work has an effect on my choice of  data and methodology. 
When it comes to replicability, the question of  whether other researchers can come 
up with similar analyses, I believe the only way to answer both this question and the 
question of  the role of  the researcher is openness. In the course of  my own work, 
the ideas of  initial themes I could separate came up relatively early, one could say in-
tuitively; however, as I read other research on patriotism, I saw that the frameworks 
of  analysis were similar to mine. 

Finally, there is the question of  reflexivity and the identity of  the researcher, in 
other words the way that the researcher acts on the world and the world acts on 
the researcher. I spent much time thinking about my nationality. Me being a Finn 



130

gave me easier access to my research data. Especially in Russia, had I represented 
an American university, there would have been more problems with access. Further, 
during some of  the interviews my nationality came up. Sympathy towards the Win-
ter War, when the Soviet Union attacked Finland in 1939, and the certain way in 
which Russia treats Finland as a ‘special case’ meant there where multiple occasions 
when my personality and nationality came up in the interviews. 

My data are from eighteen interviews altogether, ten in Georgia and eight in Russia. 
I conducted the first interviews in Georgia in 2011, and the ones in Russia in 2018. 
When analysing them, I was looking for certain thematic areas that would appear 
frequently in my transcripts. 

In my interviews I asked the journalists to freely talk about their careers, then 
moved on to more detailed questions about patriotism, Soviet journalism and in-
formation warfare. Afterwards I read and reread the transcripts of  the interviews 
in order to identify thematic fields and concepts around which the conversations 
about patriotism in media unfolded. This process is depicted by Alexiadou (2001) as 
one focusing on those parts of  the text that bear the ‘weight’ of  the meaning. This 
also means rereading and revisiting the data in order to see whether the sentence in 
question says something directly or indirectly about the phenomenon under study, 
and attempting to ‘capture’ the meaning of  the discussion.

The interviews roughly followed this thematic approach:
- The interviewee’s career in journalism
-  His/her understanding of  the changes undergone by journalism in Russia/

Soviet Union
- The difference between patriotic and liberal journalism, if  there is one
- The interviewee’s understanding of  patriotism
- Opinions on information warfare
- Opinions on freedom of  speech in Russia

 
The interviews were long, from 50 minutes to over one and a half  hours. Most of  
the time I let people talk relatively freely; this gave me the opportunity for making 
observations. I also kept a diary during and after the interviews, trying to reflect my 
feelings and impressions and also the place and setting of  the interviews. 

Thematic analysis is a data-driven method (Braun & Clarke 2006). It involves 
‘carving out unacknowledged pieces of  narrative evidence that we select, edit and  
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deploy to border our arguments’ (Fine 2002, 218). It is important for a researcher to 
disclose how this evidence is found, and how the decisions of  its analysis are being 
made. For instance, in my interview data the questions asked were the first decisions 
made. An open-ended question such as ‘How do you understand patriotism?’ helps 
in moving towards the themes that were further disclosed in the analysis. 

Finding the patterns or themes for a thematic analysis is not necessarily dependent 
on quantifiable measures (Braun & Clarke 2006, 92). It is justified by the way it 
responds to the research questions. For example, the thematic pattern of  ‘intimate 
patriotism’ that I identified in almost all of  my interviews was expressed differently 
by different participants. I could not necessarily find keywords that could have been 
counted and quantified, but what was common was the intimacy of  the understand-
ing of  patriotism vis-à-vis the ‘official’ military patriotism that was also understood 
and brought up by my respondents. Intimacy appeared in statements such as ‘I am 
a Russian person; I feel tremulous about Russian language and the whole context’.

Further, I explain the method in greater detail, following the guidelines created by 
Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis is conducted in phases. The first phase 
is familiarising myself  with the data (ibid, 87). This means transcribing data, reading 
and rereading it and noting down initial ideas. It is followed by generating initial 
codes, searching for themes, reviewing them, defining and naming them and finally 
by producing the report. The final stage is especially important. In my work the 
process of  separating the themes was not difficult, I rather found them arising sys-
tematically from each interview; however, the final stage, providing the report, was 
the crucial one. This is the stage when the researcher has a chance to return to the 
way the themes were identified and initially coded. The questions asked at this stage, 
according to Braun and Clarke (2006, 93) include: the meaning of  the theme, the 
underlying assumptions, the implications and conditions that gave rise to it, as well 
as the overall story that is revealed about the topic. 

The challenge of  this research was that the data were gathered over a long period of  
time. The first interviews were conducted as early as 2011, and the role of  patriotism 
in both societies, and the way it is discussed, has evolved ever since. This challenge 
can only be tackled through clarity and transparency of  the process throughout. The 
process was dependent upon many factors such as the availability of  the interview-
ees over the course of  the years and the timing of  the interviews—in Russia, the 
first interviews were conducted close to 9 May, the main patriotic event, making the 
theme and political events around it very topical at the time of  the conversations. 



132

The latter is especially important in Georgia, a very politized society in which every-
day politics has an effect in the conversations with journalists and experts. 

As demonstrated later in this chapter, as the conversations moved towards patriot-
ism, I came to identify themes around patriotism. This happened after I had all the 
interviews transcribed either by myself, or later on, by a research assistant. I read and 
reread the transcripts, underlining sentences that seemed to carry importance. Even 
though in the beginning this method felt very intuitive at best and random at worst, 
as the work progressed I could identify patterns of  analysis and explanation as well 
as sets of  meanings that the interviewees gave on certain topics. The categories I 
found are explained further in Chapter Seven.

My other set of  data, social media content, is also challenging due to the constant 
changes and fluid nature of  the medium. As written by Ruoho and Kuusipalo (2018, 
51) in their research about Twitter, when doing research on social media (such as 
Twitter and in this case Facebook and Vkontakte), it is only possible to capture 
short moments on such platforms. However, even these moments are able to 
demonstrate something essential about the structure and actors of  these networks. 
Twitter has become a popular platform for studying social media for at least two 
reasons (Timoneda 2018): there are abundant data and it is easily available to the 
public and researchers thanks to the way the tweet stream is organised, making col-
lecting data relatively straightforward and cheap. The data themselves are interesting 
in their ability to provide information about, for instance, the way people behave 
and interact on social networks. When it comes to researching content on Facebook 
and Vkontakte, the methods for gathering data are much less straightforward. 

I collected social media updates from TV channels in 2018 during events that I con-
sidered patriotic. I will present the method in more detail in Chapter Six. I followed 
Vkontakte pages and the Facebook accounts of  Rossia 1/VGTRK, First Chan-
nel, Rustavi2 and PSB and copied comments to separate files. Due to the constant 
movement of  the medium, I did not copy all the comment threads under the up-
dates—I looked at them several times during the course of  the day on which I did 
my corresponding research. This means that my social media data provide a glimpse 
of  the immediate reactions of  social media audiences. They reflect the spontaneous 
patterns of  the viewers in relation to the content that television stations put out. 

What is the meaning or justification of  this set of  data and methods? In my view, 
the phenomenon of  patriotism is complicated. It is a term, first of  all, that people 
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assign a name and understanding to. At the same time, it is a term that is given an 
official meaning by the authorities. In addition to this, especially in case of  Georgia, 
the term stems both from history and nationalism, and is used by contemporary 
politicians. Thus, in order to tackle the idea of  patriotism, it is necessarily to ex-
amine at least three levels: the official discourse and historical meanings (explained 
in Chapter Three); journalists’ understanding of  the concept, as they, as gatekeep-
ers and informers, filter and reinterpret it; and finally, a glimpse of  the audiences’ 
reactions to the official patriotism acted out by television channels during certain 
events. As the sets of  data are analysed—defined and refined (Braun & Clarke 2006, 
92)—certain patterns begin to appear from data extracts. These extracts together 
form the basis of  understanding of  what patriotism means in people operating in 
these two different societies. 
 
5.3: Subjects of research in Russia:  
TV giants Rossia 1/VGTRK and First Channel

The journalists interviewed for this study in Russia represented mostly Rossia 1/
VGTRK 35 (Rossia 1) or ‘Second Channel’. One interviewee was a former employee 
of  the First Channel. Further, some of  the interviewees were regular contributors 
or visitors to the First Channel.

Rossia 1/VGTRK is currently fully owned by the state, but it also makes money by 
airing commercials, whereas First Channel, which is generally seen as the voice of  
the Kremlin, is a fully state-owned partly (Tolz 2017, 214). First Channel, however, 
has gone through a long period of  partial privatisation and structural reorganisation 
(Vartanova & Zassoursky 2003, 97, Skillen 2017, 309).

Tolz (2017) writes that the editorial considerations of  both channels are similar, 
meaning that they both are seen as pro-government and they do not report issues 
that would question the legitimacy of  the current regime. Even though the viewer-
ship is gradually decreasing, state-controlled television, particularly these channels, 
plays a key role in articulating official discourse. 

Two of  my interviewees at Rossia 1/VGTRK said that I could disclose their names, 
however due to GDPR-related restrictions I chose not to. They both work at Rossia 
1 /VGTRK. One of  them came to me via official channels, through an official re-

35 A history of  Rossia 1/VGTRK is found in Chapter Four
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quest; and another one is a very well-known journalist, anchor and talk show host. 
The other two employees of  Rossia 1/VGTRK were anonymous from the start 
by their own request. Even though anonymisation made it possible for journalists 
to talk more freely, I would not say that the two interviewees who were prepared 
to be identified by their real names (RM07 and RM08) were self-censored in any 
way. They held strong positions within the channel and could decide independently 
about whether they would talk to me or not. I talked to both in person with no out-
side interference and recorded the interviews. 

The codes I have used for the interviews can be explained as follows: I note the 
country (R for Russia, G for Georgia) and sex (RF is female, RM is male) of  the 
interviewee, and further, they are coded by numbers. The job situation of  journalists 
differed, but what they had in common was their intensive, past or current rela-
tionship with large Russian television channels. Interviewee RF02 is a former TV 
journalist and director/filmmaker, RM01 is a current print journalist and former 
deputy of  the Supreme Council of  the Soviet Union and RM03 used to work for 
First Channel but had recently left his job at the time of  the interview. RF04 and 
RM05 work for Rossia 1/VGTRK and RM06 is officially a print journalist but he is 
a frequent guest in television talk shows at First Channel. Three interviewees were 
females and five males. All the interviews in Moscow were conducted between May 
and September 2018. 

The interviewees were given an opportunity to talk very freely about the things they 
found important—naturally moving around the concept and understanding of  patri-
otism. I did most of  the transcribing myself, and some was done by an assistant who 
spoke Russian as her second native language. The translations from Russian to Eng-
lish of  the text extracts are all my own I conducted all the interviews in Russian and 
recorded them with a Dictaphone with the respondents’ consent. Some interviews 
were simultaneously recorded with my smartphone. Out of  eight interviews, four 
were conducted in public places such as cafés. Three interviews were done inside the 
VGTRK premises and one over the phone. One interview, with the person working 
for the First Channel, was done outside a café in order for him not to be recognised. 

In addition to this, I talked to a few experienced journalists in more general terms 
about freedom of  speech and their understanding of  patriotism, mostly for back-
ground information. These interviews are not included in the data set for the anal-
ysis. I did turn to the channels officially, but managed to find only one interviewee 
that way, so most of  the interviews were all acquired using my old personal contacts. 
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5.4. Subjects of research in Georgia: Public Service Broadcasting & Rustavi2 

In Georgia, the first four interviews were taken in 2011: three more in 2016 and the final 
three in 2018. Among the interviewed journalists, most either worked in TV at the time 
of  the interview or had worked there before. The journalists interviewed in Georgia 
worked in Public Service Broadcasting or Rustavi 2, except those interviewed in 2011. 
Of  those, two were working for Pervyi Kavkazkii (PIK) channel. The third interview 
was with a young aspiring journalist who was teaching history to high school students, 
and the fourth with a long-term conflict reporter currently running his own TV produc-
tion studio. These interviews took from half  an hour to over ninety minutes. I coded the 
interviews in Georgia in the same way as is in the case of  Russia: GF01 is a female in-
terviewee in Georgia and GM02 is male. The interviews in 2011 were done in October, 
in 2016 in September and in 2018 in July, matching my infrequent travels to the region. 

I started my research with the channel PIK, originally an ambitious attempt to es-
tablish a Caucasus-wide TV channel that would reach audiences in North Caucasus. 
The aim was not to ‘wage information war’ but to compensate for the negative 
coverage on Georgia especially by Russian channels (Nazarenko 2011, 68). PIK was 
called by some the ‘Russian-language news channel’ of  Public Service Broadcasting 
(see for instance Rimple 2014, 98). PIK ultimately closed down by fall 2012. Its di-
rector Robert Parsons said to ‘Gruzinform’ news agency that ‘a small country like 
Georgia does not need two Russian-language channels’, referring to the fact that 
PSB also broadcasted in Russian. The life of  PIK was short. It was a project by 
and large by then-president Mikheil Saakashvili, and it ran out of  funding after only 
a couple of  years of  existence. I managed to conduct two interviews with young 
journalists working for PIK during my first round of  interviews.

The thematic approach to the data in Georgia changed somewhat over the years due to 
the fact that 2011 was just three years after the war in South Ossetia. Although the ma-
jor theme all through was patriotism, in 2011 the country was still in a post-war situation 
that was reflected in the conversations. I asked some questions about patriotism, but the 
concept was less on the agenda. At the time, the most urgent issue was the future of  
Georgia, the position of  Georgia in the world and its relationship with Russia. This was 
also more in the focus of  my research in its beginning stage. I was hoping to work more 
with PIK, but due to the short life of  the channel this plan did not eventuate. 

Of  the interviews in 2011, two were done within PIK. PIK broadcasted in Russian, 
and my interviewees were not Georgian citizens but moved there for work at PIK. 
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The director of  the station, Robert Parsons, was British. It was exactly his task to 
make the channel more ‘Western’ in style. I met with Parsons twice in the course of  
2011. The financial problems faced by the channel were becoming obvious by the 
time of  the second meeting, when Parsons openly stated that PIK was running out 
of  funding. PIK was also disliked by journalists working for other channels such as 
Public Broadcasting: PIK’s originally generous funding was seen as directly taken 
from PSB. The first interviews in 2011 concentrated more on the issues of  free-
dom of  speech and the role of  journalists and the conflicts. Further, a lot of  the 
interviews had to do with the existence and the’ destiny’ of  the PIK station. 

The journalists from PIK (GF01 and GM02) were relatively young and inexperienced 
and they were very supportive of  Georgia. It needs to be noted that PIK broadcasted in 
Russian. Many Georgians do not master the language, and as a result PIK would employ 
journalists from other countries within the CIS area. In addition to them, I interviewed 
two other journalists, unrelated to PIK (GM03 and GM04) in 2011. I did three more 
interviews (GF05, GF06, GM07) in Georgia in 2016 and three (GF08, GF09, GF10) in 
2018, talking to two people from PSB (one in Tbilisi and another in Batumi) and one jour-
nalist who had become a media scholar after being the editor-in-chief  of  a newspaper. 

5.5. Ethical considerations of this work 

As a social scientist, I look at the ethical issues of  this research primarily from the 
perspective of  human agency and decision making. In my case I have been working 
independently and sporadically with the support of  research grants, and some period 
with no funding, and the direction of  my research has been in my hands—for better 
or for worse. I have been one of  the few Western scholars who has been granted ac-
cess into mainstream Russian television channels’ premises. In addition to this, I have 
been able to, largely thanks to personal contacts acquired over the course of  very 
many years, reach out to some very high-profile journalists in Russia. In Georgia, the 
problem of  access was much less acute: Georgia is a smaller and more open society. 

The ethical questions here start from the very principles of  scientific work and science. 
Scientists are committed to truth; however, there always are beliefs and scientific para-
digms that can lead to different approaches to the research. This can happen through 
the questions that are asked, through the data collected and finally through the interpre-
tations of  questions (Diener & Crandall 1978, 153). Earlier I mentioned C. Wright Mills’ 
ideas of  research method as something that needs to stem from the design of  each indi-
vidual setting, and this kind of  research requires much self-reflection and transparency. 
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For example, if  the setting is such that it does fulfil some pre-existing expectation (such 
as the general assumption of  Russian television as a tool of  state propaganda), will this 
have an effect on my work? There is widespread agreement within the European Union 
that information warfare is something that Russia actively promotes and the EU and 
other countries need to react to. European External Action Service established the East 
Stratcom Task Force unit in 2015 in order to counter Russian disinformation. Its princi-
ples are well elaborated by a text by analyst Radu G. Magdin in July 2018:

‘Russian propaganda is not the stuff  of  romanticised spy movies; it is serious business 
treated accordingly by the Kremlin. If  the West wants to counter the pernicious effects 
of  this disinformation, it should up its game and consider the full spectrum of  forms 
this propaganda takes, as well as its structural conditions and tactical adaptations.’

As elaborated further in my work, one of  the thematic patterns I separated stems 
from the widespread European, or ‘Western’ understanding of  ‘information war-
fare’. When my interviewees—rightfully so—said that this is something that West-
ern countries, first and foremost the United States—do too, the only thing I have in 
my defence is that the US is not my subject of  research. However, the question of  
subjectivity is a valid one. As said by one of  my interviewees: 

‘It is important to understand the viewpoint of  the other side. You don’t have to 
agree with it but you should listen to the other’s truth, because it does exist, the other 
truth, and it is based on something. (Interview, RM06, May 2018)

Another important issue another has to do with the validity of  data. In research 
such as mine, the question or replicability is an important one. There are two ways 
to look at this. A social constructivist view is one where we assume that language 
constructs versions of  reality (Jokinen, Juhola & Suoninen 2016, 26). This way, the 
work itself  takes part in constructing the reality it investigates; thus, the question of  
replicability in the conventional sense becomes irrelevant. Another way, the one I 
am inclined to believe in more, is that despite it being true that qualitative social sci-
ence does create certain social constructions, the researcher involved in this process 
has to be able to disclose the methods and paths of  analysis so transparently that 
the process and consequently the result become validated this way. In fieldwork, 
inevitably, a great deal of  what emerges depends in many ways on the personal at-
tributes of  the researchers and are unlikely to be shared fully by another researcher. 
I would agree with what Clive Seale writes in a methodology handbook: replicability 
should perhaps be renamed ‘methodological accounting’ (Seale 2004, 962).
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A third issue here is the position of  my interviewees and the possibility of  prob-
lems they might face if  their employer got to know they were participating in my 
study. Ethical issues regarding the data and use of  it are crucial, especially consider-
ing that some of  my interviewees have changed profession or left their country of  
residence and there is little possibility for me to return to them. This is especially 
the case with my data in Georgia, where my original subject of  interest, Pervyi Ka-
vkazkii ‘PIK’ TV, has ceased to exist.

When it comes to practical difficulties in finding interviewees, in the case of  Rus-
sia, at Rossia 1/VGTRK 1 there is an internal guideline that prohibits people from 
talking about their work to outsiders. I contacted two interviewees via official chan-
nels, but two were contacted anonymously. Data needs to be collected in a way that 
respects the core values in society with regards to the individuals in question and 
that causes minimum harm to them. 

As I started my work years ago, there was no GDPR in sight. Thus, I did not have 
instructions related to it, and was not aware of  the impact it might have on my 
work and my data. The basic ethical rules of  research were of  course applied: my 
interviewees were informed of  what my research is about and where and how the 
data about them will be used. 

The risk matrix (Table 2) demonstrates the main risks included in my work:

Risk                     Likelihood   Severity                     Residual riskMeasure for risk 
prevention

The identity of 
the anonymous 
interviewee gets 
disclosed and he/
she loses their 
job 

Possible                   High                                            LowAnonymisation of 
data in text

Accuracy in  
preservation of 
data  
Anonymising the 
transcripts  
Getting rid of data 
in due time.  

The original tapes 
or transcripts end-
ing up in the wrong 
hands/misused

Unlikely High Low

Table 2: Risk matrix
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This matrix shows the importance of  anonymisation and the need to see that all data 
is destroyed after the research is conducted. On the other hand, my interviewees all 
gave their consent. They all were aware of  what was involved, and all of  them were 
willing, even eager to take part in my research since they found it interesting. At the 
same time, one must remember the principles of  balancing. In the case of  my re-
search, there are many possible consequences: the identities of  my interviewees may 
be identified by someone; someone may find the quotes disturbing enough to take 
the issue further; the leadership of  the television channels may find grounds to dis-
miss the people. In these cases, the research has caused more harm than good. The 
people I have talked to are breadwinners for their families and causing anyone to 
lose his/her job is not a sacrifice worth making for the sake of  this research. This is 
a possible, but very unlikely outcome. My solution to this has been open, continuous 
communication and constant negotiation with my interviewees. 

A similar problem has arisen with the data that I gathered in Georgia back in 2011. 
The people I interviewed at PIK were not from Georgia. One (GM02) was an ethnic 
Georgian who had grown up in Kazakhstan, and the other one (GF01) was a migrant 
from Ukraine who had wanted to move to Tbilisi. They were both attractive to PIK 
at the time due to their native Russian and of  course their experiences as journalists. 
However, after the demise of  PIK, and years having passed since these interviews, I 
will not be able to locate these people. This makes my work a degree more challeng-
ing: even though they knew they would end up in a PhD thesis, their input would 
come out much later than expected. However, the interviewees are coded and their 
identities are unlikely to be disclosed. This material is also less sensitive by nature, 
since my work at PIK was agreed with by the management of  the station and there 
was no criticism involved, neither towards the station nor towards the state of  Geor-
gia. This issue with my interviews in Georgia is therefore less of  a crucial one than 
the one with the materials from Russia.

Regarding the preservation of  data, as demonstrated in Table 2, I have recorded my 
interviews and preserved them in my own cloud service account. I have granted no 
access to anyone else. I outsourced some of  the transcription work with an agree-
ment to not disclose the content of  the interviews or send the tapes to anyone else. 
My interview data contains no personal information of  the interviewees, only our 
conversations. I have made a plan for the preservation of  the data containing per-
sonal information. I would delete the data from my personal computer files—they 
are password-protected there—after this work was complete. I have a printout of  the 
interviews in a locked cupboard and the plan is to destroy it by the end of  2023. This 
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is my personal estimation of  the time period needed for the possible need to return 
to the data in order to verify their reliability. 

One ethical issue relates to the method. My data does not include participant ob-
servation, but it does include thematic interviews, some of  which were conducted 
in an informal setting. Diener and Crandall (1978, 199) note that one ethical issue 
involved with undisguised participant observation relates to the fact that people 
become comfortable with the researcher, thus forgetting that he or she is recording 
their behaviour. As a result, they may reveal opinions or information they do not 
want recorded. I acquired some of  my interviewees through personal relationships, 
and consequently it is clear that some of  my interviewees put a lot of  trust in me as 
a ‘friend of  a friend’—did they then become too comfortable, too incautious?

Petteri Niemi (2016, 1016) writes that situational variation in ethical conduct is a 
major challenge. There are ‘situational factors that are not social’ and ‘social factors 
that are not situational’. This stands in the situation where I interviewed people 
who I reached through personal contacts, and this stands also in sensitive issues 
such as questions of  nationalism, propaganda and information wars mentioned ear-
lier in this subchapter. 
 
In this chapter I have identified my methodological approaches: ethnography and 
discourse analysis. I have presented my sets of  data on Russia and Georgia and ad-
dressed research ethics. The combination of  data and methods of  its analysis were 
selected by me, following my sociological imagination (Wright Mills 1959). My aim 
has been to find tools that best serve the purpose of  this research: demonstrating 
how patriotism is understood by journalists and how the audiences react in the tele-
vision stations’ social media posts during patriotic events. 
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSIONS ABOUT 
PATRIOTIC EVENTS ON TV CHANNELS’ 
SOCIAL MEDIA ACCOUNTS 

This chapter presents the results of  my analysis of  Russian and Georgian TV chan-
nels’ social media accounts during certain events that I considered ‘patriotic’, mean-
ing Victory Day, 9 May, 2018 in Russia and the ninth anniversary of  the Five-day 
War in South Ossetia, 9 August, 2018. The latter event was analysed by examining 
both Russian and Georgian TV channel’s social media accounts. 

6.1. Social media of TV stations—a tool of dialogue or confrontation? 

All media outlets have their own way of  ‘talking’ to their public (Ruoho & Kuu-
sipalo 2018, 54). The birth of  online media and social media platforms of  media 
outlets have given the readers a valuable tool: the possibility to comment on news 
online in real time. This has given readers and viewers the opportunity to become 
participants instead of  mere media consumers; however, the power relation, as not-
ed by Olsson (2013) remains an unequal one. The gatekeeping and moderation still 
remain in the hands of  media outlets. The mere possibility for users to comment 
has not transformed the online spaces of  media brands into pure Habermasian 
public spheres. 

Almgren and Olsson (2015) studied how a Swedish online newspaper allowed or 
prevented the users from posting comments across different news categories and 
how users preferred posting. They found that the participatory opportunities were 
most extensive in news about ‘sports and club activities’. The most restrictions were 
placed when covering crime, accidents, and to a certain degree, health care. The re-
sult was that the online newspaper somewhat promoted commenting on soft news 
more than hard news. The audiences, however, preferred commenting on news 
concerning a category the researchers called ‘changes in proximity space’ as well as 
politics and health care. The scholars speculated that this discrepancy might be due 
to the editorial resources and production preferences of  the newspaper but also 
the fact that commenting on politics and other hard news might ‘stir up conflicts 
and heated debates’ (ibid). I have not found extensive research on the social media 
gatekeeping practices within the Russian media, but I believe that the above-men-
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tioned practice does exist and there are differences in the amount of  gatekeeping 
and moderation vis-à-vis different mediated events. This theme remains interesting 
for further research. 

For this study, the Vkontakte accounts of  Rossia 1/VGTRK and First Channel on 
9 May were analysed by the author by collecting status updates and part of  the user 
comments to them. A similar method was used in the case of  Georgia during the 
tenth anniversary of  the Five-day War in South Ossetia, examining the social media 
accounts of  Rustavi 2 and Public Service television. Since it was likely that Russian 
channels would report the latter event, too, I examined Rossia 1/VGTRK and First 
Channel on that day as well. 

I collected the comments into a separate file during the course of  9 May, 2018 and 
8 August of  the same year. The aim of  this was not to provide a consistent view of  
the social media conversations about a certain event, but rather to examine the im-
mediate reactions of  social media followers on what happened during the course of  
a certain day. Despite the fact that on social media conversations can continue for 
days, weeks, even years later, my assumption was that the most active conversations 
take place during the very day when a certain television programme is broadcast, or 
when an event takes place. This way I could get an answer to my question of  the way 
that audiences react to the possibly patriotic broadcasts: do they agree and reproduce 
the messages or do patriotic events provoke another kind of  reaction? Hand-picking 
comments at a certain moment in time is sufficient in order to meet this aim. 

I continued my analysis by rereading the comments and colour coding them, clas-
sifying them as positive, neutral or negative. Hand-picking the comments may have 
left out some of  the comments that have appeared later or been removed, but this 
still serves the aim to demonstrate the patterns of  social media conversations on a 
given day. Since social media data are in constant movement, it is likely that later on 
more comments were added to the discussions and some removed. In this case the 
aim was to demonstrate the way the stations present a certain event on a given day 
and to see what kind of  discussions they provoke the very day they were initiated. 

6.1.1. Victory Day 2018 in Russian social media networks   

Victory Day on 9 May is a major holiday in Russia. It became a public holiday in the 
Russian Soviet Socialist Republic in 1965, carrying an important symbolic mean-
ing for the people of  the Soviet Union. According to Svet (2013, 103), this meant 
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putting the ‘messianic’ role of  the Soviet Union at the centre of  this ideology. The 
rituals related to the commemoration became mythologised commemorations of  
the war. Vladimir Putin has been instrumental in this. During Victory Day 2017, for 
example, he praised the Russian military, underlining that ‘no force will be able to 
dominate our people’ (BBC 2017).

The Minister of  Defence, Sergei Shoigu, on 9 May, 2017, stated quite similarly:

This date is being imprinted to the history of  the world, it is and remains a symbol 
of  real patriotism and spiritual greatness of  our nation, that, going through the 
hardest ordeal of  the cruellest and bloodiest war, gained freedom and independence 
of  the Motherland and set Europe free from Nazism. (Prikaz ministra oboro-
ny Rossiiskoi federatsii 2017)

The celebration of  Victory Day was not as self-evident right after the war as it was 
today. The cost of  the Second World War had been devastating to the Soviet na-
tion, and Stalinism had taken its toll. It was in February 1946 that Stalin gave with a 
speech about the victory, arguing that it was the war that had proven the superiority 
of  the Soviet system. However, the state holiday of  Victory Day was abandoned by 
1947 and the publications and memoirs related to the war years were strictly con-
trolled (Finney 2013, 313). 

It was basically only after Khrushchev’s thaw that the celebrations of  Victory Day 
returned to the agenda of  Soviet life, and not without fanfare. During the 1960s the 
celebrations started normally the day before with ceremonies at workplaces, kollek-
tivy. Later, people would gather around local war memorials in order to lay wreaths 
in guards of  honour made up of  three generations (2016, 667).

Today, the Victory Day and its celebrations, including parades, remain important for 
Russians. The WCIOM polling agency revealed in 2020 that when the parade was 
moved forwards due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of  the Victory 
Day parade remained high to Russians. In this opinion poll, 76 percent of  Russians 
said they were planning to watch it on TV. According to VCIOM (VCIOM 2020, 
(2), the figure is higher than in previous polls: the COVID-19 pandemic has forced 
a larger portion of  Russians to refrain from participating in the celebrations live, 
making TV more popular. The poll also asked about the meaning of  the parade 
for Russians. 29 percent said that its meaning lies in preserving the memory of  the 
triumph of  the nation during the Second World War. The second prominent reason 
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to find Victory Day meaningful was the need to express gratitude to the previous 
generations. Interestingly for this research, 16 percent answered that the celebra-
tion ‘contributes to the patriotic education of  young people’. Thirteen percent of  
Russians also felt that the parade is a chance to demonstrate Russia’s military power 
(WCIOM 2020).

On Victory Day 2018, I started collecting status updates and viewer comments 
from Vkontakte of  First Channel and Rossia 1 in the morning, returning to the 
sites several times during the course of  the day until the afternoon, when the main 
event of  the day—the parade in the Red Square—was over. After that the channels 
were mostly advertising war-themed films that they were going to show. 

I collected 51 status updates by TV channels (34 from Rossia 1/VGTRK and 17 
from First Channel) and 136 comments from the Vkontakte of  First Channel and 
160 comments from Rossia 1/VGTRK. I did the work between 9 am and 3 pm 
during the course of  9 May in 2018. It is likely that the number of  comments grew 
later in the day or the following days. As elaborated earlier, this is a glimpse at the 
social media accounts during a certain moment. 

In Table 2 I have made classifications of  user comments based on the tone of  the 
message. For example, comments simply congratulate others for Victory Day, or 
comment on the parade in a positive or neutral manner, where classified as posi-
tive. I did not count memes or pictures. People would often reply with a picture or 
a meme, often a flower as a symbolic congratulation to others. In addition to this 
I left out chains of  conversations between people; I only collected the comments 
that were there at the given moment. This was a conscious choice, since following a 
conversation thread until the end would have required returning to the feed several 
times afterwards, even over many days. My aim was, after all, to see what kind of  
spontaneous comments Victory Day raised in television viewers within the course 
of  the day. The amount of  data is limited so I refrain from any larger generalisa-
tions of  what happens on these channels. 
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Table 3: Victory Day 2018 on Russian television channel’ Vkontakte accounts
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All the TV programmes of  the day on Rossia 1/VGTRK and First Channel were 
devoted to the celebrations. Consequently, so were the social media updates: the 
parade, advertisements of  upcoming programmes, the celebrities hosting the pro-
grammes and other related things. 

Table 3 shows that most of  the comments are positive. People congratulated each 
other and celebrated Victory Day on the social media accounts of  the television 
stations. The quality of  the programming did upset some viewers, and there were a 
few who took the opportunity to criticise the amount of  money spent on the cele-
brations. The overall tone of  comments was supportive.
Next, I detail how the day looked on the social media accounts of  both channels. 

6.1.2. Victory Day 2018 in First Channel 

Vkontakte remains the most popular and used social media channel for Russian TV 
giants. The importance of  Victory Day for the channels—and for populations—
could be seen from the start of  the day. For instance, First Channel started at 9 am 
Moscow time by stating:

Main parade on the main TV channel of  the country! Direct transmission from 
the Red Square. Only on First Channel you will see the Parade devoted to the 
Victory Day in all its magnitude, beauty and diversity! Unique picture, amazing 
views and unusual perspectives.

The channel also put out a picture featuring St. George’s ribbon, a symbol of  Soviet 
victory in the Great Fatherland War. 

Picture 2: screenshot 
of the Vkontakte site 
of the First Channel, 
9 May at 7:43 am 
Moscow time
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Later in the morning the channel advertised ‘films about war that everyone should 
see’. The Channel promised to show several classics, which they called ‘Victory 
films’. This post was liked by 554 users. Some commentated that ‘we will cry’; oth-
ers suggested some other films that should be shown. It seemed like the commen-
tators accepted the way the celebrations started, feeling that this is the way Victory 
Day should be celebrated in Russia. 

The main parade in Moscow was due to start at 10 am Moscow time and the Vkon-
takte posts of  First Channel concentrated on promoting it. First Channel reported 
that the 2018 parade gathered a record number of  participants, with over 12,500 
representatives of  the military. First Channel also advertised that in the final there 
would be 75 planes and helicopters over the Red Square, including the most con-
temporary CU-57 models, missile carriers, a transporter and the famous ‘swiths and 
knights’ (‘Strizhi i vitiazi’ in Russian).

First Channel also noted that ‘the best way to feel the strength of  these amazing crea-
tures happens with the help of  contemporary TV technologies.’ This post, however, 
gathered quite a lot of  criticism due to the perceived low quality of  the broadcast. 

The next post was an interview with a veteran of  the Second World War, Aleksand-
er Nikolaevich Bodnar, who had during the war completed 300 flights, gotten hurt 
but continued until the end—even participating in the first Victory Day Parade in 
July 1945. Later, the channel continued congratulating all the veterans. 

After midday, the channel posted about Vladimir Putin putting flowers on the 
graves of  the unknown soldiers. This was followed by more news about the parades 
in different cities with a separate story from Sevastopol, with references to Crimea.

The channel also paid significant attention to the Immortal Regiment, the march 
of  people carrying the pictures of  their loved ones who fought in the war. The 
regiment was organised for the fourth time and was broadcast live on TV. The 
commentators commented on their experiences, their relatives that took part in the 
parades and so on. 

As shown in Table 3, out of  the 160 comments that I collected, only 22 were criti-
cal, and half  of  these criticised the quality of  transmission. I decided to categorise 
as critical only those comments that were clearly critical. For instance, I did not 
classify as critical replies to the critical comments. I found this difficult for many 
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reasons, such as people often replying with memes or ironic one-word replies such 
as calling the commentator ‘provocateur’. Classifying that kind of  communication 
is difficult, and the aim of  this analysis was to get a glimpse of  the social media 
‘rituals’ of  sorts on the accounts. In short, the vast majority of  the commentators 
at First Channel were simply congratulating each other and saying positive things 
about the parade, with few exceptions, and only a small fraction of  the criticism had 
anything to do with the regime as such. In any case it is fair to say that the general 
tone of  the conversation was positive and supportive, and people who criticised or 
were sarcastic about the event were not welcomed by other commentators. 

First Channel’s general approach to Victory Day is, maybe unsurprisingly, very un-
critical. The channel is well known to be pro-government, but the way Victory Day 
is covered resembles Soviet-era parade coverage. Important questions such as actual 
cost of  the parade in a country struggling with mass poverty were ignored and peo-
ple raising them were actively disliked by their fellow commentators. 

6.1.3. Victory Day 2018 in Rossia 1/VGTRK

The social media channels of  Rossia 1/VGTRK are less popular than First Chan-
nel’s. There were less likes and somewhat shorter comment threads on its platforms. 
In Vkontakte, the channel started its days’ broadcasts with a reminder that ‘9th of  
May is the main holiday of  the country’, underlining the fact that the channel would 
be following on the celebrations all through the country. In the afternoon the chan-
nel promised to look at the Immortal Regiment.

In general, the content during Victory Day was very similar to First Channel’s. In 
the morning programme, Rossia 1/VGTRK showed interviews with military spe-
cialists, the participants of  the war and other war veterans. There was also a calcu-
lator that counted the hours to the beginning of  the parade. The correspondent 
stood on the main boulevard of  Moscow, Tverskaya, talking to the soldiers driving 
the tanks, congratulating and encouraging them. The driver of  a renovated tank 
from the Second World War was interviewed, telling the reporter that he was nerv-
ous about the tasks related to the events for which he was responsible.

Following this, representatives of  different religions such as a mufti, Orthodox 
priest and a Jewish leader were interviewed. Later, attention was given to the repre-
sentatives of  civil society, such as the society of  the survivors of  the siege of  Len-
ingrad, and they were interviewed about Victory Day. The interviews concentrated 
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on the feelings of  the interviewees on the celebrations. Again, there was virtually no 
criticism of  anything. The atmosphere was almost devout. 

The Vkontakte updates attracted very few likes and comments, much less than on 
First Channel. I found more negative comments than I did on First Channel. One 
commentator wrote about Putin, saying that ‘we should kill Putin in the toilet and 
everybody would get a flat’ 36. Before the start of  the parade, one commentator stated 
that ‘scholarships for students, pensions and salaries all go there’; she received a reply 
from someone reminding her that ‘all the pensions and salaries go there every year’.

However, the moment Vladimir Putin’s speech was put online with his statements 
that there was an attempt [by other countries] to ‘turn around and lie about the his-
tory’ (concerning the ‘triumph by Soviet people that saved the word from slavery 
and Holocaust’) no criticism followed. Most of  the Vkontakte feed of  Rossia 1/
VGTRK consisted of  reports about the parade and the criticism had, again, to do 
with the low quality of  the transmission. There was one comment from Yekaterin-
burg where a mother complained that there were no possibilities to see the parade 
in person as children and ordinary people were thrown out of  it. 

Later, the channel continued with quotes from Vladimir Putin, as he stated how 
Russia will always remember the triumph at the Great Patriotic War and continue 
the traditions, working to reach success for the country to flourish. The same per-
son that had earlier underlined how the ‘great nation won the war but the country 
has become a third world country’, continued posting similar comments. 

At this point some viewers got back to criticising the cost of  the ceremony. One 
commentator stated that ‘it would have been better to spend the money on the re-
maining alive veterans and sick children’. 

After the parade, Rossia 1/VGTRK continued with the Immortal Regiment, which 
gathered over one million people in Moscow. The channel covered the parade in St 
Petersburg and underlined that Vladimir Putin took part in the parade; his father 
Vladimir Spiridonovich was a participant in many fights in the war. The channel 
also covered the celebrations by Yunarmiya 37 and the speech of  Putin.

36 This refers to Putin’s 1999 statement about terrorism. He said to the audience at a press conference in 
Astana that ‘If  we catch them in the toilet, we kill them in the toilet’.
37Yunarmiya is a strongly militaristic, patriotic organisation that was established in Russia as a part of  the 
2016–2020 patriotic education programme (see more, for instance, in Grankin 2017).
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6.2.4. Conclusions: Social media bubble—grateful and patriotic 

The Vkontakte accounts of  Rossia 1/VGTRK and First Channel on Victory Day 
demonstrated the pattern of  the channels of  merely advertising their own pro-
grammes on Vkontakte, not taking part in discussions or trying to come up with 
any new angles on the event. 

The majority of  the comments were supportive of  the celebrations. People con-
gratulated each other and underlined and repeated their thankfulness of  the fact 
that the world is now peaceful (thanks to the Soviet Union beating fascism). The 
militaristic tone of  the celebrations was understood and accepted and some com-
mentators openly admired the military equipment on display. The interviewees and 
guest experts mostly consisted of  military specialists or participants in the war, and 
this seemed to be taken for granted by the spectators as well. 

The criticism mostly related to the technical quality of  the broadcast. There was 
some criticism of  the cost of  the parade. Observing the updates, I could find only 
one comment that criticised Putin and few that criticised the regime, though this 
was done at a very general level by criticising the money spent on parades and so 
on. People commenting on the channels’ social media accounts seemed to accept 
the way things were, even expecting certain rituals to take place during Victory Day. 
At least in the social media bubble of  the TV stations, Victory Day seems to remain 
a day that unites the country under the flag of  patriotism. 

The interesting fact is that there was more criticism and diversity in the discussion 
on Rossia 1/VGTRK’s account than that of  First Channel. This could be due to the 
fact that Rossia 1/VGTRK has less followers of  its accounts and the conversations 
were less active. The negative commentators were clearly only certain individuals. 

I do not have information about the way the social media accounts of  these TV sta-
tions are moderated. One possibility is that overly negative comments are removed 
from the feed. Russian legislation is such that people can be brought to court for their 
social media posts (van der Vet 2020). Further, as statistics show, young people do not 
watch TV and are unlikely to follow the channels’ social media accounts. I think it is fair 
to expect that they are not very interested in these channels’ social media accounts ei-
ther, although I have not found information about the user profiles of  these accounts. 
My data demonstrates, frankly, that those people who do watch First Channel or Rossi-
ya 1/VGTRK during Victory Day are audiences that remain somewhat faithful to the 
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way the channels do their work. The official approaches to the Victory Day—pride of  
the motherland, grief  for the dead and thankfulness to the heroes of  the war—were 
all vividly expressed in social media posts and in the comments of  the viewers. There 
seemed to be a uniform, even ritualistic way of  celebrating and mourning the day.

Power is exercised and reproduced in discursive rituals that are—voluntarily and 
willingly—repeated in the social media comments. This is reminiscent of  the Bor-
dieuan thoughts of  the ’construction of  the object’: in this case, again followed by 
Bourdieu, of  a citizen. Here the discursive practices of  social media commenting 
provide a context-specific meaning of  citizenship. Norman Fairclough (2010, 415) 
uses the concept of  ’banal citizenship’, following Michael Billig’s concept of  ’banal 
nationalism’ in describing 

a pervasive but unremarked set of  discourses, practices and materialities that in 
different ways serve as ’signifiers’ of  citizenship—as indexes of  citizenship identi-
ty, status or values.

Following this line of  thought, the way Victory Day is presented in social media, and the 
way the commentators follow the predetermined discourses shows us a discursive rela-
tionship between governing and the governed. The comments of  Victory Day demon-
strate an expected model of  citizenship: of  someone who understands the correct way 
the Victory Day must be celebrated and commented on. There were comments that 
were banalising those that were critical of  the day, somewhat demonstrating the ‘cor-
rect’ way of  celebrating the day. Following Fairclough, the multiple discourses and prac-
tices of  governance make available to people a range of  resources out of  which specific 
instances of  ’citizenship’ can be assembled. The assumed ’citizen’ of  Victory Day is loy-
al, happy and ready to remember the heroes, thank the veterans and to mourn the dead. 

Thankfulness to the heroes of  the war—exactly as the opinion poll of  WCIOM 
(2020) revealed – was one of  the dominating discourses on the channels. First and 
foremost, this means the veterans; however, the discourse reaches to other people 
that are considered heroes. The Second World War was a total war in terms of  the 
length, the setting and the number of  resources pooled into it. As written of  the 
First World War by Anette Becker (2015, 1029):

For the first time in history, the whole world waged war—a war that devoured 
men, resources and energy: that split loyalties, reignited old fervors and generated 
new horrors.
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With all its devastation and mass violence, the First World War created a new class 
of  war heroes. The general conscription, together with the rise of  nationalism in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries made it possible for any (male) citizen to 
become a hero. Before the Napoleonic wars, the status of  a war hero was reserved 
more to the military leaders; in practice this meant only noble men. It was the birth 
of  the mass armies and the need to mobilise whole nations for warfare that changed 
this situation (Ahlbäck 2010, 49). 

This heroism, sacrifice and fighting spirit are present in the way the discourses of  
the Second World War are constructed in modern Russia. The talk about the num-
ber of  human victims is often overlooked: the massive suffering of  civilians is raised 
most often in the context of  near-inhuman sacrifice such as when memorialising 
the siege of  Leningrad. The heroes become impeccable: problems that followed 
afterwards such as poverty of  the veterans, widespread post-traumatic stress and so 
forth are hardly ever discussed during Victory Day. The story of  the heroes needs 
to be spotless. This is reminiscent of  the chosen traumas and glories by Vamik Vol-
kan. Russia has deliberately chosen the great suffering of  both soldiers and civilians 
during the Second World War as a source of  trauma and glory. 

This all might be changing. Prokazina and Starykh (2014, 41) note in their study 
published on the eve of  the 70th anniversary of  the end of  the war that ‘currently 
the ways that the memory of  Great Patriotic War is being reproduced and pre-
served are undergoing a new phase’. The authors note that the main emotional tone 
is still characterised by the feelings of  pride over the country, thankfulness to the 
participants of  the war and the grief  over the huge number of  victims. The dom-
inating themes are heroism and patriotism. However, since the participants of  the 
war are increasingly passing away, and as the ‘horizons of  communicational mem-
ory do not reach further than for the life of  three generations’, the content of  the 
historical memory in the future now largely depends on those who currently carry 
the memory and find new expressions to it, the authors conclude (ibid). 

The state, however, does not remain passive in the reformulations of  the memory. 
A textbook example of  the new ways of  commemorating is the introduction of  the 
ribbon of  St George, which was introduced as a symbol of  the victory of  the Great 
Patriotic War as late as 2005. According to journalist Yulia Latynina, as the orange 
revolution got started in Ukraine, the ribbon began to symbolise the pro-Russian 
forces that fight ‘fascism’ in Kyiv (Latynina 2014). During the years since, the rib-
bon campaign has grown into a major event that involves millions of  participants 
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every year. According to Kolstø (2016, 666), this is just one of  the ways in which 
Vladimir Putin has brought national symbols back to the table. It was Putin who 
introduced the refashioned Soviet anthem as a new Russian anthem with new lyrics 
by the same author, Sergei Mikhalkov, and it was Putin who decided that the victory 
in the Second World War needed to be stressed more (ibid). 
Another important addition to the celebrations has been the so-called Immortal 
Regiment. The ribbon has been prohibited in Ukraine since 2017. 

6.2. 10th Anniversary of Five-day War on Russian and Georgian TV channels’ 
social media accounts

Another day that could bring about ‘patriotic sentiments’ is no doubt the tenth 
anniversary of  the Russo-Georgian war of  2008. Many meanings have since been 
attributed to this Five-day War: for many ‘Western’ analysts, it was a demonstration 
that Russia is ready to defend by force what it finds within its sphere of  interest if  
needed: for Georgia it was a turning point in the sense that after the recognition by 
Russia of  Abkhazia’s and South Ossetia’s independence that followed the war, the 
restoration of  Georgia’s internationally recognised borders has become increasingly 
difficult. It is also in the interest of  Georgia to keep the situation in the minds of  
the international community. I expected the tenth anniversary of  the war to come 
up as a military-patriotic event in both cases. 
I observed the following social media accounts:

-  Facebook pages of  Public Service Broadcasting  
(both Russian and Georgian) and Rustavi2 

- Vkontakte page of  First Channel and Rossia 1/VGTRK
- Facebook pages of  First Channel and Rossia 1/VGTRK

Facebook is very popular in Georgia. In September 2018 there were 2.5 million 
Facebook users in the country (Statista.com 2020). I collected the updates and com-
ment threads concerning the tenth anniversary over the course of  8 August, 2018. 
I used Google translate as well as a local translator in order to follow some of  the 
discussions in Georgian. 

6.2.1. 8 August, 2018 on Rustavi 2

I collected nine Facebook status updates of  Rustavi 2 and some of  the comments 
related to them; due to the very fast-moving feed it was difficult to capture each 
one. Under the news about the presidential candidacy of  Saloume Zourabishvili 
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there were over a thousand comments in Georgian. I did not copy that thread for 
this research but decided to translate samples of  beginnings of  conversations from 
the social media accounts. Similarly, as was the case with Russian social media ac-
counts, I followed the accounts of  the channels over the course of  the day on 8 
August, collecting comments in a separate file on a few occasions, not returning to 
accounts later on. It is likely that the threads look different today, with all the com-
ments that have come in afterwards, or the posts may have been removed by their 
hosts.

Rustavi 2 started the anniversary of  the war by reminding its audiences about the 
number of  victims of  the Russo-Georgian War: 170 military personnel, 14 police-
men and 300 civilians. The channel also noted that over one hundred thousand 
Georgians became internally displaced after the war. The reaction of  people on this 
was rather emotional (‘bless the souls of  the heroes’) and it also sparked discussions 
between Georgians about whether it was Georgia that started the war or not. The 
channel also made status updates about other countries’ reactions to the anniver-
sary, one headline being ‘US strongly supports Georgia’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity
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Table 4: Anniversary of the 5-day War on Rustavi 2 and PSB’s Facebook accounts.  
Translations from Georgian by Ana Khubaevi. 
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Later, the channel reported a statement by Salome Zourabishvili, where she, ac-
cording to Rustavi 2, ‘blamed Georgia for the beginning of  the war’. The commen-
tators, with 21 comments at the moment of  the analysis, were mostly making state-
ments against Zourabishvili and the notion of  her being a Presidential candidate. 
She was called an ‘enemy of  Georgia’ and commentators referred to the fact that 
Zourabishvili is not a Georgian national. As Table 4 shows, many comments about 
Zourabishvili were aggressive in tone and made reference to her personal features 
and appearance. 

Further, Rustavi 2 put out a piece about the inhabitants of  Gori38 memorialising the 
war, covering a Georgian cross being placed by the village of  Adzvi near the occu-
pation line and Memorial Day being celebrated in different parts of  Georgia. The 
following Facebook status update was typical for the day: ‘Tragic and heroic stories: 
the country mourns the dead in the August 2008 war’. Further, Rustavi 2 posted 
some more statements by foreign countries about the war. Finally, later in the day, 
the channel posted more comments by Salome Zourabishvili. The most popular 
update was the blame directed by Salome Zourabishvili at the previous leadership 
concerning the beginning of  the war. This post was responded to with a thread of  
over a thousand comments. The memorialisation of  the war on Rustavi 2’s Face-
book page was a combination of  mourning and remembering and fiery internal 
Georgian politics. This is in line with the way Georgian television works: it is very 
political, and Rustavi 2 is seen to be close to the United National Movement Party. 

I found three leading ways in which the war was discussed in the copied comments. 
One theme was about ‘sacred Georgia’. People were writing about the much-suf-
fering Georgia, wishing blessings and God’s protection for the country; even men-
tioning the ancient kingdoms. Georgia was portrayed as a victim, a much-suffering 
country surrounded by enemies. Georgian heroes were called to ‘stay in our mem-
ories eternally’, showing the history in the context of  constant threats. Remarka-
bly, this theme was to be found only on Rustavi2: for some reason the Public Ser-
vice Broadcaster’s commentators were concentrating more on the internal politics 
as well as the Russian threat. The second theme concentrated on internal politics: 
upcoming elections and Salome Zourabishvili’s 39 position there. Over half  of  the 
commentators concentrated on the contemporary political situation. The language 
was sometimes aggressive and Zourabishvili’s looks, lipstick and way of  talking was 

38 Gori, the birthplace of  Stalin, is located North of  Tbilisi and it was bombarded during the August war.
39 Salome Zourabishvili was voted as the first female President of  Georgia November 30th, 2018. 
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criticised in harsh terms. The third theme was the threat of  Russia. It was also often 
framed around internal Georgian politics, and the politicians who were felt to be 
pro-Russian were criticised heavily. Georgians were shown as having suffered a lot 
due to the traitors within the country. 

The social media discussions demonstrated that the television stations concentrated 
on the suffering of  Georgians at the hand of  the Other; however the viewers’ and 
commentators’ approach was somewhat different in the sense that many of  them 
wanted to determine who was to blame, and took the conversation towards the po-
litical situation inside Georgia. 

6.2.2. 8 August, 2018 on PSB

PSB has two Facebook accounts: one in Georgian and another in Russian. At the 
time of  my study, the channel’s Facebook account was clearly less popular than that 
of  Rustavi 2 (which had over 500,000 likes) with slightly over 223,000 likes and 
231,400 followers (August 2018) in Georgian and only some 600–700 in Russian. 

 

Picture 3: Screenshot from the website of PSB on 13 August, 2018

PSB posted much news about 8 August on its Georgian account. I copied eighteen 
status updates, mostly links to news, but they initiated hardly any discussion. In the 
evening the channel put out a documentary, ‘Unknown soldiers’, about the August 
war. The channel also covered the war in photographs in its Facebook accounts and 
posted the memorial events organised in other cities such as Zugdidi and Poti. A 
separate programme about the village of  Ergenti, which is near the occupation line, 
was being broadcast. 
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The channel devoted some space to the statements of  Salome Zourabishvili, similar 
to the way Rustavi 2 posted about the reactions of  other countries about the war. 
Moldova, Slovenia and Lithuania, as well as an initiative passed to the US senate, 
are mentioned as well as other ‘demonstrations of  solidarity and strong support’ to 
Georgians. 

Again, the only posts that sparked a lively discussion were those related to Geor-
gian politicians’ views on the war. Salome Zourabishvili’s criticism about the high 
number of  victims as well as the role of  Georgia in the war provoked a lot of  crit-
icism, as did a quote from Nino Burjanadze, former speaker of  Parliament and an 
active member of  the United National Movement party. She was quoted by PSB as 
calling for dialogue with Abkhaz and Ossetians, which led some commentators to 
state that she should be expelled from the country and ‘sent to Putin’. There were, 
similarly as on Rustavi 2, relatively aggressive comments on the person of  Salome 
Zourabisvhili, and Russia was condemned too, but, unlike on Rustavi 2, the sacred-
ness of  Georgia was not underlined by the commentators this time at all. 

Georgian Public Broadcasting also had a Russian-language Facebook site. On 8 
August, 2018 it consisted of  the same posts that were on the Georgian web site, 
translated into Russian, including the pictures of  the war, comments of  Sergei Iva-
nov about the plans Russia had, the comments of  Salome Zourabishvili about the 
victims of  war and the comments by President Margvelashvili saying that ‘neither 
our faith nor our morale has been shattered by this war’.

During the day, most of  the status updates in Russian were the comments by for-
eign countries often calling for Russia to respect the ceasefire agreement. There 
were quite a lot of  quotes from the representatives of  different countries, support-
ing Georgia and noting the territorial integrity of  the country. These materials did 
not lead to any discussion in particular and there were very few comments on this 
account in general. I interpret this as evidence that Georgians do not read many 
social media texts in Russian, and neither do the (Georgian TV’s social media chan-
nels) attract Russian audiences. 

6.2.3. 8 August, 2018 on First Channel and Rossia 1/VGTRK

Vkontakte, as explained earlier, is the most popular social media platform in Russia. 
On 8 August, 2018, First Channel linked its news programmes to its Vkontakte ac-
count, starting with a piece of  news about people in South Ossetia carrying flowers 
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Rossia 1/VGTRK 
Facebook

First Channel 
Facebook

Number of updates

Number of  
comments

Supportive of 
Russia

Critical 

Neutral/other things

3          

2         

N/A      

135

23

2        

N/A   

212          

54      

N/A

2 3          1   

Channel First Channel 
Vkontakte

First Channel 
Vkontakte

to the memorials of  people who suffered from the Five-day War. This piece pro-
voked some comments, including a screenshot from Twitter where writer Armen 
Gazparyan referred to the interview with editor-in-chief  of  Echo Moskvy40, Aleksei 
Venediktov, saying that ‘Abkhazia and South Ossetia had no connection to Georgia 
before 1917’ and that until 1931 Abkhazia was a separate republic within the USSR, 
calling this the ‘short lessons in history’. Venediktov had said that Georgia lost a 
third of  its territory, which could be an ‘unhealed wound in our borders’.

Interestingly enough, after a few hours this and some other comments had disap-
peared from Vkontakte and some users stated that comments had been cleaned 
away. 

Table 5: 8 August, 2018 on social media accounts of First Channel and Rossia 1/VGTRK

There were hardly any discussions about the war on Vkontakte accounts. Both TV 
channels reported on Memorial Day on their social media accounts but there were 
few reactions. People would post memes but not engage in active conversations on 
any other platform but the Facebook site of  First Channel 41. First Channel post-
ed the same thing as it did on Vkontakte about South Ossetians remembering the 

40 ‘Ekho Moskvy’ is a radio station often critical of  the Russian government. It is one of  the oldest 
private radio stations in Russia and is currently owned by Gazprom media holding. http://www.gaz-
prom-media.com/en/company/show?id=22, accessed 5 April, 2020
41 Facebook is much more popular in Georgia than Russia, plus there are few foreigners using Vkontakte, 
so it is predictable that the discussions about conflict are more active on Facebook.
  In this work I use the names of  Tshinkval/i and Sukhum/I, demonstrating both the Georgian and 
Ossetian/Abkhazian ways of  writing them. 
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war. On Facebook there were nearly 400 likes and 349 comments, and the post was 
shared over 130 times (over two weeks). 

I collected 212 comments on the posts by the First Channel during 8 August, 2018. 
The comments under it were almost exclusively disputes between Georgians and 
Russians about who started the war and who is to blame. There were some com-
ments calling for peaceful discussions, including one Russian commentator won-
dering whether the mass media deliberately puts out reportages that would upset 
the good friendly relations between ordinary Georgians and Russians, reminding 
readers that all people are the same irrespective of  nationality or religion. 
 

Media is not the authority; media is the power instrument of  certain group of  peo-
ple who find themselves rulers of  the world. (Online commentator, First Channel, 
9 May, 2020, translation from Russian by the author).

However, peaceful, constructive comments like this were a minority. The conversa-
tions were on many occasions very aggressive. 

There might even have been an orchestrated attempt to criticise Russians in First 
Channel’s Facebook account as part of  the ‘My country is occupied by Russia’ cam-
paign that was ongoing in Georgian social networks and online stores all through 
autumn 2018, even raising questions of  the origins of  the campaign (Lomidze 
2019). There were several commentators posting ‘I am Georgian and 20% of  my 
country is occupied by Russia’, followed by a Georgian flag emoji.

Some of  the commentators who called for a more peaceful tone of  discussion re-
ferred to the fact that both Georgians and Russians are Orthodox Christians. Con-
structive comments, however, were a minority. 

Rossia 1/VGTRK had a picture of  Tskhinval/i42, the capital of  South Ossetia, fea-
tured on its Vkontakte page. 

42 In this work I use the names of  Tshinkval/i and Sukhum/i, demonstrating both the Georgian and 
Ossetian/Abkhazian ways of  writing them.



161

Picture 4: A screenshot from Rossia 1/VGTRK on 8 August, 2018

There were a few comments under this picture, such as ‘Eternal memory to the 
dead. Burn in hell Misha’ (referring to the former president of  Georgia, Mikheil 
Saakashvili).

Later, Rossia 1/VGTRK continued by putting out news about a Boulevard of  He-
roes that was opened in Volgograd oblast in honour of  eleven heroes of  Russia 
killed in different conflicts—one of  them being Denis Vechinov, who on 9 August, 
2008, saved the film crew of  VGTRK but lost his own life. Again, the commenta-
tors demonstrated their respect to those who perished in a war. One commentator 
commented under all the news posts, posting a picture of  bear that said ‘Rus’ Mo-
guchaia’ (‘Almighty Rus’) and posting slogans like ‘Rest in peace all the heroes—de-
fenders and citizens of  South Ossetia!’. People were posting memes that commem-
orated the dead. The theme of  death continued as Rossia 1/VGTRK posted news 
about a concert held in Marinskii theatre under famous conductor Valeri Gergiev: 
‘To you, living and deceased, to you, South Ossetia.’

Both Russian channels seemed to post the very same materials to Facebook and 
Vkontakte. The ‘080808’ picture by Rossia 1/VGTRK was commented on by three 
viewers, one of  them saying that ‘there is no South Ossetia historically’ and another 
saying simply ‘Honora to Georgia’.
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6.3. Social media for mourning and politics

The anniversary of  the Five-day War was covered by television stations in moder-
ation. The stations, in their own updates, indeed portrayed who was to blame for 
the war, showing emotional images and reminding viewers of  the suffering of  the 
victims. Unlike the Second World War, the war of  August 2008 is well remembered 
by the audiences, and especially for Georgians the war came very close. 

The task I took on with the social media data in the very beginning of  this project was 
showing how the TV stations use social media during patriotic events, and how the au-
diences react to the posts. The question I pursued with my data is whether the audienc-
es want to participate in constructing patriotism together with TV stations, or whether 
they use it to create their own counternarratives and interpretations of  the days.

The answer was that the way the channels covered the events was somewhat pre-
dictable. Both the Russian and Georgian TV stations’ social media accounts exist in 
order to strengthen and recirculate the TV content. During important events such 
as 9 May or the anniversary of  the August 2008 war, the social media platforms 
are rather there to give the viewers a common space for mourning, for anger and, 
in the case of  Georgia, for political debates. The counternarrative and alternative 
interpretations of  the day were not there to be seen: Russians would criticise the 
money spent on parades, but serious, deep discussions about whether Victory Day 
should be celebrated like this—or at all—were absent. On the other hand, those 
people that disguise Victory Day or are not interested in it are quite unlikely to visit 
the social media sites of  mainstream channels. The same phenomenon exists for 8 
August: people seemed to come to the social media accounts of  television stations 
to discuss politics and to debate with each other. 

The content appearing during anniversary of  the Five-day War reflected the fact that 
the war and its consequences are still in people’s minds and the political deadlock 
between Georgia and Russia remains unresolved. Russia’s official stance is sympa-
thetic to South Ossetians, and Georgians find Russia an occupying force. On First 
Channel’s Facebook account on 8 August, 2018, the vast majority of  commentators 
were Georgians, or individuals with Georgian names. It seemed like some of  the 
comments and hashtags were somewhat orchestrated. Such activity did not exist on 
Vkontakte pages of  the TV stations. This could be because Facebook is much more 
popular in Georgia and Georgians expect to get an audience by using it. Another 
explanation could have to do with the fact that Vkontakte is more controlled. In an 
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ideal situation, this kind of  platform could act as a ventilator for feelings of  grief, 
injustice and lack of  grassroot contacts and communication. Currently, most social 
media sites have not been able to demonstrate fruitful approaches to dialogue. 

Research on trolling shows that most of  it bears little resemblance of  that of  trained, 
professional provocateurs. Most trolls are everyday people giving in to their rage. 
People who have trolled once are much more likely to engage in that behaviour than 
those who have never done it. Unfortunately, anger is the emotion that travels fastest 
through social networks. Anger is also contagious: when people see prevalent anger on 
a social network, they are likely to join the fury (Singer & Brooking 2018, 162, 164). 

In Georgia, the risk of  Russian disinformation is being taken very seriously. Ac-
cording to experts, the danger is the fact that it gets mixed with the agenda of  
some domestic political players. Presidential elections in 2018, the campaigns for 
which were already ongoing in early August 2018, witnessed a large amount of  so-
cial media manipulation (Shengelia 2020). However, what I saw on the social media 
accounts of  Georgian channels on the one hand, and on the accounts of  Russian 
ones on the other, was little social media manipulation but straightforward confron-
tation between users, with Georgian commentators claiming that their country was, 
and has been historically, the victim of  Russian aggression, and Russian commenta-
tors stating that Georgians attacked first. 

The social media content during the anniversary of  the Five-day War was rather 
more an example of  a traditional black-and-white conflict reporting exercise, where 
both sides claimed their own truth and there was little room for alternative versions. 
Here I could draw a parallel to chosen traumas and glories. Georgia’s old narrative 
of  being oppressed by Russians, while at the same time showing heroic resistance 
to it, was circulated and strengthened by social media users. Russians’ foreign policy 
principle, where the country is never the aggressor but merely defends itself  against 
an external threat, could also be seen in the way people expressed themselves. 

The social media platforms of  mainstream television stations in Georgia and Rus-
sia are clearly not there to promote peaceful dialogue but rather to cement a status 
quo and pre-existing traumas and prejudices. In particular, the old narrative, where 
Russia plays a saviour role, and where its people have been sacrificed to protect 
others from destruction (Carleton 2017, 8) is well reproduced in the debates about 
8 August. For Georgia, the story of  suffering, sacrifice and injustice gets mixed with 
internal politics. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: PATRIOTS ON AIR?  
INTERVIEWS IN RUSSIA AND GEORGIA

In the previous chapter I examined patriotism in social media platforms of  TV 
stations, arguing that television stations in Russia and Georgia promote patriot-
ism in their programmes during certain calendar days such as Victory Day and 
the anniversary of  the Five-day War in 2008. The audiences take part in this pro-
motion eagerly: the social media discussions are centred around celebrations of  
the day and memorialising the losses. It is also fair to say that these discussions 
are in line with the way television functions. Georgia’s television is—as is the 
whole society—very politicised, so social media platforms of  TV channels are 
also political battlefields. 

Regarding journalism itself, and the production and reproduction of  patriotic ideas 
in television, the key players are journalists. In this chapter, I go deeper into this 
field through my analysis of  research interviews with journalists in Georgia and 
Russia. 

The interview data for this research were recorded in Moscow, Russia in 2018 and 
in Georgia (Tbilisi and Batumi) in three different periods of  time: 2011, 2016 and 
2018. The thematic patterns I have identified are called ‘intimate patriotism’, ‘mil-
itary patriotism’ and ‘infowar patriotism’. These three broad categories of  under-
standing patriotism came up as a result of  my analysis of  both countries, and in 
the case of  Georgia I have added one more category called ‘conservative Georgian 
patriotism’. By this I refer to a way of  talking about patriotism in Georgia that op-
poses Georgia’s integration of  Western structures, especially NATO. This discourse 
resembles that of  the conservative European parties, promoting traditional family 
values and Christianity against ‘liberalism’ and especially homosexuality. 

It needs to be noted that since most of  the interviews were done in Russian (all in 
Moscow and most in Georgia) and the translations are my own; in some cases, the 
quote might have sounded different if  spoken in English. One interviewee (RM07) 
started in Russian but switched to English during the course of  the interview. 
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7.1. From intimate feeling to information warfare: 
Results of the Moscow interviews 

Earlier, in Chapter Five, I explained my methodology, which owes to both thematic 
analysis and discourse analysis. Here I move towards the themes I identified from 
my data. It needs to be noted, as Braun and Clarke (2006, 82) do that the ‘keyness’ 
of  a theme is not necessarily dependent on quantifiable measures but needs to ‘cap-
ture something important in relation to the overall research question’.

After continuous reading and rereading of  my transcripts, I came up with certain 
thematic patterns, or ways of  speaking, that were recurring in my data. The first is 
one that I have called intimate. Each journalist I interviewed in the course of  the 
years had a personal view on patriotism that was separate from what was offered 
by the state, or from what journalists thought patriotism meant 43. The journalists 
wanted to say that they were patriots, but not necessarily in the way expected by 
the state or even other people. The pattern I call military patriotic followed those 
non-spoken expectations. It also leans on the old narrative of  Russia being threat-
ened by outside forces. This thematic pattern accepted and took at face value things 
like the 9 May parades: those things are part of  ‘Russianness’. This way of  speaking 
was different from the third one I found and that I call infowar patriotism. The 
latter is more aggressive and direct, keeps using the narratives that pit Russia and 
the West against each other and uses current affairs as material for confrontation. I 
asked my interviewees whether there is such thing as an information war between 
Russia and Western countries. All my interviewees agreed on the fact that this war 
existed, but not everyone wanted to get into concrete details (by this I mean news 
events: one of  my interviewees commented fiercely about the case of  the Malay-
sian plane shot down in July 2014, Western sanctions on Russia and the presence 
of  Russian troops in Eastern Ukraine).
  
Table 6 presents the thematic patterns found in the Russian data. The patterns 
on military and infowar patriotism are intertwined and carry similarities; however, 
journalists supporting military patriotism do not necessary find infowar patriotism 
useful, whereas intimate patriotism can carry elements of  military patriotism. This 

43 In both Georgia and Russia, the term has somewhat negative connotations at the moment. In Russia, 
it is militaristic and in Georgia it is associated with very conservative ideas, often contrary to the ones 
officially promoted in the country.
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refers to, for instance, the case of  a journalist who is active in investigating the 
Second World War, including cooperating with groups that look for the remains of  
soldiers lost at war and active in covering the events of  Second World War, but at 
the same time is critical of  the ‘propagandistic patriotism’ in media. 

Table 6: Thematic patterns of patriotism by TV journalists in Moscow.

I identified three thematic patterns and the expressions, analogies and definitions 
of  problems that act as background and justification for my categories. I also aimed 
at finding out the origins of  the given thematic pattern and its relation to the under-
standings of  freedom of  speech in the Russian context. 

Intimate patriotism        Military patriotis              Infowar patriotism

Origins of the theme Soviet concepts of 
patriotism

State definitions of 
patriotism

Kremlin 44 

Taking care of the 
environment; respect 
to the heroes of war 
in concrete actions

Expressions External threat; 
Heroic past, Second 
World War

Problems of the 
West: Malaysian 
plane; sanctions

Unnecessary and 
artificial

Patriots-liberals 
dichotomy

‘You cannot be 
liberal in such a huge 
country’

‘We do not have 
patriotic liberals in 
this country’

Soviet times;  
Russian mentality

Analogies History of Russia 
showing the way

Counterweight to the 
degeneration of the 
West

Passivity of the 
people, need to ‘do 
something for your 
country’ 

Definitions of  
problems

External threat 
towards Russia

America and other 
countries trying to 
disturb Russia and 
strip it of its power

Situation is bad but 
TV does what people 
want it to do  
Self-censorship 
prevails

Understanding of 
freedom of speech

There is no free 
media anywhere  
Self-censorship 
prevails

There is no free 
media in the West

44 The Kremlin runs a ‘media pool’ system of  weekly editorial meetings for the editors-in-chief  of  all 
main outlets, where they are given the topics and angles. For more about this, see for instance,  https://
codastory.com/disinformation/information-war/confessions-of-a-former-state-tv-reporter/, accessed 20 
February, 2019.
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7.1.1. ‘You can touch it with your bare hands’—Intimate patriotism 

The first and most prevalent thematic pattern that appeared in all my interviews is 
what I call intimate patriotism. It included elements of  personal responsibility, kind-
ness and hard work for one’s country. 

Patriotism—above all it means something positive: being a good comrade, respecting 
the elderly, helping and protecting children, knowing the history of  one’s homeland, 
in the end just being wise. If  you are a patriot, you should be clever so that you are 
not misled, and you can be useful to your country, if  you try. Wonder if  you remem-
ber, there was a good sentence: don’t think of  what America can do for you but what 
you can do for America. This was said by Kennedy. So, I think, so patriotism is 
constructed upon things like this. (Interview, RM07, Moscow, June 2018)

In Paul Goode’s 2016 study (see Chapter One) Russians seemed to feel that the ma-
jority of  fellow citizens are solidly patriotic, whereas they themselves were relatively 
isolated and the patriotism embraced by them was of  more of  an individualist, lo-
calised and apolitical nature. This kind of  patriotism thinking was found in my data, 
too—and derives from Soviet concepts of  patriotism. 

From my viewpoint the mayor of  Moscow, Sobyanin, is a patriot, because I know 
what Moscow looked like seven years ago and I can see how it looks like now. 
(Interview, RM08, Moscow, June 2018)

Elements of  intimate patriotism could be found in all my interviews. Its expres-
sions, however, were different. The clearest examples of  it came during my first 
interview with a long-term journalist. In the interview he referred to the Soviet 
theory of  the press as ‘collective propagator, agitator and organisator’. According to 
him, the task of  ‘organisator’ was appreciated and taken seriously at the time—he 
remembered the times he worked as the editor-in-chief  of  a youth paper. 
   

We had a very positive attitude towards this. When I was the editor of  a youth 
paper, we organized many activities that were good and interesting and we aim at 
this now as well. (Interview, RM01, Moscow, May 2018)

The interviewee told me that he devoted much of  his free time to searching for the 
bodies of  those lost during wars. In addition to this, he worked on delivering med-
als to veterans who did not get them during war times. 
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This is not Komsomol construction building […] writing notes takes ten to fifteen 
percent of  my time and the rest I spend on these things. Not everyone can afford 
this kind of  work, first one must make a career. For me it is possible not to show 
up at the newsroom for three days, if  I am not on duty. (Interview, ibid)

This interviewee clearly understood patriotism as an everyday activity of  sorts. A 
frequent visitor in Finland, he would also talk admiringly about Finns and the patri-
otism one sees there:

In Finland there are these small organisations around local communities… I tell 
this to everyone. Like, not everyone needs their own tractor. People help each other.

The interviewee was critical of  the self-centeredness of  contemporary Russia. 

Another interviewee with a long career in journalism who started during the Soviet 
and perestroika eras talked about Soviet-era patriotism as something useful. She 
started her career at ‘Komsomol’skaia Pravda’, which was a relatively progressive 
newspaper during the mid-1980s. 

…We all wanted to be democratic, wise and intelligent, that was our education. A 
patriotic one. We were supposed to write about concrete problems in order to get rid 
of  them. The paper was of  course different: we were not covering internal politics, 
party decisions... but concrete things. Education, schools… (Interview, RF02, 
Moscow, September 2018)

The interviewee mentioned Komsomol’skaia Pravda and Literaturnaia gazeta as two im-
portant platforms for perestroika-era journalism, and that patriotism was part of  it:

These people prepared perestroika because patriotism, and the duty of  a journal-
ist, was understood as the fight against evil. (Interview, ibid)

The other journalists representing the same generation (RM01 and RF02) saw the 
situation similarly. Fort them, the perestroika period was the golden period of  jour-
nalism, when the aim was to develop the Soviet system and to help it get better. 

We did not talk about patriotism, we talked about social justice […] We were 
talking not about corruption but stripping of  party privileges, etc. We were talking 
about choosing the right assistants to Gorbachev, so that life would get organised. 
And press freedom. (Interview, RM01, Moscow, May 2018)
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One interviewee felt that the understanding of  patriotism in Russia is in general 
‘healthy’; for her it clearly meant making the country a better place and helping 
other people. She was, however, very critical towards Putin-era patriotism and the 
programmes of  patriotic education. 

Those people who declare themselves patriots—who say that they have a patriotic 
organisation—they are hypocritical, they are dishonest people, not good people... 
They harm not just the image of  our country, they harm the country, they make 
the atmosphere worse […]. The money that is put on propagating patriotism could 
be used on very useful things; NGO’s, and useful initiatives that are actually 
needed by people. (Interview, RF03, Moscow, September 2018)

Intimate patriotism also underlined the special nature and character or Russians and 
Russianness, at the same time sometimes pointing at representatives of  other coun-
tries 45 as being less generous. Interviewees gave examples of  situations in which a 
Russian is helpful and unselfish.

I think we are disliked [by other countries] because we have this attitude towards 
money. God gave it, God took it. It’s not that we are careless but we have some-
what different values. (Interview, RF02, Moscow, May 2018)

Some interviewees were also criticising Russia and giving examples of  things that 
are still underdeveloped. A patriot is a person who both respects his/her country 
and demands something from the civil servants. RM08 of  Rossia 1/VGTRK put it 
this way: 

I think that patriotism—it is concrete things. Love to the Motherland—it is not 
empty conversation, it is very […] you can touch it with your bare hands. If  you 
don’t spit on the streets—you are a patriot. You do spit: you are disgusting, a 
fascist and an occupant. 
Unfortunately […] in Russia civil society is very young and underdeveloped; we 
are not used to demanding something from the civil servants. And civil servants are 
not used to being accountable to citizens, they are not seen as hired managers like 
in Europe. So, I think patriotism, including the one that journalists have, consists 
of  trying to reassure people that this is how it works. (Interview, Moscow, 
June 2018)

45 In this work I am not elaborating on the situations when my own nationality came up; however, it did 
come up, and many times my interviewees were underlining the special relationship of  Russia and Fin-
land. It made me even wonder whether my nationality had some effect on the course of  the interviews.
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Intimate patriotism was also meant to include educating the public. The media was 
seen as a platform for social responsibility, offering people the content that is good 
for them. At the same time journalists underlined that people know how television 
‘works’: they are able to put it in context. 

TV lives its own life, everybody knows it, it is about money. The ratings and other 
indicators are not correct but can be bought as other ratings too. I do not deal with 
this concretely, but this is the context. […] If  we talk about TV, the most patri-
otic thing is ‘Kultura’. Fully state-funded, and some five percent of  people watch 
it. That is a huge army of  people, and it stops people from becoming completely... 
dirty... There are many things that could be supported instead of  shouting that you 
are patriot, and you make people in Europe scared because of  this’. (Interview, 
RF02, Moscow, September 2018)

This statement reflects both the thinking of  journalism as social responsibility and 
partly the Soviet approach of  the media as an ideological tool to offer something 
that the audiences ‘need’ and ‘should’ consume.

The social responsibility of  journalists seemed to be seen as reaching wider than to 
just their everyday work. In addition to one interviewee who spent extensive time 
looking for the remains of  soldiers who disappeared in the Second World War, an-
other one underlined how the journalists have taken onto themselves some respon-
sibilities of  the state.

For instance, after foreign adoptions were prohibited, journalists started offering 
concrete homes for children to live in […] Journalists have done important things 
in order to make lives better in their own regions, cities, homes. For two years we 
together with Glasnost Defence Foundation and Mass Media Defence Centre 46 

did a competition called big victories of  little people, a competition on human 
rights, concretely on prisoner’s rights, children’s rights, women’s’ rights, migrants’, 
work of  ombudsmen and so on […] So I think this is real patriotism in  
journalism. (Interview, RF02, Moscow, September 2018)

46 Glasnost Defence Foundation is one of  the oldest media freedom watchdogs in Russia. It was added to 
the list of  Foreign Agents as the law came to force in 2015, but continues to operate (https://www.osce.
org/fom/201741
www.gdf.ru). Mass Media Defence Centre is an NGO that mostly provides legal aid for journalists. 
https://mmdc.ru/about_center/activity/
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As a whole, intimate patriotism comes very close to what patriotism was seen as 
in the Soviet Union. Some researchers such as Lassila (2021, 120) call the topic of  
patriotism the ‘most tangible evidence of  Soviet legacies figuring in Russia almost 
thirty years after the end of  Soviet Union’. In the Soviet Union, the system implicit-
ly involved patriotic orientation. 

The early leaders, starting from Anatoly Lunacharsky, who was the first People’s 
Commissar on Education, to Stalin himself, wrote about the necessity to encour-
age the citizens’ ‘revolutionary patriotism’ and their pride in the Fatherland (Sanina 
2017, 34). Other elements of  Soviet patriotism, as written by Lassila (2021, 121) 
have been the ideals of  universally good behaviour and citizenship in addition to the 
readiness to defend one’s homeland. This was well expressed, for instance, in So-
mov and Somova’s analysis on Soviet radio programmes for children in the 1930s. 
The programmes offered a positive emotional feeling, that would ‘form a con-
structive position on life and orient them towards acts in society that would be in 
line with communist ideology’ (ibid, 78). It was not enough to sit and listen and do 
what was being said; the children and young people were expected to express inde-
pendent initiative and living participation in the construction of  socialism. A wom-
an interviewed for Somov and Somova’s study, herself  born in 1924, talked about 
the Soviet radio programmes as ones that ‘provoked the feeling of  pride for one’s 
country, people living in it next to you. You wanted to be better, study well, help 
other people, respect the elderly and not hurt those that were younger or weaker...’ 

7.1.2. ‘If your country is involved, you back your boys’—Military patriotism 

The narrative of  war is strong in Russia and Russian history. This became obvious 
in my interviews as well. I called this theme military patriotism. It included referenc-
es to the multiple wars Russia has gone through, especially the Second World war, 
and it aims at explaining how the wars have influenced and keep influencing the way 
Russians see the world. 
 

The war ran over all of  us. In any family a grandmother will say ‘before the war 
and after the war.’ This is one of  those cases where you can disagree with us but 
you should understand. This is something we will always be proud of  and never 
reject, maybe the only thing Russia can be proud of… that Russia stopped the 
Nazis. (Interview, RM06, Moscow, May 2018)
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The patriotic education programmes (see Chapter One) concentrate on military as-
pects of  patriotism. This has to do with both the Soviet tradition of  militaristic 
patriotism, and with the fact that the original aim of  the programmes was to raise 
the profile of  the Russian army. The programmes have worked at least in making 
the army a more feasible option for young people. These things did come up in the 
interviews, especially with the representatives of  the older generation of  journalists. 

During the last three years, there is also a clear tendency that some young men even 
leave their studies and want to go to the army. Not because they have problems 
at the university. They come from good families. The reason is that they want to 
defend their close ones, their homeland. This is very good […] I hear this from 
their mothers, they can be doing really well at the University but still want to go to 
the army! This is patriotism. (Interview, RF02, Moscow, May 2018)

Both of  the interviewees expressed military patriotism also from an intimate view-
point: defending the homeland is a duty and has many ramifications. However, one 
interviewee was also critical of  this. He talked more about intimate patriotism and 
for him the way patriotism is militarised was not only pleasant.

It’s one thing to walk with a sign, another thing to do something... one thing is
to put a bow in your hair, another is to join Yunarmiya. This is the kind of  
patriotism that you want to write about, that comes from above and leaves nothing 
in your soul. (Interview, RM01, Moscow, May 2018)

On the other hand, even when people see and understand the content of  military 
patriotism, it is not always easy to tolerate. The journalist interviewed by me who is 
a regular guest of  TV talk shows confessed this. 

I think patriotism should be an honest feeling of  dignity, but it should not be 
blind forgiving the crimes of  one’s country… there are pages of  history that I 
feel ashamed about and am ready to apologise for certain things—bringing along 
two most obvious examples—1968 in Czechoslovakia and 1939 in the war the 
Finland. I am not saying that I am not a patriot: I am saying I am ashamed of  
this. (Interview, RM06, Moscow, May 2018)

The Soviet propaganda on victory over fascism was not criticised by anyone direct-
ly. The fact that the sacrifices made by ordinary Soviet people were incomparable to 
anyone else’s was not something that the journalists found problematic in any way. 
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The narrative of  the great victory remains strong and goes hand-in-hand with the 
story of  suffering. 

I grew up in the Soviet Union, I grew up with all these films about fascists, on how 
the Soviet people stood against, how for the first two years we were defeated, then 
everything changed and so on and so forth. I really loved those films despite the 
idiotic ideological content there, for Lenin, for Stalin, for the Motherland—that 
was ridiculous in a way—about the Communist party… but there is something 
bright and kind in them. Now films about the Great Patriotic War are also made, 
but they remind me of  the American ones, meaning there is something artificial, 
fake…That fake American patriotism after all, has appeared in my opinion. 
Again, this is my subjective opinion, my feelings. (Interview, RM03, Moscow, 
June 2018)

Both RM07 and RM08, the visible journalists from Rossia 1/ VGTRK, were very 
educated and aware of  the Western political and war history—RM07 is an author 
of  several books. He would put the issue in context: 

Henry Kissinger articulated it very well. He said ’because of  Russia’s history and 
experience security is a number one preoccupation in foreign policy’ and Russia 
feels existentially threatened when Russia sees a foreign military force 200 miles 
from Stalingrad. You need to understand, Eastern Ukraine is exactly 200 miles 
from Stalingrad. And a possibility of  Ukraine joining NATO… really means 
an existential threat not just in paranoic eyes of  people but because of  military 
balance, of  how the missiles fly and tanks fire. (Interview with RM07, Mos-
cow, June 2018)

RM07’s colleague at Rossia 1/VGTRK, RM08, reminded me of  the devastation 
of  the war. For him, this was one explanation of  why Russia is not in all terms as 
developed as other European countries. It was the exactly the devastation caused by 
the Second World War that keeps Russia slightly behind other European countries 
in development.

I guess not everything [in Russia] is as great as everywhere in Europe. But people, 
you did not have the kind of  war we had. The war destroyed the Soviet Union 
totally. Out of  27 million [deceased], 18 were peaceful civilians. Nine million—
war losses, and everything else—civilians. Soviet children—children—were taken 
to concentration camps […] By the year 1945 the country was destroyed from the 
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western border to Volga, nothing was left whole, nothing. How can you guys in the 
West say that our life is not as good as yours? What do you mean by that? You 
don’t have our experience. We sent Gagarin to space in 1961, sixteen years after 
the most horrible war… (Interview with RM08, Moscow, June 2018)

RM07 did not find the term ‘patriotism’ very easily describable and thought that one 
expression of  it is waving the flag (the interview was made during the Football World 
Championship in Moscow). Further, he talked about suffering and sacrifice as some-
thing essential to Russianness. According to him, it is the military-political aspect of  
Russian history that makes Russia look at things differently than small countries.

There’s this notion that is very important to me, about patriotism contributing to the 
well-being of  the country. I find it essential, but also being a realist and knowing 
this country I can tell you that there are quite a lot of  people in this country, maybe 
even a majority, to whom well-being is secondary. People in this country are ready 
to sacrifice and to suffer for the sake of  an important aim. This is something that 
people in the West fail to comprehend, why the anti-Russian sanctions are going no-
where. People are not impressed. In fact, they are impressed but the reaction is totally 
different to what the decision-makers in Washington and Brussels expected. 
SN: And you think this is something that… this could be called patriotism?
Interviewee: Mmmm… you may call it patriotism. This is how this country’s mentality 
has worked since at least 1237, when the country was invaded by the Mongol Tatars. 
So, it’s been eight centuries. (Interview with RM07, Moscow, June 2018)

Here RM07 went a long way back in the history of  Russia, expressing it as a history 
of  warfare and Russian people as not expecting personal well-being but rather tak-
ing sacrifices as an essential part of  their lives. M07 also explained (military) patriot-
ism as something that inevitably comes to the surface at times of  war and conflict. 

(In English): You may agree or disagree with the nature of  the operation, but if  
your country is involved, period, you back your boys. (Interview with RM07, 
Moscow, June 2018)

Further, RM07 explained this by using examples, for instance, from his career and 
from the ‘media in the UK’ courses that he went to with BBC. During these cours-
es, RM07, then a journalist still in his early 20s, had learned the way Northern Ire-
land was covered by the BBC during the years before the Good Friday peace agree-
ment of  1998. 
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BBC has a book called BBC Guidelines. It says that one should not talk about 
Ulster. You should say ‘Northern Ireland’. Why? Because historically the ancient 
kingdom of  Ulster included nine counties. Three of  them are now in the Republic 
of  Ireland. Six in Northern Ireland of  the UK. So, when you say ‘Ulster’, at 
least for an educated person, you are talking about nine counties. This is why you 
should not say Ulster. I gave you this very technical example on purpose, but I 
find it characteristic. There is also in the guideline advice that is strange at first 
sight but actually very truthful: never say ’our.’ ’Our team’, ’our government’, our 
armed forces…’
When you say ‘our team’, and you are broadcasting to the whole world (I was not 
at local BBC but BBC world service), ‘Our listeners and viewers of  the BBC 
World Service’ who are ‘Us.’. So there is this advice to say British government, 
British armed forces’. (Interview, ibid). 

However, according to RM07, this practice has changed. Western media outlets are 
not as impartial and cautious as they used to be. This was a point that several of  
my interviewees in Moscow made: the golden era of  impartial journalism is over 
everywhere.

However, not long ago—and I said this in my programme—when there was a 
terrorist act on Westminster Bridge—and I switched on BBC. ‘Our people… our 
city… our government’… and so on. It took day or two, but when people in the 
direct broadcast are under tragic circumstances—it is of  course time to start saying 
‘our’. (Interview, ibid)

Here RM07 hints that a more military-patriotic discourse is becoming widespread 
in Europe, too. Another example he gave was the issue of  Russian airborne troops 
in special operations in Iraq. Russian television was reluctant to give out the figures 
of  possible losses.

I remembered my friends from BBC saying to me: ‘Why not? This is public do-
main, public interest?’ I said: ‘When did you last, on British TV, see the funerals 
of  SAS operatives on British TV?’ They said: ‘Never.’ I asked, ‘Why?’ They 
said, ‘It’s our country’ I say ‘Ummph, yeah’. (Interview with RM07, Mos-
cow, June 2018)

Both M07 and M08 were worried about the fact that young people did not know 
the history the way they ‘should’.
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What preoccupies me in fact is that what I see is the youth—I am already, I am 
45 years old so I am starting to say things about the youth—the youth know 
history not as it should and sometimes there are funny paradoxes when patriotism 
is being promoted and people do wave flags but they don’t really talk to the youth 
and they don’t understand the basic history lessons.’ (Interview with RM07, 
Moscow, June 2018)

Another interviewee similarly underlined the special character of  Russians, just as 
RM07, in that Russians are ready to sacrifice. Caring for other people is another 
predominantly Russian feature, something that Americans do not do. She would 
also say that Finns are in this sense like Russians: more generous and understanding 
to other’s plight. 

I am sure you heard how we went to Berlin and started feeding local people. We 
ourselves drink usually tea; coffee has come later. So (the soldiers) gave them tea 
but they were used to drinking coffee in the morning. So, our troops came and 
called Stalin. He agreed and the coffee was brought to the people of  Berlin. 
(Interview, RF02, Moscow, May 2018). 47

One interviewee said that the collective trauma is the reason for the over-emphasis 
on war. The devastation of  the Second World War, together with another major 
event, the collapse of  the Soviet Union, just decades afterwards, has created an at-
mosphere of  mourning that continues to this day. 

On the one hand there is historical trauma in Russia after the fall of  Soviet Un-
ion. Twenty-five million Russians ended up living not in their homelands. They did 
not go anywhere but ended up not living in their homeland anymore. They ended 
up being national minorities. Despite this, some people adapted to this, some people 
do not talk about this, some people understand the logic of  states. But there is a 
trauma. Nostalgy, some people have nostalgy. I don’t understand this, but as I like 
to say, one must listen to other people so […] Nostalgy towards the times when the 
Soviet Union was respected and nobody dared to treat them like that… (Inter-
view, RF03, Moscow, May 2018)

47 I found no evidence for this story. In fact, there is much more evidence available of  the brutalities of  
the Red Army in Berlin, including mass rapes of  German women. There is also a law stating that anyone 
who denigrates Russia’s record in the Second World War can face fines and up to five years in prison. 
This makes researching history challenging.
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Sergei Oushakine (2009) found similar sentiments in his study about patriotism of  
despair. Suffering is not just a narrative, but a reality for many Russians after the 
collapse of  the Soviet Union. Chosen trauma is part of  the grand story of  Russia 
and this trauma is relived and reactivated in people’s collective consciousness about 
what it means to be Russian. Patriotism means understanding this trauma and it 
becomes the obligation of  a journalist to understand that in order to serve the audi-
ences, sensitivity to the collective experiences is important. One of  the interviewees 
with a long career in television behind her thought that patriotism is needed in or-
der for a journalist to be objective:

I think a journalist should combine all this. If  he isn’t a patriot, in the normal 
human sense of  the word, he will be subjective, not objective. He will say ‘This is 
good in America and bad here!’ or that… there can be no real journalist without 
patriotism, this is the case in any country. When you are covering an event, you 
must be the son of  your country. Only then you can be really objective.  
(Interview, RF02, Moscow, May 2018)

The Russian approach to foreign policy has traditionally concentrated on external 
threats. Even though in Putin’s Russia, the attempt to reassert great power status is 
very important (Kramer 2019, 31; Smith 2019), this has been explained by constant 
external threats, most recently reflected in the NATO enlargement in Russia as well 
as the undue meddling in Russia’s internal affairs. This approach is also well under-
stood by journalists.

SN: Do you think there is some kind of  an external threat towards Russia? 
Interviewee: There always is.
SN: From where and whom? Who threatens Russia today?
Interviewee: The main external threat comes from international terrorism. It is 
there not only today but since the last 25 years. Russia was the first country that 
became a victim of  international terrorism. Because bands of  international terror-
ists attacked Russian border posts in Tajikistan already in ‘93, then there was the 
first Chechnyan war. And in the West, nobody likes to talk about it, that there 
were terrorists from Yemen and Saudi Arabia.

This dialogue between myself  and RM08 from Rossia 1/VGTRK in June 2018 re-
flects this very well: both the existential threat and the inability or unwillingness of  
the Western countries to understand and accept it. RM08 was explaining the war in 
Syria by international terrorism, too: according to him, the threat of  terrorism is the 
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reason for the operation in Syria—the country is too close to the Russian border. 
The next step, RM08 argued, of  the ‘strengthened international terrorism’ would be 
taken in the North Caucasus. 

Interestingly, a female journalist from the same channel that I interviewed anony-
mously, was of  a completely different opinion about whether Russia is threatened:

SN: Is there an outside threat to Russia in your view?
Interviewee: No. It is as serious as towards Switzerland, England or anybody. 
The world is full of  madmen, so objectively there is, but not more than… it is the 
question of  ideas. Who carries which idea? I understand the European idea of  
democratic liberalism. I understand the idea of  America: I say my opinion… they 
sell security technology; they need a danger to sell them. Again. What is the Russian 
idea? Okay, we won. If  you look at this war. They said it today on the radio. 
What are we promoting? Which idea? We have incredibly strong corruption. Very 
aggressive military behaviour. We solve conflicts mostly with military means. This is 
the idea we promote. Especially corruption. For a normal European country this is 
one of  the most serious threats that there are. I do not see external threats. Russia 
is threat to Europe.’ (Interview, RF03, Moscow, May 2018)

This military patriotic way of  speaking is a part of  the jointly understood social imag-
inary of  what it means to be a journalist in a mainstream Russian media outlet. The 
chosen traumas of  wars, and the glories and sacrifices of  the victory, are self-evident for 
journalists. They are a framework against which journalists make sense of  today’s world. 

7.1.3. Immortal Regiment in journalists’ minds 

Some of  my interviews were conducted right after the festivities of  9 May, so nat-
urally the issues of  parades and the related Immortal Regiment came up during 
them. The attitude of  journalists towards it was twofold. Most of  them found it a 
good thing, a spontaneous act by citizens. 

When people carry the picture of  their grandparents that fought, returned, or died, 
there is something real in it. I can understand this, I could even imagine taking part 
in it. I have taken part in demonstrations, oppositional ones five years ago. So I can 
imagine going there, however what I categorically do not accept—I did not see this in 
Moscow but saw pictures… pictures of  Stalin. This has absolutely nothing to do with 
9 May. This is a road to destruction. (Interview, RM06, Moscow, May 2018)
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There was also a certain need to justify the existence of  the regiment and the par-
ticipation in it. The initiative came from a journalist, so the idea originated from 
grassroots, but it was soon adopted by the state and made a part of  the official 
celebrations.

Is it bad? No. It is not bad. I have been there twice, once with my dad, and I 
was astonished by how well organised and nice it was. People were nice to each 
other, singing songs. What is wrong with that? (Interview, RM05, Moscow, 
September 2018)

The Immortal Regiment was seen by journalists as much less a state-led exercise 
than the celebrations of  9 May. Many felt that it is a very genuine and intimate ex-
pression of  belonging, of  love of  the motherland. 

In the act ’Immortal regiment’—there are a lot of  people who want to be seen. 
That is good and bad. Some people want the picture of  his grandfather to go 
through, to be seen on Red Square. Maybe he never was here, he was at war and 
then worked at the kolkhoz. But his grandchild came to Moscow and carries the 
portrait on Tverskaya and Red Square. That is good. (Interview, RM01, May 
2018)

RM08 underlined again the fact that war is a big part of  the Russian story, of  Rus-
sian history, and situations like the Immortal Regiment bring it closer:
 

And it is an amazing thing that brings the country together, generations […] 
when a six-year-old boy carries the picture of  his great-grandfather that he has 
never seen, and he only knows about the grandfather from father, that there was 
such a great-grandfather, I don’t know, Petya, Vasya, Andryukha, that fought 
in the front. And he fought, came back from the front, or died—the main thing 
is that he fought for you. And he [the child] sees him in the portrait. It is very 
important, it is a way for us to get to your roots, do you understand? (Interview 
with RM08, Moscow, June 2018)

To an outsider, the Immortal Regiment seems like a peculiar event, but unlike the 
state-lead celebrations of  9 May it was originally a grassroots initiative that seems 
to give it certain credibility. My interviewees liked it because of  this; because of  the 
intimacy that it brought to the otherwise rigid and pompously celebrated day. 
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7.1.4 Infowar patriotism

There is a consensus among scholars and analysts about the fact that Russia is involved 
in activities called ‘information warfare’. According to Giles (2016, 27) it combines 
‘tried and tested tools of  influence with a new embrace of  modern technology and ca-
pabilities’. Many of  those tools were, according to Giles, in active use already at the time 
of  the Cold War, but using and reusing them is possible now due to the fact that target 
audiences have no institutional memory about the Soviet-era propaganda methods and 
tools, and the fact that Russia has allocated significant resources to these kinds of  activ-
ities (more details about the Russian Information Security Doctrine in subchapter 3.4.). 

Much has been written about the information war, also about the themes and dis-
courses that belong in this category. The Kremlin’s information operations exist to 
‘achieve policy paralysis’ that shall eventually decrease the trust in Western govern-
ments and other institutions (Helmus, Bodine-Baron, Radin, Magnuson, Mendel-
sohn, Marcellino, Bega & Winkelman 2018, 7). There are multiple explanations for 
this: Russia felt abandoned by the West in the 1990s (Nazarenko 2019); losing the 
status of  a great power was a blow to Russia; the idea of  Eurasia that Russia has 
promoted is a conservative structure that supports traditional values (Lukin 2014). 
Finally, there is a fear of  colour revolutions in Russia. 

I would like to note, however, as, for instance, Kazakov and Hutchings (2020, 137–
138) do: information war is not a one-sided affair. I believe it happens in the con-
text of  tensions between Russia and what is perceived as the ‘West’ and it includes a 
complex interplay of  assumptions about whose opinion stands in the world, on the 
legitimacy of  international mechanisms and on how the difficult problems facing 
humankind should be tackled.

I do acknowledge here that the term ‘infowar’ is a military concept. Another term 
that could run in parallel to it is strategic communication, since the thematic pat-
terns I identified often stem from the strategic communication needs of  Russia and 
Georgia. Strategic communication, originally defined by Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van 
Ruler, Verčič and Sririramesh (2007, 3) as ‘the purposeful use of  communication by 
an organization to fulfil its mission’ has currently been criticised as a discipline too 
fuzzy and not properly defined; giving researchers the opportunity to use the term 
for ‘any communication by any actor to serve the interests of  any constituency’ 
(Zerfass, Verčič, Nothhaft & Page Werder 2018). Thus, in this work I put quotation 
marks around ‘infowar’; I am using it not as a military term but as a way of  under-
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standing the communicative environment in which journalists operate to separate it 
from the vagueness of  strategic communications. 

I asked my interviewees directly about whether they feel that there is an ongoing 
information war. All of  them said yes without hesitation. For some people this is 
just something that has always been ongoing, especially in the West; for some it felt 
more subtle. Some journalists were also very critical of  it.

Our audience is completely lost. And, I am sorry, some people remember those 
people that are patriots, that say that Russia is unique and has unique history, 
people, unique genes. […] Those genes are from Europe and Asia, mixed. So 
all these talks of  nationalists are, so to say, interesting. They deprive not just the 
audiences, but the country, of  its pride. Country is what its people have done. I 
consider myself  a patriot, even though many of  my former colleagues in my organ-
isations call me… complain that I am not a patriot, I am friends with Europeans 
that do bad things to the country. If  you don’t criticise anything you cannot be a 
real patriot. (Interview, RF03, Moscow, September 2018)

What I called ‘military patriotism’ of  course carries similar features as ‘infowar’ pat-
riotism, but the difference is that with military patriotism people were more inclined 
to discuss the Second World War and other features of  Russian military history, of  
sacrifice, heroism and self-defence. Thematic patterns of  infowar means contem-
porary narratives, many of  them related to war and conflict. Infowar patriotism is a 
militaristic feeling, too, as explained by an interviewee: 

If  the person thinks he is a patriot of  Russia, he will blame Kyiv about all the 
sins and will see no fault in Russian actions. He will be sure that Malaysian plane 
was shot down by a Ukrainian provocation and so on and so forth. It is very bad. 
A remarkable portion of  journalists went to propaganda. I know very few media 
outlets and not many concrete journalists that are still worth the term [‘journalist’]. 
The only mild comfort—one may call it comfort—is the fact that the standards of  
Western journalism have gone down as well. I remember the great way Russian 
issues were covered in the 1990s by French, German, English and so on journalists 
working in Moscow and how now […] French is my first foreign language and I 
see how the French press is covering the events, how much more primitive and propa-
gandistic it has become […] Standards of  journalism of  the 1970s and 1980s—
of  course I was not writing in the 1970s, thanks God—but there were higher 
standards both here and in the West. (Interview, RM06, Moscow, May 2018)
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What this interviewee said is characteristic also in that often when my interviewees 
admitted that Russian journalism has become one-sided, they underlined that the 
same has happened in the West. But the situation got worse since 2014 after the 
events in Ukraine. 

It is impossible to say when it [‘information warfare’] started. It always was there 
actually. But it escalated after the Ukraine events, of  course it escalated. But it 
was there before. Olympics in Sochi, they were before Crimea. If  you look at the 
way the Western media covered the preparations for Olympics in Sochi, there were 
elements of  information war. The feeling was that there is nothing as interesting 
and timely in Russia as the persecution of  gays and lesbians. Everything was 
looked at through this prism. Now it’s all forgotten but it was there. Through this 
some kind of  a negative informational tone was given to all the preparations to the 
Olympics. (Interview, RM05, Moscow, September 2018)

A long-term journalist, activist and journalism teacher interviewed for this work 
was very outspoken about the ways information war operates. For her it was a way 
to turn the attention away from the everyday problems that Russians face.

Now people live worse and worse and blame Americans, Swedish, Finns or some-
one.
SN: So you are talking about this information war?
NA: About TV, this is what is on TV... this is your theme, right? It is already 
like a mantra; this is repeated as if  just in case. This is no more rational. 
(Interview, RF03, Moscow, September 2018)

Several narratives familiar with information warfare could be identified from my 
interviews. In selecting these ‘narratives’, I partly follow a study by Estonian Centre 
for Eastern Partnership, Ukraine Crisis Media Centre and Hybrid Warfare Analyti-
cal Group that claims that there are certain narratives instrumental to Russian prop-
aganda. The narratives are pre-prepared, and facts and actual events are basically 
there in order to strengthen the narratives. The main technique is not to use misdi-
rection or outright lies but to use facts to support the narratives. 

After analysing the content of  Russian TV channels, the three NGOs found certain 
narratives that are frequently used in Russian TV. These include the sanctions that 
are said to be imposed by the United States, with the US the only one to benefit 
from them. Another important narrative has to do with the erosion of  moral val-



183

ues, deliberate destruction of  history as well as constant strikes, protests, terrorism 
and a problematic influx of  refugees and migrants. The research also recognised 
somewhat different narratives aimed at the countries of  the Eastern Partnership: 
the narrative of  Europe being decayed by different problems, thus not being worth 
partnering with, was complemented by underlining the usefulness of  cooperation 
with Russia. 

The research concludes that all the news comes with interpretation; they even quote 
famous Russian TV journalist Dimitri Kiseliev as saying that the ‘time for neutral 
journalism has gone’. 
The efficiency of  information campaigns, or ‘information warfare’ is hard to as-
sess, but according to Giles (2016, 33–34) the campaigns have made substantial 
achievements at least on two fronts. Firstly, the domestic media environment is un-
der control, and secondly mass consciousness has been influenced by creating an 
environment where it is hard to distinguish quality information. Consequently, the 
objectivity of  Western media reporting is constantly questioned.

The theme of  ‘information warfare’ appeared through some of  the above-men-
tioned narratives. Journalists would mention sanctions, the Malaysian plane, the 
Skripal poisoning and other current events. There were also attempts to somewhat 
explain the complexity of  the situation. For instance, RM07 reminded me of  the 
fact that Russia started building democracy later than Europe: 

This country has achieved something for the last 25 years that took Europe 300 
years to achieve. In comparison with the West—yes, I would like to see this and 
this and this. In Russian reality, you have to be patient sometimes. It will change. 
(Interview with RM07, Moscow, June 2018)

RM07 also mentioned the relatively late decriminalisation of  homosexuality in the 
West.
Later, when I asked concrete questions about information warfare, he mentioned 
that the infowar has been going on for a long time, basically deriving from an-
ti-communist propaganda spread in the West during the Cold War up until the war 
in Georgia. RM07 felt that there have been misunderstandings: that not all the bad 
things said were on purpose: he also felt that somehow the spread of  useless stere-
otypes has gotten out of  hand. 
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Too nasty things have been said. And what’s worse, speaking in Finnish terms, we 
all realise, that in the sauna, Finns say nasty things about Finns and Russians. 
Umm. Normal. Explicable. Jokes are being exchanged, swearing... okay. It’s 
normal. Unfortunately, the sauna, or as Americans say, the locker room chats, 
have been broadcast in the last five years. On both sides, you know. The worst 
of  the stereotypes have been made public. And often these are awfully mistaken 
stereotypes. But they’ve been said aloud. Just speaking about information war: 
it’s not necessarily coordinated efforts. There are coordinated efforts but there are 
also nasty things that should not be said aloud. You may exchange such jokes in 
a sauna, realising they are jokes, not saying them aloud. And they’ve been on air. 
(Interview, ibid) 

Here RM07 both denied and admitted the often-made claim that the creation of  
narratives happens somewhat systematically and is led from somewhere. He seemed 
to think that even though there must be a coordinated effort, in addition to this the 
existence of  old stereotypes is being utilised. In the course of  our conversation, 
RM07 was very constructive, presented historical examples of  the same phenome-
non and also said that I would be talking to people with very diverse opinions: 

So… you will be talking throughout your interviews to people who are more re-
laxed and who are less relaxed about certain things. I am certainly an internation-
alist by birth, by education, by career […] There will be people you will be talking 
to who will be saying ’no,’ and who will be saying to you that they are actually very 
proud about the news… the rumours that Russia has been involved in election 
meddling, etc. Amm… I think firstly, okay, let me come back to your question. 
Firstly, there are a lot of  misunderstandings. Secondly... there are certainly coor-
dinated information campaigns. In both the Russian media and in the Western 
media. For me this is absolutely obvious and in fact in a couple of  angles I have 
more information about how it’s done in the West. And it exists, it works […] 
A couple of  things have been predicted to me, by the appearance of  certain articles 
in certain Western newspapers that where duly published […] Those things were 
predicted to me not by some friends in the Russian government but in the Western 
media circles. So, it’s been like that, I don’t see anything outrageously new in it. In 
fact, when you read some of  the Western newspapers about Russia from the eight-
eenth century, its the same. (Interview with RM07, Moscow, June 2018)

Certain things belong quite automatically to the category of  ‘infowar’. For instance, 
the issue of  economic sanctions against Russia is officially stated and interpreted as 
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being a good thing for Russia. Some interviewees completely agreed with this, such 
as a female interviewee no longer full-time on TV:

These sanctions that are now put upon us in big quantities, they are in the end a 
plus. We were forced to actively develop the industrial sector... we don’t like to be 
maddened. This time it was done fundamentally. So people, even those who used to 
be indifferent […] it is not a coincidence that this year so many people came to the 
Immortal Regiment. (Interview, RF02, Moscow, May 2018)

One of  my interviewees had been covering the US elections, specifically what was 
later called deliberate meddling in elections. However, the journalist did not feel 
like it. To him, sympathetic coverage of  Trump was natural, because he felt that the 
(Russian) state somewhat sympathises with Trump.

Interviewee: There was no official setting, but I somehow felt in the situation that 
our state is sympathetic to Trump.
SN: Yes? 
Interviewee: Yes, because Hillary is associated with war—war in Afghanistan and 
in Iraq. Consequently, Hillary is associated with the oil click, that exchanges oil to 
blood, blood to oil and so on.
SN: And you think, that you felt that somehow you know how to cover, in order 
to…?
There was no official setting, but there was a game of  sorts. And Trump is totally 
unpredictable, totally different to the rest of  the Washington establishment. So, 
it was fun, my attitude to work was that it was not work but some kind of  a 
game. If  one takes it all seriously, one can lose one’s mind. (Interview, RM03, 
Moscow, June 2018)

 
This conversation was interesting, since the journalist saw and analysed the narra-
tives about election meddling as a ’game’. He did not feel like being under pressure, 
or part of  some kind of  a major information machine; he rather felt that he took 
his works lightly. Further, according to numerous researchers, the attack against 
Hillary Clinton was well-planned and followed a consistent narrative (see, for in-
stance Snyder 2018, 230). 

Journalists were also eager to explain things through the passivity of  Russian people 
and the fact that nobody really wants democracy or freedom of  speech:
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We live like we’re on a volcano. And despite that, the nostalgy for the Soviet 
Union is very strong… Old films are being shown. They calm people down, calm 
because people want to go back, to return to the past simply because they don’t 
want to take responsibility of  their own lives […] People don’t want any liberal 
democracy, they don’t want it. Absolutely, they flee to all four directions. The most 
difficult part is the fight with the mentality. Like in Tarkovski’s movie: when a 
person sits in a dirty puddle and another comes and says ‘Come on, get up, get 
out of  there’. And the other person replies: ‘But this is my home!’ (Interview, 
RF03, May 2018)

The unprofessionalism of  Western journalists and journalism and the ‘change for 
the worst’ appeared in four interviews out of  eight. RM08 of  Rossia 1/VGTRK 
stated that the quality of  Western journalism was better in the early 1990s; during 
wars occurring at the time, journalists would cover warfare from where it actually 
took place, unlike, for instance, in today’s Aleppo. The interviewee also criticised 
the lack of  fact-checking and strange use of  sources.

Today there is no reference to sources […] Today you cannot tell where they took 
it all. Today BBC can […] tragedy with Boeing. Horrible tragedy, hundreds of  
people died. Literally in 2–3 hours, the bodies have not been taken away, and the 
BBC says it was done by the pro-Russian militias. And now we are ongoing for 
the fourth year in a row, instead of  actually investigating what happened […] I see 
how the Western media, big and small, continue to publish the same history: some 
pictures from the Internet, some stories by people sitting on couches in their offices 
in Holland, everything leading to the conclusion that Russia and Putin are guilty 
for everything. I guess that is more convenient, but it would be nice to see some 
proof. (Interview with RM08, Moscow, June 2018)

In these discussions the situation in the West was often underlined: if  the democra-
cy in Russia is not that great, it is also not good in the US either. 

They [young journalists/journalism students] say: we have corruption and there 
are relatives of  the president in power […] Or acquaintances of  the president. 
And I say: ‘Okay, you think it is somewhat different in the US?’ They say, 
’Well, different’. And I say: ‘Well, how is it different when it is really not a secret 
that some 150 families run the US? They are big clans, but anyway. How long 
has the Kennedy clan been ruling? And the others. How many years? Same, un-
changeable, senators for forty years […] and what kind of  unchangeable leaders in 



187

Russia are you talking about, when Justin Trudeau’s father as far as I remember 
was also the Prime Minister of  Canada?’ (Interview, ibid, 20 June, 2018)

This kind of  diversionary tactic is very often the claim with freedom of  speech: 
there is none in Russia and none anywhere else. The worsened quality of  Western 
media was underlined on many occasions. 

I don’t think there is freedom of  speech or objective journalism anywhere. Do you 
think Yle is free? BBC? The same talking heads. Yle programmes are the most 
boring I have ever heard.
A journalist cannot be free as long as he gets money. He will always be dependent 
on whoever gives the cash. The only way to be ‘independent’ would be to make 
the money some other way. Selling Snickers or something. (Interview, RM05, 
Moscow, September 2018)

What I found interesting in the way journalists discussed the ‘infowar’ was that the 
United States often came up as the antagonist—similar as during the times of  the 
Cold War. The US was seen as another superpower, in a way functioning quite simi-
larly as Russia. M08 was especially critical of  American journalism. 

My very deep conviction is that the problem is the structure—especially in the 
US—the structure of  power. In the United States it is very hard to say where 
the corporations end and the White House begins, where corporations end and 
the Senate begins, yes? This is a problem. (Interview with RM08, Moscow, 
June, 2018)

Two other interviewees agreed on this. The way Russian propaganda works was 
compared to the way Americans carry it out. Russia has in fact come up with noth-
ing new.

We, I think, just took the American approaches and perfected them with a Rus-
sian sloppiness and charm, some kind of  an attractiveness. But approaches are all 
the same. I, of  course, am impressed by the certain European point of  view, which 
is kind of  nonpartisan and balanced, but it too just creates an illusion. (Inter-
view, RM07, June 2018)

These comments remind me of  the cynicism that Natalia Roudakova (2017, 181) 
has written about, calling it the ‘cynicism of  the friends of  power’. By this she refers 
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to, among other people, TV and radio personalities who draw their identities from 
their proximity to power. This cynicism is a survival strategy of  sorts, having roots 
in the Soviet journalism. In a way the repeated arguments on how bad American 
journalism is too comes from this cynicism: the underlying idea being that there is 
no truth-seeking journalism anywhere; just look at Americans. 

Another issue close to the theme of  information war is the question of  freedom or 
lack of  freedom of  Russian television journalists and the balance between active, 
perhaps pressured participation of  journalists in spreading the narratives on the one 
hand and their room for manoeuvring in the newsroom on the other. Inside televi-
sion stations there is little or no direct censorship, but it is fair to say that Soviet-era 
censorship has now been replaced by self-censorship. Those of  my interviewees 
who had worked during the Soviet years underlined that there was no clear cen-
sorship in Soviet times either. The system was closed enough for the journalists to 
implicitly understand that it was expected from them. 

There is no clear censorship. There is—in a bad way—an attempt to ‘guess’ what 
the bosses want, in order to make a career […] I guess the management of  the 
channel has a right to take away a person who says to a public of  many millions 
things that are […] Here in journalism, nobody is putting anyone against the 
wall. If  you […] people are not made propagandists, they become them.  
(Interview, RM01, Moscow, May 2018)

This approach, the self-censorship that comes ‘naturally’ is found by many oth-
er authors. Elisabeth Schimpfossl and Ilya Yablokov (2018) interviewed reporters 
and media personalities working for major Russian television networks (see Chapter 
Four). Their work showed that there is really no coercion, but an understanding of  
adekvatnost (adequacy) meaning that the journalists have their own ways around. The 
journalists interviewed for the research understood the governing structures and 
expectations put upon them very well and felt that if  one disagrees, one is free to 
change to another media organisation (Ibid, 216). 

This adekvatnost, or ‘service and subordination’ (Yaffa 2020, 54) was well understood 
by my interviewee previously from the First Channel: 
  

There is objectivity, but in addition to it there are aims and tasks, that the state 
needs, let me put it this way (laughing). Unfortunately, in Russia there is no free 
journalism, since from the late ‘90s—early ‘00s all the media belong to the state. 
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So, consequently, if  you work for the state, please do carry out some tasks that the 
state puts ahead of  you. (Interview, RM03, Moscow, June 2018)

Those more critical towards their own work (two out of  eight), however, felt that 
they needed to work and remain in this job for the sake of  their life and family.

We work for nine days and have five days off. We often repeat this among our-
selves at the editorial house… ’nine and five’… (laughs) …The machinery works 
really well. Brilliantly. (Interview, RF04, Moscow, May 2018)

RM07 said he did not believe in the fourth estate but talked about diversity in me-
dia. For him, the freedom of  media was a questionable thing, but a journalist must 
feel his/her responsibility.

I do not believe in the fourth estate. Well, I do (laughter), but being a realist, I do 
not exaggerate my role […] I do not govern this country, I do not run it, yes, I 
have this large audience, one must feel responsible and I detest opinionated journal-
ism. Now having said this I must say that you may walk along this building and 
talk to other people and they will say opinionated journalism is the solution. One 
of  the advantages of  working in this building, in this channel, is that our boss 
seriously believes in the otherwise Maoist slogan ‘let all the flowers bloom’. We have 
very different people, really... Although of  course you have partisan channels and 
newspapers and… which are either completely liberal or whatever... although the 
criteria are very shady. (Interview with RM07, Moscow, June 2018)

The editors-in-chief  of  the main Russian outlets are controlled by the state. The 
editors-in-chief  and key journalists are regularly invited to attend weekly meetings 
with top managers from the Presidential Administration. The meetings are closed 
but presumably the journalists are being explained the ‘agenda of  the moment’ and 
how it should be covered on state airwaves (Yaffa 2020, 51). These briefings are 
oral, and their results are called ‘temnik’ in Russian journalistic jargon (EU vs Dis-
info 2018). 

The journalists are very well aware of  what they do and how they do it—either 
believing that this is the right order of  things or thinking that journalism works the 
same way everywhere. Only one journalist confessed a situation where he felt an 
ethical conflict.
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When the Panama papers were published and we were supposed to put out a story 
about the cellist 48, that he is a good person… Well, you know, maybe he indeed is, 
but I had my own concerns, small doubts about this, and I was told ‘you can leave 
if  you don’t like this’ (Interview, RM03, Moscow, June, 2018)

The task of  the journalist was to interview musicians from Baltic countries in order 
to show that the cellist did support many schools and did a lot of  philanthropy for 
talented children in Latvia.

The problem was that with the money he had in his (offshore) accounts, it could 
have been possible to buy all the violins in the world, including the Stradivariuses 
[…] A bit inconvenient (laughing)… so I felt a bit of  a dissonance. 
(Interview, ibid)

Indeed, even if  there is no censorship, people understand the way the work is done. 
Here one interviewee explained one day at work:

Everybody understands the strategy very well. For instance, two days before the 
elections, a plane falls in the Bykov airport. Everybody dies. Silence falls. Every-
body waits. Then they say: ‘No no no, we won’t speak about the airplane’. The 
picture before the elections should be without clouds. There is no control. People 
are not their own enemies. People work and get money. So then international news 
came, and we quoted them. But no Syrian plane, not the one that fell in Bykov, 
was covered on First or Second Channel or TV-Z.’ 
(Interview, RF03, May 2018)  

Remarkable here is the fact that there is no outside interference, but the journalists 
know exactly what to do. Those who don’t simply do not work for the TV giants, 
possibly preserving integrity but losing in job security and money.

48 ‘The cellist’ refers to President Putin’s family friend Sergei Roldugin, whose massive offshore holdings 
were revealed during the Panama Papers scandal (https://www.ft.com/content/31d99184-fa66-11e5-
8f41-df5bda8beb40).
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7.1.5. Liberal vs patriotic journalists? 

One distinction very often made but hardly ever explained was that between patri-
ots and liberals. In the case of  Georgia, the division was a bit clearer: liberals are 
those supporting ‘Western values’, human rights (especially LGBT rights) and ‘de-
mocracy’ (which also remains a vague notion in many ways). 

You cannot be liberal in such a huge country. In Denmark-yes, but not here. 
America is not liberal. Canada—sorry. China—definitely not. And Russia 
cannot be. (Interview, RM05, Moscow, September 2018)

The above-mentioned comment on liberalism follows a very old notion of  how 
Russia, due to its size and history, is ‘different’ and follows a different path than that 
of  other countries. ‘Liberal values’—again vaguely defined or not defined—cannot 
exist in Russia; they threaten the order of  things. 

In their studies about information warfare, the Estonian Centre for Eastern Part-
nership, Ukraine Crisis Media Centre and Hybrid Warfare Analytical Group state 
that the agenda of  Russian TV is to ‘convince the Russian population never to ac-
cept European liberal values, neither today nor tomorrow’. The presentation I saw 
lacked a definition of  such ‘liberal values’, however, the term came up many times 
in my interviews.

I say to my liberally oriented friends and acquaintances: you are all correct, we 
have many problems that we need to solve, but we cannot […] just take and copy 
the European model. (Interview with RM08, June 2018)

For RM08, the young age of  the country and Russian democracy was an important 
argument. According to him, when working with young people it is important to 
underline the history.
 

They are mostly oriented liberally due to their young age, and for them it seems 
like there is not much freedom […] I tell them, ‘Look, let me ask you a couple of  
questions. So how did the Russian, I don’t know, societal thought develop, when it 
does not really have roots?’ They say to me: ‘What do you mean?’ And when we 
start discussing the history of  Russian thought, nineteenth century, the twentieth—
they start understanding many things better. The fact that we don’t have under-
standable and high-quality opposition is really a big problem. Because the Russian 
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liberal thought has not changed at all for the last 120 years; there has been no 
progress whatsoever. And unfortunately, the idea of  Russian liberal thought was 
always that Russia is something bad and incorrect. That we should do things the 
way they are done in the West. They wrote about it 100 years ago, 120 years ago. 
They supported all the radical movements. (Interview, ibid) 

RM08 seemed to think—this came up many times during the interview—that the 
problem in Russia is that the country lacks a good opposition and good civil serv-
ants. He did not discuss the structure or the governance or the fact that it is not 
easy in today’s Russia to be active in opposition politics: for him the real problem 
was that there is a lack of  people who somehow know how to do this, how to coun-
terweight the state. 

Another journalist from Rossia 1/VGTRK answered my question very frankly, con-
veying the same thing as M08. For him, patriotism was understood as intimate pat-
riotism and those who used the word were misusing it:

Those who call themselves patriots are not patriots, and those who call themselves 
liberals are not liberals. This is a wrong formulation. Patriots should be caring 
about the environment, the ways the cities look like. (Interview, RM05, Mos-
cow, September 2018)

M07 found the dichotomy somewhat artificial, even though for him the criteria of  
these definitions were somewhat vague. 

What we are lacking in Russia is patriotically oriented liberals. This is an eternal 
problem in Russia: we have very little patriots among liberals […] There are quite 
a few of  them in the government but that is a separate theme. (Interview with 
RM07, Moscow, June 2018)

These interviews also demonstrated that historiography, the historical viewpoint, con-
tinues to be very important for Russian journalists. The position of  Russia in history 
was constantly underlined, and so were the tragedies experienced by Russian people. 

I think this (patriotism) is an incorrect choice of  words and it is also very harm-
ful. At some point, you know, in the 1990s when people started […] when this 
market-based journalism started, patriotism was a bad word. A patriot was con-
sidered to be some kind of  a backwards person, chauvinist and so on. The same 



193

way as now everything is the fault of  liberals. But dear friends, all the literature we 
read, all the people we are proud of—they were liberals […] I think there is good 
and bad journalism. There can be different ideological and thematic directions. 
There are journalists, editors, that stick to concrete views: right, left, anarchistic, 
and of  course it is reflected in their work. But I don’t think there is much else than 
good and bad journalism. (Interview, RF03, Moscow, September 2018)

This interviewee noted here that liberal thoughts have always existed, and the great 
Russian writers were exactly the kind of  people that would today be called liberals. 

One of  the interviewees felt that the patriot-liberal division is really one between 
those supporting the current government and those against it. 

So, what does the aspiration to look for truth mean? So, we have an aspiration for 
truth. So well, our liberal journalism, there is this division between state-support-
ed and liberal. And if  you are a liberal journalist, you say bad things about the 
current rulers. They are corrupt, thieves, for sale, a party of  thieves and so on. I 
used to have a very sceptical attitude towards our government and the media before 
I went to work for TV. I did not like the First Channel. But after working there 
I understood why such programmes are being made, where everything that happens 
is chewed for the viewer. That is because the people here are very passive and inert, 
they are interested in nothing. (Interview, RM03, June 2018)

This journalist saw liberals as automatically opposition figures, and interestingly af-
ter working for the First Channel he had started thinking that it is the Russian peo-
ple who do not want this liberalism—quite similarly as his colleagues thought. 

Another interviewee depicted his own position in a following way: 

I am a middle ground between the liberals and ultraimperialists, ultrapatriots. 
Sometimes I support one side, sometimes the other, the main thing is to support the 
line of  common sense. This in two words.
SN: You just said that there is a difference between ultrapatriots and—liberals? 
How is it reflected in today’s journalism?
Interviewee: It is reflected in a very sad way. It is very bad for our journalism. 
Many journalists—instead of  being journalists—become fighters at the front of  
ideologies. They listen to the people who think the same way as they do. They write 
texts, and what they write, what conclusions are made are all pre-designed. I think 
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it is very sad because I think that journalists should not take sides, they should tell 
both sides. If  a journalist chooses in the very start his side, it is not journalism, it 
is some other profession. (Interview, RM06, Moscow, May 2018) 

First Channel in particular runs regular talk shows where the ‘balance’ is constructed 
by asking someone who has more moderate opinions on things to talk with people 
who approach situations quite aggressively. Joshua Yaffa describes in his book, how 
as a Russian-speaking American living in Moscow, he used to be a regular guest of  
these programmes. This is how he writes about his regular visits to the Time Will Tell 
talk show: 

I returned to Time Will Tell every now and then over the next few months, each 
time certain, as I sat in the makeup chair, that this would be the day I would 
manage to say something subversive and devastatingly convincing on Russian state 
television, the day I would break or otherwise disrupt the choreographed rules 
of  the genre. Of  course, that never happened: not only was I outnumbered, but 
I could interject for only a few seconds at most, and to make any points at all I 
inevitably had to huff  and puff  and raise my voice. In the end, I came across just 
another agitated, screaming talking head, an interchangeable member of  the choir 
in a symphony of  noise. (Yaffa 2019, 68–69)

‘Artificial balance’, a situation where the journalistic impartiality is created simply by 
bringing to the story two opposing sides without thinking of  the larger context of  
the issue in question, is something the media is often accused of  (for the phenome-
non of  impartiality-as-balance see for instance Bennet, Berry, Cable, Carcia-Blanco 
and Wahl-Jorgensen 2017, 795). So even here the manoeuvres are definitely not 
something for which only the Russian journalists are to blame.

7.2. ‘Hatred is not born when you see the tanks but when you turn on the TV 
and hear all the lies’—Interviews in Georgia

The interviews in Georgia and their results differed from each other depending on 
the time of  analysis. The focus in 2011 was clearly on the ongoing conflict with 
Russia, whereas in 2016 and 2018 this came much less often. Aspirations towards 
Europe were there, although the ‘European orientation’ as an outspoken aim came 
only in 2016 and 2018. Earlier on, Europe was mentioned in the context of  a coun-
terweight to Russia, or in the context of  Russian information operations that pre-
sented Europe as a territory in crisis. The conflicts were there, and the partial oc-
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cupation of  the country was understood and analysed by the interviewees, but this 
was no more the dominating theme. This reflects a certain change in the political 
life of  the country as well; the focus is much less on the need to return the territo-
ries and much more in the need to integrate to the West.

 

Table 7: Thematic patterns in Georgia in 2011

The intimate component, the role of  journalist as concrete help for people, was 
present in the 2011 interviews, too, but not as clearly and often as it appeared in 
later interviews. The journalists concentrated on talking about the way Georgia is 
becoming a Western democracy as well as their loyalties to the process, and the 
fact that if  not the threat of  Russia, Georgia would be way forwards on its way to 
democracy. PIK journalists, due to the official line of  the channel, were also out-
spoken about the way the people in Russian North Caucasus suffer and also crave 
democracy, but it is the evil intentions of  Russia that stand on the way. During an 
interview conducted at PIK, a journalist from the channel underlined how ordinary 
people from the villages turn to the channel for help: 

Democratic Georgia              Military patriotism       Infowar patriotism

Origins of the theme

 
Expressions

Dichotomies

Definitions of  
problems

Official line of the state

 
Georgia has made 
a miracle. I like our 
government’ OR 
‘Our government likes  
to play out democracy, 
but they want to control 
the media’ 

Liberals vs  
conservatives 
(coverage of  
homosexuality is an 
important issue)

Not everybody  
understands what is 
good for Georgia

Memories of the 2008 
war

‘All media in post- 
Soviet space has to do 
with propaganda’

Democracies  
(Georgia) vs  
dictatorships (other 
post-Soviet countries, 
especially Russia)

 
Russian attacks and 
threats are the main 
problem for Georgia

Reaction to (assumed) 
Russian propaganda

Unchecked claims: 
‘There are many 
refugees from Russia 
here’

Georgia is ‘good’ vs 
‘European’ Russia 
is bad 
 

People in North  
Caucasus live in 
difficult conditions  
and suffer
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Very often people from Dagestan, Chechnya or Ingushetia turn to us by Skype, 
by email, the citizens of  different villages […] I even did a story about this. They 
said that they don’t know whom to turn to, nobody broadcasts this, nobody listens, 
nobody helps, nobody does anything, that there is a total anarchy. Russian special 
forces conduct operations, search us, steal, arrest young men. They can do this 
just because you have a beard longer than they think you should have according 
to them. They arrest women, they humiliate women, they kidnap people […] I 
don’t know… so of  course nobody ever shows this but us. And this way of  course 
Russia ends up being shown in a negative light because we show this, we say ‘look 
at what is being done there’. Of  course, Russians do not like this, but it is a fact. 
(Interview, GM02, Tbilisi, October 2011)

The original idea of  PIK was to win the hearts and the minds of  the people of  
North Caucasus. PIK wanted to cover North Caucasus more extensively than any 
other channel in Russia or the world. The two journalists interviewed both told the 
stories of  how they cover the North Caucasus—though without access to the re-
gion. Situations in Abkhazia and South Ossetia were framed around the Georgian 
narrative of  the wars:

SN: But you do know the history of  conflict in Abkhazia?
Interviewee: You mean in 1993?
SN: Yes. It was after all the Georgian tanks that went there first…
Interviewee (F): You know, it was a very difficult historical situation that I am not 
willing to comment on for one simple reason: I went to ninth grade in school at the 
time […] I did not participate, not even as a journalist who would have followed, 
would have listened to all viewpoints. I could not have assessed the situation evenly 
for this simple reason, right? (Interview, GF01, Tbilisi, October 2011)

The two journalists from PIK interviewed, one woman and one man, were both 
under 30 and not originally from Tbilisi. One was born in Russia and the oth-
er grew up in Kazakhstan as an ethnic Georgian. For them Georgia was clearly 
right in her conflicts, clearly more in the position of  a sufferer. Further, Georgian 
media feels free but is still in the phase of  development. The Russian-born jour-
nalist had arrived from Kyiv. According to her, Ukraine is such a large country 
compared to Georgia that journalism between the two countries should not com-
pared; Georgia’s TV journalism is less developed due to the size of  the country.  
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When asked about the origins of  the conflict in Abkhazia, the journalists were 
somewhat hesitant.

SN: From what I know it was the Georgian tanks that rolled into Sukhumi?
You know, I cannot say with certainty–but civil war was already ongoing in 
Georgia and as far as I know the Abkhaz were supporting, strange as it sounds, 
Gamsakhurdia, if  I am not wrong. The situation was so messy. Yes, Georgians 
went there in tanks, I won’t argue, although... wait a second. Yes, [military] tech-
nique was taken there. (Interview, GM02, Tbilisi, October 2011)

The other journalist underlined that she is too young to be certain about the war. At 
the same time, however, she underlined that time needs to pass before she can say 
things about the war. 

I would like some more time to pass so that it would be possible to look at all this 
from the side, because it is still a very sharp, painful theme, and plus […] this 
conflict won’t be resolved, maybe for a very long time. And first of  all, it is not just 
an issue of  access. The problem is to be able to look at this conflict from the side 
and objectively. Right now, it is an overtly emotional theme also for me. (Inter-
view, GF01, Tbilisi, October 2011) 

When it came to Georgian nationalism, the journalists’ replies were twofold: on 
the other hand, GF01 did not see Georgians as nationalistic, and if  they were, that 
would have been understandable to her. 

[…] Georgia is historically a very hospitable country. People like to be here, be-
cause in general the aura… there is no nationalistic aura with negativity. Plus, you 
know that Georgia opened her borders. Russian citizens are free to come and go; 
that was not done on the other side. When it comes to nationalism, maybe one must 
understand the certain element of  aggression, because, simply, 20% of  this country 
is occupied. And 20% of  the land is such that people cannot pass, cannot return to 
their homes, they live for 20 years in strange buildings, and for 20 years they dream 
of  returning to their homes in Abkhazia […] They took the things they could 
in order to not be hit by a bomb and ran […]So consequently, I don’t think it is 
nationalism that leads people. (Interview, GF01, Tbilisi, October 2011)

This journalist also stated that her friends called her ‘the most Georgian non-Geor-
gian’. Both journalists at PIK felt that Georgia is using wise politics. They felt that 
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the Georgian state is ‘developing very fast’ and the journalist who moved from Kyiv 
said that ‘as a Ukrainian, I really like to watch it develop’.

The male journalist also did not feel that there was nationalism in Georgia. 

I know there was nationalism in Gamsakhurdia times but I don’t know now, in 
such a small country with such a number of  ethnic minorities who live in vocal 
enclaves. From what I know there are no parallels, maybe inside the Russian 
Federation, but they are subjects of  the Russian Federation. We have places where 
the whole population is clearly Ossetian, clearly Chechen, clearly Armenian… no 
such things can be seen in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan… 
such things do not exist. Nationalism, if  there was nationalism it could not be 
like this. Why doesn’t anyone […] I don’t want to insult anyone but no one ever 
blames Armenia for nationalism, and in Armenia 99… I mean 97 percent are 
ethnic Armenians, only 2 percent are others. And here it is 60 and 40, and still 
people say that there is nationalism in Georgia, that there are radical views […] 
that is not true. (Interview, GM02, Tbilisi, October 2011)

Both interviewees were supportive of  the Georgian government and admitted it. 
However, regarding the journalistic profession, the Kazakhstan-born journalist was 
uncertain. He had underlined that he became a journalist ‘by accident’ and was, 
back in 2011, certain he would not remain in the profession.

I am a bit of  a person of  another mindset. As I told you, I ended up here a bit by 
accident. Now I do things that fit the way I see things. I never saw myself  in jour-
nalism, I always had other values, other interests… and they are there now. […] 
I am fine with that I do: I see there is a reaction, people call, people thank us and 
say we got their things done or something […] so this makes me glad […] After 
all it feels good; apparently you do your work even better than you have to. So, who 
knows, maybe I will continue in journalism. But I don’t have concrete aims there. 
(Interview, ibid.)

During the course of  the interviews the two journalists concentrated on talking 
about war and the risk of  war. The male journalist was clearly expecting a war to 
happen, possibly around or before the Sochi Olympic games, which were still in 
the future at the time of  the interviews. The female interviewee admitted that the 
risk of  war was imminent in the Caucasus, but she was very outspoken in her own 
unwillingness to cover it. 
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I understand that this can happen, and I don’t want this, I don’t want to see and 
film it. You know that […] What are the most conspicuous shots? Most conspic-
uous shots—well that is blood, death, crying, tears… I don’t want to see it or film 
it. But of  course, if  there shall be no escape, I will simply […] I will be among 
these people, because at war, there are no journalists, no philologists or other people. 
There are people, and each one of  them… and any of  them can end up being a 
target of  a bullet or a shell. That’s it. And journalists can be among these people. 
Doctors will be saving people and journalists will… film it. (Interview, GF01, 
Tbilisi, October 2011)

In this quote, as in many other times during these interviews, both journalists want-
ed to underline the importance of  ordinary people as the sources of  interviews. 
The male journalist said that video material shot by ordinary people was used in 
news due to travel restrictions to North Caucasus. The journalists were, on the one 
hand, very supportive of  the Saakashvili government; on the other they felt that the 
ordinary people’s viewpoint is important. Both journalists underlined the faults of  
Russia. 

The male journalist was more cynical than his female colleague about the role 
of  journalists in warfare. He did not think that the audiences trust media in the 
post-Soviet space. He also thought that the scope of  journalism is relatively narrow. 

Journalism is a thing that will always be oppressed. Even if  we do something 
really positive about the separatist authorities it will be oppressed by, if  not them, 
then Russian authorities, Russian military. Someone will always be against 
what we do; this is why it will be hard to reach this […] After all, media in the 
consciousness of  the post-Soviet societies is not seen as a source of  free information. 
Here in the Caucasus and Russia media is always seen as a propaganda weapon 
first of  all, independent of  what media it is. So this is a problem for the post-So-
viet space. Yes, maybe in Europe media is seen as a source of  free information but 
here people, even unconsciously, do not believe in it. (Interview; GM02, Tbilisi, 
October 2011)

Robert Parsons, the editor-in-chief  of  PIK, felt that he had been able to build a TV 
station that was balanced and fair. During my second meeting with him in October 
2011, he admitted that the station was running out of  funding. According to him, 
if  PIK would ease to exist, it would become ‘another Georgian TV’, meaning one 
where the journalists would have to choose between opposition or government. 
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The content of  the interview concentrated around the political changes and the 
fact that the attempt to establish fair and balanced television in Georgia was about 
to fail. 

The two Georgian journalists I interviewed in 2011 who were not affiliated with 
PIK had different views on nationalism and on the political system of  Georgia. A 
former TV journalist, documentary maker and leader of  his own studio underlined 
the problem of  Georgian patriotism and nationalism. They were much more wor-
ried of  the chauvinist, exclusive Georgian patriotism that existed in the country. 
 

It was exactly the Georgian patriotism in Abkhazia that divided the people onto 
Abkhaz and Georgians, that led to theatres, universities and football teams being 
divided into Abkhaz and Georgians. The initiative came, unfortunately, from 
Georgia; there was a need to show the Abkhaz how weak they were. (Interview, 
GM03, Tbilisi, October 2011)

The interviewee, however, did not blame television for this. He did not remember 
any anti-Abkhaz propaganda in Georgian television at the time, but in general he 
felt that the TV was very nationalistic back in the years of  the first conflict. 

Today television is less nationalistic than it was back then, but I am sure there 
is nationalism. However, now there are programmes that talk about integration 
and the fact that there are other nationalities in Georgia, and they make news in 
minority language, which of  course transforms the situation for the better… How-
ever, for instance, those politicians who want to enter the parliament can easily use 
nationalistic discourse. (Interview, GM03, Tbilisi, October 2011)

This interviewee did not separate nationalism and patriotism as concepts but found 
them intertwined and very similar.
 

The young generation of  politicians understands the importance of  integration. For 
them patriotism is not a number one thing, thus they are being called cosmopolites 
and the followers of  George Soros, who are not patriots. That patriotism and 
nationalism is our tragedy. Often when I show my films, I tell journalists that if  
you report the conflicts to other people, you have to get rid of  your own nationalism. 
(Interview, ibid)
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Even this journalist, despite his long career in filmmaking, journalism and peace-
building, said that when the war broke out in 2008, he felt hope at the start. 

During the 2008 war—I must confess—in the beginning I too took it seriously, 
thinking that maybe the war would bring along results when the peaceful solutions 
all failed […] Maybe my thoughts were the result of  the traumas of  the early 
1990s. It became clear almost right away that war leads to no good results. (In-
terview, GM03, Tbilisi, October 2011)

The young journalist I talked to shared his older colleagues’ view about the patriot-
ism in media—the same that the journalists at PIK did not see as a problem.

Yes, it is our problem. Patriotism in journalism. Maybe not in my generation but 
the old generation that are popular journalists. The opinion of  these people is 
very popular among the masses. It is a big problem. I won’t be talking about the 
1990s, I was little and I don’t know anything. (Interview, GM04, Tbilisi, 
October 2011)

The young journalist worked part-time as a history teacher in school. He explained 
how the historical narratives were still going strong: the narrative of  Georgia as a 
great country and defender of  the ‘civilised space’ from its east border from barbar-
ians, which exists in scholarly and public discussions (Dundua, Karaia & Abashidze 
2017, 223), was available to the youth. This included talks about Abkhazia as an 
integral part of  Georgia. 

Interviewee: Yes of  course. The great country.
SN: Why is this? Is it meant for the people not to think of  the problems?
Interviewee: Journalists themselves believe in this. They think, they seriously believe 
that there was a great country and there will be a great country.
SN: Despite the geopolitical realities?
Interviewee: Yes. Even my generation likes to post on Facebook that ’Abkhazia 
is ours’. Honestly, they do not think of  the Abkhaz. They think that this piece 
of  land was ’taken’ by evil Russians. And if  you ask them whether they could 
actually live with the Abkhaz… I don’t think they have an answer for this. They 
just want this piece of  land. (Interview, GM04, Tbilisi, October 2011)

This young journalist was genuinely worried about the future of  Georgian journal-
ism, but he told me he wanted to remain in the profession.
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Interviewee: I want to be a journalist in Georgia.
SN: You want to change things?
Interviewee: Yes, otherwise nothing will change. I want. It’s early to say but I don’t 
want my children to be in a situation like me.
SN: What situation?
Interviewee: Myths. Myths about the great Georgia, religious myths. And… great 
in territorial terms, the specialness of  Georgia: the first country in the world, the 
first country in the Caucasus… terrible. All the countries have pluses and minus-
es, Europe has problems, but they have changed them: Georgia, France, all have 
changed. (Interview, ibid)

This experience by the young journalist/history teacher was an example of  some 
of  the main contextualising trends framing the way Georgian history is represented. 
There is a strong nostalgy towards those years when Georgia stretched wider in 
the Caucasus territories. This period is often called the ‘golden age’ and it refers in 
practice to the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. These frames were repeated in my 
interviews in 2011. Integration to Western structure was emphasised more strongly 
in my next interviews. 
 

7.2.1. Interviews in Georgia in 2016 and 2018

The first interviews in 2011 demonstrated that there are differences in the way 
people saw the situation in Georgia. The journalists hired by and working for PIK 
seemed to believe that a certain amount of  nationalism is justified and understanda-
ble for Georgia. Those interviewees who had been working in conflict zones seemed 
more sceptical. PIK seems to have been hiring journalists who were supportive of  
Georgia and first and foremost president Saakashvili. This situation changed rapidly 
as Saakashvili gave up his presidency in 2013. This shows the problem of  contem-
porary Georgian journalism: despite the relatively high levels of  press freedom, the 
actual possibilities for journalists to do their work depend on the politics. 

At the time I took the second and third sets of  interviews, the country had wit-
nessed substantial changes in Georgian politics as well as media landscapes. PIK 
had been closed down and billionaire-turned-president Bidzina Ivanisvhili had es-
tablished his own channel, which had itself  even been closed down. 

Remarkably, the 2008 war was further away and felt less concrete to Georgians. 
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All my interviewees, with the exception of  an editor-in-chief  who became a media 
scholar work (or have worked) in major TV stations Rustavi 2 or Georgian Pub-
lic Service Broadcasting (PSB). One interviewee was the director of  PSB in Ajara, 
Western Georgia, and she was proud of  the reforms in television.

First of  all, when I came to this position, 80 percent of  the content consisted of  
technical content meaning films, music, foreign series and only 20 percent was our 
own programmes. Now the percentage of  technical content is only 40 percent and 
60 percent is our original productions. We have three daily programmes and we 
are also trying to make programmes for all of  Georgia; we broadcasted for all 
Georgia, it is a national channel where one can find talk shows, a lot of  political 
programmes. (Interview; GF10, Batumi, July 2018)

There is also a change in the patriotic talk of  journalists within this time. The 
change was analysed by one of  my interviewees. In her opinion, the ‘outburst of  
patriotism’ that happened right after the war in 2008–2009 was short-lived and this 
is not only a good thing for Georgia. 

Yes, definitely there was an outburst, a strong one, but then it just all ended, unfor-
givably quickly, it went somewhere, like water absorbs into sand. 
SN: You said it was unforgivably quick. Why unforgivably?
Interviewee: Because there are things that can repeat tomorrow. They are very se-
rious to the nation […] they threaten the unity. Not just the unity of  the citizens, 
but the statehood, the state security. People should not forget so quickly. The discus-
sions should continue. (Interview, GF09, Tbilisi, July 2018)

Interestingly, despite the fact that this journalist was hoping for understanding of  
patriotism and the risks to the ‘existence’ of  Georgia faced, she also had strong 
opinions about the role of  religion and the overall conservative tendencies of  con-
temporary Georgia. 

They propagate religion as a part, not as a factor but as a part of  national identi-
ty. To be a Christian—to be a Georgian. So this is the picture. (Interview, ibid)

Table 8 presents the thematic patterns identified by the author in interviews in 
Georgia in 2016 and 2018. They are the same as in 2011 with one additional theme 
called ‘conservative Georgian patriotism’. This patriotism reflects the change in so-
ciety and in the way patriotism is seen and discussed. Conservative political forc-
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es entered the stage in Georgia after 2011, adding a discourse of  internal division 
around patriotism. 
 
 

Table 8: Thematic patterns in Georgia 2016 and 2018 

7.2.2. ‘European orientation’ as the leading theme

All my interviewees in 2016 and 2018 shared the prominent ideology in Georgia—
that Georgia is a part of  ‘Europe’. This is reflected in journalism, especially regard-
ing public service: the PSB has a legal obligation to promote European integration 
of  Georgia. One interviewee explained it by saying that this is the ‘objective way’ to 
cover Georgia.

Supporting the pro-European cause is objective. The majority of  people see it like 
this, so we reflect what people want. (Interview, GF05, September 2016)

The interviewee underlines that at the PSB the ‘main approach is pro-society’. By 
this the journalist meant pro-European integration. 
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I try to incorporate it (pro-European integration) into my television programmes: 
pro- European integration; visa liberalisation; we did hundreds of  pieces about 
this. (Interview, ibid)

This thematic pattern included the ideas of  Georgia having become freer. 

A young journalist whom I interviewed in 2016 stated that PSB has reformed itself: 

If  you asked me this question in 2011, I would have answered differently. PSB 
was really puppet television. (Interview, GF05, September 2016)

She also underlined that even though there still are problems in the technical side of  
the TV, there is more freedom than there was before. 

One journalist said that promoting liberal values is important; so is aiming at being 
like the television in the West. 

To be oriented—for Georgian television—to liberal values, to try to cover like for 
instance BBC or CCN—CNN is also not very biased but anyway it’s American 
TV—to always cover checked information and what the major topic is—always 
avoid Russian propaganda. (Interview, GF06, Tbilisi, May 2018)

The editor-in-chief  of  Public Service Broadcasting in Ajara underlined the legal 
obligations that the state-funded public broadcaster has. 

The law says that one of  the priorities of  public service television is that we have 
to support these aspirations to the EU and EU-NATO—integration of  the 
country […] the general priorities and one of  them is supporting human rights, 
LGTB rights and minorities and so on and one of  the decisive priorities is to 
support and to encourage society to take the pro-European steps in Georgia. This 
is the red line. Especially about the EU and NATO aspirations of  Georgia.
SN: And you don’t think this is controversial to objectivity?
GF10: I don’t think one needs a gun in one’s hand in order to fight propaganda. 
If  you are objective, if  you do not have sympathies to political groups, and you do 
your work it does not mean that you are in a controversial position vis-á-vis the 
principles and ideas of  journalism. It is part of  the worldview in Georgia with 
the public service, I don’t think it has to do with objectivity, it is a choice—you are 
either with propaganda or against it. (Interview, GF10, Batumi, July 2018)
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This quote underlines the commonplace approach in Georgia, especially for jour-
nalists working for public service, where ‘objectivity’ means ‘Western orientation’ 
which, for its part, automatically means fighting propaganda. However, this unques-
tioned support of  the ‘West’ did not always go without criticism. As said by a for-
mer editor-in-chief  who had now become a media scholar:

There are myths-nightmares and myths-ideals. Nightmares have to do with Russia 
and ideals have to do with the European Union. Without contexts, without prag-
matic explanations. […] Practical politics does not know how these concepts work 
in the everyday politics. […] Like when the communists said: ‘Everything will be 
well’. But how—nobody knew. (Interview, GF09, Tbilisi, July 2018)

Georgia’s relationship with the West is a complex one and is intertwined with the 
country’s relationship with Russia, the old ‘Other’. 

7.2.3. Listening to the rural people—intimate patriotism

‘Intimate patriotism’ is a theme I identified clearly in my interviews in Russia. It was 
present in Georgia as well. 

Love of  the motherland. Pride over the homeland. Readiness to give something very 
valuable for her. This is patriotism. It means loving one’s country. It means finding 
one’s motherland important. It can be an intimate feeling, love of  the motherland. 
But a love of  the state can also be practical: one can have a homeland without a 
state. (Interview, GF09, Tbilisi, July 2018)

The components of  intimate patriotism came up in my interviews in 2016 and 2018, 
too, and quite similarly as in 2011, when it was expressed as willingness to help their 
people, with interviewees feeling that the people also needed and deserved to be 
helped. The head of  the Georgian PSB in Ajara explained this as following the 
practice that the TV station has of  going to the villages, talking to people and telling 
them about the benefits of  European integration. 

It is a special programme called ’One Day in a Village’. Earlier the main empha-
sis of  this programme was on folklore: the author would tape old songs, old myths 
and legends… but now we are trying to not just show the ethnographic, folkloristic 
things but talk about Eurointegration, social-political questions in order to show 
what these people think about politics, so that the people would watch themselves on 
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TV, them and also the people in neighbouring villages, show their thoughts to the 
people in other villages. So, the focus has changed: it used to be only cultural-an-
thropological, now it is also social-political. (Interview, GF10, Batumi, July)

This approach to people in the villages is interesting, even slightly paternalistic. On 
the one hand the public service needs to educate the people about their past and 
Georgian myths and legends. At the same time, it is also the task of  the journalists 
to help people understand what is good for them. A young journalist from Public 
Service, interviewed in 2016, also mentioned people living in rural areas:

In the regions it (television journalism) is really very important... Right now, it is 
very important to really cover the pre-election programmes and politicians, and their 
views, to just help them to make an informed choice. (Interview, GF05, PSB, 
September 2016) 

In 2016, there were parliamentary elections in Georgia and the young journalist was 
clearly worried about people’s ability to make the right choices. This was also the 
way she wanted to do her work.

 For me patriotism is doing my job here. (Interview, ibid)

This journalist said that it is not always easy to cover the situation near the admin-
istrative boundary line49. People are willing to take Russian passports just to make 
free movement possible for themselves. 

One interviewee said that when one starts to think that one’s country is the best, 
the situation turns into nationalism, which is a negative thing. For her, a true patriot 
recognises his/her own mistakes. Interestingly, for her this meant something similar 
to what Russians mean in the way of  speaking that I call intimate patriotism: taking 
care of  the environment and civic responsibilities. 

It sounds maybe a little bit surrealistic but if  you have noticed, a Georgian citizen 
with a good career and good education can throw bottle or something from his pock-
et in the street. First of  all, this is a lack of  duty and responsibility of  citizens. 
How to say it—citizen’s responsibility. We did not develop democratic institutions 
as much as we should have. (Interview, GF06, May 22, 2018)

49 ‘Administrative boundary line’ is the name often used internationally for the boundary line between the 
de facto independent South Ossetia and Georgia proper.



208

This was directly reminiscent of  some of  the interviews I conducted in Russia, for 
instance with RM08 and RM01. They both felt like there is underdeveloped civil 
responsibility and neither ordinary people nor civil servants seem to know or care 
what this takes.

A female journalist interviewed in Tbilisi in 2018 also felt that the older generation 
is more patriotic than the younger one. The generation that had lived in the Soviet 
Union was more patriotic, ‘because the Soviet Union stole their motherland’. Con-
cepts of  liberalism, patriotism, conservatism and nationalism came up during the 
interview: both as antagonists and as parallels to each other. The ‘patriotic groups’ 
in Georgia are, according to her, often very conservative and promote traditional 
family values. 

(Patriotism is) not only negative, but unfortunately young people are also quite 
patriotic. (There are) those that can realise that patriotism is not nationalism. But 
the young generation, for example those guys who are also oriented to struggle with 
gays and who are against gays and they call them anti-liberals. Those guys are not 
patriots, they are pseudo-patriots and they are fascists. Several members of  these 
groups are not hiding, they say that they are fascists, ‘ultranationalists’ they call 
themselves. (Interview, GF06, Tbilisi, May 2018)

The word ‘patriotism’ seemed sometimes difficult for Georgian journalists. As the 
first quote (GF11) demonstrates, the word has positive connotations too, but due to 
the history where patriotism has been mixed with aggressive nationalistic feelings, 
journalists were cautious about it. The term seemed to carry some Soviet burden, 
especially for younger people. 

At the same time, similar concerns were expressed both in 2011 and 2016–2018 
about the way young people are sometimes attracted by ultra-nationalistic move-
ments that lean on the ideas of  Georgia’s great past. 
 

7.2.4. ‘We need go fight Russian propaganda’—Infowar patriotism

Georgia considers twenty percent of  its territory occupied by Russia 50 so the main 
threat to the existence of  the country still comes from Russia. The fight against 
Russian disinformation and also Russian soft power is taken seriously. While several 
Georgian television stations do not retranslate any news that comes from Russian 
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TV stations, Russia Today in particular has been declared an unsuitable partner by 
many Georgian TV companies. 

We are always of  the view that enemy is enemy. The main thing is the effort to 
cover issues in a way that underlines that we should start the conversation between 
Georgians and Ossetians. (Interview, GF05, September 2016)

Despite the effort of  both governments, and to a certain extent the television stations, 
there still is nostalgy towards the Soviet Union among Georgians. This feeling is uti-
lised in the information operations by Russia and noted in many of  my interviews. 

The people of  the Soviet generation have an emotional tie to Russia. They used to 
fly to Moscow, the ticket would cost 27 roubles, they have an emotional connection 
to Russia, they think we could have a sweet life together (with Russia). They want, 
they remember how life was in the Soviet Union. They want all that back and the 
basis for Russian propaganda is very fruitful here among these people. (Interview, 
GF10, Batumi, July 2018)

Members of  the younger generation do not remember the Soviet Union and have 
no ties to the country. For them, the fact that some Georgians still promote friend-
ship with Russia is a strange thing.

I do not romanticise the relationship. I am too young to remember times spent 
in Moscow, how Georgian and Russian singers were sharing the stages—I hear 
people telling this. I don’t remember it. I do not really believe in the potential of  
friendship; we will never be friends. (Interview, GF05, September 2016) 

This view was not black and white. The journalist explained how she had worked 
as a fixer for a famous TV journalist employed by one of  the large television net-
works in the US. The experience was strange. The young journalist working with 
the American had to disappoint her colleague, who arrived in the country with a 
ready hypothesis of  a potential Russian occupation: 

50 I use the term ‘consider’ because Abkhazia and South Ossetia have declared themselves independ-
ent and Russia has recognised them. However, both statelets still rely heavily on funding from Russian 
sources, use Russian as their main language and the Russian rouble as their currency and the people hold 
Russian passports because Abkhaz and South Ossetian passports are not internationally recognised travel 
documents.



210

He came here with a title ‘Russians are coming to Georgia’ and he wanted to find 
sources that would support this hypothesis. I did not work like that. He was very 
upset. (Interview, ibid)

A journalist working for Rustavi2, interviewed in 2016, underlined that he is able 
to distinguish the government and the ordinary people. He believed that the reason 
why Russian people think a certain way is television, and the fact that people live in 
an informational vacuum. The journalist underlined that he was very young during 
the Soviet era, but felt like the attitude towards journalists stems from the Soviet 
Union.
 

Russians do not know the real price of  freedom. They cannot feel it […] there are 
many people that know the price of  freedom […] I have interviewed Lyudmila 
Alekseyeva 51, I was looking at what kind of  an attitude police had to this over 
70-year-old woman […] there are still people that think the fight is worthwhile. 
(Interview, GM07, September 2016)

To him, Georgia was an antidote to Russia, the ‘Other’. One of  his arguments was 
that the situation of  freedom of  speech is better in Georgia, although there have 
been cases where the independent media outlets were harassed by businessmen and 
the government. The interviewee underlined that the Abkhaz should understand 
that with Russia they lose their own identity; only Georgia will let them be as they 
want to be. 

With Georgia the door to Europe is open. It is the choice between Russian dicta-
torship or the European approach. (Interview, ibid)

The thematic patterns I identified showed that the information warfare had changed 
and somewhat intensified between 2011 and 2018. While in 2011 many of  the in-
terviews exposed a certain fear and grief  for Georgia, the issue related much more 
to the territorial integrity and the need for Abkhazia and South Ossetia to remain a 
part of  Georgia. The director of  the PSB in Ajara felt that the disinformation also 
works, calling it ‘sweet poison’.

51 Lyudmila Alekseyeva (1927–2018) was a prominent Russian historian, human rights activist, Soviet-era 
dissident and critic of  President Putin.
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A lot of  disinformation, a lot of  Russian propaganda, a lot of  statements from 
people who are associated with Russian politics. This information works as sweet 
poison on the people. There is a lot of  discussion about this in media and social 
networks. (Interview, GF10, Batumi, 2018)

Journalists do admit that some narratives of  Russian propaganda work and do ap-
peal to the people. One element is Soviet nostalgy and the other relates to things 
such as anti-gay rhetoric, which also finds its audience. One interviewee called the 
populist, prejudiced and anti-gay programming a ‘virus’.

When one TV show is reporting and the major theme is for example pseudopatri-
otism and homophobia... another TV show wants to do the same. 
SN: And audiences like it?
Unfortunately, audiences like it and it’s always linked with a high rating of  the 
TV show. (Interview, GF06, Tbilisi, May, 2018)

The television in Georgia is very politized; thus, people tend to choose the channels 
that fit their worldviews. 

The attitude towards Russia was different depending on the age of  the interviewee. 
Another interviewee from PSB, with a person who had grown up in the Soviet Un-
ion, was more moderately minded towards Russia.

We know that Russia is an occupant; I think the whole context is the creeping 
occupation. We are always of  the view that an enemy is an enemy… I am very 
conscious about my country being occupied. (Interview, GF05, Tbilisi, Sep-
tember 2016)

The problem with covering Russia for Georgian journalists and media outlets is the 
fact that Georgians practically cannot get an accreditation to work there. As a result, 
the coverage of  Russia is based on second-hand sources and there are little personal 
connections between especially younger-generation Georgians and Russian journalists. 

We cover Russia as a foreign country. We don’t have a correspondent there… our 
journalists should know more about Russia… they know what they see in the 
news: Putin said this and the opposition answered that. The political history of  
Russia is not very well known here. (Interview, GF08, September 2016)
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This journalist found the enemy perception of  Russia problematic. 

Enemy, yes… but it does not mean—well I am a citizen of  Georgia—as a citi-
zen I think this is a country that occupied a part of  my country—in this way yes, 
an enemy. But as a journalist I should understand the reasons and consequences 
and ways out, different opinions and so on. We should know more. (Interview, 
ibid)

The day of  one of  my interviews, 27 September, 2016, was the 23rd anniversary of  
the fall of  Sukhum/i and the end of  the war in Abkhazia. The interviewed journal-
ist was an IDP herself, having had to flee her home as a young adult. She said that it 
was her generation that saw the war in Abkhazia, and the Civil War, and that there 
are ‘few good connotations with the relations with Russia’. 

I do have friends in Russia and politics is one thing and human relations are 
another… Still, there are emotional obstacles. (Interview, GF08, September 
2016)

TV channel ‘Ob’jektivi’ appeared several times in my data in 2016 and 2018. It is as-
sumed to support a pro-Russian agenda, thus finding its audience using the nostalgy 
towards the Soviet Union and people’s memories of  peaceful coexistence. 

I spent all my holidays, all summer in different parts of  Georgia: and everybody 
was watching this ’Ob’jektivi’. It was strange: brainwashing. They are trying to 
say ‘We can never win the war with Russia; what we need to do is to regulate our 
relations with Russia’. People in the regions want to hear this. Less in Tbilisi. 
Regulating the relations: talk to Russia. They want to talk to Russia. (Inter-
view, GF05, Tbilisi, September 2016) 

This demonstrates the existing confusion with regards to Russia, which seems to be 
present in both politics and journalism. There is a need for dialogue and unwilling-
ness to engage in it, and both realities exist at the same time: the deep psychological 
need for reconciliation and the bitterness and grief  for lost territories and memo-
ries related to them. 
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7.2.5. Conservative Georgian patriotism

The TV station ‘Ob’jektivi’ runs an agenda that is also present in contemporary 
Georgian politics. In fact, the term ‘patriotism’ is currently strongly associated with 
the political party called ‘Georgian Patriotic Alliance’. The Party is chaired by Irma 
Inashvili, a former TV journalist. According to the party website, she covered the 
conflicts in Abhazia and South Ossetia and received many prizes for her documen-
taries until becoming active in politics, opposing the ‘dictatorial regime of  Mikheil 
Saakashvili’ (Patriots.ge 2018). However, the party is often depicted as being rad-
ically right-wing (Civil.ge 2018) and pro-Russian. It also opposes Georgia’s mem-
bership in NATO and underlines Georgian traditional values as well as the need 
for closer ties between Russian and Georgian Orthodox churches (Antidze 2016). 
Partly because of  this party, established in 2012, the concept of  patriotism felt un-
comfortable for some of  my interviewees. One of  them described the political line 
of  the Patriotic Alliance as being something that is ‘masked Russian propaganda 
that leans on the nationalistic values of  the nineteenth century’. One even described 
it as being something in between xenophobia and nationalism. 

Patriotism… here in Georgia some politicians have xenophobic thoughts… they 
can think that Turkey is an enemy, similar as Russia… but objectivity for us 
means supporting the pro-European line because this is what people want. So we 
follow what people want. (Interview, GF05, Tbilisi, September 2016) 

The TV station ‘Ob’jektivi’, as well as some other smaller TV channels such as 
‘Maestro’, were said to be funded by Russia and supported by Patriotic Alliance; 
however, there is no definitive proof  of  that. The channel seemed more like a soft 
power tool, working on the sentiments that people have. 

It is a mix of  this pro-Russian sentiment with religion. It is hidden power. With 
‘Ob’jektivi’ it is all clear. It is not clear with Maestro…. We felt some kind of  
a Russian power in Maestro. Very popular […] Maestro 52 is broadcasting only 
Russian soap operas—why? […] There are strange things, like [saying] ‘only the 
Russian translation of  French books is good’—the same with films: people have 
problems with Russian dubbing of  foreign TV series […] Maestro is dubbing it 
in Georgian. (Interview, GF05, Tbilisi, September 2016)

52 ‘Maestro’ is a small cable TV station broadcasting mostly in Tbilisi.



214

Some journalists were of  the opinion that this was a thing of  the past. Zviad Gam-
sahurdia-era nationalism seemed distant. However, these ways of  talking about 
Georgia are being repeated in the broadcasting of  ‘Ob’jektivi’ and in some other 
places. 

At the (Gamsakhurdia time), all Soviet Georgians knew that the history of  this 
state is relatively long. And these radical views could be felt. Now we know that 
integration does not mean turning your backs on someone. I think we are more 
tolerant now. Unlike in Europe. (Interview, GF05, 2016) 

What is interesting here is the view of  the interviewee that Georgians are more 
tolerant than Europeans. The journalist did not specify what she meant by this. I in-
terpret this as the very common view on European integration that Georgians have 
and that is also reflected in writings about integration. The book Georgia’s European 
Way commissioned by the Office of  the State Minister of  Georgia on European and 
Euro-Atlantic Integration, which I quote multiple times in this thesis, puts it well: 

Europe itself  is going through an identity crisis, but our book is about Georgias’ 
European Dream, not of  European domestic nightmares. (ibid, 8) 

There was a clear difference in the content of  interviews between 2011 and 2016–
2018 regarding this conservative ‘Georgian’ type of  patriotism. In 2011 people did 
not mention Patriotic Alliance or patriotic tendencies on television at the time at all. 
The problems of  the recent war were still on the surface and there seemed to be 
more internal cohesion in the country in terms of  seeing Russia as solely the enemy. 
One interviewee felt that the turning point was 17 May, 2013, when riots broke out 
during the day against homophobia. The following year, the Georgian Orthodox 
Church had, in fact, declared the very same day the ‘day of  family strength and re-
spect for parents’ (Agenda.ge 2014).

[Conservative patriotism] against homophobia became popular in 2013. We have 
a law prohibiting discrimination passed by the Parliament in 2014, but there are 
homophobic groups that are quite active and they have pseudopatriotic and pseu-
doreligious motivations in their struggle against gays and homosexuality. 
(Interview, GF06, Tbilisi, May 2018)

The interviewee mentioned that the homophobic views are at least indirectly sup-
ported by groups close to the Orthodox Church. The church was not discussed 



215

much in the interviews. One other interviewee did mention it when talking about 
conservative patriotism:

The Patriarch and church have a big effect. On patriotism […] some politicians 
do have xenophobic views. Patriotic Alliance politicians think that Turkey is an 
enemy, that the Osman empire fought against us and Turkey is a similar enemy 
as Russia. People, or other politicians do not think like this. (Interview, GF08, 
Tbilisi, September 2016)

She also explained that the (Patriotic Alliance) party had sent an advertisement to 
PSB that included anti-Turkish content. The rules of  the PSB prohibit showing 
prejudiced content, so the advertisement needed to be changed before it could be 
broadcasted. PSB has a policy of  not airing the most visible homophobic groups, 
unlike other TV stations. 

They say that they broadcast their stories to show how dangerous they are. We 
don’t do even that. (Interview, GF06, Tbilisi, September 2018)

This interviewee was the only one who was directly critical of  the Georgian Ortho-
dox Church. This could be due to the fact that I did not ask questions about the 
Church per se, thus the others refrained from commenting the issue of  Church. 

…we are secular only in constitution. The influence of  the church is really big. 
I think we should decrease the influence of  the church. I am Christian but I am 
secular and I think the Georgian Orthodox Church—how to say it—is a little 
headquarters of  KGB. Not all but mostly, about 80 percent [of  people], are 
pro-Russian and antil-liberal. (Interview, ibid) 

Here the interviewee interestingly considered someone ‘pro-Russian’ as automati-
cally being ‘anti-liberal’, whereas in Russia the journalists saw that there were liberals 
too, and a line was drawn between ‘liberals’ and ‘patriots’. This interviewee also 
used the term ‘pseudo-patriots’, meaning the people that used patriotic rhetoric to 
oppose, for example, homosexuality.

Another interviewee felt that the way nationalism and patriotism have been inter-
twined in Georgia is view that is historically determined. She formulated the devel-
opments as being a part of  the development of  Georgia in general. 
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Patriotism as a value system, as an axiological system can be analysed very clearly 
starting from 1988—being a Georgian meant much more than just the ethnic 
sense of  belonging to a nation or some agglomeration. It was another form of  
collective identity, because when journalists and the representatives of  intelligentsia 
wrote their media products, created, they turned to the reader as to a Georgian, 
as a carrier of  ‘Georgianness’ as the national identity and non-Georgians were 
not counted as ‘Georgians’. There was naturally no hatred towards other people 
or hate speech in the classical sense but there was a paradigm of  a guest and a 
host. Georgian is the host and others are just people who have arrived, enjoyed this 
hospitality of  Georgians and are now answering with ungratefulness. This was the 
main connotative goal. (Interview, GF09, Tbilisi, July 2018)

In addition to this, according to the interviewee, patriotism became mutually ex-
clusive. Georgian patriotism excluded other nationalities. The journalist called the 
war in Abkhazia a ‘brother-killing war’ and underlined that the media followed this 
narrative very well.

In talking about conservatism, the existing division between ‘patriots and liberals’ did 
come up. The head of  the Public Service Broadcasting in Ajara, Batumi put it this way:

I think this issue is much more complicated than just this division between patriots 
and liberals. Sometimes I fear these constructions such as Georgian deed, Georgian 
idea, Georgian thought, because they can be used only to oppress other people.
SN: How do you understand patriotism, what does it mean to you?
GF10: First of  all it is a part of  cosmopolitanism… For me it is a possibility for 
national identification, character and morals. Not just a possibility for self-identi-
fication but also for the identification of  other nationalities. (Interview, GF10, 
Batumi, July 2018) 

The concept of  ‘cosmopolitanism’ is interesting. It is not widely used by journalists 
and did not come up much during my conversations with journalists. The term is 
old but it was widely in use during Stalin’s times. One of  Stalin’s paranoid putsch 
campaigns was directed against ‘cosmopolitans’.

The interviewed journalist who had become a media scholar was very critical of  the 
patriotic discourse. She felt that after 2004 patriotism became marginalised, when 
other more important issues—social problems, the fight against corruption—were 
on the political agenda. 
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Patriotism was seen as something that does not belong to a civilised society. It was 
looked at as some tribal loyalty. …. No, this kind of  discourse did not exist on 
our television up until 2010, and this is when—I am sure you have talked about 
this—TV ‘Ob’jektivi’ started its broadcasts. (Interview, GF09, Tbilisi, July 
2018) 

Regarding viewership of  TV, the interviewee noted that since the society—and tel-
evision—is very divided, people pick and choose the channels that fit their views. 
This interviewee believed strongly that Georgia is undergoing transition, or an ex-
ceptional period of  time that shall be taken over by a new generation that will fight 
the politization of  the media, also via establishing their own media outlets. Accord-
ing to her, work in the media was born as an elite profession, and the appearance of  
a business-oriented ‘liberal media’ has caused confusion among the public. 

[…] the society still looks at media as if  it is a source of  serious information, and 
(media) is not giving any serious information. It does not work. It is, I guess, char-
acteristic of  a transition period. […] our media system depends on our political 
system and this is what we witness right now. (Interview, ibid) 

For this interviewee, patriotism simply means love of  the motherland, pride over it 
and readiness to give something very valuable for it. 

Patriotism does not mean harming others. Patriotism is the good side of  nation-
alism. I look at nationalism also neutrally, as learning about a nation, a study 
about a nation, about belonging to a nation, as a concept that is a counterweight 
to imperialism. Patriotism is a good thing, a positive thing. (Interview, GF09, 
Tbilisi, July 2018)

7.3. Inside the ‘sistema’: Conclusions of the interviews with Russian and 
Georgian journalists

The journalists’ attitude and understanding of  patriotism in Russia and Georgia 
carry both differences and similarities.

In Russia, the journalists clearly understand the expectation that the state has put 
upon them, and they aim at manoeuvring each in their different ways. My interview 
data demonstrates differences between generations of  Russian journalists: those al-
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ready at pension age, with long experience within Soviet journalism, felt like they 
were freer to do their job since they experienced less pressure to make money than 
the others did. At the same time the older journalists had strong ‘intimate patriotic’ 
feelings, and they clearly felt that there is a civic responsibility component in jour-
nalism. One interviewee even thought that there is substantial unused potential for 
patriotism in the media. These journalists were also outspokenly worried about the 
state of  freedom of  speech in Russia. 

Younger and middle-aged journalists were more negative towards journalism and 
its opportunities than the older ones. This could be called cynical or realistic. It in-
cluded journalists admitting that journalism is controlled but noting that this is the 
case everywhere else, too. Another notable difference was between those journalists 
who disclosed their names and those who I interviewed anonymously. Anonymous-
ly interviewed ones were more open about the way things work. There is no direct 
censorship in Russian media, but people know how things work, and there is always 
a choice to go and work elsewhere if  the way the state-owned television work is 
not satisfactory. Joshua Yaffa writes, after spending years in Russia and talking to 
numerous people in Russian television and around it, that 

I became convinced that the most edifying, and important, player for journalistic 
study in Russia is not Putin, but those people whose habits, inclinations and inter-
nal moral calculations elevated Putin to his Kremlin throne and who now perform 
the small, daily work that, in aggregate, keeps him there. (Yaffa 2020, 24)

The system of  Russian governance is sometimes called sistema (‘the system’). Siste-
ma means power networks, unwritten rules, double standards, multiple moralities 
and forms of  self-deception that are required in current governance to function. 
According to a famous scholar on informal networks in Russia, Alena V. Ledeneva, 
sistema is an open secret in Russia that has a powerful grip on the society. Sistema is 
a personalised bureaucracy of  sorts: in it leadership is a ‘combination of  official 
hierarchical contexts and unofficial power networks that are often seamlessly inte-
grated’ (Ledeneva 2013, 1).

There is little academic research on the way sistema works inside an organisation—
those willing to talk about it are usually those who have fallen out of  it—and liter-
ally none on the way it works inside TV, but I assume the laws of  the sistema apply 
to the journalists as well. A journalist can be a true patriot who cares for his/her 
country—a person who cares for the well-being of  Russians, respects the culture 
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and wants things to be well for Russia, but television journalism has its own struc-
tures, rules and standards that serve the sistema more than the public good. Some 
of  the journalists I talked to had deliberately moved from news to ‘social issues’ or 
to other types of  programmes in order not to follow the official narratives on the 
news. Russian authorities dislike any non-conformism in media and the journalists 
understand this dynamic very well. To quote an interview with an anonymous em-
ployee of  Russian state TV:

There’s a feeling that we do not fight for our rights. Our Western colleagues 
are probably wondering why we tolerate that and continue to work under such 
conditions. It would be very curious to imagine our foreign colleagues in our shoes. 
I don’t think many of  them would become heroes or fighters for the rights and 
freedom of  speech at the risk of  losing a job, an apartment or social guarantees. 
(Anderson Rask, Kireeva, Brönnström & Rode Jensen 2020, 13) 

Is there a sistema in Georgia, then? Structurally and economically speaking, the 
answer is yes. The sistema differs from the Russian one in the sense that there is 
no single vertical hierarchy of  power, since the television channels are part of  the 
political battle. There are traces of  sistema, however. In Georgia, the institution of  
‘thieves-in-law’ (‘kanonieri kurdebi’ in Georgian or ‘vory v zakone’ in Russian) was 
an integral part of  life in the late 1980s and 1990s, thanks to the Soviet-era shadow 
economy and lack of  effective law enforcement (Eurasianet.org 2014). 

Although this system is officially gone thanks to president Shaakashvili-era crack-
down on it, there is a continuing tradition of  politics, criminal authorities and for-
mer warlords, clan interests and acquaintances playing a role in the organisation of  
society. High poverty and unemployment as well as the large prison population of  
Georgia still keep the risk of  organised crime relatively high. Georgian oligarchs, as 
Russian ones, most often made their fortunes via murky privatisation deals during 
the 1990s chaos, and the ownership structures of  television are opaque and com-
plicated. It is possible and even likely that shady businesspeople have their say in 
Georgian television.

Currently, as demonstrated by my two sets of  interviews, there are two external cir-
cumstances that affect the work of  TV journalists: heavy politization of  television 
due to the ownership structures on the one hand, and the unresolved conflict on 
the other. Both can be traced back to the Soviet Union, and further, the dark days 
of  thieves-in-law in organised business and society. 
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Definitions and understandings of  patriotism are also dependent on this. The ap-
pearance of  the ‘patriotic alliance’ and its entrance on the stage of  journalism and 
politics has had an effect on the way journalists understand patriotism. The years 
after the 2008 conflict meant the birth of  new television stations, including PIK, 
and the discussions on patriotism were more about nationalism and chauvinism. 
After the appearance of  the Alliance, the discussions have been more about who is 
entitled to define patriotism and for whom, and about the definitions of  patriotism 
and nationalism. 

As I wrote in Chapter Two, I understand patriotism as an activity. The three categories  
of  patriotic activity, civic, bureaucratic and cultural-symbolic appeared in my inter-
view data. Civic patriotism and intimate patriotism mean similar things. Journalists 
in both Georgia and Russia want to help and be useful in the symbolic reproduction 
of  patriotism: one journalist is involved in finding bodies lost at war; another one 
wants to enlighten poor people living in villages about the benefits of  Georgia’s Eu-
ropean integration. A third one considers civic patriotism as simply doing one’s job. 
Bureaucratic patriotism was also well understood. For Russian journalists, it was 
both a cause of  confusion and embarrassment—the flag-waving and big budgets 
for patriotic education were questioned by some of  my interviewees—but at the 
same time it was understood. The militaristic approach to patriotism was needed 
because of  Russia’s history of  war. In Georgia, the bureaucratic forms of  patriot-
ism are intertwined with cultural-symbolic ones, and the Orthodox Church, with 
its complicated and manyfold relationship with politics, plays an important role in 
keeping Georgian patriotism alive. This form of  conservative patriotism is at its 
worst harmful, since it undermines human rights and people’s freedom to choose. 
Here, especially in its attitude towards family values and sexuality, patriotism enters 
the sphere of  biopolitics similarly as did the Soviet rule.

Vamik Volkan’s theories of  large group identities and chosen traumas and glories 
were also visible in my data. Volkan writes how he found, in working with dialogue 
projects, where the participants represented different sides of  a conflict, how the 
participants wore ‘two layers or garments’. One layer was the individual identity, 
and the other was the canvas of  large group identity. These layers are worn every 
day and hardly noticed in normal circumstances, but in times of  collective stress 
they are activated and the large group identity becomes more important (Volkan 
2001, 83–84). Clearly, in interviews conducted in Georgia shortly after the 2008 
war, as well as in interviews in Russia, the large group identity was activated, es-
pecially in conversations with the most visible journalists (RM07 and RM08) of  
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Rossiya 1/VGTRK. Further, another interviewee called Russian journalists ‘fight-
ers at the front of  ideologies’. Russia is involved in many protracted conflicts and 
its foreign policy orientation underlines external threats: thus, the journalists feel, 
instinctively or not, that the motherland is in danger. In the case of  Georgia, there 
was a clear difference between the journalists working for PIK, that is, a propagan-
distic attempt to counterweight Russia Today, and those working for other stations. 
The situation also changed drastically between 2011 and 2016/2018. The attention 
of  the journalists was less on threats—although the enemy image of  Russia remains 
strong—and more on the bright future offered by integration to NATO and the 
European Union. 

Another important term by Volkan is transgenerational transmission of  trauma. This the-
matic pattern appeared especially in my interviews with Russian journalists. Although 
the narratives of  the Second World War do not yet count as transgenerational—af-
ter all, first-hand witnesses of  the war do still exist—other wars stretching far back 
in history are memorialised and used as examples of  destiny of  Russia. In Georgia, 
this process is very much ongoing. People who existed together for decades, even 
centuries, have turned into bitter enemies on the bases of  what they perceive as their 
group’s threatened identity (Volkan 2001, 80). The narrative of  trauma and suffering 
moves from generation to generation, from individual to group and back. 

Journalists from both countries understood patriotism and liberalism as opposite 
concepts. One could also find certain discourses of  transition: the civic responsi-
bilities of  both citizens and journalists were seen as underdeveloped and this partly 
explains why the rigid state ideologies can find breeding ground. 

Earlier in this work I questioned whether collective feelings of  trauma and injustice 
have affected the collective consciousness and subsequently institutions such as the 
media. My data show that the familiar narratives of  uniqueness of  Russia/Georgia, 
of  external threats and of  historical trajectories of  suffering and injustice exist and 
circulate in media. They are expressed as people remember past wars, and they are 
repeated as journalists interpret patriotism. 

Patriotism is a concept that has a position in the discursive battlefields in Russia and 
Georgia. It invokes pride and shame, touching upon the chosen traumas and glories 
of  nations. It evokes the Soviet past but is reinterpreted, reformulated and re-un-
derstood in the interaction between the ways the state communicates it, the media 
interprets and covers it and finally the ways ordinary people analyse it.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  
‘WILY MAN MANOEUVRING PARADOXES’ 
—LESSONS LEARNT ON PATRIOTISM  
AND JOURNALISM 

This chapter summarises my findings about patriotism and television journal-
ism during my years-long journey. It introduces some concepts that I have yet to 
introduce in the work such as that of  a ‘wily man’ and of  cynicism as ‘the truth of  
servants’, keeping in mind that the truth behind the many compromises all journal-
ists make in their work is more complicated than just choosing a ‘cynical’ or ‘wily’ 
position.

I raise these new concepts at the end for two reasons: firstly, when discussing free-
dom of  speech, especially in Russia, the discussion tends to be rigid and black-
and-white. Of  course, the press freedom situation is difficult, but journalists have 
different mechanisms to deal with it: some of  them are ‘wily’, some of  them disil-
lusioned, some of  them less so. I would be surprised to hear that all the journalists 
in the so-called West remain completely devoted to the journalistic ideals of  free 
speech and impartiality. Why would Georgia and Russia be any different? Secondly, 
the aim is to draw conclusions about the ways multiple changes in the media envi-
ronment have affected the way journalists see and feel about their work. 

8.1. Overview of the main results 

This research has been about patriotism in TV journalism in Russia and Georgia. I 
believe that patriotism has a strong position in societies, where there is a—perceived 
or real—internal or external threat. I started by looking for definitions of  patriot-
ism: I argue that patriotism is a practice. I identified patriotism as either a civic prac-
tice, meaning the everyday expressions and patriotic deeds by people; bureaucratic 
practice, where the state creates structures around patriotism such as celebrations 
of  official holidays and programmes of  patriotic education; and cultural-symbol-
ic practice in which language, culture, religion and collective myths and memories 
meet.
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My research question of  how journalists in Russian and Georgian TV stations 
understand and interpret patriotism and the subquestions reflected the dynamic 
between journalists’ position as a citizen on the one hand, and on the other the 
(assumed) need to be a patriot that comes from the state. I was investigating the 
meanings journalists give to the concept of  patriot, and the way the audiences par-
ticipate (or do not) in constructing patriotism during certain events.

I found out that there are numerous thematic patterns around patriotism that jour-
nalists utilise. The journalists understood the term as militaristic and as one that can 
be looked at from the framework of  the ongoing information wars, but they also 
saw it from a personal perspective, where love of  the motherland is best demon-
strated via helping other people. For journalists this is possible in their everyday 
work, in covering problems in people’s lives that need to be solved. In some cases, 
this extends further: one of  my interviewees spent his free time looking for bodies 
of  the soldiers of  the Second World War. For him, this was patriotism in action. It 
is worth noting that journalists in both Russia and Georgia also wanted to distance 
themselves from the rigid, militaristic and—in the case of  Georgia—religious inter-
pretations of  the term. 

In order to widen the scope of  the study, I also examined discussions on the social me-
dia platforms of  television stations during ‘patriotic days’ such as 9 May and the tenth 
anniversary of  the Five-day War. I wanted to know whether the audiences reproduce 
the patriotic sentiments, or whether they reinterpret the narratives in their own ways. 

My social media data demonstrated that during patriotic events, such as 9 May in Russia, 
the television stations’ social media accounts provide a platform for collective joy and 
mourning and for demonstrations of  collective traumas and glories. In a way, especially 
in the case of  Russia, this could be expected: the state is traditionally heavily involved 
in the media industry (Vartanova 2015, 139) and in creating media policy, the latter un-
derstood widely as something that includes both the regulating legislation and the vision 
of  the role of  the media within society (Chandler & Munday 2016). The social media 
discussions during 9 May are a continuation of  the parade online and the expected be-
haviour of  the governed during 9 May is one that suits the needs of  the regime.

The other moment I examined in this study, the anniversary of  the Five-day War 
between Russia and Georgia in 2008, carried a different set of  meanings. The Five-
day War turned a page in the relations with Russia and the West in the sense that 
Russia wanted to show that it is ‘back’ and ready to defend its backyard (Cohen & 
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Hamilton 2009, 13–14, Donovan 2009, 6–7). I am inclined to see the war similarly 
as Col Harjeet Singh (2016, 153), as a product of  the type of  regimes Russia and 
Georgia have. Russia did not only demonstrate its great power status but also ad-
vanced its geostrategic interests. For Georgia, it was both a failure of  nationalistic, 
militaristic domestic politics but also the failure of  the Western nations, especially 
the US, to use its strategic power to prevent the outbreak of  the war (ibid). 

Therefore, against this background, remembering the fact that the conflict in South 
Ossetia remains unresolved, the conversations around the anniversary of  the Five-
day War were loaded with military rhetoric, and in the case of  Georgia, with internal 
politics. The event did not attract as much attention in Russia as it did in Georgia. 
In Russia, the TV stations chose to utilise the chosen traumas and glories of  the 
world by commemorating the suffering of  South Ossetia, and people would take 
part in this joint mourning. In Georgia the discussions were much more heated, 
even aggressive: the narrative of  the great, yet suffering, Georgia was mixed with 
looking for (politicians) to blame. 

The two sets of  data demonstrated that indeed both journalists and citizens have 
their own ways of  behaving and interpreting patriotism. During patriotic events, so-
cial media users enter the official narrative of  mourning, loss and collective trauma; 
however, there is a very personal, deep undertone in the way the discussions move, 
reflecting the respective societies and the position of  television in them. In Georgia, 
where television is very politized, social media users enter heated political debates, 
whereas in Russia the users of  the social media platforms use it to celebrate the 
important day and to watch the parades. The two sets of  data, the social media con-
tent and the interviews, revealed that patriotic ideas exist and circulate within the 
media system, but they are heavily dependent on the context and the experiences of  
individual users. For example, in the case of  social media, some of  the activity was 
clearly what one can call trolling.   

8.2. Reflections about patriotic pressure

This research took several years. It happened in a period when the Five-day War was 
followed by the takeover of  Crimea by the Russian Federation in 2014, and when 
the relationship between Russia and the European Union considerably deteriorated. 

At the same time, political leaders such as Donald Trump, Victor Orbán and 
Jarosław Kaczynski rose to power. For journalism this has meant a decrease in free-
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dom of  speech and deeper divisions in society and journalism as an integral part 
of  it. An interesting fact is that Vladimir Putin has gained influence among Euro-
pean populist parties that aim at weakening the liberal democratic order. Political 
movements and leaders sympathetic to Putin include the anti-immigrant Northern 
League and populist Five Star Movement in Italy, far-right Freedom Party in Austria 
and Hungary’s Orbàn, to mention a few (Loftus & Kanet 2019, 58). The dichotomy 
between liberalism and its opposites, be it patriotism as in Georgia or conservatism 
as in European countries, is a phenomenon that exists outside the post-Soviet world 
as well. 

Heikki Luostarinen (2002, 41) wrote almost twenty years ago about three beliefs in 
the modern ideas of  journalism. The first belief  is that the Western democracies 
are open and decentralised, and thanks to their pluralist nature they are resilient to 
all kinds of  disinformation. Secondly, there is a belief  that journalism is an inde-
pendent knowledge-producing institution that works according to professional and 
ethical principles specific to the profession. The third belief  is that the means of  
reception by the audience are heterogenous, unpredictable and sceptical. Luostarin-
en’s text is about propaganda, and he argues that there is a quiet symbiosis between 
journalism and PR, and that the makers of  the propaganda just need to know the 
rules of  the medium. 

At the time of  this writing, it seems like these beliefs are losing ground. For in-
stance, discussion about ‘liberal bias’ in the American media has been ongoing for 
decades (Anderson 2005, Lee 2005, Domke, Watts, Shah & Fan 1999) and similar 
doubts about the legitimacy of  mainstream media can be found everywhere. Every-
one has their own truth. 

In order to reflect the main discoveries during this long journey, I would like to re-
turn to the beginning, where I asked about the ‘patriotic pressure’ journalists might 
feel. I found out that there are two main sources of  this pressure: the perception 
of  (threatened) national security, in the case of  Georgia best reflected by the ‘pro-
West aspirations’ that form the leading official narrative, and the level of  chosen 
traumas and glories that leads to group and—through that—individual psychology. 
The autonomy of  the journalists is affected by these factors even outside the issues 
of  ownership and pressure on journalists towards adekvatnost (a term addressed in 
Chapter Four). My questions were not about direct pressures towards journalists 
and only one of  my interviewees confessed that there was one case of  direct inter-
ference in his work. In other cases, the journalists seem to implicitly know how to 
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work. When examining the contents of  the social media accounts, many commen-
tators, especially on Russian TV stations’ social media accounts during a certain day, 
also seemed to ‘know’ how to behave: Victory Day is there for congratulations and 
mourning. A viewer criticising the event was breaking the rules of  adekvatnost.’ 

One observation I made during the research process had to do with the fact that 
the political events have an effect on what journalists think, at least in the context 
of  a dynamic and somewhat chaotic country such as Georgia. In Russia, the power 
hierarchy is cemented and despite the occasional protests and the remarkable loss 
of  United Russia in the 2019 local elections (Shkliarov 2019), no serious shifts in 
the political power balance of  the country have been observed so far. This also 
means that those media outlets that are funded or otherwise close to the state, such 
as television, do support the status quo. The ways journalists manoeuvre in this en-
vironment vary, and in order to interrogate this I present the concept of  the ‘wily 
man’ at the end of  this chapter. 

 

Figure 3: Patriotism, media and chosen traumas and glories
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In Chapter Five I showed how patriotic ideas move and circulate between political 
thoughts and ideologies, media systems, audiences and individual journalists. Based 
on my empirical results, I have added to Figure 3 the layer of  chosen traumas and 
glories of  the collective consciousness in order to show the results of  my research. 
The narratives that are present in the societies—in the case of  Georgia, stories of  
heroes and suffering and in Russia the story of  endless external threats and sacri-
fices—are part of  the collective definitions and differentiations of  people as repre-
sentatives of  certain groups. However, as Vamik Volkan writes (2014, 27), this large 
group identity is never identical with individual psychology. It would not be fair to 
say, for instance, that all people understand the elements of  large group psychology 
in the same way. As my data demonstrated, some interviewees were critical of  the 
Russian narrative of  being threatened from outside, and some Georgian journalists 
were willing to problematise the overarching ideology of  belonging to the imagined 
‘West’. 

In every case, the collective, often unspoken and unanalysed components of  nation-
hood and the narratives of  patriotism exist in our everyday life even if  we do not 
think about them. It is through this overarching, often subconscious understand-
ing of  ‘we-ness’ that journalists make sense of  their everyday existence. There is a 
strong component of  emotional attachment to one’s attitude towards the homeland. 

In the case of  Georgia, this story underlines how the country has been occupied, 
intruded on and taken over, its untouchability grossly violated. The narrative is 
intertwined with the story of  the certain backwardness of  Georgia. The most fa-
mous nineteenth-century poet in the country, Ilia Chavchavadze, was instrumen-
tal in constructing a narrative where Georgia’s survival in the face of  countless 
invasions is combined with the weaknesses Georgians have. Georgians are brave, 
courageous people that tend to face misfortune and fail. This chosen trauma is 
as fatalistic as the Russian narrative about endless tragedies and threats. The lan-
guage of  trauma is prevalent in contemporary Russia and it resonated strongly 
in my interviews and in the social media discussions in 2018. Sergei Oushak-
ine (2009, 261) writes that for the informants of  his own ethnographic research, 
trauma meant a ‘desire to go beyond objective reasoning in order to transform 
the transitional experience into something very tangible: be it theoretical frame-
works, leaflets or war songs’. 

I argue that patriotism, while carrying many meanings that depend on the individual,  
does give people an understandable framework to touch upon the collective, cho-
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sen trauma and glory. State military patriotism, with its rigid expressions and pro-
grammes of  patriotic education; intimate patriotism, with people’s active participa-
tion in making things better for Russians; and even the information war, with its 
own rules and narratives, are all part of  the great exercise of  dealing with chosen 
traumas and glories. 

Oushakine (ibid, 114, 261) notes, too, that for many Russians, the experience of  
trauma is not just on the level of  collective consciousness, but is concrete and real. 
The collapse of  the Soviet Union was followed by subsequent personal and na-
tional humiliations, continuous economic uncertainty and constant wars within and 
near the borders of  Russia, all creating a traumatised nation. A narrative where the 
sacrifice is part of  everyday life can be a comforting one. It also creates a sense of  
heroism. In Georgia, the trauma comes even closer: every citizen of  Georgia knows 
someone directly affected by one of  the post-1989 wars. Living in today’s Georgia 
brings along a myriad of  narratives: that of  survival despite the lost territories and 
ongoing poverty; that of  weakness (as elaborated by Chavchavadze) since the of-
ficial aims of  integration to Western structures seem to slide further and further 
away; and that of  past greatness, of  a place in history where Georgians belong. The 
story of  heroism, the chosen glory of  the past and the future that brings promise 
of  prosperity, and, first and foremost, reuniting the lands, is still present. The dis-
course of  democratic, Western-oriented, sympathetic and heroic Georgia is a domi-
nant one, and it is intertwined with stories of  Russia as the ‘Other’ and the constant 
threat of  another Russian military intervention. 

For Georgia, Russia is, at the same time, for some political circles, an attractive 
option for cooperation. The term ‘patriotism’ has, as written several times in this 
thesis, been hijacked by an allegedly pro-Russian political party, making it difficult 
especially for younger and progressively minded journalists to elaborate how they 
understand and feel about patriotism. Patriotism became a term that is more easily 
defined by describing what one does not want to relate to: opposition to progres-
sive values, homosexuality, non-traditional families and secularism. 

Consequently, there is a state-led interest for patriotism. The state wants to monop-
olise patriotism, using the chosen traumas and glories, organising patriotic events 
and maintaining the narratives of  external threats, heroism and sacrifice. In both 
Russia and Georgia, there are numerous celebrations on the calendar: from Victory 
Day to Army Day to the numerous religious holidays remembering heroic Ortho-
dox Christian heroes. In short, the state and the collective consciousness are the 
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two all-encompassing entities that maintain state patriotism. The state through its 
structures and institutions, and group psychology at the level of  people’s minds. 

Both Georgians and Russians live in a society where the large-group identities have 
been threatened by identity-based warfare. In Russia, the most visible demonstration 
of  this took place in the two wars of  Chechnya, which are usually not analysed in 
the framework of  an identity conflict, but in the context of  securitisation of  Russia, 
where Putin’s start as a political leader came along with his powerful talks about the 
Chechen terrorist threat that became a driving force in Russian politics (Wilhelmsen 
2017, 70). Interestingly, even in my interviews, RM08, a visible foreign correspond-
ent from Rossia 1/VGTRK, named international terrorism as one of  main threats 
to Russia. In Georgia, the breakaway wars of  South Ossetia and Abkhazia were the 
ones in which these ethnic groups, previously politically subordinated to the Geor-
gian Soviet Socialist Republic, have been taking part in a heavy state-building exer-
cise. There the chosen trauma, the story of  Georgian oppression, even ‘genocide’ 53 

continue to thrive as the main component of  the political discourse. 

One component of  patriotism is language. It did not arise as a separate issue, but in 
both countries the promotion of  the national language is a key component of  iden-
tity. Despite the fact that both Georgia and Russia boast a multi-national nature, not 
mastering the lingua franca well enough—which is often the case with Georgian Az-
eris and Armenians and to a certain extent within those republics of  the Russian fed-
eration where Russian is not the most prominent language—leads to social and po-
litical exclusion. The thematic patterns around patriotism I identified in my research 
show that they often follow chosen historical narratives, or glories, and are exclusively 
‘Georgian’ or ‘Russian.’ Ancient kings of  Georgia, or the stories of  Russians suffering 
at the hand of  multiple intruders, are all mononational and monolinguistic stories. 

Nationalism and patriotism are sister terms and I have examined both in this study. 
Benedict Anderson’s classic (2006) work on imagined communities was one of  my 
important frameworks: for him, nations are imagined, because ‘no representative of  
a nation can ever know the other representatives’ (ibid, 6). Anderson is relevant for 
journalism studies because he argues that it was the birth of  so-called print capital-
ism that largely contributed to the birth of  modern nationalism(s) (ibid 37–38, 44). 

53  There are at least two claims of  Georgian genocide: that of  1918–1920 and one after 2008. During the 
latter, both sides committed war crimes but claims of  genocide have been declared unfounded (
https://www.hrw.org/report/2009/01/23/flames/humanitarian-law-violations-and-civilian-victims-con-
flict-over-south).
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I would add that for modern totalitarianism(s), television has been a crucial mass 
medium. The way the power of  classic linear television has been ruptured after the 
birth of  the Internet, social media and the mass hybridisation of  media systems is 
another important question. However, in this work I still demonstrate that televi-
sion is part of  the imagined community of  Russians and Georgians, both in terms 
of  concrete viewership and their role in creating the social imaginaries. 

Here I move to another important theory, that of  modern social imaginaries by 
Charles Taylor. For Taylor, imaginaries are 

the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how 
things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally 
met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations. 
(Taylor 2004, 25) 

According to Taylor, there were ‘mutations’ along the way of  the development of  
societies that helped in creating this imaginary. The first mutation contributed to the 
birth of  the modern-day market economy as a mode of  organisation of  the society. 
The second mutation related to political organisation and the third with sovereignty 
(Taylor 2004, 101, 109). To him, these ‘mutations’ have invented people as a new col-
lective agency. By this he means both the order structured by politics, but also things 
interlinked within it such as civil society and economy. At the same time there are 
dimensions of  social life that remain untransformed, such as family (ibid 143–144). 

This is where we reach some understandings of  patriotism that, in both Georgia 
and Russia, relate to family life. In both countries, ideas of  ‘traditional values’ are 
promoted by certain political and religious leaders. For them, ‘liberal’ values, most 
visibly expressed in the acceptance of  homosexuality and same-sex marriages, are 
signs of  decay and the collapse of  a certain moral order. In its extreme forms, same-
sex marriages have been claimed to lead to the drastic drop in birth rates in Western 
countries (the same happening in Georgia and Russia has not been explained by the 
spread of  homosexuality). The Soviet Union was a master in othering the imagined 
‘West’. This othering is not over, but it has taken different forms. Whereas in the 
Soviet propaganda the Soviet Union was home of  equality, justice and friendship of  
nations, now Russia—and Georgia in its conservative circles—are there to preserve 
traditional values such as the heterosexual nuclear family and church. 
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I think of  both Taylor’s and Anderson’s work similarly, as does Ronald Grigor Suny, 
an important scholar of  the Caucasus. In the preface of  his book The Making of  the 
Georgian Nation he writes that 

in order to understand why the discourse of  the nation may have appeared in the 
work of  early intellectuals, the material, social, cultural and political transforma-
tions of  the nineteenth and twentieth centuries created an environment in which 
nationalism gained unexpected power. (Suny 1994, xi)  

In other words, nationalism, and its sister concept patriotism with its often ritual-
istic, yet intimate expressions, were born as a result of  the modernisation of  socie-
ties, and later have evolved—and keep evolving—together with the social imaginar-
ies we exist within. 

8.3. Wily men? A few words about ways to cope 

If  there is patriotic pressure from the state, there needs to be counterpressure—or 
at least ways to manoeuvre. This brings me back to the concept of  the ‘wily man’ 
that I use in the headline of  this chapter. ‘Wily man’ is a concept invented by Yuri 
Levada, the founder of  Levada, the best-known opinion polling and social research 
centre in Russia. It was Levada that come up with the idea of  Homo Sovieticus: a 
species that came into being as a result of  the Soviet Union’s grand and terrible so-
cial experiment. In short, a Soviet person was one who did not respect or trust the 
system, but did find their place within it. As written by Joshua Yaffa: a Soviet person 
was ‘at once resourceful and passive, untrusting and indifferent’ understanding very 
well that it was easier—and ultimately more profitable—to play one’s own game 
within the system (Yaffa 2020, 6). 

However, in Levada’s essay about the wily man, the writer comes up with a new per-
son, following the Homo Sovieticus, a person that was ready to be deceived by the 
system but still needed it. The wily man is one who not only tolerates deception, but 
is willing to be deceived, and even ‘requires self-deception for the sake of  his own 
self-preservation’. For Levada, this was a particularly clever and resourceful creature 
(Yaffa 2020, 10):

He adapts to social reality, looking for oversights and gaps in the ruling system, 
looking to use the ‘rules of  the game’ for his own interest, but at the same time—
and no less important—he is constantly trying to circumvent those same rules.



232

In short, as argued by Yaffa, the wily man is the compromise between the carica-
tured figures of  the Soviet citizen, of  the happy and satisfied one propagated by 
the Soviets, and the unhappy person, oppressed and deep-down hostile towards the 
government as was shown in Western propaganda. The truth was neither, argued 
Levada: most people were neither ‘Stalin’s nor Solzhenitzyns’ (ibid, 11).

Are Russian, or Georgian, journalists therefore wily people? For Joshua Yaffa, Rus-
sians clearly are. He managed to work within the First Channel, talking to numerous 
journalists there including Konstantin Ernst, long-time head of  the channel. Ernst 
depicted in Yaffa’s best-selling book is a wily man per excellence. A smart and ambi-
tious man capable of  pursuing his goals in the framework of  a controlled television 
system: able to stretch the limits of  control, yet intuitively knowing which bounda-
ries cannot be crossed. 

My data did show that indeed there is wiliness in the way Russian television journal-
ists do their work. There were visible compromises, as I heard awkward confessions 
about the sometimes-unpleasant rules of  the game that one has to follow.

It would, though, be a gross understatement to call my interviewees only ‘wily’. 
Maybe the wily approach is one among many: there is a true willingness to do ones’ 
work as best as one can, there was nostalgy towards the more idealistic Soviet jour-
nalism, there was genuine irritation about the way Russia is being reported in the 
West and there was understanding of  one’s own power and sense of  obligation to 
serve the public.

There were less wily men and women among my interviewees in Georgia. The two 
sets of  data I had from two different periods of  time showed, on the other hand, 
that the survival of  the Georgian statehood, solidarity to Georgia and Georgianness 
are perceived as a journalistic duty, but there was less or no service to the ‘state’ as 
a political structure. The question that often comes up when one talks about pat-
riotism, asked several times in the pages of  this work, is whether one can love the 
‘country’ but not love the ‘state’. In Georgia, there was less love for and solidarity 
with the ‘state’ as a political structure. The reason could be that, unlike in Russia, 
there clearly is no cemented leadership: every election in Georgia means the start of  
a new intensive fight for power. 

My first interviews particularly, conducted inside PIK TV just three years after the 
2008 war against Russia, demonstrated that the ‘special nature of  Georgia’ was im-
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portant for the young journalists. They were even reluctant to admit that there was 
any nationalism—unlike their colleagues from other media who I interviewed the 
same year. 
 
In general, the term ‘patriotism’ had a difficult undertone to it among mainstream, 
younger journalists in Georgia. For them it was either ‘doing their job’ or speaking 
more militaristically in their attitude towards Russia. 

In terms of  the early stages of  Georgian post-Soviet independence, the term pat-
riotism is associated with the chauvinistic nationalism of  Zviad Gamsakhurdia, the 
first president. In Vamik Volkan’s terms, Gamsakhurdia was the master of  chosen 
glories. It was him that brought back the discourse of  the great history of  Georgia, 
somewhat oppressed during the Soviet years, constructing a system that excluded 
other nationalities from Georgianness, leading to wars and destruction. 

My interviews in 2016 and 2018 can be called somewhat more future-oriented. The 
journalists I interviewed talked about the ‘European orientation of  Georgia’, which 
is not just the overarching political direction taken by Georgia, but also the discur-
sive battlefield with Russia. The connotations and multiple meanings given to ‘Eu-
rope’ and the ‘West’ are crystallised in Georgia, where the orientation towards the 
European Union and NATO are written in both the constitution and the internal 
documentation of  public service television. At the same time, the message by Rus-
sia and its relationship with Europe seemed more complicated. 

For Georgia, Islam has historically been considered as the Other; however, in new-
ly independent Georgia it is Russia and the Soviet occupation that are depicted as 
the main Other. At the same time, the Orthodox Church and religion, similarly as 
in Russia, is presented as a root component of  Georgianness. This is used heavily 
in Russian propaganda towards Georgia and the information operations run in the 
country. The two main components of  the Russian ‘infowar’ in Georgia are nos-
talgy towards the Soviet Union and the ‘better life’ at the time, and the Orthodox 
Church.

It is also clear that in the course of  this work, within the years that passed between 
the interviews in 2011 and 2016–2018, the situation between Russia and Western 
Europe became more tense and this was reflected in the way journalists spoke about 
their situation. My interviewees working for the state-funded Public Service TV of  
Georgia were outspoken about the way they counter this propaganda in their work.
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In the title of  this last chapter, I refer to ‘manoeuvring paradoxes’. By this I mean 
the way journalists had to deal with controversial expectations and changing social 
realities. On the other hand, they understood that there is an expectation by the 
‘state’ or ‘nation’ to work in a certain way: for Georgians this means writing in a 
positive light about the ‘West’ and the orientation of  Georgia towards it—again 
some of  the conservative outlets were doing exactly the opposite: for Russians this 
means knowing how to do the work without compromising the national interest. 

In parallel with this there is what I have in this work called intimate patriotism: 
the personal, very sensitive attitude towards one’s own country. This could mean 
concrete deeds done for the surrounding environment, work with looking for bod-
ies of  those deceased in wars and so forth. Love of  the motherland is first and 
foremost a personal feeling that is materialised in the little things one does for it. 
This describes very well the attitude that Russians—the wily people—have had with 
the state: horizontal solidarity combined with vertical mistrust. These feelings were 
strong also in Georgia. Georgian journalists had a strong feeling that they needed to 
‘help’; not just tell the truth but do concrete things for people.

I have underlined in this work that the fact that both countries are descendants of  
the Soviet Union remains important. The idea of  journalists ‘helping’ to reach jus-
tice and good governance stems from the Soviet Union. Natalia Roudakova (2009, 
415) found in her research that those journalists who had started their career in the 
Soviet Union still followed Lenin’s ideas, in a way seeing themselves as the ‘moral 
leg of  the Soviet state’. Lenin had written that the press is the organ that is involved 
in the criticism and self-criticism of  the system; this led to a system where the jour-
nalists were expected to be involved in solving people’s everyday problems. In my 
data, interestingly, the young journalists interviewed in Georgia back in 2011 had 
this attitude to their job and to people. Young journalists from PIK talked about 
going to the villages and helping people solve their problems there, and the im-
portance of  talking to people on the phone, helping them cope with their everyday 
problems from lack of  irrigation water to corruption. 

Another thing I thought about intensely during my work related to the cynicism of  
the journalists. There was a notable difference between Russians and Georgians. 
Among my Russian interviewees there were several who had a cynical attitude to-
wards the work. One of  them said that a journalist can only be free if  their money 
comes from somewhere other than journalism (see Chapter Seven). Another one 
said that ‘if  one takes this work seriously, one can go crazy’.
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This kind of  cynicism could be analysed in the way Sloterdijk (1987, 143) has, call-
ing it ‘the bitter cynicism of  the oppressed’ or the ‘truth or servants, meaning suspi-
cious attitude to those in power’. However, the journalists I interviewed clearly un-
derstood the size of  their audiences and subsequently their responsibilities. I would 
rather analyse it as Natalia Roudakova has—as ‘cynicism of  the friends of  power’, 
of  people on the inside (of  politics); of  people who in one way or another identify 
with the powerful. Following Sloterdijk, Roudakova writes how those in power ‘vi-
olate their own proclaimed ideals or simply admit that they are in the business of  
manipulating aspirations and hopes’ (Roudakova 2017, 162). 

As I asked about the careers of  Russian journalists, I found they all entered the 
profession with the best intentions, and in many ways remain so. Roudakova writes 
about a spiral of  cynicism in the 2000s, claiming that especially the entertainment 
programmes that have become very popular in Putin’s Russia, include ‘pervasive 
cynicism as their signature aesthetic’ (ibid, 180). Cynicism is one explanation; an-
other could be the same approach that arose in opinion polls (see Chapter Three): 
half  of  Russians believe that state TV channels are censored, but as many of  them 
believe that this is needed to preserve security and order. 

This work is not exclusively about the narratives of  information warfare as such, 
but the thematic patterns of  infowar was one of  the themes I identified. The clear-
est example of  this was reflected in my conversations with RM08, a journalist at 
Rossia 1/VGTRK. At the time of  our conversation the issue with the crash of  
Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17 was still under discussion and RM08 was very out-
spoken in his criticism about the issue in Western media and elsewhere.

Interestingly, as disclosed later, the topic of  the Malaysian plane was subjected to 
a major trolling campaign online. It is a known fact that the Russian government 
funds a system of  professional trolling, and as Twitter released longitudinal data 
on accounts identified as Russian trolls in 2018, the issue of  the MH17 plane crash 
came up as one with the most troll activity on Twitter in terms of  tweet count 
(Vesselkov, Finley & Vankka 2020). As I showed in Chapter 7 of  this work, all jour-
nalists interviewed agreed that information warfare happens and is engaged in by 
everyone. This does not mean that journalists were uncritical or accepting of  it. 

This thesis has attempted the juxtaposition of  Georgia and Russia—not as subjects 
of  comparison, but as two countries that have shared at least elements of  similar 
past, and that both exist in strong and surfacing situations of  chosen traumas and 
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glories. Being a patriot of  one’s homeland is healthy and understandable, but as any 
love relationship, it can turn toxic. The journalists I interviewed did not take the pa-
triotic discourse offered by the state at face value, however they did believe that oth-
ers might, quite similarly as Paul Goode (2016, 434) has shown in his research about 
patriotic sentiments about people. Patriotic feelings are intimate ones, but when and 
if  the state patriotism is univocally militaristic, it can be difficult for a professional 
journalist to manoeuvre inside the paradox.

Further, one lesson was the fact that nothing in the expressions of  patriotism were 
very new. Modernisation might have brought along ruptures in our ways of  life 
and technology keeps changing the way we perceive journalism—and truth for that 
matter—but at the level of  group psychology we often return to the same ideas. 
Many forms of  the social imaginary, such as the ritualistic nature of  celebrating reli-
gious holidays—and equally 9 May, or the way patriotism is expressed and discussed 
in television programmes or in camps of  patriotic education—are reminiscent of  
much earlier forms of  social interaction. 

8.4. Limitations of the study 

This study draws from two sets of  data: thematic interviews and social media mate-
rial. Despite the fact that I have aimed at being as transparent as possible in my ac-
quisition of  data and their analysis, some limitations remain. In finding interviewees 
in both countries, I used both official channels and personal connections. Without 
the latter, it would have been impossible to find as many interviewees as I did, and 
I did not interview anyone I knew from earlier, thus reducing possible personal bias 
or preferences. However, it is possible that I would have gotten a different set of  
people had I done everything via official channels. I interviewed people who were 
open, outspoken and critical and it is possible that had the TV channels selected my 
interviewees, they would have shown a more pro-government stance. 

There is also a question of  the safety of  my interviewees. As I explain in Chapter 
Five, the security of  my interview data is a major issue. Rossia 1/VGTRK has an 
internal guideline that prohibits journalists from talking to outsiders and two of  
my interviewees, apart from RM08 and RM07, who were completely open about 
their participation, took a conscious risk in talking to me. I contacted them after-
wards and offered to give them interview quotes to read, and an opportunity to an-
onymise my data further, but they were persistent in their trust in me and my work. 
They preferred the reader knows what they do for living and what they think of  it. 
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This is a courageous and respectable attitude, and strengthens my personal impres-
sion of  many Russian journalists as truth-loving, hard-working colleagues with high 
professional standards working in difficult conditions.

However, since my results—the way journalists speak about patriotism and frame 
it—carry similarities with other studies of  the subject (Goode 2016, Oushakine 
2009), I do believe my analysis can bear critical scrutiny. Another option would have 
been to conduct group interviews but this would have been very difficult to organ-
ise knowing the nature of  TV journalists’ work: they work in shifts and the work 
days are very busy. Hence, I believe my data do answer the very questions I asked, 
and demonstrate what patriotism means for journalists in the particular situation 
and time of  study. Similarly as opinion polls show, in times of  crisis or war, such as 
during the referendum in Crimea or start of  the war in Ukraine, people’s patriotic 
sentiments tend to increase (Levada tsentr 2017). There is no reason to expect jour-
nalists would have been any different. 

Social media data are particularly difficult to analyse and categorise due to the fast 
pace at which they move and the fact that some of  the comments were moderated. 
Again, my aim was to find patterns of  discussions during patriotic days, and my 
samples worked for that goal well enough. A more sophisticated social data analysis 
would of  course require a completely different number of  data and suitable soft-
ware to process them. 

Personal bias is another issue worth raising. I worked in two countries that are 
somewhat antagonistic to each other. Especially for younger-generation Georgian 
journalists, Russia is an enemy. There is a tendency to look at Russia as an enemy in 
Finland as well. I have been interested and very fond of  both countries and cultures 
for years and I made this clear in my work. The feelings I have towards my inform-
ants are best described as gratitude and sympathy: all of  them devoted a considera-
ble amount of  time to talking to me. I do not feel personal bias towards any of  the 
countries, even though the destiny of  Georgia with its multiple wars against Russia 
resembles that of  my own homeland. I have been lucky enough to live in peacetime 
all my life, and despite the pervasive war narratives in Finland, I have never thought 
of  war as a fault of  ordinary people, or Russians as enemies. I do agree that Geor-
gian journalists are generally freer than Russians, and this is demonstrated in statis-
tics (Reporters Without Borders 2020). It does not mean, however, that journalism 
is an easy job in Georgia either. Many journalists struggle with low salaries and 
political polarisation effects journalism. 
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8.5. Concluding remarks

This research provided interesting paths for future discovery. The reflection of  cho-
sen traumas and glories on journalism at large is an important one, as is the future 
of  television in Russia. I was privileged to be able to take a glance inside the Russian 
TV giants. A vast amount of  research has now been conducted on information 
warfare, trolls and bots. Much of  this is outsourced to poor countries and automat-
ed. Some journalists have to manoeuvre in the middle of  this flux of  information 
and disinformation and simultaneously serve their vast auditories. Why does the 
reality look so different, looking at it from another perspective?

Looking at collective traumas and glories of  Russia and Georgia, I could not bypass 
thoughts about my own country. Finnish collective traumas and glories are not dif-
ficult to uncover. The Winter War of  1939–1940 created a whole myth of  near-un-
beatable Finnish soldiers that has remained an important part of  the Finnish national 
narrative. The glory of  Winter War and the trauma related to Russia always ready and 
willing to take over this peace-loving, brave little nation is still there. 

At the same time, Finland likes to underline her special relationship with Russia. 
The willingness of  Finns to understand Russia is relatively widespread and has led 
to situations where Finland—especially in conversations inside the country—is 
blamed for Finlandization and self-censorship. The way Finland became a ‘friend’ 
of  the Soviet Union after the war was lost in 1945 has been called a ‘collective 
illness’ (Huhtinen & Rantapelkonen 2015, 374–375). I interpret this, following Va-
mik Volkan (2001), as an expression of  a chosen trauma: a way out of  the feeling 
of  an unbearable loss by turning it into a tangible exercise of  friendship with the 
enemy, of  adaptation and endurance that shall pay off  for the nation.

The issues of  suffering and sacrifice of  Finns are inevitably there, too. Ilona Kemp-
painen (2006, 221) writes in her research about Finnish soldiers who perished at war 
that the myth of  heroic soldier was underlined in writings about those who died on the 
front. The Finnish soldier was depicted as a peace-loving peasant who took a sword in-
stead of  plough not out of  his own will but out of  obligation to the homeland. At the 
same time, Finnish men were described as soldiers by nature: the very same features 
that enabled him to make a living out of  the unfertile Northern land, fighting the forc-
es of  nature, made him a great soldier who stoically stood against the Eastern threat 
(ibid). Russians, as the Other for Finns, were depicted as irrational masses driven to-
wards Finns like cattle, whereas Finns were rational, responsible individuals (ibid, 227). 
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Aiming at understanding the mechanics of  nationalism and patriotism, of  chosen 
traumas and glories and knowing and learning the history of  other groups of  peo-
ples is the only way towards dialogue and to a more peaceful world, which is the 
ultimate aim of  my work as a scholar and journalist. As I finish this research, the 
world is in the midst of  a global pandemic that will have long-lasting economic, 
political and societal consequences. The COVID-19 pandemic hit poorer popula-
tions harder—majorities in both Georgia and Russia. I have written about chosen 
traumas and glories as a part of  formation of  collective consciousness that feeds 
into the narratives that constitute nations and that are reflected in journalism, too. 
The pandemic is a new kind of  threat: truly global, uncontrollable and caused by 
the negligence of  humans, making it anything but glorious. How will the collective 
trauma that is created through this feed into the narratives about the year 2020, of  
stories of  suffering and survival?
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