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THE RESEARCH PROBLEM (CONTEXT)

“The opposition wanted to seize power via elections” 
(Author’s translation)



During the contested election for the office of Belarus’s President in 2020, Lidiya 
Ermoshina, an ally of the political incumbent, and the Chairperson of Belarus’s Central 
Election Commission, gave an interview to the state-owned newspaper. This interview 
was given shortly after Sergei Tsikhanovsky announced his intention to run for president. 
His group of supporters was collecting signatures on the public square during the 
officially permitted political event to put his name on the ballot. During this event, 
Tsikhanovski was arrested and later imprisoned, while his spouse, Svetlana 
Tsikhanovskaya, then ran in the election campaign instead, receiving unexpected public 
support.



During the interview, Ermoshina said: “The Tsikhanovsky group was striving to shatter 
the situation, used the collection of signatures directing it toward the change of power.” 
Speaking in a regular formal tone, and without any apparent self-awareness, she was 
saying that collecting signatures for an election was a threat, because this might result in a 
“change of power.” The implicit meanings and irony in this statement were not lost on 
Belarus’s politically active population. Following the interview, a meme, based upon this 
quote, went viral in Russian-language Internet segments, including Belarus, Ukraine, 
Russia, and elsewhere.



THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

•This research project aims to explore what it means when state 
officials speak like Ermoshina, and why such statements lead to such 
public responses as illustrated by the meme.

•It seems that both the quote and the meme discursively construct a 
specific web of relationships between “power,” political process, and other 
entities. 

•But what are these relationships exactly, if there are any?



Approaching politics based on the meanings found in public political discourse and 
everyday interactions about politics allows illustrating and explaining what exactly the 
officials and regular citizens in Belarus do, even if this happens unknowingly, when they 
speak in this way. This project also aims to show exactly how the relationships between 
the concept of “power” and other entities and processes are constructed in the Belarusian 
political discourse.



THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

The main intellectual problem I address in this study is how various 
political concepts, such as “power,” “sovereignty,” “state,” and related 
cultural terms, such as “people” and “country,” that are used in 
Russian-language political discourse, impact the ways people in 
former Soviet countries, such as Belarus, make sense of politics.



THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL GROUNDINGS

•This study integrates the analytic tools of Cultural Discourse 
Analysis (CuDA) and the Ethnography of Communication (EOC)

•Thus, I focus on cultural key terms found in political discourse 
and their local meanings about the kinds of people involved in 
related social and political events, and the meanings of these 
kinds of collective activities from the standpoint of the cultural 
participants

•To locate the cultural key terms about identity and forms of 
relating in local political discourse, I use the data from 
participant observation, public discussions, and media accounts 
about political topics



The analysis focuses on the ways Belarusians talk about identity and personhood both 
when involved in and when they reflect upon the public political process, thus analyzing 
meta-cultural commentary in and about the cultural practice at hand. Instead of 
approaching politics from the universal and predefined categories that describe the 
political process, I suggest looking at local meanings of politics and political process as 
found in public discourse and everyday interactions.

As a result, this approach allows one to come up with the local concept of politics and 
political process that would allow a more refined understanding of how and why the 
political process in such post-Soviet countries as Belarus works the way it does.



DATA COLLECTION (PRELIMINARY STAGE)
Participant observation:
• Period: May 2020 – February 2022
• Place: Minsk, Belarus
• Scene and settings: Electoral events, protest marches, congregations, and solidarity 

events, official state-sponsored political events in Minsk, etc.
• Data corpus: approximately 500 items of video and photo materials capturing both 

protest and official public political activities; field reflection papers (approximately 
20,000 words

Media monitoring:
• Period: May 2020 – February 2022
• Sources: Independent and state media (e.g., Zerkalo/TUT.by, KYKY.org, Pool Pervogo, SB 

Belarus Today, Sputnik Belarus, Motolko.help, CityDog)
• Public discussions of political news on Facebook and Telegram (public posts and 

comment threads in public channels and community chats)



The As the next step, we performed a more focused analysis of news and social media 
accounts to extract the most prominent themes about politics found in public 
commentary by state officials and regular citizens when they discuss political topics. For 
the media analysis, the research team has selected two online media outlets with 
comparable online audiences in Belarus that offer a more official-oriented coverage and a 
more independent-oriented coverage of the political news – Sputnik.by and Onliner.by 
(the media audiences of these editions have been compared based on Similarweb data). In 
addition, the research team collected data based on the publicly available Facebook posts 
that discussed the same political topics.

The time frame for the analysis was set between May 1st, 2020 and February 28th, 2022. 
Additionally, the research team has picked a set of 11 search terms that refer to the most 
prominent political topics of the period under study.

Within each topic, we looked for the key terms found earlier during the fieldwork stage.



PRELIMINARY RESULTS
•The initial research allowed me to come up with a set of cultural key terms 
found in the Russian-language public discourse about politics in Belarus

•The key terms are as follows:
• Власть (Vlast’) / “Power”

• Государство (Gosudarstvo) / “State”

• Страна (Strana) / “Country”

• Народ (Narod) / “People”

• Люди (Liudi) / “People”

• Суверенитет (Suverenitet) / “Sovereignty”

• Запад (Zapad) / “West”



PRELIMINARY RESULTS
•What is so special about these terms?

• It is the way these terms are used to construct meanings about politics

•More specifically, when found in public discourse, these terms become 
central at enacting and maintaining specific identities that presume the 
corresponding forms of relating, acting, feeling, and dwelling in the shared 
cultural space (in Belarus in this case)

•For example, the term “power,” when found in public discourse and 
everyday interactions presumes the following combination of meanings: 

• It refers to an ability to rule

• It refers to the ownership of the territory 

• It refers to the specific entity



Based on the research terms, a total of 1027 media articles were found for Sputnik.by, 314 
for Onliner.by, and 159 public posts for Facebook. The research team has been looking at 
titles, body, and quotes in each media article to identify whether these elements contained 
any of the key terms that have been identified during the preliminary fieldwork stage. 
Special attention during the data collection was paid to the source of discourse 
represented in both news media and Facebook. 



DATA COLLECTION (CURRENT STAGE)
• Period: May 1st, 2020 – February 28th, 2022
• Sources: Independent and state media (Onliner.by and Sputnik.by)
• Public discussions of political news on Facebook (public posts and 

comment threads)

Search terms (topics) used for data collection: 

• Sergey Tsikhanovsky, Roman Protasevich, Roman Bondarenko, Victor 
Babariko, Svetlana Tsikhanovskaya, Bruzgi (refugee crisis), 
Referendum on Constitution, Alexander Taraykovsky, Maria 
Kolesnikova, Tut.by closure, Search at BELAPAN



For this purpose, we have identified various actors whose quotes were found in media 
articles: public official, unofficial political actor, official expert, independent expert, 
regular citizen, journalist, foreign official (translated into Russian by media), foreign 
expert (translated into Russian by media), foreign official (original quote in Russian), 
foreign expert (original quote in Russian). 

For Facebook, we have selected only those posts that were authored by regular users. For 
each post, we also looked at 1st level comments, and at the 2nd level of comment replies 
(only in cases when a 1st level comment contained a key term).

The data collected suggest that the political key terms identified during the preliminary 
fieldwork appear in all parts of the media articles and Facebook posts analyzed – titles, 
article body, quotes, Facebook posts, comments to the posts, and comment replies. We 
ascribed an additional parameter to the key terms labeled as “passive” and “active” which 
allows us to see whether agency is ascribed to each of the key terms in each case. For 
example, the term “power” might be used in a “passive” form when power is deemed as a 
quality or an attribute of an entity, or in an “active” form, when power is used as actor, 
meaning that it possesses its own agency and acts on its own behalf, thus representing a 
certain group of actors instead of mere quality of those in power.



DATA COLLECTED

• Sputnik: 1027 media articles

• Onliner: 314 media articles

• Facebook: 159 posts

• Special attention during the data collection was paid to the source of 
discourse (which actor made a statement) represented in both news 
media and Facebook. 



DATA COLLECTED
We have identified various actors whose quotes were found in media 

articles: 
• Public official
• Unofficial political actor 
• Official expert 
• Independent expert 
• Regular citizen 
• Journalist
• Foreign official (translated into Russian by media) 
• Foreign expert (translated into Russian by media) 
• Foreign official (original quote in Russian) 
• Foreign expert (original quote in Russian). 



Let’s now take a closer look at an example based on the term “power.”



EXAMPLE: “POWER” AS “ACTIVE”

“When they rushed at the guys, how should have one acted? And 
you look at other countries <…> And whether you like or do not 
like the power (vlast’), today it (she) is the power (vlast’).”

Rus original: “Когда бросались на ребят, как нужно было поступить? А 
вы посмотрите другие страны <...> И как бы вам нравилась или не 
нравилась власть, она сегодня власть”



Based on the data collected so far, we see that the term “power” is used in an “active” form 
in the discourse by unofficial political actors more frequently than by official actors both 
in Sputnik and Onliner. 

While an “active” form of the term “power” is found in more than half of cases for both 
actors in both media outlets, the fact that the quotes from unofficial political actors 
contain the “active” form of the term more frequently, suggests that independent political 
figures actively serve as the means of reproduction of the existing status quo by ascribing 
agency to “power” thus themselves becoming a source of the political discourse employed 
in interactions about politics even more actively than the officials. 

A possible explanation could be that unofficial political actors use this term to refer to the 
political entity that is opposed to them, thus voluntarily or involuntarily constructing the 
antagonism between “power” as an entity and themselves. When looking at Facebook 
posts, we see how regular Belarusians attribute agency to these terms. Thus, the term 
“power” was used in an “active” form in approximately half of cases. 



EXAMPLE: “POWER” AS  “PASSIVE”

“[…] And after all, it does not bother anyone that the German 
leader has been holding on power with blue fingers for 16 years. 
Because there it is allowed, and here – not allowed…”

Rus translation: “[…] И ведь никого не смущает, что германский лидер 
вот уже 16 лет синими пальцами держится за власть. Потому что там 
так можно, а здесь - нельзя...”



These numbers are similar to what was found in the quotes by the Belarusian official 
actors in both Sputnik and Onliner, which suggests that these are Belarusian unofficial 
political actors who tend to more frequently choose an “active” form of this term over 
“passive,” when compared to Belarusian officials and regular citizens. 



KEY TERMS: AGENCY BY ACTOR

• “Power” (Vlast’) is used in an “active” form by unofficial political 
actors more frequently than by officials.

• “West” (Zapad) is used predominantly in an “active” form, but most 
cases are found in discourse by Belarusian officials, foreign 
Russian-speaking officials, and by Russian-speaking foreign experts.

• “People” (both Narod and Liudi) tend to be used in an “active” form 
by unofficial political actors and in a “passive” form by Belarusian 
officials and by foreign Russian-speaking officials.



“West”

While the term “West” is used in an “active” form in most cases reported based on both 
media outlets, it is official actors, as well as Russian officials and Russian-speaking foreign 
experts who mainly employ this key term. 

This suggests that this key term is crucial for the identity construction, because it creates 
antagonism between the official political actors, as well as their Russian counterparts and 
Russian-speaking experts on the one hand and the “West” on the other, similarly to how 
unofficial political actors construct antagonism between themselves and “power.”



“People”

There is a clear trend in the quotes by official political actors, according to which narod is 
used in a “passive” form as opposed to unofficial political actors who tend to use an 
“active” form of the political term “people.” Similarly, the term liudi, which also translates 
into English as “people,” is used in an “active” form by unofficial political actors more 
frequently than by official actors.

Thus, these data show that Belarusian officials tend to discursively deprive “people” (both 
narod and liudi) of agency by using both terms in a “passive” form, as opposed to unofficial 
political actors who tend to attribute agency to “people” by using both terms in an “active” 
form. 



“State”

When we compare between the official and unofficial political actor, we can see that the 
term “state” is used approximately twice as much by the official political actor than by an 
unofficial political actor in both media outlets. 

“Those in power”

The term “those in power” is used more frequently by unofficial actors than by the official 
actors in both media outlets.



KEY TERMS: AGENCY BY ACTOR

• Additionally, the term “State” (Gosudarstvo) is used approximately 
twice as much by the official political actor than by an unofficial 
political actor.

• The term “Those in power” (Vlsati) is used more frequently by 
unofficial actor than by the official actor in both media outlets.



SUMMING-UP

Even based on these preliminary findings, it seems that the 
Russian-language key terms discussed here may contribute to the 
understanding of political power as of something personalized rather 
than impersonal – political power in this discourse does not exist 
without an entity who uses this power, and thus power and entity 
become inseparable discursively.



SUMMING-UP

As the next step of the project, I will perform an in-depth cultural 
discourse analysis to see what kinds of meanings about politics and 
political process these key terms create when they are found in 
statements that various actors make. This should allow for a better 
understanding of how politics is constructed discursively in Belarus 
and via Russian-language political discourse in general.



THANK YOU!
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