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Evropeiskii potop: The Discourse of Apocalypse and Silence in Russian Press Coverage
on the Issue of Refugees

Johanne Berge Kalsaas

0. Introduction

In the fall and winter of 2015-2016, well over 5000 people fled across Russia’s north-western
borders into Norway."' This so-called Arctic route for refugees became one of the main topics
in Norwegian public debate, prolonging and even intensifying discourse on the refugee
issue, having dominated not only Norwegian but global news media since the tremendous
influx of migrants crossing the Mediterranean ocean in the preceding months. While the
situation in these northern hinterlands might seem only a drop in the ocean of what the
UNHCR calls “the biggest humanitarian and refugee crisis of our time [...],” referencing how
over 60 million people are considered forcibly displaced globally,” the Arctic route became
one of the core issues in Norwegian public debate, as well as a predominant theme in its
relationship with Russia.’ Against this backdrop, exploring Russian discourse on the refugee
situation of 2015-2016 is a pertinent task. The present attempt finds its theoretical and
methodological basis in the critical discourse analysis and treatment of news as discourse as
formulated by Teun A. van Dijk (1993 and 1988). Another concept vital to the study is Sergei
Oushakine’s (2000) theory of post-Soviet aphasia. The data is gathered from four newspapers,
selected to give a broad representation of Russian news discourse:* the government’s

! Finland also saw an influx of refugees across the Finnish-Russian border. However, this route saw much less
traffic than the route to Norway. For a summary of the refugee situation in the Far North, see i.a. Standish
(2016) and Hohmann and Laruelle (2016).

? See UNHCR (2016a) and UNHCR (2016b).

*To illustrate the highly intense Norwegian news discourse on the issue: Norway’s largest internet newspaper
VG named the situation in the Far North a “Norwegian-Russian asylum war.” See Seether (2015) (in Norwegian).
* The choice of the newspaper as source is motivated both by the cultural significance assigned to the written
word in Russia, the historical function of the Russian newspaper as ideological space, discussed by i.a. Ivan
Zassoursky (2004) in Media and Power in Post-Soviet Russia, as well as the role of the press in constructing the
public as formulated by i.a. Jirgen Habermas (2002) in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.
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official publication Rossiiskaia Gazeta, the tabloid Komsomolskaia Pravda, the regional
Murmanskii Vestnik, and the the critical-minded Novaia Gazeta.

The paper is organized in the following sections: First, I give a brief overview of the
study’s theoretical and methodological framework. Second, I present my research material
and questions. The main part of the article is dedicated to the data, sorted by the respective
papers. Finally, I will present my conclusions.

1. Analytical framework

The appeal of critical discourse analysis (CDA) as method in the study of public debate, is
that it establishes a link between concrete language use and the abstract notion of the public
mind. Discourse, or rather, dominant discourse, influences social cognition, i.e. socially shared
mental representations. Discursive power translates then, in keeping with CDA, to power
over the public’s perception of and attitude to current affairs (van Dijk 1993, 257). The
specific case of news also lends itself to CDA.” By using persuasive content features, i.e.
discursive strategies to enhance the likelihood of the reader accepting the news text as
truth, news discourse has unique potential power over the reader’s social cognition (van
Dijk 1988, 84-85). By uncovering the presence of discursive structures conducive to such
cognitive control in Russian news discourse on the refugee issue, we will also be able to
uncover probable predominant social cognition on the subject.

CDA concerns itself mainly with positive discourse phenomena, such as the presence of
rhetorical figures and the organization of facts within specific narratives. Meanwhile, my
biggest challenge while studying the Russian press’ representation of the refugee situation,
was the absence of any kind of discourse. This applied in particular to the case of the Arctic
route. While this issue triggered thousands of news texts in the Norwegian press, relevant
texts in the Russian material amounted to a mere handful. This discursive “black hole” can
be illuminated by the concept of post-Soviet aphasia, formulated by Serguei Oushakine
(2000).° The premise for this theory is that social change brings about discursive change,
and thus a change and expansion of the “sayable.” In this new discursive field the subject is
forced to establish a new verbal consciousness. However, according to Oushakine, in the
societal and accompanying discursive upheaval since the fall of the Soviet Union, the
semiotic development and expansion of the sayable has not been able to keep up. For the
post-Soviet subject, therefore, the “new” reality is unavailable for discourse. The result is a
state of discursive lacking, i.e. the inability to communicate, as well as a state of discursive

*“[...] the production and understanding of news are processes that are fully determined by cognitive
representations. The meaning of a news article is not objectively there in the text but rather arises from a
reconstruction by the reader, to be made explicit in terms of memory processes and representations” (van
Dijk 1988, 99).

¢ Qushakine is greatly influenced by the theories on aphasia developed by Roman Jakobson, i.e. the regression
and disintegration of individual speech. In his own conceptualization, however, aphasia signifies a collective
discursive behaviour. Another important influence is found in Nina Naumova’s (1999) and Ellen Carnaghan’s
(1996) analyses of contemporary Russia as a silent (6eamonBcTBytomas) culture, in which the social silence is
an expression of a lacking sense of belonging to society, as well as an inability to formulate opinions due to
both apathy and an information deficit.
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compensation, i.e. a regression to the symbolic forms of previous social - and discursive -
stages (Oushakine 2000, 993-95).’

2. Material and research questions

For the present study, all digitally accessible news texts involving refugees in the four
newspapers, published between April 1% 2015 and April 1% 2016, were examined. My
research questions were as follows:

What characterizes discourse on the refugee situation of 2015-16 in the Russian press?
Specifically, who says what, how, in which newspapers? Which social cognitions are conveyed
to the reader, and which of them dominate the discourse? And finally, are there any
subjects lacking representation in the discourse, as the concept of post-Soviet aphasia
might suggest?

3. Analysis

3.1 Rossiiskaia Gazeta

A common denominator in the refugee discourse of all four newspapers, is what I will refer
to as an apocalyptic rhetoric. Let us illustrate this first with some examples from Rossiiskaia
Gazeta:

EBpoIy BeayT B KYHI/IA [..] YKUTesmu eBpomencKrX CTpaH, YTO HasbiBAeTCs, «Ha
CBOell LIKype», HAYMHAIOT OLIYLIaTh TO, HACKOJIBKO 6EeCTIOMOIHON Tepes; JaBUHOM
Oe)XeHIeB, Cpefy KOTOPBIX OKa3aJMCh IPECTYIHUKMA BCeX MacTeli, OKasaJsach
TosiepanTHast EBpomna (Makarychev, 19.01.2016).°

The use of inanimate metaphors puts the concept of refugees through a semantic shift:
their signification is disentangled from the category of humans, and transferred to that of
natural disasters. The images of the wild jungle and the devastating avalanche, before which
the people of Europe are helpless, creates a strong sense of threat. The representation of
the refugees as criminals, although closer to the category of humans, does nothing to
mitigate the threatening rhetoric.

The representation of the refugee situation as a type of natural disaster has an extremely
productive subcategory - the water metaphor. An article titled Evropeiskii potop’ places the
influx of refugees within the narrative of the Great Flood:

[laMOBbI TTpopBaHbL. Buepa 6exeHIieB ObLIO AeCATKU THICSY, CETOJHS — COTHU THICSY, a
3aBTpa — ¥ MUJIJIMOHBI, BeZlb [IeJI0 UJeT K 3TOMY. BelKeHIIbI 3aI0THSAIOT eBpoIIelicKoe

’ For an updated take on the concept of post-Soviet aphasia, showing its continued relevance in the study of
modern-day Russian discourse, see Vakhtin and Firsov (2016). This study also serves as an inspiration to the
present paper.

$ “Europe is led into a jungle. Inhabitants of European countries, so to speak, are starting to feel “on their skin”
how helpless the tolerant Europe turned out to be before the avalanche of refugees, among whom there are all
sorts of criminals.” All translations from Russian are my own.

° “European deluge”
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MPOCTPAaHCTBO. K 4eMy TpuBefeT HbIHEIIHee MPAKTUYECKA HEKOHTPOIUPYEMOe
HammectBue? (Prokof’ev, 08.09.2015)."°

The refugees are transformed into a tidal wave no dams can stop. The wave hits Europe
with an ever-stronger force. The image of the unstoppable tsunami is threatening enough
in and of itself, but in the last sentence the wave is also given a hostile will. The stream of
refugees is not only an uncontrollable natural disaster, but an active invasion. The Great
Flood thus morphs into an army of enemies occupying and overtaking Europe. This
antagonistic representation of the refugees is further corroborated by the newspaper’s
lexical style, where the terms 6exener or murpanr are used intermittently with blatantly
alienating designations, such as ueserasn, gyxax and npumesnern.'' The denominations also
include far more explicitly negative wording, such as stHopenuruosuast 6om6ba, BeTHas
Madust and HeserambHbIl WTOpM — the latter once again showcasing the fertile motif of the
natural disaster."

Central to the social cognition conveyed in Rossiiskaia Gazeta, which is overwhelmingly
uniform, is the idea that the refugee issue will bring Europe to its knees, illustrated by the
following apocalyptic prophecies: [..] HeobpaTuMble MmpoOLECCHI, KOTOpPbIE MPUBEAYT K
notepe EBpomoit ee wmmentuuHoctu» (Prokofev, 08.09.2015), [..] aTo rposur mpuHU-
MAIOLIM Ge)XeHIIEB CTPaHaM MeXIOCYJaPCTBEHHBIMU 1 BHYTPEHHUMU PACKOJIAMH [...] 910
HampsbkeHre OyZeT pasphiBaTh eBpOMeEiicKure 061ecTBa» (Rossiiskaia Gazeta/TASS,
07.09.2015).” In tune with the Great Flood myth, this doom is represented as a result of
Europe’s own actions, as illustrated by an article titled Viadimir Putin nazval prichiny krizisov v
mire:"

«MBI aKTHMBHO BO3pajkajX MPOTUB TOrO, YTO IPOUCXOAUJIO, CKaxkeM, B Mpake, B
JIMBUY, B HEKOTOPBIX JPYTUX CTpaHax», - HAallOMHWJI [IyTWH. «HUKTO He ciaylnas:
HA0b0pPOT, CYNTAN, YTO MOCKBA 3aHMMAET aHTU3AMALHY0 MO3ULIMI0. A ceiivac, Koraa
BBl IMeeTe COTHU ThICAY, YK€ MUJIJIMOH OeeHIleB, Kak BBl [yMaeTe, Y HaC MO3ULUA
6bl1a aHTH3anagHast Uiy nposanagdas? (Putin in Latukhina, 11.01.2016)"

19 “The dams are breached. Yesterday, the refugees where tens of thousands, today - hundreds of thousands,

and tomorrow - millions, as that’s the way things are going. The refugees are filling up the European space.
What will this current practically uncontrollable invasion lead to?”

”

"' Respectively “refugee,” “illegal,” “stranger” and “alien.”

2 “Ethnoreligous bomb,” “coloured mafia” and “illegal storm.”

” @

13 «

Irreversible processes which will lead to Europe losing its identity,” “the countries receiving refugees are

” «

threatened by both intergovernmental and internal collapse,” “the pressure will rip the European society

apart.”

14 “Putin named the reasons for the world’s crises”

15 “_ We actively opposed what was going on in, say, Iraq, Libya, some other countries, reminded Putin. -
Nobody listened: on the contrary, they thought that Moscow had an anti-western position. And now, when
you have hundreds of thousands, even millions of refugees, what do you think, did we have an anti-western or

pro-western position?”
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Western intervention in the Middle East and Arab countries, which Russia opposed,
triggered the current crisis. Europe brought this on itself by not listening to the “voice of
reason” from Moscow. The extension of this assertion, interestingly, is the social cognition
that Russia is alleviated of any kind of responsibilities in the issue: «-Tlputok 6esxeHreB —
BHyTpeHHee fiesio EBpocorsa u ux octpasi mpobiaemar (Peskov in Latukhina, 14.09.2015)*,
or more explicitly: «- Pacxofpl mo mpreMy U pasmelleHNI0 OeXeHLeB JOMKHbI HECTU Te
CTpaHbl, KOTOpPble MPUYACTHBI K AeCTaOWIM3aLUU CUTYyal[uM Ha POAWHE 3TUX JIOLel,
cyuraior B Kpemiie. Tak 4o [jist Poccun y4acTrie B porpaMmax oMol 6exeHIam Bpsiz
S aKTyasnbHbIn Bompocy (Peskov in Latukhina, 10.09.2015)."” Helping the refugees is not
Russia’s job.

Being the official publication of the Russian government, it is no surprise that the
political elite dominate the discourse of Rossiiskaia Gazeta. In the case that alternative
perspectives on the refugee situation gets representation in the newspaper, it is just to be
rejected, or even ridiculed, as in the following quote: «[...] MHe mpuxoguIOCh CabIATE OT
3alafiHBIX KOJIET CYXKAEHWS O TOM, YTO MMEHHO [eMCTBUs POCCHMU CIPOBOLMPOBAIU
MOIIHBIA TOTOK 6exeHueB B EBpomy [..] Ho aro oueBupHoe sykaBctBo» (Shvydkoi
24.11.2015)." The social cognition centred around the Great Flood motif, where Europe is
being punished for its political “sins,” then, monopolizes the official discourse.

3.2 Komsomolskaia Pravda

Komsomolskaia Pravda gives discursive power to a drastically different group than the
Kremlin elite. The voices dominating the newspaper’s discourse on refugees are “the men
in the street,” ordinary people without any notable political or social power. What makes
this group powerful is rather the newspaper’s representation of them as witnesses of truth.
Part of the Russian diaspora in one of the receiving countries, they have personally
witnessed something outrageous related to the refugees, and feel obligated to share their
story. The following account from a bouncer at a club is a characteristic example:

Sl 1 mpefcTaBUTH cebe He MOT, Kakoii af 6yfer TBOPUTHCS Ha mowanu. S 26 ser
paboTar0 B CEKbIOPUTH, HO TaKOoro He Buzes. C BOK3aja Baluja apMUS TbSHBIX
apabos, a¢raHueB u adpukaHues. [...] saressu gpaky u gocTamu HOXU [..] K
YKEHIUHAM B BEYePHUX TyasleTaxX CTalu MPUCTABATh [...] TIOfI01IesT 10Ty ToIbIiA apab ¢
OKpPOBaBJIEHHOM TpyAbi0 (KTO-TO ero mopesasn) W ¢ OYTHUIKOM WHArNcCa B pykax. OH
craz opartk Ha rocreit: “FUCK YOU ALL”! (Iurchevich in Aslamova, 15.01.2016)"

16 “The influx of refugees is an internal issue for the EU, and their acute problem.”

17 “The Kremlin considers that the costs for the reception and allocation of the refugees should be carried by
those countries which were involved in the destabilization of the situation in the countries of these people.
Participating in programs to help the refugees, then, is hardly a relevant question for Russia.”

'8 “I had to hear judgments from western colleagues, that it was Russia’s actions which provoked the powerful
stream of refugees to Europe. But that is obvious trickery.”

¥ “I could not have imagined the kind of hell that would unfold on the square. I've worked in security for 26
years, but have not seen anything like this. An army of drunk Arabs, Afghans and Africans came flocking from

the station. They started fights and pulled knives. They began pestering women in evening dresses. A half-
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The theme of the apocalypse, a bit of an abstract and theoretical discussion on the major
political level in Rossiiskaia Gazeta, is here represented through concrete empirical observation
by an ordinary working man. The model of the influx of refugees as a great wave with a
hostile will, already well established in official discourse, is brought to life in this account:
the image of the drunken, belligerent army overturning the square, gives a strong sense of
threat. The idea that the refugees represent a great peril is even verbalized in the hateful
screams of the blood-drenched Arab.

A vital part in the model of these Russian witnesses is the concept that only they speak
the truth. Their central criticism is not necessarily directed at the refugees themselves, but
at the public debate on them. See how the bouncer from that hell-like night on the square
portrays German discourse on the issue:

Ho B raserax Hudero He 6puro! TummHa! [IaTHUIA, Cy660Ta, BocKpeceHbe. Hudero! 5
pasosmuicsi, Uto aTo 3HauuT? KTO-TO XO4eT 3aMeCTH BCI MCTOPHIO moj KoBep? He
Boliiger! I cBUmeTenb, U s He 6yAy Mouyarth. [...] «-Ho Begb ThI mMOCTpagan us-3a
cBoero mpaBfomobusa? Tebs HasbIBAIOT HALMCTOM?» «—A 3Haellb, odemy? [loTomy
YTO s HE MOJIYaJl M OTKPHITO BBICKA3bIBaJ CBOE MHeHMe o bexentax». (Iurchevich in
Aslamova, 15.01.2016)*

The public silence on the havoc wreaked by the refugees is represented as, perhaps, even
more outrageous than the havoc itself. In contrast to the German newspaper, shying away
from speaking about the events and sweeping them under the carpet, the Russian witness
refuses to keep silent. A fitting analogy in this regard, is the whistleblower: Komsomolskaia
Pravda gives this group of voices an aura of heroism. They are driven by a moral imperative
to speak out, and let the public know about some form of wrongdoing or great threat. The
narrative of the hero, of course, gives the “witnesses” significant ethos.

An extremely interesting sub-section of the paper’s discourse on refugees, or rather,
meta discourse, is the article series called Xponuka rubesnu Fepmanun.’' The series revolves
around the diary entries of another witness of truth, the character Galina®, who, like the
bouncer mentioned above, is both Russian (“Hama cooredecTBenHuna us Kasanu»”’) and a
naturalized German citizen. Her “reports” on the refugee situation are thus presented as
doubly relevant: she is represented to the reader both with a deep understanding of
German society, as well as a genuine connection to the Russian reader. Her premise, that
Germany and Europe’s willingness to receive refugees is both ridiculous and suicidal («Jasxe

naked Arab with a bloody chest (somebody had cut him) and a bottle of schnaps in his hands came over. He
started yelling at the guests: Fuck you all.”

0 “But there was nothing in the newspapers! Silence! Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Nothing! I got angry. What
does this mean? Does someone want to put the whole story under a cover? No way! I am a witness, I will not
stay silent. - But you have suffered because of your righteousness, yes? You are being called a Nazi? - And do
you know why? Because I didn’t keep quiet and openly expressed my opinion on refugees.”

! “The chronicle of the doom of Germany”

T use the denomination character to emphasize that whether or not Galina is indeed a ‘real’ person is
irrelevant - what makes her interesting to the analysis is her function within the narrative.

# “Our compatriot from Kazan”
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3abaBHO HAbMIOATh, KAK M C KAKOM CKOpPOCThi0 EBpoma cama cebst rybur»™), gains great
discursive power. Galina’s main critique, however, concerns the refugee debate itself:

«T'epMaHUs JOJDKHA OBITh LIBETHON!», CKAHAUPYIOT JeMOHCTPAHTHI U TPeOYIOT MpU-
HUMaTh OOJIbIE UCIAMCKUX 6exeHLeB. TpebywoT Gosbuie caxars cebe Ha wer. [...]
KTo 3T mpoTecTanTsi? MHOTO caMux OexeHIleB ¢ mpodeCCHOHAIBHO HECYACTHBIMU
JIMLIAMU U YPOAJIUBBIX TETOK 50 IIIOC, KOTOPbIE, 3TO He TaliHa, aKTUBHO IMOJIB3YIOT
MOJIOZBIX adpuKaHLeB. ECTb TOMOCEKCYATUCThI, CPefU KOTOPBIX MOJHBI Y€pHBIE
naptHepsl (Ivanova and Skoibeda, 02.09.2015)%

The voices calling for multiculturalism and acceptance of refugees are utterly undermined
as illegitimate participants of the discourse in Galina’s account: they are represented
through the image of the “professionally unhappy” refugees themselves, the desperate
“ugly aunties” lusting after them, and the gays, who apparently prefer black sexual
partners. Hardly this dubious group should be included as rational voices in the refugee
debate. Regardless of this, Galina says, it is the anti-immigration camp that is excluded from
the discourse:

«KII» MOM 3aMeTKU OIMyOJMKOBaaa, U MEHS HAaKPBLI AEBATHIN BaJ OOBUHEHUIT BO
Joxy. CTpaHHOe [eJIo: €CIM KTO-TO 4Yero He 3HaeT, TO 3TO YTO-TO TOTYac JXe
OOBSIBJISIETCST  HECYLIECTBYOWKM. [...] PYKOBOACTBA TOPOJOB M MOCENKOB OYATO
COCTSI3AI0TCSI B TOM, 4Ybsi MHULMATUBA 3A OexxeHLeB OyneT Oosiee MPUAYpPOYHON U
3aMpIcyioBaTo. [IpuBes KoBOABI MPOTUB? [la Tl GaIIvCT, MUILPYT... (Ivanova and
Skoibeda, 05.09.2015)

Galina’s first claim is that her representation is “new” to the discourse on refugees, i.e. she
is verbalizing something that has not previously been sayable in the debate. Because she is
“breaking new ground” on the discursive field, speaking about something that lays outside
the reader’s established verbal consciousness, Galina is accused of lying. Her representation
is rejected as fascist. Only statements positive to the refugees are allowed in the discourse.
The claim that any negative representations of the refugee issue are denied access to the
German public debate, is a predominant social cognition in Komsomolskaia Pravda’s
discourse. A central premise in the narrative of the witnesses of truth is that Europe is
threatened not only be the refugees, but by the downfall of free speech - interestingly,
placing the concept of public aphasia in the very centre of the debate: «B l'epmaHUU: HeT CJIOBa, a

* “It’s actually funny to watch how and how quickly Europe is ruining itself”

» “Germany should be colourful!,” chant the demonstrators, demanding to accept more Muslim refugees.
Demanding to tighten the grip around their own necks. Who are these protestors? Many are refugees
themselves, with professionally unhappy faces, monstrous-looking aunts over 50, who, it’s no secret, actively
use young Africans. There are homosexualists, among whom black partners are fashionable.”

% “Komsomolskaia Pravda published my notes, and I was covered by the ninth wave of accusations of lying.
It’s a strange thing: if someone doesn’t know something, that thing will immediately be declared as non-
existent. The leaderships in [German] towns and villages will compete on who can make the most stupid and

intricate initiative FOR refugees. Did you draw conclusions to the contrary? Then you are a fascist, milord...”
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3HAYUT, HEeT mpobeMsl» (Aslamova, 17.01.2016).”” There are no words available - or allowed
- to describe the refugee issue, hence the issue doesn’t exist.

A final finding from the refugee discourse in Komsomolskaia Pravda, is the use of a much
rougher rhetoric compared to that of the official discourse. The inclusion of “ordinary
people” seems to legitimize publication of a kind of harsh language that might traditionally
be limited to the private sphere: «Ogun cupuer BeicTynan mo TB, ZaBU Ha JKaaoCTh: «Y
MeHsI BOCEMb 6paTbeB, y Moeit xeHbl Toxke. Hac Bcero mectbaecst (! - ABT.) yenoBek, oHM
BCe TaM, Ha BOIHE, 10Z 60MOaMu, XHBIK-XHbIK... VIX HaZlo CI0Za [epeBe3TH, IIIaK-IIIaK...»
(Ivanova in Skoibeda, 10.09.2015).” The Syrian refugee is degraded and ridiculed. The
language use represents him as utterly pathetic and whiny, i.e. not worth listening to. While
such oppressive remarks might not be unheard of in some of Komsomolskaia Pravda-readers’
private conversations, having them publicized in the newspaper lifts them from the
personal to the public domain. The social cognition implicit in the quote, then, that we
shouldn’t bother listening to the refugees, is legitimized and further established in the
public mind.

3.3 Murmanskii Vestnik

Approaching the material from Murmanskii Vestnik, one would expect that this discourse
would stand out both in terms of quantity and quality: placed right in the hotspot of the
Arctic route for refugees, the newspaper had unique access to and interest in the events. In
other words, the refugee issue might be expected to occupy a larger part of the news
discourse relative to the other papers in the study. This proved to not be the case. The
relevant text material amounted to only a couple thousand words, of which only a few
hundred discuss the Arctic route specifically. The most notable finding when reviewing the
paper, then, is the lack of discourse on the Northern refugee situation. Murmanskii Vestnik, in
this regard, serves as perhaps this analysis’ most striking example of Oushakine’s post-
soviet aphasia: there is a chasm between the “new reality” unfolding in Russia’s
borderlands and actual news discourse. The refugee situation, to an extent, seems to fall
outside of what is sayable for the journalists closest to it.

Regarding what is, actually, said about the refugees in Murmanskii Vestnik, one
characteristic stands out: a kind of exoticism. The representation of the refugees as others,
fundamentally different, permeates the discourse. This exoticizing depiction is especially
clear in the following account from the village of Kandalshka:

PacriosioxkeHHass B COTHE METPOB OT 3[aHUsl PallOHHOW afMWHUCTpaLUy FOCTMHULIA
cama 110 cebe He CMJIbHO MpUBJIEKaa Obl BHUMaHUe. Eciu 6b1 BOKPYT He OBLIO S0l
BCEX TEMHBIX OTTEHKOB KOXMU - OT CBETJIO-KOPUYHEBOI'O [0 MCCUHA-4epHOro. OnHu
CUZAT B CTapbhIX aBTOMOOUJIAX C PXKABUYMHON Ha KPBUIBAX M TPELUIMHAMU Ha OKHaX,
Ipyrve KypsT y 3afHero BXOfa, TOMYa CHET HaZeThIMU Ha 60Cble YepHbIE HOTU

7 “In Germany, there are no words, meaning, there are no problems.”

* “One Syrian did his act on TV, pressuring for pity: ‘I have eight brothers, and a wife as well. All in all, we are

60 (! - author) people, and they are all there, in the war, under the bombs, sob-sob. They need to be brought

’n

here, boo-hoo’.
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mIerIaHllaMy, TPETbM HECYT I1y3aThbI€ ITdKETBhI C JIOTOTHUIIaMK 6J'II/I)K8.I;I]_HI/IX cynep-
MapkeToB. KTo-To, map/ioH 3a MoApoOHOCTH, OeraeT CIpaB/ATh HYXAY 32 Yros Oiu-
KalIIero capas, BUAUMO, ellje He YCIIeB 3aCeIUTHCS B HOMep ¢ yaobcTBaMu. U Bce aTo
mpoucxoauT Ha $oHe CyrpoboB, 3aMH/EBEBIINX Oepe3 M CBUCAIMINX C KPBILI MATH-
STaXKHBIX XPYLIEBOK OrpOMHBIX cocyiek. (II'in, 13.02.2016)*

Central to the depiction is the outside-perspective, emphasizing the distinction between us,
the observing subjects, and them, the observed objects. The refugees are represented in
terms of their “fascinating foreignness.” The striking contrast of black skin against white
snow corroborates the sense of witnessing something truly exotic. The focus on this
startling contrast, however, also conveys the social cognition that Murmansk is hardly a
natural habitat for this group. They are alien elements.

The newspaper’s representation of the refugees does not limit itself to exoticism - it also
seamlessly continues the apocalyptic discourse that we have observed in the other
newspapers. The effect of the refugees in the Arctic, which is absolutely not Russia’s issue
(«4TO mpuUrHAIO WX HaA Camblii ceBep EBpormbI? [|eMCTBUTENBHO JIM OIaCceHUe 3a
COOCTBEHHYIO JKM3Hb WM JKe CTpeMyeHue K 6e33ab6oTHOM swusHu Ha xamsiBy? [..] K
CYaCThIO, MCKAaTh OTBET HA 9TH BONPOCHI MPUAETCs He Ham, He poccusiHamy». (Ban’ko,
10.09.2015), are illustrated by observations from the journalists’ visits to Northern
Norway: «/ XOpowo [OMHIO, KaK YMCTEHBKUII, TOYHO C POXKZECTBEHCKOUN OTKPBITKY,
ropofok Bazcé mocTeneHHO obpacTan apabCKUMU KBapTajiaMy, TOXOXKHUMU Ha TeTTO, TAe
He paboTas HUKTO, a HAPKOTHKY yroTpebsisiau yepes ogHorox (Britskaia, 07.10.2015).* The
picture of Vadsoe, having been turned from a pleasant, picture-perfect little place into a
drug-plagued ghetto by Arab refugees,” is perfectly in line with the central discourse of
threat.

The central characteristics in Murmanskii Vestnik, i.e. the remarkable exclusion of the
subject of refugees from news discourse and, when including it, discussing it solely from the
perspective of the disentangled outsider,” seems to further corroborate the theme of public

» “The hotel, placed within a hundred meters from the regional administration building, would not attract

any attention by itself. If it were not surrounded by people with all shades of black skin - from light-brown to
blue-black. Some sit in old cars with rusty fenders and cracked windows, others are smoking by the rear
entrance, treading the snow with bare feet in flip-flops, the third group are carrying bulky bags with the logos
of local supermarkets. Someone, excuse the details, are running to relieve themselves behind the corner of the
nearest shed, apparently not being able to settle in a room with facilities. And all this is taking place on the
background of snowdrifts, frozen birch trees, and huge icicles hanging from the roof of five-story
Khrushchyovka-buildings.”

 “What drove [the refugees] to the Far North of Europe? Is it truly danger to their own life, or the search for a
carefree life on freebies? Luckily, finding the answer to these questions is not for us, the Russians, to do.”

1 “I remember well how the neat little town of Vadsoe, as if straight out of a Christmas card, gradually grew
over with Arab quarters, like ghettos, where nobody worked, and every other person used drugs.”

> Vadsoe is indeed one of the Norwegian municipalities with the largest number of refugees per capita, but
the dystopia described in Murmanskii Vestnik is very far from reality. See i.a. Horn (2015) (Norwegian).

* Even in the example from Kandalashka, where the refugees are “right next to us,” they are represented as
“outside” and “other than us.”



10  Poljarnyj vestnik 20, 2017

aphasia in Russian refugee discourse. Despite being enveloped by and entangled in the
events, the newspaper is not able to discuss them in any meaningful way. The refugee issue
isn’t given a place in the discursive field, despite - or because of?** - the societal upheaval
accompanying it. The solution for this discursive deadlock, which might also, in a way, be
its prerequisite, is to disclaim any responsibility for the refugee situation. Thus, the
refugees are represented as Europe’s (and the neighbouring northern village of Vadsoe’s)
domain.

3.4 Novaia Gazeta

What sets Novaia Gazeta apart from the other newspapers in this study, is its explicit
representation of refugees in Russia. While, as just seen in Murmanskii Vestnik, the other
papers might speak about this group (even if such cases make up a negligible part of the
discourse), speaking with the refugees, i.e. including them as active participants in the
debate rather than just its subject, makes Novaia Gazeta unique. The most notable example
of this representation is an article series about a Kurdish-Syrian refugee family held at the
airport in Moscow: «/[Ba MecsiLja CEMbST C YETHIPHMSI AETHMU JKUBET 338 CTEKJIOM KYPUJIKU
TPaH3UTHOU 30HBI «lllepeMeTbeBO». VX TOLKAPMIIMBAIOT MPOXO0XKKe, a POCCUST HUKAK He
MOHMMAET, 3a4eM OHU 0Oe)Xanau U3 CBOEM BOKMIIEN CTPaHbl. B 4eTBepr MX HAYMHAIOT
cymuthy» (Fomina, 17.11.2015).” The depiction of four children and their parents, trapped in
a limbo of glass for months and surviving on the mercy of random people passing by, being
prosecuted for having fled the war, appeals strongly to the readers’ sense of compassion.
The refugees are represented not only as victims of the violence in the Middle East, but of
Russia’s apparently inhumane treatment of asylum seekers. The motif of this inhumanity is
made explicitly clear through the family mother’s words in court: «51 npuexana B Poccuio
T0-4eJI0BEYECKU KUTB [SiC.], mpoly, He JMIaiTe MeHs 9TOM BO3SMOXHOCTH. S1 [TPOILY, eCJIU
He )KajleeTe MeHs, IIOXKaJleliTe XOTb MOUX JeTen», — CKasaJa [yJaucTaH B CBOEM
nocseqHeM cyoBe, Twiada» (Fomina, 19.11.2015).*° This appeal to be treated like a human
being by the authorities implicitly gives the discourse on Russia’s attitude to refugees a
deeper dimension - concerning Russia’s attitude to human dignity as such. Novaia Gazeta, in
this regard, can be read as a metacritic on the dehumanizing language used in the refugee
discourse of the other newspapers in the study, as supported by the following remark: «Ouu
npex e Bcero jmoan» (Mineev, 09.09.2015).”

Another discursive property setting Novaia Gazeta apart, is the thematization of Russia’s
role in the refugee situation: «JletictBust Poccuu B Cupun ycyry6uian u 6e3 TOro Iioxyio
cutyauuio. TIpsIMBIM TOC/IE[CTBUEM POCCUNCKOM BOEHHOW KaMIaHUM CTaad [...]

** The latter perspective might be most fruitful in this regard, as, according to Oushakine, the social turmoil of

contemporary Russia goes a long way in explaining post-Soviet discursive issues.

% “For two months, the family with four children have been living behind the glass of the smoking area in the

transit zone at Sheremet’evo. They are fed by passers-by, while Russia in no way can understand why they

have fled their warring country. On Thursday, the prosecution against them will start.”

% “I came to Russia to live like a human, I'm begging you, don’t take that opportunity away from me. I beg you,

if you don’t have pity with me, at least have pity with my children,” - said Gulistan in her final words, crying.”

7 “They are, first and foremost, people”
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yBenmyeHue uncia 6exennes B Typuuio u EBpory» (Tusk in Novaia Gazeta and Reuters,
09.02.2016).”® Contrary to the social cognition fundamental to all other newspapers in the
study, Russia is represented as indeed being part of the crisis. The discrepancy between the
country’s actions in Syria and its attitude to the people forced to flee from the violence, is
verbalized by one of the refugees on the Arctic route: « 3Haere, Yero He MOVMYy: BOT
Poccust BoroeT B CUpPHH, TOBOPUT, YTO 3a HAaC. BOMOUT. A BOT modemy yOexuia HaM He
naet? [louemy B HopBernu ecTh Takue jiareps, a B Poccun Het? [loueMy MBI €if He HYXHBI?»
(Britskaia, 10.03.2016).”° Russia claims to fight for the Syrian people, yet will not grant them
protection. Implicit in the quote is also an explanation for at least this one refugee’s
decision to flee across the Norwegian border: there is no place for him in Russia.

A final remark on the refugee discourse in Novaia Gazeta, concerns the apocalyptic theme
running through the entire study. Like the newspapers already reviewed, Novaia Gazeta also
engages in what can be labelled as dystopian rhetoric when discussing the refugee
situation. In the present case however, the discourse of threat concerns not Europe, as is
the case in our other papers, but Russia. To Novaia Gazeta, the refugee crisis serves to
uncover the corrupted state of Russia: «Kaxxgast Tpareausi B EBporie C/Iy»XUT [Jist pOCCUM-
CKOTO MCTe6IMIIMEHTA JOKa3aTeIbCTBOM: 6e3 HaC MM TaM HUKak He CIpaBUThCs. Crrefo-
BaTesIbHO, MOCKBa MOXET HaBs3bIBaTh STUM H3HEKEHHBIM €BPOIEHIaM CBOM YCJIOBUSL
YeM xyske B EBporte, Tem syduie Ham» (Martynov, 28.03.2016).* Russian authorities are here
represented as a hostile force, consumed with the idea of conquering Europe. There is,
interestingly, a strong parallel to the depiction of belligerent refugees in our other
newspapers. The narrative of the pending threat and the imminent downfall of society and
its public debate® (whether it be European or Russian), then, persists also in Novaia Gazeta’s
refugee discourse.

Concerning the subject of public aphasia, it could be argued that Novaia Gazeta represents
a breaking point. Through the thematization of refugees in Russia as well the inclusion of
them as actual participants in the discourse, the newspaper engages in an expansion both
of what is sayable, and by whom. In a way, this serves to close the gap between what is lived
and what is verbalized in present-day Russia. There is, however, an important caveat to this
argument: Novaia Gazeta represents the increasingly marginalized dissenting voices in
Russia’s public debate. The national news discourse is remarkably uniform, and Novaia
Gazeta is in every sense an outlier. While its alternative representation of the refugees and

% “Russia’s actions in Syria aggravated an already bad situation. A direct consequence of the Russian military

campaign was the increase of refugees to Turkey and Europe.”
** “You know, here’s what I will never understand: see, Russia is fighting in Syria, saying it’s for us. They are
bombing. Then, why are they not giving us asylum? Why are there these kinds of [reception centres] in
Norway, and not in Russia? Why won’t they have us?”

“* “Every tragedy in Europe serves as a proof to the Russian establishment, that without us they are lost.
Accordingly, Moscow can subdue these effeminate Europeans under its own conditions. The worse Europe is
doing, the better we are.”

*' In Novaia Gazeta, the Russian news coverage of the refugee situation is labelled as “propagandistic fakes,” a
“war on Western interpretations,” and “PR instead of information.” See i.a. Khachatrian (2016) and
Taroshchina (2016). This dystopic representation of public debate on refugees, then, links the present paper to

the other three: there is a shared sense that the news discourse is fraudulent and corrupt.
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other issues might be tolerated, it can hardly be said to have any significant influence on
the broad majority of Russian news consumers.*

4. Conclusion

Let us now review the findings in light of the theoretical framework:

4.1 Discursive structures and strategies

According to CDA, the discursive structures contributing to cognitive control (i.e. successful
dissemination of social cognition) include the following: rhetorical figures, lexical style
implying negative evaluation, storytelling, accounts from eyewitnesses, quotes from
authorities, strong relational structuring of the events (i.e. conditions, causes and
consequences), placing them within a specific narrative, and arousing strong emotions (van
Dijk 1988, 84-85, van Dijk 1993, 264). All these strategies are actively used in the Russian
news discourse on refugees: the metaphor of the natural disaster, especially that of the tidal
wave, is a highly productive rhetorical figure. The choice of words, particularly in
referencing the refugees themselves, is also in line with the bleak metaphors. The lexical
mixing of highly antagonizing denominations with more “neutral” terms, also seems to
transfer the negative connotations of the first group to the second. The designation of
refugee, then, being semantically intertwined with illegals and criminals, is likely to be
negatively evaluated by the reader. These “muddy semantics” are especially characteristic
of the official discourse.

The strategy of using storytelling and eyewitnesses is especially clear in Komsomolskaia
Pravda. There are also interesting examples of this in Murmanskii Vestnik. The effect of these
first hand-accounts, interestingly, is not that the discussed subjects are brought closer to
the reader. Rather, being represented as so unfamiliar and incomprehensible, the radically
different other, the refugee is pushed further away from the discursively constructed us.

Finally, the dystopian narrative of Europe’s doom, where the causes and effects appear
clearly connected, fits conveniently around the complex of news stories in all three
newspapers. The emotional aspect of the discourse, especially poignant in the personal
tales from Komsomolskaia Pravda, amplifies the impression made on the reader.

An outlier to the generalizations made above, of course, is Novaia Gazeta. Although the
paper undoubtedly uses the abovementioned strategies (e.g. the rhetorical figure of the
“glass cage” at Sheremet’evo, a pathos-filled appeal on behalf of the detained family, the
narrative of a dichotomous relationship between East (Russia) and West (Europe) etc.), its
discourse stands out due to a difference in underlying social cognition.

*In its report on freedom of the press in Russia, Freedom House (2015) has this to say: “The main national
news agenda is firmly controlled by the Kremlin. [...] The country’s more than 400 daily newspapers offer
content on a wide range of topics but rarely challenge the official line on important issues such as corruption
or foreign policy. Meaningful political debate is mostly limited to weekly magazines, news websites, some
radio programs, and a handful of newspapers such as Novaya Gazeta or the business daily Vedomosti, which
generally reach a limited audience among urban, educated Russians. These outlets operate with the
understanding that the government has the means to close them at any time.”
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4.2 Social cognition

The social cognition conveyed in Rossiiskaia Gazeta, Komsomolskaia Pravda and Murmanskiy
Vestnik is uniform on many levels. First, the refugee issue is not a Russian issue. It concerns
Europe. Even when the refugees are filling up the small towns of Murmansk, the region’s
biggest newspaper represent them as “not our problem.” Second, the respective discourses
are permeated by the idea that the refugees are radically different from us. They are by and
large portrayed as non-human. Any kind of humanitarian views, then, is all but absent from
the discourse. Third, and in my view perhaps the most interesting social cognition
uncovered in this study, is the perception that the biggest issue following form the refugees
is the way they are - or rather, are not - debated. The metacritique is one of the main
characteristics of the debate and, remarkably, in many ways echoes Oushakine’s
conceptualization of public aphasia: the discourse is represented as severely restricted in
terms of what is sayable, and by whom. The conversation is first and foremost marked by a
restraining silence. Any voices trying to break this state of aphasia, like Galina from
Komsomolskaia Pravda, are excluded from the debate. It is interesting to observe, then, that
the concept of public aphasia has a double role in the Russian discourse on refugees: both as
overarching characteristic and an explicitly verbalized theme.

Apart from sharing the metacritic approach to the refugee discourse, Novaia Gazeta
conveys a radically different set of social cognitions, in a way simply an inversion of the ones
above: First, the refugee issue is indeed a Russian issue. Not only because of Russia’s
involvement in the Syrian war, but because respect for humanity demands it. The second
principle is implicit in the first - the refugees are first and foremost human beings. This
social cognition makes the discourse of Novaia Gazeta very different from the other
newspapers.

4.3 Silence and challenging the sayable

Novaia Gazeta, in a way, is the exception confirming the rule in this study: the Russian news
discourse on refugees is, to a large extent, characterized by silence on what might be
considered key issues. The study has uncovered a fundamental discursive deficit on the
following areas: First, the lack of representation regarding Russia’s affiliation with the
refugee situation. The discourse unfolds chiefly from the perspective of the (allegedly)
disinterested third-person, making the us-them distinction the central premise for debate.
The idea that Russia has any kind of involvement and responsibility in the issue, seems to
not be part of the “sayable.” Second, the the third-person-perspective is apparent also in
how the Russian newspapers relate to the refugees - they are spoken about, not spoken with.
These voices, then, are kept silent. Third, in line with the narrative of Russia as a pristine
contrast to the contaminated Europa, the representation of refugees on Russian territory is
missing from the coverage. If the reader were only exposed to official discourse, he would
hardly know that there exists Syrian refugees in Russia. This silence includes issues ranging
from illegal deportations and corruption in the asylum procedure,” to the entire complex
of events unfolding in the Far North during the winter of 2015-16. The lack of discourse on
these areas, then, translates to “blank spots” in the public mind. Predominating social

* For an extensive report on the issues of Russia’s asylum system, see Grazhdanskoe sodeistvie (2015).
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cognition on the refugee issue would not have any place for the Kurdish-Syrian children
stuck at Sheremet’evo. Excluded from discourse, they can have no influence on the Russian
public opinion on the refugee situation.

The position of Novaia Gazeta in the present discourse can be illustrated through the
analogy of Galina’s account. Just as she claimed to face accusations of lying after verbalizing
ideas that lay outside of the predominating discourse on refugees, i.e. challenging the limits of
the sayable, so Novaia Gazeta, as an obvious outlier in the debate, is vulnerable to being
pushed out of it. The continued focus on discourse ethics” in the material, however, even if
this metacriticism mainly concerns “their” (i.e. the European) rather than “our” (i.e. the
Russian) discourse, spreads social cognition on how the public debate should be. If - and
how - this central positioning of the subject of public silence in the discourse effects the
phenomenon of post-Soviet aphasia itself, however, demands further research.

4.4 The need for nuance: refugees in non-Russian news discourse

To fully consider the conclusions made above, a general remark on refugees in news
discourse is in order. How has this issue been represented in non-Russian media, and how
does the Russian news discourse relate to that of other countries?

Although research on the present subject is still scarce, there are a few studies that can
provide a more nuanced understanding of the above findings. For instance, in a report
based on over 600 migrant-related British news stories in 2015, Crawley, McMahon and
Jones (2016) found that migrants’ voices and perspectives are rarely included.” The
migrants are, as a rule, not participants in the news discourse about them. They are also
predominately framed as either villains or victims.* While in Russian discourse the narrative
of the villain is far more prominent than that of the victim, it would not be a far stretch to
label some of the findings from Novaia Gazeta as examples of the latter.”” In an extensive
report prepared for the UNHCR (2015) on the EU-countries’ press coverage of the refugee
crisis, it was found that the refugees tended to be “[...] framed negatively, as a problem.”*
The report also found that the EU’s handling of the crisis, as a rule, was portrayed as
“inadequate.”® In this respect, it could be argued that the Russian news discourse on
refugees does not stand out in any radical way from that of the European countries.

What is, however, quite remarkable in the Russian case, is the almost complete public
silence surrounding refugees in Russia. Excluding the exceptional case of Novaia Gazeta, these
people have no representation in the present discourse. The public aphasia on Russia’s

* For an elaboration on the concept, see Habermas 1990, 120-22.
* “[Our research] found that just 15% of the newspaper articles which were published on the topic of
migration in the run-up to the 2015 General Election included a migrant voice or perspective” (Crawley,
McMahon and Jones 2016, 25).

* Crawley et al. (2016), 26-34)

¥ The concept presented in the report by Crawley et al. (2016, 26) of «giving voice to the migrant as ‘victim’,”
most often presented in a frame of humanitarianism, seems especially relevant in Novaia Gazeta’s coverage of
the refugee family stuck at Sheremet’evo.

* Berry, Garcia-Blanco, Moore (2015), 5. Available from: http://www.unhcr.org/56bb369c9.pdf [accessed
30.10.2017]

* Berry et al. (2015), 10)
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refugees, then, stands out as this article’s most notable result.
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