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CHAPTER 27

Culture

Vitaly Kurennoy and Rouslan Khestanov

BETWEEN PRAGMATISM AND NEOTRADITIONAL RHETORIC

- Cultural policy has not generally been viewed as central to the activities
~ and instruments of the modern Russian state. As such, Moscow’s sudden
~ interest, several years ago, in culture was perceived with ambivalence by
" many commentators. In April 2013, Vladimir Putin signed a decree on
~ implementing Years of Culture in Russia, where 2014 was to be a Year of
Culture.

- Putin used the expression “cultural policy” for the first time on October
2, 2013, at the meeting of the Council for Culture and Art under the
President of the Russian Federation. Within 2 months, in the Presidential
‘Address to the Federal Assembly, the values orientation of state cultural
policy was articulated. It was described as a “conservative position”,
aimed at the defence of “traditional values”—not inconsistent with some
of the writings of the Minister of Culture, Vladimir Medinsky, who has
candalised certain liberal quarters in Russia by arguing for a “patriotic
yrientation” in Russian cultural policy (see Chap. 3 on Russian Political

ology).

If we were to summarise the speeches of Vladimir Putin on culture, the
llowing key aspects of the “conservative position” could be distilled:
8t, culture and the Russian language are seen as integrating elements of

nnoy (B4) e R. Khestanov
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308 V. KURENNOY AND R. KHESTANOV

the “multinational nation” of Russia; second, the cultural diversity of the
world is understood to be one of the factors favouring the national sov-
ereignty and self-sufficiency of Russia; third, “traditional” cultural values
include, above all, support for multichild traditional (heterosexual) fami-
lies (see Chap. 28 on Families) and a commitment to “Christian values,
which are the basis of Western civilisation” (even if this Western orien-
tation does not necessarily prevent clashes between Russia and Western
countries); and fourth, the emphasis on “traditional values” is seen as an
element of Russia’s foreign policy (see Chap. 12 on Foreign and Defence
Policy). Consistent with this foreign policy positioning, in June 2014,
Constantine Kosacheyv, head of the Russian Cooperation Agency, said that
the agency planned a comprehensive strategy to expand the humanitar-
ian influence of Russia in the world, and to open, by 2016, 11 interna-
tional centres of science and culture, including 9 centres within the former
Soviet space.
The “pivot to culture”, as it were, was consolidated with the approval
by President Putin, at the end of 2014, of the “Foundations of State
Cultural Policy” policy document, which stated that “state cultural policy
is called on to provide priority cultural and humanitarian development
as a basis of economic enlightenment, state sovereignty and the civilisa-
tional identity of the country”.! The designation of culture as a field of
priority interest for the first time in post-Soviet history was interpreted
by the Russian public as a logical continuation of the path to sovereignty
and a rejection of strategic integration into the European community
and several other supranational structures—intentions that had been
widely declared by Vladimir Putin at the start of the 2000s. In that early
Putin period, the dominance of central government organs of power
over culture could have been described as neutral-technocratic. The state
refrained from privileging any particular values or moral or ideological
orientations, emphasising instead the primacy of socioeconomic develop-
ment and the challenge of modernisation, including “doubling GDP”
(see Chap. 2 on The Objectives and Principles of the Russian State in the

Twenty-First Century). This posture was still apposite in the Presidential
where Russia’s “search fora -

ven if the modern Russian.
.
f the apparent need for the

«gtress the essential moral-ethical values developed by the

Address to the Federal Assembly in 2007,
national idea”—an age-old Russian quest, ¢
state is young—was evoked in the context o

country to
Russian nation over its more than thousand-year history”.
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widely replicated was delegated to the state, which administered the large
network of Soviet cultural institutions (clubs, cinematography, societies,
€e:);

As for the utopian vision of the Soviet project and the practical mea-
sures undertaken to implement a focused cultural policy, including the
national-cultural construction of a “family of nations” in the USSR, the
Soviet pivot to culture and Lenin’s New Economic Policy should be seen
as 2 interconnected steps in the context of Soviet “strategic retreat”—
forced concessions to the existing non-socialist economic order and the
actual state of culture in society—which in time should have given way to
a strictly “communist republic”. This understanding of “cultural revolu-
tion” was represented in the language of Lenin in his 1923 essay “On
Cooperation”, where the challenges of cultural construction were given
primary importance. But if the dénouement of the New Economic Policy
had already begun by the end of the 1920s, then the end of “cultural
revolution” was announced by Stalin in his summary report for the 17th
Congress of the Communist Party in 1939.

The Leninist understanding of cultural revolution envisioned not only
the “moulding” of a new person but also the destruction of the remnants
of the prior bourgeois culture, including among the older Bolsheviks
raised in a still-bourgeois context. The Great Terror of 1937-38 should
therefore be seen as a constituent part of the Leninist project of “cultural
revolution”, advanced by Stalin through collectivisation and industrialisa-
tion, and requiring the liquidation of what remained of the market econ-
omy permitted in the period of the New Economic Policy.

Ifit is in the Stalin period that the foundations of the cultural institu-
tions and the operational algorithms of mass Soviet culture were created,
then an important break in the understanding of the place of culture in
state policy occurred in the Khrushchev period. First, in 1953, 2 months
after the death of Stalin, the Soviet Ministry of Culture was created and
the entire design of party-state cultural administration was changed.
Second, at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party, at the start of
the report from Khrushchev, there was a notable rhetorical shift: cultural
work was distinguished, in strictly positive terms, from the darker arts of
propaganda, and cultural policy was to be emancipated, the new Ministry

of Culture oblige, from ideology. Politico-ideological language in the cul-

tural sphere was replaced by administrative-bureaucratic language.

where political rhetoric once dominated, foreign policy and resistance
to the capitalist bloc took over. Indeed, until Gorbachev’s perestroika, @
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tu ndamental role in shaping th
political order. After all, modern Russi: i et
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At
A first blush, the return of culture to priority status in Russian state

Csz;l:d the revitalisation of Russian cultural diplomacy internation-
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repressive during many periods of Russian and Soviet history. And a
significant portion of the activity in this sphere is evidently not subject
to any formal assessment in the official national cultural statistics and
accounting and is not, therefore, part of any serious public discussion
or academic research. The absence of reliable indicators to assess the
size and efficacy of this “grey sector” in Russian culture clearly and sig-
nificantly restricts the possibilities of state control over the ideological
and cultural practices of the population, which means that the federal
centre is often forced to behave pragmatically, with ideological rhetoric
playing a subordinate, instrumental role.

Which arguments most often resonate in justifying the prohibition on
homosexual propaganda or the defence of traditional marriage by the
Russian state? Here traditional Russian values are emphasised. However,
the ultimate policy argument is demographic in nature. Families and
familial foundations are stressed in order to overcome the country’s
demographic failure—that is, to normalise the reproduction of the popu-
lation (see Chap. 28 on Families). As such, contemporary cultural policy
in Russia is rhetorically conservative, but this conservatism—or more
readily, in our view, neotraditionalism—has a primarily compensatory
character: the federal government uses the rhetoric to try to compensate
for the growing speed of changes in the cultural and demographic spheres
and, to some extent, soften the protest potential inevitably aroused by
liberal reforms in Russian society and in the national economy.

Of course, such cultural policy is possible in Russia, as in most other
countries, only insofar as it is able to form a moral majority based on
cultural stereotypes dominant in the society, or otherwise confirming the
self-identity of the society. Against the moral majority stands the interested
“minority”—not just political opponents but also professional communi-
ties of culture (and journalists). As a rule, the oppositional cultural “minor-
ity” is concentrated in large cities (Moscow, St. Petersburg, Novosibirsk,
Ekaterinburg and Nizhny Novgorod), which are able to produce innova-
tion and concentrate financial resources, human capital and opportunities
for cultural diversity. A total imposition of the neotraditionalistic position
is not only impossible in such urban centres but indeed counterproductive
to the very process of liberal reform. As such, the federal government does
not pursue universalisation of its ideological message. Instead, it consid-

-~ ers it sufficient to form a generally supportive or corresponding public
~ Opinion.
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The main instrument for forming public opinion in modern Russia is
information campaigns through mass media, and particularly television
’: (see Chap. 9 on Russian Media). These mass media campaigns lead to
incessant cultural wars—quite atypical in the Soviet period—between the
‘ neotraditionalist moral majority and the country’s big-city liberal minori-
ties. The substantive debates of these culture wars concern artistic freedom
(from the strictures of the moral majority), homosexual rights, abortion
and gender equality. Moreover, these debates have, over the years, acquired
a growing religious colouring, consonant with the powerful processes of
desecularisation in Russian society in the post-Soviet period.

However pragmatic the motivations behind many of the rhetorical
neotraditionalist positions, they have on occasion had anti-modernisation
effects in practice. Here we speak not only about the grievances expressed
in some of the Russian press about a growing atmosphere of intolerance
and clericalism in the country, but also about official excesses, as with the
conviction of the members of the Pussy Riots musical group and analo-
gous cases. Article 87 of the 2012 law on education, concerning the par-
ticularities of the study of the spiritual-moral culture of the peoples of the
Russian Federation, as well as the particularities of theological and reli-
gious education in Russia, also ushered in deep institutional transforma-
tion in national education, opening the door to religious education—for
all intents and purposes, a dramatic departure from the secular general
and university education that dominated the Soviet period and the first 2
post-Soviet decades.

Among the many consequences of this law, those observed in the
Muslim-majority North Caucasus, and especially in the republic of
Dagestan, are arguably most noteworthy (see Chap. 6 on The North
Caucasus). In all of Russia, a total of 7 Muslim educational organisations

of higher education were opened after 2010, all funded indirectly by the
state budget. In Dagestan, according to some sources (reliable statistics
on this do not exist), there are between 114 and 199 registered institu-

branches of the universities, more than 300 in madrasas, and

mosques, Or as instructors in the Muslim universities,
tabs of the republic.

tions of learning: among them are 8 universities and between 39 and 60
madrasas. There are some 14,000 people officially studying Islam today
in Dagestan: about 2500 in the universities, more than 700 in different

more than
6000 in primary schools. According to our research, approximately 30 per

cent of these graduates go on to work as imams or assistants to imams in
madrasas and mak- -
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to disorient society and government elites, while doing little to help solve
the cultural policy challenges articulated by the state.

WHAT’S TO BE DONE?

First, the values orientation of cultural policy, as articulated by President
Putin in several speeches, including in his 2013 Valdai Club speech and
his 2013 Address to the Federal Assembly, is not only controversial for
a diverse and multinational Russian society but indeed runs contrary to
article 13.1 of the Constitution, which recognises the “ideological diver-
sity” of the country. This values-driven posture should be reversed. Having
said this, a purely technocratic-neutral cultural policy and posture can also
be very disorienting to workers of the cultural sector, creating a values
vacuum. It is therefore appropriate to emphasise values that are actually
common to all citizens—for instance, values related to, or rooted in, the
Russian Constitution. And if the present course towards the “sovereigni-
sation” of Russia must endure over the long term, then the recasting of
the values orientation of cultural policy could more appropriately be called
“constitutional patriotism”.

Second, the state’s interest in culture as one of its strategic priorities
should be affirmed through genuine legal and institutional changes (includ-
ing legislation to open the Russian cultural sphere to charitable activity), as
well as through significant increases in funding aimed at the modernisation
of state cultural policy and cultural life in the country in general.

Third, there is a need for institutional reorganisation of the cultural

sector in order to make the infrastructure of the institutions of culture 4

commensurate in form and content with the demand implicit in the mas:
sive cultural life of the country. If, as mentioned, the libraries, museums

houses of culture, theatres and other cultural institutions inherited from

the USSR are predisposed to the reproduction of erstwhile (ideological
and propagandistic) functions, then what is required is a fundamenta
reorganisation of the internal structure and administrative methods
these institutions and affiliated networks, including a review of the sta il
cal representation of the Russian cultural sector and a general renewal
personnel and talent in the sphere. ‘

Fourth, a qualitative renewal of expertise and research in respect ¢
Russian culture and cultural policy more generally is required. This sha
include strong knowledge and appreciation of the considerable
area” processes and practices in the national cultural sphere.
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Fifth and finally, the constitutional obligati
Fift 2 obligation to preserve the country’
historical and cultural heritage should be met through institutiox?arl1 2]1;

r— : : .,
lig 1 measures that .help. to stimulate or incentivise public-private partner-
ships and volunteerism in Russian civil society.
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