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Olena Dmytryk. Aside from the norm: artistic sexual/gender dissent and

nonnormative formations in Ukraine

This thesis is an interdisciplinary contribution to the historical and
cultural sociology of (nonnormative) sexuality and gender in Ukraine. It
engages with figures and collectives situated what | describe as ‘aside from
the norm’ in terms of their transgression of the gender/sex system, and in the
sense of their complex relationship with the institutionalized art system.
Turning to ‘artistic sexual/gender dissent’ in this regard opens a discussion
on what is considered ‘dissenting’ in terms of sexuality and gender, and how
such artistic dissent is related to the various nonnormative formations in

Ukraine.

The first line of inquiry is related to Ukraine’s development as a nation-
state, and the influence that political and economic shifts had on the
construction of new social formations and subjects considered normative or
nonnormative. By analysing artistic works and the nonnormative social
formations to which they point, | trace the development of various forms of
political activism in Ukraine since 1990s, keeping in touch with concealed or
forgotten pasts and radical possibilities. In parallel with the exploration of
nonnormative formations in Ukraine (such as specific communities, circles,
networks of dissent, existing or imagined), | investigate social formations

involved in the production and managing of ‘nonnormativity’ in Ukraine.

The second line of inquiry is related to the analysis of artistic works as
such. The themes, artistic strategies and aesthetic devices deployed to
document or imagine nonnormative experiences and dissenting standpoints
are investigated. Exploration of opposition to sexual/bodily shame,
figurations of nonnormativity, dis-identification with modernity and ‘traditions’
in artistic works allows a greater understanding of the aesthetic, political, and

social specificity of artistic sexual and gender dissent in Ukraine.



Note on translation and transliteration

Ukrainian and Russian terms have been transliterated into English in
accordance with the Library of Congress system. | have followed Ukrainian

geographical names (e.g., the transliteration of Kyiv and Luhans’k).

The names of persons and collectives were transliterated according to
their public use or following an agreement. Where the persons’ real names
were used daily by themselves and others in their Russian or English versions,
| chose the corresponding spelling of their names (e.g., Misha instead of
Mykhailo). Where the organisations employed both Ukrainian/Russian and
English versions of their title in documents and statements, | give the title in
the original language in the first instance together with the English version
and then use English version throughout the text. When no English version of

the title was employed, | give only the title in Ukrainian or Russian.

All translations are my own unless stated otherwise. Translations from
from Ukrainian are marked by [Ukr.] before the translation, and those Russian

are marked by [Russ.].
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INTRODUCTION
In his speech on the 24t of February, 2022, Vladimir Putin justified the

full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine by the need to protect Russia from
certain ‘threats’. The main threat mentioned was a threat to national security
allegedly caused by the expansion of NATO. However, another threat was
mentioned: attempts to destroy the ‘traditional values’ of Russia and to
impose ‘pseudo-values’ that would destroy the nation from within
(‘Obrashchenie Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii’ 2022). In the current
information war, the Ukrainian state is on the one hand proclaimed by Putin
as being ruled by the ‘neo-Nazi regime’ (‘Vstrecha s Istorikami i
Predstaviteliami Traditsionnykh Religii Rossii’ 2022), and on the other as
controlled by the foreign political regimes that ‘loosen’ the Ukrainian state by
‘imposing myths and blurring values’ (‘Zasedanie Orgkomiteta “Pobeda™
2022).

At a time when the securitization of ‘traditional’ or ‘spiritual and moral
values’ (@stbg 2017) is being used by Russia as a justification for military
invasion and genocide, it is important to combat disinformation campaigns
by studying Ukraine as a complex geopolitical phenomenon. This includes
studying gender and sexuality in Ukraine, discourses of morality and
‘traditional values’ within Ukraine, and different social formations: from anti-
gender and far-right movements to activism that involves sexual and gender
dissent combating the discourses of ‘traditional values’. This thesis is not
envisioned as a political tool to combat disinformation. Yet it is envisioned as
a research tool and an archive that can be used by researchers and activists

to understand better different social formations in Ukraine.

This thesis is an interdisciplinary contribution to the cultural history and
sociology of sexuality and gender in Ukraine. It addresses the history of

Ukraine as an independent state from 1991 to 2019, focusing on what
1



appears and becomes established as nonnormative sexuality or gender. It
looks at the big tides and less visible undercurrents in the social formations
involved in production of nonnormativity. Finally (and most importantly), it
focuses on artistic production in Ukraine, specifically on artistic sexual and
gender dissent. The thesis explores artistic sexual and gender dissent, carried
out by people and collectives situated (or situating themselves) aside from
the gender and sexual norms, and often aside from the system of

‘contemporary art’ that is developing in Ukraine.

There are two central arguments in this thesis. First, that the exploration
of this art cannot take place without understanding the genealogies of
knowledge production around nonnormativity, and the shifts in
(nonnormative) social formations in Ukraine at the end of the XX and the
beginning of the XXI Century. Second, that looking more deeply into artistic
sexual and gender dissent does not just enrich our understanding of how the
discourses around nonnormativity change over time. It also broadens our
knowledge about the social movements, subcultures and counter-publics of
the period. Therefore, this thesis is built as the interplay between the study of

art and the study of society.

Three inquiries into cultural production in contemporary Ukraine run
through this thesis. The first inquiry is related to the political potential of
cultural production created by persons or groups that at different times shift
(or find themselves) what | will term ‘aside from the norm’ in Ukraine (in this
thesis, | narrow such cultural production down to the notion of ‘artistic sexual
and gender dissent’). What can artistic works tell us about politics and

geopolitics, and what possibilities are opened by researching art politically?

The second inquiry is related to the potential of studying artistic sexual
and gender dissent in Ukraine historically. | consider cultural production to be

inseparable from politics, and culture to be ‘one site that compels
2



identifications with and antagonisms to the normative ideals promoted by
state and capital’ (Ferguson 2004: 3). If we follow such an understanding of
culture, we can see how individual cultural works point us to the specific
social formations that provide their conditions of existence. A lot can be
learned by being attentive to dissenting artistic works and asking questions
such as ‘what is this dissent against?’, or ‘to what local histories, struggles
and genealogies of knowledge does this artistic dissent point’? By asking
these questions, this thesis traces the emergence and decline of specific
social formations. Its primary focus is on cultural and social formations, which
include ‘nonnormative’ sexual and gender formations. It shows not just the
development of new formations (such as ‘LGBT NGO activism’ or ‘queer
activism’ among others) that appeared in place of or in addition to the
nonnormative formations preceding them. It also shows how (honnormative)
gender and sexuality were instrumentalised and historicised in Ukraine.
Importantly, these shifts will be analysed in parallel with other broad changes
in social formations: the construction of the Ukrainian nation-state as a new
capitalist social formation; and the appearance of ‘anti-gender’ groups and

the far-right movement in Ukraine as a part of new global social formations.

The third enquiry is related to the aesthetic potential of artistic sexual
and gender dissent as sites of worldmaking (Goodman 1978). This thesis will
consider art as a field of relationships and imaginaries that is open and
changing. | trace the development of ‘contemporary art’” as a formation
appearing in Ukraine in the 1990s, and the possibilities and limitations of the
contemporary art system. The thesis mostly focuses on persons and
collectives engaging in creative worldmaking that diverges from normative
nationalist ideals. Close analysis of the aesthetic strategies chosen to
represent and imagine nonnormativity reveals the worldmaking important not

just for understanding local Ukrainian politics, but the broader transnational



context. This thesis explores how those ‘aside from the norm’ construct
intersectional identifications, imagine gender and sexuality, work with
traditions, dis-identify with modernity and imagine different temporalities. |
argue that such exploration provides us not just with a powerful critique of
existing normative regimes: it also provides us with useful strategies for co-

thinking and coexisting.

1. Brief literature review

This thesis connects Ukrainian cultural studies to ideas from gender,
queer and transgender theories, social movement studies and the sociology
of activism, and (feminist) art history. | see my work as building upon these
spheres of knowledge, yet also intervening in them. | have grown increasingly
critical of the ‘Western-centric’ paradigm of knowledge production, and the
relevance of some queer theoretical works for the Ukrainian context.
However, | agree with Adi Kuntsman’s statement, that ‘as a paradigm of
otherness, queering has already been here for a long time’ (Kuntsman 2010:
34). | therefore engage with various international theoretical works as far as
they help to understand non-Western local paradigms for the production of
nonnormativity. As discussed later, my use of ‘sexual and gender dissent’
instead of ‘queer’ or other various terms is an attempt to question and
investigate such terms and their functioning within the Ukrainian context. In
this move, | follow the works of theorists such as Kulpa and Mizielinska
(2011) in their attempt to de-Westernise the knowledge on sexuality and

gender in Eastern Europe.

Ukrainian art and cultural studies still lack interdisciplinary explorations
that pay particular attention to the issues of nonnormativity. Existing works
on Ukrainian culture are often limited to research on literature (Pavlychko
1999, 2000; Aheieva 2008; Chernetsky 2007, 2016; Rewakowicz 2018).

Ukrainian visual art is generally understudied, however, new works
4
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attempting to trace and conceptualise it have appeared in the recent years
(see Lozhkina and Solov’ev 2010; IAkovlenko 2019; Kochubins’ka 2018; also
Lozhkina 2019 for a short history of contemporary art in Ukraine; Zychowicz
2020). When writing on visual art and gender, researchers (Briukhovets’'ka
2016, 2017; Briukhovetska and Kulchinska 2019; IAkovlenko 2019) often
focus on analysis of women’s art or the role of women within the
institutionalised art system. Contemporary accounts of feminist art lack a
focus on nonnormative sexuality or gender (Briukhovets’ka 2017; Zlobina
2015, 2016). Focusing on institutionalised art, they also tend to ignore social
movements and the grassroots knowledge production that is often intrinsic
to artistic sexual/gender dissent. When they do touch upon such knowledge
(see Zychowicz 2020), they struggle not to inscribe dissenting social
movements into nation-building narratives. These works are an essential
contribution to the discussion on discourses of gender and sexuality in
contemporary art. Yet they are often a product of specific genealogies of
knowledge or scholarly disciplines, which limits their focus and critical

applications.

In comparison with other Eastern European countries, critical works on
gender and sexuality in contemporary Ukraine are scarce, yet Ukrainian
scholars do engage with the topic from different angles (see IArmanova 2012;
Teteriuk 2016; Pagulich 2017; Martsenyuk 2016; Mayerchyk and Plakhotnik
2015). There is a tendency among scholars writing on gender to prioritise
(cisgender) women as their research object, or to focus on the development
of women’s NGOs and academic feminism in Ukraine (Pavlychko 2002b;
Phillips 2008b; Rubchak 2011, 2015; Hankivsky and Salnykova 2012;
Martsenyuk 2018; Attwood and others 2018).

Two spikes of international attention on Ukraine have happened in the

last decade: attention to the Femen activist group in the 2010s (see Channell
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2014; Zychowicz 2011; a special section in Women’s Studies in
Communication 38(4), 2015 among many other sources) and analysis of the
role of women during and after the Maidan protests in 2013-2014, and during
the war (Martsenyuk 2015a; Khromeychuk 2016, 2018; Phillips 2014 for

some of the examples).

It is important to remember that scholarly inquiry that makes ‘gender’
and ‘sexuality’ into an object of research is never ‘neutral’, but always
presents a specific political position and is formed by the canon of its
respective discipline. Such research is often limited to the separation of
‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ from the analysis of class, race, disability, and other
formations. For example, scholars in Ukraine and abroad focus on the rise of
the so-called ‘LGBT movement’ or ‘organised LGBT community’ (Martsenyuk
2012; Shevtsova 2017). Doing so, they take it as the only social movement
addressing nonnormative sexuality, and do not analyse how this movement
is formed by and is forming a specific understanding of sexuality, class,
gender, race and citizenship, and its internal heterogeneity. The point of
departure of this thesis is the belief that it is essential to attend to
understudied nonnormative formations in all their complexity and
ambivalence. It is also useful to look at those counter-publics in Ukraine that

feed into anti-capitalist sexual and gender artistic dissent.

In line with this thinking, some works do constitute intersectional
enquiries into the idea of the ‘invention of sexuality’, looking at sexuality or
gender as constructs and forms of power (see, for example, Mayerchyk
2020). New ideas about gender and sexuality have been developed in the
Krytyka Feministychna: Skhidno-lIEvropeiskyi Zhurnal Feministychnykh ta
Kvir-Studii (Feminist Critique: East European Journal of Feminist and Queer
Studies) journal (see #3, 2020, on the discussion of decoloniality and post-

socialism). Recent contributions by the authors of the volume edited by Emily
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Channell-Justice (2020; 2022) are worth noting, as some of they turn to the
LGBT+ and queer narratives in Ukraine adopting decolonial standpoint. Two
recent PhD dissertations, by Nadzeya Husakouskaya (2018, see also 2019)
and Olga Plakhotnik (2019), are also useful in this regard, as they focus on
the Ukrainian context and theorise the ‘transgender phenomenon’ and
‘sexual citizenship’ respectively. While both of these works are invaluable for
their ideas and (especially for engaging with the complex East/West
geopolitical dynamics), they are limited either to one topic (for example,
transgender phenomenon) or in timeframe (post-2014 Ukraine). Also, while
some of the studies mentioned above engage with visual culture (see
Plakhotnik 2019), there is still a persistent lack of research that values
artistic works both as a representation of political ideas and aesthetic

practices in their own right.

This thesis fills the gap in existing research by providing much-needed
insight into the interrelations between different social formations, and by
exploring the aesthetic strategies of articulating nonnormativity at the
intersection of these formations. Viewing gender and sexuality as a network
of relations and a form of power, it becomes an inquiry into how gender and

sexuality produce heterogeneous forms of knowledge and struggle.

The novelty of the thesis lies in the selection of unique material, its scope
and the methods of its analysis. In terms of methods, this thesis examines
artistic works themselves and the specific contexts within which they operate.
Therefore, the much-needed exploration of the development of social
movements, the contemporary art system, or discourses around sexuality and
gender is organically woven into the discussion of specific cultural products.
Also, the timeframe of the research (from the 1990s to 2019) is unique in its
scope. It follows historical shifts as they unfold, giving a fuller idea of how

specific artistic works function in broader contexts. Finally, the cultural
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producers whose works | examine have not received much academic
attention. For example, the anti-capitalist grassroots communities and
nonnormative formations studied here are still seen as peripheral in
academic research. | look in a different direction from many scholars writing
on Ukraine: at groups, collectives, works and political events that are less
mediatised and understudied. Therefore, every chapter of the thesis presents
a new story that unfolds and enriches our knowledge of the interconnection

between art and society.

2. On epistemological position, methodology and sources

In ‘Of Our Normative Strivings: African American Studies and the

Histories of Sexuality’ Roderick Ferguson (Ferguson 2005: 99) states:

...sexuality has a variety of deployments in which we might observe
its constitution through discourses of race, gender, and class.
Epistemologically, this means that we must embark on critical
journeys to locate and explicate those deployments. Institutionally
and politically, it involves assessing the racialized, gendered, and
class forms of power that issue from sexuality’s many extensive

routes.

This thesis is such a critical journey to locate various deployments of
sexuality and gender. While racial formations are not at the forefront of my
inquiry (yet always present in the background), Ferguson’s way of researching
sexuality has significantly influenced my epistemological position. Ferguson’s
work (2004, 2019) has been of particular importance for me in terms of
understanding the multi-dimensionality of social movements’ development,

and in paying attention to nonnormative formations as classed and racialised.
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Following the approaches offered by Ferguson in his queer of colour critique,
and intersectional feminist theory (see Carastathis 2016; Crenshaw 1995), |
interrogate the normative and nonnormative articulations of epistemological,
political, economic and cultural formations in Ukraine. | maintain a somewhat
critical stance on the development of the professionalised LGBT and feminist
activism in Ukraine, and pay particular attention to the coalitions that are now

omitted in historicising such activism.

Other conceptual approaches have also been influential in the
construction of this thesis and its arguments. Among them are the critique of
modernity as a linear process, and attention to multiple versions of modernity,
and multiple temporalities as a political phenomenon. Roberto Kulpa’s and
Joanna Mizielinska’s (2011) theorising of imagined temporalities and East-
West relations in terms of the ‘East lagging behind the West’ is important in
this regard. | believe many social formations in Ukraine operate within the
imagined temporality of the ‘East lagging behind the West’. This temporality,
in turn, is an intrinsic part of the Europeanisation discourses, originated in the
European Union’s enlargement eastwards (Gressgard and Husakouskaya
2020; Kulpa 2014; Suchland 2018). The adoption of ‘European values’, as it
will be discussed in this thesis, is mythologised as a necessary condition in
the process of Europeanisation and modernisation. On an even wider scale,
the ‘East lagging behind the West’ perspective positions a temporality
identical to the modernity of global capitalism as the only possibility, fixing
instead Ukraine (and other Eastern European countries) in a specific time and
space, and erasing past and present alternatives (on temporality and
postsocialisms, see more in Pagulich and Shchurko 2020; Atanasoski and
Vora 2018).

An attention to temporality is important not just for the understanding of

Europeanisation, but also for the understanding of neo-traditionalism. In this
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regard, studies of neo-traditionalism in Ukraine (Strel’nik 2014; Zhurzhenko
2012) and neo-traditionalist formations in Europe (Kovats and Poim 2015;
Korolczuk and Graff 2018) have been particularly useful for laying the
conceptual framework of this thesis. Neo-traditionalist discourses also
produce a specific linear temporality, however it is a temporality of a nation
(that is often sacralised). Within this temporality, the revival of the
mythologised ‘traditional values’ and ‘family values’ (‘destroyed’ by both
communism and the European liberalisation) must be performed in order to
ensure the nation’s survival and future. Following this conceptualisation
allows this thesis to be attentive to those social movements and artistic works

working with alternative temporalities.

While both Europeanisation and neo-traditionalist discourses are
instrumentalised by social movements, there is another important element
that must be taken into account: namely, the influence of the NGO-isation on
social formations. In their edited volume The Revolution Will Not Be Funded :
Beyond The Non-Profit Industrial Complex (2017) INCITE! trace the rise of
non-profit organisations and their effect on social movements. The process of
‘NGO-isation’ (the turn of social movements into professionalised
organisations) has been studied and debated in relation to European social
movements. While | share the concern of some scholars for a nuanced
approach to the study of the NGO-isation of social movements (Jacobsson
and Saxonberg 2013), | conceptually align with those scholars critical of this
process. Therefore, | maintain the division between ‘professionalised NGO
activism’ and ‘(autonomous) grassroots activism’ to study the political
differences that often manifest themselves between different groups.
Moreover, employing the ‘NGO-isation’ concept allows me to critically assess

the mobilisation and politicisation of the religious and anti-gender groups, as
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well as to address the influence of the non-profit industrial sector on the

contemporary art system.

Nowadays more and more scholars point to the dangers of capitalist
neoliberal order, and the rise of the worldwide conservative movements. It is
also a time of political and social shifts in Ukrainian society brought by the
ongoing war and Russian military aggression. Therefore, it is essential to keep
in touch with unremembered pasts and radical possibilities outside of
prevailing temporalities. While the pasts that figure in this work are not that
distant, they are still rewritten continuously, concealed or forgotten. An
essential step for me in this regard is turning to the archives that are not
evident at first sight, yet are important for these nonnormative pasts. | pay
attention not just to academic or media sources, but to the artistic works
produced in forms and contexts that are too often neglected in analysis of
cultural production. My contribution lies in turning to printed and online self-
published materials (what is known in Ukrainian as samvydav and Russian as
samizdat), and to grassroots online subcultures more generally, to bring these
sources into the discussion as equal subjects of knowledge. These sources
have not yet been presented to the international audience, therefore
highlighting them is important for both academic and activist discussions.
Some of the websites | am turning to are not currently accessible online, yet
are archived through the Wayback Machine online web archive
(https://archive.org/).

| treat the figures | am writing about as knowledge subjects, building my
research on informal conversations with them, quoting their perspective on
their works wherever possible, and drawing on many public interviews and
statements made via various media. In some limited cases, | also turn to the
statements made publicly by these figures via their public accounts or pages

in social networks (such as Livelournal, VKontakte and Facebook). In these
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cases, | follow the ‘Legal terms and agreement’ rules of these networks on

the use of information released under public settings.

While the thesis is built chronologically, it should not be viewed as aiming
to construct a linear, unified or ‘full’ historical narrative. The histories that
develop within the chapters are closely connected to the experience of the
figures and collectives that | have selected as the focal point for each chapter;
thus, the formations and struggles described are only a part of a more
complex picture. Second, | have chosen specific artistic case studies as a way
of capturing transformations happening at a particular moment. These are
not the only significant artists of any given moment, and the case studies do
not claim to add up to a unified art history. Rather, a consciously limited cast
of characters has been chosen to allow shifts in nonnormative formations to
become visible. Each chapter is both an introduction to a figure, or a set of
artistic works, and an introduction to the specific historical period that is
important for these works. The case studies are selected to provide points of
entry into different forms of dissent, and to allow an exploration of their

particular connection and significance at distinct historical moments.

All the cultural producers whose works form the case studies for this
thesis were chosen because they are part of different nonnormative
formations, and create works related to nonnormativity. In Chapter I, | turn
first to the Orchid theatre of provocative fashion and the activity of Misha
Koptev, as it allows me to trace the nonnormative formations existing in the
1990s, and discourses around gender and sexuality that formed at that time.
Orchid’s existence throughout the 2000s and the 2010s also lets me explore
the complex geopolitical dynamics of global contemporary art as Orchid
became famous within and outside of Ukraine. The artistic works of Anatoly
Belov are unique as examples of artistic sexual dissent appearing in the

2000s. Artistic dissent in Belov’s works, analysed in Chapters Il and I, offers
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a ‘window’ into the politics of morality, the anti-gender movements of the time
and the construction of norms. The works of Belov are also important because
he became part of and contributed to the some networks of dissent, explored

in the thesis.

| turn to Belov’s later creative works in Chapter IV by analysing the activity
of the Lyudska Podoba music collective. The focus on this collective allows
me to analyse the development of ‘kvir’ activism in the 2010s in response to
anti-gender movements and ‘traditional values’ discourses, and artistic
strategies to, in Belov’'s words, ‘transgress the sacred’. Friedrich Chernyshov’s
performance and poetry (juxtaposed with the ‘Patriots. Citizens. Lovers...” art
project by Carlos Motta in Chapter V) foregrounds questions of visibility and
nonnormativity, as well as the historicization and instrumentalization of
sexuality and gender in the 2010s. As Chernyshov is also known as an
activist, his critical art and activism are connected with the development of

transgender (activist) formations.

My final case study - the artistic work of the SHvemy collective, Tonya
Mel’nyk and Masha Lukianova - was chosen as it points to feminist (activist)
formations of the 2010s. They allow a discussion of feminist positionings
after 2014, and alternative modes and imaginaries of sexual and gender
dissent. Throughout the dissertation, in addition to the close analysis of the
artistic works that form the case studies, | describe and reflect on the context
in which they were created. | do this by exploring the movements and
formations that existed in that period, the discourses that circulated, and |
draw selectively on similar contemporary artistic works created at the same
time. This provides a historical and political context that helps to understand
better the articulations of nonnormativity and the individual artistic strategies
chosen by cultural producers. An important point to note is that most of my

case studies are located in Kyiv or Luhans’k and therefore present a very
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metronormative, urban idea of (artistic) sexual/gender dissent and

nonnormative formations.

Methodologically, the work is interdisciplinary: the case studies analysed
in this research present different genres (visual art, performance, music,
poetry, embroidery and textile works) or can’t be characterised within a
specific genre. Therefore, whenever close analysis is involved, | employ
methods from different disciplines (visual culture studies, musicology, film

studies, etc.) that are best suited to the work analysed.

The thesis is written from the standpoint of a person involved in different
forms of activism in Ukraine. It is engaged research from a position of
solidarity with social movements that oppose neoliberal capitalist regimes,
imperialist and colonial power, and normative regimes that aim to categorise
and place human (and non-human) subjects and relationships into
hierarchical systems (according to the invented categories of race, sex,
gender, sexuality, and others). Such a position informs and influences my
standpoint. My findings are, of course, limited by many varied factors (from
white privilege and a migrant location in the ‘West’ to knowledge of just
Ukrainian, Russian and English languages, and therefore, working with
materials mostly in these languages). However, my aim is not to provide
conclusive ‘answers’, but rather to animate and assist discussions on topics

of sexual and gender dissent (be it within and outside of academia).

3. Main research themes and inquiries

There are several inquiries that shape the body of this research - these
inquiries inspire me to single out specific themes when thinking about artistic

sexual/gender dissent and nonnormative formations.

The first inquiry builds on the idea that artistic dissent and nonnormative

formations in Ukraine are influenced by two political shifts that have been
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taking place since the 1990s: the development of neo-traditionalism and of

Eurocentric liberal modernisation (or Europeanisation). The thesis explores

both neo-traditionalist politics and the politics of Europeanisation, taking into
account relevant discourses and the production of nonnormativity within

them. Particular attention throughout the thesis is paid to describing;:

1) Social formations involved in the production of neo-traditionalist
discourses (such as governmental initiatives, ‘anti-gender’ or far-right

movements);

2) Social formations involved in the production of Europeanisation
discourses (such as the governmental initiatives, the contemporary
art institutions, particular social movements and professionalised
NGO activism);

3) Social formations that ‘fall out’ of or situate themselves ‘aside from’
both neo-traditionalist or Eurocentric liberal modernisation
discourses (in particular, grassroots radical social movements and

nonnormative communities).

Throughout Ukrainian history we can see figures and collectives that
engage in artistic sexual and gender dissent. They often engage in
intersectional dissent in dialogue with relevant social movements.

Therefore, when analysing an artistic work, | ask:

e What social formations do the artistic works point to? What
nonnormative communities (if any) does the artistic work document,

represent or imagine?

e What particular discourses are at play in the works themselves, and

in their description/curation (and sometimes reception)?
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My second inquiry (that arises from the first) grounds itself in the hypothesis

that artistic sexual/gender dissent often produces alternative imaginaries to

the political constructs or of (populist) neo-traditionalist and liberal

Europeanisation discourses. Some constructs | consider:

1) The constructs of sexuality and gender, and of

sexual/gender/relationship norms;

2) The constructs of morality/respectability, good citizenship and

social norms;

3) The construct of linear history, with particular attention to the

myths of the ‘return to traditions’ or ‘progress and modernisation’.

| argue that throughout Ukrainian history we see the development of a politics
of morality that differs from the preceding Soviet period. New sexual, gender
and social behaviour norms are an intrinsic part of this politics. These norms
become part of the nation-building and democratisation processes, and are
a field of struggle and negotiation between different actors, from conservative
to liberal. Moreover, as | show in this thesis, the competing discourses of the
‘return to the traditional values’ (neo-traditionalism) and ‘progress towards
European values’ (Europeanisation) develop in Ukraine over time. Therefore,

my interest lies in what is constructed as ‘immoral’ and ‘nonnormative’.

Throughout the thesis, when analysing the artistic works, | focus on the

following questions:

e How does the work address the discourses of ‘morality’ and

‘decency’, and the concepts of nation and citizenship?

e How does the artwork imagine and articulate nonnormativity, what

knowledge about the norms and nonnormativity does it produce?
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While each cultural producer is working with a set of problems and
imaginaries unique to them, their particular conditions and communities,
focusing on these points helps to understand the specificity of the Ukrainian

context.

Finally, | suggest that in some cases we can trace common strategies
and methods of sexual/gender dissent. In terms of strategies, the figures and
collectives that are featured in this thesis dissent against sexual, gender,
bodily, social shame. They present in their works a heterogeneity of voices,
experiences and kinships concealed by normative discourses. However, | am
interested in particular in the aesthetic devices that are summoned to

describe or imagine nonnormative experience or dissent.

My third inquiry is into aesthetic devices used by nonnormative cultural

practitioners to dissent against norms. | agree with Chantal Mouffe (2007)

that aesthetic and artistic practices have a political dimension, and that art
has the potential to be critical: | am interested in ‘art that foments dissensus,
that makes visible what the dominant consensus tends to obscure and
obliterate’. The chapters of this thesis point to ways of categorising the
strategies of sexual/gender artistic dissent in Ukraine (e.g. provocation,
demarginalisation, transgression, subversion and such). The artistic works
presented in the thesis would also fall into the categories provided by Richard
Noble (2005): art as political criticism; art exploring positions and identities
defined by otherness; art as utopian experimentation; and art as an
investigation of its own political condition. | do not, however, seek to atomise
and categorise distinct modes of artistic sexual/gender dissent. Rather, with
a spectrum of differing case studies, | aim to present a range of individual
artistic strategies that articulate nonnormativity by inciting dissent and

unsettling consensus around certain norms.
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In particular, | draw attention to ‘dis-identification’ as such a device. Jose
Esteban Munoz (1999) introduced the idea of dis-identification both as an
artistic strategy of re-working mainstream culture from a marginalised
position, a recycling of normative/mainstream culture, and as a
survival/resistance strategy for nonnormative people. All of these are
important in my theorising of artistic sexual/gender dissent in Ukraine. |
explore dis-identification with traditions, and dis-identification with modernity
as a common method to which the figures and collectives featured in this
thesis turn. | argue that by dis-identifying with the (normative) modernity,
artistic sexual/gender dissent searches for (and finds) other temporalities
that are more welcoming of sexual, gender or social heterogeneity. Therefore,

| pay particular attention to the following questions:

e What aesthetic devices are used to imagine or articulate

nonnormativity?

e What can we tell about the spatial and temporal settings within the
artwork, and their relationship to the constructs of ‘traditions’
and/or ‘modernity’? How does it interact with the past and the

future, and what temporalities does it point to?

Finally, it is necessary to show how the artwork functions (or doesn’t
function) within the system of contemporary art. While the analysis of the
contemporary art system is not the main focus of this thesis, | do draw
attention to it whenever possible, as it gives a useful perspective on the role
of ‘contemporary art’ within the Europeanisation processes and its effect on

cultural producers.

4. On main concepts and terms

Before explaining the thesis in more detail, we need to set out the key

terms used. The first term that needs to be explained is
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‘nonnormative’/’nonnormativity’. By ‘nonnormativity’ | refer to sexual
practices, (gendered) appearance and behaviour, intimate relationships and
kKinship structures that are deemed ‘unconventional’, ‘transgressive’,
‘indecent’ or undermining a ‘traditional’ understanding of gender, sexuality or
social respectability. However, | also try not essentialise ‘norm’ or
‘nonnormativity’, as what is seen as the ‘norm’ is never stable and always
depends on a particular historical period. Therefore, | treat ‘nonnormativity’
in a way that is similar to the philosopher Judith Butler’'s (1993: 19) treatment
of ‘queer’: ‘never fully owned, but always and only redeployed, twisted,
queered from a prior usage and in the direction of urgent and expanding

political purposes’.

In this thesis, | also use the term ‘nonnormative formations’. My use of
‘social formations’ follows that of Roderick Ferguson (2004) who in turn
extends a Marxist and Althusserian understanding of the dialectical
interrelation between economic and social systems. Ferguson’s use of ‘social
formations’ goes beyond economic formations (such as capitalist). It points
to the fact that racial or patriarchal ideals are not ‘natural’ or ‘autonomous’;
they exist in the material reality (of colonial capitalism). This means that we
can talk about racial, sexual, gender, national, cultural formations that are
multiple, changing, and always specific to time, place, and the conditions of

their existence.

| argue that ‘nonnormativity’ is produced by the concealment of social
heterogeneity and often in relation to the policing practices of the state and
institutions. Therefore, in parallel with the exploration of nonnormative
formations in Ukraine (which include specific movements, communities,
networks of dissent), | will investigate how different social formations are

involved in the production and managing of ‘nonnormativity’.
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The term ‘sexual/gender dissent’ is also important. What do | consider
to be ‘dissent’ in this work? ‘Dissent’ in Ukraine is a loaded term, as it is
connected to the dissident movements active during Soviet times. However,
such movements often envisioned dissent as excluding struggle for gender or
sexual liberation. ‘Sexual/gender dissent’ in this work denotes resistance to,
and transgression of the gender/sex system that is embedded in political
regimes and societal norms. In using this notion, | follow those feminist and
queer scholars who have theorised gender and sexual dissent as a
‘constellation of nonconforming practices, expressions, and beliefs’ (Duggan
1994: 11; see also Duggan and Hunter 2014; Rubin 2011; Maddison 2000).
Concerning Eastern Europe, historian Dan Healey coined these terms to
denote phenomena connected with resisting the sex/gender system, and the
transgression of gender and sexuality regimes in Russia at the beginning of
the 20th century (Healey 2008: 18, see also 2001); and the terms ‘gender
dissent’ / ‘sexual dissent’ have often been used in relation to ex-Soviet
countries (Chojnicka 2015; Mamedov and Bagdasarova 2021; Valodzin
2021). This work aims to trace the development of artistic sexual/gender
dissent in Ukraine that involves resisting both the sex/gender system and the
state. This development is intertwined with the development of social

movements and forms of political activism in Ukraine since 1991.

The terms ‘sexual/gender’ in the title of this thesis do not mean the
‘either/or’ binary: they instead point to the necessity of keeping both terms
separate yet together, as sexuality and gender are often intertwined. By
‘gender dissent’ | also don’t necessarily mean dissent carried out by women.
As | will show, gender non-conforming, transgender and transfeminist dissent

are an integral part of gender dissent.

The use of ‘sexual/gender’ dissent also enables a stepping back from

the many terms that would be (often uncritically) ‘assumed’ by many
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researchers - such as ‘queer’, ‘feminist’, ‘transgender’, and ‘LGBT'. Instead,
| chose to trace and examine how these terms appear in the Ukrainian
context, develop new meanings, and are used or discarded by the people and

collectives | am writing about.

The concept of intersectionality informs this thesis, and it will also be
given particular Ukrainian contextualisation. Originating in Black feminist
thought (see Combahee River Collective 1993 as just one of the examples
theorising the ‘interlocking’ systems of oppression), the term was coined by
law scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw to oppose ‘the tendency to treat race
and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience and analysis’
(1989: 139). Crenshaw (1995) argued that identity movements (such as
feminism and anti-racism) conflated or ignored intra-group differences, and
didn’t address the intersectionality of social domination. Later, Crenshaw
expanded the understanding of intersectionality to a ‘way of thinking about

identity and its relationship to power’ :

Originally articulated on behalf of black women, the term brought to
light the invisibility of many constituents within groups that claim
them as members, but often fail to represent them. Intersectional
erasures are not exclusive to black women. People of color within
LGBTQ movements; girls of color in the fight against the school-to-
prison pipeline; women within immigration movements; trans
women within feminist movements; and people with disabilities
fighting police abuse — all face vulnerabilities that reflect the
intersections of racism, sexism, class oppression, transphobia,
able-ism and more. Intersectionality has given many advocates a
way to frame their circumstances and to fight for their visibility and

inclusion (Crenshaw 2015).
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My use of ‘intersectional’ in this thesis will mark modes of dissent and
theorising that problematise single-issue politics and strive towards
recognising the intra-group differences, as well as building coalitions with
other groups. However, where possible, | contextualise some terms (such as
‘homonationalism’ or ‘intersectionality’) in the relevant chapters to show how
their local meanings have been shaped by Ukrainian academic and activist

discussions.

Finally, as the aim of the thesis is to look at the metaphors, settings and
imaginaries created by cultural producers situated outside of the norm, it is
important to explain the meaning of ‘artistic dissent’. Shifting to ‘artistic
dissent’ from ‘art’ in this thesis meant stepping aside from focusing only on
institutionalised art (or even ‘art’ as such), and choosing case studies that
function within institutions, but with a critical distance from them, outside of
art institutions altogether, or interstitially between ‘art” and ‘activist’ spaces.
What matters to me is not the level of institutional recognition or visibility of
the ‘artworks’ or ‘artists’, but rather the fact that the cultural producers
studied in this work consider their practices ‘artistic’, and that these practices
and their results are part of a contentious dialogue in society about sexuality
and gender. Some of the case studies present artists functioning within the
realm of institutions. But what | am interested in is (following Plungian 2016:
128)

[...] “ccanepoBaHME M pacrno3HaBaHWE WHAMBUAYAAbHbIX CTpaTErn
TeX, KTO CMOI OT BAACTM YCKOAb3HYTb WAM OCTATbCS Ha TaKMUX
TEPPUTOPUAX, KOTOPblE MPEACTABASIAUCb B KyAbType OMacHbIMM,

HENMHTEePECHbIMWN, HEAAGABHOBUAHbBIMW, apPXanyHbIMH, MOTOMY UTO 3TU
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TEPPUTOPUM TOXE ABAAOTCA MOAUTUUECKUM BblOOPOM

[Russ.] [...] studying and recognising the individual strategies of
those, who could escape power and remain on those territories that
were imagined in culture as dangerous, not interesting, unwise,

archaic, because these territories are also a political choice.

Therefore, my interest lies in figures who have a complex relationship
with the institutionalised art system, and are situated ‘aside’ from the norm
in terms of both sexuality/gender and in the sense of being actively involved
in the contemporary art market. Such a step also allows me to make an
inquiry into the development of the ‘contemporary art’” phenomenon in
Ukraine and to critically assess the active role of contemporary neoliberal art

institutions in the construction of specific discourses on sexuality and gender.

5. Historical background and thesis layout

Ukraine is famous in the world for its radical political shifts: during over
the 30 years since gaining independence in 1991, Ukrainian society has been
through a series of mass protests, the most well known being the Orange
Revolution protests in 2004 and what became known as ‘Maidan’ or
‘Revolution of Dignity’ protests in 2013-2014. The annexation of Crimea and
the ongoing war with Russia that started in 2014 have also radically changed
the Ukrainian present. It is these historical points, but also the slower
undercurrents happening between them, that inform this thesis. The
timeframe of my study is from 1991 (the formation of the new state) to 2019
(the election of Volodymyr Zelens’kyi as the new President). | divide this
timeframe into several periods: 1991 to 2003 (Chapter I); 2004 to 2010
(Chapters Il and Ill); 2010 to 2013 (Chapter IV); 2014 to 2019 (Chapters V
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and VI). This division is not strict, and mainly follows the changes in political

regimes that relate to the regulation of sexuality and gender in Ukraine.

The thesis structure is twofold, and each chapter is structured to reflect
this two-fold character. One of the underlying aims of the thesis is to provide
an exploration of the complex and multi-layered transformation happening in
Ukraine since its independence. Yet this exploration is also carried out
through the analysis of artistic case studies, each specific to a particular shift
or historical period. | have selected a small group of practitioners as ‘case
studies’ to reflect particular shifts. In some cases | use the evolution of their
art to map the changes that happen in nonnormative formations over time.
Each chapter has a contextual introduction, description of the relevant social
formations and case studies of work that help illuminate historical, aesthetic
and political changes. | believe that such an analysis facilitates a better
understanding of the aesthetic and social specificity of sexual and gender

dissent.

The first chapter of the thesis has Ukrainian independence in 1991 as
its point of departure. Gaining independence meant economic and political
reconfiguration. The 1990s were the time of fast privatisation, deep financial
crisis (and the rise of the ‘shadow economy’), the appearance of the new
capitalist ruling class, and the merging of the state, capital and organised
crime in a system of ‘clans’ (see a great analysis of economic and political
shifts in Ukraine in Gorbach [n.d.]). It was also the time of proliferation of
sexual discourses that were needed for the stabilisation and reproduction of
the new nation. To paraphrase Foucault (1978: 124), specific ‘class’ bodies
with their ‘health, hygiene, descent, and race’ were formed. The ruling elites
shaped the ideals of white heteropatriarchal sexuality through discourses of
state and nation. But these elites were also influenced by the Ukrainian state

being economically and politically dependent on broader formations (such as
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Russia or the European Union). In the first chapter, | analyse nationalist
discourses on sexuality, gender and normativity, deployed by the state, mass
media, and the emerging far-right movement. | also cover ‘Western’
discourses on sexuality and gender that ‘arrive’ to Ukraine, and the
professionalised ‘LGBT activism’ that began in the 1990s. | argue that while
this activism introduced new identities and modes of existence in opposition
to heteronormativity, it also contributed to the construction of the Ukrainian
citizen as decent, normative and liberal. By exploring the activity of the Orchid
Theatre of Provocative Fashion, | address nonnormative subjects and

formations that were excluded from, and did not fit into, this construction.

The 2000s (aside from the financial crisis of 2008-2009) were a time of
relative economic growth in Ukraine, related to the global commodity boom.
Between 1994 and 2004 the ‘clan’ political and economic system turned into
an ‘oligarchic democracy’. The Orange Revolution did not change the
oligarchic system, but performed a reshuffling of it: representatives of less
significant business circles came to power with Viktor Yushchenko becoming
President (Matuszak 2012). In the 2000s many oligarchs made their assets
legal, with some investing into culture, such as Viktor Pinchuk, who founded

a major contemporary art centre PinchukArtCentre in 2006.

Chapter Il is devoted to the study of the ‘contemporary art’ formation in
Ukraine and its relation to the politics of Europeanisation. | compare
contemporary art institutions, involved in the processes of NGO-isation in the
2000s, and the institutions preceding them. | argue that due to a liberal logic
of ‘pre-accepting the transgression’ (Heinich 2006) contemporary art
institutions allowed the articulation of nonnormativity. However, | also show
how nonnormative subjects found themselves both within and ‘aside’ from

the capitalist system of contemporary art in the mid-2000s, turning to the
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artistic dissent of Anatoliy Belov.t | explore Belov’s early projects and the

ideas of marginality and nonnormativity articulated by them.

Chapter lll continues with a more in-depth analysis of the changes that
took place in the 2000s. A significant trait of the 2000s was the development
of techniques of sexual/gender regulation and moral policing. A new Criminal
Code was adopted in Ukraine in 2001, framing ‘public order and morality’ in
categories of law. Political leverage exerted by competing actors, such as
international and domestic organisations, influenced changes to Ukrainian
legislation. | argue that state bodies, religious institutions, ‘anti-gender’
movements and far-right groups mobilised a discourse of ‘traditional values’.
This discourse concealed social heterogeneity and constructed a norm of the
binary gender and monogamous heterosexual family as the basis for
development of Ukrainian nation and state. In the first part of the chapter
(sections 1-2) | study the rise of the ‘anti-gender’ groups in Ukraine. | argue
that the activity of such groups represents a new formation caused by the
politicisation and NGO-isation of religion that takes place transnationally.
Taking the ‘On Protection of Public Morals’ law (adopted in 2003) as a case
study, | show how suspil’na moral’ (Ukr. ‘public morals’) loses its Soviet
framing and acquires nationalist and religious connotations. | analyse the
activity of the National Committee for the Protection of Public Morals (founded

in 2004) as constructing ideals of normative sexuality; | also trace the

! Note that while the correct transliteration of Anatoliy Belov’'s name from Ukrainian
would be Anatolii Bielov, in this thesis | will use ‘Anatoliy Belov’ as this is the English
spelling that is currently known internationally. See Belov’s artist profiles:
PinchukArtCentre website (https://pinchukartcentre.org/en/exhibitions/artists/23964,
accessed April 10, 2023); IMDB (https://www.imdb.com/name/nm6856534/, accessed

April 10, 2023). In bibliography, name transliteration follows the spelling of the original

source, as well as the Library of Congress rules.
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connection between ‘anti-gender’ groups and ethno-nationalism in creating

the moral panics of the 2000s.

In the second part of the chapter (section 3) | address coalitions of
dissent against moral panics, and broader sexual/gender dissent. | follow the
further development of LGBT NGO activism in the 2000s, but also the
development of other forms of activism and social movements that took place
after 2004, with particular attention to the coalitions of dissent that appeared
in response to the conservative turn and moral panics. The late 2000s were
a time of the rapid development of civic activism, fostered by technological
developments, such as the Internet and social networks. | trace differing
vectors of dissent, but also collaboration between professionalised NGO
activism and grassroots activism. Turning back to the works of Belov (section
4), | study his articulations of norms and nonnormativity in the 2000s. | also
explore his aesthetic strategies formed at the intersection of the nationalist

and non-nationalist formations explored earlier.

Chapter IV turns to the period of 2010-2013. In 2010, Victor Yanukovych
became President. The period of 2010-2013 was a period of economic
stagnation and a new vertical of power built by Yanukovych. This vertical was
sustained by an ideological vector towards Russia. The period is marked by
growth in social conservatism, and legislation targeting women and
nonnormative people. The reliance of the new government on Orthodox
Christianity meant the spreading of a discourse of ‘traditional values’ and
further growth of anti-gender groups. In the chapter, | study the coalitions that
provided a differing horizon of possibilities for sexual and gender dissent. The
works of Anatoliy Belov in this regard are an interesting example of both

documenting, subverting and dissenting against the anti-gender formations
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of the early 2010s. Through Belov’s works, the music of the Lyudska Podoba?
band and the works of activist collectives | will also address the different ways
in which the new term kvir was deployed in the late 2000s - early 2010s, and

what aesthetic devices were summoned to produce artistic works as ‘queer’.

The two subsequent chapters take 2014 as their point of departure. In
Chapter V, I look at the influence that the Maidan events and the beginning
of the war had on the further development of nonnormative formations. | turn
to the Maidan protests and reflect on why they did not become a space for
sexual dissent. | also turn to the Russian framing of the invasion of Ukraine in

2014, and the role gender and sexuality played in it.

After 2014 Ukraine entered a new economic crisis, with austerity
measures adopted by the new government. | argue that despite the
movement towards Europeanisation, the new government of Petro
Poroshenko did not stop the discourses of ‘traditional values’ and ‘Christian
morals’, anti-gender groups or the far-right movement from spreading. On the
contrary, the new nationalist politics relied on conservative values as a way

to justify itself.

In Chapter V, | address this tension between ‘European’ and ‘national’

through the instrumentalization of nonnormativity that arose after 2014

2 Note that while the correct transliteration of the band’s name would from Ukrainian
would be ‘Liuds’ka Podoba’, in this thesis | will use ‘Lyudska Podoba’ for the music
collective name as this is the English spelling that is currently known internationally and
is used by the collective. See Lyudska Podoba profiles: SoundCloud

(https://soundcloud.com/lyudska podoba, accessed April 10, 2023); bandcamp

(https://lyudskapodoba.bandcamp.com/album/volnydorozhkibarashki, accessed April

10, 2023). In bibliography, as well in Appendix to mark the title of Anatoliy Belov’s
artwork under the same title, transliteration follows the spelling of the original source, as

well as the Library of Congress rules.
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within contemporary art spaces. Coming back to the Orchid theatre, and
analysing ‘Patrioty. Hromadiany. Kokhantsi...” exhibition ([Ukr.] ‘Patriots.
Citizens. Lovers..., 31 October 2015 - 17 April 2016), | argue that
nonnormative sexuality and gender were instrumentalised on a national and
international level during the construction of the new political and historical
national narratives. Next, | address the development of transgender activism
within the grassroots nonnormative formations excluded and silenced by both
mainstream and LGBT NGO discourses. The performance and poetry of
Friedrich Chernyshov3 and the activity of the Lavender Menace activist group
are in this regard a ‘window’ into the development of queer transgender

activism as both antinormative and anarchist political dissent.

Finally, Chapter VI focuses on gender and sexual dissent through the
shift that feminist activism experienced after the beginning of the war. |
address far-right violence in Ukraine as well as the Russia propaganda
narrative, aiming to portray all Ukraine as ruled by the neo-Nazi. | address the
challenges that nationalism, the rise of the far-right violence and the war
raised for feminist activists, and the development of queer feminism after
2014. The analysis of the artistic works produced by the ReSew and SHvemy
cooperatives, as well as by Masha Lukianova and Tonya Mel’nyk, are helpful

here in addressing the nonnormative counter-publics and artistic dissent in

3 Note that while the correct transliteration of Friedrich Chernyshov’s name from
Ukrainian would be Fridrikh Chernyshov, in this thesis | will use ‘Friedrich Chernyshov’ as
this is the English spelling that is currently known internationally. See Belov’s artist
profiles: PinchukArtCentre website
(https://pinchukartcentre.org/en/exhibitions/artists/23964, accessed April 10, 2023);
IMDB (https://www.imdb.com/name/nm6856534/, accessed April 10, 2023). In

bibliography, name transliteration follows the spelling of the original source, as well as

the Library of Congress rules.
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the 2010s. In addition, Appendix A presents the illustrations that are referred
to in the thesis, and Appendix B presents the lyrics of the Lyudska Podoba

songs with my parallel translation in English.
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CHAPTER I. DISSENT AS PROVOCATION: NONNORMATIVE
FORMATIONS AND THE ‘DISCOVERY’ OF IDENTITIES IN THE 1990S

1. The 1990s as ‘a multi-layered pie of contradictions’: Orchid Theatre of

Provocative Fashion

‘l am a multilayered pie of contradictions. | can’t be described in one word’, —
Misha Koptev describes oneself and one’s activity in an interview.* Koptev
continues: ‘Am | fashion designer or a stripper? | work between genres’. When
the interviewer suggests that, in her opinion, Koptev works in the
contemporary art sphere, Koptev confirms: ‘Yes, | am an artist. My canvas
and paints are models and people in the audience, hair brushes and makeup,
costumes and posters’) (Tsyba 2018).

Koptev's activity, self-described as the ‘multi-layered pie of
contradictions’, works as an excellent introduction to the main shifts
described in this thesis. In this chapter, we will follow the blossoming of the
Orchid Theatre of Provocative Fashion. Grounded in a ‘shadow economy’,
situated at the crossing of different genres, Orchid could appear because of
the commercialisation and commaodification of sex and the new forms of
spectacle and entertainment arising in Ukraine in the 1990s. It also appeared
at the time when new ideas on morals, identities and social norms were

spreading, and appeared despite these ideas and in opposition to them.

4 In this thesis, | avoid using pronouns to refer to Koptev. Calling oneself ‘Misha’ or
‘Mikhailovna’ (female patronymic) in Russian, Koptev uses both female and male
pronouns. Note that while the correct transliteration of Koptev’s name from Ukrainian
would be Mykhailo/Misha Koptiev, in this thesis | will use ‘Misha Koptev’ as this is the
English spelling that is currently known internationally (Saxenhuber and Schéllhammer
2016; Tsyba 2018). In bibliography, name transliteration follows the spelling of the

original source, as well as the Library of Congress rules.
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Misha Koptev founded the ‘Teatr provokatsionnoi mody “Orkhideia™
([Russ.] ‘Orchid’ Theatre of Provocative Fashion’) in Luhans’k in 1993, two
years after Ukraine gained its independence. The phenomenon of Orchid and
its transformation over time reflect the changes that took place with Ukraine’s
transformation into the independent state after a long period of being a Soviet
republic.

Sexual and gender dissent in Ukraine was influenced by the changing
normative regimes that existed during the Soviet times. In early Soviet times,
various types of affective/sexual relations and expression were encouraged
and practised - what Dan Healey (2017: xiii) called a ‘sexual revolution’. A
critique of monogamy and of the institution of marriage coexisted with
women’s emancipation, decriminalisation of ‘sodomy’, as well as with
discussions and public actions contesting the ideas of sexual and bodily
shame.

Yet in the 1930s, the Soviet state universalised the form of marriage;
normative social formations and heteronormative citizenship were
sanctioned as fixed and etacratic. Various forms of sexual and gender
behaviour were denied (at least symbolically) Soviet citizenship and
stigmatised. Homosexuality, prostitution, as well as pre-marital sex,
misconduct and debauchery, were claimed to be the ‘remnants of capitalism’
and markers of the ‘corrupted’ capitalist West, alien to and rare in Soviet
lifestyles. Consequently, nonheteronormative subjects, formations and
modes of existence fell under state control and repression. Subjects who
expressed same-sex desire were criminalised (in the Ukrainian Soviet
Republic since 1934), or medicalised and subjected to forced psychiatric
hospitalisation. Corresponding punitive and stigmatising discourses in society
became widespread (see Healey 2017; Clech 2018; Stella 2015).

Stigmatisation and medicalisation also related to those who were viewed as
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gender-variant or non-conforming (Healey 2017; Essig 1999; Belkin 2000).
After World War |l, official rhetoric proclaimed the heteronormative
alignment of biological sex, sexuality, gender identity and gender roles.
Blaming Stalinist politics for the ‘masculinisation’ of a Soviet woman, the
official rhetoric of the Thaw insisted on the complementarity of genders
(active male and passive female) (see Pushkareva 2012). Tatiana Nelarina in
an article for the Nash Mir ([Russ.] ‘Our World’) Luhans’k samizdat ([Russ.]
‘self-published’) magazine, summarised her experience growing up in Soviet

society by paraphrasing Lenin’s famous quote:®

[...] B HAc ¢ peTcTBa Ay6OBO M TOMOPHO 3aA0XKMAW NOHATUE ‘HOPMbI'.
B obuiectBe, MOCTPOEHHOM MO MPUHUMNY ‘NaTpuapxasbHas BAACTb
MAKOC  TMPUHYAMTEABHAA TrETEPOCEKCYaAU3aLMA BCEW  CTPaHbl,
HOPMaAbHbIM OyAeT cuMTaTbCA TOAbKO TO, YTO 3TOMY MPUHLMMY

NOAYNHAETCA.

[Russ.] [...] the notion of ‘norm’ was inculcated in us in a dull and
crude way since childhood. In a society, based on the principle of
‘patriarchal power plus the compulsory heterosexualisation of the
whole country’, only that which follows this principle would be

considered the norm (Nelarina 1999).

The slow transformation of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic into the
independent Ukrainian state after 1991 led to the reorganisation of existing
social formations and enabled the creation of new ones. Born in Luhans’k in

1970, Koptev belonged, as Aleksei Yurchak would phrase it, to the last Soviet

5 Lenin’s original statement argued that ‘communism is Soviet power plus the

electrification of the whole country’ (Lenin 1970: 159).
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generation: those who matured during the Soviet period but were young
enough to transform into young ‘post-Soviet people’ in the 1990s (Yurchak
2014: 85). This generation witnessed the end of the Soviet Union and the
transition to new discourses, forms and regimes of power. Gender and
sexuality were inevitably entangled in - and core to - these regimes. For me,
Koptev’s Orchid stands out as a particular nonnormative formation - a ‘multi-
layered pie of contradictions’, a phenomenon that encompassed the societal
transformations and pointed to various forms of sexual and gender dissent in
the 1990s. In the chapter, | will argue that since its appearance, Koptev’s
erotic fashion shows have been inventing new forms of sexual and gender
dissent. They epitomised the political power of style as - in the words of Adam
Geczy and Vicki Karaminas - ‘a socio-sexual force pushing the limits of
cultural acceptability and knowledge’ (Geczy and Karaminas 2013: 8). In the
next sections, | will consider what these limits and shifts were that made

Orchid such a unique phenomenon.

1.1. What is Orchid?

Orchid’s posters often featured three phrases that described it: teatr
provokatsionnoi mody ([Russ.] ‘theatre of provocative fashion’), tsyrk
provokatsionnoi mody ([Russ.] ‘circus of provocative fashion’) and
eroticheskoe shou mody ([Russ.] ‘erotic fashion show’). In order to
understand the specificity of Orchid, it is not sufficient to merely define what
each of these phrases meant, but rather to grasp the modes of life,
communities and formations to which they pointed.

Orchid started under the name of ‘Theatre of Provocative Fashion’. The
early theatres of fashion were an invention of the 1980s and were a symptom
of the rapid changes in the field of Soviet fashion. Until then, fashion was
industrialised and controlled by the state. However, in the late 1970s and
1980s, state ‘houses of fashion’ transformed into commercialised spaces,

with individual designers creating their own brands and fashion showcases
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(one of the most famous was Vladislav Zaitsev’s Theatre of Fashion, which
opened in Moscow in 1982). Houses of Fashion continued existing in Ukraine
even in the 1990s and presented a synthesis of the runway walk and
performance, which was a new genre for the Soviet audiences. However, they
were not financed well and thus did not have much influence on general
society (Zvyniatkivs’ka 2017).

Zoia Zvyniatskivs’ka (2017) argues that in the late 1980s and early
1990s, grassroots fashion and street style existed in place of professional
fashion. Fashion of the 1990s was definitely influenced by the Soviet legacies
of the DIlY-fashion.® The first years of Ukrainian independence were marked
by hyperinflation, institutional deterioration, general disorientation, and high
levels of corruption: ‘[Fl[rom 1992 onwards, the economic situation
deteriorated severely. During the 1990s, the economic crisis turned out to be
far deeper and longer than expected by anyone’ (Fritz 2007: 112). These

conditions required the population to make use of all available (and scarce)

6 Poverty and a lack of resources had been became a stimulus for the development of
DlY-fashion and original creative decisions in the Soviet Union. A DIY-approach to clothes
making was promoted by the Soviet state (Bartlett 2010: 243-55). The ‘alternative
fashion’ of the 1980s (see Baster 2017b) is a manifestation of this trend. In contrast
with the fashion shows of designers such as Zaitsev that aimed at creating couture
fashion for the new upper class, alternative theatres of fashion often had declarative
aims and used transgressive style and costume as artistic devices. They borrowed from
and involved the members of various subcultures (punk, rock, etc.) and nonconformist

art groups.

The alternative fashion of the 1980s made use of found objects and vintage clothes or
imagined costumes as futuristic unwearable ‘constructions’. Such fashion shows would
take place on stage as spectacles (such as Aleksandr Petliura’s shows in Moscow) or
take the form of street happenings (such as the ones organised by Garik Assa and
nonconformist artists in Saint Petersburg) (Baster 2016, 2017a, 2017b).
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resources. As new clothes or even fabric was very difficult to obtain, reusing,
remaking, and repurposing clothing and materials became a condition of
possibility and characteristic trait of the Ukrainian grassroots street style and
influenced the local theatres of fashion.

By the 1990s local Theatres of Fashion became widespread and
institutionalised. In 1990, the 20-year old Koptev started studying in one of
such theatres. Luhans’k Theatre of Fashion was a combination of fashion
school and model agency: it was a place where students could learn the
history and theory of costume, the runway walk, manicure techniques, and
take part in fashion shows as models. Studying, working at and later
managing this theatre became a formative experience and later, a source of
dissatisfaction: Koptev described the clothes made by the theatre founder as
‘disgusting geometric nonsense’, while Koptev’s desire was to ‘dress up’,
‘shine’, ‘to wear insane hairstyles and non-human makeup’ (Tsyba 2018a).
Dissatisfaction with the existing theatre led Koptev to found the ‘Orchid
Theatre of Provocative Fashion’ in 1993.” The emblem of Orchid featured
‘circus of provocative fashion’ and both ‘theatre’ and ‘circus’ were used
interchangeably or even simultaneously in promotion materials.

Orchid presented a striking contrast with other regional theatres of
fashion. Its shows took place mainly in cultural centres such as the Luhans’k
Palats kul’tury zaliznychnykiv ([Ukr.] ‘Railman’s Palace of Culture’, the main
regional cultural centre) and in night clubs all over the country. However,
Orchid fashion shows were often labelled shocking, disgusting, and insane.
The show posters quoted (with pride) a Komsomol’'skaia Pravda review

(Appendix A, Figure 2):

7 While at first the theatre was called ‘Mikhail Koptev’s Theatre of Fashion’, the name

was later changed to ‘Orchid’.

36



[...] XOTb NCUXOOAbHULbI U MEPENOAHEHbI, HO AAAl TOFO, KTO PUCKHET

npUMMepUTb KOCTIOMUYMK ‘OT KonTteBa’, CBOOOAHOE MECTEUYKO

HaMAETCA cpasy.

[Russ.] [...] the homes for the insane are overcrowded, but for the
one who dares to try a costume ‘by Koptev’, there will immediately

be a free spot.

The reasons for such a reaction were Orchid’s unconventional costumes,
models and shows. The costumes were often impractical combinations of
found objects, vintage clothing or clothing that was deliberately torn or
radically changed. The shows featured partially-nude models of all genders,
with genitalia being visible, and makeup deliberately smudged, resembling
bruises. Models’ appearance also did not adhere to canonical fashion beauty
standards: they were of different ages and body shapes; some models had
visible disabilities. The shows often presented cross-dressing as an important
element, with Koptev and male models appearing on the runway in skirts,
dresses or various androgynous and gender-bending outfits; local drag
performers would perform during the breaks. Also, the shows featured
elements of performance and circus acts. In contrast with other fashion
shows, Orchid’s shows were often interactive and carnivalesque, with models
dancing with the audience and Koptev swearing at or drinking vodka with the
spectators.

Speaking of Orchid, Koptev emphasised creativity and self-realisation as

the main aim of the project (Briukhanov 2013):

A He 3Hat0 UeAM CBOEro TBopyecTBa. Lleab, HaBepHoe, 3aKAOUaeTCs
B camopeaau3aumn. Mbl NPUXOAMM 3@ KYAUCbl, KpacuMmcs,

HapAaXaemMca B 6€3yMHbIe NPUKUADbI N NOKa3blBaeM AOAAM 06pa3b|.
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MOXHO CKasaTb, Mbl AAPUM AOASIM KYAbTYPY.

[Russ.] ‘I don’t know the goal of my creativity. The goal is, probably,
in self-realisation. We go backstage, do makeup, wear insane looks
and show images to people. One can say, we give the gift of culture

to people.

1.2. Fashion, nudity, and shame

The history of Orchid is inseparable from the history of Koptev’'s self-
fashioning. Fashion was Koptev’'s main interest from teenage years. The late
1980s and early 1990s were times of scarcity and poverty, but also times
when many ‘Western’ fashion magazines became available for purchase.
Vogue (and similar journals) was historically established as an ‘arbiter of
fashion, taste and style’ for the elite or those aspiring to be the elite (Brown
2009: 258). In the late Soviet Union, ‘Western’ fashion was an imaginary
territory of glamour, beauty, and personal freedom. Djurdja Bartlett (2010:
265-606) notes:

Western fashion goods held a multifaceted allure for socialist
consumers due to their diversified styles, fashionability, and
superior production in comparison with the poor quality and

functionalist aesthetics of socialist fashion items.

It is not surprising that the young Koptev spent all one’s income on

acquiring foreign fashion magazines:

| gave my entire salary to get Vogue and Madame Figaro. People at
the shoe factory thought | was an idiot. But these magazines had

real beauty in them. | looked at advertising attentively, marveling at
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how people in the photo were sitting, how beautiful they all were,
the surroundings, the mise-en-scenes. | looked at all that and
thought how rich it all was, and how | wanted to be a part of that
world.

My entire education is fashion magazines and shoemaking
vocational school. | didn’t want the fashion that | saw in the streets.
| was fed up with it. Everybody wearing the same jeans, mass
market clothes. And | would always make original clothes for myself,
traded things in second-hand shops, talked people into giving me
things, added sequins that were just impossible to buy. | have a
thing for sequins since those times, because | lacked them so badly
when | was little (Tsyba 2018).

‘Western’ fashion magazines in the late 1980s and through the 1990s
did not just provide a window into the world of glamour and style at the time
of widespread poverty, but could also serve as cultural influences for
experimentation with gender and sexuality. Fashion in the US and Western
European countries often appropriated gay and lesbian styles and made them
mainstream. The fashion photography of the time turned to ‘gay-vague’
advertisements® and presented androgynous and gender-bending bodies and
characters. Therefore, it is possible that Koptev used fashion magazines as
informal education to explore various modes of self-fashioning as sexual and
gender nonconformity. Koptev’'s early self-portrait photographs feature
gender-ambiguous characters. In some Koptev would pose wearing long-

haired wigs. Others presented costumes that would include high-heeled

8 ‘Gay-vague’ is a term coined by Michael Wilkes and denotes advertisement imagery
that depicts characters in seemingly ambiguous situations that may be narrated as gay

(while such an interpretation depends on the spectator) (Sender 2004).
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boots, ornamental body art on the skin, transparent knickers, or self-made
skirts, combined with heavy makeup accentuating the eyes and cheekbones
(Appendix A, Figure 3).

In contrast with earlier Soviet times, the climate of the early 1990s
allowed for more expression of gender nonconformity, for several reasons.
First, the conditions of poverty meant that the private and gendered traits of
clothing became less significant: (gendered) items of clothing would be worn
or remade to suit the urgent needs of dressing oneself. Secondly, rebelling
against norms in clothing was typical for the generation that spurred the
phenomenon of alternative fashion. Style was the foundation of the late
Soviet generation, not just aesthetically, but socially and politically.®
Zvyniats’kivska (2017) argues that Ukrainian grassroots street fashion
protested against Soviet rigid, strict codifications of clothing and styling
oneself, and embraced sexuality in style and DIY fashion as important

elements of accentuating the ‘anti-Soviet’ difference’.

1.3.  Commodification of sex in the 1990s

The last Soviet generation’s formation happened alongside at the times
of the new ‘sexual revolution’ that came with perestroika and glasnost’
(Rotkirkh 2002). The changes involved public discussion of sexuality and
family politics, articulation and commercialisation of sexuality. Healey (2017:
104-5) argues:

Glasnost in the realm of sexuality brought stunning media openness
to Western ideas and values, frank reflection on the anxieties and
joys of ordinary citizens, and even crude attempts to arouse
audiences. Sex became a badge of “post-ness,” post-Sovietness, of

life after Communism, however it might take shape. All sex became

9 See, for instance, Yurchak (2014) on stiliagi.
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in late Soviet and early post-Soviet culture a credential marking out
one’s text or product as non- or anti-Soviet, new, fresh and
democratic. Homosexuality was publicly acknowledged as one of
the social “problems” that the Soviet system had swept under the

carpet.

The shifting terrain of transition to a market economy caused the rise of
commodified sex and the development of sex industries. In the conditions of
the absence of established legislation on pornography (such legislation
appeared only in 1996 Criminal Code) the circulation of erotic and
pornographic materials in Ukraine was on the rise. Romanets’ (2005: 205)
writes about the ‘pornographication of the mainstream’ where pornographic
elements would be used by various authors as a form of ‘shock therapy’.

The boom of erotic and pornographic materials also happened in part
because of the rise of the pirate film studios that were dubbing and releasing
‘Western’ films. A telling example is popularity of Wild Orchid (dir. Zalman
King, USA, 1989), a film that was not officially released in post-Soviet space
but became highly popular through pirate video salon distribution and private
copying (Pal’'mer 2018), and which provides a likely reference point for
Koptev. This softcore melodrama features the seduction of a shy female
lawyer by a jaded male billionaire. The film features multiple erotic scenes
where nudity, voyeurism, exhibitionism, and polyamorous erotic encounters
are ‘legalised’ by setting the narrative in ‘exotic’ Brazil with its supposed 24/7
carnival atmosphere of sexual freedom and loose morals. In his review of the
film critic Sergei Kudriavtsev (1994: 73-74) explains the high popularity of
Wild Orchid, 9 and 1/2 Weeks and similar films by their ability to provide ‘sex
education’ to the audience.

While Ukrainian audiences were captivated by Western models of sexual

emancipation played out by Mickey Rourke and Carré Otis, Ukrainian reality
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was far from the fantasy paradise of the Rio de Janeiro depicted in the film.

High rates of unemployment for women meant the rise of their involvement

in the ‘informal’ economy of sex work and ‘desire industries’ (term coined by

Anna Agathangelou, 2004).** Demand for erotic materials existed therefore

within the realm of poverty, instability and corruption combined with the

temporary absence of strict categorisations and low institutional controls.

Koptev understood these conditions very well, and Orchid can be seen as part

of the new phenomenon: the rise of the individual entrepreneurship, involved

in the informal economy. In Koptev’s words,

In the Soviet Times, you couldn’t live without looking at anyone. You
had to have a job, to correspond to all those requirements. Freedom
is more important for me. Freedom is tastier than bread and
drunker than wine. And in the 1990s, the times were special:
impunity, mismanagement, and hungry mouths everywhere. People
who didn’t have cable television were buying tickets to my shows
like hot cakes. Corruption flourished, and director of the house of
culture made the offer herself that | make unaccounted payments
to her for renting the premises. | started making shows that were
commercially successful and raising my ticket prices, and she
wanted to work with me, because she knew that the audience hall
will always be full. [...] | realized that erotics was my thing. |
understood that it is expensive to dress a model in something
exclusive head to toe: so that she would have a hat, shoes,
accessories, and a dress. [...] | realized that it was easier for me to

undress the models, not dress them. And because | don’t have

10 According to some of the reports, after gaining independence Ukraine became one of

the largest ‘suppliers’ of women in sex work (see Hughes and Denisova 2002).
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image concerns, | can allow myself to implement everything that |
feel like doing (Tsyba 2018).

Like the erotic scenes in Wild Orchid that contributed to the film’s
success, models’ nudity in the Orchid theatre was one of the main factors that
made the show so popular. The show constantly crossed the boundary
between the ‘high art’” of the fashion show and ‘low art’” of erotic
performances. As the tickets to the show were cheap in the 1990-2000s (7-
8 UAH), working-class people ‘who could not afford cable TV’ (with hardcore
pornography or softcore films like Wild Orchid) could afford to attend the
show. Photographs of the Orchid shows depict some men in the audience
photographing, videotaping or trying to grab the female models on the
runway, clearly considering themselves to be consumers in the sexual
marketplace, and the models as objects. The show acts also differed: most of
the time the models would ignore the audience and walk looking directly
forward with no expression on their faces, yet sometimes they would playfully
engage with the male audience (sitting on a lap, hugging or dancing).

While female nudity was an important component (and the ‘bait’) of the
show, it was not necessarily the central one. The shows featured models of
different age, body size and gender, exposing various parts of their bodies,
including genitalia. The provocative part of the show was showing itself -
exposure of the body parts usually hidden by clothing.

Orchid shows opened the possibility for the creation of pansexual,
nonnormative and gender non-conforming spaces not just through models’
nudity, but also through the blurring of the gendered division of clothing. The
shows featured cross-dressing and male models wearing skKirts, dresses and
wigs with Koptev often being the ‘star’ in high heels and various gender non-
conforming outfits (Appendix A, Figures 4-5).

Vocal performances of travesti (drag queens) took place in between the
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fashion show acts. Travesti performances were part of the underground
homosexual culture, or stand-up comedy acts in the normative public space
(Verka Serdiuchka who became popular in the 1990s being the most famous
example). In combination with gender non-conforming costumes and
performances of the Orchid models, travesti performances transformed
normative public space into space where different nonnormative subcultures
intertwined into Koptev’s ‘pie of contradictions’. The models’ full or partial
nudity resisted sexual and bodily shame, and the heterogeneity of the bodies
exposed heteronormative male gaze as just one of the many possible
spectatorial positions.

The response of the audiences was mixed: from happy ‘consumers in the
sexual marketplace’ mentioned earlier, to the angry reactions of some
spectators who were disgusted by some elements of the show (nudity, male
nudity specifically or the ‘perversions’ of cross-dressing) (mentioned in
Chubenko 2007). Some media also mentioned standing applause at the end
of each show, and Koptev’s claims of receiving love notes from both women
and men after the end of the shows (Tsyba 2018a). Such mixed response
reveals both the sensation of fragility in the normative audiences caused by
the shows, and the possible sense of encouragement in the
nonheteronormative spectators; most of all, it reveals the changes in the

social formations that take place in the 1990s.

2. ‘Decent people’: neotraditionalism and Europeanisation in the 1990s

2.1. ‘Human rights’ vs ‘national values’

In the 1990s and early 2000s Orchid was quite unique in Ukraine in its
obvious transgression of normativity. With Ukrainian independence in 1991,
the particularities of gender, class, race and sexuality were passed on to the

private sphere.
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Male same-sex sexual activity was decriminalised in Ukraine in 1991.
This vote was accompanied by parliamentary discussion of the
decriminalisation of sex work and drug use. Decriminalisation of male
homosexuality happened not as a result of the ‘human rights’ struggle, but
rather as a pragmatic step towards better control of the population’s health.
Questions of human rights, as well as the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, were briefly mentioned during parliamentary debates (Biuleten’ N 36
[Stenohrama Plenarnoho Zasidannia Verkhovnoi Rady Ukrainy 31.10.1991]
1991). The decision to decriminalise sex between men was motivated by and
rationalised by the need for better state control of the HIV epidemics spread
in Ukraine (also lobbied by international actors), rather than a lack of
homophobia in society or among government officials (Biuleten” N 48
[Stenohrama Zasidannia Verkhovnoi Rady Ukrainy 12.12.1991] 1991). In
1996 the newly-adopted Ukrainian Constitution proclaimed marriage to be
the monogamous unity of a man and a woman. The Ministry of Education at
the time advised school administrations not to employ people ‘with
pronounced homosexual inclinations’ (Naumenko and others 2015: 135).

As we will see in this chapter, two competing discourses framed
nonnormative sexuality and gender: a neo-traditionalist discourse of ‘national
values’, and the liberal discourse of ‘human rights’ and ‘European values’'.
The rhetorics of human rights had been promoted since the 1960s by the
Ukrainian dissident movement. Yet Soviet dissident rhetoric had omitted the
themes of gender and sexual heterogeneity in relation to human rights or was
openly homo/transphobic (see Kuntsman 2016). In Ukraine, nationalism
acquired a particularly strong standing among dissidents and human rights
activism due to the history of national liberation, instigated by Soviet
repressions and Russian imperialism. For instance, one of the aims of
Ukrainian Helsinki Group (part of international human rights networks),

established in 1976, was to popularise the Declaration on Human Rights. Yet,
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as stated by human rights activist IEvhen Zakharov, the group reacted only to
the ‘national issue’, and reported violation of ‘national rights’, but not other
forms of persecution. In the words of Zakharov (2005), ‘political activists used
the language and form of human rights protection ideology, understood in the
West, in order to attract more attention and understanding of Ukrainian
national issues’.

A year after Ukraine gained independence, the European Union was
formed. One of the aims of the Union was ‘to develop and consolidate
democracy and the rule of law, and respect for human rights and fundamental
freedoms’ (‘Treaty on European Union, Signed at Maastricht on 7 February
1992’ 1992: 4). Since its independence the Ukrainian state strived towards
cooperation (and integration) with the European Union. While the
Eurointegration process was often declarative and complex in Ukraine, it
meant ‘Europeanisation’: the influence of the European Union on Ukrainian
political and economic dynamics. In 1998 the Ukrainian government adopted
the Strategy on Ukraine’s Integration with the European Union. The strategy
proclaimed membership of the EU as the state’s long-term strategic goal and
presumed political, economic and cultural cooperation, adaptation of
Ukraine’s laws to the EU legislation, enforcing human rights and general
‘consolidation of democracy’ (‘Ukaz Prezydenta Ukrainy “Pro Zatverdzhennia
Stratehii Intehratsii Ukrainy Do IEvropeis’koho Soiuzu™ 1998). The
perspective of EU membership established a new temporality for the
Ukrainian state: the vector of transition from ‘backwardness’ into European
‘modernity’. In terms of achieving progress and entering the modernised
European future, the question of human rights protection became more
important for the Ukrainian internal politics.

At the same time, the state-building project required the ‘invention of
tradition’, as ‘nations without a past are contradictions in terms’ (Hobsbawm

and Kertzer 1992). A new type of state nationalism came with Ukrainian
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independence that based itself on heteropatriarchal ideals and the
reinvention of the ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ - a process, inevitable, in some
researchers’ opinion, for the creation of the nation-state (see Gapova 2016).
As early as in 1993 feminist theorist Solomiya Pavlychko noted that ‘the so-
called national revival is a revival of masculine culture’ (Pavlychko 2002b:
74). In her opinion, the ‘revival’ of Ukraine as an independent state was
grounded in the idealisation of the historical past - creating romantic ideals
of ‘national culture’ and ‘national traditions’ that needed to be restored after
the years of Soviet imperialism (Pavlychko 2002b: 30). These ideals, in turn,
were entangled with an idea of ‘traditional Ukrainian family’ revival (rooted in
the romanticised ideal of the XIX century peasant family) (Pavlychko 2002b:
47, 54). Such an ideal presented family as a patriarchal and normative
institution in need of strengthening.

Critiquing Ukrainian patriarchal culture, Solomiia Pavlychko was one of
the first scholars to actively introduce the idea of ‘gender’ to academia in
1990, connecting it to the idea of ‘human rights’. Making use of the ‘Western
theories that leaked their way to us late, as usual’ (Pavlychko 2002a: 21),
Pavlychko (2002b) wrote on discrimination against women, and on women’s
rights as an integral element of human rights. For Pavlychko (2002a: 28),
writing women into history and culture meant making Ukrainian culture ‘non-
provincial’, ‘normal’, ‘European’. The turn to gender theories and
methodologies was thus framed as part of the ‘civilising’ mission to get
Ukraine out of its ‘backward’ provincial past and into the modern, democratic
future.

The 1990s were the time of transmission of academic knowledge on
gender and sexuality from abroad. Most scholars who employed gender
methodologies in their research were part of the Ukrainian diaspora or had
experience studying or working abroad. Similarly, many research activities on

gender and sexuality were funded by ‘Western’ foundations: for example, the
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influential yearly international gender studies summer schools in Foros
(Crimea) and the first Gendernye issledovaniia ([Russ.] ‘Gender Studies’)
academic journal were sponsored by the McArthur Foundation (Pastushok
and Martsenyuk 2020). Womens’ studies started to be integrated into the
higher education system in the late 1990s as sporadic courses led by
scholars interested in gender and women studies. Several gender studies
centres appeared in Ukraine. However, as noted by Plakhotnik (2012: 238),
gender studies centres appeared and developed as NGOs or professional
associations rather than as part of the university structure.

Some foreign works on gender and sexuality, such as the Second Sex by
Simone de Beauvoir and Sexual Politics by Kate Millet, were translated into
Ukrainian. At the same time, while knowledge on gender in Ukraine was
produced more actively, academic knowledge production on nonnormative
sexualities by Ukrainian researchers was almost non-existent, and limited to
historical figures and communities (see Pavlychko 1999; Zherebkin 1998).

Gender scholars’ political and epistemological standpoints varied from
rehabilitating nationalism to critiquing and deconstructing it (Zhurzhenko
2011). These researchers, like the first women’s organisations in the 1990s
(see Pnillips 2008a), often adopted essentialising approaches to
understanding gender, and focused on inscribing women into Ukrainian
history. In general, in the words of Olga Plakhotnik (2011), gender studies and
academic feminism in 1990s Ukraine were considered to be ‘alien’ both in
Ukrainian academia and in civic activism and had little effect on society or
mainstream ideology.

Feminist philosopher Tatiana Zhurzhenko (Zhurzhenko 2001: 4-5), after
ten years of Ukrainian independence, described mainstream Ukrainian
ideology as neo-traditionalist and asserted that nation-building process
positioned (normative) family as an important element of the Ukrainian

national myth:
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[Neo-traditionalism] appeals to such principles as the moral
superiority of the traditional family and family values, the moral and
economic autonomy of the family, especially its independence from
the state, a focus on reproduction and on the strengthening of
parents’ responsibility and, of course, returning to the “natural”

gender roles.

The interrelationship between nationalistic ideologies and the
enforcement of traditional gender hierarchies and heteronormativity has
been widely explored, both internationally (Yuval-Davis 1997; Yuval-Davis and
Werbner 2005) and in relation to Eastern Europe (Graff 2006; Renkin 2009;
Waitt 2005). Zhivka Valiavicharska (2011: 19) raises the issue of the old
nationalisms in Central and Eastern Europe ‘reinventing themselves anew
against the presence of international liberal agents’. The radical extreme of
such neo-traditionalist reinvention was reflected in the development of the
radical right formations.

In 1991, when various unions, parties and organisations spread in
independent Ukraine, Social-Nationalistychna Partiya Ukrainy ([Ukr.] Social-
Nationalist Party of Ukraine, hereafter SNPU) was founded. SNPU can be
considered one of the ‘populist radical right’ parties that spread in Europe
after the World War |l. After being registered in 1995, the party was supported
by the French National Front and maintained close connections with EuroNat
organisation of European ultranationalist political parties (see ‘Istoriia VO
“Svoboda” 2011).

According to Cas Mudde, the defining features of populist radical right
ideology are authoritarianism, populism and nativism - a belief that ‘states
should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (‘the nation’)

and that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally
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threatening to the homogenous nation-state’ (Mudde 2010: 1173). The SNPU
understood nation to be a krovno-dukhovna spil’nota ([Ukr.] ‘a community of
blood and faith’), therefore denying membership to those ‘not belonging to
Ukrainian nation’, which included atheists and former Communist party
members (‘Istoriia VO “Svoboda” 2011). The party Sotsial-natsionalist ([Ukr.]
Social-Nationalist) newspaper proclaimed the Ukrainian nation to be an origin
of white race (Martyniuk 1998), and Ukraine as having a historical mission of
uniting white people in fighting Chaos and restoring Order (Parubii 1998b).
Furthermore, the task of party members and followers was to oppose the
‘destructive pseudo-ideas that the West is full of and that enemies strive to
export to Ukraine’ and ‘the aggressiveness of the destructive ideas of the wild
Asian world, Russia being the incarnation of it’ (Parubii 1999: 23).

SNPU is an example of the early neotraditionalist organisation in Ukraine.
The writings of SNPU members present liberal modernity as a path to chaos
and destruction of the Ukrainian nation. The return to ‘national values’ and to
the state of not being ‘corrupted’ by the Western modernity, is therefore
viewed as essential. Andrii Parubii, one of the SNPU co-founders, framed
sexual heterogeneity in Ukraine as part of ‘destructive pseudo-ideas’, a result

of ‘liberal ideology expansion’ coming mainly from the United States:

Nibepaniam, AK ineonoris, 6epe 3a OCHOBY CBOMO YYEHHS AHOAUHY,
cBOOOAY AOAMHKU. XapakTtepHuMm npuknapom € CLUA. CekcyanbHi
peBOAIOLUl, NauMdiam, HapkKoMaHia, nopHorpadifa, CeKCcyaAbHi
MEHLUMHU NPUPOAHI CKAAAOBI TaKOro CyCniAbCTBa. AKLWO YOAOBIK
XOUe€ XMTU 3 YOAOBIKOM, a XiHKa 3 XiHKOI0, TO, 3riAHO 3 Aibepaniamom,
Lue IXHE MpaBO IXHE BOAEBMSBAEHHS, sike Tpeba  LuaHyBaTW.
3abopoHsatoun Ue, pepxaBa 0bMexye iXHIO cBOOOAY, IXHE MpaBoO
B1bOOpy. 3aranbHOCYCMiAbHI, HALLiOHAAbHI LLIHHOCTI A0 yBaru 6epyTbesa

AyXe 4YaCTKOBO.
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[Ukr.] Liberalism, as an ideology, has the person, the freedom of the
person, as its foundation. The USA is an example of it. Sexual
revolutions, pacifism, drug use, pornography, sexual minorities are
the natural components of such society. If a man wants to live with
a man, and a woman with a woman, then, according to liberalism, it
is their right, the expression of their will that needs to be respected.
By the prohibition of it, the state limits their freedom, their right of
choice. All-societal, national values are taken into consideration in
a very limited way (Parubii 1998a: 24).

This quotation aligns ‘sexual minorities’ with drug use, pornography and
pacifism, framing sexual diversity as ‘foreign perversion’ opposing ‘national
values’. In another text, the Molodyi natsionalist ([Ukr.] Young Nationalist)
newspaper author Andrii Potsiluiko (1998) directly links liberal ideology with
the ‘entirety of perversions’ that is being legalised in Western societies.
Liberalism with its ‘human rights’ rhetorics and focus on individual freedom
is described as ‘perverted’ and immoral, and opposed to nationalism with its
focus on traditionalism, collective freedom and religious sacrifice.
Nonnormative sexual behaviour is therefore politicised within the SNPU
discourse: it is framed as perversion, immoral and anti-social behaviour, but
also as a foreign political threat capable of corrupting national identity.

While SNPU rhetoric represented the far-right end of the political
spectrum, it also presented a radicalised version of mainstream values in
relation to sexuality. Ukraine’s first President Leonid Kravchuk’s statement
made in response to the question about his attitude to homosexuality can be

said to represent mainstream neotraditional discourse:

Y Hac y BCiX POCTyTb AITW, BHYKW, i BCi MKW xouyemo Baumtin ix
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HOPMaAbHUMWU AOABMU... A oTxe, i 3 UMM Ttpeba wocb pobuty,
NPUHAaMMHI rOBOPUTW, HamaraTuca 3’sacyBaTv MPUPOAY ABMLLA,
3PO3YMITH, i, AKLLO MOXAUBO, 3anobirTu.

Mpu BCi MOV NOBa3i A0 NPaB ALOAMHU, A BBaXato, Wwo LLIE Harexuntb
AO MCUXIYHMX 3604YeHb. A BXe BiK MPOXMB, ane W AOCI HE MOXY
cnpunimaTn UE Ak wocb HopmanbHe. Lle abo xBopoba, abo skacb
NcuxiyHa naToAorif... A MOXe, pe3yAbTaT BMXOBaAHHA Ha TAI
3aKOPAOHHMX KiHOO®IAbMIB. CKkaxy Oinblue. AO OCTAHHbOrO yacy A
npocTo He BipuB, WO TAKE 6yBae B XwutTi. AymaB, LLO LE NPOCTO
AKacb XyAOXHA daHTadifA, AKy AOAM BUrapaAu. |...]

MeHi 6pMAKO Mpo Le HaBiTb roBoputu. e wupa npaBaa. A, K
AFOAMHA BiA 3EMAI, BiA MPUPOAU, AK HOPMaAbHA, BPELUTI, AFOAUHA, HE
MOXY LbOro BTAMMUTK!

[...] Ane BAKOH i pemokparis - noHap yce. Akwo 3abopoHutn LE,

TOAI BUHUKHYTb CMNOKYCa Ta niacTaBu 3a60p0HMTVI BCe€, WO 3aBropHo.

[Ukr.] We all have children, grandchildren, and all of us want to see
them growing up normal... so, something needs to be done with
THIS, at least talking, trying to find out the nature of this
phenomenon, understanding, and, if it is possible, preventing.
With all my respect for human rights, | believe that THIS falls into
psychiatric disorders. | lived my life, but still can’'t accept THIS as
something normal. It is either illnesses or some psychic pathology...
Or maybe, a result of growing up under the influence of foreign films
[sic - O.D.]. I will say more. Until very recently, | couldn’t believe that
THIS happens in real life. | thought it is just some artistic fantasy
that people made up. [...]

| am disgusted to even talk about it. This is the honest truth. |, as a

person rooted in soil, in nature, as a normal, after all, person, cannot
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understand it!

[...] But the LAW and democracy are above everything. If THIS is
prohibited, then the temptation and the basis for prohibiting
whatever you can think of will appear (Burda 1999: 44).

In this statement, Kravchuk turned to ‘human rights’ discourse to speak
against the criminalisation of homosexuality. The legislation on human rights
protection was adopted in Ukraine in 1997 with the new Constitution, - yet
legislation did not address gender identity and sexual orientation within the
spectrum of human rights. It is unsurprising then that Kravchuk framed
homosexuality as ‘human rights’ issue, as a legal matter, but also a ‘not
normal’ phenomenon and ‘mental deviation’. This quote reveals the tactical
function of legislative decriminalisation of homosexuality at the time of the
HIV epidemic, that combined with a continuation of pathologisation in public
discourses and hidden prosecution at the local level.™

Ukrainian media in the 1990s often echoed Kravchuk in a double bind
of homophobic attitude and calls for liberal tolerance. For example, Aleksandr
Grechanik in an article to Luganskaia Pravda (Grechanik 1998) alighed
homosexuality with perversion and stated that non-acceptance of
homosexuality was a part of Slavic Christian tradition: ‘““T'onyboi” B Hawlem
0bObIAEHHOM MPEACTaBAEHUU — 3TO HE KTO MHOW, Kak m3BpawleHel, ([Russ.]
‘Goluboi [homosexual man - 0.D.] in our common understanding - is no other
than a pervert’). Yet the author finished the article with a claim that sexuality
is ‘private business’, promoting liberal heterogeneity and claiming that
everyone should be free to choose their sexual/romantic interest as long as

their actions are legal.

11 For example, police maintained records of homosexual men until at least mid-2000s
(see Zakharov and others 2006).
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Some media went further in representing gender and sexual
nonconformity as a perverted disorder in need of change. For instance,
Kievskie vedomosti author Igor Tkalenko (1998) brought up the example of
Oscar Wilde to claim that same-sex desire leads to a tragic and unhappy life
of the person and their loved ones. Tkalenko also argued that homosexuals
and ‘those like them’ corrupt society, make it ‘weak and stupid’, and thus are
a direct danger to the development of Ukrainian state (statement echoing far-
right rhetorics). They should, therefore, ‘contain’ themselves and lead a

normative life:

[...] A ybexaeH, yT0 MHOrMe roMOCEKCYaAUCTbl U MM MNOAODOHbIE
CEeropHA Moryt cratb «HOPMaAbHbIMU AOAbMU». HyXHO cTapartbcs
CAEPXMBATbCA U HE cAaBaTbCA. M 3TO MX rpaXAaHCKUM AOAT, €CAM

OHW XOTAT A0BPa CBOEMY HapOAY M rOCYyAapCTBY.

[Russ.] [...] | am convinced that many homosexualists and those like
them can become ‘normal people’ nowadays. It is necessary to
contain oneself and not give up. It is their civic duty if they have their

state and nation’s interests in their heart.

2.2. New identities and ‘decent people’: the rise of LGBT NGOs

Orchid’s shows with cross-dressing, male nudity and Koptev imitating a
blowjob with a spectator by holding a vodka bottle next to his crotch,
presented an image opposite to the ‘normal people’ envisioned by Tkalenko,
Kravchuk or SNPU members. By opposing bodily and (homo)sexual shame,
the shows provided an implicit critique of the idea that only heteronormative

citizens should be visible, and nonheteronormative people should be
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‘contained’ in public or private life.??

Interestingly enough, the idea of being normative/conforming was also
promoted within homosexual subcultures of the time. Decriminalisation of
male homosexuality led to the more active development of homosexual
subcultures: club parties and informal gatherings, samizdat magazines
coexisted with the newly-formed NGOs. LGBT NGOs in Ukraine (to my
knowledge) did not develop out of the pre-existing human rights
organisations, workers’ trade unions or other grassroots movements. They
mostly arose out of underground nonnormative communities, and were
supported by Western funds aimed at the ‘democratisation’ of Ukraine.

Existing nonnormative formations during the Soviet times often took the
shape of various communities of svoi ([Russ.] literally ‘our people’, ‘our kind’).
These closed communities developed their own subcultures with specific
modes (and codes) of communication, style, behaviour, and -cultural
production (see Pilkington 1994; First and McLellan 2016; Furst 2020 on
subcultures in the late Soviet Union). Subcultures became sites of knowledge
production and exchange, and some (such as homosexual subcultures)
developed their own sites and meeting places, samizdat press, as well as
informal networks of economic, social and political support. While various
nonheteronormative communities proliferated in the Soviet Union (especially
in big cities), they were often underground and operated within an ‘ethos of
secrecy’, as the existence of sexual, gender and relationship heterogeneity
was concealed in public discourses until the 1980s (Clech 2018).

Homosexual subcultures encouraged specific svoi behaviour, with rich

12 Bogdan Popa’s conceptualisation of shame (2017) inspired me to direct my attention

to dissent against sexual/gender/bodily shame in cultural production.
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vocabulary and language codes used within the subcultures.®* Part of this
behaviour and style would be khabal’stvo:* transgressing gender roles for
nonheterosexual subjects that would involve embodying femininity. In 2003,
Aleksandr Gribanov, an activist of ‘Nash Svit’ LGBT NGO, described male

homosexual subcultures in Luhans'k and the phenomenon of khabal’stvo:

[...] xabanbCTBO, MUrpa B “KEHWMH - C XEHCKUMU KAMUKAMMH,
obpalleHMeM ApPYyr K APYyry Ha ‘Aa’, HEKOTOpoe HaMepeHHoe
KPUBASIHWE, NpeyBeAMYEHHOE BHUMAHUE CEKCyaAbHbIM MOMEHTaAM
(‘Oi, peBAUKU, g BUepA TAKOM CACAAA!’) - CAYKMAU CUTHAAOM, KOAOM

- BOKPYr BCe ‘CBOU’.

[Russ.] [...] khabal’stvo, ‘playing women’ - with female nicknames,
addressing each other with ‘la’ endings [female gendered verb
endings], some intentionally affected manners, exaggerated
attention to the sexual moments (‘Oh girls, yesterday | sucked such
a cock!’). All of this was a code, signalling that everyone around was

‘svoi’, insiders (Gribanov 2003).

In Gribanov’s opinion, khabal’stvo was widespread in groups that
formed in the Soviet times around cruising spaces (pleshki) and within closed
circles of friends. Khabal’stvo was a daring act of opposing the ‘surrounding

world’:

13 For instance, the Russian noun tema that denoted such communities: possibly
originating in prison slang, it became a widespread ‘non-gendered collective term for
non-heterosexuals’ (Stella 2015: 6), and later for the communities of BDSM practitioners

and transgender people.
14 See (Clech 2018) on the phenomenon of khabal’stvo in the Soviet Union.
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“Bbl cuMTaeTe MeHs TakuM rapkum? Hy, Toraa noAyumTe MeHs Takoro,
KakKMM XOTUTE BUAETb. Bbl 063biBaete MeHs, a a byay noaydaTb OT

TakUX OCKOPOAEHUI YAOBOALCTBUE, A MPUAYMaLO eLle Kpyde!”

[Russ.] “Do you think I'm ugly? Well, then you will have me as you
wish to see me. You insult me, and | will get pleasure from those

insults, | will come up with the even cooler ones!” (Gribanov 2003)

Agreeing that khabal’stvo is a source of creativity and gay folklore,
Gribanov yet treats contemporary khabal’stvo with contempt and critiques it
as being outdated, and as a vulgar attempt to show off and shock others.
Gribanov distinguishes between khabalki as representatives of the ‘older’
generation, and the ‘new wave’ of independent Ukraine - homosexual men
who know how to speak correctly about their homosexuality, look and act ‘as
men’ (e.g. in @ more masculine and normative way). As in the article in
Kievskie vedomosti, the motif of unhappy life is repeated in Gribanov’s article,
but this time in reference to khabalki: choosing khabal’stvo means choosing
‘uneasy fate’. The article ends with the author promoting liberal free choice -
everyone is free to choose whatever they want (although some choices are

undoubtedly less appreciated):

A 3a cBOOOAHbBIM BblOOP AMHUKM MoBepeHUA. OTKPOBEHHO roBOpS,
MHe ObIAO Obl XaAb, ECAU NAEMS XabaAOK OKOHUYATEABHO BbIMEPAO.
ByAeT cepo 1 CKy4yHO, €CAU, KOHEYHO, B3aMEH HE NOSABMTCHA Y€Ero-To
APYroro ApKoro W uHtepecHoro. C ApyromM CTOPOHbI, 1 XAY - He
AOXAYCb, KOFAQ Ha 3CTPAAE NOABUTCA OTKPbITbIM FEl, HO C UMUAXKEM
OTAMYAOLMMCA OT MOWUCEEBCKOro. Beab Ha camom Aene MOXHO

OblTb FTEEM W HE MOXOAWUTb OAMH Ha APYyroro. Tak xouetcsi, yYTOObI
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06LWEecTBO 3T0 NOHANO.MOXHO MPOSBUTb CBOKO MHAWMBUAYAAbHOCTb,
He HansAMBass Ha ceba 6or BecTb 4YTO, HE BOPKYS MOLLUAOCTU
AOMAMLIMMCH TOAOCOM, He 3apeBass COOCTBEHHOW ‘KOPOHON’
KaXXAYH AOCTPY M BaAKOHbI B reeBCKOM KAaybe. MpocTo ObiTb caMum
cobori. A ecan ObITb cobor O3HA4YaeT: BOPKOBATb, HaMNAAMBATb,
HOCUTb KOPOHY - C 3TUM Bac 1 no3apaBasto! Cyabby Bbl cebe Bbibpanu

HEeAErKyto.

[Russ.] | support the free choice of the behaviour strategy. To be
honest, | would be sad if the khabalki tribe completely dies out.
Everything will be dull and grey, unless something else, bright and
interesting, appears instead. On the other hand, | can’t wait until
there is an openly gay man on the stage, but with a different image
to Moiseev.1> People can be gay and not look alike. | want society
to understand it. One can show one’s individuality and not pull on
outrageous outfits, not sweet-talk the vulgarities with a changing
voice, not hit every chandelier and the balconies in a gay club with
one’s ‘crown’. Just to be oneself. And if to be oneself for you means
to sweet talk, wear the crown, pull on outfits - congratulations! You

have chosen an uneasy fate. (Gribanov 2003)

While describing actual subjectivities that existed at the time in
Luhans'k, Gribanov’s article reflected a shift that happened in the 1990s and
was in large part promoted by the NGOs. This shift consisted of politicizing
sexual and gender heterogeneity and framing it in terms of human rights,

respectability and identity politics. The shift in language (new terms such as

15 Boris Moiseev is a Russian singer, performer and a gay icon, known for his extravagant

camp performances.
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gei instead of goluboi) and towards human rights rhetorics in
nonheterosexual communities took place not just in Luhans'k, but throughout
Ukraine. The brochure on correct terminology (Kravchuk [n.d.]) was published
by the ‘Nash Svit’ centre simultaneously with the centre’s translation of the
EU reports on the discrimination and rights of the homosexual people in the
states-members of the European Union (‘RAVNOPRAVIE Dlia Lesbiianok i
Geev’ [n.d.]).

New terms and identities were closely connected with ideas of ‘European
rights’, proper citizenship, normativity and nonnormativity. (Homo)normativity
related not only to sexuality, but to social decency and gender conformity -
those strategies and subjectivities that would provide access to higher class
positions and civil society, and would be in line with ‘the Western values’ (on
LGBT politics as an element of EU’s Eastern enlargement see Slootmaeckers
and others 2016). The authors of the Nash Mir magazine took on the role of
‘enlightening’ the public - both heterosexual and nonheterosexual. Website
sections included scholarly materials on the origins of homosexuality,
personal narratives and the information on ‘our rights’ and ‘our history’. One
of the authors, Khobo (1997), drew a direct parallel between homophobia
and ‘the lack of democratic traditions in society’ that for the author meant
respect of a person’s individuality. In his article he criticized homosexual
people for ‘being afraid’, refusing to ‘leave the underground’** and to make
connections with other gays and lesbians; Hobo instead presented visibility
and recognition as important successful strategies of societal change. These
views were mirroring the views of the initiative and the main editor (see
‘Ugolok Redaktora’ 1999). The articles published or reprinted by the

magazine emphasized the fact that it was inappropriate for a homosexual

16 ‘Vykhodit’ iz podpol’ia’ ([Russ.] ‘to come out of the underground’) is the slang phrase

used in similar ways to ‘coming out of the closet’ in English.
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person to use slurs in reference to themselves (Gribanov 2003), described
the life of ‘ordinary families’ (Maimulakhin 1999) and stated addressing the
imaginary wider society that the majority of homosexual people are ‘decent

people’:

Aa, B ceMbe He 6e3 ypopa. U cpean roMOCEKCYaAUCTOB, Kak U CPeAM
HaTypaAOB, UMEOTCA CBOU LUAIOXM, CTapble AEBbI U MPOCTUTYTKU. HO,

rocnoaa, B 60AbLLUMHCTBE CBOEM Mbl NPUAHMYHBbIE AHOAN!

[Russ.] ‘Yes, every family has a black sheep. Among
homosexualists, just like among naturaly [heterosexual people -
0.D.], there are their own sluts, spinsters and prostitutes. But,
gentlemen, the majority of us are decent people!” (Mikhailovskil
1994)

While Nash Mir magazine positioned itself as samizdat press, its creation
was part of a broader project entitled ‘Informirovanie i prosveshchenie po
voprosam gomoseksual'nosti kak aspect demokratizatsii obshchestva’
([Russ.] ‘Informing and education on homosexuality issues as the aspect of
society democratisation’, see Maimulakhin 1997) supported by Netherlands
Embassy in Ukraine (‘Ugolok Redaktora’ 1999). In 1999 Nash Svit (‘Nash Mir’
in Russian, or ‘Our World’ in English) was registered as an LGBT NGO and
human rights centre, and the magazine seized to exist: the magazine was just
a ‘stepping stone’ in the process of the creation of the NGO, and the website
took its place. In 1999-2000 Nash Svit NGO received funding from the Open
Society Institute in Budapest and Mizhnarodnyi Fond ‘Vidrodzhennia’ ([Ukr.]
International Renaissance Foundation), both part of the regional Open
Society Foundations. The activity of Soros foundation and Open Society

Institutes (OSIs) in Eastern Europe has been described as ‘democratisation
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by design’ (Esanu 2012: 8) and was guided by the logic of liberal transition of
East European countries from ‘authoritarianism’ to ‘democracy’.

Susan Pierce and Alexander Cooper (2016) note that in Central and
Eastern Europe activism ‘has been concentrated within NGOs, largely funded
by international human rights groups, foundations, and governments’. The
possible downsides of NGO-isation of activism, noted by scholars and
activists, include professionalisation and social service delivery that becomes
a surrogate for a state; as well as the fact that NGOs are often accountable
only to donors and aim at sustaining non-profits rather than social
movements (Incite! Women of Color Against Violence 2006). Alexander
Lambevski, referring to Shannon Woodcock’s article (2009), states that the
‘NGO-isation of rights’ in Central and Eastern Europe has had a problematic

influence on the construction of sexual citizenship in the region:

[...] funding from international western donors for projects in the
area of sexual citizenship are pinned to creating quantifiable sexual
identity groups and activists who are required not only to adopt a
certain set of administrative and managerial practices commonly
practiced by Western NGOs, but also to perform sexual politics and
identities in exactly the same ways as they were (are) performed,
with a fairly good degree of success, in Western Europe, Northern

America, and Australia and New Zealand (Lambevski 2009: 2).

Drawing on the range of sources and field interviews, Nadzeya
Husakouskaya (2019, 2018) describes the processes through which ‘LGBT
activism’ was produced in Ukraine as a particular line of work, which entails
amongst other things prioritisation of advocacy over other forms of activities,
NGOisaition of civil society and professionalisation of NGOs. Within these

processes, sexual diversity was instrumentalised ‘to produce differences
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between geopolitical entities along the lines of modernisation, development
and progress’ (Husakouskaya 2018: 75).

The Nash Svit ‘democratisation’ project in this regard relied on and
reproduced a broader conceptualizing of the Central and East European (CEE)
region within the framework of Western-centric temporalities. Donors, NGOs
and activists both in the ‘East’ and in the ‘West’ often imagined Eastern
Europe as ‘lagging behind’ and ‘catching up’ with the West: ‘although living in
the ‘common present’, the feeling is of being sort of “retarded”, in the “past™
(Kulpa and Mizielinska 2011: 17). The modern nonheterosexual subject was
thus imagined and produced as being a visible and proud liberal citizen-
subject, ‘normal’, ‘decent’, family-oriented, and using ‘correct’ terminology. It
is unsurprising that no materials on Koptev’s Orchid were produced by Nash
Mir magazine: while Koptev was active in Luhans'k homosexual subcultures,
the nonnormative visibility of Orchid and its creator did not fit into the image
of ‘decent homosexual people’ striving for the democratisation of the
Ukrainian society.

Koptev's shows took place not just in public spaces such as
Zaliznychnykiv House of Culture, but also in clubs around the country, with
Koptev regularly visiting ‘Yozhiki’ club in Simeiz, an unofficial gay resort in
Crimea (Shaman 2016). ldentifying at times as bisexual, and at times as
goluboi or gei (Shaman 2016; Luchistaia 2007), Koptev was would yet
probably be considered ‘outdated’ by the Nash Mir authors for displaying
khabal’stvo, preferring effeminate manners and indecent language. In public
interviews Koptev often used rich sexualised folklore in ordinary speech, and
spoke of self in the feminine gender, referring to self as devushka ([Russ.]
‘girl, young woman’), tsaritsa ([Russ.] ‘queen’), etc. Loudly discussing men on
the street and harassing strangers has been a part of Koptev’s public persona
(Tsukrenko 2015). Such manifestation of nonnormative sexual and gendered

behaviour was inseparable from public social indecency. It provided a
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nonnormative antithesis to both the heteronormative position of the ‘wider
society’, the patriarchal model of neo-traditionalism, and the normative
strategies of the newly born human rights LGBT NGOs. The fashion shows in
this regard can be considered to be a creative articulation of Koptev’s
personality and approach to norms: a way to express one’s nonnormative
agency and working-class belonging in a public and artistic way. In the next
section | will examine Orchid as a ‘collective of outcasts’, and the affective
realities set by the fashion shows in order to understand Orchid better as a

nonnormative social formation of the 1990s.

3. Disidentifying with modernity? Orchid’s nonnormative aesthetics

Koptev described one’s personal approach to casting: ‘A 6epy Hapoa. A
6epy ¥ TOACTbIX, U XYAbIX, U CTApbIX, U CTPALUHbIX, U KPACUBBIX, - KOMY B XXWU3HU
He noBe3n0’ ([Russ.] ‘I take people. | take fat and thin, and old, and ugly, and
beautiful, - those who had no luck in life’) (Sukhanov 2012). The provocative
character of Orchid as a project meant that participating in it was a risky act.
Because of being nude in public, models were viewed and described by
conservative public as ‘immoral’, ‘prostitutes’ and ‘drug addicts’.

While proudly calling oneself a ‘demonic person’ or ischadie ada ([Russ.]
‘spawn of hell’), Koptev also emphasized the legality and voluntary character
of all actions, care for the models and refusing to act like a pimp, even when
asked by criminals to ‘sell’ models (Boiarinov 2015). Some Orchid models
had previous experience of performing naked. For instance, Aliona had been
a stripper since she was 16, and had been performing in peep-show acts in
Luhans’k and other cities prior to being involved in Orchid (Chekhova 2012).
Models who did not have prior experience of being nude in public were
convinced (or possibly coerced) by Koptev to do so through discussions,

alcohol and compliments to their beauty: ‘You have a talk with a model, pour
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her a shot — and she undresses, what other choice she has’ (Tsyba 2018;
Chekhova 2012). The main casting criteria for Orchid were being not afraid to
participate in the shows and ‘having a good character’ - being able to work
‘for 7 kopiikas [Ukr. ‘cents’] and 10 swearwords a day’ (Tsukrenko 2015). As
noted by Koptev, the models were working either for free or for small
honorariums. The main incentive to participate in Orchid shows for the
models was performing itself and the possibility of free travel to other cities
and countries during the tours (Tsyba 2018).

Koptev recruited future models through friends, through advertisements
in newspapers, and on the streets. Sometimes Koptev’s relatives participated
in the shows (Boiarinov 2015); one of the relatives was Koptev’s ‘mother-in-
law’ - the mother of Koptev’'s male lover (Tsyba 2018).

Koptev’s approach to Orchid’s collective formation recalls the alternative
fashion shows of Aleksandr Petliura from Saint Petersburg who was most
active in the 1980s and 1990s. Like Koptev, Petliura was famous for using
found objects and vintage clothing in his collections. He was also famous for
involving people of different age and social positions in his fashion
performances: one of Petliura’s most famous models was 70-year old Pani
Bronia who won the title of the Alternative Miss World in 1998 (Heller 2015).
Petliura developed the idea of ‘collecting’ marginalised people, similar to
collecting objects (Mamulashvili 2016).

In contrast to Petliura, Koptev has never referred to forming Orchid troup
as ‘collecting’ marginalised people or people with an extraordinary
appearance. Yet it would be uncritical to assume that Koptev’s choices were
not strategic. Zina, a young woman with Down’s Syndrome, was an Orchid

model for some time. This is how Koptev described meeting Zina:

Mbl MO3HAKOMUAUCL B MapLUPYTKE — OHa exana C poauTenamu. A

NOroBopuA C e€ MaMoun 1 NPEANOXKUA, 4yTOObl OHA C 3aBTpalUHEro AHA
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pabotana mopenbto. OBGBACHUA €M, YTO Y MEHSA MPOBOKALMOHHAA
MOAQ, U MHE TakOoW YEeAOBEK M HyXeH. MaTb cornacMaacb — MOA,
MOXET UeMy-HUOYAb HayumuTCcH. 3MHA NOXOAKY TaK U HE Bbly4yMAd, HO
MHe O4YeHb AOBepsAa. [...] Eule A0 TOro, Kak OHa NPULLAA K Ham, 4
cobpan Bcex AEBOYEK B KPYr M cKalan UM: «He B3aymManTe Ha Heé
KOCUTbCH, MOAXMXMKMBATb W LienTatbCHA. [MOTOMY UTO 3TU AHOAUM —

O4Y€Hb PaHUMbIE»,

[Russ.] ‘We met on a bus - she was there with her parents. | talked
to her mother and suggested for her daughter to work as our model
starting with the next day. | explained that | do provocative fashion
and that | need exactly such a person. Her mother agreed - what if
Zina learns something. Zina did not learn the runway walk, but she
trusted me a lot. [...] Even before she came to us, | gathered all the
girls into the circle and told them: ‘Don’t even think of squinting,
giggling and whispering about her because such people are easily
hurt’ (Boiarinov 2015).

After several years of work, Koptev renamed Orchid from ‘theatre of
provocative fashion’ to the ‘circus of provocative fashion’. Koptev claims
renaming the ‘theatre’ as ‘circus’ was an attempt to distinguish oneself from
the other Theatres of Fashion that were beginning to appear in Luhans'k
(Tsyba 2018a). Some elements of the show did indeed incorporate circus
tricks, such as walking on the runway while swirling fireballs. The ‘circus’
renaming can be seen as sanitizing the show, placing its nonnormative
performances outside the tradition of the more normative fashion shows and

within the tradition of eccentric vaudeville circus acts.?

7 Gender-blending and cross-dressing have a long-standing tradition in circus history
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Koptev’s main objective in featuring different people in the fashion

shows was to show the ‘real dramaturgy of life’:

A xouy NokasaTtb ALOASIM TO, YEero OHU elle He BUAEAU. ‘DellH BUK' -
X*UK, BCE 3TO BUAEAU U HEMHTEPECHO. A X0uy, UTOObI OLIAO BECENO U

FPYCTHO, XOUY NOKa3aTb HACTOSILLYIO APaMaTypPruto XU3Hu!

[Russ.] ‘I want to show people something they have never seen
before. F*cking ‘fashion week’ - everyone has seen it; it is not
interesting. | want it to be cheerful and sad, to show the real

dramaturgy of life!’ (Sergatskova 2015)

What is this ‘dramaturgy of life’ that Orchid shows are part of? It is the
display of the material bodily heterogeneity that was hidden in normative
public discourses, yet present in society (narod, or ‘the people’). The Soviet
system has already established a system of hierarchies that created various
‘outcasts’. For instance, Sarah D. Philips (2009 : para.1) notes the ‘politics of
exclusion and social distancing that characterised disability policy under state
socialism’: ‘Historically throughout the former Soviet bloc, persons with
physical and mental disabilities have been stigmatized, hidden from the
public, and thus made seemingly invisible’. In everyday life, people who had
non-typical anatomical embodiment were non-disabled or neurotypical,
continu