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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the role of discourses in processes of democratic decline. By bringing 

Jacques Rancière’s works on politics and depoliticization into dialogue with poststructuralist 

discourse analysis, the thesis argues that discursive depoliticization contributes towards 

authoritarian consolidation, and displays how domestic-international dynamics play a key role 

in such depoliticization. The thesis offers a method for unpacking discursive depoliticization 

empirically by conceptualizing Rancière’s logics as ideal-typical depoliticizing discourses. It 

probes the analytical value of the developed framework by applying it to Russian official 

discourse in recent years (2015-2020). Empirically, the thesis finds that depoliticizing 

discourses enable authoritarian consolidation in Russia under Putin, and that these discourses 

have been produced in a co-dependent space of domestic and international politics. The concept 

of ‘democracy’ has near-completely disappeared from official domestic discourse and has been 

transferred to the international realm, where it is reinterpreted as ‘respect for the particularities 

of states’. The thesis concludes that discourses matter for democratic because they delineate 

the space in which politics proper is perceived as possible. It puts forward the concept of 

discursive depoliticization as a novel perspective on ‘hybrid’ regimes, right-wing, populist and 

‘illiberal’ movements, and argues for further refinement of the framework’s concepts to address 

authoritarian consolidation.  



 iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to a number of people who have aided me in the 

long and unpredictable journey of writing this thesis.  

First of all, I thank my outstanding supervisors, Minda Holm and Øivind Bratberg, who have 

encouraged and inspired me even before I started on my Master’s degree. In working with this 

thesis, they steadily guided me from the initial phase of taming wild and diffuse ideas to the 

finish line, providing insightful comments on my always-late drafts. They have not only filled 

the supervisor role in an exceptional way, but also been my mentors, friends and role models.  

Second, my affiliation with NUPI has been pivotal for this thesis in a number of ways. I am 

particularly thankful to Julie Wilhelmsen, who served as a mentor and unofficial supervisor. 

Her sharp feedback on an early draft was exceedingly important, as was her continuous support 

throughout the process. Other NUPI colleagues have also provided useful feedback. A special 

thanks goes to Helge Blakkisrud, Kristin Fjæstad, and Tamta Gelashvili for their comments on 

a late draft. I also thank NUPI in general, for providing me with superb office facilities, relevant 

internal seminars, and above all, a most competent and sympathetic group of colleagues. In 

addition, I owe thanks to the University of Oslo, including my home department of Political 

Science and the Russia milieu at the faculty of Humanities, for years of learning.  

I am most grateful for sharing the destiny of July/August deadlines with Peder and Kristina, 

who made a summer of writing not only survivable, but even enjoyable. I especially 

appreciated our etymology-related distractions and unforgettable silent disco sessions, 

respectively. By the same token, I am thankful for the company of my other fellow Master 

students, in particular Hedda, Mathilde, Tora, Vera, and Magnus at the University of Oslo, and 

Mathilde, Erik, and Viljar at NUPI. 

Lastly, I am forever thankful for the unconditional love and support of my family and friends, 

and I thank my dearest Arnstein for excellent proofreading, bottomless comfort, and much 

more. 

All of you have contributed to making this manuscript better. The responsibility for remaining 

flaws rests with me alone. 



 

 

 

v 

Contents 

1 Introduction .................................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Research questions ................................................................................................................. 4 

1.2 Contribution ............................................................................................................................ 5 

1.3 Literature review .................................................................................................................... 7 

1.3.1 Russia and the democratization literature ......................................................................... 7 

1.3.2 An alternative: Depoliticization ........................................................................................ 9 

1.3.3 ‘Democracy’, the West and Russia ................................................................................. 12 

1.4 Terms and definitions........................................................................................................... 17 

1.5 Outline ................................................................................................................................... 18 

2 Theorizing discursive depoliticization .......................................................................................... 19 

2.1 Rancière: Politics and its negations .................................................................................... 19 

2.1.1 Mind the gap(s): The stage for politics ........................................................................... 21 

2.1.2 The nature of politics: Rancière and Mouffe................................................................... 22 

2.1.3 Depoliticization: The disavowals of politics ................................................................... 24 

2.1.4 Politics, populism and depoliticization ........................................................................... 27 

2.2 Poststructuralism: Language and social reality ................................................................ 28 

2.2.1 Key assumptions ............................................................................................................. 28 

2.2.2 Postructuralist discourse analysis .................................................................................... 30 

2.3 Aiming for synthesis: Towards discursive depoliticization .............................................. 32 

3 Methodology: Interpretivism, ideal-types and textual techniques .............................................. 36 

3.1 Interpretivism ....................................................................................................................... 36 

3.1.1 Standards for good research ............................................................................................ 37 

3.2 Ideal-types and abductive reasoning .................................................................................. 39 

3.2.1 Table of ideal-types ......................................................................................................... 43 

3.3 Techniques in discourse analysis ......................................................................................... 45 

3.4 Sources ................................................................................................................................... 47 



 vi 

4 Empirical analysis: Probing the framework ................................................................................ 49 

4.1 Pilot study: Framework meets empirical material ............................................................ 49 

4.1.1 ‘Values’ and archipolitics................................................................................................ 50 

4.1.2 Mimicked disagreement .................................................................................................. 51 

4.1.3 Populism .......................................................................................................................... 52 

4.1.4 Politics as ideal-type? ...................................................................................................... 53 

4.2 Main empirical analysis ....................................................................................................... 56 

4.2.1 The internal sphere: The disavowal of politics ............................................................... 56 

4.2.2 The external sphere: Politics / ultrapolitics ..................................................................... 62 

4.2.3 ‘Democracy’ .................................................................................................................... 70 

5 Conclusion .................................................................................................................................... 73 

5.1 Main findings ........................................................................................................................ 74 

5.2 Contribution .......................................................................................................................... 76 

5.2.1 Elucidating ‘hybrid’ dynamics ........................................................................................ 76 

5.2.2 Whose equality? Ultrapolitics and challenges to liberalism............................................ 79 

5.2.3 Depoliticization and populism from above ..................................................................... 81 

5.2.4 ‘Democracy’ in scholarship ............................................................................................ 83 

5.3 Avenues for further research .............................................................................................. 85 

5.3.1 Broaden scope and sources ............................................................................................. 85 

5.3.2 Improve the theoretical framework ................................................................................. 88 

5.4 Concluding remarks ............................................................................................................. 90 

6 Literature ....................................................................................................................................... 91 

7 Appendix: Empirical sources overview ...................................................................................... 100 

 



 

 

1 

1 INTRODUCTION  

In the summer of 2020, the Russian population was urged to the ballot boxes to vote in a 

referendum on amendments to the Russian Constitution. President Vladimir Putin strongly 

emphasized that the amendments would only be implemented with the support of Russia’s 

citizens (Putin 2020b). Domestic critics, however, warned in advance of a “constitutional coup” 

(Chizhov 2020), and oppositional and Western-based media argued that the proposed 

amendments would strengthen authoritarian rule in Russia (Gigitashvili 2020). In the opinion 

of the critics, the referendum fits a pattern of Russia’s – and similar political systems’ – 

development in later years, as noted by the academic literature on democratization and so-

called hybrid regimes1: While Russia retains its democratic form, it is increasingly authoritarian 

in content (Krastev 2006; Levitsky and Way 2010; Sakwa 2013; Morozov 2015; “Russia” 

2020). Although democratic institutions exist in a formal sense, informal practices skew or 

directly counteract these same institutions (Levitsky and Way 2010). The constitutional 

amendments serve as a case in point. After a week-long period of voting, the results were 

announced on July 2, 2020. A total of 78% had voted for the amendments (Mislivskaya 2020). 

One of several controversial changes adopted through the referendum was a “nullification” of 

Putin’s presidential terms, opening for the possibility of Putin staying in power until 2036 

(Gigitashvili 2020). 

This democratic erosion seems to be accompanied by a curious ambiguity in the use of 

democratic language. Prior to the referendum, in March, the Russian Constitutional Court 

approved the constitutional amendments, including the nullification. Explaining their decision, 

the Constitutional Court stated that it was a matter of balancing between constitutional values: 

On the one hand, being a democratic (demokraticheskoe) state would suggest fairly strict 

limitations on presidential terms, but on the other, the value of people power (narodovlastie) 

implies that the people should be allowed to elect whomever they want as their leader 

 
1In the years after the Cold War, the research on regimes transitioning from autocratic rule inclined to 

characterize these regimes as consolidating or incomplete democracies, while Levitsky and Way 

(2010, 3–4) recommend treating them as “a distinct, nondemocratic regime type”, and coin the term 

“competitive authoritarian regime” to denote regimes that have institutions for democratic 

contestation, but where the playing field is heavily skewed in incumbents’ favour. Terms that broadly 

point to the same phenomenon include “managed democracy” (Krastev 2006) and “illiberal 

democracy” (Zakaria 1997). 
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(“Zakliuchenie Konstitutsionnogo Suda Rossiiskoi Federatsii” 2020). In other words, the Court 

argued that the nullification of Putin’s presidential terms contradicted democracy, but that it 

was necessary in the name of democracy. The justification for the constitutional amendments 

went beyond playing with the term ‘democracy’. In his yearly address to the nation in January, 

in which he initially presented the need for amendments, Putin (2020a) stated “the inextricable 

harmony” between a “strong great power and the people’s well-being” 2  as reasons for 

implementing constitutional changes. As such, he evoked ideas that are not commonly 

considered important in democratic constitutions. 

While the literature on democratization underscores that regimes may adhere to just enough 

democratic formalities to reap the international benefits of being labelled democratic (Levitsky 

and Way 2010; Carothers 2002), studies have largely ignored the discursive nature of the 

legitimacy that the label of democracy conveys, both at home and abroad. The puzzle guiding 

this thesis concerns which meaning is endowed in authoritarian elites’ ‘democracy-speak’ (in 

the term of Malksöö 2013) and what role such speak plays in processes of democratic decline 

and deconsolidation. Hence, there is a theoretical and empirical gap regarding how and to what 

effect authoritarian leaders speak of democracy. The present thesis argues that we must look 

beyond the democratization literature in order to fill it. 

The democratization canon has few theoretical categories to deal with the flexible use of 

democratic language. ‘Democracy’ is not a neutral and agreed-upon concept, but a historical 

and normative construct (Hansen 2006), encumbered with internal contradictions (Magun 

2013). According to Gallie (1955, 169), “essentially contested concepts” like democracy 

inevitably set off endless disputes regarding their proper usage, and “these mutually contesting, 

mutually contested uses of [a] concept [together make up] its standard general use”. In other 

words, Gallie contended that such concepts are both indispensable and “essentially indefinable” 

(Dow 2014, 67). Due to its crucial and contested status, political forces of all shades are prone 

to reconceptualize democracy and fill it with “their” particular content (Morozov 2013b, 6). 

Casula (2013, 5) argues that we must transcend the democracy/nondemocracy dichotomy by 

moving beyond day-to-day politics and understand the political more fundamentally.  

 
2 All translations from Russian are my own.  
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In other words, in order to understand democratic decline, we must address what the discursive 

contestations over ‘democracy’ means for how the political plays out. 

The legitimacy conveyed by the term ‘democracy’ is deeply entangled with power in 

international politics, including relations between the so-called “West” and “the rest”. While 

the term ‘democracy’ usually connotes a certain intra-state political order, parts of the 

normative stimulus stems from the inter-state level. States’ motivation to identify as 

democracies emanates in part from democracy’s key status internationally – as a membership 

criterion for the international community (Hobson 2008), or even as the marker for humanity 

itself (Morozov 2013b). However, democracy’s role as the international gold standard is 

complicated by the role of “the West” 3  in shaping its definition. While understood as a 

universal value, the definition of democracy is grounded in Western institutional practices, 

which renders the concept both Eurocentric and technocratic, married to institutional 

particularities rather than fundamental values (Morozov 2013b). Oren (1995) has even found 

that the scholarly definition of democracy is, first and foremost, a product of the foreign 

relations of the United States and its need to distance itself from its enemies. Because of the 

West’s role in shaping and promoting democracy, Morozov and colleagues (2013b) speak 

about Western normative hegemony4 over the democracy concept. Therefore, an interrogation 

of (non)democratic language must address the international dimension in its theoretical 

approach. 

In summary, an adequate analysis of democracy discourse must encompass at least three key 

dimensions in order to tackle the discussed pitfalls and shortcomings. First, a means to grasp 

conceptual contestability – the flexibility of meaning and the power endowed in language. This 

is thoroughly theorized and applicable to empirical analysis within the framework of 

 
3 Although the denomination “the West” conveys the image of a homogenous and given entity, it is 

neither. In the Russian context, the concept of ‘zapad’ (west, the West) referred to Europe prior to the 

US emerging as a significant international actor (Neumann 2017). Furthermore, Russia has different 

relations with different Western actors – for example, Russia is much more comfortable with the ’old 

Europe’ states of France and Germany than with the US (Makarychev 2008a). While there is no such 

thing as innate Western-ness, “the West” as a political entity is real in its consequences (Morozov 

2013b, 7–8). For the sake of simplicity, I treat “the West” as one aggregate in this thesis.  
4As conceived by Morozov (2013b, 7) the notion of hegemony refers to a relationship of contingent 

domination between political identities, a power upheld by “(partial and hesitant) identification with 

the source of power” rather than direct violence. The notion was proposed by Gramsci and developed 

by Laclau and Mouffe (Morozov 2013b, 7). 
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poststructuralist discourse analysis. Second, a theory of democracy which is less burdened with 

institutional particularities and more occupied with the fundamental nature of democracy and 

the threats to its emergence. That is put forward by political theorist Jacques Rancière, who 

sees democracy and real politics as opposed to and threatened by consensus and the status quo. 

Rancière theorizes three logics of depoliticization (archi-, para- and metapolitics), ways of 

reasoning that produce sameness between politics and ‘the police’ (referring to the status quo 

order and its legitimization systems) resulting in a depoliticized space (Rancière 1999). Third 

– and intimately related to the condition of Western hegemony – the depoliticization of 

democracy must be analyzed in a way that integrates domestic and international aspects. 

Therefore, an integrative framework must understand depoliticization in an internal-external 

nexus. Coined by Snetkov (2012), the internal-external security nexus refers to a constructivist 

conception of the interrelatedness of the internal and external spheres of (Russian) security, 

including the intimate ties between security and state identity. In this thesis, I employ ‘internal-

external nexus’ as a broad term that refers to the discursive co-constitution of the domestic and 

international sphere in Russian politics. As such, the term enables analysis of whether and how 

mobilization of the outside affects the mode and salience of depoliticization of the inside, and 

vice versa. 

While highly relevant, it is not obvious whether or how these theoretical outlooks are suited 

for synthesis and empirical application. Therefore, this thesis first undertakes a theoretical 

investigation of how Rancière’s theory can be made “researchable” by combining it with 

poststructuralist discourse analysis, and how the internal-external nexus can be incorporated 

into the combined framework. As an integral, but separate part of this endeavor, the thesis then 

embarks on an empirical investigation of depoliticization of the Russian democracy discourse, 

using the combined theoretical framework developed in the first step. The empirical analysis 

is meant to feed back to the theoretical level in a dialectical process of theory and empirics. 

Thus, the thesis aims to address the following separate, but interrelated, research questions. 

1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Theoretical research question: How can Rancière’s depoliticization theory and 

poststructuralist discourse analysis be combined to analyze democratic decline in a way that 

takes both the domestic and international political context into account? 
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Empirical research question: To what extent and in which ways is the Russian official 

discourse (2015-2020) undergoing depoliticization, and how are depoliticizing discourses 

produced in the internal-external nexus? 

As such, the thesis is located at the intersection of several subfields of political science. 

Thematically, it is situated in comparative politics, where democratic, authoritarian and hybrid 

regime types, and their differing logics and characteristics, are at the center of the research 

agenda. Conceptually, the thesis develops its framework from political theory, applying 

Rancière’s theory of democracy and depoliticization. In its ontology and epistemology, the 

thesis takes its key assumptions and methods from poststructuralist discourse analysis. By 

taking the international context and notions of Western hegemony into account, the thesis 

engages with IR theory. Lastly, Russian area studies run as an influence throughout, reflected 

in the integrative approach to understanding one cultural-political unit, and the related 

emphasis on language and context. The trenches between the different fields may seem wide, 

but by combining their insights, I believe we can gain a new understanding of how language 

about democracy is in fact creating and legitimizing growing authoritarianism in Russia. 

Democratization theory has identified the need to understand how states move from autocracy 

to democracy and back, as well as the particularities of the regimes located in between. 

However, a focus on comparative analysis and measurability has largely left out analysis of the 

discourses that make such a movement possible, or discourses that stabilize the unstable middle 

position. As hybrid regimes “demonstrate a growing sophistication in the application of 

democratic institutional façades, […] speaking in terms of measurable indicators becomes 

increasingly difficult” (Morozov 2013b, 2–3). This thesis therefore argues that a turn towards 

discourse is necessary. By combining poststructuralism and Rancière’s depoliticization theory, 

the thesis hopes to fill the knowledge gap on the discursive managing of so-called ‘managed’ 

democracies. 

1.2 CONTRIBUTION 

This thesis aims to make a theoretical contribution to the literature on hybrid regimes by 

bringing in the discursive realm. It argues that depoliticizing discourses play an important role 

in authoritarian consolidation, understood as processes that decrease the political space of the 
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people5, and offers a transparent device for grasping this process empirically. The analytical 

framework is developed by synthesizing Rancière’s depoliticization theory and postructuralist 

discourse analysis. The framework’s empirical utility is probed by utilizing it to unpack the 

depoliticization of official Russian discourse, including the role of the international context in 

this discursive process. For readers unfamiliar with discourse analysis, it may not be clear that 

my approach entails “more” than combining theory and method, but postructuralist discourse 

analysis is as much theory as it is method (Hansen 2006; Bergström and Boréus 2012; Bratberg 

2017).  

While this thesis tackles the Russian discourse in a specific time period, the proposed synthesis 

of discourse analysis and depoliticization theory will hopefully enable careful and systematic 

study of discursive depoliticization of hybrid regimes elsewhere as well. The appropriation of 

the democracy label by undemocratic regimes is far from unique to Russia (Levitsky and Way 

2010; Krastev 2006; Morozov 2013b). Other prominent examples, like Venezuela, resembles 

Russia in claiming the label of democracy on arguably shaky grounds, as well in efforts at 

countering Western hegemony (Morozov 2015). 

Furthermore, the analysis constitutes a substantive contribution to the empirical study of 

Russian political development at a crucial juncture in time. While most of the research on 

Russian democracy discourse tackles the period before 2015, international developments 

following the crisis in Ukraine and the military intervention in Syria suggest that Russia’s 

democracy discourse in the wake of these events warrants closer analysis. The annexation6 of 

Crimea in March 2014, the ensuing military conflict in Eastern Ukraine, and the military 

campaign on the side of President Assad in in Syria in 2015 were deeply entangled with 

Russia’s increasingly antagonistic relationship with the West (Wilhelmsen 2019; Neumann 

2016). Moreover, several scholars posit that Russia’s progressively assertive foreign policy is 

linked to the need for consolidating Putin’s regime domestically by way of constructing a ‘siege 

mentality’ (for a brief overview such accounts, consult Götz and MacFarlane 2019). These 

developments indicate an interrelatedness between domestic authoritarian consolidation and 

 
5 I employ this in a broad sense, and use ‘authoritarian consolidation’ and “democratic decline’ 

interchangeably. There is an ongoing debate in the field of comparative politics regarding the 

definition of ‘authoritarian consolidation’ (see e.g. Ambrosio 2014). 
6 In official Russian discourse, the standard term is “reunification” (vossoedinenie) with Crimea. 
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the deepening anti-Western stance, suggesting that discursive depoliticization post-2015 merits 

examination. 

The thesis is of potential significance to both democracy promotion and democratization 

research. Firstly, insofar as some researchers and policymakers conceive of ‘democracy’ as a 

fixed and politically neutral term, this thesis may serve as a form of corrective. The discursive 

depoliticization taking place within Russia’s discourse on democracy warrants new ways of 

thinking about democracy and ways to promote it. In particular, by shedding light on how the 

external sphere is mobilized in discursive depoliticization of the internal sphere, the thesis 

hopes to caution democracy researchers and promoters (particularly Western) of how their 

practices may resonate in the Russian discourse. The analysis is equally important for 

understanding the various conditions for different forms of contention in Russia. The literature 

so far suggests that while movements advocating liberal democracy within Russia are 

frequently represented as a dangerous fifth column (Morozov 2008; 2015), organizations that 

work with issues deemed “unpolitical” have more maneuvering space (Cheskin and March 

2015). In sum, this thesis examines the discursive preconditions for democratic politics in 

Russia and beyond – its limits and possibilities.   

In order to place the thesis in the current literature and to provide an overview of developments 

in post-Soviet Russia, the next section discusses recent scholarship on ‘democracy’ and 

democratization in Russia and beyond. 

1.3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

1.3.1 RUSSIA AND THE DEMOCRATIZATION LITERATURE  

As a prominent yet very particular case of the post-Cold War wave of regime transitions, Russia 

has undergone significant transformations since the fall of the USSR and the communist regime 

in 1991. The 1991 implosion of the Soviet system entailed a three-pronged metamorphosis for 

Russia: economically, from plan economy to capitalism; in terms of geopolitics, the 

superpower USSR was succeeded by Russia as a regional great power; and politically, the one-

party system turned into a democracy in consolidation. Boris Yeltsin became post-Soviet 

Russia’s first president. He governed through the turbulent 1990s, which featured oligarchic 

mega-wealth and mass poverty, state bankruptcy, organized crime, war in Chechnya and a 

steep decline in Russia’s global influence. Vladimir Putin came to the political fore as acting 
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President when Yeltsin surprisingly withdrew from power on New Year’s Eve 1999 and was 

formally elected President in May 2000. Putin’s first two terms (2000-2008) saw economic 

growth boosted by a major rise in high oil prices, recovered federal control in Chechnya, 

curtailing of the press, containment of unruly oligarchs and reforms that concentrated power to 

the presidential administration. After a tandem rule with Dmitri Medvedev as President in 

2008-2012, Putin returned to the presidency in 2012. What followed was further political 

retrenchments domestically, accompanied by the annexation of Crimea and intervention in 

Syria (Wilhelmsen 2016; Levitsky and Way 2010; Holm-Hansen 2020b). In 2018, Vladimir 

Putin was re-elected President for six more years, receiving 76,8 % of the vote (Holm-Hansen 

2020a). Writ large, Russia’s post-Soviet democratic efforts were significantly rolled back 

(“Russia” 2020). What made this movement possible? 

Recent scholarship on the third wave of democracies can be grouped into three categories: the 

transition paradigm accounts of ‘Sysophean’ democratization; accounts of transformations 

back to autocracy; and theories of a third regime type in a fairly permanent ‘twilight zone’ 

between democracy and autocracy (Hale 2015; for a seminal critique of the first category, see 

Carothers 2002). Several works in the latter field define Russia as a hybrid type7 (Levitsky and 

Way 2010; Hale 2015; Krastev 2006; Zakaria 1997). In their influential book, Levitsky and 

Way (2010, 5–6) build on the canonic procedural minimal definition of democracy established 

by Robert Dahl, defining democracy as “(1) free, fair, and competitive elections; (2) full adult 

suffrage; (3) broad protection of civil liberties […] and (4) the absence of nonelected ‘tutelary’ 

authorities”. Levitsky and Way (2010, 6–7) add a fifth criterion, “a level playing field”, and 

find that in competitive authoritarian regimes, state power violates at least one of criteria 1, 3 

and 5 (violations are operationalized in a comprehensive appendix). In such regimes, formal 

democratic institutions like multiparty elections exist, but are skewed or undermined by the 

state’s manipulative efforts and informal practices (Levitsky and Way 2010). Hale (2015, 7–

10) suggests discarding the democracy-dictatorship continuum altogether, in favor of studying 

these twilight regimes as large systems of patron-client relationships marked by cyclical regime 

dynamics. Thus, the literature on hybrid regimes remains married to a procedural definition of 

democracy, if the democracy concept is deemed relevant at all.  

 
7Terms vary between “managed democracy” (Krastev 2006), “competitive authoritarian regime” 

(Levitsky and Way 2010) and “illiberal democracy” (Zakaria 1997). 
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The conception of democracy that underlies democratization scholarship and democracy 

promotion in general has met critique on several grounds. Schaffer (2000) holds that Dahl’s 

definition assumes that the American democratic ideal is universally shared, which is 

empirically false. For instance, Schaffer’s own work Democracy in translation (2000) 

elucidates how the Senegalese word “demokaraasi” is filled with a meaning quite different 

from the American understanding of democracy. Another problem is the bundling together of 

democracy and economic liberalism. Studying aid and development in Africa, Abrahamsen 

(2000, xiv) has illuminated the paradox that the discourse of “good governance”, which 

promoted “democracy and economic liberalism as two sides of the same coin”, has in fact 

contributed to the consolidation of exclusionary democracies, incapable of incorporating 

citizens’ demands in a meaningful way. Lawson (2008, 897) contends that the efforts of the 

US and its allies to promote democracy worldwide is guided by a conception of 

democratization as a “static checklist which can be itemized and fulfilled”, treating democracy 

as an elusive ideal divorced from its particular historical context. Morozov (2013b, 9) laments 

the “identification of the democratic telos with the empirical reality of the West after the end 

of the Cold War” that has weakened democracy’s normative force as a universal concept. 

Morozov (2013b, 9) further highlights the “incapacity” of measurement-oriented approaches 

in comparative politics “to deal with relativist discourses” such as Russia’s. Thus, these 

contributions criticize the tendency of scholarly and political practices to 1) ignore temporal 

and cultural variation in the meaning of ‘democracy’, 2) tend to endow this supposedly 

universal concept with particular Western content, and 3) reduce democracy to an 

operationalizable list of institutional procedures. The clarion call is to question Western-biased 

checklist approaches and revamp the democracy concept in order to save it. 

1.3.2 AN ALTERNATIVE: DEPOLITICIZATION 

Based on the above objections, Jacques Rancière’s (1999; 2014) works on democracy and 

depoliticization seem more promising as a basis for understanding democracy and its decline. 

Rancière’s conception of democracy directly opposes the procedural view because its post-

foundational view of politics gives primacy to democracy’s constitutive task, namely giving 

voice to the universal people (Morozov 2015, 144). Based on his notion of real politics as the 

eruption that takes place when the people constitutes itself as equal, speaking citizens, Rancière 

(1999) has theorized ways of negating such politics, presented through his three logics of 

depoliticization. These are three pathways of negating politics and in essence democracy itself 
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through the manner in which powerful actors speak. In short, archipolitics dismisses 

democracy’s arithmetic logic, and claims that only holistic, organic politics is true politics. 

Parapolitics imitates real politics, its disagreements and alternations, while metapolitics 

declares the falseness of all politics. Žižek (2006) has added ultrapolitics, the militarization of 

politics, to Rancière’s triad. The depoliticization framework has already yielded fruitful 

scholarly analyses of developments in Russia by Morozov (2015), Makarychev (2008b) and 

Casula (2013), who all argue that archi-, para- and metapolitics have played a role in hollowing 

out politics in Russia under Putin.  

The lens of depoliticization logics sheds light on dynamics in Russian politics left 

undertheorized by the democratization literature. This includes the function of a loyal 

opposition and civil society, the role of anti-Western propaganda and the depoliticizing effect 

of stressing so-called traditional values. According to Morozov (2015, 147–54), parapolitics 

was the prevalent mode before 2011, when conflict was managed as competition between 

groups, using virtual opposition parties in the parliament and coopting branches of civil society. 

However, after a protest-ridden winter of 2011-2012, the political leadership fell back on 

metapolitics, as the Kremlin argued that the protests were plotted in Washington. These 

metapolitics were accompanied by a hyper-moralistic conservative turn, a turn which 

constituted a quintessential archipolitical operation. Morozov’s (2015, 150–54) analysis of 

metapolitics and ultrapolitics underscores that the depoliticization of the domestic political 

space is inherently tied to Russia’s growing antagonism towards the West. Regarding the 

handling of the opposition, Casula (2013, 8) notes that the Kremlin’s two-pronged strategy has 

been to depoliticize: In parapolitical fashion, most oppositional demands were coopted, but 

some voices were deemed “extremist” or “fifth column” in a move of ultrapolitics.  

While the uses of Rancière’s depoliticization theory thus far have been valuable in deciphering 

central developments in Russian politics, the scholars in question have not yet exhausted the 

potential of Rancière’s framework. To a large degree, these renditions are based solely on 

Rancière’s logics of depoliticization (archi-, para- and metapolitics) without considering the 

positive element of Rancière’s theory, namely politics proper. This is critical, seeing that as 

the nature of politics proper is the basis for politics’ disavowals in Rancière’s (1999) 

conceptualization. A possibly related problem is a certain conceptual confusion that 

characterize the above works. For instance, while Casula (2013, 7) defines presenting political 

conflicts as technical questions as a metapolitical feature, Morozov (2015, 150) sees the 
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plethora of conspiracy theories as the most obvious manifestation of metapolitics in Russia 

today. These analyses appear incompatible. The conceptual confusion testifies to the need for 

revisiting Rancière’s own work in order to reconnect his theory of depoliticization with his 

notion of politics. In addition, Rancière’s rather abstract logics can easier be applied 

empirically if clarified and systematized. This thesis aims to do both.  

Furthermore, none of the above scholars couple depoliticization theory directly with discourse 

analysis,8 although Rancière’s theory is strongly language oriented. As a result, they don’t 

utilize the possibilities endowed in Rancière’s theory for understanding the discursive side of 

depoliticization. Flinders and Wood (2018) have developed a framework of “discursive 

depoliticization” as one way of studying how elite discourses negate the political character of 

issues and decisions, resulting in decreased public involvement in politics. Their approach 

captures some aspects essential to this thesis’ line of inquiry, namely the discursive nature of 

political power and the denial of politics as a key conceptual lens. However, there are critical 

drawbacks to their approach. For one thing, Flinders and Wood (2018, 614) see depoliticization 

merely as the “supply side of political disengagement”, while this thesis seeks to target the 

democratic decline in a more encompassing way. Secondly, the internal-external nexus is 

absent from their framework. As discussed below, the entanglement of the internal and external 

spheres is emphasized in previous works on the Russian democracy discourse (Morozov 2015; 

2008; Averre 2008; Ortmann 2008; Deyermond 2016; Saari 2009; Wilson 2010). Therefore, 

Flinders and Wood’s approach to discursive depoliticization seems unfit for the present 

purposes. In contrast, when synthesized, Rancière’s depoliticization theory in tandem with 

discourse analysis address both these shortcomings. In combination, they can open up new 

fields of understanding when it comes to the role of democracy-speak in curtailing democracy 

in Russia and elsewhere. To develop such a synthesis is the purpose of this thesis.  

 

 
8 Regarding Casula’s (2013) analysis, he does use poststructuralist discourse analysis through 

employing Laclau’s seminal conceptualizations of discourse, demands and hegemony, and contends 

that Rancière’s depoliticization logics are means to keep demands inside a (hegemonic) discourse. 

Apart from giving a few examples, his methodology nevertheless remains opaque. I therefore believe 

that there is room for a framework which is more systematic and transparent about combining 

Rancière and discourse analysis.  
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1.3.3 ‘DEMOCRACY’, THE WEST AND RUSSIA 

In Russian discourse, ‘democracy’ – demokratiya – is a ubiquitous but highly ambivalent term 

(Casula 2013; Morozov 2013b; Makarychev 2008a). ‘Democracy’ has been identified as an 

important representation of Russian state identity (Ortmann 2008; Hopf 2002), Russia’s 

international identity as the ‘true’ Europe (Neumann 2017; Makarychev 2008a) and as a 

synonym for “multipolarity” (Makarychev 2013). Furthermore, ‘democracy’ was at the core of 

the Kremlin’s legitimating narrative for depoliticization and increased authoritarianism in the 

2000s (Sakwa 2012). Malinova (2020) has noted that as part of the Putin regime’s memory 

politics, a “good” democracy of the 2000s was constructed in opposition to a deficient 

democracy of the 1990s. Lastly, ‘democracy’ has been identified as an actual security threat in 

the guise of Western democracy promotion and their alleged allies in Russian NGOs and 

popular movements (Morozov 2015; 2008; Averre 2008). Morozov (2008) notes that the circle 

around Putin constructed Russian identity in opposition to the chaotic, destructive era of 

Yeltsin’s democracy project, while simultaneously, they referred to democracy with respect 

and made efforts to save Russia’s democratic standing. Thus, ‘democracy’ has been an 

ambiguous, yet central term in the post-Soviet Russian discourse. 

The contradictory usages of ‘democracy’ arguably testify to the normative hegemony of the 

West; a normative hegemony that has made ‘democracy’ the norm and lack of democracy a 

reason for ostracization. Hobson (2008) identifies ‘democracy’ as the key “standard of 

civilization” in the post-Cold War era, serving as a membership criteria for international society, 

an indicator of progress and a benchmark for legitimate statehood. Whereas the post-1945 order 

was characterized by a pluralistic standard based on the external features of states, the “end of 

history” in 1991 marked the (re)emergence of a stricter standard of civilization centered around 

‘democracy’, a standard based on the internal characteristics of core (Western) countries 

(Hobson 2008). In this perspective, Stivachtis (2015) observes that Russia and other states 

classified as semi- or non-democratic are assigned the part of civilizees, subordinate to their 

(Western) civilizers. As a part of the shift after the Cold War, several models of democracy 

were replaced by only one, as democracy came to be understood as liberal democracy (Hobson 

2008). In other words, liberal democracy came to dominate almost completely as the yardstick 

for legitimate statehood – it became hegemonic. 
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The Western normative hegemony over democracy’s definition is related to a depoliticization 

of the term not only in Russia, but across the globe. Morozov (2013, 10) warns that ‘democracy’ 

is being emptied from two sides – from one, it is depoliticized and reduced through equation 

with the existing systems of Western countries, from the other, relativized to a catch-all term 

by non-Western authoritarian countries. These dynamics are two sides of the same coin, as 

seen in the case of Russia and the “sovereign democracy” doctrine, a relativist conception of 

democracy as the autonomy of countries (Morozov 2013b; Magun 2013). Magun (2013, 28) 

points out that this coinage is made possible by inherent contradictions in the very concept of 

democracy as developed in Western thought, with a tension between the political subject and 

an abstract legal system.  

Western normative hegemony is particularly acute in the Russian case, because the West is the 

key Other that defines Russia’s self-understanding as a state (Neumann 2017; Hopf 2002; 

Ortmann 2007; Laruelle 2016; Berdjajev 2012). This is an established finding, as “all available 

mappings of Russian national identity demonstrate the Eurocentric nature of the existing 

discourses” (Morozov 2008, 111). Crucial to my analytical focus is the premise that Western 

hegemony conditions Russian democracy discourse in a highly ambivalent way. As Morozov 

(2008, 158) notes, “while the attitude to the notion of universalist liberal democracy was 

increasingly skeptical in post-soviet Russia, there was a constant need to relate Russian identity 

to the liberal project”. Thus, we can expect the ambivalent standing of ‘democracy’ in Russian 

discourse to reflect Russia’s relationship with the West – a relationship that goes to the core of 

Russian identity.  

Scholars have stressed that the normative hegemony of the West has prompted a dual strategy 

from Russia (Averre 2008; Makarychev 2013; Makarychev and Morozov 2011; Morozov 

2008). On the one hand, Russia seems to have accepted the situation, and “even when it opposes 

the West, [Russia] cannot present a meaningful alternative and, thus, has to use the language 

of liberal democracy to voice its concerns” (Makarychev and Morozov 2011, 357). On the 

other hand, Russia puts forward an argument to liberate the term ‘democracy’ from the Western 

monopolization of democracy qua liberal democracy (Morozov 2008; see also Hobson 2008). 

Makarychev (2008a, 60) sees the duality of Russia’s democracy discourse as “torn between 

politicization and depoliticization”, challenging the West through reconceptualizing Russia’s 

democracy as “sovereign”, while also fighting for recognition as a “normal” democratic 

country. 
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Russia is not the only actor attempting to liberate democracy, and international politics more 

broadly, from liberalism. The hegemonic conception of democracy as liberal, Western-like 

political institutions is experiencing pushback from a many-faceted ensemble of opponents. 

The nationalist right in Europe, Russia and the US, often self-identifying as democratic, rally 

against the threat of liberalism’s cosmopolitan vision, and champion full state sovereignty as a 

principle that respects and protects valuable diversity amongst states (Holm and Tjalve 2018). 

In a more theoretical account of this development, Holm and Sending (2018) argue that 

challenges to political liberalism, centered around the defense of the legal sovereignty of states 

and performed by non-Western great powers and the European far right, is a reaction to the 

misrecognition of their active sovereign agency. In this account, Russia and like-minded states 

and movements promote legal sovereignty and non-interference in response to the experienced 

misrecognition of their internal socio-political order, which equals a misrecognition of how 

they perform their statehood (Holm and Sending 2018). These works highlight that a liberal 

conception of democracy is challenged by different norms: of comprehensive state sovereignty 

and respect for ideological and cultural differences between states.  

Russia’s ambivalent and frustrated quest to be labelled ‘democratic’ underscores that the 

international political context is bound up with the domestic, and vice versa. This 

interrelatedness is a key feature of Russian politics in general (Morozov 2015; Snetkov 2012; 

Wilhelmsen 2016; Ortmann 2007). Several works highlight how the internal-external nexus is 

an integral part of the ambiguity of ‘democracy’ in Russian discourse. Ortmann (2007, 31) has 

noted the “persistent ambiguity of space” and “intertwining of domestic and external reference” 

in the meaning of the democracy concept in Russia. In her article concerning Russia’s counter-

strategy to Western democracy promotion, Saari (2009, 743–45) notes that this strategy had 

closely linked internal and external dimensions. Saari’s (2009) analysis found that Russia 

combined an increasingly institutionalized manipulation and management of the domestic 

political space with a critique of international standards of democracy and the organizations 

monitoring them. A keystone of the Russian critique is the allegation that democracy promotion 

is marked by the West’s “double standards” (Saari 2009). Consequently, studies of Russia’s 

democracy discourse cannot overlook that Russia’s external relations and Russian internal 

affairs are mutually contingent. 

One important internal-external dynamic concerns how Western democracy promotion is 

perceived as a threat to Russia’s sovereignty and security (Morozov 2015; 2008; Averre 2008; 
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Deyermond 2016; Ortmann 2008). A key tenet of this narrative is that Russia is threatened by 

“color revolutions” at home and in its near abroad. Deyermond (2016, 17) traces the color 

revolutions narrative to the NATO intervention of Kosovo in 1999, which established the link 

between democracy promotion and hegemon-led breaches of state sovereignty. Ortmann (2008, 

368) asserts that the coinage of “sovereign democracy” captured the narrative of US-led 

instigated regime changes through color revolutions. Wilson (2010) points out that the color 

revolutions represented a dual threat for Russia – a potential threat of Western infiltration of 

Russian domestic institutions through the democratization slogan, and a foreign policy 

challenge for influence in Russia’s near abroad, where the West was gaining ground with its 

liberal democratic values.  

“Sovereign democracy” is thus a central point of reference in Russia’s democracy discourse. 

Developed by Kremlin ideologue Vladislav Surkov, its central message was the denial of 

universal standards of democracy, stressing instead specific forms of democracy “that reflect a 

country’s traditions, political culture and society” (Sakwa 2012). For Casula (2013), “sovereign 

democracy” was the backbone of discursive stabilization in Russian politics. Ortmann’s 

analysis (2008, 368) finds that “sovereign democracy” meant an externalization of ‘democracy’, 

whereby the internal dimension about domestic makeup became vague, and ‘democracy’ 

instead became linked to external traits of independence and self-determination. Morozov 

(2008) interprets “sovereign democracy” as a countermove to Western hegemony that 

nevertheless legitimized oppression at home. Sakwa (2012) largely agrees, arguing that 

“sovereign democracy” served several purposes for Russia. Globally, it challenged the West 

ideologically by claiming that the content of ‘democracy’ should depend on every sovereign 

state’s own development and history. In a parallel domestic move, it discredited Western-style 

democracy movements and legitimized a tightening of the political space.  

The literature points to both change and continuity in the Russian discourse on democracy.  

Casula (2013, 4) asserts that while “sovereign democracy” disappeared from official discourse 

as a concept – even asserted as useless by Medvedev in 2006 – the general cluster of ideas and 

practices lived on. Makarychev (2008a, 59) argues that the “democratic multipolarity” that 

Russia advocated in Putin’s Munich speech in 2007, where Putin rallied against the dangers of 

a world order led by the US alone – was inherently linked to the sovereign democracy concept. 

Nevertheless, Makarychev (2008a, 60–61) observes a change in the Russian discourse towards 

the end of Putin’s second term in 2008 in which ‘democracy’ transfers from the domestic to 
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the international level, so that “the issue of democracy thus flows into a wider discourse on 

Russia’s position on the international scene”. In a more recent analysis, Makarychev (2013) 

finds that Russia’s plea for a multipolar world, in which states decide their own affairs, has 

come to be conceptualized as “international democracy”. 

In several ways, 2012 marked a watershed in Russian politics. Russian politics as a whole – 

both internal and external – saw a pronounced shift in the wake of the “winter of discontent” 

in 2011-12. Following extensive anti-regime demonstrations in Moscow, Putin returned to the 

presidency in May 2012 and instigated an authoritarian and conservative turn. This shift 

consisted of a tightening of screws at home, both politically and culturally, in tandem with anti-

Western rhetoric and politics (Østbø 2017; Laruelle 2016; Sharafutdinova 2014; Morozov 

2015). Morozov (2015, 139–40) stresses the importance of the internal-external nexus. He 

argues that the shift came about as a response to the 2011-2012 demonstrations, because they 

were seen as a Western-orchestrated “color revolution” on Russian soil. In response to this 

threat, Russia’s political leadership adopted a more assertive position. Thus, where “sovereign 

democracy” was defensive towards the West, the “sovereign morality” turn represented an 

offensive stance of Russia as global moral savior (Sharafutdinova 2014, 616; see also Neumann 

2016; Østbø 2017; Holm 2020). Østbø (2017, 212) argues that the military operations in 

Ukraine and Syria increased the strategic importance of portraying Russia’s spiritual-moral 

values as existentially threatened, leading, inter alia, to branding democracy advocates as 

traitors. 

To sum up, the literature so far has revealed that Russia’s democracy discourse in the 2000s 

has been multifaceted both in its articulations, its motivations and its effects. Several works 

have illuminated that the democracy discourse legitimized restrictions on domestic political 

activity. Furthermore, Russia’s democracy discourse is evidently constrained by the 

international high standing of ‘democracy’, and tightly knit to Russia’s well-known troubled 

relationship with the West. A theoretical approach that incorporates these complexities is 

therefore sorely needed. Furthermore, while much work is done on the ”sovereign democracy” 

narrative that came to the fore during Putin’s second term (2004-2008), little work is done on 

the democracy discourse after the comprehensive turn in Russian politics since the events of 

2012-2015: the domestic conservative and authoritarian turn following 2011/12, the military 

conflict with Ukraine in 2014, and the intervention in Syria in 2015. This period is 

characterized by a tightening of the political space at home, and a worsening of relations with 
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the West. For this reason, research on Russian officials’ democracy discourse after the events 

of 2014/2015 is needed. 

1.4 TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

Although a central claim of the thesis is that key concepts are inherently unstable in their 

political effects and interpretations, working definitions are necessary for the sake of clarity 

and analytical consistency. A central term is depoliticization, associated with a range of 

different usages across fields and strands of literature (Flinders and Buller 2006). In their 

attempt to synthesize terminological usages and to create a unified framework, Flinders and 

Buller (2006, 296) define depoliticization as “the range of tools, mechanisms and institutions 

through which politicians can attempt to move to an indirect governing relationship and/or seek 

to persuade the demos that they can no longer be reasonably held responsible for a certain issue, 

policy field or specific decision“. While sympathetic to Flinders and Buller’s definition, the 

specific aim of this thesis is to synthesize Rancière’s political theory and discourse analysis. 

Hence, the terminology employed reflects the terminology of Rancière and poststructuralism. 

Depoliticization thus refers to the negation of politics in Rancière’s sense, namely the process 

by which politics is identified with “the police” through archi-, para- and metapolitics, resulting 

in politics’ disavowal. Archi-, para- and metapolitics, referred to as depoliticization logics, 

modes or discourses are ways of speaking about politics in a way that neutralizes politics’ 

central elements. Depoliticization theory is coined for pragmatic reasons as a term to designate 

Rancière’s theory as laid out in chapter 2, encompassing Rancière’s view on democracy and 

politics as well as politics’ negation through archi-, para- and metapolitics and the 

radicalization of the former through ultrapolitics. Discursive depoliticization refers to the 

specific theoretical synthesis made in this thesis, namely of depoliticization theory as defined 

above and poststructuralist discourse analysis. When it comes to the opposite of 

depoliticization, differing alternatives abound in the literature. One candidate is “politicization 

[…] defined as an increase in polarization of opinions, interests or values” (De Wilde 2011). 

In my framework, however, politicization denotes the logical counterpart of depoliticization; 

thus, it denotes a discursive process that moves towards politics and democracy in Rancière’s 

sense. 
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1.5 OUTLINE  

As the introductory chapter encompassed a literature review and clarifications regarding key 

terms, chapter 2 commences theorizing through an in-depth discussion of Rancière’s 

depoliticization theory. Here, elements deemed crucial for understanding politics and its 

disavowal are extracted, before the thesis proceeds with debating poststructuralist discourse 

analysis and how to synthesize the two into a framework of discursive depoliticization. In 

chapter 3, this framework is translated into ideal-typical depoliticizing discourses suited for 

empirical analysis. It also considers how to “do” discourse analysis, and issues of source 

selection. A pilot analysis and the main empirical analysis unfolds in chapter 4. Chapter 5 draws 

the main conclusions of the thesis, discusses the thesis’ contribution to the literature and its 

implications for further research.   
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2 THEORIZING DISCURSIVE DEPOLITICIZATION 

This chapter lays the foundation for the theoretical undertaking of this thesis. The aim is to 

develop a framework of discursive depoliticization in the internal-external nexus through the 

integration of poststructuralist discourse analysis and depoliticization theory into an 

empirically useful framework. I embark on this enterprise in section 2.1, devoted to Rancière’s 

theory of politics and depoliticization. Here, I pinpoint the elements or concepts I conceive as 

most central for my purposes, namely gaps, people, democracy, and laws. Then, I nuance 

Rancière’s concept of politics by comparing it to Mouffe’s the political, as well as with central 

literature on populism. Next, I turn to the logics of depoliticization; archipolitics, parapolitics 

and metapolitics, and Žižek’s addendum, ultrapolitics. In the second section, I discuss key 

aspects of poststructuralist discourse analysis as a school of thought. Lastly, I consider possible 

pitfalls and gains of the synthesis endeavor, and argue that gains outweigh the drawbacks. The 

theorizing continues in the subsequent methodology chapter, in which I attempt to render the 

framework empirically useful and transparent by conceptualizing the logics as ideal-typical 

discourses. 

2.1 RANCIÈRE: POLITICS AND ITS NEGATIONS 

Jacques Rancière’s well-known phrase of democracy as “the part of those who have no part” 

(1999, 30) is at the core of his democratic theory. For Rancière, politics proper takes place 

when a part of the society – the demos, marked by their lack of any determined place in the 

community’s hierarchy – demand to play a part. In Rancière’s theory, politics and democracy 

are so intimately related that it is unnecessary for the aims of this thesis to differentiate them 

theoretically. As Bowman (2008, 344) puts it, “for Rancière all politics is essentially an 

eruption of democracy, the disturbance caused when a group demand a ‘recount’”. The crucial 

aspect is that this part has no more reason to govern than to be governed – the “power of the 

people […] is not the power of the population or of the majority, but the power of anyone at 

all” (Rancière 2014, 49).  

Rancière also defines politics through its opposite, the police. The logics of the police opposes 

the logic of equality – the police is “distribution of places and roles, and the systems for 

legitimizing this distribution” (Rancière 1999, 28). While the police is a structure regulating 

and legitimizing the hierarchy and inequality of the social field, politics work by the opposite 
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principle: the radical equality of anyone to anyone (Deranty 2003, 143). Politics is defined by 

its antagonism to policing, and involves “actions that reconfigure the space where parties, parts, 

or lack of parts have been defined, [… shifting] a body from the place assigned to it” (Rancière 

1999, 29).  

One objection may arise up front. By bringing in Rancière’s democracy concept, does the thesis 

fall prey to reification, essentializing the meaning of ‘democracy’ and treating it as an inherent, 

stable and observable phenomenon? “Unchecked” reification (in the words of Levine 2012) 

certainly runs counter to the very rationale of the thesis, namely to target the fluidity and 

ambiguity of democratic language. Indeed, a fundamental tenet of poststructuralism is the 

impossibility of knowing phenomena as something “real” outside of language (Dunn and 

Neumann 2016). In principle, I hold Rancière’s works to be as much part of the wider 

democracy discourse as any other text evoking the concept, produced by and reproducing this 

discourse. We cannot, however, study everything at once, and my treatment of Rancière’s 

concepts entails a necessary degree of reification. As Levine (2012, 68) has argued, reification 

is an intrinsic part of thought. In order to analyze something fluid you have to keep something 

else fixed (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 122). Discourses are, after all, analytical constructs 

(Hansen 2006, 51), and as the subsequent methodology chapter will demonstrate, they are 

treated as such throughout the analysis. In addition, as I argue in more depth later in this chapter, 

Rancière’s theory shares central postructuralist assumptions about language. His ‘democracy’ 

is primarily about disruption of an inegalitarian discursive order. Thus, while I recognize the 

tension, I believe that my approach avoids unwarranted reification. 

As argued in the introduction, Rancière’s theory addresses gaps in the democratization 

literature, and the relevance of his theory for my analytical aims is at least twofold. First, 

contrary to a focus on easily measurable empirical indicators, Rancière’s theory of democracy 

is a critical work of political theory about the fundamental nature of politics and the systems 

that effectively silence it. Writing from a position critical to the Western practices of democracy, 

Rancière questions the democratic substance of discourses that are broadly considered as 

democratic. Given that the conception of democracy as a blueprint of Western institutions 

contributes to depoliticization (Morozov 2013b, 9–10), Rancière’s critical position allows for 

analysis of depoliticization conditioned by Western hegemony.  

Second, Rancière’s theory understands language as vital in the processes of democracy and its 

negations. This enables the synthesizing move made in this thesis, namely to reconceptualize 
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Rancière’s conception of politics proper, and its negations through archi-, para- and 

metapolitics (Rancière 1999), as discourses. Through this reconceptualization, I aim to render 

Rancière’s theory in a way that facilitates systematic and transparent empirical analysis. If 

depoliticization theory is to have an impact on the broader democratization literature, its 

analytical value for empirical cases like that of Russia must be clearly demonstrated. These are 

reasons why Rancière’s theory is suited for my purpose to examine how democracy can wither 

away “inside” a discourse on democracy.  

2.1.1 MIND THE GAP(S): THE STAGE FOR POLITICS 

In my reading, the notion of gaps lies at the core of Rancière’s theory, key to both politics and 

its disavowals. For Rancière, gaps – or splits, intervals, dualities – set the stage for politics 

proper, and thus for democracy. Gaps deal with the tension between the universal and the 

particular, between parts and totalities, and between equality and inequality; between universal 

equality for everyone and the police order where everyone has their particular place. Gaps 

between “equality and its absence” (Rancière 1999, 89) constitute the “original split in the 

‘nature’ of politics” (Rancière 1999, 70), because the equality of citizens always co-exists with 

the inequality between men. There is a gap between the ideal, equal people, and the real people 

assigned different places in the hierarchical social order, but this gap constitutes the foundation 

for political action. Politics is a matter of interpreting the “gap between a place where the demos 

exists and a place where it does not, where there are only populations, individuals, employers 

and employees, heads of households and spouses, and so on” (Rancière 1999, 88). Logically, 

then – as will be demonstrated later – the essence of depoliticization is to interpret this gap in 

ways that neutralize it, thus removing the stage for political action that the gap constitutes.  

This gap between (hu)man and citizen – the people’s “internal split” – preconditions political 

subjectification (Rancière 1999, 99; 2014, 58–59). When the part of no part unmasks the 

contingency of the social order, it momentarily establishes itself as a political subject and 

undermines the status quo. This disruption of the police order constitutes democracy, which is 

“the institutions of politics itself” (Rancière 1999, 101). To maximize democratic power is to 

argue wrong by holding up this split or gap, by demonstrating the difference of the people from 

itself, the difference between “the suffering-working people and the sovereign people” 

(Rancière 1999, 87). In Magun’s (2013, 39) words, “Rancière forcefully defends the notion of 

democracy as a regime where new political subjects are free to emerge and impose themselves 
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as legitimate actors”. Briefly summarized, democracy erupts (momentarily) when the people 

constitutes itself as a political subject by demonstrating the gap between ideal and real, equality 

and inequality, thereby identifying inequality as the product of an inegalitarian order. 

Because of gaps, written egalitarian laws are crucial to Rancière. Such laws are not “mere form” 

but materialization of equality – however fragile the inscriptions are, however far from 

experience, it means that an element of the power of the people exists (Rancière 1999, 88). 

Politics is about setting the stage for conflict, claiming the universal equality that is inscribed 

but not enacted by demonstrating the gap between the two. An example of this demonstration 

is to ask, “Are Frenchwomen included in in the ‘Frenchmen’ who hold universal suffrage?” 

(Rancière 1999, 89). Hence, Rancière emphasizes the potential of formal equality enshrined in 

legal texts because the gap between laws and their noncompliance enables political action and 

subjectification.  

For Rancière, (1999, 89), a “polemical space” is created by arguing this gap, holding up 

“equality and its absence together” and thereby evoking equality. The logic which is distinctly 

political is therefore that of disagreement, marked by a dispute over the argument itself, its 

object, and who has the right to make it (Rancière 1999, xii). When a group demands to be 

counted, it demands to have an argument with those in position – it demands recognition of the 

“common world of argument” that exists between thinking, speaking, arguing beings (Rancière 

1999, 52–53).  

2.1.2 THE NATURE OF POLITICS: RANCIÈRE AND MOUFFE 

In order to elaborate and further nuance Rancière’s conception of politics and democracy, it is 

helpful to compare his views with those of Chantal Mouffe, a prominent theoretician of both 

democracy, politics and discourse. Mouffe (2005, 8–9) has theorized a much-used conception 

of the political, drawing a distinction between politics at the ‘ontic’ level, meaning the sets of 

practices and institutions associated with politics, while the political is located at the 

‘ontological’ level. For Mouffe (2005, 9), the specificity of the political is the distinction 

between us and them, between friend and enemy, and she underscores “the dimension of 

antagonism […] constitutive of human societies”. According to Paul Bowman (2008), Rancière 

renders Mouffe’s politics/political distinction unproductive by emphasizing that politics is the 

exception to the status quo-rule of the police. While this is certainly true, the are undeniable 

affinities between Rancière’s politics and Mouffe’s the political.  
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In particular, Rancière and Mouffe share the view that disagreement and conflict, not consensus, 

is the basis for democratic politics (Mouffe 2005; Rancière 1999). Mouffe (2005, 13) follows 

the theoretical footsteps of Schmitt in proposing the ever-present possibility of antagonism, i.e. 

the separation of the public sphere into friend and enemy, as the key characteristic of the 

political as ontological category. As discussed, Rancière sees disagreement as politics’ specific 

rationality, and claims that arguing wrongs creates political subjects.  

Consequently, both Rancière and Mouffe view consensus as a source of the negation of politics. 

To assume a “perfect” order of roles and shares means to legitimize/naturalize the police order 

and the suppression of democracy (Rancière 1999, 28). The reason, according to Mouffe (2005, 

10), is that the pluralistic nature of social world entails conflicts with no rational solution. To 

postulate the possibility for consensus or a rational solution necessitates a negation of the 

political (Mouffe 2005, 10). Thus, Rancière and Mouffe seem to agree that the disavowal of 

politics/the political involves assuming the feasibility of a natural, consensual, and rational 

social order. 

Hence, Mouffe and Rancière are united in their critique of liberal democracy. Mouffe (2005, 

82) laments liberalism’s lack of understanding of the political, and the resulting “absence of 

effective pluralism” and “impossibility of antagonisms to find agonistic, i.e. legitimate, forms”. 

Due to this lack of understanding, liberalism wrongly asserts that the many values and 

perspectives would “constitute an harmonious and non-conflictual ensemble if put together 

(Mouffe 2005, 10). Rancière is equally dismissive of the belief of a harmonious whole. He 

regards consensus as inherently opposed to politics proper because it assumes that the crucial 

political gap disappears (Rancière 1999, 102). Thus, he deems the current consensus 

democracy a post-democracy – “a democracy after the demos” (Rancière 1999, 102) which 

established itself after the fall of the Soviet system, when “the reality [that] is called the 

economy” eliminated choice in favor of “responses adapted to the circumstances” (Rancière 

2014, 77). 

Just as Mouffe (2005, 9) finds that the ontic politics of liberal democracy is characterized by a 

lack of understanding of the political on the ontological level, Rancière finds that politics on 

the ontic level rarely amount to proper (‘ontological’) politics. And, much like Mouffe, 

Rancière demonstrates how ways of ostensibly political reasoning (what he calls the politics of 

philosophers, or archi-, para- and metapolitics) are underpinned by specific, non-political 
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understandings of politics on the ontological level. Thus, the absence of real politics is caused 

by the successful attempt of philosophers (as well as other actors adverse to real democracy, 

including scientists, journalists and liberal politicians) at reinterpretation or ontological re-

structuring of the political sphere, thereby creating identity between politics and the police.  

2.1.3 DEPOLITICIZATION: THE DISAVOWALS OF POLITICS 

For Rancière (1999; 2014) depoliticization stems from elites’ contempt for the democratic 

paradox, namely democracy as the government of those with no title to govern. Consequently, 

political philosophy has invented solutions to the democratic paradox, represented by three 

‘logics’ epitomized by the arguments of Plato, Aristoteles and Marx. At the core, these figures 

of depoliticization are different ways of making politics identical to its opposite, the police, 

through reinterpretation of politics’ key elements – gaps, people, laws, and democracy – in 

ways that purge these elements of their political potential (Rancière 1999). 

Plato is the philosopher who clearly displays “resolute hatred of democracy” (Rancière 1999, 

10), and equals politics with the police through what Rancière dubs archipolitics: an opposition 

between republic and democracy (Rancière 1999, 68). In archipolitics, there is the one good 

regime, politeia, and all the other, bad regimes (Rancière 1999, 63). Contrary to democracy, 

true politics embodies its own principle, and there is nothing left over: it is a functional whole, 

“a body animated by the one soul of the whole” (Rancière 1999, 69). In this natural whole, the 

people is broken down to community members whose needs and roles are distributed 

organically (Rancière 1999, 66). In archipolitics, the law is the perfect expression of the 

community’s way of being, it achieves “phusis as nomos”, nature as law (Rancière 1999, 67–

68). When the law is seen to express the one spirit of the whole, there is no room for a gap of 

man and citizen: such a duality becomes “a sign of radical falseness” (Rancière 1999, 63). In 

facing this duality, archipolitics evokes the true/false (republic/democracy) dichotomy 

(Rancière 2014, 58). 

While archipolitics rejects democracy, parapolitics mimics it (Rancière 1999, xiii). Starting 

with Aristotle, it makes politics identical to the police order by appropriating the specificity of 

politics, namely disagreement (Rancière 1999, 70). Parapolitics declares that all should share 

in ruling but transforms political actors into the roles and forms characteristic of the police 

(Rancière 1999, 72). Parapolitics is spatialized politics, it mimics the people’s internal split by 

allocating groups to their respective places (Rancière 1999, 75). The best democracy for 
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Aristotle is peasant democracy, where the poor farmers “bear the name of sovereignty, but 

leave its concrete exercise to the wellborn” (Rancière 1999, 74), and as such, it constitutes an 

oligarchy that nurtures the democratic desire for alterations (Rancière 2014, 75). In parapolitics, 

laws and institutions incorporate the split nature of the people. This means the foundation for 

politics, namely the unequal count of the people, becomes a mathematical task for government 

to solve, to allocate. The people is broken down to factions or parties – groups to negotiate 

between (Rancière 1999, 72). With Hobbes and the social contract, the second exponent of 

parapolitics, the demos is split to individuals, so that “there are only individuals and the power 

of the state”, and the part with no part is eliminated (Rancière 1999, 77). 

The key invention of metapolitics, established by Karl Marx, is ideology: this concept entails 

the abolition of the true/false opposition, contending that the only truth is the truth of the false. 

The truth of politics rests only in its lie, “in what it conceals and exists only to conceal” 

(Rancière 1999, 82). The typical metapolitical dichotomy is between form and content, between 

political appearance and social reality. This way, metapolitics juxtaposes the formal democracy 

of laws with real content – the power of the people. The metapolitical interpretation of the 

man/citizen duality is an opposition between a false ideal sovereign people and a the real, 

suffering-working people (Rancière 1999, 87). 

In Žižek’s discussion and rendition of Rancière, he adds a fourth logic: ultrapolitics. Carl 

Schmitt’s philosophy is the epitomic ultrapolitics, a concept which involves cancelling out 

politics by “bringing it to extremes, via the direct militarization of politics” (Žižek 2006, 187). 

In this way, ultrapolitics eliminates politics proper by putting a taboo on internal disagreement 

in the face of an existentially threatening other, “fetishizing unity as the condition for existence 

and action […] by discursively outlawing dissent as suicidal naivety or as treason” (Thorup 

2013, 75). In Russia, pluralism and internal divisions are indeed perceived as a national security 

threat, according to Morozov (2008; 2015). 

A disadvantage of including ultrapolitics in the framework is that the concept is less elaborated 

than Rancière’s original three logics, and therefore lacks the clear representations of ‘the 

people’, ‘laws’ and ‘democracy’ that I have proposed as depoliticization theory’s core concepts. 

Consequently, the logics do not “match” each other if ultrapolitics was to be included as a 

fourth logic in the framework. Yet, the fact that several scholars have deemed Žižek’s term 

useful (Morozov 2015; Prozorov 2006; Thorup 2013), and not least that ultrapolitics captures 
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the internal-external aspect of depoliticization, warrants the inclusion of ultrapolitics in the 

framework all the same.  

I thus follow Morozov (2015) and  define ultrapolitics as the radicalization of archipolitical 

discourse. A significant advantage of this conception is that it explicitly theorizes an internal-

external dynamic, which places archipolitics at the core of the research questions. According 

to Morozov, Žižek rightly observes that 

Schmitt’s original definition of the political […] gravitates towards ultrapolitical 

disavowal of politics by essentialising the fixed boundary between inside and outside 

and thus presenting the nation as the only thinkable locus of political subjectivity. […] 

This might even suggest that ultrapolitics is just a radicalisation of archipolitics, with 

the potentiality of the former always already present in the latter. (Morozov 2015, 152–

53) 

Ultrapolitics, then, puts the internal-external dynamic into play, as the unity of the inside 

becomes crucial for the strength of the outside. Žižek claims that the most pronounced sign of 

Schmittian ultrapolitics is the primacy of external politics (relations between sovereign states) 

over internal politics (inner social antagonism) on which Schmitt insists (Prozorov 2006). By 

way of prioritizing external threats and challenges, the state becomes the privileged political 

subject, effacing politics as a possibility inside the state. Ultrapolitics thus parallels 

archipolitics in its effects – it depoliticizes through negating internal disunity.  

There is however debate concerning Žižek’s reading of Schmitt. Prozorov (2006) contends that 

Žižek’s reading is misconceived because Schmitt was neither “ultrapolitical” nor essentializing 

the friend/enemy distinction. As discussed earlier, Schmitt’s (and Mouffe’s) definition of the 

political lies in the specificity of the friend/enemy distinction. Yet, as Prozorov (2006, 84) 

points out, Schmitt clearly distinguished two types of enmity: whereas an enemy (latin: hostis) 

is a legitimate, equal opponent confronted in and pertaining to the public sphere, the foe (latin: 

inimicus) is a despicable other that must be altered or destroyed.9 An alternative is therefore to 

 
9 In fact, Chantal Mouffe (2005) employs a similar distinction in developing her antagonism-agonism 

binary. Her terminology is however confusingly dissimilar, as she juxtaposes “adversary”, an Other 

that is seen as a legitimate opponent, and “enemy”, an Other with whom there is no common ground. 

As such, her ”adversary” parallels Schmitt’s enemy (hostis), while her “enemy” corresponds to 

Schmitt’s foe (inimicus). 
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define ultrapolitics as equal to Prozorov’s ‘ultrapolitics of the foe’, in which politics is negated 

through a “transformation of the relation of enmity” (Prozorov 2006, 85), degrading the enemy 

into moral categories so that the enemy turned foe “must not only be defeated but also utterly 

destroyed” (Schmitt 2007). Prozorov’s (2006) interpretation of ultrapolitics focuses on the 

representation of the Other as outside humanity instead of existentially equal to the Self. 

For my purposes however, the important element is the dynamic between valorizing the 

external in a way that depoliticizes the internal sphere. Consequently, I leave the interpretations 

of Schmitt aside. What matters for this thesis’ purpose is to conceive of ultrapolitics in a way 

that meaningfully guides empirical interpretation and that incorporates international and 

domestic politics in the framework. Given that Žižek’s definition have proven fruitful in 

Morozov’s application of it on the Russian case, and that it actively engages with the internal-

external relationship, I keep the Žižek/Morozov definition of ultrapolitics as archipolitics 

extended, justified by the primacy of external relations.  

2.1.4 POLITICS, POPULISM AND DEPOLITICIZATION 

‘Populism’ has been a much-debated concept in theories on ‘democracy’ in both comparative 

politics, critical democratic theory and discourse analysis. It is therefore useful to briefly 

discuss the relationship between populism, politics, and depoliticization. In comparative 

politics, a canonical definition holds populism to be a thin ideology that pits “the good people” 

up against “a corrupt elite”, and populism is perceived to be conducive to democracy as 

majority rule, but adverse to liberal democracy (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). In contrast, 

Rancière views ‘populism’ as a forceful rhetorical trope with which liberal elites express hatred 

of democracy (Rancière 2014; Bowman 2008). In her seminal work about the political, Mouffe 

(2005, 69) sees the rise of (right-wing) populism as a threat, grown out of the consensus 

system’s inability to deal with political conflict and its aversion to conflicting collective 

identities. However, Mouffe later moved on to embrace populism as a strategy to construct a 

democratic, agonistic people (Jacobs 2018). Ernesto Laclau (2005) has embraced populism as 

a vehicle for collective identity-making, in which the signifier “the people” amalgamates 

isolated democratic demands towards the government. But how does populism relate to 

depoliticization? 

In his analysis of Russian politics, Casula (2013) has attempted to theorize the relationship 

between populism and depoliticization. While using the discourse analytical concepts of Laclau, 
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a defender of populism, Casula finds depoliticization and populism to be two sides of the same 

coin. He emphasizes the double movement of populism as both uniting a range of demands 

under the slogan of the people, but also dividing the political space by pitting the people against 

the system. Because of the propensity of populism to unite internally and antagonize externally, 

Casula (2013, 5) claims that “populism always has a depoliticizing dimension”. Consequently, 

he observes that Rancière’s depoliticization logics provide means to keep demands inside a 

discourse and efface internal diversity.  

Of particular relevance to this thesis is the theoretical relation between depoliticization and 

populism in power. Casula (2013, 10) finds that a depoliticized official discourse constructed 

an opposition between good and bad institutions – either in or out of touch with the people – 

functioning as a “populism from above”. Casula thus dovetails with Malinova (2020), who 

contends that a populist framing has been at the core of Putin’s legitimizing narrative since his 

inauguration in 2000. A part of this framing consisted of reviving the “good czar, bad boyars” 

narrative (Malinova 2020), which holds that if the people suffer, it is not because the ruler is 

bad – he knows and cares for the people, but his subordinates disobey him. Turning back to 

Rancière, the parapolitical (and hence depoliticizing) representation of laws is of a split, 

spatialized system. The good system/bad system dichotomy described by Casula and Malinova 

thus resembles Rancière’s parapolitics. Thus, such a good/bad system dichotomy could be a 

parapolitical discourse inherently linked with populism and should be addressed and nuanced 

as part of the empirical analysis. 

2.2 POSTSTRUCTURALISM: LANGUAGE AND SOCIAL REALITY 

2.2.1 KEY ASSUMPTIONS 

The “language-reality dichotomy” – a common assumption in political science, often 

accompanied by a division of labor in which political theorists debate the meaning of political 

language while empiricists form concepts to describe reality – is increasingly challenged by 

social science scholars who view conceptual change as acts of political contestation (Dow 

2014). Language matters as the locus for politics, and some words or signifiers carry more 

weight than others. In choosing to let one concept – that of ‘democracy’ – occupy a privileged 

place in the analysis, I borrow insights from the school of conceptual history, especially in its 
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German variant fronted by Koselleck 10 . This school of Begriffsgeschichte is focused on 

political key concepts (Grundbegriffe), which not only structure our conceptualization and 

thinking of political and social practices but are part of the processes themselves (Jordheim 

2007). Key concepts – such as ‘war’, ‘sovereignty’ and ‘democracy’ – carry an immense 

legitimizing force but are inherently unstable. Thus, they become political battlefields as 

different political actors strive to monopolize or “fix” their meaning (Jordheim 2007). 

Therefore, key concepts “are scenes of great historical drama”, as Koselleck contended 

(Jordheim 2007, 132). 

As such, we can see the battle for the meaning of ‘democracy’ as a battle for power, and with 

much at stake – the regime’s legitimacy, both in Russia and globally. ‘Democracy’ as a concept 

and a practice have a turbulent history in Russia, certainly also prior to Putin’s ascent. The 

discipline of conceptual history emphasizes that key concepts are multilayered in a temporal 

sense, encompassing experiences of the past, the political struggle and the potential for action 

in the present, as well as the possibilities of the futurе (Jordheim 2007). This struggle for power 

and legitimacy “furthers the ambiguity of meaning of these central concepts” (Ortmann 2007, 

103).  

Put differently, because of its status as a universal value, ‘democracy’ has become a so-called 

empty signifier, which in a strict sense is “a signifier without signified”, a whole complex of 

meaning in which internal difference is eradicated due to the absolute negativity of its outside 

(Laclau 2007, 36–46). The reason why particular signifiers – not just any signifier – assumes 

this cluster of meaning which is not something else, for instance, ‘order’ as opposed to 

‘disorder’– is the result of a hegemonic operation – “the presentation of the particularity of a 

group as the incarnation of that empty signifier which refers to […] an unfulfilled reality” 

(Laclau 2007, 44). Thus, an empty signifier such as ‘democracy’, which stands for something 

universal, will be attempted incarnated by diverse particulars posing as universals. As such, the 

battle for ‘democracy’ is one for legitimacy and power.  

More broadly, the present thesis assigns a pivotal role to language in the study of political 

phenomena. The analysis is grounded in the belief that language is “ontologically productive” 

 
10 As Holm (2018, 514) has argued, Koselleck occupies a middle position in the idealism/anti-

idealism debate, but that is of limited significance for this thesis, which primarily uses his emphasis 

on key concepts as political “battlegrounds” as a point of departure for studying these contestations. 
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(Hansen 2006, 15), i.e. that language is a producer of social reality. This means that the 

interpretations people make and express through language, is exactly what constitutes the social 

reality that humans act in and upon. Beyond these linguistic representations, there is no 

objective “truth” (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 44). Furthermore, this linguistic process of 

meaning-making is fundamentally collective and social. A key feature of language is that it is 

structured and relational; language is a coherent set of signs where the meaning of each sign is 

defined by the other signs it is linked to. However, as humans constantly reinterpret the world, 

we use and re-use these signs, and the links between them can shift. Therefore, this system of 

meaning is never completely stable or fixed. These are central assumptions in the 

poststructuralist paradigm, and are crucial to the analysis in this study, both in the way it is 

conducted and the conclusions drawn from it (Dunn and Neumann 2016; Hansen 2006).  

Thus, this thesis holds that the study of democratic decline must pay close attention to language 

because language is endowed with power: the power to produce the reality that can be known 

and acted upon (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 54). As Rancière (1999) argues, depoliticizing 

language produces a depoliticized space which supports the existing order and blocks the 

demos’ agency. As such, power permeates the way democracy and politics is spoken about. 

Whether democracy is taken to be (for example) a set of voting procedures, the transparency 

of leaders, or the embodiment of a popular will, it determines the knowledge politicians, 

activists and corporations act upon in crucial situations. The case of ‘democracy’ also 

showcases how powerful states and cultures exert control over language: As discussed, 

definitions of democracy are intimately related with the institutional setup of Western states, 

reflecting the privileged position of these countries in the global power system today (Morozov 

2013b; Hobson 2008).  

2.2.2 POSTRUCTURALIST DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

More precisely, reality is (re)produced through discourses, a concept developed to capture the 

dynamic of how reality is linguistically mediated (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 43). Discourses 

can be defined as “systems of meaning-production that fix meaning, however temporarily, and 

enable us to make sense of the world and to act within it” (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 2). The 

term ‘discourse analysis’ refers to a heterogenous bundle of approaches. Different labels are in 

use (terms like “discourse theory” and “discourse analytical approaches” also abound), but 

‘discourse analysis’ is useful when you want to refer to both theory and method (Bergström 

and Boréus 2012).  



 

 

31 

In a general sense, discourse analysis is a specific but broad strand of textual analysis (with 

text understood in the widest sense), both a theory of science and a theory of social phenomena, 

emphasizing the role of language (Bergström and Boréus 2012, 353–54). It differs from other 

forms of textual analysis, like analysis of ideas, based on materialist assumptions of ideas as a 

reflection of material reality. Conversely, discourse analysis underscores that language 

structures social reality, as discussed above. Between different brands of discourse analysis, 

there are debates and disagreements. Without engaging deeply with these debates here, it 

suffices to state that this thesis adheres to what has been called poststructuralist discourse 

analysis. Poststructuralist discourse analysis differs from so-called critical discourse analysis 

primarily by rejecting the possibility of an extra-discursive realm that we can grasp, i.e. that 

“objective” concepts can exist outside and independently of the discourse (Dunn and Neumann 

2016).  

In paying particular attention to the key concept ‘democracy’, we should study its many layers: 

the references that ‘democracy’ makes to earlier debates, the historical memories it conjures, 

and the normative potential it has. This idea about the multilayeredness of concepts is 

paramount to discourse analysts, who often prefer Kristeva’s concept of intertextuality (cf. 

Hansen 2006). Intertextuality means that all texts are located within a net of other writings, and 

they are interpreted within this web of textual heritage, as the heritage is recreated into a new 

text (Hansen 2006, 56–57). This process of making references can be both explicit and implicit, 

and it conveys legitimacy: from the older to the newer texts, which in turn elevate the status of 

older texts. One type of intertextuality is conceptual intertextuality, as the summoning of a 

concept is a reference to its usage in earlier texts (Hansen 2006, 56–57).  

Poststructuralist discourse analysis enables researchers to judge how the way we speak about 

the world conditions how we act in it – in other words, how discourses produce political 

outcomes. However, this is not a conception of causality where x leads to y, a certain idea to a 

certain policy. Instead, the poststructuralist view is that discourses set the boundaries for the 

range of the possible (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 45). Discourse analysis is key in order to 

understand how some actors are endowed with or deprived of political authority and agency, 

because discourses “work to define and to enable, and also to silence and to exclude” (Milliken 

1999, 229). Hansen (2006, 25) speaks of “the impossibility of causality”: rather than studying 

causal relationships between language and policy, poststructuralists study how linguistic 

representations are at once preconditions for and reproduced through policy articulation. As 
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such, “[p]oststructuralism’s break with causality is thus not a flaw within its research design 

but an ontological and epistemological choice” (Hansen 2006, 28). Discourse analysis can 

make sense of the preconditions for democracy inside a certain discourse, which this thesis 

aims to theorize. 

2.3 AIMING FOR SYNTHESIS: TOWARDS DISCURSIVE DEPOLITICIZATION 

Having reviewed both frameworks, it seems evident that a comprehensive theory of discourses 

enables analysis of how Rancière’s depoliticization logics – a certain kind of reasoning about 

democracy, people, and institutions – can harm democratic politics. Depoliticization logics are 

ways of speaking that produce sameness between politics and the police, resulting in a 

depoliticized space (Rancière 1999). To conceptualize the logics as discourses allows us to 

analyze them as systems creating a social reality in which democratic eruption is difficult. 

Within the reality constituted by depoliticizing discourses, democratic politics fall outside the 

range of the possible, and as such, these logics have political consequences detrimental to 

democracy. 

The pitfalls of cross-theoretical work are undeniable. Conceptual debates central to the 

different subfields may be left undiscussed, and conflicting theoretical preconditions could be 

overlooked. Indeed, Rancière’s theoretical position is so idiosyncratic that it is “impossible to 

affiliate him with any of the mainstream philosophical strands” (Deranty 2003, 136). Regarding 

poststructuralist discourse analysis, it is a broad paradigm that has not fully come of age 

scientifically, with different subfields- and applications that are not necessarily compatible with 

each other (Jacobs 2018). Most importantly, in the quest for synergies, we may end up 

skimming the theoretical surfaces and lose depth. As regards discourse analysis, intra-

theoretical disputes abound. Furthermore, the central concepts employed in this thesis – e.g., 

democracy, politics, the people – are only discussed to the extent that benefits my analytical 

goal. Extensive debates from political theory over these concepts’ definition are left 

undiscussed for the sake of synthesis and getting on with the analysis. 

Nevertheless, I believe that the possible gains decidedly outweigh the potential drawbacks. The 

goal of synthesizing the theories is twofold. The thesis aims both to further theory development 

crucial to scholarship on democracy in general, and to map the depoliticizing discourse of 

contemporary Russia in particular. Furthermore, the possible drawbacks of synthesis can be 
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minimized through careful consideration of the conceptual and general compatibility of the 

theories, which is my aim for the remaining part of this chapter. 

A central argument in favor of synthesis is that while not “doing” discourse analysis, Rancière 

theorizes the doings of discourses, and hence shares a key poststructuralist assumption about 

the discursive constitution of social reality. Commenting on his method, Rancière dubs his 

works “polemical interventions […] of what ideas are and do”, as he deals with “the logic 

governing a set of discourses and practices which turn democracy into its contrary” (Rancière 

2009, 116). Thus, Rancière places the role of language center stage and holds that discourses 

can both make and suppress democracy. He emphasizes the (re)shaping of linguistic 

relationships through acts of speech, transforming the space of ascribed roles, parts, and parties 

(Rancière 1999, 30–40). In his theory, this transformation is at the heart of politics as such: A 

“remarkable discursive ordering” (Rancière 1999, 52–53 emphasis added) takes place when a 

group argues for their right, thereby assuming the “common world of argument” that the 

dominating group suppresses. 

Discourse analysis complements Rancière because it offers both the theory and method to 

empirically investigate the linguistic production of the socio-political processes at the heart of 

his theory. Discourse analysis, therefore, renders the rather abstract (de)politicizing 

reconfigurations theorized by Rancière researchable. Discourse analysis allows, for instance, 

to theorize the emergence of the demos as the production of a new subject position for ‘the 

people,’ endowed with agency through the establishment of new linguistic relationships. 

Through studying predication, the discourse analyst can judge whether the representation of 

the people is that of an acting, arguing agent, for example. At the core of Rancière’s theory is 

the (lack of) political subjectivity associated with (not) having speech, and the reclaiming of a 

shared world of understanding associated with arguing equality (Rancière 1999, 53). This 

notion is made researchable by discourse analysis, which can examine how “discourses define 

subjects authorized to speak and to act” (Milliken 1999, 229). Therefore, I believe that 

discourse analysis complements Rancière’s theory and enables the study of discursive 

depoliticization. 

Rancière and discourse analysis also share views on the nature of political action and the 

contingency of social reality. To Rancière (1999, 32), what makes an action political is not the 

subject or the place, but “solely its form”; it is to set the stage for disagreement through positing 
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equality. In other words, the essence of politics is to deconstruct a discourse that naturalizes 

inequality and to rearticulate it as conflict presupposing equality. For Rancière, then, political 

activity is primarily discursive – and for discourse analysis, discourses are political: Politics is 

the battle for stabilizing the discourse (Neumann 2003, 61), the attempt to fix the discourse and 

obtaining a degree of closure (Lawson 2008, 885). Related to this, Rancière and discourse 

analysis share the central assumption that the social world is contingent, and that power tends 

to mask this contingency. Rancière highlights the contingency of any social order and the need 

for the police to guard and legitimize the status quo. Politics, its opposite, unmasks this 

contingency. In Deranty’s words (2003, 144) politics à la Rancière unveils that the social order 

is both normatively wrong and logically wrung (twisted). Thus, because social orders are 

contingent – not based on nature or divine law – politics exists (Rancière 1999, 16). As the 

theories share central assumptions, I find them to be highly compatible. 

Furthermore, synthesis also appears productive because it can shed new light on important 

aspects of democratic erosion. Importantly, the union of Rancière and discourse analysis 

enables the targeted analysis of how informal practices co-exist and counteract the formal 

institutions of democracy, emphasized as crucial by the democratization literature (cf. Levitsky 

and Way 2010). Rancière assigns great importance to inscribed equality, such as constitutions. 

Again, the interpretation of the gap between the material texts and practice is key: Proper 

politics happens in the gap since political activity consists in arguing the gap between the 

equality inscribed in laws and the inequality endowed in practice (Rancière 1999, 88). As such, 

politics seeks to maximize the force of egalitarian texts, of form. Contrary to politics, 

depoliticizing discourses neutralize egalitarian laws, and the gaps demonstrating their non-

compliance, in various ways. Archipolitics sees any gap as a sign of a false regime, while 

metapolitics interprets it as the fakeness of politics tout court (Rancière 1999, 63, 87). In other 

words, discursive depoliticization disarms democracy of one of its key instruments for 

achieving political equality, namely the law. Therefore, the theoretical synthesis proposed by 

this thesis can yield new findings about an aspect poorly understood by the existing literature, 

namely how the informal supersedes the formal in hybrid regimes – beyond the observation 

that it does so – thereby weakening democracy. 

The above review of critical theoretical aspects indicates that there are indeed grounds for 

synthesizing the theories into a framework of discursive depoliticization. It has become more 

apparent that theoretical synthesis will pave the way for new empirical findings because while 
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the theories share key assumptions, they approach the issue from separate angles. Rancière 

treats the discursive ordering of political space in abstract terms but goes to the core of what 

constitutes politics and its denial. Discourse analysis, on the other hand, offers an elaborate 

theory of the way discourse constitutes and alters social reality in general. Since Rancière’s 

theory casts the processes of politics and its negations in discourse-oriented ways, his 

categories are likely to illuminate discourse analytical readings in new and productive ways. 

For poststructuralist scholars interested in the nature of politics, Rancière guides analysis 

towards certain crucial elements in the discourse. The next chapter discusses how to analyze 

discursive depoliticization in practice.  
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3 METHODOLOGY: INTERPRETIVISM, IDEAL-TYPES AND 

TEXTUAL TECHNIQUES  

This chapter lays out and discusses my research design, which continues my efforts to develop 

discursive depoliticization into a unified, researchable framework. Building on the theoretical 

discussions of chapter 2, I develop ideal-typical depoliticizing discourses as an empirically 

useful analytical frame. For reasons intrinsic to the aim of this analysis, my research design is 

grounded in an interpretivist methodology. I discuss interpretivism at the chapter’s outset, 

including its criteria for sound research. Next, I explain how I apply Weberian ideal-types to 

analyze discursive depoliticization, and I present the ideal-types developed in a clear-cut table 

to be used in next chapter’s empirical analysis. Thirdly, I communicate the nitty-gritty 

techniques of close reading as developed in poststructuralist discourse analysis, before I explain 

my selection of sources in the last section.  

3.1 INTERPRETIVISM 

This thesis subscribes to an interpretivist methodology of the social sciences, as opposed to a 

positivist one (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014). The so-called “interpretative turn”, away 

from positivism, is twofold, both against an objectifying social science and towards a 

rehumanized social science (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014, xiv). The turning away from 

positivism is grounded in acknowledging that the social and cultural sciences are hermeneutic 

disciplines, as they deal with analysis of meaning, the actions and judgements that people make 

as meaning-making subjects (Kalleberg 2014). The attention to meaning-making as the sine 

qua non for interpretivist scholars has several important consequences for research design, 

which should be “iterative, recursive, and adaptive” in character (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 

2012, 55) in order to capture this meaning-making’s social character and flexible nature. 

Following the interpretivist canon, this thesis views theoretical and argumentative stringency, 

systematism in procedures, and transparent communication of choices as key to methodologic 

rigor. First, rigor entails actively engaging with theoretical assumptions and to take them 

seriously when making methodological choices. Methodology is “applied ontology and 

epistemology”, meaning that that methods should be based on assumptions of what the social 

world is and how it is knowable to us (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014, xvii). As discussed 

earlier, the methodology of discourse analysis is firmly rooted in its theoretical underpinnings. 

An illustration of this relationship in practice is how Milliken (1999) makes abstract theory 
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researchable through her method of predicate analysis, while still being grounded in the 

overarching philosophical commitments of discourse analysis (discourses as of systems of 

signification, discourse productivity and “the play of practice”). That interpretivist 

methodologies let research design be altered in-process, and analytical categories emerge from 

the data, is a logical consequence of believing that the social world, and our understanding of 

it, is in flux (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). While 

flexible, the process is systematic, thus combining procedural rigor with philosophical rigor. 

Regarding transparency, Hansen (2006, xix) conceptualizes methodology as “a way of 

communicating choices and strategies that all writing […] must make”. Thus, the aim of 

chapter 3 is to formulate and reflect upon my methodological choices.  

By directly addressing the contestability of the concept ‘democracy’, I attempt to restore some 

of its normative and political force. Whereas positivist researchers wish to purge terms of 

political inquiry of their contestability, “express[ing] a wish to escape politics” (Connolly in 

Dow 2014, 69), interpretive researchers address the normativity and contestability of analytical 

concepts. As such, the interpretivist approach to scholarly concepts can provide an alternative 

to the fallacies of the democracy-as-checklist approach, which Morozov (2013a, 9-10) 

denounces as a driving force behind worldwide depoliticization and the hollowing out of 

democracy’s normative force. Schaffer (Schaffer and Cheesman n.d.) laments the positivist 

propensity of ‘objectivism’ in relation to concepts, i.e. the presupposition of objectivity, and 

advices to expose the politics behind concepts. Skjervheim (1996) has argued that contrary to 

the positivist practice of “objectively observing”, researchers must participate; they must take 

a normative stand. Hence, the normative motivation and the post-positivist, interpretivist 

methodology of this thesis are closely linked. The research design presented in this chapter 

incorporates these interpretivist principles through being flexible and iterative, targeting 

ambiguity of meaning, and seeking to unmask power.  

3.1.1 STANDARDS FOR GOOD RESEARCH 

Interpretivist researchers dismiss positivist conceptions of validity, reliability and replicability 

because these standards are only meaningful to the extent that the research project is based on 

positivist assumptions – a fixed social world, mechanistic causality, and interchangeable 

researchers generating knowledge from a point external to social reality (Schwartz-Shea and 

Yanow 2012). In contrast, interpretivist researchers value thorough empirical grounding of 
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analytical concepts (Allan 2016; Swedberg 2012; Schaffer 2000; Milliken 1999), the 

researchers’ knowledge of language and culture (Hansen 2006; Dunn and Neumann 2016), and 

engaging with conflicting interpretations (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). Furthermore, 

interpretivism stresses transparency and reflexivity, namely  to be aware and transparent about 

the a priori assumptions and convictions that condition theorizing (Ish-Shalom 2011) and 

investigate scholars’ embeddedness in the processes they describe (Hamati-Ataya 2011). In 

what follows, I briefly discuss how this study addresses interpretivist standards for trustworthy 

social science.  

In discourse analysis, a reading is only valid to the degree that it is careful and thorough, 

attentive to the different articulations, linking and juxtaposition of signs in a text (Hansen 2006, 

45). Given the pivotal role assigned to language in discourse analysis, a reading’s validity is 

limited unless the researcher knows the original language and its specific codes, and reads the 

texts in original (Hansen 2006; Dunn and Neumann 2016). For the same reason, sensitivity to 

context and knowledge of history, culture and central debates are essential for a valid and 

relevant interpretation (Hansen 2006; Dunn and Neumann 2016). It therefore strengthens the 

validity of this study that the texts are read in the original language, Russian, and that I, as the 

analyst, have studied Russia and its historical and political context for several years.  

As I experienced when I read the material, it was important for my interpretation to know 

Russian language and its connotations to Russian “realities”. For example, in one speech, Putin 

(2020a) emphasizes that “the point of [local medical centers’] work is not to issue spravki […] 

but to provide real help”. While a dictionary will inform you that spravka (singular of spravki) 

translates to “information” or “certificate”, dictionaries are silent on the ubiquitous presence of 

spravki in daily life in Russia, and the degree to which they are associated with unnecessary 

bureaucratic procedures. As one Russian-to-English translator writes on her blog, spravka is 

her least favorite word to translate, since she often finds that the most accurate translation is 

“Document Containing Information Obtained by Someone After a Search or in Answer to a 

Query” (Tietz-Sokolskaya 2017). The translator further notes that the meaning of spravka is 

inextricably linked with “the peculiarities of Russian bureaucracy” (Tietz-Sokolskaya 2017). 

With these associations in mind, the above quote from Putin carries more weight as dismissing 

the utility of formal procedures. In this way, linguistic-cultural knowledge informed my 

interpretation of the text fragment as an instance of metapolitics, which constructs a radical 

dichotomy between form and real content. 
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Concerning transparency, it is possible for readers to reexamine my analysis in detail. I have 

used the software NVivo for all work on the empirical material, and the background material 

from the close reading is made available as an NVivo-file that I will provide upon request. 

Accessing the file, the interested reader can review the tracking of the representations of the 

ideal-types (the top-down analysis) as well as important signs, metaphors, etc. that I interpreted 

as significant, surprising, recurring or disappearing during the analysis (the bottom-up part). 

The availability of background material enables the critical reader to personally appraise the 

validity of the interpretations made. The availability of my material through NVivo also 

contributes to the contextuality of my analysis, which is the interpretivist answer to the 

positivist requirement for “generalizability”. Instead of generalizability, researchers should aim 

for contextuality, namely to situate the research by providing thickness of description, allowing 

readers to judge whether conclusions hold up in context (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 47–

48). 

The attitude of doubt is one of the hallmarks of scientific endeavor, expressed in interpretivist 

approaches as searching for and engaging with inconsistencies (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 

2012, 109). In fact, the hermeneutic circle – the iterative, circular interpretive movement 

between text and context, between observation and interpretation – itself enacts the attitude of 

doubt (Yanow 2014b). This study incorporates the attitude of doubt by including a preliminary 

analysis of data as a separate step, engaging in an open discussion dedicated to inconsistencies 

and ambiguity. Moreover, this attitude is kept throughout the work, as will be reflected in the 

discussion.  

3.2 IDEAL-TYPES AND ABDUCTIVE REASONING 

In order to analyze discursive depoliticization in a systematic manner, this thesis treats 

Rancière’s logics as three ideal-typical discourses. Ideal-types were first conceptualized by 

Weber as a purified analytical construction of an empirical category (Bratberg 2017, 82). 

Weber (1949, 100) stressed that ideal-types are analytical abstractions constructed for heuristic 

purposes, as opposed to averages or descriptions – the ideal-type is “a mental construct for the 

scrutiny and systematic characterization of individual concrete patterns which are significant 

in their uniqueness”. Ideal-types are often utilized as a tool in ideational analysis. Based on a 

theoretical reference frame, the researcher constructs ideal-typical versions of ideas associated 

with different idea traditions, in order to identify the ideas in empirical data (Bergström and 
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Boréus 2012, 150). Using discursive depoliticization as the theoretical reference frame, we 

already have a typology of ideal-typical modes of depoliticization: the archipolitical, 

parapolitical, metapolitical and ultrapolitical ideal-types. The ideal-types are articulated based 

on my reading of Rancière’s theory, as rendered in chapter 2. I distilled four key elements – 

gaps, the people, the law, and democracy – that the logics of archi-, para- and metapolitics 

interpret in different ways, resulting in different modes of eliminating the political. 

Ultrapolitics is included as the radicalization of archipolitics justified by the primacy of 

external relations. It is detected when and if the archipolitical representations are supported by 

the construction of a challenging external milieu, thereby suppressing internal antagonisms and 

privileging the state as the locus for politics. 

While ideational analysis – the approach typically associated with using ideal-types – does not 

share the poststructuralist ontology of language, it does not follow that ideal-types and 

discourse analysis cannot be combined. As Dunn and Neumann (2016,103) point out, there is 

no single, agreed-upon way to conduct discourse analysis. In fact, in Hansen’s (2006, 51) work 

on poststructuralist discourse analysis, her key analytical tool basic discourses are framed 

exactly as ideal-types. Moreover, analysis of ideas and discourse analysis have been fruitfully 

combined before, despite the differences in ontological assumptions. For example, in 

Carstensen’s (2011) study of ideational change, a constructivist conception of the relational 

nature of ideas was coupled with the notion of strategic actors using ideas to their benefit. 

I conceptualize Rancière’s logics as ideal-typical depoliticizing discourses by letting the ideal-

types stand for the combination of certain ideal-typical representations of the central elements 

– gaps, democracy, the people, and laws. In discourse analysis, representations are “socially 

reproduced facts [...], things and phenomena as they appear to us [...], filtered through [...] 

language, categories, and so on” (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 33). As discussed, discourses 

matter to action because they structure the meaning that precedes action. Representations allow 

us to “know” objects and act accordingly (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 60). The table of ideal-

types is not meant to express the exact representations in the texts. Because ideal-types are 

heuristic devices (Weber 1949), it will be a matter of interpretation to judge whether the texts’ 

representations correspond with the ideal-types or not upon encountering the material. 

In many ways, the ideal-type approach makes the logic of interpretive inquiry explicit. When 

it comes to analytical categories, some discourse analysts propagate a wholly inductive or 

‘grounded’ approach where categories emerge from the empirical material and are then refined 
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in dialogue with it (Milliken 1999; Hopf 2002). The ideal-type method is neither categorically 

top-down nor fully bottom-up, as it departs from a theoretical frame while allowing for 

feedback from the data (Bratberg 2017). Granted, this mix of induction and deduction entails 

challenges regarding transparency (Bratberg 2017), and Weber himself was occupied with the 

“problematic” relationship between the construct and the social reality, including the inability 

of the former to truly capture the latter (Schaffer and Cheesman n.d.). However, abductive 

reasoning, a back-and-forth movement between empirical and theoretical “puzzling”, is in fact 

the core logic of interpretivist research (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). Hence, I see it 

primarily as a strength of the ideal-type approach that it makes lucid the abductive nature of 

the interpretive research processes, incorporating abductive reasoning into the research design.  

The movement between constructs and empirics illuminates the different roles of theory and 

data in research. To use theory as a lens on the empirical reality naturally – intentionally – 

gives priority to some elements and disregards others (Bratberg 2017). The “logical purpose” 

of ideal-types is to have heuristic value, to guide analysis towards better understanding of 

particularities (Weber 1949), which is the top-down advantage. Furthermore, as Milliken has 

demonstrated, a grounded approach is by no means non- or pre-theoretical. On the contrary, 

her “predicate analysis as grounded theory” (Milliken 1999, 234) is grounded in theory, as well: 

The method is erected on the theoretical building blocks of discourse theory. The purpose of 

grounding analytical categories in data is to secure that the framework is empirically valid 

(Milliken 1999), which I hope to assure in the present thesis by being open to inductive insights 

and to adjusting the categories in the deducted framework. Hence, I allow categories that are 

not part of the ideal-type table (referred to as nodes) to emerge from the data, and then judge 

whether they should be included in the analytical framework. I further incorporate this 

openness directly into my research design by use of a pilot study. Put together, the inductive 

and deductive elements of my research design promote analysis that is both guided and 

grounded.  

A different way of understanding this movement is through Swedberg’s (2012) regimen for 

sound theorizing. Swedberg (2012, 9) advocates that an open and innovative “prestudy” 

(“context of discovery”) phase precedes the “main study” (“context of justification”). In the 

prestudy, concepts emerge from observation of data, but this observing qua theorizing is, 

crucially, abductive: In our minds, categories preexist upon encountering the world, and when 

we observe a phenomenon, we use these categories to see meaningful objects instead of an 
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unstructured span of sensory impressions (Swedberg 2012, 12). Therefore, although the 

prestudy should depart from observation of “social facts”, Swedberg (2012, 8) deems it critical 

that one is schooled in theory prior to observation, since without preexisting knowledge, 

theorizing becomes hollow. My research design, in particular the use of ideal-types and of a 

pilot study, therefore approximates Swedberg’s recommendations for better theorizing. 
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3.2.1 TABLE OF IDEAL-TYPES  

Table 1. Ideal-typical depoliticizing discourses. Note that “politics proper” was added as a result of the pilot study (see below).  

(De)politicization 

discourse: 

Archipolitics 

Rejects political 

disagreement, wants 

to heal politics 

Ultrapolitics 

The 

radicalization 

of 

archipolitics 

Parapolitics 

Appropriates political 

disagreement, mimics 

politics 

Metapolitics  

Sees politics as false, 

the real is beneath and 

above it 

Politics proper* 

Its logic is 

disagreement 
Ideal-typical 

representation of: 

Democracy  ‘Arithmetic’ 

democracy is opposed 

to true politics; 

natural, total politics 

that embodies its own 

principle.  

The 

prioritizing of 

external 

relations over 

internal 

disagreements. 

State as 

primary 

The good democracy is 

spatialized: All groups bear 

the name of sovereignty, but 

the exercise of sovereignty is 

left to the wellborn. Satisfies 

the democratic appetite for 

change 

An opposition 

between democratic 

form and real 

democracy 

Not a form of 

state or a regime, 

but politics itself. 

To demand a 

recount.  

The power of 

anyone.  

The people The people as 

community members 

The people as the 

population, a collection of 

A radical difference 

between the false 

The political 

subject; marked 
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whose needs and roles 

are distributed and 

reconstructed in a 

natural, functional 

whole. 

political 

subject. 

individuals, or groups of 

individuals who are parties 

to a dispute that can be 

settled. 

invention of an ideal 

sovereign people, and 

the real, suffering 

working people.  

by equality; 

having logos; 

internally split 

Law/ institutional forms Phusis as nomos: The 

law is a perfect 

expression of the 

community’s nature, 

its harmonious ethos.  

The split nature (phusis) as 

law. Disagreement is 

institutionalized, as a 

practical government puzzle.  

‘Form’ stands in 

opposition to missing 

content. Dichotomies 

of ideal/real, 

form/content, 

appearances/ reality 

Material 

inscriptions of 

equality 

Gaps  Gaps are symptoms of 

false politics. In true 

politics, nothing is left 

over – the community 

is a whole.  

Gaps are institutionalized 

through “spatialized” 

politics, the internal split of 

the people is imitated.  

Gaps testimony to the 

falseness in and of 

politics itself. 

Gaps are wrongs 

to be argued; the 

stage for politics  
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3.3 TECHNIQUES IN DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

Before moving on to applying these ideal-types in a structured reading, a few remarks regarding 

what a discourse analytical reading “looks like” are required. First of all, it is advisable to 

distinguish so-called plastic from elastic focus in discourse analysis, that is, readings that 

concentrate on continuity as opposed to those that center in on rupture in the discourse (Dunn 

and Neumann 2016, 104). Whereas the former approach is directed towards uncovering 

enduring signs and metaphors, the emphasis of the latter is on the emergence and disappearance 

of signs, and new relationships between them (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 104). As this thesis 

is more concerned with the stabilization of a depoliticized discourse, the former is most relevant 

here. However, since identifying change would prove equally interesting in light of the research 

questions, hence I will maintain an openness to rupture as well. As long as the strategies are 

held analytically separate, they may be used together in one analysis (Dunn and Neumann 

2016). 

While there is no unified way of conducting discourse analysis, close reading unites all strands. 

The “nuts and bolts” of discourse analysis can be conceptualized as an à la carte menu of textual 

methods, all grounded in the ways that meaning is constructed through language. Most 

techniques target the relational nature of language in the analysis. One alternative is to study 

subject positioning, the representation of subjects – something or someone with agency – in 

relation to objects and other subjects in particular ways (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 112). For 

example, a recurring feature of the texts analyzed here is variations over the sentence: “The 

state is obliged to help people” (gosudarstvo dolzhno pomoch´ lyudyam) in which both 

grammatically and semantically, the state is the subject, and the citizens are the indirect object, 

the recipients of state help, which testifies to a lack of agency ascribed to people in the discourse. 

While the reading itself is based on particular representations, wordings, metaphors, etc., the 

goal is to extract a more general conclusion on the main structural position within a certain 

discourse, which necessitates the reading of a large – but delimited, as the researcher will face 

data overload if she does not make choices – material (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 100). The 

conclusions drawn from examples presented here are therefore highly preliminary, laid out in 

order to explain the method. 

A technique related to subject positioning is predicate analysis (Milliken 1999), which also 

targets relationships. Predication is the coupling of adjectives, verbs and adverbs to nouns, 
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thereby constructing “the thing(s) named as a particular sort of thing, with particular features 

and capacities” (Milliken 1999, 232). A review of the following text piece from the material 

(POS19), tracing the predication of the noun person (or in its plural: persons/people – in 

Russian: chelovek/lyudy):  

There are various reasons for poverty – not only in our country, but in the world in 

general – a lot of reasons, but poverty always literally crushes a person, it takes away 

his prospects in life. The state must help people, help them out of difficult life situations. 

[…] a working mechanism for such support can be a so-called social contract. How 

does that work? The state provides help for the citizens through finding jobs and 

improving their skills. […] I want to underline that an individual support program is 

offered to each and every one, tailored to the concrete situation. At the same time, the 

person who takes these resources takes on responsibilities: to complete retraining, to 

find a job consistent with this, to provide for his family and kids with a stable income. 

In various places around the world, such a mechanism works effectively. So for those 

who really want to strive to make their lives better, social contracts give them this 

opportunity. (Putin 2019, my italics) 

Looking at predication, we find that persons: can be crushed by poverty; must be helped by 

the state; receives individually tailored programs; has responsibility to follow up this help 

program; those (persons) that want to strive for a better life, have the possibility to do so.  

In this example, the text constructs a pretty clear “thing”, or entity: People that suffer from 

poverty are someone whom the state is obliged to help, and then they must value and make 

good use of this help. Milliken (1999) emphasizes that the discourse never constructs merely 

one thing. Then, through “implicit or explicit parallels and contrasts” (or, in the terminology 

of Laclau 2005, “equivalence and difference”), predication constructs a related, but distinct set 

of objects (Milliken 1999, 232). For our purposes, the most interesting construction is the 

people in relation to the state, namely as a collection of individuals who gets individual help 

from the state.  

As a next step, the researcher can study the relational differentiations that structures the set of 

objects into certain subject identities, by analyzing the different relationships encountered 

(Milliken 1999). Through predication, the text constructs a state that provides help and people 

that need help, and a state apparatus that cares for its individual citizens, and people that are 
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responsible for themselves and their families. Then, the researcher abstracts a core opposition 

underlying the particular predication or relationship, for instance state cares for individuals – 

individuals receive support. In parapolitics, the corresponding representation of the people is a 

collection of individuals – “there are only individuals and the power of the state” (Rancière 

1999, 77). As such, the predicate analysis reveals the representation of people as parapolitical 

in this instance.  

Some researchers focus on metaphors. As pioneered by Johnson and Lakoff, the study of 

metaphors in discourse analysis targets the way conceptual frames are transferred from one 

domain to another through metaphor use, thereby structuring human meaning-making and 

action (Milliken 1999, 235). One example is from Putin’s (2015b) address, which articulates 

that even with all the efforts undertaken, “the demographic wound of the past” has still not 

healed in Russia. This metaphor not only transfers the meaning of the wound itself – something 

dangerous, something inflicted from the outside – but by extension also transfers a meaning of 

the body (the organic, the one system) to the Russian society. As such, it is a highly 

archipolitical metaphor. 

Other researchers focus on the symmetrical processes of linking and differentiation, also known 

as logics of equivalence and difference, i.e. processes of creating positive and negative identity 

between representations (Hansen 2006; Laclau 2005). This is especially useful to those 

studying identity formation, where a Self is constructed through the construction of Others 

(Hansen 2006), just like Neumann (2017) studied Russian identity through the construction of 

Russia’s Western Other. Power is at work in such processes. For example, several of the texts 

in my material construe the US and liberal ideology as creating separate rules for themselves, 

paving the way for anarchy and terrorism with their disrespect for statehood and their military 

interventions (an overarching narrative identified in the primary texts, see chapter 4.). Such 

representations of the US Other contribute to constructing Russian state identity as the opposite, 

namely a guardian of stability and respect for statehood. 

3.4 SOURCES 

Selecting sources, I take advise from Hansen’s (2006, 64) framework for textual selection, the 

so-called “intertextual models”. I build on Hansen’s first intertextual model, which focuses on 

official discourse. Official discourse is crucial because state action is legitimized through it, 

but should be situated in a wider intertextual web that incorporates texts that have impacted 
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official discourse (Hansen 2006, 60). The texts produced by official leadership constitute 

official discourse, encompassing both single-authored texts and texts created in interchanges 

with journalists or opponents (Hansen 2006, 60). The present study will chiefly include single-

authored texts. A central aim is to analyze the relationship between the internal and the external 

axis in Russian discourse, and this necessitates the inclusion of texts oriented towards both the 

domestic and international domain.  

This thesis focuses on general material from the period under study. The criteria are that the 

texts should a) clearly articulate identities and policy, b) be widely attended to, and c) have 

formal authority (Hansen 2006, 65). General material on the domestic side will include several 

of the Russian President’s annual addresses to the Federal Assembly (Poslanya Prezidenta), as 

they are meant to speak to the breadth of issues that face the country each year, primarily from 

a domestic point of view, and hence meet Hansen’s criteria. Due to time limitations, I have 

read the 2015, 2019 and 2020 addresses (Putin 2015b; 2019; 2020a), in order to cover the 

beginning and end of the period. The general material on the international side will be selected 

according to the same criteria and include one early (Putin 2015a) and the most recent (Lavrov 

2019) speeches by the Russian Federation at the United Nations General Assembly, as well as 

a widely broadcasted interview with President Putin to the Financial Times (Putin and Barber 

2019).  

In addition, Hansen (2006, 84) advises to include key texts from the period under study, 

identifiable through a general reading or through the use search tools. Here, I have chosen the 

Foreign Policy Concept (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016) of the 

period, and selected two parts of the interview series “20 questions with Vladimir Putin” (Putin 

and Vadenko 2020b; 2020a) from the state news agency TASS. The series, thematically edited 

into 20 chapters, is based on a 3,5 hours long interview session with Putin and journalist 

Vadenko. These ‘key’ texts were selected because they treat themes at the core of the research 

topic, namely the relationship between the people, civil society and political institutions (in the 

case of the TASS interviews) and Russia’s overall positions and priorities in the international 

domain (in the case of the Foreign Policy Concept). 
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4 EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS: PROBING THE FRAMEWORK 

Whereas chapters 2 and 3 laid the foundation, this empirical chapter brings my efforts to 

theorize discursive depoliticization to a close. Through examining the official Russian 

discourse in recent years, I probe the analytical utility of my synthesized theoretical framework 

(targeting the theoretical research question) while also learning how depoliticizing discourses 

manifest themselves in official Russian discourse in recent years (targeting the empirical 

research question). To the degree that the empirical analysis serves as a vehicle for theorizing, 

it takes the form of a plausibility probe. As Levy (2008, 7) asserts, “plausibility probes can 

serve an important function in theory development, particularly in a multi-stage research 

strategy“, provided the approach is “methodologically conscious”. The analysis will unfold in 

two stages, the pilot study and the main study. The chapter’s first section discusses experiences 

from the pilot analysis and how I chose to revise the analytical framework based on these 

experiences. The second section constitutes the main empirical analysis, and the chapter 

concludes with a summary of the empirical findings.  

4.1 PILOT STUDY: FRAMEWORK MEETS EMPIRICAL MATERIAL 

Pilot or pre-studies are one way to ground the analysis in experience and “begin” the 

hermeneutical circle of interpretive work, allowing for essential adjustments of theoretical 

framework and methods (Kezar 2000; Swedberg 2012). I integrated a pilot study into my 

research design to ensure that my design encapsulates the iterative logic of interpretive work, 

as explained in chapter 3. In this first step, I used a precursory version of the ideal types. The 

pilot study's primary aim was to examine whether the analytical framework, i.e., the ideal types 

as presented in the table, proved a meaningful and productive frame for the empirical analysis, 

and to discuss and tackle issues of interpretation early on. As such, the pilot study reflects an 

openness to data that stems from the interpretivist logic of inquiry. Interpretivism assumes that 

the social world is flexible and dynamic and employs an abductive mode of reasoning 

(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). 

In concrete terms, the pilot study consisted of a discourse analytical reading of three texts: One 

comprehensive text from the domestic arena; the most recent Presidential address (Putin 2020a), 

and two texts from the international context; Putin’s Financial Times interview (Putin and 

Barber 2019), and Lavrov’s (2019) speech at the United Nations. I remained open to adjusting 
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the conceptualization of the ideal-types based on the pilot study experiences, depending on the 

degree to which the ideal-types table meaningfully guided the analysis. Both the number of 

ideal-types, the chosen representations, and the wording in the table were open for evaluation. 

Overall, the pilot study proved very useful, as it spurred several initial reflections and findings, 

and resulted in the inclusion of politics proper as a fifth ideal type. 

As expected, the overarching experience from the pilot study was that the ideal types proved 

both helpful and limiting. The search for representations of democracy, the people, 

laws/institutions, and gaps structured the reading and gave indications that the texts in question 

were indeed producing discursive depoliticization. The representations made the abstract 

theory more tangible, which again deepened the understanding of theory and how it could be 

applied. Furthermore, the search for representations in the texts spurred new thoughts on how 

the depoliticizing representations varied with context. On the other hand, theoretically relevant 

elements that were not captured by the ideal-typical representations also came to the fore during 

the reading. I collected these as thematic nodes, namely clusters of meaning that structure the 

discourse. The nodes grew in number – and complexity, as interrelationships were identified – 

during the analysis.  

4.1.1 ‘VALUES’ AND ARCHIPOLITICS 

Guided by Morozov’s (2015) claim that the Kremlin’s morality turn was an archipolitical 

operation, I initially collected representations of ‘values’ in a separate node. Representations 

of ‘values’ were ubiquitous. The discourse constructs family-oriented values as crucial for 

Russia and religious values as important for the world at large. However, the ideal types table 

does not list a representation of values, which is a challenge to the framework as applied. One 

option would be to include an additional representation, that of ethos/soul/values. A drawback 

is that this makes the framework more complicated, and such a representation should have a 

corresponding representation in the other ideal types. From Rancière’s work, it is not self-

evident what those representations should be. However, values precondition the archipolitical 

representation of laws: the achievement of nature as law, “law [as] the harmony of the ethos, 

the accord between the character of individuals and the moral values of the collective” 

(Rancière 1999, 68). The representation of laws thus presupposes an ethos or value set. 

Consequently, the textual construction of the value set is intrinsic to the representation of laws, 

so that representations of the ethos fit in the ideal-type table as an intrinsic part of the laws 

representation. In general, I deem it unnecessary to change the analytical framework to 
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accommodate representations with intrinsic links to the ideal-types expressed in the table. 

However, I stay open to representations of ‘values’, as they can support archipolitical 

representations of laws. 

Moreover, it harmonizes better with Rancière’s theory to trace representations of law rather 

than a specific value set. Whereas it is tempting to equate the family values of the Kremlin with 

archipolitics qua organic unity – Morozov (2015, 152, 150) denotes the Kremlin’ “hyper-

moralism” and emphasis on “organic unity” archipolitics – ‘organic’ values are not part of 

Rancière’s theory. For Rancière (1999), the critical element is the undivided ethos of the 

community, regardless of this ethos’ content. For example, Rancière (1999, 101) implies the 

archipolitical nature of representations of ‘democratic ethos’, because “it is not their ethos, 

their ‘way of being,’ that disposes individuals to democracy but a break with this ethos”. This 

example underscores that the achievement of nature as law, law as spirit, is the archipolitical 

representation of the law. The spirit of the law, identical to the community's spirit, rules the 

archipolitical community. In the archipolitical republic, the citizen is “won over by a story 

rather than restrained by a law” (Rancière 1999, 68). Thus, the analyst should look for 

representations of values in general, not specifically ‘organic’ (or ‘family’) values, in order to 

judge whether ‘values’ function as the community’s one ethos in the discourse. If so, the 

discourse cancels out the possibility of splits in the people and reduces the law to a formal 

expression of the community’s soul. 

4.1.2 MIMICKED DISAGREEMENT 

Rancière’s (1999, 75) notion of parapolitics underscores that parapolitics mimics politics 

proper based on politics’ specific feature, namely disagreement. However, the mimicking of 

disagreement is not a representation in the table. The main reason for leaving out “disagreement” 

as a representation was that while the representations are the result of the identification of 

police and politics, the rejection or mimicking of disagreement is the (archipolitical or 

parapolitical, respectively) mechanism by which identification happens and depoliticized 

representations are produced. 

Nevertheless, the pilot analysis indicates that parapolitical mimicking could be a useful 

category for empirical analysis in itself. In the 2020 address (Putin 2020a), the text constructs 

disagreement concerning several policy areas. Examples include the subject of food programs 

for schoolchildren (“I will not hide that we had big discussions in this regard”) and the 
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responsibilities of the regional versus the federal level on the subject of teachers (“Here there 

was much controversy, as well”). However, these disagreements are not disagreements of a 

political kind according to Rancière’s theory, namely disagreements where the “the place, the 

object, and the subjects of the discussion are themselves in dispute” (Rancière 1999, 51). 

Disagreement is ‘mimicked’ to the degree that a representation of discord is manifest in the 

discourse without this disagreement being “political” as defined by Rancière. 

In fact, the parapolitical representation of laws, namely spatialized politics, captures many 

instances of mimicked disagreement. The texts construct conflicts between levels and branches 

of governments, such as between the President and the regional leaders. The former reprimands 

the latter for the slow progress in bettering kindergarten facilities for Russian families. This 

way, disagreement is mimicked across and within the political apparatus. This type of 

institutionalized spatialized politics is what Morozov (2015, 148) observed as the modus 

operandi pre-2012, when “unchecked” parapolitics manifested itself in the petty fights between 

the systemic opposition parties. Seeing that the parapolitical representation of spatialized 

institutions captures most parts of the ‘mimicking’ of disagreement taking part in the discourse, 

a separate analytical category for disagreement is unnecessary. 

This instance of parapolitics also demonstrate considerable flexibility in depoliticization 

discourses. The mimicked disagreement concerning food programs in schools, which I just 

identified as parapolitics, is dissolved by archipolitics. While the discourse constructs both 

sides of the disagreements as “logical”, only one of the solutions corresponds to “the logic 

characteristic to our society: everyone should feel that they are on equal footing” (Poslanie 

2020). The idea that every society has one intrinsic logic that shapes public policy in a unified 

way is a quintessential archipolitical representation. The parapolitical mimicking of dispute is 

thus archipolitically solved through this premise and justified as “extremely important for our 

society” (Putin 2020a). Similar flexibility is detected elsewhere as well. This integration of 

depoliticizing discourses is not discussed in previous applications of Rancière and should be 

investigated further in the main analysis.  

4.1.3 POPULISM 

Furthermore, ‘populism’ emerged as a node, and I considered including it in the framework. 

The corresponding text parts are relevant to the analysis because populism as a theoretical 

concept has several contact points with politics and democracy (Bowman 2008). Having 



 

 

53 

worked with populism theories before, I quickly detected that the texts constructed an ideal-

typical populist dichotomy between elites and the people (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). As a 

preliminary solution, I created a node to collect instances of populist constructions. 

Upon revisiting the text sections coded as ‘populism’, however, I noted that several of these 

instances represented gaps between the real and ideal, form and content. Gaps are crucial to 

Rancière’s theory and are already part of the ideal-type table. For example, on the topic of 

healthcare, the discourse constructed a gap between formal documents on the one hand, and 

real people with real problems on the other; between bureaucrats and vital medicines for people, 

between general health statistics and people waiting in medical centers, and between issuing 

formal certificates (spravki) and “real help for people” (Putin 2020a). Other instances of 

populism in the texts were harder to fit into the framework. For example, the opposition 

between the management and stockholders of American companies, who benefit from 

globalization, and the American middle class that lost out on globalization’s benefits (Putin 

2019b) is not a gap between real and ideal. Neither is the juxtaposition between the (interests 

of the) ruling elite and the interests of ordinary people in Europe (Putin and Barber 2019), 

which constructs opposing identities. 

To conclude, the pilot study yielded mixed experiences when it comes to populism. Tracing 

representations of gaps helpfully guided the analysis of several text fragments that resembled 

populism. Furthermore, although theoretically related, the concept of populism is not a part of 

the research question in itself. Therefore, I will not include an independent category of 

populism for the remaining analysis. Instead, I analyze populist representations of gaps as a 

specific kind of discursive depoliticization, which addresses the research question in a nuanced 

way. Instances of populist gaps carry theoretical interest due to the theoretical overlap between 

depoliticization and populism. In light of the empirical findings, I will discuss the theoretical 

relationship between populism and depoliticization in the last chapter.  

4.1.4 POLITICS AS IDEAL-TYPE? 

Prior to the pilot analysis, I considered including ‘politics’ as a separate ideal type, ‘politics’ 

being the positive phenomenon against which archi-, para- and metapolitics is defined. 

Furthermore, politics proper does indeed have corresponding representations of people (equal 

beings with logos), laws/institutions (inscriptions of equality), and democracy (disruption of 

the police order through subjectification) and gaps. Crucially, representations of gaps are 
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critical to politics as conceived by Rancière, who sees them as preconditions for politics, a 

stage in which to argue equality inscribed in laws (Rancière 1999, 87–88). However, expecting 

depoliticization, I did not believe that politics proper would be a necessary category for the 

empirical analysis and therefore excluded it from the framework. Surprisingly, during the pilot 

analysis, I found that political representations of gaps are manifest in the discourse. The 

discourse repeatedly constructs the gap between egalitarian laws and a lack of real equality.  

Nevertheless, there is a crucial difference between the dynamics in the official Russian 

discourse and those described by Rancière. Whereas in Rancière’s (1999, 88) original usage, 

the inscriptions of equality concern the equality of people, it points to the equality of states in 

the Russian discourse. Repeatedly, the discourse constructs an opposition between 

international law and “rules” that the West has made for itself. If we accept – at least 

provisionally – that political subjectification can apply to states in the international realm as it 

applies to the demos domestically, the emphasis on the noncompliance of international law 

constitutes Russia’s mode of political subjectification internationally. If so, it indicates a 

Rancierian eruption of ‘democracy’ in the international realm. Insofar as scholars attempt to 

locate a concept of ‘international democracy’ in order to “democratize democracy” (Morozov 

2013b, 5), this is a theoretically significant finding. I will return to this discussion in the main 

analysis, but for the sake of the pilot analysis, these are compelling reasons to include politics 

as a fifth ideal-type and allow for further analysis.  

I also identified several other nodes during the analysis related to the topic of Russia, the West, 

and the international order. While, initially, I was not sure how they could fit in, I believed that 

these themes contributed to understanding the internal-external axis of depoliticization. These 

were: ‘Liberalism’, ‘Respect for diversity/Self-determination’, ‘Multipolarity’, ‘Stability’, 

‘Statehood’, ‘Difficult past/90s’, ‘West’, ‘Interference’. As the analysis progressed, I 

eventually identified these closely interrelated nodes as the fabric of a fairly unified narrative 

regarding the dangers associated with the West’s lack of respect for states’ diversity. 

Furthermore, I found that this narrative functions as a backdrop for the depoliticization 

discourses, an issue I revisit in the main analysis. However, since the narrative preconditions 

the specific forms that depoliticization takes in the Russian discourse, and since it is not a 

theoretical category in its own right, I exclude the narrative from the ideal-types table. Instead, 

I examine how it sustains depoliticization discourses. 
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In short, the backdrop narrative goes as follows: The West is imposing its models and 

ideologies on other states, creating a world of anarchy, instability, ruined statehood, and 

terrorism. This West does not uphold international law, which is the fundamental basis of 

international cooperation, but makes up its own “rules” instead, “rules” that better serve its 

interests. International law treats everyone as equal, respects state sovereignty, and secures 

statehood, while the West counteracts ‘stability’. (The discourse constructs ‘stability’ both 

explicitly and implicitly as a fundamental good, contrasting it with fragile statehood, war, and 

conflict.) The power of the West is ailing, as new centers of economic growth and political 

influence emerge. The West cannot make peace with that development and tries to force 

ideologies and standards on other states, even by military means. Thus, international law makes 

explicit what the West has failed to reconcile with, namely the fact that all states differ in value 

systems and development models. The following quote from Lavrov’s 2019 speech at the UN 

sums up essential tenets of the narrative: 

Disunity is only rising in the international community. In our view, the present situation 

is above all caused by the unwillingness of the states that declared themselves the 

victors of the “cold war” to take into account the legitimate interests of all other states, 

an unwillingness to take in the realities of history’s objective course. It is difficult for 

the West to make peace with the fading away of domination that lasted for centuries. 

New centers of economic growth and political influence have appeared and are getting 

stronger. Without them, it is impossible to find sustainable solutions to global problems, 

which can only be dealt with on the solid base of the UN Charter – through balancing 

the interests of all states. Leading Western countries are trying to hinder the formation 

of a polycentric world, return themselves to the privileged position, and impose 

standards of conduct based on a narrow understanding of liberalism on others. To put 

it shortly: “We are liberals, we are allowed to do anything”. As part of this endeavor, 

the West remembers about international law less frequently, and more often and more 

obsessively discusses the “rules-based order”. (Lavrov 2019) 

There are, unquestionably, numerous objections one could raise regarding the content of this 

narrative, especially if compared to Russia’s own compliance with international law, but that 

is the issue of a different thesis (for more on this, see Allison 2017; Wilhelmsen 2014). The 

key question for my analytical aims is how this narrative is mobilized in discursive 

depoliticization in the Russian official discourse. 
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4.2 MAIN EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 

Based on the experiences from the pilot analysis, I retained my initial ideal-types table in a 

slightly revised form, and added politics proper as a separate ideal-type. Values, the mimesis 

of disagreement, and populism were all deemed relevant for the analytical aims, but I found it 

unnecessary to adjust the ideal-type table because these dynamics were already captured by 

archipolitical law, parapolitical law, and metapolitical gaps, respectively. Furthermore, the 

pilot analysis unearthed a backdrop narrative about the international order that I hold as 

relevant for further analysis of discursive depoliticization.  

As the main analysis will make apparent, the depoliticization of the internal and external 

spheres are interrelated in the discourse studied. However, the findings are separated here for 

the sake of clarity. Therefore, the first section analyzes depoliticization in the domestic context, 

while the second discusses politics and depoliticization in an international context. The third 

section analyzes the place of ‘democracy’ in the official discourse, considering both the 

domestic and the international sphere.  

4.2.1 THE INTERNAL SPHERE: THE DISAVOWAL OF POLITICS 

4.2.1.1 Archipolitics and ultrapolitics 

The presence of archipolitics in the Russian discourse is pronounced, and archipolitics plays a 

vital role in the domestic context. In particular, the representations of institutions and the people 

meaningfully guided the analysis in detecting archipolitics. The discourse constructs certain 

tasks and values as intrinsic to the community’s nature. I interpret this as a quintessentially 

archipolitical expression of formal institutions, namely that institutions exist as expressions of 

spirit and are followed to the extent that they correspond with the people’s ethos. In particular, 

such representations prevail regarding the issues of demography and education in a domestic 

context. As expressed in Putin’s 2015 address, such fundamental priorities are independent of 

elections: 

We have a long-term agenda that should not depend on neither election cycles nor 

current market conditions. And, obviously, that is to preserve the nation, to raise 

children and unveil their talents – which determines the future of any country, including 

ours. (Putin 2015b) 
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In many instances, the archipolitical discourse is radicalized and strengthened through 

ultrapolitics. The discourse repeatedly constructs the community’s spirit as essential for the 

community’s survival or success, or emphasizes a harmonious ordering of society made 

necessary by external pressures. One example is the way in which the nurturing of values in 

education policy is stressed. Rancière (2014, 64) underlines that education is key to 

archipolitics because it aims to “endow each person and each class with the virtues specific to 

its place and its function”. The discourse construes children’s education as the capstone of the 

efforts to support family values, and strengthens this through ultrapolitics, articulating that 

future generations will “define Russia’s fate in the 21st century” (Putin 2020a). This 

ultrapolitical justification for a society united around one archipolitically conceived value set 

is a consistent finding. The discourse repeatedly constructs the causal link between a Russia 

united around family values and an internationally successful and safe Russia. The following 

quote is a prominent example: 

It is very important that [children and youth] accept the authentic values of a large 

family, that the family is love, happiness, the joy of motherhood and fatherhood, that 

the family is a strong bond of several generations, where respect for elders and care for 

children always unite, give a sense of confidence, protection, reliability. If all this 

becomes a natural moral norm for the younger generations, an integral part and pillar 

of their adult life, we can really solve the historical task of guaranteeing the 

development of Russia as a large and successful country. (Putin 2020a) 

In general, the state’s needs and subjectivity tend to supersede those of the people in the 

domestic discourse. Ranging from infrastructure projects to education, domestic policy 

initiatives – including the so-called National Projects11 – are repeatedly justified with reference 

to the needs of the country in a challenging global environment (Putin 2020a; 2019). 

Furthermore, an ultrapolitical goal of tackling challenges in a changing world justifies an 

archipolitical distribution of everyone in their proper place, as the discourse states that 

“national development depends on [people] and the results of their labor” and happens 

when ”the striving for being needed and useful is supported, and finds work according to their 

 
11Also known as the “the May decrees” (maiskie ukazy), these are domestic policy plans given by 

presidential decree. The most recent decree outlining the National Projects was signed on May 7, 

2018. The projects lay out plans and goals for scientific, technological, social and economic 

development for Russia in 2019-2014. (“National Projects 2019-2024” n.d.) 
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calling and their liking” (Putin 2019). In this way, the archipolitical gearing of the inside – the 

functional whole of the single-spirited community – is constructed as necessary for the 

community to survive and thrive vis-à-vis other communities, and the state replaces the people 

as the main political subject in a manner of ultrapolitics. 

This thesis treats an archipolitical image of a holistic, unified community as depoliticizing, but 

is a political community at all possible without such a representation? If not, this suggests that 

archipolitics is everywhere, including its extension through ultrapolitics, which would strip the 

concept of its analytical utility. The role and necessity of collective political identities does 

loom large. Indeed, Mouffe’s definition of the political centers on the distinction between us 

and them, as discussed in chapter 2. However, I argue that there is no discord between 

depoliticization theory and the key poststructuralist assumption that a ‘we’ requires a ‘they’. 

Rather, while a Rancierian eruption of democracy allows for new groups to emerge as political 

subjects, different wes, sharing only equality, archipolitics is about stabilizing one entity 

without allowing for gaps, fractures, and overlaps. Furthermore, part of Mouffe’s (2005, 19) 

central argument contra Schmitt is that the we/they boundary is constantly re-constructed from 

different theys, and thus transformed from an antagonistic Schmittian one into a pluralist, 

democratic, adversial one. Thus, while the construction of a community and a ‘we’ necessarily 

entails to exclude a ‘they’, the we/they boundary is not necessarily a depoliticizing construction. 

The representation of the people approaches a political one at certain points in the discourse, 

but ultimately, I interpret these instances as archipolitics. On the topic of the referendum, the 

discourse represents the people as sovereign, and their opinion as decisive: “The opinion of the 

people, of our citizens, of the people, the carrier of sovereignty and the main source of power, 

must be decisive” (Putin 2020a). However, upon closer investigation, this is not a properly 

political representation of the people – there is no arguing of equality, no disruption of any 

order, no gaps. Rancière emphasizes that representations of ‘opinions’ can legitimate the police 

order as well as to express real, political disagreement. In fact, Rancière warns that the regimen 

of public opinion polls, divided in strata of age, gender, occupations and so on, is an epitomical 

archipolitical operation: “The science of simulations of opinion is the perfect realization of the 

empty virtue Plato called sophrosune: the fact of each person's being in their place” (Rancière 

1999, 106). In fact, opinion polls could be more important to policymaking in Russia than 

referenda and elections. A recent investigative journalism piece in Meduza (Pertzev and 

Solopov 2020) suggests that key policy decisions are based on polling data, especially surveys 
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conducted by the Federal Protective Service (FSO), a polling bureau affiliated with the security 

services. Therefore, while official discourse represents the people as sovereign, and their 

opinion essential – in another example, Putin says his position depends on “the opinion and the 

wish of the people” (Putin and Vadenko 2020b) – this people lacks subjectivity. The will of 

the people remains archipolitical if it is emptied of agency, a political agency disrupting the 

police order.  

4.2.1.2 Parapolitics 

Turning to parapolitics, parapolitical representations of laws/institutions and the people are 

pronounced in the discourse in all the domestic texts. As regards institutions, these are often 

represented as spatialized, by splitting up main governmental and societal institutions into 

opposing parts – President-cabinet, federal-regional, executive branch-bureaucracy, 

bureaucracy-civil society – in a state of dissent and/or dissatisfaction with each other. 

Recurring parapolitical tropes include suggestions, instructions and reprimands from the 

President to other branches of government, the representation of decisions as debated or 

deliberated, in addition to contrasting the federal and local bureaucracy with watchful and/or 

authentic civil society organizations. As I interpret these representations, they work to 

depoliticize in a parapolitical manner because they feed the need for change, rotation and 

disagreement (Rancière 2014, 74–75). Furthermore, civil society is spatialized in itself, as 

divisions are constructed between different parts: On one side is the “millions and millions” of 

volunteers in healthcare, education and environmental protection who “simply help people”, 

which is “great” (Putin and Vadenko 2020a). On the other there is the part of society that does 

“not agree” with its authorities – which is also “great” (Putin and Vadenko 2020a). Thus, in 

the official discourse, Russian institutions and society at large is comprised of different groups 

with differing views. As argued in the pilot, however, these are not disagreements in a political 

sense.   

Alongside archipolitical representations of the people, a highly individualized parapolitical 

people is clearly constructed by the discourse. As demonstrated in the previous chapter on 

methodology, the discourse constructs a relationship between an active state and receiving 

individuals, in which the state provides individually tailored help. Moreover, in this discourse, 

the sovereign President presides over his subjects and judges which matters to “lift up”, as 
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exemplified in the 2015 address (Putin 2015b), in which the President asks the Duma deputies 

to prioritize the issue of corruption because the issue “worries the society”.  

4.2.1.3 Metapolitics 

Metapolitical gaps were strongly present in the domestic discourse, and to trace such gaps 

guided my reading in a productive way. Analyzing the domestic official discourse, I found that 

the discourse constructs numerous metapolitical dichotomies between form and content, real 

and ideal, concrete and abstract. These metapolitical gaps represent politics as a sphere 

removed from people’s reality, the opposite of a place where real solutions are found. 

Furthermore, the discourse constructs a persistent representation of formalities as irrelevant for 

solving real problems (Putin 2020a). Often, the discourse constructs numbers, statistics, and 

bureaucratic documents as separate from, or even a threat to, the help needed by real people.  

Related to this, metapolitical representations of a real, working-suffering (sick-needing-

worried-real-honest) people also proliferated. For example, the Russian people is constructed 

as “very sincere, understanding and candid”, as “ordinary people [who] speak from their soul” 

(Putin and Vadenko 2020b), and “concrete people” are the ones who will suffer if disorder 

breaks out (Putin and Vadenko 2020a). People ”worry what the state will do after [the cash 

benefit program ends]”. People “are not fooled. They acutely feel hypocrisy [...] and the 

important thing for them is what is really done for their life and the life of their families. And 

not sometime, but now” (Putin 2019). The discursive construction of the metapolitical real 

sphere underneath politics also allows for constructing ties between groups or institutions to 

one of two spheres, real or ideal/formal. For example, journalists are discursively placed at a 

“terrible distance” from the people (Putin and Vadenko 2020b). And, as will be argued in the 

next section, the discourse ties the President’s subject position to the metapolitically framed 

real realm of the people, which is a populist, depoliticizing move imbued with power.  

4.2.1.4 Depoliticization and populism 

As discussed in the pilot, the discourse constructs depoliticizing gaps that can be characterized 

as populist. In a populist manner, a tandem of parapolitics and metapolitics splits the system in 

two: The ‘bad’ system of forms and appearances, and the ‘good’ system that cares for the real 

problems underneath. Through parapolitics, the political system is split up in disagreeing parts, 

as parapolitics constructs splits, rotation, and change (but without any political disruption). 

Combined with these parapolitical splits, metapolitical gaps of form versus content transcend 
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into an overarching divide of appearances versus reality to sort the parts by. Crucially, this 

divergence between parts is managed by a privileged subject position, namely that of the 

president. The discourse constructs the President as having oversight and directing the conflicts 

between good and bad parts of the system. 

For instance, the President urges that malfunctioning medical centers be “put under control” 

by The All-Russian Popular Front (Obshcherossiiskii Narodnyi Front, hereafter ONF) (Putin 

2020a). The medical centers face a metapolitical problem: while average health numbers are 

improving, people are still lacking real medical help in the districts because local bureaucrats 

only care about statistics. By appealing to the ONF, parapolitics becomes the tool to address 

this metapolitical gap. The ONF is a patriotic movement formed by President Putin in 2011 

and officially headed by him, and the movement deals with a range of issues, from reviewing 

legislation to monitoring regional governments (Malle 2016). I interpret the juxtapostioning of 

ONF with local government as a parapolitical representation of spatialized politics, imitating 

the split of the people (Rancière 1999, 75). The discourse constructs civil society in general in 

this depoliticizing-populist way, setting the ‘good’ civil society apart from the overly 

bureaucratic ‘bad’ system. Speaking about NGOs (in Russian: NKOs, non-commercial 

organizations), the President says: “They often work more effectively, with better quality, with 

authentic care for people, there is less bureaucratism in their work” (Putin 2015b). 

What makes this constructed split populist is the construction of the people as the ultimate 

source of reality and authenticity, and it is populism from above because the political leadership 

(the president) is constructed as having a special bond with the real people. Repeatedly, the 

discourse construes the President and his administration as the one part of government that 

knows the people and their problems for real, in contrast to the bureaucrats, who are out of 

touch with the people, putting forms over reality, or even catering to their own needs. In 

contrast, the President “keeps it real”: He learns about environmental problems on his ‘direct 

line’ phone sessions with the citizens (Putin 2019), and he knows that ‘ordinary people’ know 

best: “Most of all, I trust the sentiments of ordinary people. When I talk to people, when there 

is direct contact, even only briefly, I believe that I feel the mood of the people” (Putin and 

Vadenko 2020b). The President is also the one to detect and underscore the lamentable gaps 

between forms and reality (“I call attention to”, “I underline”), and lectures other branches and 

levels of government to get their act together. The people’s subject position resembles that of 

an audience – they are the target of state action, but not actively engaged. Agency rests with 
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the government (vlast´), who should “listen to people, explain the core of problems that arise 

and the logic of its actions” (Putin 2015b).  

Thus, through the combined forces of parapolitical and metapolitical discourses, a real/false 

dichotomy splits the system in a populist manner. The discourse places the good-system 

President and the real, suffering people together against the bad-system bureaucrats, cabinet 

members and regional leaders, who are detached from reality. Simultaneously, this 

construction suppresses politics proper: The parapolitical clash between the good and the bad 

system cancels out politics through imitation, while the all-encompassing metapolitical 

dichotomy indicate that the real lies beneath and beyond politics. This parapolitical-

metapolitical-populist construction has a privileged position in the domestic discourse.  

4.2.1.5 Summary of the internal sphere 

In summary, I interpret the Russia’s official discourse domestically as highly depoliticized. All 

the depoliticizing discourses are at work, and often in combination. The archipolitical discourse 

construes Russia’s institutions as mere expressions of the more fundamental ethos of the 

Russian community, which is centered around authentic family values, and people have roles 

and wishes distributed in a unified whole. The archipolitical discourse is often strengthened 

with reference to external challenges through ultrapolitics. Parapolitical representations are 

omnipresent: the whole political space is spatialized, as both government itself and civil society 

is split into a number of different oppositions, thereby imitating democratic discord and change. 

Parapolitics also constitutes the people as a collection of individuals, having their individual 

relationships with the state. Metapolitics constructs a range of dichotomies that together 

separate a real sphere of real people that is distinct from the sphere of statistics, formalities, 

and bureaucracy. Finally, the analysis suggests that a populist discourse combines parapolitics 

and metapolitics to split institutions and parts of government and civil society into real and 

formal/detached ones. 

4.2.2 THE EXTERNAL SPHERE: POLITICS / ULTRAPOLITICS 

While a previous section discussed how ultrapolitics served as a justification for archipolitics 

in the domestic discourse, the ultrapolitics manifest in international texts mobilizes the 

narrative of the dangerous West, and is linked with both metapolitical, archipolitical and 

political representations. In general, the backdrop narrative that I described in the pilot is 

fundamentally ultrapolitical because it naturalizes the assumption that the only guard against 
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chaos is to preserve the state as the privileged political subject. The backdrop narrative 

constructs the dangerous situation outside of the (Russian) state – in which an ailing and 

intolerant West tries to impose its models by all means, including military, on political systems 

that are different – and its remedy, namely the indisputable primacy of state sovereignty. As 

such, the narrative essentializes the border of the political community and makes the state the 

only conceivable political subject, which is the definition of ultrapolitics (Morozov 2015, 152–

53). 

4.2.2.1 Ultrapolitics 

A prominent instance of this ultrapolitical discourse is the discursive emphasis on ‘inner 

stability’ as vital to preserving statehood in an unstable global environment. The backdrop 

narrative constructs instability as a threat to the very existence of the state. In the narrative, 

fixed through numerous representations, the Western program of imposing its models, 

disregarding states’ sovereignty and right to security, directly threatens both stability and 

statehood. This logic is ultrapolitical since it dictates that inside the state, the people must honor 

statehood and promote stability at almost any cost – the alternative is collapse.  

The Russian official discourse construes stability as having both internal and external features. 

While threatened continuously from the outside, it can also deteriorate from within. This logic 

permeates the following answer from President Putin’s to a question regarding Russia’s 

prospects in a world of polarization and dissatisfaction with leaders:  

[You ask] for how long Russia will sense that she is a stable country? The longer, the 

better. Because a lot depends on stability, internal political stability, one’s position in 

the world depends on it. And ultimately, perhaps, and most importantly, people’s well-

being depends on it. And naturally, one of the reasons for the collapse of the Soviet 

Union was that it was difficult to live, people’s real incomes were very low, and the 

magazine shelves were empty, so people’s immune system for preserving statehood got 

weaker. (Putin and Barber 2019) 

The analysis indicates that ultrapolitics and archipolitics are mutually reinforcing. On the topic 

of Russia’s then-recent intervention in Syria, President Putin praised and explained the public 

support for the operation. The threat was framed ultrapolitically, namely as “total”, and the 
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representation of the supportive community was archipolitical, as a having one mind, one 

understanding, one ethos:  

In the fight against terrorism, Russia has demonstrated extreme responsibility and 

leadership. These resolute actions are supported by the Russian society. And in this 

absolutely determined position of our citizens lies a deep understanding of the total 

threat of terrorism, the demonstration of genuine (istinnye) patriotic feelings and high 

moral qualities, the confidence that the national interest, their history, and traditions, 

our values, must be protected. (Putin 2015b) 

In this example, the archipolitical and ultrapolitical elements are closely intertwined, and they 

firmly support each other. The community has an archipolitical “deep understanding” of the 

ultrapolitical threat. The ultrapolitical peril threatens the very archipolitical spirit of the 

community; its history, traditions, and values, but also the state-centered “national interest”. 

The “genuine patriotic” feelings underscore that the ethos of the archipolitical community 

concerns the state itself. In this way, the people are rid of political agency as the archipolitical 

representation cancels out any disagreement – here is only support – and the ultrapolitics of the 

“total threat” delegates all agency to the essentialized state agent. The result of such discursive 

processes – also indicated by the passive phrasing “the decision on a military operation was 

made” (Putin 2015b) – is a depoliticized space inside Russia. 

4.2.2.2 Politics proper? 

Moreover, the analysis indicated that ultrapolitics is intrinsically involved with Russia’s 

political argument of equal sovereignty and equal security – “security not for the few, but for 

everyone” (Putin 2015a). As indicated by the pilot study, political representations emerge in 

the Russian discourse as the context shifts to international relations. In these texts, Russia is 

constituted as a state demanding equality in an inequal order. The Russian discourse repeatedly 

holds the equality inscribed in international law together with the inequality of a Western-

dominated global police order. Crucially, this is politics on behalf of states, not people. While 

Rancière’s democratic theory concerns the radical equality of people, a well-known theoretical 

move in international relations theory is to conceptualize states as persons. For instance, 

scholars Holm and Sending (2018, 829) posit that “the modern legal category of the state is an 

institutional expression of the idea of the state as a liberal person”. In this perspective, Russia 

promotes a political argument for equality in sovereignty and security by holding up these 
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principles, enshrined in international law, and examples of their violation (Putin 2015a; 

Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016; Lavrov 2019; Putin and Barber 

2019). However, what happens to the possibilities for intra-state divisions and ruptures as the 

state becomes the sole political subject? The analysis uncovered a close-knit relationship 

between the workings of politics, archi-/ultrapolitics, and metapolitics in the Russian discourse 

with significant theoretical implications. 

The parallels between Russia’s critique of Western liberalism – investigated here as a political 

discourse – bears pronounced resemblance to the critique penned by Schmitt in the 1920s and 

30s. As discussed in chapter 2, Schmitt’s thinking inspired Žižek’s (2006) concept of 

ultrapolitics, and therefore, a comparison of the Russian discourse with Schmitt’s ideas 

illuminates the relationship between politics and ultrapolitics, peoples and states. Both Russia 

and Schmitt accused Western liberalism of usurping moral concepts at the detriment of state 

sovereignty. In Schmitt's view, Western liberalism reduced everything to either aesthetics or 

economy, thereby robbing the state of political subjectivity (Koskenniemi 2010). According to 

Schmitt, Western “normativism sought to replace the state by its law and to rid politics from 

the notion of sovereignty” (Koskenniemi 2010, 427). Furthermore, Schmitt lamented the 

reintroduction of “just war” into international law through the League of Nations. Since the 

authority to define “just” was allocated to the international level, states lost neutrality as a 

foreign policy option: “There can be no neutrality between the policeman and the thief”, as 

Koskenniemi (2010, 427) puts it. Thus, through his defense of the sovereign state as the only 

legitimate subject of politics, Schmitt rallied against the policing of international law. 

Echoing Schmitt, Russia revolts against normative judgments as a tool in international relations, 

stressing that states should refrain from judging domestic developments in other states. For 

instance, when President Putin comments on the recent development in Venezuela, he asks: 

Are we directing the actions of the rebels there, as some of our partners are doing? Are 

we directing the actions of President Maduro? He is the president, why should we direct 

his actions? He directs everything himself. Good or bad – that is a different matter, we 

don’t even assess that. (Putin and Barber 2019) 

In this, Russia follows Schmitt in criticizing normative evaluations in international politics, 

cautioning against substituting normativism for the acknowledgement of states as political 
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agents. However, at this point Schmitt and Russia engage in ultrapolitics. While seemingly 

paradoxical, politics internationally and ultrapolitical depoliticization domestically are two 

sides of the same coin. As explained in the theoretical chapter, Žižek regarded Schmitt’s 

philosophy as the epitome of ultrapolitical depoliticization because ultrapolitics fixes the 

boundary between inside and outside, thereby representing the state as the only thinkable locus 

of political subjectivity (Morozov 2015, 152–53). In other words, ultrapolitics pinpoints the 

tension between a state arguing exclusive sovereign equality vis-à-vis other states and the 

sovereignty of the people inside that state. Therefore, the official Russian discourse is 

simultaneously politicizing and depoliticizing. While it may be political to argue radical 

equality of sovereignty between states, the argument amounts to ultrapolitics when the arguer 

is a state. Thus, the politics in the Russian discourse is tangled up with ultrapolitics because the 

argument assigns all political subjectivity to the state agent, thereby ridding the demos inside 

the state of independent political agency. 

Interestingly, the discourse connects this emphasis on state sovereignty and political agency, 

which I have now established as ultrapolitics, to an archipolitical image of the Russian ethos. 

Sovereignty and statehood are not only elevated as literally existential, but the reason why 

Russia’s existence hinges on its sovereignty is also coupled with some foundational, implicit 

characteristic of the Russian political community: “[Russia] is either sovereign, or she is not at 

all. […] Other countries can [be states without being sovereign] – Russia cannot” (Putin 2019). 

In this way, Russia’s argument of sovereignty is depoliticizing in a double sense: Through 

ultrapolitics, it essentializes the state boundary and the state as the sole political subject. 

Through archipolitics, sovereignty is constructed as the sine qua non for the Russian political 

community. In conclusion, while there is an element of politics proper in the Russian state’s 

argument for equal sovereignty, this argument constitutes discursive depoliticization as regards 

the intra-state sphere. 

4.2.2.3 Metapolitics 

Regarding metapolitics and the international sphere, it proved particularly fruitful to trace 

representations of metapolitical gaps. The analysis revealed that a number of metapolitical gaps 

structure the Russian international discourse. These are related to the West and the Russian 

narrative of the West’s conduct on the global stage, outing the West as having a real agenda 

beneath their formal rules or ideology. The signs designating the formal covering up the real 

include “the rules”, “the rules-based order” (Lavrov 2019) “democratic” (Putin 2015a) 
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(quotation marks in original), pretext, ideology, politicization, double standards, instrument, 

and artificial (Putin 2015a; Lavrov 2019; Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 

2016) These metapolitical tropes fill out the backdrop narrative by constructing the West as 

promoting a set of “rules” (in quotation marks) that merely serve as a pretext for their real 

interests. While often coupled with a general narrative of wars and instability, most notably 

using examples from the Middle East, there are also more specific issues that are framed 

metapolitically. What is the effect of this metapolitical operation – are all international politics 

deemed false, as proposed by Rancière’s theory? 

Here, the empirical analysis unveils a tension between politics and metapolitics that Rancière’s 

theory fails to describe. While metapolitical representations of gaps abound, they co-exist with 

political representations of gaps, as described in the pilot: The political gap between egalitarian 

international law and its noncompliance by the West is used to stage an argument in favor of 

equality. In the Russian discourse, the gap between the West’s ideology and the real interests 

beneath indicates false politics. However, the remedy for false politics lies in the egalitarian 

texts cherished by the Russian discourse, namely international law, and in particular the UN 

charter. Instead of metapolitically rejecting international politics tout court as false, this tension 

between politics and metapolitics produces a gap between false Western interpretations of laws 

and real international law. 

Thus, while parts of international law, such as the UN Charter, are interpreted in a political 

way, metapolitics dismisses as false what it represents as Western “rules”. As such, 

metapolitics eliminates the political potential of Western interpretations of international rules, 

such as the responsibility to protect (R2P) principle, human rights and democracy. For example, 

the discourse constructs R2P as a threat to the law-based international order because it is used 

as a pretext – “pod predlogom realizatsiya kontseptsii ‘otvetstvennost’ po zashchite’” 

(Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016) – for military interventions and 

other forms of outside interference, thereby violating international law, in particular the 

sovereign equality of states. As regards democracy and human rights, these are represented as 

split into false (Western) and real variants. On the topic of “the export of the now so-called 

‘democratic’ revolutions” in the Middle East (Putin 2015a), the discourse describes “what 

really happened”:  
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Aggressive outside intervention led to that, instead of reform of state institutions, the 

way of life itself was just unceremoniously destroyed. Instead of creating democracy 

and progress, there was violence, poverty, social catastrophe. And human rights, 

including the right to life, were not respected. (Putin 2015a) 

In the official Russian discourse, then, only state sovereignty is real. As such, metapolitics 

becomes part of the politics-ultrapolitics dynamic discussed above, because the equality of 

people inscribed in human rights declarations is only real if state sovereignty is respected first. 

The metapolitical denial of Western interpretations of “democracy”, “human rights” and 

“responsibility to protect” thus supports the ultrapolitical primacy of states before people.  

4.2.2.4 Archipolitics 

Finally, archipolitical representations permeate the Russian international discourse, as well. 

The archipolitical representation of institutions as merely expressing a community’s nature is 

a key presupposition for the narrative described in the pilot analysis: The West creates chaos 

and instability because it does not understand, or refuses to understand, that not all countries 

are similar – as the quote below puts it, not all countries are Luxembourg. On the contrary, all 

states have their particularities. Therefore, institutions should express these particularities 

instead of the West’s imposed and misconceived universal standards. In this manner, an 

archipolitical representation of all states preconditions the constructed goal of respect for inter-

national diversity. 

 […] regarding the party and the construction of the party-state in China, the Chinese 

people should decide this for themselves, we don’t interfere with that, we don’t meddle. 

Today’s Russia has one set of principles and life norms, an own set of rules, and in 

China, with 1,35 billion people – there are other rules. Try yourself to rule a country 

with 1,35 billion. This is not Luxembourg, after all, with all due respect to that 

wonderful country. (Putin and Barber 2019) 

Beyond archipolitical visions of individual states, archipolitical representations of the 

international community as a whole are also present. In the discourse, the value set of the world 

community, which should be the basis for international cooperation, is rooted in the 

monotheistic religions (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016; Putin and 

Barber 2019). For instance, internationally, the discourse constructs a “necessity of forming a 
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value base of cooperation supported by the common spiritual-moral potential of the 

foundational world religions, and also principles and understandings of striving for peace and 

stability” (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016).  

Crucially, this harmonious order is hierarchical, as some states are assigned special roles and 

places. Russia is represented as a country that plays a critical role in bringing harmony and 

balance to world affairs, both due to Russia’s multiconfessional nature and its “unique role, 

developed through centuries, as a balancing factor in in international affairs and in the 

development of global civilization” (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016). 

Russia’s privileged position in this archipolitical image also stems from its status as a veto 

power in the UN Security Council. The disagreements structuring the UN, including the 

practice of veto, are “completely natural”, because the “core” of the UN consist of the different 

opinions expressed in the UN and the compromises reached, according to the discourse 

(Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016). Thus, the discourse constructs an 

archipolitical representation of the UN and the international community, in which Russia has 

a special place. 

4.2.2.5 Summary of the external sphere 

To sum up Russia’s official discourse on the international level, the analysis pointed at a 

partially politicizing discourse. Confirming the gap between egalitarian international law and 

its non-compliance, Russia engages in politics proper, as the discourse seeks to maximize the 

power of the part that has no part. In contrast, other findings point to depoliticization of Russia’s 

international discourse. A metapolitical discourse deems all Western interpretations of law as 

false, and an archipolitical discourse articulates a vision of different states united in religious 

principles and harmony, in which Russia has a privileged place. Furthermore, as the Russian 

state engages in politics on the inter-state level, intra-state matters are depoliticized: Through 

ultrapolitics, the Russian state eclipses the Russian demos and negates internal splits, which is 

a compelling reason to not deem Russia’s discourse properly political. Therefore, the political 

element in the Russian discourse is more a revolt against Western policing than policing sui 

generis. 
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4.2.3  ‘DEMOCRACY’  

As regards the representations of democracy, the framework of discursive depoliticization has 

been of somewhat limited use. Only the metapolitical opposition between democracy on paper 

and real democracy was analytically productive: As discussed above, the sign “democratic” (in 

quotation marks) belongs to a cluster of metapolitical oppositions that all work to construct 

Western politics, principles, and initiatives as false. 

However, by tracing the empirical occurrences of the ‘democracy’ signifier, my analysis 

uncovered close links between its different usages and discursive depoliticization as theorized 

here. On the one hand, this may indicate that the ideal-types developed are ill-fit for analyzing 

the specific concept of ‘democracy’ and its interpretations. On the other hand, the uses of the 

‘democracy’ concept flows into issues highly relevant for this thesis’ framework and analytical 

focus, namely (de)politicization of political discourse and Russia’s vision of ‘international 

democracy’ and/or ‘multipolarity’, as discussed in the literature review.  

4.2.3.1 Interpretation and salience of the signifier 

In the domestic texts analyzed in this thesis, the signifier ‘democracy’ is nowhere to be found. 

Thus, it seems that in official Russian discourse, ‘democracy’ has ceased to be relevant as a 

concept conveying legitimacy in a domestic context. With reference to the legitimacy 

associated with democracy internationally (Morozov 2013b; Holm and Sending 2018; Hobson 

2008), this is a significant finding. It indicates that in a Russian domestic context, Western 

normative hegemony has lost its foothold with regards to ‘democracy’ as the golden standard. 

The absence of ‘democracy’ in domestic discourse sharply contrasts the centrality of 

‘democracy’ in the Russian official discourse in the 1990s (Ortmann 2007) and during Putin’s 

first two terms (Casula 2013; Makarychev 2008a; Sakwa 2012). As such, my analysis supports 

Makarychev’s (2008a, 60–61) analysis, which observes that in the Russian discourse, 

‘democracy’ started to transfer from the domestic to the international level towards the end of 

Putin’s second term (2004-2008). My thesis extends this analysis by showing that this 

relocation seems completed and stabilized in the post-2015 discourse. In the material analyzed 

in this thesis, ‘democracy’ pertains exclusively to the international domain. 

While not omnipresent, there are several representations of ‘democracy’ present in the 

international discourse. Its usages can be roughly aggregated into two overarching 

representations. The first and dominating representation is of ‘democracy’ as a universal notion 
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connoting a principle that pertains to the international order instead of the internal make-up of 

states. Sometimes, the ‘universal’ part is explicit. For example, the Foreign Policy Concept 

constructs Russia as “devoted to universal democratic values, including human rights and 

freedoms” (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016). The text goes on to 

construct the content of this universal concept, stating that Russia aims “to achieve respect for 

human rights and freedoms in the whole world by way of constructive and equal dialogue 

taking into account national, cultural and historical particularities (osobennosti) and values of 

every state” (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016). In other words, the 

Russian discourse here reinterprets ‘universal democracy’ as ‘respect for the particularities of 

states’. Here, my analysis parralels accounts of how Russia challenges norms of liberal 

democratic governance by way of championing legal sovereignty of states, non-interference 

and ‘true diversity’ (Holm and Sending 2018; Holm and Tjalve 2018; Holm 2020), thereby 

challenging the post-Cold war hegemony of democracy as necessarily liberal (Hobson 2008). 

Another variant is the representation of ‘democracy’ as having no common standards, which, 

at first sight, seems to indicate that ‘democracy’ is not universal. However, with ‘universal 

democracy’ interpreted as respect for the particularities of states, as observed above, the matter 

is turned around. Therefore, I interpret the following quote as another instance of ‘democracy’ 

as respect for the particularities of states: 

So, there are no common standards of democracy. […] it is impossible to impose on 

North African people, who have never lived under the conditions of democratic 

institutions in France or Switzerland, that which is applied and viable there [in France 

and Switzerland]. (Putin and Barber 2019) 

As the quote indicates, ‘the people’ is not entirely missing from this representation of 

democracy. While state sovereignty is stressed, the necessity of sovereignty stems, at least 

partly, from the people and its characteristics. In this, the discourse’s reinterpretation of 

democracy is based on an archipolitical representation of the people. Sometimes, ‘the people’ 

is more explicitly represented as the source for ‘democracy’. In two texts, the problems of the 

Russian diaspora in the former USSR is deemed as “a question of democracy”(Putin and Barber 

2019; Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016). One of these texts also 

constructs democracy as asking the people: “There was no referendum”, “no one asked the 

citizens whether to dissolve the union or not” (Putin and Barber 2019). Thus, ‘the people’ as 
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source for legitimacy is tied to the Russian discourse’s reinterpretation of democracy, but this 

people seems bound up with archipolitical qualities. 

While the most pronounced tendency is the reinterpretation of universal democracy, there is a 

second group of democracy interpretations in which the ‘democracy’ signifier is filled in by 

other particulars in the Russian discourse. These include a plethora of Russian hobby horses: 

the rights of compatriots abroad (the ethnic Russian diaspora), the special status of Russian 

language, cultural ties between Slavs, countering manifestations of Nazism, xenophobia, and 

extremism manifest in rewritings of WW2 history, and rights of Russian-born children abroad 

(Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2016). However, the majority of 

representations belong to the first group described above. 

4.2.3.2 Summary of ‘democracy’ in Russian official discourse 

In conclusion, the dominating representation of ‘democracy’ in the official Russian discourse 

reinterprets ‘universal democracy’ as pertaining to the international level, meaning ‘respect for 

the particularities of states’. The concept ‘democracy’ is absent from the domestic discourse 

analyzed in this thesis, which indicates that Western normative hegemony has lost significant 

ground in the Russian domestic discourse. Thus, the analysis of both the domestic and the 

international official discourse supports the observation that ‘democracy’ has relocated to the 

international level, both in terms of arenas – appearing only in internationally oriented texts – 

but also in content, as ‘democracy’ is interpreted as a quality of the international rather than 

the domestic political system. In content, then, the discursive continuity goes back to Russia’s 

previous doctrine of ‘sovereign democracy’, which stressed states’ right to choose an 

independent path of development (cf. Sakwa 2012). However, where previous studies stressed 

the dual strategy of Russia, simultaneously attempting to be recognized as ‘normal’ while also 

challenging the hegemony of liberal norms (Averre 2008; Morozov 2008), my analysis 

indicates that the latter strategy is now dominating.  
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5 CONCLUSION 

In this thesis, I have aimed at contributing to the study of democratic decline in a domestic-

international perspective by developing a framework of discursive depoliticization. I embarked 

on this enterprise through an interconnected but separate two-step process, developing theory 

before probing its usefulness empirically. In the theoretical step, I first extracted the elements 

crucial to politics and its disavowals from a reading of Rancière’s depoliticization theory. Then, 

I discussed poststructuralist discourse analysis and considered how to combine it with 

Rancière’s concepts. I placed my thesis in the interpretivist tradition and attempted to express 

interpretivism’s abductive and iterative logic in a research design centered around Weberian 

ideal-types and a pilot study. I also discussed the nitty-gritty of conducting discourse analysis. 

The empirical investigation consisted of the pilot and the main analysis. 

In a certain sense, the battle for ‘democracy’ disappeared from the thesis. In part, the reason 

for the concept’s less-than-prominent place in the analysis is that ‘democracy’ has effectively 

disappeared from the Russian domestic discourse, as well. As already discussed, this is an 

important finding it itself. Nevertheless, I could have focused more on this single, crucial 

signifier by looking at a larger number of texts, a longer time period, or by engaging with 

oppositional discourses. However, another reason for the partial dethronement of the concept 

is that as my work progressed, Rancière’s theory grew in significance. With reference to the 

thesis’ overarching goal of understanding democratic decline, I prioritized focusing on 

Rancière’s concepts due to their analytical potency regarding politics and its negations. As a 

result, the thesis has been relatively unsuccessful in studying battles over the ‘democracy’ 

concept itself, and other approaches should be considered for examining this battle. Instead, 

my thesis has primarily contributed to understanding democratic decline through developing 

the framework of discursive depoliticization.  

In this concluding chapter, I sum up my most significant theoretical and empirical findings, 

discuss how they may contribute to debates in the literature, and suggest directions for future 

research.  
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5.1 MAIN FINDINGS 

Pursuing the aim of theorizing how discourses matter for politics and its negations, this thesis 

set out to address two interrelated research questions, one theoretical and one empirical. In the 

following, I will briefly summarize my findings to each in turn. 

How can Rancière’s depoliticization theory and poststructuralist discourse analysis be 

combined to analyze democratic decline in a way that takes both the domestic and international 

political context into account?  

The thesis found that Rancière’s depoliticization could be combined with poststructuralist 

discourse analysis into a framework of discursive depoliticization. The framework was 

rendered empirically useful by conceptualizing Rancière’s logics of depoliticization – archi-, 

para- and metapolitics – as ideal-typical depoliticizing discourses, each corresponding to ideal-

typical representations of key elements prominent in Rancière’s theory (gaps, the people, 

laws/institutions and democracy). I further found that through including Žižek’s ultrapolitics 

as an additional ideal-type, the framework integrates the domestic and the international spheres. 

Defined as the radicalization of archipolitics, ultrapolitics captures how the external sphere is 

mobilized to quench internal antagonisms. While my analysis included texts from both the 

domestic and international contexts to study this interaction, the ultrapolitical privileging of 

external relations turned out to be traceable in both contexts. After conducting a pilot study, I 

decided to include politics proper as a last ideal-type, which enabled analysis of political 

representations, and also spurred further findings regarding the internal-external aspect of 

depoliticization.  

To what extent and in which ways is the Russian official discourse (2015-2020) undergoing 

depoliticization, and how are depoliticization discourses produced in the internal-external 

nexus? 

After having carved out the theoretical framework, it was possible to address the empirical 

research question. I found that in the domestic sphere, the Russian official discourse is 

undergoing depoliticization to a significant degree in the period under study. All depoliticizing 

discourses are at work in the domestic context, often in different combinations. Put shortly, I 

found that archipolitics renders family values the foundation of a unified community. This 

community’s internal harmony is strengthened and its boundaries fixed through ultrapolitical 
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privileging of the external sphere. Moreover, a parapolitical discourse mimics splits and 

disagreements inside the society, and metapolitics constructs the real as lying beneath and 

beyond the political sphere. In combination, parapolitics and metapolitics combined into a 

populist binary of the real-good system versus the formal-bad system. 

In contrast, I found that on the international arena, Russian official discourse mixes 

depoliticization with elements of politics proper. The main dynamic is politics-ultrapolitics, 

which are intrinsically linked. Holding up a political gap on behalf of states, the discourse 

essentializes the state as the privileged political subject, suppressing divisions and political 

subjectification inside the state. Meta- and archipolitics also featured in the international 

discourse. Metapolitics “outs” Western interpretations of rules as false, while archipolitics 

constructs a vision of a harmonious world community of states divided in diversity – with a 

special place for Russia. The ‘democracy’ signifier was exclusively found in the international 

context, where it alternated between reinterpreting ‘universal democracy’ as respect for 

differences between states and filling ‘democracy’ with various pet themes from the Russian 

leadership. 

Put together, the empirical analysis both testified to the promise of the developed framework 

and illuminated how depoliticizing discourses disarm democracy in the Russian official 

discourse. While stated as two questions, the empirical analysis was an inherent part of 

theorizing. Having used the empirical analysis as a plausibility probe, I conclude that while it 

would benefit from further refinement, the framework of discursive depoliticization proved 

analytically productive, as it helpfully guided empirical analysis and shed new light on politics 

and its disavowals in Russian official discourse (2015-2020). In sum, my findings indicate that 

discursive depoliticization is at work in processes of authoritarian consolidation and that the 

framework developed enables analysis of discursive depoliticization. 

While the domestic official discourse is highly depoliticized, the possibility for democratic 

rupture remains inside the realms of the possible. Firstly, although the ‘democracy’ signifier 

seems to have transferred completely to the international level, nearly stripped of meaning 

related to intra-state equality, the concept remains with positive connotations in the discourse 

as a whole. More importantly, the international discourse articulates political representations 

of laws and their non-compliance, thereby arguing equality by holding up a gap in Rancière’s 

sense. Thus, while the tension is seemingly stabilized at present, the Janus face of Russian 
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democracy discourse – depoliticizing at home, repoliticizing internationally – holds the 

potential for rupture, as this political representation can flow into the domestic discourse. As 

such, both politics proper and its negations remain caught in the middle between the domestic 

and the international spheres. 

5.2 CONTRIBUTION 

In this thesis, I have theorized a framework of discursive depoliticization and probed its 

analytical potency in unpacking official Russian discourse in recent years (2015-2020). In view 

of the results, I argue that discursive depoliticization casts new light on phenomena described 

by different strands of literature on ‘democracy’. In this section, I argue that this framework 

adds to present knowledge on hybrid regime dynamics, illiberal and right-wing movements, 

and populism mobilized from above. 

5.2.1 ELUCIDATING ‘HYBRID’ DYNAMICS 

In view of the analysis, I argue that the framework of discursive depoliticization adds analytical 

value to important dynamics in Russian politics identified by works in Russian area studies and 

comparative politics. The framework of discursive depoliticization brings together several 

aspects that are often debated as separate phenomena. This includes Russia’s value turn and its 

connections with the international context, the ‘management’ of opposition parties, civil 

society and ideologies, the relationship between formal democratic institutions and informal 

practices, as well as the latent potential in the formal, constitutional order as a part of Russia’s 

dual state. While some of these academic debates pertain to the Russian context, the 

developments and mechanisms described – and the analytical value added by discursive 

depoliticization – may well be relevant for other ‘hybrid’ contexts. Here, I briefly discuss how 

discursive depoliticization can contribute to these debates. 

Firstly, the concept of ultrapolitics shed light on the much-debated value turn in Russian 

politics (Østbø 2017; Laruelle 2016; Sharafutdinova 2014; Morozov 2015). This turn – towards 

traditional values and away from Western liberal values – was firmly established in 2012 

(Østbø 2017; Laruelle 2016; Sharafutdinova 2014; Morozov 2015) and bolstered by the 

military operations in Ukraine in 2014 and Syria in 2015 (Østbø 2017, 212). Dovetailing 

previous accounts, my framework of discursive depoliticization highlights how the emphasis 

on values integrated the internal and external sphere. Crucially, the framework also identifies 



 

 

77 

the value turn as depoliticizing, and theorizes how internal depoliticization is strengthened by 

increased antagonism towards the outside world. Where Østbø (2017, 213) notes that 

“spiritual-moral values have become a bridge between external and internal policy”, discursive 

depoliticization conceives of this “bridging” as an ultrapolitical essentialization of the state 

boundary. The result of the essentialization is a depoliticized archipolitical inside, without 

splits. As such, discursive depoliticization informs the debate on the value turn by making 

explicit its fundamentally depoliticizing quality. 

Secondly, this thesis recommends the concept of parapolitics as an analytical category 

applicable to most branches of what may be called managed disagreement, and theorizes their 

depoliticizing effect. There is ample evidence of managed disagreement in Russia – accounts 

of abound of the “managed opposition” (e.g. March 2009), “managed competition” (Sakwa 

2015), “managed” civil society (see Cheskin and March 2015), “managed pluralism” in the 

ideological domain (e.g. Bacon 2018), and, in general, the “managed democracy” in Russia (cf. 

Krastev 2006). Parapolitics explains why such ‘management’ phenomena are depoliticizing in 

nature: They cancel out real politics through appropriating its constitutive logic, namely 

disagreement (Rancière 1999, xviii). In addition, my findings suggest that parapolitics applies 

to the discursive representation of government itself, dividing it into parapolitical parts – parts 

that suggest, parts that assume new responsibilities, parts at the giving and receiving end of 

reprimands. The way I interpret it, the parapolitical representation of the government is an 

inherent part of the broader “managed disagreement” of the Russian political space. Together, 

these parapolitical alternations work to appease the “democratic taste for change” (Rancière 

2014, 75). Parapolitics splits and alternates, creates winners and losers, heroes and villains, 

rotates guilt and responsibility – and suppresses politics proper.  

As such, my examination also adds depth to previous accounts of parapolitics in Russia. The 

empirical analysis illuminated the nuts and bolts of parapolitical discourses in the Russian 

context and unveiled its extensive scope. Where Morozov (2015, 148, 153) finds that the 

systemic opposition’s “petty fights” and the government-loyal parts of civil society are 

instances of parapolitics in Russia, this thesis finds that parapolitics encompasses more. 

According to my analysis, parapolitics permeates the official Russian discourse on the socio-

political system in general. The parapolitical representation of a spatialized system saturates 

the discourse. This representation enables the allocation of responsibility, blame and merit 

across the government apparatus, and represents political decisions as produced by collective 
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deliberation or reached after disagreement. At the same time, the quintessential parapolitical 

figure, the Hobbesian sovereign in the guise of President, directs the rotation of tasks and blame, 

and stakes out the long course. Equally Hobbesian is the representation of people as a collection 

of individuals. In the Russian discourse, the essence of state-people relations is that the state 

must secure individually tailored solutions for all of its subjects.  

When it comes to the oft-discussed coexistence of formal and informal institutions, the 

depoliticization framework sheds light on how informal practices tend to supersede “the formal 

architecture of democracy” (Levitsky and Way 2010, 3) in hybrid regimes. The concepts of 

metapolitics and archipolitics illuminate how discursive depoliticization renders formal 

institutions false or irrelevant. In this way, depoliticizing discourses serve to rid formal 

institutions of their normative force. Most notably, the thesis finds that the discursive 

depoliticization of laws and institutions took place through metapolitical representations of 

gaps. The discourse constructed metapolitical binaries – of form and content, the ideal and the 

real – and privileged the real as clearly superior. As such, the analysis illuminated how 

metapolitical representations of gaps can disarm law as a tool for democracy, because 

discrepancies between the ideal/formal/law and the real can be interpreted as a symptom of the 

falseness of institutions. If power then presents itself as connected to the real beneath – knowing 

what the real, suffering people needs, for instance – formalities can be legitimately written off. 

The archipolitical strategy is to deny gaps altogether, constructing the political community as 

true and whole. With formal institutions as a mere expression of the fundamental, namely the 

spirit or ethos, laws lose their independent normative force. In this way, discursive 

depoliticization can account for how formal institutions become less relevant for regime 

legitimacy. 

On the other hand, discursive depoliticization also theorizes why institutional forms contain 

the potential for democratic action. While my analysis suggests that gaps between laws and 

reality can be discursively disarmed and depoliticized, they remain a latent stage for politics 

proper. Thus, the metapolitical managing of the real/ideal dichotomy, and the archipolitical 

negations of gaps amount to an unstable position. As Sakwa (2010) argued in his article about 

the dual state in Russia, the informal para-constitutional order, which allows the leadership to 

manage politics in unaccountable ways, co-exists with the constitutional order, which holds 

power accountable to written laws. I maintain that the potency of laws and corresponding gaps 

remain a possibility for democratic rupture in the discourse. In particular, rupture remains 
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possible because the official discourse so clearly articulates a political representation of the gap 

on the international scene. Since this political representation of the gap has a prominent 

presence in the international discourse, it can possibly flow into the domestic context.  

5.2.2 WHOSE EQUALITY? ULTRAPOLITICS AND CHALLENGES TO LIBERALISM 

The empirical analysis examined how the Russian international discourse in a certain way 

featured politics proper, as it argued sovereign equality of states on the basis of international 

egalitarian law. Nevertheless, the analysis also discussed how these arguments contributed to 

ultrapolitics, suppressing divisions inside the Russian state. As such, my study echoes past 

accounts of how a versatile group of actors – including governments in Poland, Hungary, and 

Trump’s US, as well as right-wing movements in Europe – campaign in favor of ‘real diversity’ 

and state sovereignty, and against a particular form of liberalism (cf. Holm and Tjalve 2018). 

My analysis hence addresses at least two (related) questions prominent in IR literature. First, 

how are intra-state vis-à-vis inter-state dynamics at play in these cases? Second, is there a 

reason to see possibilities for an international democracy in these calls for equality and 

pluralism? 

5.2.2.1 States before people? 

The framework of discursive depoliticization enhances the understanding of such calls for 

sovereign equality because it recognizes central tenets of these narratives – as demonstrated in 

the analysis of the Russian discourse – as having an inherent potential for depoliticization. The 

archipolitical emphasis on the unique ethos of each country functions as both the justification 

for and product of this anti-liberal revolt. Archipolitical representations of the united ethos of 

community underpin the fetishizing of state boundaries. Simultaneously, archipolitics is the 

byproduct of the ultrapolitical threat construction of ‘globalism’ or interventionism. The 

ultrapolitical answer, to rally around the banner of undivided legal sovereignty, only entrenches 

the depoliticization inside states, as the demands for “respect for diversity” apply only between, 

and not within states. In this way, I argue that the concepts of archipolitics/ultrapolitics expose 

the domestic depoliticization associated with such rebellions. 

As such, I draw the same conclusion as Holm and Sending (2018, 842) – crudely put, that states 

trump people in these rebellions – albeit with a different framework, emphasizing the 

discursive denial of politics. Holm and Sending (2018) analyze how movements and countries 
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that experience misrecognition of the arrangement of their internal affairs – prominently, their 

non-fulfillment of democratic standards – mobilize the notion of legal sovereignty as counter-

norm to the supereminence of liberalism. These counter-norms aim to undermine “the 

dominance of a sociopolitical register” centered on “human rights and liberal domestic 

governance” (Holm and Sending 2018, 842). Guided by the concepts of archipolitics and 

ultrapolitics, I identify this mobilization of legal sovereignty as a driver of discursive 

depoliticization. 

From a different angle, Laruelle’s (2020) work highlights that illiberalism gets foothold where 

illiberal ideas already permeate the national discourse. As underlined in previous chapters, 

archipolitics is not about traditionalism or any other ism in itself. Rather, archipolitics is the 

fundamental discourse that an ism or specific ‘values’ is added to, a depoliticizing discourse 

that claims that some community is united by a common spirit, which cancels out political 

disagreement. However, the success of archipolitics probably hinges on whether the ethos’ 

content has a privileged position in national identity discourses already. Laruelle (2020, 116) 

emphasizes the deep resonance of the illiberal credo in the Russian public, stating that 

“[illiberalism] is, for many Russians, a genuine producer of common sense”. In other words, 

illiberal ideas reverberate in Russia because the national discourse shelter similar ideas already. 

Therefore, scholars of depoliticization discourses should be aware of existing ideological 

strands in a given national discourse prior to analyzing varieties of depoliticization discourses.  

5.2.2.2 Towards international democracy? 

In light of the above discussion, I concur with Morozov (2013a, 195), who – despite arguing 

that democracy must be international – rejects that Russia’s argument for equality carries a 

potential for international democracy. According to Morozov (2013a, 197), Russia’s line of 

argument amounts to “the universalization of particularism […] There is no reason to associate 

equality between sovereigns with ‘democracy’, which is, after all, about the self-government 

of autonomous people”. Furthermore, Morozov (2013a) warns that the elevation of non-

intervention as a principle of international law, championed by the same states, can quash 

democracy at the domestic level.  

Thus, my analysis coincides with Morozov (2013a) on two points. Firstly, as discussed above, 

my analysis has unveiled the disavowal of internal politics associated with Russia’s 

international plea for equality of states, simultaneously showcasing the analytical utility of 
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ultrapolitics in this regard. Secondly, I agree with Morozov that the vison articulated by the 

discourse is not an egalitarian world order, but rather an international oligarchy. Fully in line 

with this, my analysis finds that Russia mixes political discourse with depoliticizing discourses, 

including an archipolitical image of a world order where some states have special tasks and 

places. Thus, Russia’s politics are not politics after all, merely efforts directed towards 

rearranging rather than eliminating international hierarchy.  

Nevertheless, I maintain that one feature of Russia’s discourse holds some promise for 

‘international democracy’. The political representations of laws and gaps remain a challenge 

to consensus-based decision-making and clubs of special states. As Morozov (2008, 152) 

emphasized in an earlier article, Russia’s plea for a universal ‘democracy’ concept freed from 

Western control has, in principle, “a great liberating potential”. In promoting this argument, I 

do not mean to argue that the Russian official discourse on the whole is liberating, even when 

taking it at face value. As exposed in the analysis and discussed at length in this section, this 

discourse is depoliticizing in several ways. Furthermore, by looking at Russia’s practice, the  

banner of sovereignty exposes the paradox that the Russian state has violated the sovereignty 

of several states in its ‘near abroad’ (cf. Deyermond 2016). Nevertheless, the political 

representations in themselves – the gap between equality and inequality as a stage for arguing 

wrong, and law as an inscription of equality and a power to be maximized (Rancière 1999, 88) 

– are given a prominent place in the discourse.  

5.2.3 DEPOLITICIZATION AND POPULISM FROM ABOVE 

While this thesis has not investigated populism as such, the examination of parapolitical and 

metapolitical discourses spurred findings that add crucial insights to previous accounts of 

“populism from above” in Russia and elsewhere. As such, my analysis concurs with the works 

of Casula (2013) and Malinova (2020), who find that Putinism, as a case of populism from 

above, constructs a good system/bad system dichotomy and places the President on the good 

side. Casula also underscores the depoliticizing nature of this construction. The present thesis 

supports the conclusion of a discursively divided system. However, my analysis finds that the 

populist division is produced by parapolitics and metapolitics in tandem. 

I argue that the good/bad system dichotomy proposed by Casula and Malinova is a variety of 

a depoliticizing discourse comprised of parapolitics and metapolitics. Parapolitics splits the 

system in manageable, “disagreeing” parts, and metapolitics sorts the parts according to 
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dichotomies between form and content, ideal and real. Consequently, instead of a good/bad 

dichotomy, the present analysis finds that the principal dichotomy driving populism from above 

is a metapolitical divide of forms/reality. In the official Russian discourse, depoliticizing 

representations of gaps between form and reality create a dichotomy between the authentic-

knowing-caring system on one side and the detached-bureaucratic-self-interested system on 

the other, coupling President Putin with the former. I therefore argue that the discursive 

construction of authenticity – the ‘real’ realm, and, crucially, the president’s connection with 

it – is a populist version of discursive depoliticization that can be mobilized from above. 

As such, this analysis should be of interest to the theoretical study of populism in general, and 

in particular for debates regarding populism’s emancipatory potential. While prominent 

theoreticians, notably Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau 2005; Jacobs 2018) embrace populism as a 

strategy for the democratic left, the present thesis supports the understanding of populism and 

depoliticization as twin concepts. In my analysis, populist representations of gaps aided 

discursive depoliticization. This indicates that depoliticized populism can work to disable gaps 

as a stage for democratic action, which goes back to the core of Rancière’s (1999) 

depoliticization theory. For Rancière, the gap between equal rights on paper and lived 

inequality is a wrong to be argued, so gaps make up a platform for disagreement that enables 

politics proper. The essence of depoliticization is to disable these gaps by interpreting them in 

specific ways. The analysis therefore indicates that populist discourses are easily depoliticized 

at the hands of political leaders. Populism identifies gaps, but populism in power can translate 

the populist gaps into depoliticization discourses. As the analysis displayed, para- and 

metapolitics in tandem appear tailored to rid populism of its emancipatory potential, to the 

benefit of authoritarian leaders. 

In order to understand the power embedded in the populist-depoliticizing construction that 

places the ‘good system’ and the people on the same, ‘real’ side, it is instructive to look at how 

the discourse constructs the relationship between the state and the people. The analysis of 

parapolitics revealed that the Russian discourse represents the people as atomized and 

individualized, needing the state’s tailored help. An additional nuance discussed in the chapter 

on methodology is that the people is discursively robbed of agency through a consistent subject 

positioning: the state acts, people receive. Furthermore, this relationship comes across as 

legitimate in the discourse, possibly because a part of the state – the good/real system – knows 

what the people wants. For example, Putin refers to how he knows that the people are frustrated 
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with municipal garbage handling systems because the question was raised during his yearly 

‘direct line’ endeavor. This points to a powerful resource for populism in power: If the 

discourse constructs ‘the good system’ as having intimate knowledge of ‘real’ people’s ‘real’ 

problems – i.e. through constructing a real/ideal gap and linking the good system with the real 

side, together with the real people – it is natural that all political agency rests with the good 

system, and not the people.  

As such, the present analysis adds to current debates on populism in power. While comparative 

scholars have noted the paradox that political elites often mobilize the anti-elitist populist 

ideology (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017, 73–75), my study has investigated how depoliticizing 

discourses enable this mobilization. As such, populism from above is more than a rhetorical 

strategy to legitimize non-democratic practices, as suggested by an earlier study on populism 

in hybrid regimes (Robinson and Milne 2017) – it also works to depoliticize the political space 

in itself. Furthermore, as the real/ideal gap proved the most important figure of depoliticizing 

populism in my analysis, my findings indicate that the literature may beneficially direct its 

attention away from the people/elite (and the corresponding good/corrupt) dichotomy and 

towards claims of the real. Based on this thesis’ findings, I draw the preliminary conclusion 

that while populism may have emancipatory potential, it might just as well be mobilized by 

rulers, flipped and used in tandem with depoliticizing discourses. When political elites play on 

depoliticizing discourses, populism from above becomes a forceful way to not only neutralize 

gaps between ideals and lived reality, but also to tie the leadership to the people, as they are on 

the same (the real) side of the gap. As such, my findings indicate how populism at the hands 

of rulers can contribute to democratic erosion, and that the relationship between populism in 

power and depoliticization merits focused study going forward.  

5.2.4 ‘DEMOCRACY’ IN SCHOLARSHIP 

As demonstrated in this thesis, ‘democracy’ remains contested and contradictory. Instead of 

either abandoning ‘democracy’ and other key concepts, or pretending that they are fixed and 

neutral, what should we do? Concluding his analysis of democracy’s inherent paradoxes, 

Magun (2013, 41) advises that in “the field of contradictions, one must look for a utopian 

synthesis, which can only provisionally be realized”. Lawson (2008, 886) maintain that 

‘democracy’ must be salvaged from both elusiveness and itemization through a dialectic 
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between difference and universality. The way forward must therefore be directed at 

democracy’s contradictions, ambiguity, and its embeddedness in power. 

Some scholars emphasize where and how to look for ‘democracy’ in order to ground the 

concept with those whom democracy is supposed to be the rule of, namely the people. Schaffer 

(Schaffer and Cheesman n.d.) recommends to “elucidate” social science concepts in general 

using three strategies: grounding, locating, and exposing, respectively. These focus on bringing 

in the understandings of laypeople, variation over times and tongues, and unveiling the power 

at work in ostensibly neutral concept-making. In this, Schaffer takes an anti-elitist position to 

conceptual formation, privileging the study of day-to-day conceptual use and oral over written 

sources (Soss 2017). Arguably, this approach is more in line with the interpretivist turn away 

from the positivist propensity to study humans and their evaluations as objects, instead of 

engaging with them as thinking and acting subjects (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014). In a 

related vein, Lisa Wedeen (2004) provides two interpretivists alternatives to the large-N, 

electoralist methodology of studying ‘democracy’. The first is a Wittgensteinian approach, 

which entails investigation of the use of the democracy concept as it manifests in and relates 

to practices. This method allows dialectical thinking about concepts, illuminating the way we 

think about concepts and uncovering conceptual conflicts and “how concepts reflects tensions 

between ideal standards and their practical realization” (Wedeen 2004, 283). A different 

approach, which Wedeen (2004) calls “semiotic-practical”, examines what language does and 

how it is inscribed in power practices that produce political effects. This approach directs 

scholarly attention towards “animated worlds of peaceful contestation and political 

argumentation […], to other dimensions of what might be construed as ‘democratic’ practice” 

(Wedeen 2004, 285). 

Oren (2014) has called for reflexive examinations of concept use in the social sciences. Oren’s 

(2014) call is partly motivated by his own research, which revealed that the operationalization 

of ‘democracy’ in American political science was deeply influenced by which states America 

saw as its allies or its Others. In this work, Oren (1995, 153) concluded that “the coding rules 

defining democracy are better understood as a time-bound product of America’s historical 

international circumstances than as the timeless exogenous force that they are presumed to be”. 

The way that scholarly concepts declare themselves neutral – while in fact, they are deeply 

embedded in (for instance) images of Self and Other in the international realm – lays bare the 

need for social sciences to be reflexive about the concepts employed. Hence, Oren (2014, 315) 
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urges scholars to direct social science back upon itself and be reflexive about the “social and 

intellectual unconscious” of researchers. 

The need for reflexivity is not a niche concern, but applies to the scholarly community as a 

whole. Theoreticians have a collective duty of strong reflexivity – the research community must 

scrutinize the assumptions and ideological underpinnings of their colleagues (Ish-Shalom 2011, 

992–93). This reflexivity is grounded in the power entrenched in forming a key concept like 

‘democracy’, which I discussed at the thesis’ outset, and the power that pervades knowledge 

production in general, as Foucault brought to the fore (Dunn and Neumann 2016). Much is at 

stake, since, as Morozov (2013b, 9) warned, certain theories of ‘democracy’ directly contribute 

to depoliticization. Rancière is even more skeptical of scholarly practice, arguing that social 

sciences originate in and perpetuate Platonian archipolitics, and that there is an “oligarchic 

alliance” between wealth and science (Rancière 2014, 78).  

In conclusion, I believe that scholarship and policy on democracy is lead astray if they study 

democracy as identical to – and measurable by comparison to – Western realities. As Lawson 

(2008) has argued, democracy as a realistic utopia must be approached from the ground-up. 

Alternatively, scholars may study threats to democratic practice through the lens of discursive 

depoliticization, unveiling both the power and the contingency of the police order. While 

‘democracy’ often proves elusive, the power of the status quo is near omnipresent.  

5.3 AVENUES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

This section suggests possibilities for future research on discursive depoliticization. Since this 

thesis has aimed to make both a theoretical and an empirical contribution, the empirical analysis 

was necessarily quite narrow in terms of sources. Therefore, I stake out possible directions for 

broadening the empirical scope. Next, I discuss some theoretical aspects that may be addressed 

if the framework is to be developed further. 

5.3.1 BROADEN SCOPE AND SOURCES 

While this study was quite limited in temporal scope, studies of discursive depoliticization in 

Russia’s near and distant past would probably prove very fruitful. For instance, Makarychev 

(2008b) notes that the idea of sobornost’ resembles archipolitics. Sobornost’ is a notion 

developed by the Slavophile thinker Khomiakov, a prominent figure in the Slavophiles-
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Westernizers debate in imperial Russia in the 1840s (Berdjajev 2012). The Slavophiles greatly 

emphasized organic and holistic values, and sobornost’ denotes a collective form of freedom 

and existence (Berdjajev 2012, 223). The long history of archipolitical representations in the 

Russian discourse suggests that conceptual history should be included in future studies on 

depoliticization.  

Furthermore, future studies should address the democratic discourse in Russia’s recent past 

through the prism of depoliticization. Russia’s post-Soviet transition period presents itself as 

especially relevant. While the democratic telos of the 1991 revolution was generally shared 

initially, the transition led to a radical worsening of the economic conditions for the majority 

of citizens and alienated them from the idea of democracy – and from the West, which this idea 

was deeply entangled with (Morozov 2015, 106–7). While, notably, Ortmann (2007) has 

provided a valuable account of the meaning(s) of ‘democracy’ in the 1990s, the period remains 

understudied. In particular, studies should address the intertextual links between the democracy 

discourse of the 1990s and 2000s onwards, the vital importance of which is indicated by recent 

scholarship. Malinova (2020) finds that the ‘the turbulent 1990s’ is a key discursive resource 

in the legitimization of Putin’s rule, and Østbø (2017, 212) observes that spiritual-moral values 

and the siege mentality play on agonizing memories of Russia’s belittlement in the 1990s. Thus, 

the framework developed in this thesis could serve to study depoliticization of the democracy 

discourse in this crucial period, both in terms of continuity and rupture.  

Beyond the Russian context, future studies could look at discourses in other countries or in 

international fora. As a novel way to study democratic decline, the thesis recommends its 

framework for studying the potential discursive depoliticization of other ‘hybrid’ or 

authoritarian states. Candidates abound. As a prominent example, China emphasizes their own 

development model as an alternative to Western democratic capitalism (Kurlantzick 2013), and 

archipolitics/ultrapolitics is probably a fruitful analytical concept for unlocking China’s so-

called “politics of harmony” (cf. Hagström and Nordin 2019). Turning to the international 

realm, this thesis has described a (partly) political rebellion from Russia, arguing the gap 

between equal sovereignty and unequal terms for states in the Western-dominated order. 

Therefore, it would be useful to utilize the framework of discursive depoliticization on Western 

discourse, either as an aggregated West or individual states. Can we speak of the Western 

liberal internationalism (however defined) as a police order? A more ambitious alternative is 

to study the international discourse as one complex, in which different states engage with each 
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other. This thesis’ framework can be used to trace both depoliticizing discourses – in particular, 

the alleged policing of the West – and political disruptions from states that “demand a recount”. 

Such analysis would contribute to debates about what ‘international democracy’ could entail,  

and address the degree to which the “great liberating potential” (Morozov 2008, 152) of 

attempts to decenter democracy from Western hegemony are realized.  

Whereas the present thesis has only dealt with the discourse of the political leadership, future 

studies may broaden the scope to include oppositional or epistemic discourses. While my 

analysis found that the leadership’s discourse is predominantly depoliticized, it is an open 

empirical question whether depoliticization characterizes the wider discourse as well. The 

literature indicates that both civil society and the academic field in Russia are more pluralistic 

than commonly assumed. For example, Cheskin and March (2015) have observed that political 

contestation come in many varieties in Russian civil society. As regards the Russian landscape 

of think tanks, Bacon (2018, 9) finds substantial ideational variation in what he describes as a 

“managed plurality”. Marginal discourses, including intellectual discourse, are important 

because ideas that first appear on the fringes can find their way into the state’s position (Hansen 

2006) as has been the case in Russia (Neumann 2017). Therefore, I recommend future studies 

of discursive (de)politicization to tackle discourses of civil society, epistemic communities or 

other oppositional/marginal discourses in Russia. 

Finally, while this thesis has limited itself to textual sources, a broader approach to different 

media would certainly enrichen the analysis. In its theoretical focus, the thesis assigns a key 

role to the discursive mediation of written egalitarian laws. Looking beyond traditional texts, 

for instance by studying images, statues or protest meetings, could therefore be especially 

useful. In principle, everything can be read as text (Dunn and Neumann 2016, 44) and studied 

through discourse analysis. One photograph suggesting that image analysis is a rewarding path, 

was taken during a 2019 protest in Moscow (Feldman 2019): A young boy is taken to the van 

of the riot police. He is wrapped in the Russian flag, holding up a printed copy of the Russian 

constitution in his hand as he ducks inside the paddy wagon. Yet another possibility would be 

to study expressions of politics, democracy or depoliticization in buildings, public spaces, and 

the like. Yanow (2014a) argues that social scientists should direct their attention to built spaces, 

as they play a pivotal role in shaping and understanding human action. Indeed, Rancière’s 

(1999) concepts have a clear spatial quality: the police order is a distribution of bodies and 

places, where everyone has a place and stays in it, and gaps constitute stages for disagreement. 
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Thus, future studies of both politics and its negations can benefit from a broad conception of 

what constitutes relevant empirical data. 

5.3.2 IMPROVE THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

While the thesis has developed a conceptual framework of discursive depoliticization that 

proved fruitful in empirical analysis, I have not explored alternatives in any exhaustive way. 

There are numerous theoretical and methodological perspectives that are not examined here as 

alternatives or supplements, due to limited time, space and knowledge. Potential candidates 

include securitization theory – the discursive construction of external security threats and the 

corresponding construed unity of the threatened inside (Wilhelmsen 2017) – and memory 

studies, which allows for investigations of how power is at work in re-presentations of the past 

(Malinova 2020). Regarding the former, the securitization concept has undeniable theoretical 

affinities with ultrapolitics, but I eschewed debating possible overlaps in order to not 

overburden the thesis with theory. Regarding the latter, its relevance was revealed by the 

empirical analysis. The Second World War occupies a prominent place in the discourse studied, 

coupled with representations of unity, tradition and morals. This points to the relevance of 

collective memory in discourses of depoliticization. The relationship between depoliticization 

and securitization, as well as between depoliticization and memory, thus present themselves as 

interesting lanes for future research. 

Alternatively, future studies may target how Othering is at work in discursive depoliticization. 

Othering denotes the discursive production of national identity and foreign policy through 

juxtaposing representations of the Self and the Other (cf. Hansen 2006). The empirical analysis 

undertaken here indicates that Othering may be important for some types of depoliticization. 

Firstly, the Othering of a ‘false’ Europe rendering Russia its ‘true’ counterpart arguably 

supports an archipolitical representation of the Russian political community. The false Europe 

discursive position has a long history in Russian discourse, but has become more significant 

under Putin, and is associated with domestic repercussions against ‘false’ Europe’s “fifth 

column” inside Russia (Neumann 2017; Morozov 2015). Partly, the ultrapolitical discourse 

described in my analysis, which suppresses internal antagonisms by presenting the West as 

dangerous and destabilizing, can also be analyzed as Othering. Furthermore, a metapolitical 

Othering of the West’s “rules” and covert agenda has been discussed at length. Metapolitical 

Othering can depoliticize because it constructs all international norms promoted by the West 

as false, rendering “Western” varieties of democracy and human rights mere hypocrisy. As 
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regards parapolitics, however, it is hard to imagine what that parapolitical Othering would 

entail. Moreover, several varieties of archi-, ultra- and metapolitics unearthed using my ideal-

types table are not captured by Othering as an analytical lens. Hence, while the concept of 

Othering cannot replace the ideal-type framework developed in this thesis, it can be valuable 

as an additional heuristic devise in the study of discursive depoliticization. 

Future studies can also engage critically with Rancière’s theory as well as with 

poststructuralism and its assumptions. As discussed initially, a disadvantage of my 

synthesizing approach is the relative lack of critical discussions of the theories employed, as 

well as discussions of alternatives. For one thing, I have not engaged with criticism of Rancière 

to any substantial degree. Duong (2014, 44–45), for example, finds Rancière’s conception of 

“the part” ahistorical, and while she considers his theory of politics valuable ”as a gesture in 

emptying essentialism out of political subjects and teleology out of politics […], it fails to 

address what goes on before, around, and after the type of extraordinary event that counts, 

under Rancière’s definition, as the practice of politics proper”. I find Duong’s objections 

compelling, but primarily if Rancière’s theory of politics is evaluated as an all-encompassing 

theory. Rather, I employ his concepts of politics, police and depoliticization as heuristic devices 

(as ideal-types) to grasp something – not everything – crucial about politics and its denials in 

contemporary contexts. I am certain that there are made ample objections to be made towards 

Rancière’s conceptual framework that an ideal thesis would have addressed. My chief defense 

is the necessary limitations any thesis must make under the conditions of restricted time and 

space.  

Finally, while the framework proved analytically productive, it should be improved in terms of 

parsimony and clarity. First and foremost, it is necessary to refine the concepts developed. In 

particular, laws/institutions and gaps remain broad and somewhat opaque in their 

conceptualization. Secondly, the ideal-type table should be refined and simplified. While 

instructive, it is unnecessary wordy in its present form. To achieve clarity and parsimony, future 

studies may benefit both from revisiting Rancière, but first and foremost by bringing the 

framework into dialogue with new empirical material.  
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5.4 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This thesis concludes that research on democratic decline should address the discursive realm, 

and it recommends the framework of discursive depoliticization as productive in that respect. 

As discussed, the framework holds promise to bring together the study of various phenomena 

characteristic of Russia and other ‘hybrid’ or authoritarian regimes. This includes ‘value turns’, 

‘managed’ opposition and civil society, and formal versus informal institutions. The 

framework also sheds lights on why illiberal rebellions that espouse ‘true diversity’ and state 

sovereignty are inherently prone to depoliticization. Thirdly, the analysis unearthed a 

theoretical connection between depoliticization and populism mobilized from above. On the 

whole, the approach bridges a disciplinary gap between comparative politics and international 

relations in research on democracy. As such, discursive depoliticization is relevant for 

contemporary debates in academic as well as the broader public conversation. 

However, this thesis constitutes but a first conception of the framework. In particular, I expect 

that the ideal-type table and its concepts can be made more parsimonious, and that a dialogue 

with other theories will add value. Moreover, future studies should expand the empirical scope 

both within and beyond Russia. As this thesis has showcased, theorizing discursive 

depoliticization is a circular process between concepts and empirics. As such, framework 

development and broadening of sources go hand in hand.  
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Žižek, Slavoj. 2006. The Universal Exception. London: Continuum. 

 

  



 100 

7 APPENDIX: EMPIRICAL SOURCES OVERVIEW 

 

TEXTS ANALYZED IN PILOT ANALYSIS 

Short name Description Domain 

international/domestic 

Words 

Poslanie 

Prezidenta 2020 

The most recent of the yearly 

Presidential addresses (Poslaniya 

Prezidenta), addresses held by the 

President to the Parliament’s 

upper chamber, the Federation 

Council. In the 2020 speech, held 

on January 15th, Vladimir Putin 

introduced the need for 

constitutional reforms. 

Domestic 7960 

Financial Times 

interview with 

V.V Putin 2019 

The editor of Financial Times 

Lionel Barber interviewed 

Vladimir Putin on a range of 

questions, the majority of which 

dealt with international relations, 

on the eve of the G20 summit in 

June 2019. The interview was 

exclusively given to the Financial 

Times.  

International 9650 

UN statement 

2019 

The Russian Federation’s 

statement at the yearly General 

debate at the United Nations in 

September 2019. The statement 

was held by Foreign Minister 

Sergey Lavrov. 

International 2169 
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TEXTS ANALYZED IN MAIN ANALYSIS 

Short name Description Domain 

international/domestic 

Words 

Poslanie 

Prezidenta 

2019  

Putin’s yearly address from February 

2019. 

Domestic 10139 

Foreign 

Policy 

Concept 

2016 

Following the events of 2014, the 

Russian Federation updated their 

strategic documents: the Military 

Doctrine (2014), the National Security 

Strategy (2015) and Foreign Policy 

Concept (2016). This is the last of these 

documents. It is published by the 

Foreign Ministry and was approved by 

the President in November 2016. 

International 8562 

Poslanie 

Prezidenta 

2015 

Putin’s yearly address from December 

2015, shortly after the Syria campaign 

was launched. 

Domestic 6390 

UN 

Statement 

2019 

Statement at United Nations General 

Assembly 2015 by President V.V. Putin. 

International 2476 

TASS 

interview 7, 

2020 

Part 7 of the TASS News Agency’s “20 

questions with Vladimir Putin”: “On 

civil society and foreign agents”. 

Released March 3, 2020. 

Domestic 1001 

TASS 

Interview 

17, 2020 

Part 17 of TASS News Agency’s “20 

questions with Vladimir Putin”: 

“On public sentiment and plans after 

2024”. Released March 19, 2020. 

Domestic 858 

 


