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Short bio: 
IRYNA SHUVALOVA is an independent scholar from Kyiv, Ukraine, based in Nanjing, China. She holds a PhD in Slavonic Studies from the University of Cambridge, where she was a Gates Cambridge scholar, and an MA in Comparative Literature from Dartmouth College, where she was a Fulbright scholar. Her most recent publications in REGION: Regional Studies of Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia (2021) and in East/West: Journal of Ukrainian Studies (2022) explore the construction of identity narratives during the Russo-Ukrainian war through the prism of popular songs, while her 2021 essay "The Mova I Live In" featured in the Los Angeles Review of Books examines multilingualism in the Ukrainian society. Her forthcoming book is titled “Donbas Is My Sparta”: Identity and Belonging in the Songs of the Russo-Ukrainian War. 

Abstract:
Since the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of the war in the Donbas in 2014, Russia has pursued its neo-imperial ambitions in Ukraine not only through covert and, later, open military actions but also through disinformation and propaganda. In the context of these efforts aimed at conquering territory through controlling the minds, culture has become a particularly prominent medium ensuring the establishment of symbolic Russianness before, or even, possibly, instead, of the permanent re-drawing of the actual political borders of occupied Ukrainian territories.

In the Russia-controlled regions, culture is actively used to construct and popularize new ready-made identities intended to substitute the sense of Ukrainianness in local people. These symbolic constructs, while all positioned as Russian in their essence, at the same time, attempt to retain ties with the regional microhistories. Some of such propaganda initiatives have been more successful than others. For instance, the ‘Novorossiia’ project that, in 2014, attempted to promote a shared identity in the Donbas (and, potentially, in the southern regions of Ukraine) has failed to take off. However, instead, the symbolic construct of ‘Opolchenie’ (literally, ‘the Insurgence’ – a heroic image based on fake history and imagining what is purported to be a grassroots rebellion of the people of Donbas against the ‘fascist junta’ in Kyiv) has become a relatively popular rallying point, helpful for generating pro-Russian sentiment in the region. By examining the logic that governs the creation and dissemination of such prosthetic identities, we can not only gain a better understanding of the dynamics in the occupied parts of Ukraine but also come up with more effective strategies for countering Russian propaganda in Ukraine and beyond.

In my paper, I will attempt to systemize broadly the key cultural strategies used to construct the symbolic space of Russianness in Ukrainian territories. My survey will include Crimea and Donbas, as well as the recently occupied Kherson and Zaporizhzhia. I will pinpoint the most popular cultural mediums used for propaganda purposes, including literature, film, music, and visual art; identify the key narratives communicated through those mediums; and briefly highlight their reception by the target audiences. By examining the use of cultural weapons in the Russo-Ukrainian war, I aim to emphasize the importance of studying the cultural dimension of this conflict for a full understanding of its geopolitical implications.  

