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Abstract:
Creativity is seen as the driving force of human evolution. An interpretation which will be expanded upon in this paper 

is that of creativity as an instrument in the emancipation of women. The aim of this article is to expose and analyze the 
ways in which apparel may be instrumented in the construction of a new identity geared towards a contesting feminist 
goal. This approach is of interest considering the social pressure women face with the aim of having them conform to 
pre-established social norms and roles. In spite of this, contemporary society is witness to individuals’ tendencies to 
renew or reinvent themselves in light of ever-changing social values. Nowadays, identity becomes a construct which 
depends on the way in which individuals define, perceive and interpret themselves and how they present themselves 
to others; while the adoption of a certain style of apparel is a social action which can attempt to espouse a symbolic 
resistance to the dominant social order as an expression of democratic sentiment. This research deals with the various 
aspects of identity construction, emphasizing the role of choice of apparel in the expression and support of feminist 
values. The case of Madonna and a few contemporary feminist groups, such as the punk group Pussy Riot, which made 
itself (in)famous through several performances which engaged in a public criticism of the objectification of the female 
body, serve as our main research subjects. An analysis of signs present in apparel points to and challenges women’s 
submission to the cultural standard. To this purpose, the artists use apparel as a way of expressing ideas. The results 
of this study can serve in explaining the transformations observed in present-day urban fashion and also point to the 
reinvigoration of feminism in the younger generations.
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Introduction

In post-modernity, political regimes are 
challenged by the regimes of image (Bertini 
2014). The stake of this opposition is the very 
statute of postmodern political action. The 
place of protest is no longer the physical lo-
cation of the action but the image, which rep-
resents the substance, the material and sym-
bolic reality of the confrontation. The image 

EKPHRASIS, 1/2015
CREATIVE BOYCOTT

pp. 62-79

Alexandra-Oana IRIMESCU 
Université Lumière Lyon 2, Lyon

Email: alexandra.irimescu@gmail.com



63Body, Fashion and Transgression – The Aftermath of Creative Performance

embodies a reality which it creates on the same occasion, when it becomes perfor-
mance, or in other words, it creates what it shows the moment it shows it (Bertini 2014, 
31). Even if image alone is not capable of sparking a revolution, it can easily serve as a 
tool in peaceful, symbolic protests.

This is the very strategy of the feminist group Pussy Riot, which has gained world-
wide att ention after it organized unannounced and provocative performances aimed 
at the authorities, who did not delay in responding, thereby showing the limits of 
free speech in Russia. The choice for this particular research subject was infl uenced 
by the world-wide interest that Putin’s Russia sparks, given how it is a source of dis-
agreement and uneasiness for western states and especially for its neighbours. Hence, 
through spectacular appearances, the image that the feminist group managed to cre-
ate is one which has the potential to elicit violent reactions from the authorities. On 
this occasion, the feminist group managed to discredit political power while also set-
ting the agenda for national and international mass-media. This performative image 
fulfi lls what it illustrates, a discrediting of male domination. 

Another reason for this choice of subject is that it illustrates a practical example of 
what Anne Harris (2014) calls a creative turn. In other words, the move from a type of 
performative creativity, inseparably connected to corporal performance towards vir-
tual creativity. Starting from Judith Butler’s (1990) interpretation of performativity as 
a repetitive act which is constitutive to the proliferation of gender and sexual identi-
ty, Harris defi nes creativity as “similarly irreducible to a single identity or fi xed per-
son, but rather becomes exemplary of a series of acts, performed in both embodied and 
disembodied ways, which eventually lead to thoughts, values and ritual practices cul-
turally constituted as ‘creativity’. This set of meanings is changing and in this book 
is identifi ed as a creative turn” (Anne Harris 2014, 4). Therefore, the notion of creative 
turn illustrates the fusion between a physical (embodied) space and a digital (disem-
bodied) space in rituals and the construction of identity. In the case of the actions or-
ganized by Pussy Riot, the group’s site, LiveJournal, played a key part in obtaining in-
ternational recognition and success. First of all, this is due to the fact that the digital 
space of expression and action of the group, extended through repeated uploads on 
YouTube, served as support for preparing and announcing the performance which 
took place in the Cathedral of Jesus Christ the Savior in Moscow, but also for explain-
ing the intentions of the group, which were otherwise hard to infer and easy to mis-
interpret. Secondly, but no less important than the preparation and announcement 
phase, by acting in the virtual space, the group can prove the meticulousness of their 
prepared action as well as the reactions aroused from those who witnessed the enact-
ment of the performance proper. Therefore, the ingenious conjugation of the embod-
ied and digital actions aided the feminist group in escaping the invisibility of margin-
al actions and, by blatantly opposing Russian authorities, to break past borders, over-
coming an otherwise diffi  cult set-back.

One must mention the fact that these feminists are part of what is known in the lit-
erature as well as amongst the militant wings as Third Wave feminism, which has ap-
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peared at the beginning of the 1990’s, aiming to overthrow the patriarchal order and 
espousing a critique of neoliberal globalization which also lends certain paradigms 
to radical democracy1 (Froidevaux-Mett erie 2015, 219) Therefore, these feminists mo-
bilize specifi c repertoires of action, counting on either militant humor or a spectacu-
lar coup de théâtre. This type of feminism, as one can ascertain from the feminists who 
make up Pussy Riot, integrates in their modus operandi the Internet and access to in-
formation and communication technology in order to make themselves heard through-
out the world. 21st-century feminism must be regarded in the terms of an identity con-
fusion which requires noticing the myriad of forms of discrimination that women are 
subjected to.2 (Froidevaux-Mett erie 2015, 245). These militants tend to join light, hor-
izontal organizations; leading to the revaluation of “street feminism”, which distin-
guishes itself from “chair feminism” especially through its preferred course of action3 
(Lamoureux 2006). In light of the above, this paper aims at refi ning the understand-
ing of third-wave feminism through a clear-cut and pertinent example off ered by the 
Russian punk group Pussy Riot, who aims its critique at political and religious lead-
ers, counting on women’s capacity to act and react against the patriarchal order – a 
phenomenon known in the literature on feminism as female empowerment. This exam-
ple also reminds of Riot Grrrls, another punk feminist group from America which at 
the beginnings of the Third Wave found itself revolting against the sexism and and-
rocentrism of the North-American Punk-Rock scene by organizing an underground 
feminist musical movement. Moreover, this study aims to support more optimistic in-
terpretations of the democratic potential of the Internet, as demonstrated in the case 
of Pussy Riot.

Many postmodern theories place media culture at the privileged center of identi-
ty implosion and fragmentation. Fashion proves to be a domain of imagination and 
creativity where anyone can construct the image they desire. In this context, search-
ing for identity in physical appearance leads to the emergence of malleable identities, 
under the infl uence of new forces, models and styles. Postmodern identities are litt le 
more than a game, a pose, a guise which one can easily discard in favor of a new ap-
pearance or look, identities which are abandoned when they are all used up, easily re-
placeable and fi tt ing for the postmodern carnival (Kellner 2001, 307).

Judith Butler (1989) argues that gender does not exist prior to its cultural and so-
cial performance. Therefore, communication and gender build themselves reciprocal-
ly, they articulate and correlate themselves within the boundaries of a communicational 
gender contract (Bertini 2006). Gender performativity implies its reproduction but also 
some discrepancies and transgression. The latt er is the subject of special att ention, as 
it demonstrates the role played by the media as an arena of debate and undermines 
hegemonic social norms (Julliard 2012).

In this sense, the example provided by Madonna is emblematic for media culture as 
the pop star proves, through personal example, that identity is a construct, that it can 
be in continual change, updated through personal will to changing times. Therefore, 
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Madonna’s message regarding the use of apparel and sexuality with the aim of redefi n-
ing identity sets the stage for later performative parades, put into practice by feminists 
such as those from Pussy Riot or Femen, as movements which establish and prove the 
power of performative images, as forms of postmodern action put into practice through 
the use of image (Biscarrat et al. 2014). Therefore, Madonna’s relevance to this sub-
ject is that she has created a precedent in “media culture” (Kellner 2001) through her 
critique of the social construction of gender (Schwichtenberg 2009), which combines 
music, apparel, performance and also the use of religious symbols. Madonna’s bot-
tom-line message concerning the use of fashion and sexuality is that you can do and 
say whatever you want, you can be anything you want and the construction of an in-
dividual’s identity begins with his choice in apparel, with his image (Kellner 2001, 335). 
Even if Russian feminists, as other women of their generation, have had the model of 
Madonna during their formative years, one cannot assume a direct infl uence of that 
model on their actions as a protest group as long as Pussy Riot themselves do not con-
fi rm such a hypothesis. Conversely, one can take notice of the support that the group 
has garnered from Madonna during the trial as well as after their release from pris-
on. During a concert in Moscow, the pop star pleads for the release of the women who 
were awaiting judgment: “I know there are many sides to every story, and I mean no dis-
respect to the Church or the government. But I think that these three girls - Masha, Katya, 
Nadya - I think that they have done something courageous. I think they have paid the price for 
this act. And I pray for their freedom.”4 Following this introduction, the singer shows up 
on stage wearing a balaclava and bra while the group’s name was writt en on her back. 
Moreover, in interviews off ered on this subject, Madonna identifi es with the group 
with regard to the “delicate” relations she has had with the Church over time: “Yes, 
I have also upset the Church many times”, “Several times they wanted to excommunicate me 
from the Catholic Church. Yes, I didn’t end up in prison for this, but that is because I live in 
a free country and not in Russia.”5 The diff erence between her and Pussy Riot being, as 
Madonna has put it, the type of regime in place in the country in which they chose to 
protest. Following their release, Madonna continued to support and promote the two 
members of the group which served time by inviting them at Amnesty International’s 
New York concert, something which has upset the other members of the group, who 
see this as a sidetracking from their original cause.6

The choice is therefore made to discuss this performative communication device 
put into play by the feminist group Pussy Riot in the manner in which it was thought 
out and presented by them to the public. Therefore, this analysis will comprise the fol-
lowing dimension: 1) performance action which is rehearsed, directed, fi lmed and dis-
seminated on the Internet with the goal of rendering their intentions and future ac-
tions intelligible by all; 2) the performance proper, which took place in the Cathedral 
of Christ the Savior in Moscow, which was interrupted by security personnel but was 
recorded and posted on YouTube; 3) the methods of constructing transnational media 
reception (which imply the reception of the performance in mass-media, mobilizing 
international supporters and polarizing the Russian public which took to the streets).
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Methodological and conceptual considerations

Polly McMichael (2013) sees this performance as a product specifi cally designed to 
be disseminated over the Internet. Hence the performance in the cathedral is continued 
online (McMichael 2013, 110). For this reason, the current essay focuses on this specifi c 
performance of Pussy Riot, available in video form on YouTube.7 However, aside from 
the original performance, the group’s members uploaded both in their LiveJournal8 as 
well as on YouTube a video in which the message of their performance as well as the 
lyrics of their song is much more apparent. The performance therefore becomes, in the 
virtual space, accessible to the national and international public in several versions 
which complement each other, with the purpose of clearly illustrating the feminists’ 
intentions. This creative turn, as Anne Harris (2014) calls it, which reunites a physical, 
embodied performance, accessible only to a small number of people, and a virtual per-
formance, one which is unstoppable and unchangeable by the intervention of security 
personnel guarantees the transmission of an unadulterated message to the internation-
al public. In this fashion, anyone who is interested in the group’s action and decides 
to not limit themselves to the media’s interpretation, regardless of where they reside 
in the world, can access Pussy Riot’s performance and can express their support, ap-
proval or disapproval as well as their ideas and feelings regarding their actions. This 
extension of the cathedral performance through uploads on the group’s LiveJournal as 
well as YouTube proves its ingenuity and power in the ability to mobilize supporters 
from beyond Russia’s borders. Fundamentally, this case is but one example of a new 
stage of democratization of contemporary societies enabled by access to the Internet. In 
a broad sense, democratization represents the gradual process whose result is a dem-
ocratic regime. The term references on the one hand an expansion of voting rights and 
on the other the strengthening of pluralism and fundamental rights – among which 
the freedom of thought and expression. Therefore, the process of democratization is 
inseparable from the existence of a public space which allows for deliberation and the 
development of an outlook which draws a parallel between the community and citi-
zenship, which fortifi es the Rule of Law9. In the present case, the meaning of democ-
ratization which is most relevant is the process of transformation from a form of au-
thoritarianism to democracy, either through a more or less deliberate democratiza-
tion of the regime en place – as is the case in the present situation – or through regime 
change.10 It is a process of democratization which is independent of the decisions of a 
certain state and which off ers a small group of citizens the possibility to oppose an op-
pressive, authoritarian regime. 

In light of the above, the focus of this paper shall be on the second version of the 
performance, with the aim of discovering to what extent the cathedral performance 
was a successful one. While the fi rst version is untouched by montage and emphasized 
the idea of a live transmission, the second version is an edited montage of two sepa-
rate recordings, one on the 19th of February 2012 at the Bogojavlensky Cathedral fol-
lowed by the group’s notorious performance at the Cathedral of Christ the Savior on 
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the 21st of February 2012. The assumption on which this analysis is based is that in the 
case of the controversial action, the musical performance, or rather, the discursive per-
formance, tends to take a backseat to the corporal performance (McKenzie 2001, 19). In 
order to bett er illustrate this, an analysis of both levels will be presented.

Herbert Blau (1983) claims that nothing is more encoded than the body (Blau 
1983, 458), and this is due to the fact that corporal performance is doubly encoded 
(Auslander 1997, 90), on the one hand by the codes of a certain performance and on the 
other by the social discourse that norms it. Hence, in the case of the cathedral perfor-
mance, one distinguishes two axis on the corporal level; fi rstly, one notices the special 
att ention that Pussy Riot gives to its choice of apparel and secondly, one remarks the 
meaning-bearing corporal expressivity of the protesters. With regard to the apparel, it 
is a transposition of the group’s name into its choice of clothing. The colorful balacla-
vas serve both as a means of concealing identity and as an expression of their refusal 
to permit their image to be exploited as a marketing tool.11 This piece of apparel refer-
ences both police forces and criminals who may wear black balaclavas, implicitly jux-
taposing order and violence.

In order to answer the question that has been put forth, regarding the success of the 
performance enacted by the Russian feminists, the method chosen to be employed is 
that of frame analysis. In a review of the literature pertaining to frame analysis, Benford 
and Snow12 (2000, 661) explain the descriptive as well as analytical utility of this meth-
od, which has been employed in cognitive psychology (Bateson 1972; Tversky and 
Kahneman 1989), linguistics and discourse analysis (Tannen 1993; Van Dijk 1977), in 
communication and media studies (Pan and Kosicki 1993; Scheufele 1999) as well as in 
political science and policy studies (Schon and Rein 1994; Triandafyllidou and Fotiou 
1998). In sociology, the notion of frame is closely tied to the researcher Erving Goff man 
(1974) and was defi ned as a “schemata of interpretation” that enables individuals “to 
locate, perceive, identify and label occurrences within their life space and the world at 
large” (Goff man 1974, 21).13 However, one must make the distinction between collec-
tive action frames which shall be discussed in the following paragraphs and everyday in-
terpretive frames that Goff man was referring to. What is of interest for this study is the 
fi rst type of frame as in the case of the feminist group that is under scrutiny, one can 
make out two types of collective frames, one constructed by national and internation-
al mass-media and one created by the group itself through the use of the Internet as 
means of communication to broadcast the meaning of their actions. “Collective action 
frames, like picture frames, focus att ention by punctuating or specifying what in our 
sensual fi eld is relevant and what is irrelevant, what is “in frame” and what is “out of 
frame” in relation to the object of orientation. But frames also function, perhaps even 
more importantly, as articulation mechanisms in the sense of tying together the vari-
ous punctuated elements of the scene so that one of the meanings rather than anoth-
er is conveyed, or, in the language of narrativity, one story rather than another is told 
(...). Collective action frames also perform this interpretive work via the focusing, ar-
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ticulation and transformative functions of frames, but in ways intended to activate ad-
herents, transform bystanders into supporters, exact concessions from targets, and de-
mobilize antagonists”14 (Snow et al. 2004, 384). The utility of this method resides in the 
fact that it helps understand the course and nature of the analyzed action and also the 
specifi cities of this feminist movement. Moreover, it helps in contextualizing this anal-
ysis by eliminating the ambiguity of possible interpretations.

Hank Johnston15 (2009) draws att ention to the fact that social movements are not 
just any type of performance, rather they are a particular category which he calls “op-
positional performances” (Johnston 2009, 9). These are part of the diversity of the con-
fl icts inherent in a culture and Johnston adds that “a culture is always a community 
of outsiders – in varying degrees. This helps explain new social movements – ecology, 
animal rights, gay rights, autonomy – whereby agents of resistance are created by vir-
tue of alienation from aspects of the dominant culture and through their own self-af-
fi rmation” (Johnston 2009, 10). It is in this category, that of a “new social movement” 
that one aims to place the feminist group Pussy Riot in the att empt to discern the spec-
ifi cities of their actions, focusing on their “creative turn” (Harris 2014) towards the on-
line environment in the att empt to build their own frame, their own key of interpreta-
tion for the actions undertaken. However, while video material off ered by the group 
is readily accessible, as it is posted both on the group’s site as well as on YouTube, in 
English, one cannot say the same for journal articles in the national press, as they are 
in Russian. The one accessible route for this information is through international press 
articles which present the frame that the group has built as well as their own version 
of said frame.

Pussy Riot – Who are those girls?

Pussy Riot is a Russian feminist punk band which stages performance-type ac-
tions, both unannounced and provocative towards the authorities. The meaning of 
the group’s name is revealed by the members themselves, in an interview granted to 
Amnesty International.16 Therefore, they explain the contradictory association of the 
two terms: “Pussy” has a pejorative, sexist connotation referencing women and is re-
garded as something which is gentle, obedient, it is in fact humiliating, while “Riot” 
means revolt.

The group’s inception is closely tied to the controversial reelection of Vladimir 
Putin as Russia’s president, an event which elicited protests in the capital. The group’s 
fi rst public appearances took place on the 7th of November 2011, with performanc-
es being staged in key hubs of Moscow’s public transport system. From November 
2011 to August 2012, Pussy Riot have recorded six songs, fi ve of which were per-
formed publicly and promoted on the Internet as videos: “Liberate the Cobblestones” 
(7 November 2011), “Kropotkin-vodka” (1 December 2011), “Death to Prison, Freedom 
to Protest” (14 December 2011), “Putin Pissed Himself” (20 January 2012), “Mother of 
God, Drive Putin Out!” (19 and 21 February 2012). The aim of these performances, car-
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ried out in unauthorized locations, but carrying a powerful symbolic payload, was to 
critique the Russian political system and primarily, the chief of state, Vladimir Putin. 
The group garnered national and international att ention after fi ve of its members car-
ried out a performance in front of the altar of the Cathedral of Jesus Christ the Savior 
in Moscow. The performance itself only lasted for a couple of seconds, during which 
the group’s members, accompanied by a camera crew and a few supporters and jour-
nalists, undertook an energetic and symbolically charged interpretation of one of their 
songs – “Mother of God, Drive Putin Out!” – aimed at Russia’s President. The perfor-
mance was cut short by the intervention of the cathedral’s security personnel and three 
of the performers ended up charged with hooliganism and inciting religious hatred. The 
punishment for this “sacrilege” was not immediate, as the women were arrested al-
most two weeks after the incident and not on the spot. What appeared to be an action 
with litt le in the way of consequences turned out to be a pretext for the state to exercise 
its exclusive right to more or rather less symbolic violence. Furthermore, the Russian 
state made full use of its discretionary power, the three arrested women receiving the 
treatment one would expect only for the most hardened of criminals. According to the 
defense att orney Nikolai Polozov17, nothing about the three women’s trial was “ordi-
nary”. Hence, all of the conditions were set up to have a less than equitable trial: the 
three women were placed in custody, denied bail and their defense was denied re-
quests to have more time to prepare their case.

In an att empt to reestablish its credibility, Russian authorities permitt ed the live 
broadcasting of the trial. This strategy was on the one hand aimed at creating the illu-
sion of a transparent trial while on the other to exclude direct media participation in 
the trial. What the Russian state actually managed with this was to remind everyone 
of Stalinist show-trials so common in times past. The trial was an opportunity to pres-
ent to the media the life and background of the protesters prior to the key moment of 
the performance. One discovers the age of the women, their academic background, cut 
short by their arrest, the fact that two of them, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova and Maria 
Alyokhina were mothers of young children but also activists involved in other protest 
actions aimed at challenging the established power structure. Tolokonnikova, consid-
ered the mastermind behind Pussy Riot’s actions, is also, together with her husband 
Pyotr Verzilov, part of the street-art group Voina, also known for actions aimed at 
provoking the authorities and challenging the regime. A student of philosophy, she 
formulates the group’s intentions thus: “The words e spoke and our entire punk per-
formance aim to express our disapproval of a specifi c political event: the Patriarch’s 
support of Vladimir Putin, who has taken an authoritarian and anti-feminist course. 
Our performance contained no aggression towards the audience, but only a desper-
ate desire to change the political situation in Russia for the bett er.”18 Alyokhina is a 
student at the Moscow Institute for Journalism and Creative Writing and an activ-
ist of Greenpeace Russia. Her incisive comments throughout the trial went viral on 
YouTube, making her the unoffi  cial spokesperson of the group.19 In parallel to this bi-
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ographical tracing of their histories, on state controlled television channels, an intense 
anti-Pussy Riot propaganda was being aired, further exacerbating the confusion and 
misunderstandings surrounding the group. These women were depicted as agitators 
backed by foreign governments or even agents of Satan (Cadwalladr 2015).

One must mention, however, that Nadezhda Tolokonnikova, 22 years old at the 
time of the performance, Maria Alyokhina, 24 years old, and Yekaterina Samustevich, 
29 years old, known as Nadia, Masha and Katya are not the only members of the group 
as was also made apparent through a The Guardian interview with Pussy Riot members 
known only under the stage names of Sparrow, Squirrel and Balaklava. Apart from the 
three young, educated, middle-class women, the punk feminist group numbers up-
wards of ten women, including the two which took part in the performance but man-
aged to avoid arrest. The identities of the three protesters were unveiled at the time 
of their arrest while the other members of the group remained anonymous and repre-
sentative to the idea which they embodied. For this purpose, The Guardian journalist 
Carole Cadwallard states that the women which make up Pussy Riot are not individ-
uals but embodiments of an idea and the fact that Russian authorities arrested an idea 
drew worldwide att ention (Cadwalladr 2015).

Subversion and feminist performance

Members of Pussy Riot have chosen to wear brightly colored balaclavas and mil-
itary boots which they match with short, casual dresses which are just as brightly 
colored, in order to reference typical female clothing and in the process femininity. 
Colored stockings and bare arms complete the image of these protesters, a real parade 
of subversion. Nonetheless, the chromatics employed in the garments of the feminist 
group force a separation from the idea of violence, their protest being merely symbol-
ic. The aim of this oxymoronic association of pieces of apparel from totally diff erent 
registries is to symbolically represent the order specifi c to patriarchal societies, which 
institute a diff erence between the masculine and the feminine in a classifi cation of su-
perior and inferior.

The balaclavas are part of the feminist answer to a patriarchal culture which rele-
gates the woman primarily to the role of sexual object but the choice for bright colors 
has led not only to a dissociation from the idea of violence, but also to the adoption of 
the brightly colored headwear by individuals not belonging to the group. Hence, peo-
ple from all over the world have shown their solidarity with Pussy Riot and their op-
position to the dominant culture. Moreover, the balaclavas have enabled the group’s 
members to maintain their anonymity, at least during their public performances. This 
strategy has enabled them to overcome national, language as well as religious bound-
aries, permitt ing, at least hypothetically, any individual to join Pussy Riot. It is in this 
aspect that the power of anonymity as a vector of freedom of expression and instru-
ment of subversive performative parades lies. The Internet played a major part in this 
dynamic, being the premiere choice as space off ering freedom of expression, where 
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citizens under the mask of anonymity have the possibility of voicing their adherence, 
support or ideas on any issue without fear of reprisal. To this end, Colin Jager (2014) 
considers that the balaclavas used by these feminists a “vehicle of revelation paradox-
ically dependent upon its impersonality. Revelation is a process, and what it reveals 
is not a person (“I am”) but a relation (“I met”)” (Colin Jager 2014, 25).

On a gestural level, the group’s members off er a truly shocking image for any con-
servative society in which the woman should be delicate, feminine. Their dance in-
volves graceless moves constituted mostly of punching the air, jumping, careless kick-
ing, having the semblance of a fi ght rather than a dance. These energetic movements, 
which bear the message of revolt, are one of the ways through which Pussy Riot de-
cided to challenge the society in which they live and the politico-religious establish-
ment. Aside from the “dance”, one may notice another type of gesture, mock prostra-
tions. In Christian Orthodox religious practice, these gestures serve as means of pun-
ishing the body in the hope of spiritual cleansing. One cannot deny the shock value 
att ributed to mocking prostrations inside a church and it is to this that one att ributes 
the group’s choice for this gesture. The striking contradictions put forth by the femi-
nist group through their non-verbal communication are an illustration of the contra-
diction which marks the existence of women, which are torn between their aspira-
tions and the roles imposed on them by a patriarchal society. It is from this coding of 
the corporal performance that the confusion of the public stems, fact which has led to 
the condemning of the unfeminine behavior of the protesters as immoral and atheist.

The Internet is not a cornerstone of the feminist group’s revolt but has proven to be 
a powerful instrument for the propagation and elaboration of their actions against the 
authoritarian Russian regime and the patriarchal order of Russian society. The case 
of Pussy Riot is that much more interesting as a small group of women had the cour-
age to stand up against an oppressive regime while simultaneously fi nding a way to 
make their voices heard throughout the world, gathering a large number of supporters 
and, through the Internet, to create their own frame of interpretation and comprehen-
sion for their actions and the performance which took place in the Moscow Cathedral. 
Therefore, the Internet is the method of rendering their protest and subversive actions 
comprehensible while avoiding the digressions and interruptions inherent to an illegal 
performance. Consequently, piecing together a montage of recordings from two sep-
arate events – one which took place two days earlier at the Bogojavlensky Cathedral 
– and the other being the notorious performance at the Cathedral of Jesus Christ the 
Savior in Moscow on the 21st of February 2012, the feminists have managed to pres-
ent their performance in the manner in which they intended to carry out. The product 
of this montage was distributed on the Internet on the group’s site and on YouTube, 
rendering it accessible, in the form in which they desired, to the entire world. As a re-
sult, the feminists had become actively involved actors in the process of negotiating the 
meaning of the action – an essential element for the success of their action – as the con-
frontation was not carried out in the streets, as is the case of other antigovernment so-
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cial actions, but through the media. In this way, the meaning and content of their per-
formance cannot be hijacked and irremediably truncated by the mainstream national 
media which serves the interests of the regime.

The virtual environment off ers, in this case, the frame of interpretation for a polit-
ical action based on computer-assisted empowerment (Bertini 2014, 35), becoming an 
alternative protest environment which puts into practice Anne Harris’s (2014) idea of 
a “creative turn”. Therefore, it is in the online environment that a personal, feminine 
space of expression can be created, a space which presents the group’s views on real-
ity. The combination of a corporal performance with a virtual one proves to be inge-
nious and eff ective, leading to the creation of a new form of subversive action which 
evades the censorship of Russian authorities and their abilities to react, leaving them 
the only option of physically oppressing their revolted subjects – following an inequi-
table trial, the two women, Tolokonnikova and Alyokhina were imprisoned as danger-
ous delinquents. This reaction of the Russian authorities betraying the extent to which 
they were aff ected by this particular act of defi ance, an act which rendered frustrating 
through the lack of means to control virtual dissent.

Pussy Riot’s performance in the cathedral is based on multimodality, as it combines 
text, image, as well as sound, so that the musical message, while not the most important, 
cannot be ignored without losing sight of the depth of the interpretation. Defi ned as 
“political, oppositional, disruptive, loud and confrontational” (McMichael 2013, 100), 
this song as well as the performance as a whole, “is set out to challenge authority and 
shock the listeners” (Mc Michael 2013, 100). The video which resulted from the mon-
tage of images from the two events begins with a prerecorded choral segment inspired 
from the cappella choir composition “Vespers” – “Rejoice, O, Virgin” by Rachmaninoff  
interpreted by Pussy Riot. In the original version of the group’s video, the melodious 
part is not heard, the song commencing instead with an overfl ow of energy and hate 
expressed in the lyrics of the song and the voices of the punk band accompanied by 
an electric guitar. McMichael compares this transition from melodious to alert with a 
crossing from prayer to critique and protest (McMichael 2013, 108). The lyrics of the 
song “Mother of God, Drive Putin Out!” (Annex 1) are also part of this registry of pro-
test. They express the disgust of the protesters towards the Church and the regime em-
bodied by president Putin and especially condemns the relationship between the two.

Taking into account all of the aspects presented up to this point, one tends to con-
sider Pussy Riot’s performance in the Muscovite cathedral as a protest through music 
rather than musical project in itself. However, can this be considered successful per-
formance? This discussion should begin with the chosen location of the protest, as lo-
cation off ers meaning to a performance. In this case, the declared purpose of the per-
formance was to challenge the relation between political power and religious hierar-
chy and also to contest the patriarchal system that the institution of the Church main-
tains. Considering the established purpose, the location appears to be adequate, how-
ever video recordings of the event illustrate a perplexed, even vexed public witnessing 
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the event. In the aftermath of this action which gained worldwide notoriety thanks to 
the Internet, the feminist group was accused by Russian authorities of having discred-
ited the cathedral and off ended Christian believers. 

The performance has therefore violated two types of spaces: a physical space, 
the sacred location of the cathedral and a spiritual space, by off ending the beliefs of 
churchgoers who were an involuntary public to the performance. In these given con-
ditions, could one still argue for the success of the performance? In broad strokes, the 
performance can be considered to have achieved its purpose. One must point out its 
political consequences as, on the one hand, it led to a raising of awareness concerning 
the role of the Church in the State, in family and private life and, on the other hand, it 
achieved the purpose of contesting the legitimacy of the president. The cathedral per-
formance was therefore an att ack against the macho image of President Vladimir Putin, 
who was defi ed by a group of women who had the courage to voice their opinion on 
the illegitimacy of the regime he rules. More important than the political consequenc-
es are, however, the social consequences, as this event aroused many heated debates 
on social media and split the Russian society in two camps, it mobilized defenders of 
the group against the oppressive regime and drew international att ention on the situ-
ation of human rights in Russia. Moreover, this performance, which off ered Pussy Riot 
unprecedented notoriety was real marketing stunt20 for Russian feminism. In spite of 
extremely negative reactions, feminism garnered a lot of att ention from both nation-
al and international publics and lead to a mobilization of feminists in solidarity with 
Pussy Riot both within and without the borders.

Frame analysis and results

Reservations in declaring the cathedral performance as wholly successful stem from 
the fact that the group was interrupted after only a couple of seconds. Moreover, it 
was misunderstood by those who witnessed it. The shock that the participants had 
felt is due to the feminists’ unexpected arrival, their clothing, their dance and also 
their song which go against all established behavioral norms in that specifi c location. 
Churchgoers, therefore, did not even begin to decipher the message that the group was 
trying to communicate, as they were deeply upset by the blasphemy, the sacrilege that 
the women were committ ing against all they held holy, their faith and the Church. A 
The Guardian journalist nuances this reaction of the Russian public by likening the con-
demnation the feminists felt for their sacrilege with that directed against Jesus Christ 
himself: “The legal case against Jesus was that he violated the holy. He was criticized 
for allowing his disciples to eat without washing properly and for picking corn on the 
day set aside as holy. He said he was God yet he was born in a fi lthy stable and will-
ingly laid hands on lepers. He had no problem with being touched by menstruating 
women or eating with those regarded as unwholesome. In the context of second tem-
ple Judaism, this constituted a thoroughgoing deconstruction of holiness – or, specifi -
cally, of the way unquestioned holiness had become an alibi for political injustice. The 
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prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures made exactly the same challenge. And being pro-
fane is precisely the point.”21 The conclusion which he reaches by drawing parallels 
between the two cases is that when religion is perverted into becoming an adjutant of 
totalitarianism, “a pussy riot is an absolute moral necessity” (Fraser 2015).

The moral condemnation of the group for its choice of location for its protest is al-
most unanimous in Russia, although this was perhaps the only way in which they 
could make themselves heard by the whole world. It is worth noting, however, that 
ordinary people, the feminists’ co-nationals which were insulted in their beliefs by the 
women’s performance do not approve the exaggerated punishment which they re-
ceived (Gradskova 2015). Moreover, Pussy Riot’s supporters tried claiming that the 
performance was not valid as a way to dissuade authorities from imposing a drastic 
punishment as it was disrupted by cathedral security, however, what the group did 
not manage to do at the cathedral, they achieved with the video that they uploaded.

Mass-media in Russia places Pussy Riot’s performance in the muscovite Cathedral 
of Christ the Savior in the frame of Russian nihilist tradition (Cadwalladr 2015). 
Nadezda Petrusenko delves into the history of Russian radicalism and presents the 
nihilistic movement in the terms of free thinking which considers institutions and laws 
as artifacts that must be destroyed. Moreover, the nihilistic movement is the fi rst social 
movement which has declared gender equality, instituting in Russia the revolutionary 
image of the new woman (Knight 1979, 140-141). Nihilistic women, similarly to Pussy 
Riot protesters, have expressed their radicalism through apparel, have changed social 
models of femininity and feminine behavior. The purpose of this mass-media under-
taking is to discredit Pussy Riot’s performance at the cathedral as a feminist provoca-
tion which is radically opposed to current society and the political power structure. 
This frame has permitt ed an association of Pussy Riot’s members with emblematic 
fi gures of Russian nihilism as Vera Zasulich and Sophia Perovskaia (McMichael 2013, 
100). The latt er being Russian women involved in political assassinations.

Conclusions
The performance “Mother of God, Drive Putin Out!” from the Cathedral Jesus 

Christ the Savior in Moscow represents a protest through music aimed at Russia’s 
authoritarian regime and at the patriarchal societal structure upheld by the Russian 
Orthodox Church. Furthermore, the feminist group opposes the relationship between 
the institution of the Church led by the Patriarch Kirill and the authoritarian Russian 
state under the control of President Vladimir Putin. To this end, the choice of location 
for the protest inside the cathedral is not at all random. Supposedly the holiest place 
in all of Russia, it is also an important governmental symbol. Nonetheless, it is a high-
ly commercial establishment, off ering a large underground parking lot and renting 
out conference rooms. Within the cathedral, the Patriarch himself offi  ciates mass and 
occasionally engages in propaganda at the behest and on behalf of Putin and his re-
gime. Pussy Riot have therefore chosen the perfect location for protesting and publi-
cizing their revolutionary views.
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The undertaking was a success with regard to making their message heard by the 
whole world but at the same time they were mostly misunderstood as Russian soci-
ety proved to be a soil most unfertile for this type of manifestation. However, the ex-
tension of the performance into the virtual environment has helped it reach its full po-
tential by clarifying the protesters’ intentions, who have thus managed to make them-
selves heard beyond Russia’s borders and have succeeded in gathering a large num-
ber of supporters. The ingenious merging of the physical cathedral performance with 
a digital performance, disseminated through the group’s LiveJournal and YouTube had 
the eff ect of proving to the whole world that the action had indeed taken place and, 
through editing and montage, to off er an intelligible view of the intentions behind the 
performance, thus presenting the complete story, untouched and uninterrupted by the 
intervention of the state’s repressive apparatus. This second version, a product espe-
cially designed for dissemination on the Internet, represents a manifestation specifi c to 
this new phase of democratization of contemporary societies, which enables ordinary 
citizens to freely express themselves and challenge authoritarian regimes.

Moreover, this performance is a strategy for “undoing gender”, as Judith Butler 
(2004) puts it. Gender is a corporal style, an act, a cultural strategy to which those who 
do not adhere are punished by society (Butler 1990, 139-140). Pussy Riot’s case is ex-
emplary in this sense as in conservative Russia, the unfeminine behavior of the femi-
nist group was deemed immoral and atheist. Therefore, the political use of gender con-
stitutes, as Virginie Juillard (2012) argues, is one of the ways in which gender perfor-
mance is accomplished.

From the feminist perspective, this performance was a resounding success as, in 
spite of the risks to which they exposed themselves, a handful of women have shown 
that they have the courage to stand by their opinions, to denounce a regime they con-
sider illegitimate and the condition of women in Russian society. However, the frame 
established by the Russian media for this performance fuels the misunderstanding of 
the goals of Pussy Riot’s protest, discrediting to a certain degree Russian feminism as 
a whole. In spite of the obstacles and controversy that this performance has stirred, 
Pussy Riot has become a worldwide phenomenon, a symbol of feminist fi ght through 
art which defi es political power and a patriarchal society sanctioned by religion. Thus, 
the frame that the feminists have constructed has been more eff ective than the frame 
constructed by the national media and the eff ects are visible both nationally – through 
the discord and confrontation they sparked – as well as internationally, where they 
have enjoyed ample support. The eff ect of this performance or of this creation of trans-
gression, in the words of Hannah Arendt (1989) is that of a domino, as a crisis of one 
form of authority is a crisis of all forms of authority which shape the world.

Regarding the limits of this study, one must underline that only a particular per-
formance undertaken by the feminist group was analyzed, however, this particular 
case was chosen with regard to the large number of reactions, the degree of mobiliza-
tion it provoked and, of course, the reprisals it prompted. The use of the Internet as an 
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integral part of the action, fact which has aided the group in gaining the worldwide 
notoriety it enjoys to this day, was also a determining factor in the choice of subject. 
Nonetheless, not all of the relevant aspects necessary to fully understand the group 
were presented. This renders the present article a starting point for further analysis, 
this time focusing on the actions of the group as a whole, and integrating diff erent per-
spectives as well as dimensions for the study – the discourse analysis dimension, for ex-
ample. To these limitations, one must add the author’s unfamiliarity with the Russian 
language, fact which has limited access to materials concerning the subject, leaving 
articles published by international mass-media outlets as a means of understand-
ing and dealing with the frame that Russian mass-media had created for Pussy Riot.
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Annex 1

The English lyrics of the song “Mother of God, Drive Putin Out!” Presented in 
Tayler Jeff rey’s article on Pussy Riot published in The Atlantic on November 2012. [03 
March, 2015. htt p://m.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/11/what-pussy-riots-
punk-prayer-really-said/264562/].

Virgin birth-giver of God, drive away Putin!
Drive away Putin, drive away Putin!

Black frock, golden epaulett es
Parishioners crawl bowing [toward the priest, during the Eucharist]
Freedom’s ghost [has gone to] heaven
A gay-pride parade [has been] sent to Siberia in shackles

Their chief saint is the head of the KGB
He leads a convoy of protestors to jail
So as not to insult the Holiest One
Woman should bear children and love
Shit, shit, the Lord’s shit!
Shit, shit, the Lord’s shit!


