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Teaching to Love the Mother(land): 

Russian Z-poetry, Gendered Rhetoric 
and the Legitimization of War

Elizaveta Gaufman and Alsu Buiting

1	� Introduction

I selflessly love my Motherland just like I love the plump breasts of the 
Komisar woman1

The above verse, bringing together conflicting images of mothers, 
Motherland, and the sexualized body of Soviet-era communist party 
women, may at first escape interpretation given its purpose: a celebration 
of war as part of a new Russian war poetry genre. Yet both the sexualiza-
tion and the historization of the imagery reflect the semiotics through 
which patriotic nationalism and ‘normality of conflict’ are coming to be 

1 “Я родину самозабвенно люблю, как полную грудь комиссарши.” Поэзия русского лета, 
Artis, p. 13

E. Gaufman (*) • A. Buiting 
Department of European Languages and Cultures, University of Groningen, 
Groningen, the Netherlands
e-mail: e.gaufman@rug.nl; a.i.buiting@rug.nl

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-84528-4_6&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-84528-4_6#DOI
mailto:e.gaufman@rug.nl
mailto:a.i.buiting@rug.nl


152

naturalized in the current time of war—where the prism of gender takes 
center stage.

The poem cited here is part of a collection called Поэзия русского 
лета (‘The Poetry of the Russian Summer’), popularized by the Russian 
government with this strategically chosen wording. The concept of 
‘Russian summer’ echoes the term ‘Arab spring’ in a coinage that the pro-
Kremlin pundits adopted in relation to the separatist movement in 
Donbas in 2014  in the aftermath of the Crimea annexation. This first 
phase of the war against Ukraine was dubbed in Russian state media ‘the 
Russian spring’, to create discursive parallels with the Arab Spring move-
ments of 2011 and to denote a genuine popular uprising. The ‘summer’ 
in this case is meant to describe the full-scale invasion of 2022 that, 
according to the epithet, was bound to come as a final time of maturity 
and resolution.

The devastation inflicted on Ukraine through the full-scale invasion is 
not only sparsely known in Russia, but is being continually reframed via 
particular linguistic co-optations of meaning. In this context, the Russia–
Ukraine conflict is increasingly described as a ‘war for signs’ (Terracciano, 
2023; Saunders, 2024), fought with semiotic weapons, resignifications, 
memes, and disinformation. In the increasingly shrinking public space 
within Russia, the Kremlin has sought to minimize the scale of war—an 
effort which included the language of the conflict narratives, where the 
term война (‘war’) itself is avoided in favor of the minimizing специальная 
военная операция (‘special military operation’). The scale of the repres-
sive measures shows that the Russian government is putting a lot of effort 
into legitimizing the war, but also into controlling the language and 
imagery around it (Urman & Makhortykh, 2022). This language and 
imagery is promoted not only through media channels, but also cultural 
channels like movies, exhibitions, and songs, mobilized to bolster the 
legitimacy of war.

Among these channels, however, poetry has more recently come to 
stand out in curious ways. While Ukrainian war poetry has become one 
of the ways to process trauma and ‘speak when your lungs are burnt’ on 
the grassroots level (Kazanova, 2024), the Kremlin has consistently 
encouraged the popularization of a specific genre of heroic poetry: 

  E. Gaufman and A. Buiting



153

Z-poetry2 written by ordinary people, as a mixture of bottom-up and 
top-down discourse of mobilizing warfare that had its beginnings dur-
ing the first active phase of war in Donbas in 2014–2015. Sometimes 
known after its most famous collection ‘Poetry of the Russian Summer’, 
this genre has also become more widely known under the term coined 
by Tatar-Bashkir news service Idel – ‘the Zinc century poetry’,3 to add 
to the existing Golden and Silver centuries of Russian poetry 
(Shakhmatova, 2023).

The recent emphasis of gender in analyses of popular geopolitics and 
wartime culture helps explain some of the gendered metaphoricity in the 
above verse. In fact, as we will show in this chapter, for Z-poetry’s imag-
ery and language, gender plays a central role, bringing together poetic 
expression and the division and hierarchy of roles in national security 
discourse (Gaufman, 2023) achieved through metaphor. These potential 
effects of gender seep into the much deeper historical connection between 
gender and nationhood, in particular the constructions of patriotic mas-
culinity and exalted motherhood as icons of nationalist ideology (Nagel, 
2019, p. 242), with varied yet related cultural realizations.

The present chapter builds on the observation that these patterns tap 
into important broader processes of association-building between milita-
rized authoritarian masculinity, (gendered) metaphorization, and inter-
national aggression, which yet merit deeper understanding in analyses of 
conflict discourse and conflict art/culture (Shchyttsova, 2024). 
Specifically, this study contributes to analyses of popular geopolitics (cf. 
Sidaway, 2022; Szostek, 2017; Astrov & Morozova, 2012) and discourses 
of gender and war, by considering how the pro-Kremlin popular poetry 
legitimizes the war in gendered terms. Taking the full ‘Russian Summer’ 
poetry collection as a corpus of analysis, we look at the constructions of 
masculinity and femininity in relation to the constructions of patriotism 

2 ‘Z-poetry’ is meant to symbolize the visual connection with the pro-Kremlin foreign policy. 
Originally, Latin letters ‘Z’ and ‘V’ were used on military vehicles denoting the “West” and “East”, 
respectively, in Russian, but in the course of a PR branding effort through the Russian Ministry of 
Defense, they became official symbols of invasion and consistently used by the Russian government 
to that end.
3 The notion of ‘zinc’ poetry strives to exemplify the connection between the themes of the poetry 
and zinc coffins in which dead soldiers are transported.
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in times of war. Apart from focusing on war, we also draw attention to the 
conceptualization of peace—the unattainability and unreality of which is 
stressed as an immoral choice by drawing on heteronormative gendered 
imagery. The analysis highlights how the gendered metaphorization of 
(in)appropriate masculinity and femininity becomes a central pillar of 
constructing binary discourses of war, with implications that go beyond 
this particular context of aggression.

2	� Background and Theoretical Framework

In times of global conflict surge, theorizing of gender and war has taken 
a somewhat new interest in language and the power of semiotic resignifi-
cations. Feminist scholars have increasingly demonstrated how justifica-
tion for war often relies on particular linguistic ‘veiled references’ that are 
based on ideas about masculinities and femininities as a politics of com-
mon sense (Eksi & Wood, 2019; Loken, 2021; Shepherd, 2006). Analyses 
of conflict rhetorics, from Ukraine to the Middle East (Weiss, 2020; 
Gaufman, 2023; Suleiman, 2013), similarly suggest that ‘the gendered 
language of warfare’ (Chapman, 2018) may have a distinct role in natu-
ralizing war, hiding alternative representations or possibilities. Yet such 
discourse is deeply embedded within the existing gendered frames of 
political, national, and security rhetorics.

The perceived ‘proper’ amount of masculinity and femininity has been 
a symbolic point in political rhetoric since antiquity. In Western culture, 
gendered frames have been described as historically playing a role of con-
structing hierarchy in politics, especially in line with the nationalist logic 
that places reproductive heterosexuality at the forefront of national sur-
vival (Yuval-Davis, 1997). National mythologies that feminize the fertile 
land as the nurturing wife and mother lend legitimacy to the masculine 
ideal of the warrior protector who guards the nation against those who 
try to degrade it (Omar, 2004).

Modern times bring several frames grounded in upholding appropri-
ately masculine ‘real men’ ‘with balls’ (Ducat, 2005), while undervaluing 
femininity and non-conventional gendered performances, both male and 
female. A number of authors have discussed the ‘wimp factor’ as relevant 
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for global politics that is built on perceptions of hierarchy (Ducat, 2005; 
Peterson, 1994; Sjoberg, 2015), favoring the male, that is, the supposedly 
dominant position; the alternative epithet in this symbolic framing is ‘the 
pussy’, “conjoining the imagery of harmless domesticated (read: demas-
culinized) pets with contemptuous reference to women’s genitals” (Cohn, 
1993, p. 235). The imagery is rounded off by the notion of penetration, 
in a logic of homosexuality as an infraction of masculinity, a ‘feminine’ 
quality which puts a man on a lower level of power (Kondakov, 2021; 
Mostov, 2012). The Gulf War made perhaps the most globally popular-
ized staple of examples with the Iraqi defeat portrayed as emasculating 
penetration by the more powerful and manly United States.4 Women’s 
representations in national discourse, on the other hand, tend to involve 
reproductive power and (sacrificial) victimhood (McClintock, 1993), or 
a combination thereof. A trope that exemplifies this gendered hierarchy 
is a ‘damsel in distress’, where the ‘male’ actor bolsters his fragile mascu-
linity and provides legitimacy to his actions by describing his feminized 
counterpart as such (Gaufman, 2023).

Gendered symbolic framings carry a specifically powerful role in the 
case of war and conflict. The gendering of political conflict and relations 
with the ‘other’ has a long and varied history. As described by Yossi David 
(2022), gendering refers to the dominant collective geopolitical, psycho-
social, and spatiotemporal constructions and performances of masculinity 
and/or femininity, essentially employed to define the nature of belonging 
in relation to ‘us’ and ‘them’. Analysis of national security discourse has 
long stressed that this discourse is “starkly gender coded” (Cohn, 1993, 
p. 287). In particular, numerous analyses of military masculinity by now 
show how in nationalist and conflict discourses, manliness is equated not 
only with the ability to win a war, but also with the willingness (equated 
with ‘courage’) to threaten and use force (Cohn, 1993; David, 2022), 
while the enemy is simultaneously constructed as over-sexed and under-
sexed (Munn, 2008). This way, the enemy is at the same time an impotent 
and a rapist, reflecting contradictory securitization dynamics in enemy 

4 Female homosexuality, on the other hand, is largely absent in militarized rhetoric; even though 
imagined in the same sexual perversion category, it was never regarded as problematic because it did 
not constitute an attack on the existing gendered hierarchy (Kon, 2005).
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image discourse, well exemplified by Antisemitic rhetoric (Gilman, 1985; 
Gallagher, 2023).

Theorizing of language, gender, and war gains much when linked to 
the theory of metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), as the primary human 
mechanism of discussing abstract concepts. Political and war discourse 
exhibits dynamic use of metaphor, productive for its distinct affective 
potential (Momani et al., 2009), interlocking with its cognitive poten-
tials (Kövecses, 2017) and purposeful nature (Charteris-Black, 2013). At 
times of war, political decision-makers recruit women’s bodies and expe-
riences for military affairs through the use of gendered metaphors, such 
as the feminizing rape and birth metaphors. This may work to degrade 
one’s opponents by ‘feminizing’ them, in what has been understood as 
metaphorical dysphemism (ibid.; Fernández, 2008), or to legitimize mili-
tary action as a protectivist, natural, and unavoidable aspect of virility.

In accounting for affective discourses of conflict, violent sexualization 
has historically been a major metaphorical trope of national defense, state 
power, and conflict, but has received more attention in relation to recent 
conflicts including those at the Middle East (Momani et al., 2009), for 
instance, in Libya (Zakarriya, 2020). The link of masculinization, milita-
rization, and sexuality has long been discussed in relation to fascism in 
particular that specifically devalues femininity and presents it as danger-
ous (Theweleit, 1987). Scott Burnett and John Richardson (2021) argue 
that gender is a deeply underlying concept in (historical and modern) 
fascism. These authors further discuss the broader link of masculinity and 
militarism of varied contemporary national discourses today, as it cap-
tures the imagination of the ‘losers of modernity’, those who feel ‘emas-
culated’ by social changes and their reduction of possibilities offered 
ultimately in neoliberal capitalism, so that they especially see women, 
migrants, gender non-conforming individuals, and varied threatening 
Others obtain limited but growing social prominence. Elimination of the 
threat in whatever form, via firm, masculine, and if needed violent 
‘response’, is then legitimized as part of nature of ‘true men’. Thus, ana-
lyzing what reactionary and far-right groups view as ‘real’ masculinity has 
grown in academic and social relevance.

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, these links between 
militarized authoritarian masculinity—or the wider gendered and 
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sexualized frames—and international aggression have become particu-
larly prominent (Romanets, 2017; Boyko, 2023; Kratochvíl & O’Sullivan, 
2023; Gaufman, 2023). Even before the full-scale war the Russian gov-
ernment used heavily gendered terms, often describing Ukraine as a loose 
woman that needed to be straightened up. Hence, in the context of 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 Russian government officials have 
used similar feminizing rhetoric, for example, referring to Ukraine as a 
Western colony or ‘beauty’ that ‘has to take it’ (Donskikh & Akopov, 
2024). This way, the conflict is represented through gendered terms and 
gendered hierarchy, whereby Russia assumes a higher position. The explo-
ration of the gendered pro-war rhetoric can shed important light on the 
mechanisms of war legitimization in the context of the patriarchal-
authoritarian regime.

3	� Analyzing Z-poetry: Data 
and Methodology5

The data used for the present study involve a collection of the so-called 
Z-poetry, ‘The Poetry of the Russian Summer’. While Z-poetry started 
appearing in 2014, it is only in 2022 that the Russian government started 
to promote it more aggressively, with several poets being propped up 
through the Russian ministry of defense and country-wide competitions 
in the years before. Unlike previous publications in specialty literary jour-
nals, the collection we are analyzing in this chapter is aimed at a more 
general public, and has had a wide reach among the Russian population 
as the government sent it for free to e-government website users.

The total number of copies of this volume printed was 2,000, but the 
sales were never high. There is definitely an audience for this ‘cultural 
phenomenon’ (Verstka, 2023): independent journalists point out that 
‘poetry readings’ do gather limited publics and have several thousand 
Telegram subscribers, although given the substantial governmental fund-
ing and advertising Z-poetry’s popularity is still small.

5 We thank our student assistant Sasha Padberg for her help in initial coding of the corpus.
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The contributors to this official Z-poetry collection span a broad spec-
trum, including not only established male and female poets, writers, and 
actors, but also war journalists and bloggers. Some, born and/or raised in 
Ukraine, have been writing war poems since 2014. Others engage in 
active conflict or visit Russian soldiers in Ukrainian territories occupied 
by Russia. Poems of professional writers are mixed with those of amateurs 
who gained recognition on the Internet and later through state-sponsored 
events. Their sources of inspiration vary: some write from personal 
encounters, while others echo state ideology found on TV or in pro-
governmental Telegram channels. The composition of the book is also 
eclectic, not only in terms of poetic background and quality, but also in 
genres: while the book mostly features lyric poetry, there is also narrative 
poetry including folkloric elements, biblical motifs, twentieth-century 
poetry, Soviet war poetry, and references to children’s verses. The corpus 
was selected due to a large number of authors and the specific purpose 
behind the volume of popularizing the Zinc poetry among the general 
public. The book has 378 pages and 233 poems by 25 authors; some 
poems are only 4 lines long, some are multi-page. The full book is avail-
able for purchase online and there are multiple pirated free copies avail-
able as well.

In this chapter, we follow the methodology of critical discourse analy-
sis, “characterized by the common interest in demystifying ideologies and 
power through the systematic and retroductable investigation of semiotic 
data” (Wodak, 2014, p. 303). As Ruth Wodak notes, discursive macro 
strategies in cases of national identity encompass various strategies, such 
as the constructive strategies (aiming at the construction of national iden-
tities), preservative or justificatory strategies (aiming at the conservation 
and reproduction of national identities or narratives of identity), or trans-
formative strategies (Wodak, 2014). In the case of state propaganda at 
hand and the corpus under scrutiny, most poems fall under constructive 
and justificatory strategies that are supposed to bolster the Kremlin’s case 
for the ‘special military operation’. This way, references to gender serve as 
types of ‘nodal discourses’, that is, “discourses that subsume and articu-
late in a particular way a great many other discourses” (Fairclough, 2013, 
p. 463).

  E. Gaufman and A. Buiting
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In this theoretical framework, initial close-reading sought to identify 
references to gender in the poems, which were manually coded as a point 
of departure, taking an open-ended, data-driven approach. The ensuing, 
primarily qualitative analysis is further informed by two perspectives: 
social actor representation (Koller, 2009; van Leeuwen, 1996) and meta-
phor in discourse (Charteris-Black, 2004). While keeping the qualitative 
analysis open to other kinds of observations on discourse, these perspec-
tives allow a productive grounding by which micro aspects of text are 
connected to macro aspects of social context, especially in relation to 
intersections of gender, collective representation, evaluation, and conflict.

First, following our focus on gendered constructions, we are particu-
larly interested in social actor representations, long attested as insightful 
when investigating discourses of gender and sexuality (Koller, 2011; 
Bogetić et  al., 2023). Originating in van Leeuwen’s (1996) concept of 
social actor representation, the discourse analytical category of social 
actors pertains to the textual instantiations of models of the self and oth-
ers, both individual and collective (Koller, 2009). Analyzing the represen-
tations of social actors is valuable when investigating ‘in-group’ and 
‘out-group’ constructions, but also their instrumentalization for particu-
lar ideological purposes, as in the case of warfare mobilization. In this 
analysis we specifically consider the representations of male and female 
social actors in the war mobilization poetry; however, we also look at 
wider notions of femininity and masculinity as represented in the verses, 
as will become clearer throughout the analysis. Overall, looking at each 
category (male/female social actors), we first locate linguistic features at 
the textual level (Koller, 2009), taking note of the descriptive labels, 
forms of conceptualization, and evaluation (see below), followed by a 
broader discursive analysis.

Second, as quickly confirmed in our analysis, a major way of concep-
tualizing social actors central to the (re)production of ideologies concern-
ing social groups is constituted by metaphor (see van Leeuwen, 2008) as 
a mechanism of thought. Most briefly, metaphor helps to conceptualize 
one thing in terms of another, for example, IMPORTANCE as SIZE, as 
in ‘Today is a big day’ (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). The entity conceptual-
ized in this way is called the target domain (e.g. importance), while the 
entity it is conceptualized as is called the source domain (e.g. size). While 
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we should stress that our study is not primarily grounded in metaphor 
analysis, metaphor is often useful and necessary for interpretation, in 
depictions where social actors work both as target domains (e.g. WOMEN 
as MACHINES / PHOTO CAMERAS) and as source domains for other 
collective representations (e.g. the NATION as a TENDER WOMAN). 
We are especially interested in the metaphors’ evaluative potential, inter-
weaving with the evaluation of gendered social actors more broadly, as 
part of the war mobilization discourse in the poetry.

To this aim, in our analysis we draw on discursive approaches to meta-
phor, in particular Critical Metaphor Analysis (Charteris-Black, 2004; 
Koller, 2004; Musolff, 2004), which allows a perspective on metaphors 
pertaining to the (evaluative) construction of in- groups and out-groups 
in social actor representation (cf. Bogetić et al., 2023; Koller, 2009). To 
ascertain linguistic metaphors in the data, we largely follow the Metaphor 
Identification Procedure VU University Amsterdam (MIPVU) procedure 
(Steen et al., 2010), while focusing on lexical items relating to the gen-
dered social actors, rather than all metaphors in the text.6

Given the nature of the data, in the end, literary analysis importantly 
informs the discussion below, but we hope to show that it productively 
interrelates with linguistic, critical-discourse perspectives focusing on 
social actor analysis and metaphor. In this way overall, we turned to 
explore the way masculinity and femininity were constructed in the 
poems and their role in the conceptualization and legitimization of war.

4	� Analysis: Legitimizing War Through 
the Prism of Gender

Our initial coding of the data suggests an unusual prominence of gen-
dered representations in the poetry corpus analyzed: the vast majority of 
the poems (204 out of 233) feature some form of reference to gender, 
either discussing masculinity or femininity through different metaphors 

6 Working on the lexical level, MIPVU identifies metaphors based on the criterion of contrast exist-
ing between contextual meanings, i.e. the meaning of a word in a text, and their more basic con-
temporary meanings (more concrete, or physical in nature).

  E. Gaufman and A. Buiting



161

and proxies. While aspects of masculinity and femininity can be expected 
to refer to metaphorical representations of countries and nations, the dis-
cursive analysis points to their deeper role in the representation of mili-
tary conflict, as a key form of allegorical representation of moral and 
immoral positionings. As we will discuss, the associated evaluative mean-
ings of these representations play a role in how certain actions and roles 
are valorized or denigrated. For instance, the positive evaluation of mili-
tary masculinity contrasted with the negative portrayal of pacifists reflects 
Russian propaganda rhetoric, which gives an argumentative advantage to 
(dis-)qualify political developments (p. 303; cf. Musolff, 2012).

In the following, we turn to representations of male and female social 
actors. Our focus remains somewhat open, and we are interested in both 
the gendered depictions that refer to particular social actors as individuals 
or groups (in-groups and out-groups), and also those that convey notions 
of masculinity and femininity more broadly.

4.1	� Male Social Actors and the Notion 
of Masculinity

Momani et al. (2009) observe that one way of employing gendered sym-
bolics in military discourse is through metaphors that masculinize or 
emasculate the involved, both euphemistically to legitimize military 
action, and dysphemistically to degrade the opponent. However, in 
Z-poetry the process equally pertains to Russia’s masculinities, and those 
of the opponent, arguably reflecting fears over resistance and non-
acceptance of war.

The overall depiction of male social actors in the collection, both when 
metaphorical or literal, is largely based on evaluative contrast. A clear 
dichotomy is drawn between men in Russia and Russian soldiers in 
Ukraine, whereby the former are condemned for not displaying sufficient 
patriotic feelings inherent in true manhood. Here individual depictions, 
as below, can be used with a collective sense of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Russian 
masculinities; as the poem below suggests, real men are those that “will 
die for you”, in contrast to men leading an idle, privileged life of expensive 
drinks and fruit:

6  Teaching to Love the Mother(land): Russian Z-poetry… 
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(1) У старшего уже поизношено сердце,
У младшего условка за хулиганку. […]
Пока ты дома ешь манго и пьёшь брют,
Они за тебя умрут.

The elder’s heart already worn with time,
The younger with a suspended sentence for hooliganism. […]
While you’re at home eating mangoes and drinking brut,
They’ll die for you. (Dolgaryova, p. 67)

The phrase “will die for you” carries a strong positive evaluative charge, 
praising sacrifice and linking it to masculinity. In contrast, the reference 
to “eating mangoes and drinking brut” is loaded with negative connota-
tions of luxury and detachment. This contrast elevates the soldier’s role as 
the epitome of true masculinity, while portraying non-combatants in a 
negative light, as selfish and unpatriotic.

In many poems of this kind, the individual and collective reference to 
social actors become blurred;7 both the individual representation, and the 
clearly collective implications, carry an evocative and evaluative meaning. 
It reinforces the idea that true masculinity is demonstrated through par-
ticipation in war, and anything less is morally inferior. Overall, the dis-
tinction between the two ‘types’ of Russians is made in terms of appropriate 
masculinity, the masculinity of combat. On the other hand, as we discuss 
below, peace activity is emasculated through varied forms of affective 
gendered tropes pertaining to morality.

As the authors deploy contrast to highlight the dichotomy between life 
on the frontlines and secular existence in the capital of drinking and 
nightlife, metaphors are amply used to demasculinize or dehumanize 
those who abstain from combat, the alleged ‘saints’ as opposed to Russian 
soldiers (or ‘bad guys’). References to ‘unreal’ MEN as FOOD, as 
ANIMALS/CREATURES, or CARTOON CHARACTERS all simi-
larly work in this way—as in dehumanizing references to bear cookies 
(2), or infantilizing and demasculinizing reference to “Mowglies” (4) 

7 For this reason we decide not to ground our analysis in a coding of social actor references as ‘indi-
vidual’, ‘collective’, etc.
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below. Such representations suggest the passivity or detachment of those 
who do not go to war, further reinforcing the contrast between the pas-
sive ‘saints’ and the fighting ‘bad guys’ capable of ‘saving Russia’.

(2) Святым оставим футбол и пиво,
а сами в пекло пойдём красиво.
У барной стойки не ждут мессию.
Плохие парни спасут Россию. […]
Пока святые — не то что парни,
а так — печеньки от мишки Барни,
расскажут байки про аннексию,
плохие парни спасут Россию.

‘Let’s leave football and beer to the saints,
And go into the thick of the battle in style
No need to wait for the messiah at the bar.
The bad guys will save Russia. […]
As long as the saints are not like guys,
Just Barney Bear cookies,
Telling tales of annexation,
the bad guys will save Russia.’ (Artis, p. 11)

In such construction of evaluative contrasts, particular professions also 
play a symbolic role as unmasculine, a trend observed by sociologists in 
the context of post-soviet crisis of masculinity as well (Walker, 2022). 
This is reinforced in literal accounts as well, where working class male 
social actors are lionized as the masculine kind, especially those working 
in the profession of coal-mining as a nod to the primary occupation in 
Donbas. Further masculine characteristics are thus defined by “chopping 
wood instead of doing yoga” (Pegov, p. 229), not “attending the theater and 
drinking moonshine” (Sigida, p. 320) and “drinking kvass instead of Coca-
Cola” (Moldavsky, p.  190). Creative professions in particular are pre-
sented in opposition to proper masculinity and in relation to homosexuality 
(3), as well as to particular lifestyles, class, and subcultures, with a note of 
generational differences too (as in the ‘Mowglis’ on ‘TikTok’ in 4):
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(3) Я вообще не креативный класс
и даже не латентный педераст.

‘I am not creative class at all
I am not even a latent pederast.’ (Moldavsky, p. 190)
(4) Старый виски в правильном бокале,
На плече — партак с единорогом.
Ничего не знает о Байкале
Маугли, воспитанный тиктоком.

‘Old whiskey in the right glass,
On the shoulder—a botched tattoo with a unicorn.
Mowgli, raised on TikTok,
Knows nothing about Baikal.’ (Murzin, p. 213)

We can generally observe that evaluation is inscribed into almost all rep-
resentations of male social actors in the poems. What helps to account for 
this, at least in part, is that the grounding for such representations is not 
just war, but also pacifism—an important concept that interweaves into 
the representations of masculinity. The active feminization of people who 
oppose the war fits the current governmental attempts to create a certain 
gendered hierarchy, wherein Russia occupies a dominant, supposedly 
masculine position. In this logic, those who defend the pro-Kremlin view 
are awarded the status of higher and ‘proper’ masculinity, and those who 
oppose the war are disparaged via demasculinizing references. In repeated 
references, pacifism is associated with decay (Sigida, p.  341) or drug 
abuse (Malenko, p. 162), but is in particular represented as a feminized 
view of the world:

(5) Как византийцу ненавистна схизма
И манихейства, и иконоборчества,
Мне отвратительна идея пацифизма
В политике, массмедиа и творчестве.
Оно, как явный признак разложения,
Плетётся тыловыми демагогами
Холёно-Маяковского сложения,
Махаевщины Гогами, Магогами.
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‘How the Byzantine hated schism
And Manichaeism and iconoclasm,
I hate the idea of pacifism
In politics, mass media and creativity.
It is a clear sign of decomposition,
Dragged by demagogues behind the front line
of pampered Mayakovsky built,
Mahaev [anarchist movement], Gog and Magog.’ (Sigida, p. 341)

By this point, repeated lexical items and tropes that work to resignify the 
meanings of war and peace in particular become evident, as in references 
to (unmasculine) ‘creativity’, ‘pampering’ and social ‘decomposition’. 
Words like ‘decomposition’ carry strong negative evaluations, created via 
metaphorical links of physical and moral decomposition. The unattain-
ability of peace without war (“If you desire peace, prepare for war”, Voronov, 
p. 55) is an important underlying idea behind the gendered representa-
tions and the construction of contrast. Still, analyzing representations of 
femininity further helps to understand this kind of discourse—while 
unavoidably bringing us back to links with masculinity.

4.2	� Female Social Actors and the Notion 
of Femininity

Overall, while the collection features a number of female poets, they pre-
dominantly promote a narrative of female subordination. Female poets 
juxtapose themselves to the manly warriors in their verse, whom they can 
cheer up with their ‘lines’, or just embrace the damsel in distress tropes 
with gaunt old ladies in need of protection.

From one angle, dehumanizing metaphors play a notable role in such 
representations. In the verses we encounter repeated metaphors of 
WOMEN as OBJECTS/MACHINES. For instance, in (6) women are 
represented as, for example, ‘photo cameras’ merely recording the war:

(6) Я здесь не женщина, я фотоаппарат,
Я диктофон, я камера, я память,
Я не умею ничего исправить,
Но я фиксирую: вот так они стоят.
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I’m not a woman here, I’m a camera,
I’m a tape recorder, I’m a camera, I’m memory,
I can’t fix anything,
But I capture: that’s how they stand. (Dolgaryova, p. 83)

The metaphor suggests a transformation from a subjective human 
experience to an objective, mechanical one. Repeated metaphors of this 
kind highlight a loss of personal identity and agency, reducing women to 
functions devoid of humanity. The speaker’s transformation into a ‘cam-
era’ or ‘tape recorder’ also speaks to the broader societal expectation that 
women should remain detached in conflicts, merely documenting rather 
than actively engaging.

Yet, some metaphors and metonymies can also emphasize resilience. In 
this regard, though rare, we should note that the vague dehumanizing 
metaphors may also work to represent strength (e.g. depicting women as 
staunch monument objects, “flint, gray monuments on a square” 
(p.  282)). Beyond the metaphors of OBJECTS, one poem describe a 
women as a backbone (8):

(8) Евдокия — не женщина, не косточка, не ребро.
Евдокия сама по себе хребет.

Evdokia is not a woman, not a bone, not a rib.
Evdokia is a backbone herself. (Revyakina, p. 284)

The somewhat well-known author of the verse, Anna Revyakina from 
Donbas in Eastern Ukraine, breaks away from some prevailing patterns. 
During a meeting with readers at the Moscow Book Fair (Year of 
Literature, 2023), Revyakina stated that literature often narrated the feats 
of sons for their fathers and the motherland, but she asserted that daugh-
ters, too, could perform heroic deeds. Interestingly, one of her more com-
mented-on poems was not included in the collection, while relevant for 
our analysis:

(7) Не ходи через площадь Ленина в одиночку,
там мужчины битые выстроились в цепочку,
говорят о политике, цыкают и регочут.
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Не ходи через площадь, тебя растопчут
и наврут с три короба Анечке большеглазой.

Don’t walk through Lenin Square alone;
there, battered men have lined up in a chain,
talking about politics, snapping, and loudly laughing.
Don’t go through the square; they will trample you
and tell a pack of lies to big-eyed Anechka. (Novaya Gazeta, 2016)

Like many others in the collection, the poem echoes contemporary 
discourses of (false) truth, knowledge, and conspiracy, in gendered terms 
of violent masculinity and innocent, uniformed, and manipulatable fem-
ininity. The exclusion of this verse from the analyzed Z-collection sug-
gests that Russian propaganda has been shaping a different perception of 
Donbas or pro-Russian warriors, possibly influencing the selection 
process.

Overall, still, in the verse of both the male and female authors in the 
collection, female social actors are rather predominantly represented in 
relational ways: they are either wives or mothers, and almost never actors 
with their own agency. Their positioning works in particular via victim-
ized framings, often through a lustful gaze:

(9) Невидимы в прицеле пушки
Её косички и ладошки,
Её забавные веснушки,
Припухлые её губёшки

In canon’s aim you cannot see
Her braids and palms,
Her funny freckles,
Her pouty lips (Vatutina, p. 40)

(10) Худая, дряхлая на вид,
Совсем иссохшая зимою,
Чужая мать в саду стоит
Над раскуроченной землёю.
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Thin, looking decrepit
Completely dried out in winter
Someone’s mother stands in the garden
Over the dug up earth (Vatutina, p. 39)

Here we see a second type of social actor representation with a distinct 
kind of (often subtle) metaphoricity—the NATION/NATIONAL 
COLLECTIVITY as a WOMAN. Specifically, representations of victim-
ized girlhood or motherhood often implicitly also work as metaphors for 
the nation. Representations of female social actors thus blend with collec-
tive representations of the people and the nation, where the metaphori-
cal/literal use remains somewhat ambiguous. The “dried out woman” 
above, for instance, works as a metaphor that maps the nation’s suffering 
and abandonment onto the female body, suggesting that the nation, like 
the woman, is neglected. In the same stanza, the mother, depicted as hav-
ing “doll-like shoulders”, stands in contrast to her tough, rebellious sons 
who fight for Ukraine, seemingly having “forgotten the light of her womb” 
(Vatutina, p. 39). The personification of the nation, via ambiguous refer-
ences involving vulnerable women or girls, reflects the longstanding 
trend, whereby women become ‘the national embodiment’ that comes to 
symbolize a ‘spirit of the collectivity’. Still, many of these verses may also 
have a literal reading. Regardless of interpretation, as Grančayová and 
Kazharski stress (2023), this type of representation constructs the women 
as passive, leaving their position ‘ambivalent’ (Yuval-Davis, 1997, 
pp. 57–59), while remaining linked to the trope of the ‘damsel in distress’ 
(Gaufman, 2023).

A related pattern in the data concerns metaphorical feminine represen-
tation of geographical/geopolitical entities like states and cities. Unlike 
the above, these depictions of GEOPOLITICAL ENTITY as a WOMAN 
do not involve ambiguous references to real or imaginary women, but 
ascribe femininity and human (female) characteristics onto named coun-
tries and towns. Namely, in gendered imagery, many Ukrainian cities are 
assigned female characteristics, sometimes with further metaphorical per-
sonification of the body (e.g. Mariupol, being ‘Maria’s city’ (Karaulov, 
p. 108, Malenko, p. 148) or ‘the city of Masha without an arm’ (Malenko, 
p. 149); or Odessa as a woman/girl wearing a dress (Malenko, p. 165). 
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This feminization of the Russian enemy justifies military aggression and 
positions the Russian soldiers as the masculine saviors, while Ukraine is 
reduced to a passive, feminized role, reinscribing a gendered hierarchy 
into the conflict.8

Consistent with the damsel in distress trope, Ukrainian cities are 
described as women in need of rescue, especially Mariupol; its feminiza-
tion carries moral overtones, as when described as:

(13) взят на круг, как пьяная дура бандой подростков […]
  изблевав из себя две тысячи недоносков.

Drunk fool who was gang-raped by a band of teenagers […]
threw up two thousand mongels [nedonosok] (Moldavsky, p. 199)

Metaphors of this kind again carry a strong evaluative dimension, 
grounded in gendered expectation. In the above stanza, acts of rape and 
penetration are not represented as war crime victimization, but as an 
inherent description and fault of the woman who let herself be abused, in 
line of Russian governmentally sponsored political rhetoric about Ukraine 
being the morally corrupt ‘sister’ of the three—Belarus, Russia, and 
Ukraine (Gaufman, 2023; Kulick, 2022). Unlike the above ambiguous 
depictions of girls that may also be metaphorical and refer to the nation, 
in the present example metaphorical interpretation is necessary to make 
sense of the verse. In particular, the feminization here is informed by the 
heteronormative ideas and penetrational heterosexuality, which explains 
the obsession with perceived femininity of the enemies. Beyond just this 
collection, heterosexist feminization in Russian Z-poetry is much more 
obscene, where Ukrainian men, collectively called ‘fags’, are offered to be 
sodomized by the Russian army (Verstka, 2023). There are several bor-
derline obscene poems in our dataset as well, and they often describe lit-
eral rape as a domination strategy.

Finally, representations of femininity in the data need to be under-
stood in relation to masculinity, and in particular as a demasculinizing, 

8 It is also of note that, for instance, the city of Donetsk, supposedly on the Russian side, is meta-
phorized as a man (e.g. a ‘male widower’, Malenko, p. 164) or other supposedly pro-Russian towns 
are described as ‘coal miners’ city’(Rusanov, p. 306), alluding to the class difference as well.
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delegitimizing evaluative strategy when referring to (male) social actors. 
While the representations of male and female social actors are generally 
colored by evaluative meaning, the evaluative depictions seem to differ 
for male and female social actors. In all the above examples, it is not the 
female social actors who are evaluated negatively, but those who do not 
‘treat’ and ‘care’ for them properly. By contrast, male social actors of 
‘improper’ masculinity are directly evaluated, whereby feminization is an 
important strategy. In other words, the notion of femininity is prominent 
in the data also as used for negative evaluation of the men.

As already discussed, this tendency closely relates to pacifism and resis-
tance to war. Again, though rarely mentioned directly, the prospect of 
peace is an important concept in the feminization strategies and the 
(feminine) gendered representations overall. In traditionalist representa-
tions, women are seen as peace-loving, but this trope is generally absent 
from the volume. Peace is not construed as a possible and desired goal, or 
it is seen as a very distant future. Those who want peace are pathologized, 
while male social actors are feminized through images of perversion and 
immorality according to the propaganda rhetoric:

(11) Лейтенант-пограничник открыл калитку
И глядит на бегущую прочь элитку:
Прошмыгнули два голубых паяца.
«Нам, — говорят, — совесть не позволяет
остаться!» […]
И две пацифистки-нимфетки,
Которым срочно нужны таблетки.

The border guard lieutenant opened the gate
And he watches the elite running away:
Two gay clowns sneaked through.
“We can’t stay”, they say, […]
And two pacifist nymphets
Who urgently need pills.’ (p. 162)

The representation demasculinizes those who leave the country. “Pacifist 
nymphets on pills”, ‘“gay clowns”’ (11) and cocaine-takers (12) are opposed 
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to a border guard lieutenant (above), or traditional men craving ‘“tender 
wive’” and Russian culture:

(12) Русская литература, ласковая жена,
в городе Николаеве запрещена.
Разрешены аборты, пытки и кокаин.

‘Russian literature, tender wife
Are forbidden in Nikolayev.
Allowed are abortions, torture and cocaine.’ (Karaulov, p. 116)

Like all of the above, this kind of evaluation can only be understood in 
sociopolitical context. Many poems of this kind echo the aspects of right-
wing and anti-gender discourses, where the idea of ‘Western degradation’ 
is often connected with homosexuality and drugs—an association that is 
the staple of the Russian government’s discourse (Gaufman, 2017), also 
echoed in Putin’s speech on February 2024 announcing the full-scale 
invasion. Such argumentation stems from a wider ideology that con-
structs Russian culture in opposition to the propagation of hedonism, 
relativism, and individualism in Western societies, as well as from mis-
conceptions of feminism (Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017; cf. Grzebalska & 
Soós, 2016). If one looks at the visual images of ‘Gayropa’ on Russian 
social media (Gaufman, 2017), the typical hallmarks are in fact homo-
sexuality, drugs, and money, features that are often present in this corpus.

In general, the authors in this collection tend to build a very clear gen-
der hierarchy in their poems, with devalued femininity serving as an 
important metaphor in constructing conflict roles and conflict necessity. 
While these poetic works accentuate the courage and sacrifices of sol-
diers, a clear deficiency lies in their representation of the broader human 
experience. Specifically, while portrayals of women appear common, 
voiced by a number of female poets in the collection, they overall pay 
little attention to the feminine perspective, such as the challenges faced 
by women coping with the war, the loss of their partners, and confront-
ing the dangers associated with the behavior of returning soldiers.
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5	� Conclusions

David (2022) writes that the past few decades have witnessed an increase 
in unapologetic gender bias in the public sphere, from the rise of populist 
leaders globally to violent political conflicts. Chauvinism, sexism, misog-
yny, and hypermasculinity appear in different forms in everyday life, par-
ticularly during wartime and emergency situations (Mosse, 1985). In 
broadest light, our analysis confirms these patterns, showing how “milita-
rism generally constructs aggression as a masculine ideal and naturalizes 
violence against the normative creation of a dehumanized enemy ‘other’” 
(Hafez, 2019, p. 140). However, as we show in our analysis the aggressive 
masculinization is prompted by different social dynamics, and used to 
mask emerging anxieties over pacifism and resistance to warfare among 
different classes and subcultures, conveyed through evaluative and often 
metaphorical language.

We should reiterate that the ‘Russian Summer’ collection of poetry is 
not a widely accepted type of cultural production amidst the full-scale 
war. Due to the repressive censorship laws in Russia that preclude any 
type of critical war coverage, it is impossible to gouge real reactions of 
average citizens inside Russia to this collection. Its wide reach promoted 
by the state does not equal acceptance or popularity, especially in the 
country where nineteenth and early twentieth century poetry is consid-
ered the golden standard. Yet patterns in such forms of cultural produc-
tion, in times of acute conflict, can offer important insights into the 
emerging trajectories of manipulations of language and gender that argu-
ably form a new alliance for constructions of patriarchal, patriotic 
nationhood.

Overall, our analysis has shown pervasive gendering, found in the 
majority of the poems, largely drawing on metaphoric effects. As some 
literary critics have noted, most authors from the collection employed 
rather crude devices to get their messages across (Babushkin, 2023; 
Edelshteyn, 2023): dead children, girls with pouty lips, gaunt old ladies, 
and real men fighting for the truth. The first purpose is to intentionally 
offend, humiliate, and degrade one’s opponents by ‘feminizing’ them, a 
practice that has been referred to in the analysis as metaphorical 
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dysphemism, or offensive use of metaphors, as in the case of ‘small ani-
mals’ and ‘schoolgirls’ metaphors, carrying feminine connotations such as 
weakness, cowardice, and indecisiveness. The second purpose is to legiti-
mize military actions against the enemy. One way to achieve this is using 
metaphors that represent women’s experiences that call for sympathy, as 
in the rape metaphor, or hope, as in the birth metaphor. These findings 
echo some earlier observations in analyses of popular geopolitics (cf. 
Sidaway, 2022).

We find that gendering of the in-group, the Russians, along the lines 
of proper and deviant masculinity in particular, is a further metaphorical 
line central to this discourse and its purposes. In this vein, we have found 
representations of masculinity to be centrally constructed by means of 
contrast, via the opposition of ‘proper’ fighter masculinities with mascu-
linities who stay outside war participation. Paradoxically, in a way, these 
representations work to normalize warfare masculinity, but also to fore-
ground the rejection of war in the Russian populace, with assumed gen-
erational, cultural, and class differences.

Two broader points may be observed at the end. As Yossi David put it, 
“feminizing, masculinizing, emasculating, naming, shaming” (2022, 
p. 1586) and the incitement of hatred affect public discourses and every-
day behaviors, leading to gendered violence and discourses against others 
being more deeply embedded in societies. Gendered framings observed 
in the poetry reflect wider discourses of gender increasingly mobilized in 
Russia. The climate of upholding proper masculinities and femininities as 
central to national survival always has broader implications: as sexism 
legitimizes war, war also legitimizes sexism. Apart from arguing that the 
full-scale invasion was launched to prevent a “gay parade in Donetsk”, 
according to Russian Patriarch Kirill, the consistent gendered framing of 
the ‘special military operation’ in Russia has intertwined with the escalat-
ing anti-queer policies within Russia: the blanket ban on all types of 
‘non-traditional sexuality’ introduced in 2022 and the ban of the ‘inter-
national LGBT movement’ by the Russian Supreme Court in 2023 have 
followed the same logic of (re)-masculinizing the nation (Ryabova & 
Ryabov, 2013; Wood, 2016).

Secondly, beyond the local context, our findings emphasize that in 
contexts of war, normative ideas of gender have great power to create 
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emotions that circulate between bodies, groups, and signs (cf. Ahmed, 
2003). Indeed, the poetry suggests that the discursive power of gendered 
representations comes from their inherent power to evoke affects of pity, 
disgust, or anger, which helps to naturalize discourses of conflict as aspects 
of the ‘moral’ and ‘normal’ duty. More widely observed, the same kind of 
symbolic power of gender is witnessed in recent years in particular in the 
affective economics of varied far-right discourse across the globe, which 
make gender, ‘sexual perversion’ and ‘gender ideology’ their primary sym-
bolic pillars of political struggle (e.g. Corredor, 2019).

The role of gendered tropes in justifying military intervention has a 
long history, including the narratives that orientalize all of Europe’s ‘Easts’ 
as inherently prone to virile aggression and conflict (Helms, 2008). In 
this respect, we agree that these discourses ‘require continued interroga-
tion precisely because they are harnessed so easily and so often’ (Khalid, 
2011, p. 29). At the same time, challenging the mobilization of ‘gender 
normality’ becomes an inherent part of challenging the authority of con-
flict, where the power of social actors like ‘gay pacifist Mowglis’ and ‘fem-
inist nymphomaniacs’ should not be underestimated.
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