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Abstract: Reports in April 2017 regarding a state-initiated wave of homophobic
persecution in Chechnya attracted worldwide outrage. Numerous witnesses spoke of
arrests, abuse and murders of gay men in the republic. In response, a spokesman of
Chechnya’s president Kadyrov claimed that “you cannot oppress those who do not
exist”. In this paper, with the anti-gay purge in Chechnya and in particular the denial
of queer existence as our starting point, we will examine more deeply processes of
erasure and disclosure of queer populations in relation to state violence and projects
of national belonging. We discuss 1) what the events in Chechnya tell us about
visibility and invisibility as sites of queer liberation, in light of recent discussions of
LGBT visibility politics; 2) what the episode tells us about the epistemological value
of queer visibility, given widespread media cynicism and disbelief in the authenticity
of images as evidence; and 3) what role the (discursive and physical) elimination of
queers plays in relation to spectacular performances of nationhood. Taken together,
our findings contribute to a more multifaceted understanding of the workings of
visibility and invisibility and their various, sometimes contradictory, functions in both
political homophobia and queer liberation.
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Introduction

In spring 2017, reports about a wave of state-initiated homophobic persecution in
Chechnya attracted worldwide outrage. On 1 April, the Russian Kremlin-critical
newspaper Novaya Gazeta reported that more than a hundred Chechen men who were
accused of sexual relations with other men had recently been detained by local law
enforcement and security authorities and brought to secret prisons where they were
electroshocked, beaten with sticks and in some cases killed, in a campaign of what
was called “prophylactic purges” (Milashina 2017a). Subsequent reports by critical
Russian media and LGBT organizations painted a gruesome picture of a large number
of men suspected of being gay being detained and tortured, and in some cases killed,
either at the hands of the Chechen security services or by male family members after
being released to their families. Later reports concluded that also lesbians and trans
women were targeted (Proyekt Kvir-zhenshchiny Severnogo Kavkaza 2018). The
purges of 2017 were followed by a second wave of persecution in late 2018-early
2019 (Russian LGBT Network 2019a).

When asked about the first reports, Al’vi Karimov, press secretary of Chechnya’s
president Ramzan Kadyrov, dismissed them as “lies and disinformation” intended to
vilify the republic. In a statement that made international headlines, he claimed that

you cannot detain and oppress those who simply do not exist in the
republic (…) If such people had existed in Chechnya, law enforcement
would not need to worry about them, as their own relatives would already
have sent them to a place from whence they would not return (Meduza
2017).

Similarly, on an interview with HBO, president Kadyrov himself stated:

We don’t have those kinds of people here. We don’t have any gays. If
there are any, take them to Canada. Praise be to God. Take them far from
us so we don’t have them at home. To purify our blood, if there are any
here, take them (…) They are devils, they are for sale, they are not people
(nel’udi)(Washington Post 2017).
3

In this rhetoric, queers are doubly erased in a violent paradox: the speakers insist that
not only are there no queer people, but even if there were queer people, there would
be none, as they would be dead or have fled the country already.

The claim that people who engage in same-sex relations are not simply behaving
immorally or contradicting “traditional values”, but in fact do not exist in a specific
location or community is in itself not new or unique to Chechnya. Weeks before the
news about the Chechnya repressions broke, the mayor of Svetogorsk, a Russian town
with 15,000 inhabitants near the Finnish border, publicly announced that his town did
not have a single homosexual, not even passing ones from the West, and invited other
Russian politicians to come and learn about how his town had achieved such, as he
described it, ”amazing results” (gazeta.ru 2017). Before the opening of the 2014
Winter Olympics, Sochi’s mayor proclaimed that there were no gays in his town
(Raibman 2014). If we look outside Russia, Iran’s former president Ahmadinejad
famously said during a speech at New York’s Columbia University that ”In Iran we
don’t have homosexuals like in your country” (Goldman 2007). During the 2019
European Parliament election campaign, several local town councils in Poland
declared their cities to be “LGBT free” (Goclowski and Wlodarczak-Semczuk 2019).
The denial of homosexual existence is also an established trope within conservative
Christian congregations in the United States, such as when a top leader of the Church
of Jesus Christ Latter-Day Saints in 2016 declared that Mormons do not discriminate
against LGBT people because “there are no homosexual members of the church”
(Wong 2016).

This raises important questions about anti-LGBT oppression and the politics of
visibility. On the one hand, to deny the existence of a certain population, in this case
people engaging in same-sex relations, an act of radical invisibilization. At the same
time, such a denial may also have, whether intended or not, a spectacular dimension,
as it draws attention both to the speaker (being praised, denounced or ridiculed) and to
the category of people whose existence is being denied. Indeed, in the case of
Chechnya, while the violence took place in secret, the exposure of the anti-gay
campaign made Chechnya and Kadyrov (and to a degree, Russia) more visible in the
form of international notoriety. That a state makes such a denial at the same time as it
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is pursuing an organized campaign to violently harass, scare, torture and kill those
very people whose existence it denies, points at the interconnectedness of discursive
and bodily erasure (Taylor 1997). The fact that the repressions involved on the one
hand forced erasure (in the state’s denial of queer existence), and on the other hand
forced disclosure (when the victims, as we will see, were exposed as queer on the
basis of telephone records or witness reports, and in some cases forced to public
repentance) points to the ambivalent functions of visibility in projects of state
homophobia (Edenborg 2019a). Simultaneously, it suggests that invisibilization of
certain gendered and sexualized bodies may be performative in bringing about a
certain idea of the nation (Baer 2013).

In this paper, with the anti-gay purge in Chechnya as our starting point, we examine
the workings of queer visibility, and more specifically erasure and disclosure of queer
populations, as part of violent projects of national belonging and state consolidation.
The study makes a theoretical contribution to critical debates about visibility and its
place in queer politics, especially beyond Western contexts (Ross 2005; Ritchie 2010;
Moussawi 2015; Wilkinson 2017). We ask three questions. First, given how central
themes of visibility and “coming out” have been to Western-style LGBT activism and
solidarity actions, as well as to queer theorizing, does the denial of queer existence
accompanying state homophobia have implications for how to understand visibility as
a site of queer liberation politics, its possibilities and dangers? Second, against the
background of the cynical skepticism expressed by Chechen and Russian authorities
and in much Russian-language media generally concerning the veracity of testimonies
and images presented as evidence of the atrocities, how can we understand the
epistemological status of queer visibility (in the form of narratives and/or images) in
the current media landscape? Third, what role does the erasure of queers (as subjects
within the community) and their simultaneous hypervisibilization (as demonized
Others) play in relation to spectacular performances of nationhood? The discussion
draws empirically on Russian media reporting and international English language
coverage of the 2017-2019 events in Chechnya, visual material in the form of videorecorded witness accounts and interviews, as well as reports by Russian and
international human rights organizations. However, ultimately our aims are theoretical
rather than empirical. We proceed by providing a brief background of the events in
Chechnya 2017-2019, locating them in several contexts: the socio- and geopolitical
5

situation in Chechnya and the North Caucasus, Russian state homophobia, and a more
global surge of “traditional values” discourses observable in many parts of the world
in the 2010s. Then, we examine, in turn, the three aspects of visibility mentioned
above: the double-edged sword of visibility, the meanings of queer visibility in an
increasingly cynical media environment, and the relation between queer (in)visibility
and spectacles of nationhood.

Chechnya’s anti-gay purge: local, national and global contexts

While many details are difficult to corroborate, Russian critical news media
(primarily Novaya Gazeta, but also Meduza, Radio Svoboda, Dozhd’ and others),
Russian NGOs (primarily the Russian LGBT Network) and international human
rights organizations (Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International) provide a
relatively coherent account of the events which unfolded in Chechnya starting in in
early 2017. Their descriptions are to a large extent based on interviews with victims,
the majority of whom have remained anonymous for fear of violent repercussions
should they come forward. According to these accounts, in late February 2017 a man
was detained by the Chechen police for suspected drug use. Searching through his
phone, the police found material indicating sexual contacts with other men, and
through such “snowballing” based on social media and phone contacts, other men
were detained (Milashina and Gordinenko 2017). During the following weeks, dozens
of men suspected of “non-traditional sexual orientation” were brought to secret
detention centers, where they were beaten with sticks and pipes, kicked and
electroshocked, as well as subjected to verbal abuse (Human Rights Watch 2017).
Among the detained were representatives of the Chechen muftiate and a well-known
TV personality (Milashina 2017a). After detention ranging from a few days to several
weeks, most of the men were released to their families, and in some cases forced to
confess and repent to elder male relatives, at the risk of being killed (Kost’uchenko
2017; Milashina 2017b). Thus, while the local Chechen authorities played an
important role, it was clear that LGBT repressions were embedded in – and relied on familial and social relations, including so called “honor culture”. According to the
first reports, at least three men were confirmed killed (Milashina and Gordinenko
2017). In early 2019, it was reported that a second wave of repressions had begun in
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December 2018, detaining 40 people, at least two of whom were killed (Russian
LGBT Network 2019a). At the time of writing, the ultimate number of casualties is
unknown. By April 2019, the Russian LGBT Network had helped more than 150
people flee from Chechnya, most of whom had left Russia (Russian LGBT Network
2019b, see also Kondakov 2019b).

While the first reports only mentioned male victims, it was subsequently reported that
also lesbian women and transwomen had been targeted. The apparent focus and overrepresentation of men, rather than indicating more accepting attitudes to lesbians in
Chechnya, attest to men’s relatively larger freedom of movement and socialization
when compared to women (Gessen 2017). Indeed, in 2017 Chechen authorities
stepped up their “women’s virtue campaign” aiming to ensure that women wear
headscarves in public and submit to their men. An online group had, apparently with
the authorities’ approval, posted photos of women and called for their punishment
(Human Right Watch 2018). Igor Kochetkov of Russia’s LGBT Network confirmed
that over the space of 2 years, 37 lesbian and 2 transwomen had turned to the
organization for help escaping Chechnya (Mirmaksunova 2019). He also confirmed
that the second anti-gay campaign of late 2018 led to women being detained, tortured
and raped. However, the ‘double oppression’ experienced by lesbian and gender nonconforming women in Chechnya means that it has been virtually impossible to speak
to female victims of the campaign, who fear additional retribution from their families,
so that in consequence many were forced into further silence (Khazov-Kassia 2017,
Rim 2019). Their situation can thus also be seen to once more highlight the frequent
invisibility of lesbian and transwomen in queer politics based on the liberationthrough-visibility framework.

President Ramzan Kadyrov’s close affiliate Magomet Daudov (nicknamed Lord),
speaker of the Chechen parliament and described as the second most powerful man in
Chechnya, had reportedly played a central role in initiating the purge, and several
witnesses reported that he was personally present at the detention centers (Milashina
2017b). Chechen authorities flatly denied the allegations, as well as the very existence
of people with “non-traditional sexual orientation” in Chechnya. After first dismissing
the reports, Russian federal authorities promised to investigate them. In May 2018, at
a meeting with the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva, the head of the Russian
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Ministry of Justice claimed that the investigation had found no evidence of crimes,
and that “we could not even find any members of the LGBT community in
Chechnya” (Russian LGBT Network 2018b). Meanwhile, international organizations
such as EU and UN, as well as some governments, including Canada, UK, Germany
and the US expressed concerns and urged Russia to act to stop anti-gay violence in
Chechnya. In November 2018, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) activated its “Moscow mechanism of the human dimension”, setting
up an international investigation of state-orchestrated crime against humanity in the
Chechen Republic in response to the reports of LGBT rights violations.

Whereas some have viewed the events in Chechnya primarily in the context of an
“archaic” tribal culture, traditionalist attitudes among its population and increased
Muslim religiosity, in order to understand why the anti-gay campaign was unleashed
at this particular moment it is vital to take into account the social, economic and
historic context in which homophobic politics emerges. Homophobia and patriarchal
attitudes are no doubt widespread and institutionalized in Chechen society, and the
practice of “honor killings” is well-documented. However, what happened in early
2017 cannot be understood as a spontaneous eruption of popular homophobia but
must be viewed in the context of specific political developments, locally, nationally
and globally.

What is now Chechnya was incorporated within Tsarist Russia as a result of the
colonization of the Caucasus which began in the late 18th century. In Soviet times,
Chechnya formed part of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, and it is
currently a federal subject within the Russian Federation, although with contested
status. The republic, which has a population of 1.4 million, the majority of whom are
Muslims of Chechen ethnicity, has been plagued by two bloody wars between
separatists and the Russian federal government (1994-97 and 1999-2009). Since
Ramzan Kadyrov was installed as president of Chechnya in 2007 through a decree
signed by Vladimir Putin, the semi-autonomous republic has essentially been turned
into a personal dictatorship, albeit with the important caveat that Kadyrov’s reign is
conditioned on the Kremlin’s tolerance. Locally, Kadyrov’s authoritarian leadership is
legitimated by reference to Chechen national consolidation, economic reinvigoration
and promises of delivering stability, fighting terrorism, and putting an end to decades
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of devastating violence. What is referred to as “Chechenization” – the partial transfer
of power from the Kremlin to local Chechen allies (Hughes 2005) – has significantly
strengthened the power of Kadyrov in comparison to previous Chechen leaders. The
Kadyrov regime draws legitimacy from the republic’s Islamic leadership and has
actively cultivated Chechnya’s Sunni Muslim identity, while denouncing Salafists and
supporters of the Islamic State as dangerous extremists. Suspected Muslim extremists,
along with human rights activists, journalists and ordinary citizens who express
disapproval with the regime, have been among the targets of human rights abuses
committed by the Kadyrov regime. International rights monitors have repeatedly
accused the Kadyrov regime of forced disappearances, abductions, unlawful
detentions, torture, tactics of intimidation and public humiliation, creating a climate of
fear where many of the abuses never come to public attention at all (Human Rights
Watch 2016). Thus, the 2017 gay persecution was not entirely novel but broadly
appeared to follow established patterns of human rights violations in Chechnya.

In Russian national imagination, Chechnya and more broadly the North Caucasus
have historically been narrated as Russia’s own Orient, first in 19th century literary
representations that were exoticizing and often eroticizing, later as a target of the
Soviet Union’s modernity project (which shared many of the vices of Western
modernization), and, in the post-Soviet period, as a haven for separatism, tribal
violence and an exporter of terrorism (Layton 1995; Russell 2008; Gentry and
Whitworth 2011). Chechnya is still a projection surface for both racist Othering and
mythologization (such as the fascination for female suicide bombers called the “black
widows”). Describing Russia as a “subaltern empire”, which on the one hand feels
subjugated and inferior to the “West”, and on the other hand enacts its own civilizing
mission towards its “East”, Madina Tlostanova (2011) argues that Chechnya serves as
a “secondary colonial society” onto which Russia’s inferiority complexes are
projected. Against this background, it is indicative that president Putin and other
Russian politicians explicitly referred to Muslim and especially Chechen
traditionalism as an argument for introducing a federal ban on “propaganda for nontraditional sexual relationships”, which was adopted in Russia in 2013. Mirroring
discourses prevalent in Western Europe and the US about endemic homophobia in
Muslim communities, Russian politicians expressed worries that LGBT visibility
would provoke Russia’s Muslims to violence (Edenborg 2017, 95).
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Crucially, Chechnya’s anti-gay campaign must be viewed within the context of
Russian state homophobia, similarly and concurrently tied to a ‘rediscovery’ of
traditional values which some have identified as being an integral part of a process of
‘conservative modernization’ (Trenin 2010, Muravyeva 2017). In the 2010s, the
Kremlin, eagerly supported by the Orthodox Church, conservative politicians and profamily organizations, has enacted a project of stigmatization and targeting of queers
(Healey 2018; Kondakov 2019a; Edenborg 2019b). In state-aligned Russian media,
lesbian, gay and trans people are depicted as a threat to the nation (variously
represented as endangering Russia’s demographic growth, its children’s safety and/or
its political stability), as enforcing “politically correct” minority norms upon the
heterosexual majority, and as Trojan horses operating on behalf of Western states
(Persson 2015). The anti-queer project is part of a broader turn towards embracing
“traditional values” as a guiding concept for the Russian regime. This shift is not only
inward-looking but also has an external dimension: as part of its efforts to reestablish
itself as an important actor on the world stage, Russia is now profiling itself as an
international protector of conservative values (Moss 2017; Wilkinson 2014; Edenborg
2018; Essig and Kondakov 2019). While the specter of the “gay Other” in many ways
serves primarily symbolic purposes in terms of regime legitimation, scapegoating and
nation-building, the official sanctioning of homo- and transphobia certainly has had
severe lived consequences for many queers in Russia, as indicated by an apparent
surge in anti-gay violence especially in the regions (Kondakov 2017).

In addition to the local and national context, the repressions in Chechnya coincide
with a global pattern of state homophobias. Across the world, LGBT rights are
increasingly contested and securitized in the name of “traditional values”, in countries
as different as Hungary, Egypt, Indonesia, the United States, Tanzania, Armenia and
Brazil to name only a few (Bosia and Weiss 2013; Langlois and Wilkinson 2014;
Thiel and Lavinas Picq 2015; Altman and Symons 2016). Bosia (2013) argues that
contemporary state-sponsored homophobia must be understood as a purposeful
political strategy related to processes of state-building, national reconstruction and
consolidation of political elites. The securitization and policing of gender and sexual
deviants is entangled in counterhegemonic, anti-imperialist politics and part of efforts
to entrench national sovereignty in communities seen as menaced by globalization
10

and Westernization (Amar 2013). Also, political homophobia cannot simply be
understood as a counter-reaction to LGBT advocacy. While such projects explicitly
situate themselves in opposition to LGBT activism, and especially to Western states
that position themselves as “global defenders of tolerance” (Brown 2006) and use
“gay tolerance” as an international litmus test for good statehood (Weber 2016), antigay mobilization is often preemptive and occurs despite the absence of a strong
domestic LGBT movement (Weiss 2013). Indeed, queers often function as “deviant
ghostly bodies”, haunting the national heterosexual body by being highly visible in
official discourse but absent in public life (Murray 2009).

The double-edged sword of queer visibility

Western and West-inspired LGBT and queer politics have traditionally aspired to
create and increase visibility for gay, lesbian and trans subjects. To be open and
visible in public has been seen as a precondition for the marginalized to achieve
rights, providing a platform from which to increase awareness of their conditions, and
for changing social injustices and negative attitudes. Based on his research on LGBT
politics in Central Europe, Philip Ayoub (2016) stresses the continued centrality of
visibility. He shows that in this region, increased visibility of sexual minorities and of
transnational liberal norms of sexual diversity has been central for LGBT activists’
ability to place demands on their states concerning rights and protections, as well as to
change social attitudes. While acknowledging that visibility often provokes
contestation, Ayoub argues that this rarely leads to the demise of the movement or
sustained backlash in the public sphere.

At the same time, some researchers argue that visibility is not necessarily a benign
vehicle for advancing the position of excluded groups but many also be associated
with vulnerability, exposure and insecurity (Roberts 2012; Edenborg 2019c). Wendy
Brown stresses this ambiguity: “while to be invisible… may occasion the injuries of
social liminality, such suffering may be mild compared to that of radical
denunciation, hysterization, exclusion or criminalization ” (2005:87). Researchers
have pointed at the security dilemma of weighing a demand for public visibility with
the risks that exposure brings for queer and trans subjects (Sjoberg 2012; Richardson
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2017). As Cai Wilkinson (2017) argues, in many cases security depends on whether
one passes as straight and gender conforming. Research on queer communities in the
Global South have questioned the applicability and desirability of Western visibility
politics (Ritchie 2010; Charania 2017), pointed at alternative forms of organizing and
resistance (Moussawi 2015) and shown how queer people invent creative forms of
being visible and invisible, for example by adopting “visibility schemas” (Cisneros
and Bracho 2019) or “contingent invisibility” (Newton 2016). Moreover, mass
outings of suspected homosexuals in Uganda (Gander 2014) and inflammatory trials
in Egypt (Amar 2013) also highlight visibility as a “double-edged sword” (Oluoch
and Tabengwa 2017). Instances where states and vigilante groups use mobile phones,
dating apps and social media profiles to track down queers – as did the Chechen
security forces – point at the potential risks of digital visibility (Tudor 2018).

In particular in the context of Central and Eastern Europe, some researchers have
argued that Western-inspired identity political strategies are not easily transferable to
contexts where notions of public and private have been shaped by legacies of
socialism and where sexual identity formation does not necessarily center around
discrete binary homo/hetero categories (Kulpa and Mizielinska 2011; see also
Slootmaeckers 2017). In her ethnographic research among lesbian women in Russia,
Francesca Stella (2015) points at how, in contrast to participation in visibilityenhancing Pride marches, in some cases invisibility is seen as enabling and
subversive, allowing for solidarity and the creation of queer spaces (see also Sarajeva
2011). Similarly, Iskander and Karsavin (2017) argue that in the Russian Federation,
queer visibility, as it emerged after perestroika with the development of a gay
subculture, proved to be a “trap” when confronted with the national-conservative shift
of the 2010s. According to them, as invisibility often seems preferable to visibility for
queers in the Russian Federation, Kadyrov’s statement about the absence of queers in
Chechnya is not performative as much as descriptive:
While this may read as a cruel act of erasure by Kadyrov, it is an accurate
description of a certain strain of queer subjectivity in the present day. The
roots of this invisibility can be found in the Soviet era, where in order to
avoid arrest, homosexuality was less an identity than an activity of
contingent relation (Iskander and Karsavin 2017).
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However, queer historical research partly challenges this picture, showing that both in
the Soviet era and late-Tsarist Russia, people did construct homosexual subjectivities
in ways that were not reducible to criminalizing and stigmatizing discourses (Clech
2018; see also Healey 2001).

Initially, the news from Chechnya appeared to confirm fears about how the creation
of queer visibility may provoke violent backlash. In its first reports, Novaya Gazeta
wrote that the news that Nikolay Alekseyev, a Russian LGBT activist who for several
years organized Moscow Pride, had filed applications to hold Pride marches in several
cities in the North Caucasus, had been the igniting factor of the Chechen purge
(Milashina 2017a). In subsequent reporting, however, it was revealed that the
Chechen anti-LGBT campaign had started several months before those applications
were filed (Milashina and Gordinenko 2017). Masha Gessen (2018) criticized Novaya
Gazeta for feeding homophobic sentiments by putting the blame on LGBT activists
themselves.

Given the fact that the purge preceded the news of Alekseyev’s Pride march
applications, and more broadly against the background of a total absence of openly
gay personalities, LGBT activism or a queer subculture in Chechen society, the 2017
events can hardly be described as a straightforward backlash to queer visibility, at
least not “at home”. Rather, the events rather seem to represent a case of
“preemptive” or “anticipatory” countermobilization as described by Weiss (2013).
The earlier cited statements by Chechen officials clearly show that the figure of the
“queer menace” was present as a haunting specter or folk devil in the national
imagination. As Gessen (2018) argues (referring to Russia in general, but her
comments pertain to Chechnya to an even higher degree), the invisibility of queers,
and the fact that, according to opinion polls, few people have any homosexual
acquaintances1, not only make it possible to claim that “such people do not exist
here”, but make queer people the ideal scapegoat. As Baer (2013) argues, though
queer visibility is often viewed in Russia as a threat that must be quelled, ironically
queer invisibility in the form of hidden networks of disguised homosexuals is
1

In a poll published in May 2019, 89% of Russian reported that they did not have any homosexuals
among their acquaintances (Levada Center 2019).
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perceived as perhaps an even larger danger, which must be exposed and rooted out.
To the extent that the Chechen purge represents a reaction to queer visibility, the
enemy against which it mobilized was rather the imagined figure of “the Westsupported LGBT activist seeking to destroy us from within”, hypervisibilized in the
Russian public sphere during the 2010s, than any actual activities by LGBT
organizations, legal changes or societal transformations in a more LGBT-friendly
direction.

Without doubt, the exposure of the anti-gay purge and Kadyrov’s statements of denial
had the effect of making queers in Chechnya more visible than ever, to audiences in
the Russian Federation as well as globally. Such visibility appears to have been
critical for raising money for efforts to help people escape from Chechnya, as well as
for the (still limited) actions that have been taken by international organizations and
other states to put pressure on Russia. At the same time, the revisibilization of
Chechen queers raises some questions. Scholars have shown that queer visibility in
the public sphere is often circumscribed in specific ways, regulating which subjects
appear as “lovely sights” and which remains invisible (Haritaworn 2015). Western
LGBT identity politics entails certain scripts for queer visibility which appear to
structure much media coverage of Chechen queers, offering a limited range of
possible subject positions. Thus, many Western and critical Russian media
representations of the Chechen purge offer conventional depictions of “queer
martyrs” which Wiedlack (2017) argues is an archetype of gay representation,
simplistically represented as opressed victims being unable to live an openly gay life
in the home country, and therefore in need of being saved by the West (see also
Ritchie 2010). For example, some of the initial reports in Western LGBT media,
speaking of “gay concentration camps”, “the likes of which haven’t been seen since
the Holocaust” (Reynolds 2017) clearly followed this pattern. While being able to
seek asylum in Western countries is a life-and-death matter for many queers, and
there may certainly be people who desire to lead an “openly gay life” in Chechnya,
this model has limitations. A binary scheme of on the one hand emancipated, “out”
and visible gays (already in the West or trying to escape there) and on the other hand
oppressed, unhappy and invisible gays (involuntarily kept in the closet), risks
obscuring queer subjectivities and forms of oppression that do not fit these categories,
of subjecthood . Persecution of Chechen lesbian and trans women were often ignored
14

in the international and Russian media reports. Moreover, some local forms of
queerness that appear to be prevalent in the Chechen context are difficult to
accommodate within the gay visibility model. One example is men who have samesex relations while living as heads of heterosexual families, who may or may not
identify as homosexual but for whom “coming out” is not desirable and who would
neither be included in nor necessarily benefit from increased “gay visibility”. For
example, one man anonymously interviewed by the newspaper Meduza stated that he
identified as gay, but neither his wife, children or relatives knew, he was not
interested in “yelling” about being gay or “organizing Pride parades”. He claimed to
have lived a rather secure life with occasional sexual contacts with other men until he
was detained during the 2017 campaign and forced to flee to Moscow, telling his wife
he had been offered a job there (Kost’uchenko 2017). Judging from the anonymous
testimonies in the media reports, it seems clear that for many of those who were
targeted in 2017, neither the options of “living openly” nor escaping to the West are
realistic or tenable, not least because it would put their families in immediate danger.
Thus it is also important to remember that each target of the purges is embedded in a
greater context of familial and social obligations and –relations, members of which
may themselves become perpetrators or collateral victims.
On the basis of the 2017-2019 events in Chechnya, one cannot make generalizing or
categorical conclusions about the desirability or potential dangers of visibility politics.
However, the analysis does suggest that we should acknowledge and further examine
the ambivalent effects and multiple facets of visibility in relation to the politics
governing queer lives, in various local contexts. Following Hammami (2016), who
draws on Judith Butler’s ideas of grievability, we believe that rather than subscribing
to overly simplistic and one-dimensional ideas of visibility as liberating or
endangering, we should ask how some representational regimes may enable violence,
by presenting certain lives as disposable or non-existing, whereas others may
constrain possibilities of solidarity, by privileging the Western model of gay
emancipation and presenting some queers as recognizable while overlooking other
forms of queerness (see also Edenborg 2019a).

Seeing is not always believing: queer visibility and media cynicism
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In her work on precarity and media framing (2010), and on the performativity of
public assemblies (2015), Butler emphasizes the political power of the appearance of
bodies in public. In her view, the 2004 exposure of US torture in the Abu Ghraib
prison and the 2011 global dissemination of images of the Tahrir Square protests are
two different examples of how mediated images of previously invisible bodies may
challenge and rearrange the limits to what can be seen and heard in public, possibly
expanding the notions of who and what ”the public” and “the people” include.
Speaking of street protests, Butler suggests that the appearance of bodies visible to
world media coverage exercises a performative right to appear, signaling that these
particular bodies exist, that they require protection and need to be counted as part of
the people. As she puts it: “only through an insistent form of appearing precisely
when and where we are effaced does the space of appearance break and open in new
ways” (2015:37).

At a first glance, this seems like an good description of the media exposure of the
2017 events in Chechnya, which began with the reports by Novaya Gazeta on 1 April
and resonated in Russian critical media and internationally, drawing attention to the
existence of Chechen queers and their precarious situation, inspiring demonstrations
and manifestations of support, as well as condemnations by several state leaders.
However, there is no straightforward relation between seeing and believing, and even
less between images and political action. The same stories and images from Chechnya
that led to outcry (internationally and among parts of Russian society) were
simultaneously often met with doubt and suspicion. Russian federal authorities, while
promising to investigate the reports, repeatedly expressed doubts about their veracity
based on the absence of witnesses willing to come forward openly (Russian LGBT
Network 2018b). Many seemed to dismiss the reports from Chechnya as simply
another example of Western demonization of Russia, and there were even Russian
LGBT activists who claimed that the stories were purposefully invented for political
reasons (Sulim 2017). Also in the cases where images actually appeared, such as the
photos published in Novaya Gazeta of the detention centre in Argun, showing for
example the presence of “Lord” at this site (Milashina 2017b), or when a witness in
fact did come forward, as Maksim Lapunov in a filmed interview spoke about having
experienced the 2017 persecutions (Milashina 2017c) these images were often met
with disbelief.
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Adi Kuntsman has examined how media digitalization changes practices of
witnessing violence, enabling new forms of exposing previously invisible violence,
but also producing an increased level of suspicion towards media images. In the
words of Kuntsman: “the same image can become an object of shifting feelings: it
appears once as truthful and heartbreaking evidence, and once as a skillful and evil
deception; once as an outcry and once as entertainment” (2012, 4). If images and
stories of violence and death propose to media audiences specific ways of engaging
with “distant sufferers”, producing a “politics of pity” through their emotional
resonance (Chouliaraki 2008; 2010; see also Wiedlack 2017), in this highly
suspicious age, images are not treated as neutral, but always as allowing for the
possibility of their having been staged or manipulated. This represents a qualitative
shift from how Roland Barthes (1993) described the effects of the photographic image
as having an authenticating function, as a powerful proof that something has actually
taken place, for example in the way a photo of a former slave constituted “extended,
loaded evidence” (ibid., p.115) that slavery indeed existed.

In light of the post-2016 frenzy around “fake news” and “post truth” in the US and
Western Europe , it important to stress that in Russia, widespread cynicism and a
relativist relation to truth are not new phenomena but key characteristics of the postSoviet media environment (Brock, 2018). Natalia Roudakova’s work on cynicism and
cynical media regimes in Russia (2017) is pertinent here, as she describes a media
environment where everything is potentially staged or a lie, where anything can be
stated or denied, where concepts are decoupled from their moral connotations and
everything can be laughed at. The cynical media regime stems, she argues, from the
late Soviet period and the “epistemic shake-up” of the fall of communism where one
official value system was replaced with another overnight, and is today eagerly
exploited by those in power, not least to discredit journalism and especially
investigative reporting. Thus, the Russian public sphere operates according to a logic
where every claim, for example that “Putin is undermining democracy” will be
dismissed with counterclaims such as “there was never any democracy to begin with”
or some version of “what-aboutism”, pointing at how e.g. Western leaders are doing
the same.
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Ramzan Kadyrov’s statements cited in the beginning of this article, which shocked
many international observers, were indicative not only of the acceptance of
homophobia in the Russian public sphere, but also of this cynical media regime. The
Chechen leader is of course aware of the impossibility of the total absence of queer
people in the republic (his own security forces were currently targeting them
specifically), and he knows his audiences are also aware of this, still he
performatively conjures the “truth” of a Chechen nation whose absence of gays is one
of its defining features. Kadyrov can be confident that, just like many will see the
absurdity of his claims, many will also dismiss the reports about anti-gay violence as
politically motivated. In such a discursive atmosphere, no line exists between
sincerity and mockery, and the power of public representation, as theorized by Butler,
is significantly diminished.

An example illustrating this cynical media regime and the weakening of images’
claims to truth, as well as how the invisibility of queers can and has been exploited by
the authorities, was the disappearance of Chechen pop singer Zelimkhan “Zelim”
Bakaev. In August 2017, the 25-year old singer’s family reported him as missing after
he had travelled from Grozny (the capital of Chechnya) to Moscow, where he usually
resided and from where he had been trying to forge a music career (for example by
participating in Russia’s TV talent show Novaya Fabrika Zvezd). What followed were
conflicting accounts: one version was that he had left home after a fight, another that
he had travelled abroad. What is undeniable is that since he had been reported missing
there was minimal activity on his social media accounts, and of uncertain authorship.
In September, after the Kremlin’s Human Rights officer Tatyana Moskal’kova visited
Chechnya to investigate allegations of kidnapping and torture of gay men, a two-part
YouTube video appeared of Bakaev seemingly in a hotel room in Germany, telling a
friend how happy he was to be living there. Further inspection led many commenters
to discard the clips as staged, as both the energy drink he was drinking and furniture
of the room were Russian-made and not easily available in Germany. After the video
appeared, there was no information or signals from the singer himself. If one looked
for information on the singer online, contradictory accounts appeared: much Russian
language media pointed to proof that the singer “had been found” thanks to the video
(e.g. RIA Novosti 2017), whereas in the West he was widely reported as having been
killed in the anti-gay purges (usually citing “sources” as well as the prolonged lack of
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news or direct correspondence from him, e.g. Lobanov 2017). Clearly, a handsome,
talented and publicly known (though by no means famous) young singer had the
potential to become a symbolic figure of how gay Chechens have been killed or
tortured by the regime. This was clear both in how Western media reported his
disappearance and presumed death so widely, and in how keen Chechen authorities
were to deny that he had been harmed. Indeed, the testimonies from men being
detained during the 2017 purges point to an obsession of the Chechen authorities with
male celebrities suspected of being gay: several reported to have been questioned
about Bakaev’s sexuality specifically (Russian LGBT Network 2018c).

In January 2018, Kadyrov stated on Chechen state television that Bakaev’s family had
killed the singer and then blamed the authorities for the killing, since there was “no
man in the family” who dared take responsibility for the fact the they had “dealt with”
Bakaev (referring to the singer by the female pronoun). In line with a now wellestablished pattern, Kadyrov based his denial on the absence of evidence to the
contrary:

…now they are saying it is because of Kadyrov’s order, Kadyrov took him. Did
you see this order? Did you see him detained? At least, do you have any proofs
to claim it? Did I claim it on TV? (Russian LGBT Network 2018c)

The Bakaev case suggests that media cynicism and in particular the decreased
epistemological status of images may limit the effects of making something
previously invisible visible in queer politics. Whereas Butler (2015) seems to suggest
that the act of public appearance of invisible populations itself undermines and shakes
up dominant powers’ control over the public sphere, and Barthes (1993) views
photographic images as having a “scandalous effect” of authentication, the Bakaev
case suggests that the effects of revisibilization are more ambivalent. Here, existing as
well as absent images were invoked as proof or, to the same effect, as absence of
evidence, and the same video was regarded by some as verification of Bakaev being
found, by others as further evidence of his disappearance. Even more disturbingly,
Kadyrov’s statements suggest a mutually reinforcing relation between bodily and
discursive erasure, each enabling the other. If we follow the logic of Kadyrov – and
by extent of the Russian Ministry of Justice, which also used the absence of LGBT
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people willing to come forward to deny that the anti-gay purge had taken place
(Russian LGBT Network 2018b) – since the singer had disappeared or been killed
there was no physical evidence that could implicate the regime in the crime. In other
words, the very effects of anti-queer violence (the absence of LGBT people due to
their death, escape or forced hiding) was taken as evidence that the violence itself was
a hoax.

Queer (in)visibility and spectacles of the nation

Research on political homophobia suggests that media scapegoating, anti-LGBT
legislation, court proceedings and physical violence targeting queers often have
spectacular functions, operating as a visible signal to the population (and sometimes
to external audiences) about what sexual behaviors and gender expressions are
desirable, about what direction the state is taking and about the imagined content and
boundaries of national belonging. There are many historical and current examples,
ranging from the 1950s “Lavender scare” in the United States (Johnson 2006) to
inflammatory trials held in the 2000s in Malaysia, Egypt and elsewhere (Weiss and
Bosia 2013). In the Russian Federation, the 2013 “homosexual propaganda” law
clearly served such signaling purposes (Edenborg 2019c; Kondakov 2019a). In some
cases, anti-queer violence itself took spectacular forms, such as when the Russian
vigilante group “Occupy Pedophilia” circulated films of torture and possibly murder
of gay men (Essig 2014).

Although the violence in Chechnya took place in hidden locations and was not
publicized before Novaya Gazeta’s exposure, it nonetheless entailed spectacular
aspects. Several of the victims interviewed by Human Rights Watch (2017) attested
that as they were being tortured and humiliated, representatives of the Chechen
authorities, from the earlier mentioned “Lord” to lower-rank officials, repeatedly
visited the detention centers to watch and observe the violence. One man described
how torture was turned into a show-like performance:
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We were like a bunch of monkeys in a zoo (…) They [captors] bring in all
those people, point their finger, and go like ‘look who we’ve got here, a
bunch of fags!’ (Human Rights Watch 2017)

The act of releasing the men to their families with instructions to “shame” them, and
the ritual of “confession and repentance” to elder male relatives that some
subsequently had to perform, indicate that exhibition, display and spectacle were
important elements of the anti-gay purge which persisted even after the release of the
victims.

The spectacular and theatrical characteristics of the purge emerged very clearly in the
case of Movsar Eskerkhanov, who in late September 2017 spoke out in Time
Magazine about his experiences of anti-gay persecution in Chechnya prior to his
arrival in Germany several years ago (Shuster 2017). On 13 November 2017,
however, Eskerkhanov appeared on Chechen state television, accusing the Western
journalists of making him publically confess to homosexuality by promising to help
him get residence permit in Germany, a promise which was never fulfilled.

They disgraced me in the face of the Chechen people and the Chechen
authorities, they put me up to it. Therefore I ask for forgiveness to the
people of Chechnya, the leadership of Chechnya, to Chechens living in
North Caucasus and in Europe (BBC Russia 2017).

As a response to Eskerkhanov’s public repentance, Djambulat Umarov, Chechnya’s
Minister for National Policy, Foreign Relations, Press and Information, declared that
the apology was accepted: “If Allah accepts repentance, then why should we not
accept it?” (Caucasian Knot 2017). While we do not know the circumstances that
made Eskerkhanov record the later video, the televised act of his public apology and
the Chechen authorities’ forgiving – when taken together – constitute a highly
scripted ritual that draws on a religious vocabulary of repentance and redemption as
well as a nationalist language of honor and shame. As a public spectacle, the ritual
works performatively to produce Chechen society as honorable and heterosexual, and
as piously Muslim.
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In her study on violence, torture and forced disappearances in Argentina during the
military junta, Diana Taylor (1997) argues that state terror may function as a public
spectacle, intentionally designed to look like theatre. For her, this is not only true of
the manifestly visible state violence that takes place in the streets or on television, but
also of state-organized disappearances and torture taking place in secret rooms. Such
forms of “invisible” state terror serves, she argues, as a cautionary message to those
on the outside, demonstrating to the population that the regime has the power to
control it, turning the people into a docile and controllable social body. If we extend
Taylor’s argument to the 2017 events in Chechnya, it suggests that torture and
disappearances targeting gay men, even when the actual violence took place in hidden
locations, may be understood as an instrument to terrorize the population into political
obedience, loyalty to the Kadyrov regime, and sexual conformity.

Indeed, a certain sociopolitical climate is created by such “hidden spectacles”, as they
function as an underside to the public display or celebration of certain exclusionary
values (heteronormativity, specific forms of religiosity etc). Terror operates, Taylor
argues, on the entirety of the population, allowing those who do not fall victim to it to
engage in various forms of denial of the existence of the violence. Such blindness
becomes a form of collusion with the regime, making the forcibly disappeared
become invisible again and thereby allowing further violence to occur. This
“percepticide”, as Taylor calls it, illustrates how invisibility can become naturalized
through an insidious chain of spectacle, terror and disavowal.

However, the spectacular aspects of nation-building are not only made apparent in the
exclusion of certain populations, or celebrations of violence. While terror clearly
serves as a form of public spectacle whereby the political community is imagined in
particular ways, and physical violence against individual bodies must be linked to
efforts to produce a new authentic national body – in this case constituting the
Chechen nation as a community of “traditional values” – nations need to be imagined
and reimagined continuously in order to sustain themselves, and to serve as sites of
identification for its population. Speaking specifically of national identification,
Slavoj Žižek insists that “the element which holds together a given community cannot
be reduced to the point of symbolic identification: the bond linking together its
members always implies a shared relationship towards a Thing, toward Enjoyment
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incarnated” (Žižek, 1993:111). He sees this enjoyment as the key to understanding a
community’s coherence in opposition to other communities; each society attempts to
cover over its inherent antagonism by “outsourcing” it onto various others. Returning
to spectacle, the nation is brought about in moments of mass enjoyment or
celebration, themselves orchestrated to bring about moments of collective
identification. Indeed, identification relies on such moments of heightened positive
affect, functioning as sites “for the mutual construction of that which has traditionally
been labelled ‘inner’ (from phantoms to fantasy) and that which has been thought of
as ‘outer’ (political reality, historical facticity” (Taylor 1997: 29).

The discussion has already referred to the violent, despotic nature of the Kadyrov
regime. This aspect is tied indelibly to popular celebrations of the Chechen nation, as
well as to a foregrounding of the president’s authoritarian masculinity. Indeed,
Kadyrov is placed at the center of a political field, taking on the role of an
embodiment of Chechenness. Following the vein of other historical and contemporary
leader figures, chief among them Vladimir Putin, but also the patriarchal structures of
Chechen leadership, Ramzan Kadyrov relies on displays of hypermasculine charisma
in order to suture a political field that is otherwise characterized by cynicism towards
established politics, or indeed threatening to disintegrate (Brock, 2016). Like Putin, he
is also a leader of many public guises, such as “the merciless warrior in fatigues who
leads special operations to kill anti-government rebels; the jolly Caucasus baron who
spars with Mike Tyson and shows off his private zoo; the family man and observant
Muslim who has banned alcohol, ordered that women wear head scarves in public
buildings, and boasts that his six-year-old son has memorized the Koran” (Yaffa,
2016). He publicly combines displays of devoutness and calls for level-headed
responses to political crises with shows of physical prowess and outbursts of rage and
obscenity.

Such a seemingly contradictory image serves a purpose. Theodor W. Adorno, who
like Sigmund Freud argues that the bond underlying group identification centers on
the figure of the leader (Freud 1921/1955), suggests that in order to appeal to the
narcissistic aspects of identification, the leader must operate on multiple levels, in
order to convey an “impression of greater force and of more freedom of libido” than
the rest of the community (Adorno 1951/2001:142), while “at the same time work
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[ing] the miracle of appearing as an average person, just as Hitler posed as a
composite of King-Kong and the suburban barber” (ibid:141). Additionally, there is
an element of political strategy to this demeanor. Kadyrov’s image does not receive as
much criticism as one might expect from the Kremlin. He acts as an alter ego to Putin
(similar to the ways in which the Caucasus serves as Russia’s “Orient”) and as a way
for the latter to show that, “anytime he wants, like Freddy Krueger, he can put on a
clawed glove, a glove covered in spikes, and use it as a weapon” (Alexei Venediktov,
quoted in Yaffa 2016).

The spectacular element of Kadyrov’s reign is not limited to publicizing his personal
exploits (before getting banned from social media in 2018, he had over 1.6 million
followers on Instagram). He is also deeply aware of the importance of national
spectacle alluded to earlier. Journalist Joshua Yaffa lists several days of national
celebrations during his visit to Chechnya in 2016, and concludes that “[h]ardly a day
passes in Grozny without a dance performance by a local troupe or an athletic
competition featuring Chechen sportsmen”(Yaffa 2016), during any of which
Kadyrov himself might make an appearance. Such a constant reiteration of the
greatness of Chechnya unconsciously points to the perceived fragility of a nation still
in the grip of decades of violence and corruption, and the repression of critical voices
from the opposition. Spectacle serves to steer attention away from a permanent state
of crisis, and towards an image of a stable Chechen nation, with Kadyrov at its head.
In this way, spectacles at once embody what is perceived as society’s basic values,
and depoliticize by glossing over fractures and social antagonism (Kellner 2003).

Kadyrov’s performance of powerful and at times violent masculinity seems to require
an erasure of the feminine or the “feminized”. Like Taylor argues in respect to
Argentina, the elimination or suppression of the feminine (including the homosexual
male) serves to stabilize a patriarchal version of nationhood (1997:17). Returning to
how nations are constructed fantasmatically, one can see how national imaginaries
attempt to engulf other categories within the symbolic, such as gender or kinship
relations, so that a threat to the stability of these positions can become a threat to the
nation as a whole. This tendency is enhanced during episodes of national insecurity or
crisis. A strong and stable Chechen nation is positioned as needing to regulate
sexuality and gender relations, and to rid itself of queer subjects. If we apply Taylor’s
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statement that “perhaps the invisible can be traced through the performative traditions
that produce the sense of nation” (Taylor 1997:30) to the fate of Chechen queer
subjects, we see how Kadyrov’s patriarchal, hypermasculine spectacle of leadership is
tied to, and enables the oppression of non-normative sexualities without in fact having
to name them or make them visible. Conversely, the erasure of queer and feminine
bodies from the public sphere serves to render visible the national body as
heterosexual and masculine.

Conclusion

With the 2017 anti-gay campaign in Chechnya as our point of departure, and in
particular the statements made by Chechen officials that the absence of queers in
Chechnya made persecution impossible, this paper examined the workings of queer
visibility as part of violent projects of national belonging and state consolidation.
First, we discussed the purge in Chechnya in relation to visibility as a strategy of
queer liberation. Public visibility, we suggested, is not a one-way path to liberation
but rather a doubled-edged sword, connected also to insecurity and vulnerability.
However, rather than a straightforward “backlash” to queer visibility, LGBT activism
or legislative advances, the Chechen purge was constructed in opposition to the
imagined specter of the “West-sponsored gays seeking to undermine our community”,
hypervisibilized in media discourse in the Russian Federation in recent years. We
argued that Western schemes of “gay liberation through visibility” risk obscure local
forms of queerness and suggested that, rather than simplistically understand visibility
as itself either liberating or endangering, we should critically examine the multiple
and contradictory effects of different regimes of visibility. Second, we discussed the
exposure of the Chechnya events and the visibilization of previously invisible queer
bodies, in light of theories of media cynicism and weakened epistemological status of
images. We suggested that the political power that lies in the act of public appearance,
as theorized by Butler (2015), is limited in a media landscape characterized by
disbelief and a cynical relation to truth. We showed that, in the Chechen case, the
same image was interpreted both as evidence for the gay purge and for it being an
invented story. Furthermore, we pointed at instances where the absence of queers
coming forward in the public sphere to testify, itself (partly) a result of homophobic
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violence, was taken as evidence that the violence had not taken place. Third, we
examined how the erasure of queer bodies (discursively and physically), as well as
their hypervisibilization, relates to spectacular performances of nationhood. We
showed that while the violence took place in hidden locations, it involved several
theatrical aspects, such as video-recorded acts of public repentance, which functioned
like rituals to construct the Chechen nation in specific ways. We suggested that the
violence and torture of queers was an invisible underside to the spectacular project of
Chechen nationbuilding, built on hypermasculine authoritarianism, and centering on
the figure of president Kadyrov. While the invisibility of queers made the purges
easier, they were not unexpected or in contradiction with the way the nation was
visibly performed, but rather an extension thereof. The elimination and
invisibilization of feminized queer subjects thus worked performatively to reproduce
the Chechen nation as a heteropatriarchal community of belonging. While the
visibility framework of queer politics should be supplemented by more attention paid
to the limits of categories of subjecthood, and of language more generally, as well as
the effects of forced silence and discursive absences which haunt national bodies, we
insist on the continued analytical value of the notion of visibility. Taken together, our
findings contribute to a more multifaceted understanding of the workings of visibility
and invisibility and their various, sometimes contradictory, functions in both political
homophobia and queer liberation.
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