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IToroBopum: Let’s talk

I have been listening to, reading, and writing about Vladimir Putin’s press conferences and
“pasroBopsl” (conversations) with the people (Hapoj) for a couple of decades now, and
although I haven’t checked year-by-year, my sense is that his rhetorical devices haven’t
changed all that much.

In some cases they seem to have tapered off — for example, use of obscenities or crude
language. In the old days almost every presser or talk had a borderline obscenity or obscure
folk expression that sent journalists running to their academic dictionaries. There were even
books of them called ITyruHku (Putinisms). There are fewer of these, although this year he
used some slang and a lot of folksy language.

In other cases certain tendencies have become exaggerated, most notably how “casting in a
good light” has become “presenting flat-out false statements as truth.” A prime example was
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this statement about life expectancy: CMmoTpuTe, IMHaAMUKA KaKasi: 2021 rof| —
MIPOJOI>RKUTEIBHOCTD JKU3HU B Poccuu — 70,06, 2022 rof — 72,73, @ B 2023-M O3KUJIaeTCsI
74 roma (Look at the trend: 2021 — life expectancy in Russia was 70.06; in 2022 it was 72.73,
and in 2023 it is expected to be 74 years).

The trick here is using the term o>xugaeTcs (is expected). Russia’s own statistics show a
decrease in life expectancy from an average of 73.3 in 2019 to 70 in 2021. Could this be
followed by a four-year rise in longevity in just two years, which include years of war? I'm not
buying it.

Another Putin hallmark is the use of folksy slang: BocnuTaHue MOJIOIBIX TI0el B iyxe
MMaTPUOTHU3Ma B CAMOM XOPOIIIeM, a He KBaCHOM CMBbICJIe 3TOTO CJI0Ba, OHO Upe3BbIUaliHO
BaJKHO (raising our young people in the spirit of patriotism in the best sense of the word, not
jingoism, is extraordinarily important). Or: CerofHs YKpariHa IOUTU HUYEro yrKe He
MIPOU3BOIUT...BCE IPUBO3SIT — U3BUHUTE 3a MOBETOH, — Ha Xa/lsiBY BCE npuBo3AT (Today
Ukraine produces almost nothing...it imports everything, it — sorry to be crude — it mooches
it all). Or about mobilized soldiers: moHauany 661710 MHOTO UPOHUY, BCSIKUX CMEIITKOB Ha
3TOT CUET, IPUIENTMIU Ha3BaHMe TaKoe K 3TUM JTIoaam — “mobuku” (At first there was a
lot of irony and all kinds of jokes, and they got the nickname “mobiki”).

Then there are what I call buzz words — words and expressions that you mentally put in
capital letters when you hear them. They are often signifiers of Good Things, like 3anac
npouHocTH (reserves, margin of safety) said about the economy, or BricOKasi KOHCOMUAALUS
poccutrickoro obimiecTBa (the high level of consolidation of Russian society). Or they can
signify Bad Things: geHanuduranus (de-Nazification); pammsanusa (fascism-ization);
HaloHanucT (nationalist); Hanuct (Nazi).

Here's a list of all the Good Things Russia is supposedly doing, most of which involve the buzz
word cyBepeHUTeT (sovereignty): 3To 3HAUUT YKpeIUIeHre 000pOHOCIIOCOOHOCTY CTPAHBI,
0e301acHOCTY 110 BHEIITHEMY KOHTYPY. ITO YKpeIUieHue 00II[eCTBEHHOI'0 CYBepeHUTeTa,
“MeeTcsI B BUly 6e3yciioBHOe obecrieueHue MpaB, CBOOO] rpasKaH CTPAHbI, Pa3BUTHE
Hallle} [MOIMTUYeCKON CUCTeMbI, lTapaMeHTapu3ma. Hy u, HakoHeI, 3To obecrieueHue
6e3011acHOCTY U CyBepeHUTeTa B c(pepe SKOHOMUKU, TEXHOJIOTMYECKOT0 CYBepeHUTETaA (...
this means strengthening the defense capabilities of the country and security at the borders.
It’s strengthening public sovereignty, which means the unconditional provision of rights and
freedoms for the citizens of the country, the development of sovereignty in the economic
sphere, technological sovereignty).

Sounds good. You have to really think about it to realize he’s talking about social and
economic development in isolation.

In general, throughout the performance Putin uses a kind of aw, shucks, talking to the folks
down home intonation. This is used with almost every topic but especially anything to do with
the military: OTnuuHoO BoroIOT pebsiTa, mpocTo oTimyHo (The guys are great soldiers, just
great)...Ho, HaBepHOe, Ijie-TO eIné cbou nmpoucxomsr.... (Well, there probably still are some
setbacks in some places) ... [IpoBepro 00s13aTeIbHO, HajaskeHa U paboTa, CBSI3aHHAsI U C
IIpeJoCTaBIIeHUeM >KUJbS, C IIpefoCTaBIeHeM BCSIKUX JIBIOT, C 0pOpMIeHEM
morymeHTOB (I'll be sure to check and see that the system works properly for providing



housing, for providing all kinds of benefits, for providing documents).

This style makes him sound very reasonable and open: 4yTo KacaeTcsl yBeJIMueHMs PaCXOJi0B,
TO HaZjo MIOCMOTpeTh.. (about increasing expenditures, we have to take a look).... [la, aTo
BITIOJTHe BO3MO>KHO (Yes, that’s completely possible)... MbI ¢ pyROBOAUTEIEM PECTYOTUKUA
neperoBopum (I'll have a talk with the leaders of the republic).... KpeguTsl — Toske
HenpocTasi Berib (Credit is not an easy matter either).... Ho Hafo mogymaTh 1 Torpo6oBaTh
peanu3o0BaTh (But we ought to consider it and try it out).

Another rhetorical stamp is Q and A. He poses a question and then answers it. [T10x0 3T0 gsi
Hac wiu Het? Jla HeT (Is this bad for us? Not at all). Ot yero 3aBucuT Kypc? Kypc y Hac
IUTAaBAOIIUM, 3aBUCUT OT PhIHOYHBIX yeioBui (What determines the exchange rate? We have
a floating exchange rate that depends on market conditions).

The thing is, when you ask yourself a question — which makes you appear to be open to
considering an issue — you get to give the answer you want, not necessarily the answer that is
factually true. But it sounds very convincing. For example, here’s what he says about
Yanukovych in Ukraine: UTo mmpou3onio ganbiie? OH BEIUTPall BCE-TAKU CIIEAVIOIITe
BbI60pEI (What happened next? He went and won the next elections). Ha 4T0 oIy Hallrm
TaK Ha3biBaeMble onmoHeHThI? (What did our so-called opponents do then?) Ha
rocrepeBopoT (They staged a coup). Sounds reasonable — it just leaves out election fraud,
unconstitutional actions, embezzlement of state funds, secret escape to Russia, and so on.

And then there are dozens of accusations, sometimes tossed off with a veneer of
reasonableness. Part 1: Make nice. UYTo RacaeTcst CoeqrHEHHBIX IIITaTOB. MbI ¥ C HUMU
TOTOBBI BRICTPAUBATh OTHOIIIEHUSsI. Mbl cuuTaeM, uTo CIIIA — BaskKHasi, Hy>KHasi CTpaHa
mupy (As far as the United States are concerned. We are ready to work out a relationship with
them. We consider the USA to be an important country that the world needs). Part 2: Accuse.
Ho 5Ta abcomoTHO UMITepCKasi MOJIMTUKA MeIllaeT MM CaMHM, [aske He HaM — MM MeIIaeT
(But their absolutely imperial policy hurts themselves, not even us, but them.) Part 3: Another
question. [Touemy? (Why?) Part 4: Projection. [ToToMy 4TO B 00II[eCTBEHHOM CO3HAHUN OHU
IOJKHBI ce0s1 BeCTH KaK MMIIEPUS 1, €CJTV OHU B UEM-TO I'7le-TO JOTOBAPUBAIOTCS U B
YyEéM-TO KOMY-TO YCTYIIAIOT, 3TO Y’Ke BOCIPUHNMAETCS JIEKTOPATOM KaK KaKOM-TO
mpoBat wiau mpobest (Because in society’s perception they must behave like an empire and if
they agree with someone or make a concession to someone, it will be perceived by the
electorate as a failure or misstep).

No one knows how effective this is. Perhaps it is convincing for some people, but even in the
show it was clear that part of the population isn’t buying the “Bcé xopormo” (it’s all good)
message. Screens showed an ever-changing variety of questions sent in to the president from
all over Russia, such as: ITouemy Ballla peaTbHOCTDb PACXOAUTCS C Halllen
mericTBUTENbHOCTHIO (How come your reality is different from our real life?) and ITouemy
obecrieueHue pebsT Ha CBO BBINOIHSAETCS B OCHOBHOM IPasKIaHCKUMMU BOJIOHTEPAMU ?
HeysKellv 3TO He B COCTOSIHUM cfienaTh Munobopousl? (Why are civil society volunteers
taking care of getting the boys in the special military operation what they need? Is the
Ministry of Defense really incapable of doing it?)

Those questions went without answers.
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