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This presentation will focus on the conceptual work of the street art group War (Voina) and the 

feminist punk collective Pussy Riot as it relates to questions in performance theory and gender 

construction/insubordination. Voina is a Russian street-art group known for their provocative and 

politically charged works of performance art. The group has had more than sixty members, 

including former and current students of the Rodchenko Moscow School of Photography, 

Moscow State University, and University of Tartu. The activities of Voina have ranged from 

street protest, symbolic pranks in public places, and performance-art happenings, to vandalism 

and destruction of public property. More than a dozen criminal cases have been brought against 

the group. On April 7, 2011 the group was awarded the "Innovation" prize in the category "Work 

of Visual Art", established by the Russian Ministry of Culture. Pussy Riot (whose main 

spokeswoman, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova was previously a member of Voina) is a Russian 

feminist punk rock protest group based in Moscow. Founded in August 2011, it has a variable 

membership of approximately 11 women who stage unauthorized provocative guerrilla 

performances in unusual public locations, which are edited into music videos and posted on the 

Internet. Their lyrical themes include feminism, LGBT rights, opposition to the policies of 

Russian President Vladimir Putin, and links between the leadership of the Russian Orthodox 

Church and the State. Arrested a few weeks after their performance of their punk prayer “Mother 

of God, Chase Putin Away!” [Bogoroditsia, Putina progoni] at the Cathedral of Christ the Savoir 

in Moscow and sentenced to two years in a women’s labor colony for “hooliganism,” the Pussy 

Riot trial revealed once again the way Russian power protects itself from the possibility of 

dissention. As Slavoj Žižek wrote in his response to the trial: “What is a modest Pussy Riot 

obscene provocation in a church compared to the accusation against Pussy Riot, this gigantic 

obscene provocation of the state apparatus which mocks any notion of decent law and order?” 

“By and large, the three members of Pussy Riot are not the ones on trial here,” wrote Nadezhda 

Tolokonnikova in her closing statement at the trial, “If we were, this event would hardly be so 

significant. This is a trial of the entire political system of the Russian Federation.”  In this paper I 
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am interested in the following questions: how are gender and sexual difference mobilized as 

tools of political protest? How can sex and sexuality as they are staged by these groups to be read 

against the backdrop of the new Russian turn toward prescriptive heterosexuality and the 

reemergence of old patriarchal structures of power? How do the groups' different acts extend or 

challenge notions of gender performativity as articulated by scholars such as Judith Butler, Jack 

Halberstam, and others? While the focus of the talk will be on Voina and Pussy Riot, at the end, I 

will turn briefly to the recent "revelations" about the Ukrainian feminist group FEMEN, and the 

problem of feminist activism in the former USSR. 

 

 


