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Introduction 
In this paper the author employs the discourse analysis approach to a variety of issues related to EU – Russia interactions. I treat discourse as a type of ‘soft power’ that can be differently invested and that differently shapes identities of political subjects. Identity-based subjectivity is unattainable beyond discursive framework; therefore, “the struggle for the power to define which discursive formation a specific issue should be articulated within is a part of the struggle for defining reality”
.

The paper argues that the relations between the European Union and Russia can be discussed as inter-subjective. In a narrow sense, the concept of inter-subjectivity points to the common areas where both parties communicate with each other as partners, and, concomitantly, not only the EU is capable of exerting some influence upon Russia, as it used to be all throughout 1990s, but Russia too may have her say. It is true that inter-subjective type of communication covers those areas where Russia has achieved some effect having altered EU policies, yet in a wider sense it signifies something beyond that. In inter-subjective relationship, both parties constitute each other in a sense that the formation of Russian identity is impossible without references to European experiences and practices, and vice versa. Identities are always relational, they relate to a ‘constitutive other’
. A brief quotation of Jurgen Habermas could be appropriate at this point: “in the course of mutual perspective taking, a common horizon of background assumptions can develop in which both sides reach an interpretation that is neither ethno-centrically condescending nor a conversion, but something intersubjectively shared”
. 

Problematizing Inter-subjectivity
Obviously, inter-subjectivity does not necessarily stipulate a lack of distortions, dislocations and disconnections. The space of inter-subjective communication is evidently full of asymmetries, ruptures and imbalances that significantly impede the process of identity-building. To quote Slavoj Zizek, “language … is the first and greatest divider, it is because of language that we and our neighbours (can) ‘live in different worlds’ even when we live on the same street”
. To put it differently, language “provides the boundaries of inter-subjective process”
 and, thus, draws the limits of inter-subjective communication.

More specifically, the problematization of the inter-subjectivity framework points to a number of conflictual aspects of the EU – Russia relations.

Divided subjects

One of most complicating factors is that both parties are divided subjects. The concept of subject’s “split identity” can be differently interpreted, depending on the issue(s) under consideration. In our case, these divides have to be inscribed into the communicative fabric of Russia – EU relationship. Against this background, Russia can be portrayed as a political subject that proves incapable of speaking with a single voice internationally, one deeply fragmented by its desire to simultaneously use economic arguments (the case of sanctions against Poland, Georgia, or Moldova) and normative appeal (the case of lambasting Estonia for the removal of the Great Patriotic War monument in Tallinn in 2007).

EU, by the same token, is internally split by the perceived necessity to keep intact its normative background, on the one hand, and a policy of supporting countries which are in conflict with Russia regardless of the nature of these conflicts and the extent to which Russia might have a point. It is this controversy that makes EU directly or indirectly support Ukraine (and even Belarus) in controversial energy price dispute, Estonia in its conflict over the symbols of the Second World War, Moldova and Georgia facing restrictions in the access of their food products to the Russian market, etc.

Competing vocabularies

Both Russia and the EU use different vocabularies in communicating with each other. In principle, the situations of discursive dissonances are not rare in the East - West relations in general. As a Central European author opines, 

“For us, things are important that might not be important for others; we are aware of different things, and we use words differently. For example, by freedom we understand not, as you might think, the balance of rights and obligations, but the chance for survival, the inventive concealment from authority, continuous muddling-through. And during the time of the dictatorship we learned that the State is an enemy that must be deceived at every opportunity”
.   

Along the same lines, while frequently using the same words, European and Russian decision makers infuse different meaning in them. It is exactly where the sources of misunderstanding come from, provoking multiple attempts to symbolize the differences and elevate them to a higher level of incompatibility. A few examples could be pertinent at this juncture.

In the EU, the concept of “soft security” denotes a stronger role for non-state actors. In Russia, on the contrary, soft security offers a justification for increased state intervention in such spheres as environment, economics, information management, etc. The concept of marginality in Europe (especially in its North) is synonymous with specific type of resources in the possession of non-central international actors, including regions. In Russia marginality usually connotes with a policy of the weak and the neglected (here is a typical view of this sort: “The border-located geopolitical zones lack their own historical destiny and an autonomous script of their own; more precisely, their scripts become significantly distorted by external interventions undertaken from greater civilizational platforms”
). The concept of spatial development in the European context stresses regional plurality, heterogeneity, and individuality of cities and localities. In Russia this concept is adjusted to foster unification, integration and homogenization. Another good example is the interpretation of what is politics and how it can be differentiated from other spheres, including economics, culture etc. For Vladimir Putin all connotations with ‘political’ as an adjective denote something annoying, disturbing, miserable, etc. In the meantime, “doing politics” in the EU vocabulary connotes with a long-term strategy, shaped by public debates and deliberations. 

Divergent discursive strategies

Another complication stems from the fact that both Russia and EU use different discursive strategies in appealing to each other. European discourse, by and large, ascribes to Russia the traits of immanent alterity and otherness: Russia is ultimately depicted either as a “non-Self” or as a ‘less Self” for Europe
. In cultural terms, one may argue, «the historical lack of an institutional relationship with the Orthodox East shapes a specific exclusive mentality within the EU, a subconscious reluctance to open up the integration project»
. Many European authors opine that there is a certain degree of exclusion in even such presumably inclusive initiatives as the Northern Dimension, which leads to the understanding of «dimensionalism» as a by-product of the successive rounds of the EU enlargement: «the emergence of new dimensions is in a sense an (unintended?) external manifestation of the limits of expanding»
. 

Russia itself, in the mean time, plays a different game of rejecting and even challenging this otherness which Europe ascribes and imposes to her. Russia, therefore, tries not to distance from the EU, but rather to discursively divide Europe into a “true” (Russia-friendly) and a “false” (inimical and threatening to Russia) groups of countries. A “true Europe”, most likely, contains, besides what Donald Rumsfeld dubbed “old Europe” (France and Germany), also countries with some degree of cultural affinity to Russia (like Greece and Bulgaria with their Orthodox roots, or Hungary and Finland with their Finno-Ugrian legacy). A “false Europe” consists of countries regarded as being subsumed to the U.S. control (Great Britain, the Baltic States, and Poland). This division was never perfectly neat but it seems to be a better discursive strategy than Eurasianist thinking with includes a substantial degree of Europhobia.

The “true - false Europe” dichotomy is but a part of Russia’s larger discursive strategy of diversifying the “mental map” of Europe. Russia would certainly prefer to deal with a pluralistic, country-specific Europe of nation states, which appear to be ready to strike political deals. “Russia … saw it quite logical to interact with individual countries rather than with the structure where the member-states themselves looked reluctant to operate jointly… (For Moscow. – A.M.) the bilateral track is more promising than the multilateral one”
. Russia, therefore, deems that it is in her best interests to deal with a fragmented Europe with multiple intrinsic asymmetries
.  Parenthetically, one may note that the EU made similar attempts to “pluralize” Russia, i.e. to draw an imaginary line of distinction between a Russia of the federal center, presumably driven by geopolitical instincts, and a Russia of sub-national regions, guided by geo-economic impulses, but these efforts were seriously questioned by Putin’s re-centralization project.

It is at this point that we may see the double function of Russia’s European discourse: on the one hand, it forms a Europe easy to deal and communicate with; on the other hand, it constructs Russia itself through emphasizing the roles it is supposed to play and the qualities it is supposed to display internationally.

As far as the first function is concerned, Russian discourse seems to be more or less specific on the question of what kind of Europe Russia is ready to accept and interact with. Moscow needs a Europe linked to Russia through a variety of informal ties, which metaphorically can be called “a Europe without neck-ties”, a club-like entity of top decision makers sensitive to Russian arguments. By the same token, Moscow favours a Europe that accepts Russian claims for her exceptionality. Yet it is not a kind of exceptionality that leads to exclude Russia under the pretext that it does not fit the European picture, but rather that one conducive to the acceptance of the Russian specificity.  

The second function of the Russian discourse is related to Russia’s attempts to emphasize a number of the most important features of Russia’s own identity projected internationally. Russia uses the concept of subjectivity for the sake of its discursive needs. Usually, the process of new members’ integration into the EU is explained through the prism of the inevitable loss of their subjectivity. Some of Russian opinion- and policy makers are inclined to treat the very transformation of the EU into a “networking state” as a proof of a “dangerous tendency” of questioning and undermining the foundations of the Westphalian system
. This argument is used for drawing a picture of Russia as a country resisting the revision of the traditional principle of indivisible sovereignty.

Different visions of normativity

Another major source of discursive discord could be discerned in the way the two parties, Russia and the EU, actualize the normative language of communication. The EU is basically inclined to treat norms as unproblematic and intrinsically non-controversial universals that have to be projected externally and accepted by those countries that count on European benevolence. For Europe, the claims for being recognized as a “normative power” are one of the most effective tools of its identity-building and forming a political subjectivity of its own, which necessarily presupposes the power of assessing the conduct of others. In this sense, normativity might be in contradiction with political pragmatism. In particular, should the EU wish to act pragmatically, it might have abstained from giving public assessments of the December 2007 parliamentary election in Russia, but as a normative power, it couldn’t afford such a luxury of neutrality and had to come up with normative appraisals that evidently irritated the Kremlin.

Against this background, Russia’s game looks distinct: without effacing the normative content from its discourse, Russia rather treats norms as “empty signifiers” that each specific time ought to be filled out with a specific content. It is exactly from this perspective that we have to look at the discussions between Moscow and Brussels concerning democracy standards, human rights practices, civil society development, and so forth. One of major problems at this juncture is that Russia’s normative vision of Europe is too much dependent upon the historical semantics (in particular, upon the question of whether this or that country duly protects the Soviet-era symbols).

Clashing symbolic codes

The symbolic codes that Russia and Europe actualize through discourses and images are also strikingly different. What ostensibly connotes with a European understanding of a threat to itself – for instance, President Putin being pictured as an international spy
, or portrayed within a group of Oriental-type ‘strong men’ along the leaders of China and United Arab Emirates
 - is perceived within Russia with due respect and even admiration. The insurmountable difference in cultural codes has a rather practical implication since it denotes the limitations of the EU influence upon Russian society which, by and large, seems to be immune to the European attempts of negatively portraying Russia and discrediting its leaders. Since the possibilities of reaching a wider Russian audience are rather modest, the representations of Russia in the European media are basically meant for intra-European consumption and can’t be regarded as effective messages sent from Europe to Russia.

Returned messages

Yet in other cases the exchange of messages does takes place. To quote – perhaps, in a rather paradoxical way - Jacques Lacan, “the letter always reaches its destination”. In our context this - presumably strange and provoking, at the first glance - statement may be interpreted as arguing that Russia apparently returns to EU (though in a deliberately distorted and even perverse form) the messages that EU previously was disparately trying to dispatch to Russia. 

Here are a number of most notorious examples. Moscow’s harsh criticism of Estonia and other Baltic States for minority policies and denying the liberating role of the Soviet Army could be treated as a Russian response to the concept of common values and human rights. The demands to extradite Zakayev, Berezovskii and other émigrés are an indication of how Russia understands common security commitments in “the war on terror”. “Democratic multipolarity” and “sovereign democracy” concepts so popular in the Kremlin are Russian interpretations of the idea of democracy, while the demands for international prices in oil and gas supplies are certainly Russian interpretation of what is market economy.
The problem for Europe which looms large at this juncture is that it faces not an opposition to its cherished concepts of freedom, democracy, and human rights, but – which seems to be an even greater challenge – a set of different interpretations of these concepts. Indeed, Russia questions neither of the basic European norms; instead it seeks to offers an alternative vision of each of them. Russia seems to be seriously inclined to become a “subject of communication” with Europe and, therefore, gets ready for the “battle for interpretation”.

Disconnections in communication


Both subjects, Russia and the EU, at certain points resort to the tactics of either slowing down or discontinuing bilateral communication. One of the examples is the Polish veto on EU – Russia strategic partnership negotiations which was tacitly accepted in both Moscow and Brussels as a decent excuse for taking a pause and delaying decisions on the future format of cooperation. In certain instances, the initiative in freezing the dialogue belonged to Russia which intentionally presented itself as a subject hard to deal with. In particular, the very appearance of certain figures in the areas related to Russia’s European policies denotes the limits of bilateral communication as seen from Moscow. More specifically, the current Kaliningrad oblast governor Georgy Boos is known for his explicit disregard to the value of trans-border cooperation of this enclave; while the nomination of Dmitry Rogozin – with his well known nationalist background - to the position of Russia’s representative to NATO is an indication of Moscow’s tactics of complicating the state of security relations with the West. By the same token, some of the declarations of Pavel Borodin, the chief of the Russian - Belorussian secretariat (in particular, that one suggesting that in about five years from now it will be the Russia – Belarus Union that would consider the membership application from the EU), contaminate the relations between Moscow and Brussels with absurdity and obvious irrelevance. 

Concluding Remarks

Against this background, one may argue that the Four Common Spaces can nicely fit into the area of inter-subjective (dis)connections between the EU and Russia, as distinct from unilateral types of impact. Theoretically, it is this inter-subjectivity that ought to distinguish the Common Spaces from EU-centered policies (including European Neighbourhood Policy, multiple TACIS/TEMPUS projects, or EU approaches to individual Russian regions, etc.), on the one hand, and Russia-centered policies (Russia’s “energy diplomacy” or conflicts with individual European countries like Great Britain, Poland, Estonia, etc.), on the other.

Yet it is at this juncture that the current deficiency of the structure of EU – Russia relations could be explained, since in most cases it presupposes the highly negative and disruptive counter-reactions to each other. In other words, almost each step made by one party only reinforces alienation and mutual mistrust. As a Russian analyst puts it, “even when Russia has a point, as in the abolition of energy subsidies, fighting illegal migration, checking the quality of imported goods, or honoring the memory of WWII soldiers, its actions manage to further destroy the image it wants to build”
.

What stems from this is that neither of the frameworks of bilateral relations seems to work smoothly: economics, along with identity and normative matters, are widely perceived as being contaminated by political intentions, while security agenda appears to be country-specific and fragmenting rather than unifying. Yet these obviously negative and conflictual trends are intrinsically inscribed in the logic of the EU – Russia inter-subjective relationship. Inter-subjectivity, in this context, contains strong bordering effects: it is not only about finding common understanding of key issues, but mostly about drawing lines that separate the subjects in communication. It is the fixation of these discursive borderlines that constitutes the kernel of EU-Russia disagreements.
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