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Abstract: Diana Balyko (1979) is one of the most prominent Belarusian contemporary
playwrights writing in Russian and Belarusian. Despite not adhering completely to the
so-called post-Soviet New Drama, Balyko’s production is heavily influenced by the
theatrical movement, as is evident by the use of verbatim and the brutal portrayal of
violence. In the author’s work, violence manifests itself especially through medical and
sexual discourse. They become part of a power dynamics between individuals, behind
which in fact lies a desperate longing for recognition and acceptance. In this way,
Balyko points the finger at the absence of high values in post-Soviet society and in post-
Soviet Belarus at the beginning of 2000’s which appears especially in a disregard of
human life. This research aims at exploring the theme of identity in Balyko’s work
through the body, considered by many feminist studies one of the main sites for the
construction of the self as well as the subject and object of violence. For this purpose,
the plays Belyj angel s Cérnymi kril’jami (Balyko. 2005. Belyj angel Ss cernymi kryljami
[A White Angel with Black Wings]), about the social stigma of AIDS, and Gorjacaja tocka
(Balyko. 2006. Gorjataja ttocka [Hotspot]). Foucaultian concept of biopower and
biopolitics will be especially useful in the analysis.

Keywords: Diana Balyko; Novaja drama; Belarusian theatre; communicative
violence

1 Body and Identity: Theoretical Remarks

Diana Vladimirovna Balyko (1979) is one of the most prominent Belarusian contemporary
playwrights writing in Russian and Belarusian language, as well as a writer and a poetess.
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After attending the ‘Maxim Gorky Literature Institute’ in Moscow, in 2005 she achieved
success with her play Belyj angel s térnymi kryljami (A White Angel with Black Wings),
which became even part of school curricula in Belarus (Goncarova-Grabovskaja 2015, pp.
117-132). As well as being the author of many award-winning plays, Balyko has written
several poetry collections, screenplays and song lyrics, even collaborating with important
artists such as Alla Pugacéva (Malinovskij 2019). Because of her political views against
LukaSenka’s regime, her status as an intellectual has progressively worsened throughout
the years (Smejkalové 2022). After participating in 2020 electoral protests, she was forced
to emigrate to Kyiv, which she left in 2021 due to the escalation of the Russo-Ukrainian
conflict. She was welcomed for a short period of time at the ‘National Theatre of Prague’ as
part of a residential programme for artists at risk. However, because of her Belarusian
passport, Balyko was denied refugee status in Czech Republic and emigrated to Poland
(Smejkalova 2022). She is currently living between Warsaw and Vilnius, where she con-
tinues to denounce through her works the horrors of the Belarusian dictatorship and of
the Russo-Ukrainian war. As Balyko herself claimed: “I am a literary soldier. A soldier of
literature. My task is to record time, to make sense out of it, to collect stories of pain”
(Balyko n.d., transl. mine).!

I had the privilege to interview Diana Balyko at the beginning of October 2023.
During the conversation a number of different topics about her work and intellectual
persona were discussed, including a small scandal at the beginning of her career. In
2010 she took part with several other women writers in a project called ‘Contemporary
Belarusian Calendar’, which was an erotic calendar for the year 2011. Balyko revealed
that, despite all allegations, her participation was dictated not so much by a desire for
publicity, as by a sincere interest in exploring and celebrating her own body: “every
woman has breasts, but not every woman writes poems, novels [...], plays. I always
write about what interests me and breasts were never a way to promote my work”
(Parotti 2024, p. 197).% Balyko’s early production is as well characterised by a large
presence of the corporeal theme, which is often used as an expedient to unravel
characters’ psychology and inner conflicts. As will be seen in the following paragraphs,
characters in the author’s plays are indeed frequently portrayed as tormented souls
looking for their own identity in a society ruled by norms and standards to which they
fail to conform. Their sense of self usually starts to be built through bodily exploration
and expression, even at the expense of the body itself. In order to understand how body
and identity are strictly related, a theoretical premise seems necessary.

1 “d muTepaTypHBIN coizaT. Cogar auTepaTypsl. Mos 3afiada — GHUKCHPOBATh BpeMsI, OCMBICIIH-
BaTb ero, COGUpaTh UCTOPUHU 60JIK”.

2 “TpyJb eCThb Y Ka)K/IbIX >KeHIIVH, HO He Y Ka)K/[0/ KeHIIMHEI eCTh CTUXH, POMaHBI, He y KaXK/[0H
JKeHIIMHEI eCTh IIbechl. S Bcerzia Icaaa 0 TOM, 9YTO MeHsI MHTepecyeT, X TOYHO IPy/b He ObLIa
CII0C060M TIPO/IBUHYTH MOU ITPOU3BE/IEHUS”.
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The idea of the body as a primary agent in the identity-building process, despite
not being a brand-new concept, particularly sparked the academic discussion in the
late 1980s (McDowell 1999, p. 36). In the feminist debate of those years, corporeality
began indeed to generate burning questions about the foundations of sex and gender
differences. The post-modernist re-theorisation of the sexed body started in the first
place with an attempt to overcome the fundamental opposition between body and
mind. Through the concept of gender, biological binarism was questioned and
consequently the ontology of self reshaped. Authors such as Butler and Grosz reread
in a new key the studies of the French structuralists, in particular Merleau-Ponty
(Butler 2017; Grosz 1994), who in his Phenomenology of Perception (1945) attempted to
change the perceptual paradigm, placing the body as the foundation of experience
and eliminating the distinction between subject and object. A substantial spatial
continuity is thus postulated. Bodily space has no sense of its own nor can be distinct
from the space of the object: “far from my body’s being for me no more than a
fragment of space, there would be no space at all for me if I had no body” (Merleau-
Ponty 2002, p. 117). The body inhabits space, it perceives and is perceived, it is both
subject and object, but never one or the other in isolation. The concept of individual
identity is thus reshaped. Identity is irreducible to a biological essentialism, but
neither can it be limited to an exclusive socio-cultural construction, since experience
is unique to each person (Butler 2017).

Considering the multiplicity of factors that cooperate in the identity-building
Pprocess, the importance of body in Balyko’s work can therefore be considered not only
as the result of a sincere and personal interest in the subject from the author, but also
as a consequence of the important changes in the common perception of corporeality
during the so called ‘sexual revolution’ of the 1990s. At the end of the century, with the
introduction of the free market in the former Soviet Republics, a new unprecedented
commodification of the body took place. Body representations multiplied, invading
advertisements, commercial products and services, while pornography experienced
an unprecedented popularity in the post-Soviet space (Borenstein 2008, p. 88). If in the
Soviet Union ‘there was no sex’,” the weakening of the Iron Curtain finally enabled the
creation of a discourse around sexuality and, consequently, also around corporeality.
As Borenstein points out in Overkill (2008, 28-29): “The sexual question was, after all,

3 “Here we don’thave sex!” (“Y Hac cexca HeT”) was a famous sentence pronounced during one of the
space bridges between the US and the Soviet Union in 1987. Space bridges were broadcasts structured
as videoconferences: a group of US citizens and a group of Soviet citizens, each live from a TV studio in
their own country, asked each other questions about current affairs. In the Leningrad-Boston space
bridge, Mrs Ljudmila Ivanovna, addressing the problem of the sexualisation in American advertising,
uttered the well-known phrase. It became so emblematic that it is considered by various journalists
and scholars as a symbolic starting point of the Soviet and post-Soviet sexual revolution at the end of
the millennium (Borenstein 2008, pp. 28-29).



DE GRUYTER Effects of Violence on Self-identity —— 315

raised by an American; seks, like AIDS, penetrated the Soviet borders once vigilance
became lax”.

The interest in the body permeated the artistic-literary scene as well, which was
equally impacted by Western influences. Theatre makes no exception, and the
beginning of so called novaja drama (new drama) in the first years of 2000s can be
considered a perfect product of that time. The starting point of the dramaturgical
movement is formally considered the cycle of seminars conducted by the Royal Court
Theatre of London in 1999 in Russia under the auspices of the British Council (Lip-
ovecki 2016). The aim was to disseminate the then popular New British Writing or In-
Yer-Face Theatre, a type of dramaturgy characterised by a gritty documentary realism
and by a predominant use of verbatim (as evidenced by the plays of its leading
exponents, such as Mark Ravenhill, Sarah Kane, Martin McDonagh and Patrick
Marber). The movement soon developed beyond the British influence and acquired
some local features inherited from the so-called ¢ernucha, i.e. that tendency towards
the brutal representation of violence and the human body widespread in certain
literature and filmography of perestroika (Beumers and Lipovetsky 2009, pp. 13-35).
Novagja drama became equally popular in different post-Soviet countries, especially in
Russia, Ukraine and, of course, Belarus. Paradoxically, the so-called ‘new drama’ made
it possible to re-establish a common theatre scene among the former Soviet countries,
where actors, authors and directors from the newly independent states could actively
elaborate on the recent USSR experience (Curtis 2021a, p. 3). After the first decade of the
2000s, parallel to the end of the liberal climate in Belarus and Russia, the novaja drama
took on a more eminently political tinge, with an increased focus on national issues
(Curtis 2021b, pp. 259-266). In the Belarusian case, this has resulted in less tolerance on
the public scene towards works considered problematic and controversial, which
explains the greater difficulty of Balyko’s plays in being staged.

Despite not adhering completely to the movement, Balyko shows in her work a
hypernaturalistic tendency in the representation of the body, which comes to the
foreground especially through violence. In the novaja drama, violence manifests
itself both as an inescapable condition of human existence and as its intrinsic vital
energy. Not surprisingly, it is often marked by an erotic connotation: “In the plays
and productions of New Drama violence is inextricably linked to sexuality, in other
words — with displays of a life-enhancing vitality and energy, a thirst for life and
love” (Beumer and Lipovetsky 2009, p. 38). This thus restores centrality to the body,
depicted in its ‘basest appetites’.

Having thus established the main theoretical references, identified the artistic
and cultural context of Balyko’s work, and clarified the author’s positioning, in the
following paragraphs it will be analysed how violence affects characters’ self-identity
in the plays Belyj angel s ¢érnymi kril’jami (White Angel with Black Wings 2005) and
Gorjacaja tocka (Hotspot 2006). The first is focused on the social stigma of AIDS, while
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the second play consists of seven stories, each of which is devoted to a different social
issue (such as the demythologization of the Second Chechen, Chernobyl’s conse-
quences, gender inequality etc.). These works are representative of Balyko’s early
brutal style, as well as offering characters with a complex relationship with their
own body.

2 A Special Kind of Violence: Communicative
Violence

In order to understand how violence affects characters’ identity, the special nature of
violence portrayed by Balyko must be understood. The concept of ‘communicative (or
communal) violence’ is well explained by Beumers and Lipovetsky in their monography
Performing violence (2009), devoted to the novaja drama movement. It is defined as
“‘causeless violence’[...] a non-ideological “war of everyone against everyone” (Beumers
and Lipovetsky 2009, p. 59) which, in absence of institutions that can protect and
represent the individual, takes over as the only form of communication. Communicative
violence is able to move everyday relationships into a dynamics of domination and
submission, within which the Other - that is, the object of violence - is arbitrarily made
an enemy. Since anyone can therefore assume an antagonistic role, it follows that
communal violence is a destructive and self-destructive form of communication
(Beumers and Lipovetsky 2009, p. 59). Although the results of such communication are
often detrimental to the survival of society, it cannot be said that the communicative act
itself results in a total failure: standing at the level of ‘biological aggression’ (perpetrator-
victim relationship), communicative violence implies the forced acceptance of infor-
mation by the recipient.* Although it does not manifest exclusively on a corporeal level,
since it is comparable to an internalized disposition, an automatism, or, to borrow a term
from Bourdieu, to a habitus, communicative violence often appears through physicality.
Habitus can be defined as:

A system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at
every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions and makes possible the
achievement of infinitely diversified tasks, thanks to analogical transfers of schemes permitting
the solution of similarly shaped problems, and thanks to the unceasing corrections of the results
obtained. (Bourdieu 2013, pp. 82-83)

4 Luhmann argues that communication can only be called successful when the receiver accepts the
information as a premise their behaviour. This is inevitable the use of force is involved (Luhmann
1990, p. 88).
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The acquired dispositions are thus subjective, but not necessarily individual, since
they derive from belonging to a certain group, social class and/or exposure to a
certain environment. It goes without saying, that a habitus also includes a practice of
‘cultivating’ the body, which is influenced and reinforced by relationships and in-
teractions with other subjects and objects. This implies that the body will react to
certain situations according to previously acquired schemes.

It is indeed through corporeality and, in particular, through physical violence
that communicative violence emerges in Balyko’s work. The play Gorjacaja tocka
— which bears the subtitle ‘Chronology of an Invisible War” — well represents that
state of ‘indiscriminate antagonism’ that Beumers and Lipovetsky define as typical of
communal violence. A good example of this kind of violence can be observed in the
following discourse pronounced by Marta, a lifelong teacher in a juvenile hall and
the main character of the second story in Gorjacaja tocka. The woman is recounting
to Pavel, her masseur, how that day, in order to stop a ten-year-old boy from teasing
the passengers on the bus, she threatened him ‘spontaneously, instinctively’ with the
taser included in her work-equipment.

Marta. I ask him quietly: do you want to go to juvie? He shakes his head negatively. You know,
yowll never end up in juvie, because right now, on this bus, I will paralyze your hands with the
taser and yowll never bother anyone again, understand? [...] When I was about to get off the
bus, the kid pulled my fur coat twice and whispered: goodbye, auntie. And only at that moment I
suddenly and clearly saw his ever-drunk mother and her drunken roommates, and that tor-
mented child who recognizes and understands only the authority of power. And so, once again, I
reviewed with him a well-known and long-familiar lesson. (Balyko 2006, story 2, transl. mine)®

Firstly, it can be noticed that violence portrayed is senseless and unnecessary, since
Marta’s opponent is an unarmed ten-year-old boy. Secondly, as confirmed by Marta’s
words (“a well-known and long-familiar lesson”), communal violence clearly appears as a
habitus, a long-acquired corporeal scheme. Finally, communication becomes possible
only when Marta — who is a teacher, so not accustomed to physical violence — adopts a
habitus familiar to the boy. It is also interesting to notice that, in conformity with the
functioning of the habitus — which is continually subjected to modifications and pro-
cesses of adaptation in relation to new contextual conditions —, Marta’s reaction is not

5 “XpoHOJIOTHs HEBUMMOM BOMHEIL”.

6 “Mapra. Sl TUXOHBKO CIIPAIlIMBal0: THI XOYellb B JeTCKYI0 KOMHATy MIJIMIUHK? OTpUIIaTeIbHO
MOTaeT IoJI0BOM. 3Haelllb, Thl HUKOIZ(a He OKa)KellIbCs B IeTCKOM KOMHATe MUJIMLIAH, II0TOMY UTO
ceifgyac B 3TOM aBToOyce s Iapaju3yi0 Tebe PyKU 3JIeKTPOLIOKEPOM, U THI 60JIbIIIE HUKOIZA He
OyZlelllb HUKOTO I0CTaBaTh, THI MHe BepHUIIb? [...] Korga 4 BeIXofuIIa, aljaH JBak/bl lepHYJI MeHs.
3a 1mIy6y ¥ IpOIIeNTal: 0 CBUJAHUS, TeTeHbKa. 1 TOJBKO B 3TOT MOMEHT S BJPYT OTUETIHBO
yBUjleJIa €T0 BeYHO INbSHYI0 MaTh U ee OYXUX COJKUTeseH, M 3TOr0 3aTpaBJIeHHOIO pebeHKa,
TIPU3HAOIIET0 ¥ IOHMMAIOILET0 TOJIBKO aBTOPUTET CHJIBL 1 BOT 1 B 04epeJHOM pas IpoBeJia C HUM
3TOT XOPOILIO 3ay4eHHBIN U JABHO 3HAKOMBIN YPOK”.
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premeditated, but it results from a spontaneous interaction with the situation. It is
through a new hodily experience that the woman modifies her standard corporeal
disposition. As proof of this, in a later paragraph Marta confesses to Pavel how only
recently the body has acquired a new meaning for her:

Marta. You know, nerves used to be just abstract words to me. Well, like, 'm nervous... There’s
something going on in my head. Incomprehensible. And lately it’s been a physical pain. It pierces,
something clicks at the spine, closes it, ties it into a knot and with a painful arrow it passes
through the arms, legs, and head. (Balyko 2006, story 2, translL. mine)’

The rediscovery of the body thus passes through an act of physical violence, which
allows Marta to reach new possibilities of the self and to self-assert.

In this regard, it is now possible to specify another fundamental characteristic
or, rather, purpose of communicative violence: communicative violence often acts as
a means of identity construction. It can be considered as an obvious response to that
need for an individual and collective need of belonging which characterises the post-
Soviet era (Beumers and Lipovetsky 2009, pp. 64—65). Unlike any other process of
identity construction, in the case of communicative violence, the substantiation of
the selfis not limited to a confrontation with the Other, but it implies its destruction.
In order to explain this, Beumers and Lipovetsky (2009, pp. 64-65) resort to the
concept of negativnaja identicnost’ (negative identity) formulated by the sociologist
Lev Gudkov, who in several works has investigated the identity building processes in
the post-Soviet space. Negative identity can be understood.

as a self-constitution from the opposite, from another significant object or representation, but
expressed through the denial of any qualities or values belonging to their bearer — who is
conceived as alien, disgusting, frightening, threatening, a personification of everything that is
unacceptable to members of a group or community, in short, as an antipode. (Gudkov 2004, p. 271)

Unlike the Soviet model, the enemy in the post-Soviet landscape cannot be ‘created’ in
a unified manner through power and ideological structures. It follows that the cre-
ation of the antagonist becomes a private matter. Without other structures that can
provide tools to identify and categorize the enemy, the most immediate method of
self-assertion for the individual becomes, as seen before, an act of communicative
violence (Beumers and Lipovetsky 2009, p. 65).

In Balyko, once again, this process is expressed through bodily annihilation,
which often takes the form of self-destruction. Her characters, unable to achieve that

7 “Mapra. 3Haelllb, paHbllle HepBEI OBLIU /I MeHS IIPOCTO aOCTPAKTHRIMU cjI0BaMU. Hy, Tuma, s
HepBHHMUAKW... YTO-TO Takoe B T0JIOBE IPOMCXOAUT. HelloHATHOe. A ToCiefHee BpeMsl — 3TO
¢usmuueckas 60b. [IpoH3aeT Tak, 4TO-TO IeJKaeT y II03BOHOYHMKA, 3aMbIKaeT, 3aBA3bIBaeT Ha
y3eJI0K U 60J1e3HEHHOM TaKoM cTpesiol Ipo6uBaeT PyKU, HOTH, TOJIOBY”.
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model for living imposed by society or that they would like for themselves, instead of
directing violence outwards, they use it towards their own person. The numerous
suicides or cases of self-harm in Balyko’s plays testify characters’ desire for self-
elimination in a paradoxical attempt to achieve another form of self. This is the case
of Nina in Gorjacaja tocka, who, after being diagnosed with HIV, fears she has lost not
only any possibility of becoming a mother, but also a sort of spiritual essence, deeply
linked to a sort of ‘morality of the body’. The perception of incompleteness leads the girl
to take her own life in an attempt to regain possession of that part of herself, now
perceived as corrupted by an equally ‘corrupted’ body. Another clear example is Pavel,
Marta’s masseur, whose disfigured face and blindness is the result of his numerous
suicide attempts, an extreme resolution to his sense of profound inadequacy.

Chomjakov, the protagonist of the sixth story of Gorjactaja tocka (Smert’ Chom-
jaka / The Hamster’s Death)® is another character who decides to end his life. His
suicide is anticipated by a long conversation about the state of contemporary theatre
between Chomjakov himself, Pronin, an artistic director, and the critic Kopytin. The
violent critiques levelled at Chomjakov’s work and person, imbued with elements of
homophobia and misogyny, culminate in the playwright’s suicide: convinced of his
own mediocrity, the man decides that killing himself is the only way to give prestige
to his work:

Chomjakov silently and seriously prints out the title pages of his plays with the surname Karenin,
replaces them on all manuscripts, puts them in an even pile on the floor, removes the chandelier
from the ceiling hook, makes a loop, hangs himself... (Balyko 2006, story 6, transl. mine)°

The character’s desire to define a new identity for himself, one that would set him
apart from the sense of insignificance instilled in him by his interlocutors, is
underlined by the choice of a new famous surname (Karenin, Anna Karenina’s
husband) for his plays.

Although, as a consequence of communicative violence, conflict in Balyko’s plays
is always placed at a private and individual level, this does not mean that Balyko’s
work lacks social criticism. It is indeed through intimate conflict that the author
points out social shortcomings. In order to achieve this aim, Balyko still relies on the
body, which she explores through, sexuality and health, two life spheres which fall
between intimate experience and the largest processes of social control established
by biopolitics.

8 The title of the story is a pun with the playwright’s surname Chomjakov and the word chomjak,
‘hamster’ in Russian.

9 “XoMSIKOB MOJT4a U [IeJIOBUTO pacIedaThIBaeT TUTY/IbHBIE JIMCTHI CBOMX IIbeC ¢ daMuIMei
KapeHuH, 3aMeHseT UX Ha BCeX PYKOIMCSX, CKIaf[bIBaeT POBHOM CTOIIOYKOM Ha II0Jy, CHUMaeT
JIFOCTPY C IIOTOJIOYHOI'0 KPIOKa, /ieJIaeT IIeTJIH0, BelaeTcsd...”.
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3 Violence, Biopower and Identity

The fifth story in Gorjacaja totka, Demograficeskij krisis (Demographic Crisis), consists
exclusively of a long soliloquy. Zenja, a journalist, reflects on how in the past year her small
universe has been shattered by a series of unexpected deaths among her acquaintances
(hence the title). The long list, which also includes her TV producer, Zenja’s personal stylist
and some of her neighbours, ends with a laconic reflection on the transience of life:

In short, it’s not life, but a continuous demographic crisis. Once your mother-in-law dies, once
your hushand is run over by a tram, once the cat has dysentery with a fatal outcome. .. These are
the consequences of Chernobyl. (Balyko 2006, story 5, transl. mine)™

The sentence hides a sociopolitical meaning, since it refers to the broader demographic
problem of Belarus, whose population has drastically declined since the 1990s with the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the consequent deep economic recession. The
Cernoby?’ disaster undoubtedly contributed to the decline of the population, although
its role was amplified by political propaganda that made national security strictly
dependent on demographic one. In this way government could easily justify a “highly
technical and centralised perspective of public health and demographic problems,
where people’s lives, rather than being appreciated for themselves, are primarily seen
as a resource for the authorities” (Kasperski 2013, p. 129). The same sense of dehu-
manisation is conveyed by Zenja’s aseptic list, where people are remembered almost
exclusively through their medical diagnoses: heart attack, asthma, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease. The choice of using medical discourse as a means to talk critically
about corporeality and to address broader social phenomena is not casual, since
sexuality and health are strongly subjected to the mechanism of biopolitics.
According to Foucault, biopolitics should be understood as the specific political
practices through which biopower is exerted. This particular form of power can be
defined as “the set of mechanisms through which the basic hiological features of the
human species became the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power, or,
in other words, how, starting from the eighteenth century, modern Western societies took
on board the fundamental biological fact that human beings are a species” (Foucault 2009,
P- D. The French philosopher theorised that the transition to the modern age has also
determined the transformation of power. It has changed from a deadly power — sym-
bolised by the sovereign, who exercised full rights of life and death over his subjects — into
a “calculated management of life” (Foucault 1978, p. 140). Indeed, biopower is exerted
through positive mechanisms of population control, aimed at preserving and prolonging
life and known as biopolitics. They include all techniques and instruments of classification

10 “Kopoue He >KU3Hb, a CIUIOIIHOM AeMorpaguuecKkuii Kpusuc. To CBEKpPOBb CKOHYAETCS, TO My»Ka
TpaMBaii IlepeefieT, TO Y KOTa [U3eHTepHI C JIeTaTbHBIM UCXOZIOM. .. BOT 0HM Iocsie/icTBYS YepHOOBLIS .
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and measurement useful to the State. In this sense, statistics, demographics, political
economy and, of course, medicine developed both as social sciences and tools of gover-
nance. Medical-scientific discourse, in particular, produces positive knowledge by creating
ontological categories. Medicine, putting itself at the service of the State, establishes — like
the rest of the strategies of biopolitics — the difference between normal and abnormal,
between harmless and dangerous (Foucault 2003). Sexuality is undoubtedly one of the
areas of human life most subject to medicalisation and, consequently, also to patholog-
isation. The proliferation of discourses on sexuality, on which medical science exerts a
strong influence, and not the repression of information, is what really, according to the
Foucault, asserts control over the sexual sphere (Foucault 1978, p. 49).

However, in order for such control to be effective, its exercise cannot be limited to
state institutions (schools, hospitals, police etc.) but must also rely on self-surveillance
mechanisms that ensure the automatic functioning of power.™ It follows that the body
is disciplined through a series of assimilated practices and norms. Biopolitics estab-
lishes indeed a new kind of collective body (body-politic), which represent the refer-
ence standard for the individual one. The result is a never-ending self-surveillance
mechanism, applied by individuals on their own body (Foucault 1978, pp. 145-147).

In Balyko, it manifests itself through the deep inner conflict that many charac-
ters experience due to their placing themselves outside of normativity in terms of
both social status, gender, and sexuality. Returning to Pavel’s case, his story can be
considered the tragic consequence of not conforming to a precise model of mascu-
linity, as can be understood from the following confession to Marta:

Marta. Why did you do that?

Pavel. What?

Marta. Well...you know. A youthful mistake?

Pavel. A stupid mistake, you mean. Well no... Just I have never had a libido. Not that idiotic
desire to fuck... I somehow had it. But that universal libido, like planting a tree, building a
house, making a child... I didn’t seek fame, success, money. I didn’t want to prove anything to
anyone. I was not a conqueror.

Marta. So you weren’t a man in the philosophical conventional sense?

Pavel. You could say that. ] wasn’t a successful male.* (Balyko 2006, transl. mine)

11 The best-known metaphor to illustrate the widespread mechanism of surveillance — and self-
surveillance - is that of the Benthic panopticon explained in Discipline and Punish (1975).
12 “MapTa. 3aueM ThI 3TO cesan?

ITaBes. Yto?

Maprta. Hy... THI )Ke MoHHMaelIs. .. IIo MoyogocTH?

IaBeJ1. I10 TJIyTIOCTH. .. THI X0TeJIa CKa3aTh. [ja HeT... [IpocTo Bo MHe HUKOI7a He 6BLIO0 IUGH/IO.
He aToro Tymoro crpemsieHUsI TpaxaThesl... OHO-TO KaK pa3 U GbLT0. A I7106aIbHOT0 JTUOGUIO — I0C-
aiuTh JepeBo, IIOCTPOUTD IOM, POAUTH peGeHKa... S He CTpeMUJICT K CJIaBe, YCIIexy, JeHbram. 51
HHUKOMY HUYET0 He XOTeJI [IoKa3bIBaTh. S He ObLT 3aBOeBaTesIeM.



322 —— E. Parotti DE GRUYTER

Pavel’s condition reflects the general crisis of masculinity, which effected many post-
Soviet countries (such as Belarus and Russia) especially in the 90s-2000’s.”* With the
introduction of the new market, as Gapova (2002, p. 658) notices, a new model of
manhood starts emerging, namely the so-called ‘new rich’. The term is used to refer
to all those entrepreneurs, bankers, real estate agents, mostly (if not exclusively)
men, who more or less legally, accumulated enormous wealth in the early post-Soviet
period. The new masculine prototype, as Gapova further states, is typically associ-
ated to possession and consumption (in other words, ‘conquest’, as signalled in the
text) of resources:

Possession and consumption of women, as a class marker, has become an important way to
reclaim masculinity as part of a Western-type, middle-class formation, defined through posses-
sion of resources, opportunities of income, and mode of consumption. (Gapova 2002, p. 658)

Pavel, who before hecoming a masseur was a simple provincial teacher, experiences his
failure to conform to expected norms with profound anguish. The desperate “search for
a meaning of life”™* (Balyko 2006, story 2, transl. mine) ends with a series of suicide
attempts that progressively disfigure his body, to the point of leaving him faceless. Since
face is the most important physical site of our individual identity (Finol 2012, p. 12),
Pavel’s tragic gesture can be considered another act of communicative violence.

Nina, the protagonist of Belyj angel s ¢érnymi kryljami, is another character
struggling with self-identity because of internalised norms on femininity. Although
she never desired a traditional life, after being raped and being diagnosed with HIV,
she starts longing for maternity. Nina even doubts her decision of aborting years
before. Her condition clashes with the idea of motherhood as the primary purpose of
women, which is largely spread in Belarus. Referring to Belarusian healthcare,
Séurko (2012, pp. 68-90) talks about ‘compulsory motherhood’. Especially since the
2000s, motherhood has been the object of a strong political instrumentalization. The
long demographic crisis of the country caused the decision of becoming mother to be
no longer a personal choice, but a social duty.

MapTta. To ecTb THI He 6BUT MY>KUMHOM B (HI0cOPCKOM OBIIEIIPUHSATOM CMEBICIIE?

ITaBes1. MOKHO U TaK CKa3aTh. Sl He 6BUT YCIEITHBIM CaMI[oM”.
13 The crisis of masculinity actually, as Gapova notes (2003, p. 653), is a phenomenon that dates back
well before the collapse of the USSR. Towards the end of the 1960s — when improving the standard of
living of citizens became one of the new goals of the PCUS — men discovered themselves not up to the
masculine model imposed and propagandized for years by the government. Male population was
considered weak in body and soul, particularly prone to self-destructive practices (such as alcohol
abuse and smoking), irresponsible, unable to support their families and strictly dependent on their
wives and mothers for their own survival.
14 “TIoMCKY CMBIC/IA YKHU3HH.
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The woman appears as the executor of the state order. Such a position blurs the boundaries of
private space. A system of “institutionalization” of motherhood is being formed, within which
various state institutions (state bodies for the protection of motherhood and childhood, medical
and educational institutions, etc.) are called upon to “take care” of a woman’s reproductive body,
and a system of state benefits for women is being developed.’® (S¢urko 2012, p. 75, transl. mine)

Having children means procreating new citizens and, consequently, the possibility to
ensure the security of the nation (Shchurko 2017). According to this idea, on one hand
women are responsible for the survival of Belarus. On the other, in order to guarantee
a correct performance of female reproductive duty, a particular focus is placed on
women’s health. With the support of medical science, normative motherhood is thus
established (Shchurko 2017). As a consequence, normal bodies and abnormal bodies
emerge: an ideal maternity takes place within certain age limits (thirty-five years) and
requires a perfectly healthy body, a condition that therefore excludes women who
struggle with alcoholism, drug addiction and sexually transmitted diseases (S¢urko
2012, pp. 84-85). Moreover, typical of the Belarusian context is the use of medical
discourse to promote or condemn behaviour and habits that actually fall under a
morallabel. Creating a healthy offspring often entails, therefore, the stigmatisation ofa
promiscuous sex life and non-heteronormative sexuality, as well as the problem-
atisation of practices such as abortion (Sasunkevi¢ 2009). In Belarusian propaganda,
national salvation becomes thus also dependent on the maintenance of a ‘traditional
family’ model with well-defined gender roles.

Because of the sexual violence Nina was subjected to and her suspected illness,
she is placed outside the established norms. The protagonist’s inner conflict indeed
arises when she realises the impossibility of returning to a ‘traditional’ life, despite
never desiring one before. For Nina, the diagnosis is tantamount to the end of her
existence, as evidenced by the recurrent references to death in the following dia-
logue with her family:

Nina suddenly. Should I have my life insured? For a hundred thousand dollars. [...] I will die and
at least I'll do something good for you.

Olga. You're silly. You should get married.

Nina. Oh, I should, ma. But no one will ever want me.' (Balyko 2005, scene 4, transl. mine)

15 “XKeHmquHa Ipe/icTaeT KaK HCIOJHUTENb FOCYAapCTBEHHOIO 3aKasa. [Tojo6Has mosunys pas-
MbIBaeT IpaHUIbl YaCTHOIO IIpocTpaHcTBa. POpMUpyeTcs CHCTeMa «HHCTUTYL[MOHAIM3aLUK»
MaTepHHCTBA, B paMKaX KOTOPOM pas/MuHbIe TOCy/lapCTBeHHbIe HHCTUTYIUH (TOCyapCTBEHHbIE
OpraHbl OXPaHbI MaTepPUHCTBA U IeTCTBA, MeJULIMHCKUE U 06pa3oBaTeIbHble YIPeXKAeHUs U Jp.),
TIpU3BaHbl OCYILIECTBJATEL «3a60Ty» O PEIPOAYKTUBHOM TeJle YKEHIIUHEI, pasBUBAeTCs CUCTeMa
TOCY/JapCTBEHHBIX JIbTOT /IS YKEHIITH”.

16 “Huna HeoxufaHHO. MOXKeT, MHe 3aCTpax0BaTh CBOI0 )KM3HB? Ha cTO ThICSY /{0/11apoB. [...]
YMpy U X0Tb YTO-TO XOpOILee IS BaC CeJIaro.



324 —— E. Parotti DE GRUYTER

Before attempting suicide, Nina Kkills her pet hamster, in a desperate attempt to
regain a sense of self:

Nina. The next morning, I wept inconsolably over his little body, wrapped it in a handkerchief
and carried it to that Jewish healer, we made so much fun of.

Paska. The one who lives in a breeding and treats hamsters for ten thousand rubles?

Nina. Yeah. She treats them for ten, while at a shop they cost five.

Paska. And then?

Nina. I took the dead hamster to her, paid a tenner, left it for a day, and the next morning she
returned me a cheerful and healthy animal.

Paska. She took him from the shop! For a fiver!

Nina. Right. [...] After all, I did not want a new hamster, but the old to revive.

Paska. Are you a child?

Nina. No, of course, it’s just that sometimes you want a miracle so much. I understood every-
thing, but I wanted to deceive myself.”” (Balyko 2005, scene 20, transl. mine)

This act of senseless violence (or communicative violence) possesses a performative
value. Sacrifice, which always contains in itself a potential resurrection (Beumers
and Lipovetsky 2009, p. 298), hence of new life, is conducted on the animal with a
purifying value for its offeror. For Nina, rape and illness represent the symbolic
death of a part of herself and, consequently, the need for rebirth.

4 Conclusions

At this point, it would be legitimate to ask whether Balyko offers a solution to this
destructive and self-destructive violence. Despite the tragic endings of many of her

Ouibra. Bot fypa-To. Te6e 3aMy>k Hafo.

HuHa. O, Hafio, Ma. ToJIbKO HUKTO He 6epeT”.
17 “HuHa. HayTpo s 6e3yTelllHO phlfjaja HaJ, €0 TesIbIleM, 3aBepHyJIa B ILIaTOK U IIOHeC/Ia K TOX
eBPeNCKOM LieJuTeIbHULIE, Hal, KOTOPOX MBI TaK II0TeLIaIKCh.

ITamika. Toi, 9T0 )KUBeT y MUTOMHUKA U JIEUUT XOMSIKOB 3a JeCSATh ThIIT py6sieit?

HuHa. Ara. OHa JIEUUT 3a JIeCsiTh, @ B IUTOMHUKE OJMH XOMSK IIITh CTOHT.

ITamxa. X uro?

Huna. S oTHecs1a el MepTBOIO XOMfKa, 3alllaTHJIa [JeCcATKY, OCTaBWJIa Ha CYTKH, U Ha Clle-
JIYIOIIMI IeHb OHa BepHYyJIa MHe 60/[poro 1 37j0pOBOr0 3BephbKa.

TTamka. OHa >ke ero B IUTOMHUKe B3sja! 3a ATepKy!

HuHa. IlpaBusbHo. [...] Be#ib s X0Tesla HU HOBOTO, & CTAPOT0 0)KUBUTE.

ITamka. Pe6eHOK UTO JIU?

Huza. HeT, KOHEUHO, IIpOCTO MHOTAA TaK XoueTcs uyza. 51 Bce IIOHMMasa, HO XoTesla cebst
00MaHyTb.

ITamka. A 6ora-To He 06MaHeIIb.

HuHa. BoT 3a 3T0 0H M HaKasblBaeT MeHd cerJac”.
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plays, a sense of hope seems to be hinted through a return to the values of empathy and
compassion. Emblematic then is the role played by certain medical figures in the works
analysed who break the dictates imposed by protocol and the more generic ‘norm’ in
favour of a less professional contact with their patients. An example is Dr. Samojlov,
the only one who, despite the results of Nina’s first test, is instinctively convinced of the
girl’s erroneous diagnosis, and who shows her support and understanding, going
beyond his own professional duties. Not surprisingly, Samojlov places himself outside
the norms, being a homosexual. Another case is the nurse who makes love to Pavel
while he is in the hospital with his face severely deformed because of his suicide
attempt. In the episode in question, sexuality and the body thus return to being means
of human connection and not dangerous devices, that must be controlled and regu-
lated by biopolitics. In a world portrayed as violent and selfish, Balyko thus allows
readers to glimpse the possibility to build a sense of self through a positive and helping
relationship with the Other. In this regard, it must be quoted the author’s epilogue in
Gorjacaja totka:

This is not a fairy tale or a fable, in which there must be a moral. It’s just a story. The story of
everybody’s war with everybody and against everybody. A war in which there are no winners,
because everyone is defeated... The only thing I want to say at the end is: go to your loved ones
now and hug them... for the past, for the present, for the sake of the future.® (Balyko 20086,
transl. mine)

The author, for her part, stays committed to this mission of solidarity, even from abroad.
After writing S dném roZdenija, ljubimaja! (Happy Birthday, darling!, 2022), a play about
the Russo-Ukrainian war, in Prague, she was shortlisted for the ‘Dramaturgija protiv
bojny’ (Dramaturgy against war) contest with Imeju naglost’ Byt’ (I have the audacity to
be, 2023), a work devoted to Belarusian political prisoners. This competition, organized
by the renowned independent playwriting festival Ljubimovka, was able not only to
bring together authors from different countries for a shared cause, but also to draw
international attention to contemporary Russian-language drama. Indeed, thanks to
‘Echo Ljubimovki’ — the festival’s out-of-competition reading programme — Balyko’s
latest play, was performed in Munich and, in its Polish translation, in Warsaw alongside
other works addressing pressing political issues (Ermolova 2024). Given Belarus’s cur-
rent challenging socio-political climate, it seems likely that the immediate future of
Balyko’s plays (and of novaja drama as a whole) will unfold on the international stage,

18 “Jro He ckaska U He 6acHS, B KOTOPOM 00s13aTeJIbHO JO/DKHA OBITH MOpasb. ITO IIPOCTO OfHA
ucropus. MCTopust HeBUIUMOM BOMHEI BCeX CO BCEMHU U IIPOTHB BCeX. BOMHEI, B KOTOPOH HeT
1o6efuTeIel, II0TOMY 4TO BCe II06e)KIeHHbIe. .. EfUHCTBeHHOe, UTO MHe X04eTCs CKa3aTh B KOHIIe:
TIPOCTO IOZIOMMTE cefdac K O/IM3KOMY Ue/loBeKy M OOHHMMTE €To... 3a IIPOLILIoe, B HACTOSAIIEM,

panu 6yzmyrero”.
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where, fortunately, a resilient community of Belarusian artists has steadily taken shape
in recent years.”
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