Olga Andreevskikh
Confessional narratives in digital self- and life-writ-

ing of bisexual activists in Russia: A case study of bi-

sexual identity building

This article focuses on digital self- and life-writing as a tool of online activism.
Drawing on case studies of social media activism for bisexual rights in contem-
porary Russia, the article explores the ways in which the media genre of confes-
sional narrative is employed by activists for constructing a shared bisexual iden-
tity in the process of self-mediation through social media platforms. Applying
digital ethnography and interpretive content analysis methods, the paper pre-
sents a content analysis of video, textual and visual texts created by bisexual
rights activists based in Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Ekaterinburg, Perm' and Vla-
divostok, and published on social media platforms (YouTube, Telegram, Face-

book) in 2020 and 2021.

Bisexual rights activism in
Russia after 2013

In scholarship and discussions
on LGBTQ-rights activism in
Russia, the notorious 2013 law
which bans ‘the promotion of
non-traditional sexual relations
among minors has come to be
viewed as a watershed in Russian
discourses on sex, sexuality and
gender. The discursive impact of
the Russian LGBTQ-legislation is
not dissimilar to that of the UK’s
Section 28 which was introduced
by the Conservative government
in 1988 as a backlash against the
growing visibility and acceptance
of gays and lesbians (Fish et al.
2018). In the UK, the introduc-
tion of Section 28 banning dis-
cussions about homosexuality in
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schools which would portray
same-sex relationships as valid,
led, on the one hand, to the in-
fringement of LGBTQ people’s
rights (Greenland et al. 2008),
but on the other hand, to the
strengthening of the LGBTQ-
rights activist movement (Fish et
al. 2018; Farmer 2020).

The Russian anti-LGBTQ law, in
some ways replicating the UK
Section 28 discourse of protect-
ing minors from ‘harmful’ infor-
mation, brought about not only a
new wave of oppression of
LGBTQ people (e.g., Persson
2015), but also a consolidation of
LGBTQ-rights groups and initia-
tives and their allies and support-

ers across Russia (e.g.
Buyantueva 2020). This process
of strengthening and

187

distributed under the terms of the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



188

consolidation benefited all stig-
matized social groups united un-
der the LGBTQ abbreviation, in
particular bisexual' people, as it is
after 2013 that the activist move-
ment for bisexual rights first
came into existence when the
first bisexual rights initiative
LuBI was created in St Peters-
burg.”

Since the introduction of the
anti-LGBTQ legislation in Russia
in 2013 and up to February 2022
when Russia unleashed a full-
fledged war in Ukraine, there was
a consistent growth, diversifica-
tion, and evolution of media dis-
courses on and around LGBTQ-
related themes, particularly in
what relates to mediated portray-
als of non-heteronormative peo-
ple (Andreevskikh 2020: 173).
Parallel to that, there was a
steady growth in the number of
LGBTQ-rights initiatives in vari-
ous regions and in the number of
diverse and prolific media

' Among Russian activists for bisexual
rights, several terms are currently used
to refer to the sexual orientation which
involves sexual attraction to more than

one gender: bisexual (bisek-
sual'nyi/biseksual); non-monosexual or
Non-mono (nemonose-

ksual'nyi/nemono), a term introduced by
activist E. to oppose bi- and pansexual
orientations to the monosexual ones,
that is - homosexuality and heterosexu-
ality; bi*sexual, the term used by the
founders of the initiative Byt' Bi* (Being
Bi*), where the asterisk highlights that
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channels used by LGBTQ people
to promote the LGBTQ agenda.
Online activism for bisexual
rights was also part of these de-
velopments.

In December 2017, when I was
doing the fieldwork for my previ-
ous study of online activism for
bisexual and transgender rights
(Andreevskikh 2018), I inter-
viewed the leader of the bisexual
rights initiative LuBI M., who at
that time was one of a handful of
publicly open bisexual Russians
involved in online activism on
social media platforms. Back
then, M. admitted that the issues
and topics related to bisexuality
were not very popular in virtual
communities of LGBTQ people
on social media, and she also
confessed that the few bisexual
rights activists, including herself,
frequently faced backlashes or
lack of support on the part of
other members of LGBTQ com-
munities. The activist explained

this term includes the whole spectre of
non-monosexual orientations. When I
use the term ‘bisexual’ I refer to all these
three terms simultaneously and use it as
an umbrella term for the sexual orienta-
tion entailing an attraction to the oppo-
site as well as other genders.

* The organization’s name is based on a
pun: it is a portmanteau of the impera-
tive form of the verb ‘to love’ (liubi) and
the Russian pronunciation of the mor-
pheme ‘bi’ in ‘biseksual'nyi’ (bisexual) -
[bee].
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that, although at times it was dif-
ficult to run the social media
pages of the LuBI group practi-
cally single-handedly, she saw it
as important and valuable work
aimed at fighting biphobia and
monosexism (exclusion and/or
discrimination of people whose
sexual orientation is neither het-
erosexual nor homosexual).

M.’s account confirmed the ob-
servations by various scholars
that online activism on social
media can be vital for bisexual
people, a minority within a mi-
nority (Brown et al. 2017; Egan
2005; Hagen et al. 2017; Ingram et
al. 2017; Serano 2013; Shapiro
2004). The minority-within-mi-
nority status of bisexual people is
to some extent caused by the fact
that they tend to be viewed as a
threat to the binary monosexual
dichotomy of heterosexuality
and homosexuality, which is one
of the foundations of gay and les-
bian rights movements, as well as
of the conservative discourses on
‘traditional values’. Bisexual peo-
ple, as a result, tend to be dis-
criminated and ostracized both
by heterosexual society and by
homosexual members of LGBTQ
communities (Cashore et al.
2009; Garelick et al. 2017; Nutter-
Pridgen 2015; Roberts et al. 2015).
In the view of the above, im-
portant aspects of bisexual rights
activism consist in working to-
wards visibility as a bisexual

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

individual, in educating others
on what it means to be bisexual,
as well as in exchanging shared
experiences of biphobia and bi-
sexual erasure with other non-
monosexual people. All these as-
pects contribute to the process of
identity-building, which in the
context of double stigmatisation
on the part of LGBTQ communi-
ties and heterosexual majority,
tends to be viewed as positive,
which is demonstrated further in
this paper through a media con-
tent analysis. For this reason, in
the current study the bisexual
identity is understood not only
through the prism of Foucauld-
ian categories of power, domina-
tion and control, and not just as
a ‘quest for authenticity’ (Weir
2009: 537), but also, if not pri-
marily, as a ‘resistant identity’
which allows ‘alternative inter-
pretations’ (Weir 2009: 539) of
existing binary categories of sex-
uality.

Social media platforms become
‘the locus of coordination and ac-
tion’ (Kurylo et al. 2016: 134) for
fighting this double stigma. The
strategies and techniques used
by bisexual rights activists can
serve as a means of transgressing
the binary monosexist concept of
sexuality, as a way of utilising the
activist’s emotional capital (An-
dreevskikh 2018), as well as a
method of creating and sustain-
ing emotional communities
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aimed at strengthening and so-
lidifying the activist movement
in the country (Andreevskikh
forthcoming). Transgressing the
hegemonic Russian LGBTQ-ac-
tivist discourse of normalcy and
equality that has been focusing
primarily on gay men’s and les-
bian women’s issues and rights,
online activism of bisexual peo-
ple aims at deconstructing the bi-
nary concept of sexuality as het-
ero- vs. homosexuality.

By 2022, the time when the cur-
rent study was completed, the
situation with the bisexual rights
activism in Russia had changed
dramatically from what it was in
2017. Several regional community
centres had started holding regu-
lar events catered specifically for
bisexual people;? mainstream
and LGBTQ-catering media out-
lets had started publishing more
materials about bisexuality;* new
initiative and activist groups had
been organised. For example, in
2019, an initiative for bisexual
people was started in Moscow,

> For example, the St Petersburg-based
LGBTQ community centre Action [De-
istvie], together with the activists from
the bisexual rights initiative LuBI, has
been running support groups for bisex-
ual people since 2018. The Resursnyi
Tsentr Dlia LGBT (LGBT Resource Cen-
tre), an Ekaterinburg-based community
centre, regularly holds events for bisex-
ual people, including a ‘Non-mono-
month’ in September, in honour of the
Bisexual Visibility Day which is
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under the name Being Bi* [Byt'
Bi*]. Apart from holding online
and offline events, as well as
photo exhibitions devoted to bi-
sexuality and bisexual people,
the initiative also launched the
first website in the Russian lan-
guage devoted solely to bi- and
pansexuality and catered for Rus-
sian-speaking bi- and pansexual
people living in Russia and be-
yond. The media resource BiPan-
Russia® was launched on 23 Sep-
tember 2021, to mark the global
Bisexual Visibility Day.

The new online resource is com-
prised of a variety of sections:
‘About Us’, ‘News’, ‘Events’, ‘Arti-
cles published in the media’, ‘Ed-
ucation’, ‘Initiatives in Russia’. Of
a particular interest is the inter-
active map of current initiatives
in Russia which cater for bisexual
people. The ‘Articles’ section
contains an archive of media
texts devoted to the topics con-
nected with bi- and pansexuality.
The ‘Education’ section consists
of definitions of terms and

celebrated on 23 September. With the
support of the Moscow-based LGBTQ
initative Resource [Resurs], Being Bi* has
been running support groups for bisex-
ual people, both offline and online.

* An archive of media texts on bisexual-
ity published over the last ten years can
be found on the website of the Being Bi*
initiative (Byt' Bi 2021b).

> The website can be accessed here:
https://bipanrussia.com/ (Byt' Bi 2021a).
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concepts related to sexual and
gender identity, as well as a ‘Li-
brary’ subsection - lists of social
media channels, books, films,
and series featuring bisexual
characters.

While the list of social media re-
sources is related to Russian or
Russian speaking LGBTQ activ-
ists, the article archive and the
lists of books, films and series
contain, perhaps not surpris-
ingly, a high number of foreign
sources, such as, for example, a
translation of the bisexual mani-
festo published in 1990 by Bay
Area Bisexual Network. Indeed,
Russian activists follow closely
the development of bisexual
rights movements outside of
Russia, and bi-activists them-
selves admit that they rely to a
great extent on resources in Eng-
lish and other foreign languages.°
Being and feeling interconnected
with the global agenda of bisex-
ual rights activists, social media
content produced by activists in
Russia also tackles topics and is-
sues widely discussed in western,
Anglophone virtual community
and media channels, e.g., the

® Here I rely on the account of the bisex-
ual rights activists F. (Being’Bi*), B. (Ac-
tion) and E., who during the online dis-
cussion Awkward Questions to Bisexual
People (Neudobnye voprosy
biseksaul'nym liudiam), organized by Be-
ing Bi* and livestreamed on 26 Septem-
ber 2021, admitted that a lot of
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problems of bisexual erasure and
monosexism (Corey 2017) and
the importance of bi-visibility in
media (Capulet 2000, Yescavage
et al. 2000). The formats in which
this activist social media content
is presented are also similar to
those utilized by activists outside
of Russia. One such format, pow-
erful and therefore popular
among activists, is the confes-
sional narrative, which I explore
more fully in the next section.
Confessional narratives, when
used by activists on social media
platforms, serve as discursive
tools for digital self-writing and
life-writing. Using these two
types of digital self-mediation,
two axes of analysis, and the con-
cept of confessional narrative as
a framework for this study, I set
and address the following re-
search questions:

How do Russian activists
for bisexual rights use con-
fessions in their mediated
personal narratives?

What is the role of medi-
ated confessional narra-
tives in the process of self-

information and research on bisexuality
they use in their activist work is done
abroad and is accessed via translation.
The videorecording is available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E _
ShfmHI3f4 (BiPanRussia 2021).
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identification as a bisexual
person and activist?

Through addressing these re-
search questions, [ aspire to
bridge the gap in the current
scholarship on bisexuality, which
lacks empirical analyses of media
strategies applied by non-West-
ern activists for bisexual rights. I
also venture to add an extra di-
mension to the prolific scholar-
ship on Russian LGBTQ commu-
nities, which rarely focuses on bi-
sexual activists in particular.

Confessional narratives as a
media case study framework
Following scholarship on narra-
tology, I approach narratives as ‘a
virtual sphere, emerging in com-
munication, containing events
that are temporally related to
each other in a meaningful way’;
in other words, a narrative is
comprised of represented events
that are temporally interrelated
in a meaningful way’ (Ellestrom
2019: 37). Thus, in this paper a
narrative stands for a verbally ex-
pressed account of events, pre-
sented in an oral or written form,
where the events are connected
with a plotline, a common idea,
or a thematic thread.

’ Here I combine the various meanings
of the word ‘confession’ as listed in the

Special issue

Confessional narratives are un-
derstood as such accounts of
events which are aimed at reveal-
ing to the audience what the nar-
rator has done or accomplished,
as well as what the narrator feels,
thinks, or believes, in particular
with regard to something the
narrator might be or have been
ashamed of or embarrassed
about, wishes to apologize for, or
which, in the narrator’s opinion,
might turn the audience against
them.”

Confessions belong to discourses
of self-writing (Foucault 1981),
where self-writing can be viewed
as a form of self-care which man-
ifests itself in a collection of
notes and observations on vari-
ous topics and which, in case of
confessions made on social me-
dia, are shared with a wide or
narrow, trusted audience. In me-
dia discourses confessions can
come in the format of verbally ex-
pressed texts, selfies, or vlogs
(Hall 2016), the content of which
can range from an unhappy em-
ployee’s complaint (Krishnaa et
al. 2015: 404-410) to a coming-
out narrative of a LGBTQ person.
It is a powerful strategy of ‘me-
centred communication’ that, in
the context of contemporary DIY
media cultures, allows individu-
als not only to express their

online Collins COBUILD Advanced Eng-
lish Dictionary (Collins n.d.).
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intimate thoughts or experiences
but also to socialize with others
(Talvitie-Lamberg 2014). For that
reason, social media confessions
become an empowering tool of
online activist campaigns con-
ducted by discriminated social
groups. One such example where
confessions shared online led to
dramatic social changes is the
#MeToo movement against sex-
ual harassment (e.g., Gill et al.
2018; Pelegrini 2018).

Although such narratives have
become particularly popular re-
cently, confessional media posts
by celebrities and common social
media users being one of the
sources of new stories for media
coverage, confessions as such are
far from being a new cultural
phenomenon  (Friesen 2017;
Gammel 1999): confessions are at
the heart of various literary gen-
res, from autobiographies to Bild-
ungsroman (Barcan 1997). What
unites all confession-based gen-
res, both traditional literary and
newer mediated textual genres, is
the interconnection between the
confessional mode of narration
and the identity of the person
who is performing a confession:
‘Confessions, as moments of tex-
tualization, foreground the per-
formativity of identity and are
therefore highly charged events.
They are resounding moments,
since they activate identity in
both its fluid and congealing
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aspects simultaneously’ (Barcan
1997: 84).

For the purpose of the current
case study, not everything shared
by activists on social media is ap-
proached as a ‘confession’. Here |
follow Foucault who identified
an important (and also popular
on social media) type of self-writ-
ing narrative - the self-writing
genre which Foucault defined as
hupomnémata - notes which
serve as ‘memory aids’:

One wrote down quotes in
them, extracts from books,
examples, and actions that
one had witnessed or read
about, reflections or rea-
sonings that one had heard
or that had come to mind.
They constituted a mate-
rial record of things read,
heard, or thought, thus of-
fering them up as a kind of
accumulated treasure for
subsequent rereading and
meditation. They also
formed a raw material for
the drafting of more sys-
tematic treatises, in which
one presented arguments
and means for struggling
against some weakness
(such as anger, envy, gos-
sip, flattery) or for over-
coming some difficult cir-
cumstance (a grief, an ex-
ile, ruin, disgrace) (Fou-
cault 1981: 209-210).
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Foucault underlined that, alt-
hough such notes do convey per-
sonal opinions, thoughts, and
impressions, discursively they
are not to be confused with the
intimate accounts of spiritual ex-
periences which constitute the
nature of confession, as they do
not possess a purificatory value
inherent to an oral or written
confession (Foucault 1981: 210).
Throughout the existence of con-
fessional genres, their popularity
among  marginalized  social
groups of any minoritarian char-
acteristic (from gender to age to
race to sexuality) has been grow-
ing steadily despite the risks of
repercussions or backlashes that
could potentially follow the con-
fession (Grobe 2017: 38-40). The
backlash can potentially be par-
ticularly strong when a non-het-
erosexual person makes a confes-
sion related to their non-heter-
onormative sexuality in the con-
text of a conservative anti-
LGBTQ climate. ‘Unlike other in-
terdictions, sexual interdictions
are constantly connected with
the obligation to tell the truth
about oneself (Foucault 1981:
223); therefore, the choice of the
confessional narrative frame-
work for a media case study of bi-
sexual rights activism in the con-
text of Russia’s state-sustained
anti-LGBTQ discourses seems
topical and relevant.
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In contemporary LGBTQ dis-
courses, for a LGBTQ person an
‘obligation to tell the truth about
oneself can come from the exter-
nal pressure (outing) or from the
internal desire to be open about
their non-heteronormative sexu-
ality to a trusted audience in be-

nevolent circumstances (Kis-
litsyna 2021), with mediated
coming-out  narratives on

YouTube and other social media
platforms being an important
part of LGBTQ-rights activism in
Russia (see, for example, Glenn
2021). In the new, evolving reality
where self-mediation has be-
come an integral part of the me-
diatized lives of individuals act-
ing as  mediated selves
(Ratilainen et al. 2018; Talvitie-
Lamberg 2014), coming-out nar-
ratives and other subgenres of
confessional narratives can be
viewed as manifestations of what
Foucault defined as ‘technologies
of the self, which permit individ-
uals [...] a certain number of op-
erations on their own bodies and
souls, thoughts, conduct, and
way of being, so as to transform
themselves in order to attain a
certain state of happiness, purity,
wisdom, perfection, or immoral-
ity’ (Foucault 1981: 225). Thus,
the process of digital self-writing
becomes interwoven with the
process of building a non-heter-
onormative (e.g., a bisexual) sex-
ual identity, where self-mediated
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digital selves act as bodyminds,
which means that ‘one’s self is
never separate from one’s body
or from one’s mind’, where ‘one’s
mind and body always already
are one’ (Hartblay et al 2021: 5).

Apart from the task of self-writ-
ing, confessional narratives can
also be used as a material for dig-
ital life-writing, the latter under-
stood as a ‘range of writings
about lives or parts of lives, or
which provide materials out of
which lives or parts of lives are
composed’ (Leader 2015:1). Often
traced to one of the world’s most
prominent bisexual authors, Vir-
ginia Woolf, who in her creative
work revolutionized the genre of
literary biography, in the context
of social media platforms the
term ‘life-writing’ can be applied
to various digital forms of texts:
blogs, tweets, and Facebook en-
tries (Leader 2015: 1). The media
data which the current study is
based on tackles a variety of top-
ics related to different spheres of
activists’ lives: their involvement
in bisexual rights and civil rights
activism; their participation in
protest actions; their experiences
of interacting with the police;
their personal histories of com-
ing to terms with their sexual
identity; the support or lack
thereof on the part of their fami-
lies, friends and other significant
social circles; the struggles and
challenges related specifically to
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the consequence of the double
stigmatisation of bisexual people
among LGBTQ communities and
by heterosexual people; their ex-
periences of navigating media
spaces as mediated digital selves,
etc. With regard to the interpre-
tive data analysis of confessional
narratives which comprises the
current case study, the thematic
diversity of the content calls for
the perspective of digital life-
writing, in addition to that of
self-writing.

Applying digital ethnography
and interpretive content analysis
methods, [ further present an
analysis of media content created
by bisexual rights activists based
in Moscow, Saint Petersburg,
Ekaterinburg, Perm' and Vladi-
vostok, and published on social
media platforms (YouTube, Tele-
gram, Facebook) in 2020 and
2021. The selection of the media
cases for analysis was based on
the results of monitoring Russian
social media accounts and virtual
communities for bisexual people
from 2017 to 2020, which allowed
me to identify the most promi-
nent personae in Russian bi-
rights activism and to establish
which social media channels or
personal blogs produce media
content popular among bisexual
people in Russia.

The process of media data collec-
tion consisted of two stages. In
the first stage, through the
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‘digitally native’ (Georgakopou-
lou 2016: 303) ethnographic
methods, such as observing vari-
ous activities conducted on so-
cial media platforms by activists
who openly identify as bisexual, I
defined the key personae in the
current bisexual rights move-
ment in Russia. After that, based
on the media representations of
the selected activists and their
self-mediation practices, [ se-
lected the media texts (YouTube
videos) and social media sources
(a Facebook blog and a Telegram
channel) for subsequent inter-
pretive content analysis. Identi-
fying myself as a bisexual rights
activist too, this process also en-
tailed to a certain extent the use
of the method of ‘auto-phenom-
enology’ as ‘the researcher’s re-
flexivity about her own position,
stakes, and interests in the field
of social media engagement’
(Georgakopoulou2016: 303). In
the next section I present the re-
sults of the content analysis of
YouTube videos and Facebook
and Telegram posts featuring
confessional narratives of bisex-
ual rights activists.

Awkward questions and per-
sonal stories: Confessional
narratives as a means of real-

8 . . . . .
After Russia’s invasion in Ukraine and
a new crackdown on activists, the access
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life interactions with audi-
ences

Both in the capacity of a media
scholar specialising on LGBTQ
discourses and as a bisexual
rights activist, I consistently fol-
low developments in Russian
LGBTQ-rights activism, paying
special attention to the latest me-
dia content and new media
sources related to bisexuality.
Throughout the year of 2021,
while monitoring Russian social
media communities for bisexual
people, 1 identified two online
media texts of a significant value
in terms of promoting bisexual
rights agenda through a confes-
sional narrative framework.

Both these texts are YouTube
video recordings of livestreamed
conversations between bisexual
activists and audiences. The first
video is a recording of an online
livestreamed discussion Awk-
ward Questions for Bisexual Peo-
ple (Neudobnye voprosy bisek-
sual'nym liudiam), which was
held by the Saint Petersburg
LGBTQ community centre Ac-
tion [Deistvie] and which was
livestreamed on 26 March 2021
(Deistvie 2021).> The second
video is a recording of a panel
discussion BI-Talk: Power Within
Community (BI-talk: sila vnutri

to the video with the recording of the
talk was changed from public to private.
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soobshchestva) which was live-
streamed on 29 September 2021
as part of the programme of the
annual festival of queer and
LGBT culture Queerfest.”

The 104-minute online discus-
sion Awkward Questions for Bi-
sexual People (Action 2021) fea-
tured three speakers seated in
front of the camera, with the fa-
cilitator of the talk being off-
screen. One of the participants,
B., Director for Development at
the St Petersburg LGBTQ com-
munity centre Deistvie and a bi-
sexual rights activist in her own
right, acted as the facilitator. The
three discussants introduced
themselves as: C., a 38-year-old
cisgender woman, as of 2015 par-
ticipating in activism for LGBTQ
rights, bisexual rights, and pro-
tection of rights of HIV-positive
people; D., a 36-year-old
transgender woman; A., a 20-
year-old bisexual man.

The talk was built around the
questions and comments that
were being sent during the
livestream by the online audi-
ence. The format of the talk
aimed at addressing questions
and issues which might be

° The information about the festival is
available on its official website (Queer-
fest 2022).

' After Russia’s invasion in Ukraine and
a new crackdown on activists, the access
to the video with the recording of the
talk was changed from public to private.
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difficult for some or most bisex-
ual people to deal with, but
which need addressing as these
questions and issues are related
to stereotypes and beliefs which
give ground to biphobic rhetoric
and attitudes.

The personal, intimate, and ‘awk-
ward’ questions that the audi-
ence addressed to bisexual peo-
ple reflected many of existing
biphobic stereotypes and in-
cluded the following points:"

1) What do the discussants
understand by the terms
bisexuality and pansexual-
ity? What is the difference?

2) There is a widespread
opinion that bisexuality
means sexual permissive-
ness (seksual'naia raspush-
chennost’). How many men
and women have the dis-
cussants had relations
with?

3) Have the discussants ever
experienced internalized
biphobia and, if so, how
did they deal with it? Have
they ever had any doubts
regarding their sexual ori-
entation?

" The wording of the questions listed fur-
ther is not a word-for-word translation,
but my summary of how the facilitator
presented the questions, with the name
or identity of the enquirer omitted.
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4)

5)

7)

198

How feasible is it, in the
discussants’ opinion, for a
bisexual person to have a
relationship with a man
and a woman at the same
time?

What are the discussants’
views on the fact that the
letter B is the least visible
amongst LGBTQ commu-
nities?

What would the discus-
sants recommend to some-
one who realised they are
bisexual at a later stage in
life?

Have the discussants ever
wondered that identifying
as a bisexual person might
be nothing more than fol-
lowing fashion? Have they
ever felt that, given that
the oppression of LGBTQ
people is so severe at pre-
sent, they might be consid-
ered ‘collaborators’ when
they are in a relationship
with a person of the oppo-
site gender?

Do the discussants think
that bisexual people were
born to have threesomes?
What kind of threesomes
have they had?

In the discussants’ opinion,
to what extent are bisexual
people subjected to minor-
ity stress?
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10) Do the discussants have a
crush on a celebrity? If so,
who?

The discussants addressed all the
questions they were asked, some-
times sharing very intimate in-
formation, or sharing views
which might not resonate with
the rest of the community. Thus,
when answering the question
about internal biphobia and
doubts about the sexual identity,
C. confessed that it was at the age
of 18 that she first started realis-
ing she might be bisexual and
that she had identified as a les-
bian prior to that. She explained
that her reaction to that revela-
tion was mixed, complex: at that
time, the representations of bi-
sexual women she could see in
the media and public discourses
were predominantly oversexual-
ized, eroticized portrayals of ‘hot
women’. On the one hand, C., in
her own words, was striving to
break away from her family’s
strict rules concerning sex, she
was striving for ‘a riot’; but on the
other hand, she did not like those
oversexualized portrayals of pro-
miscuous and ‘loose’ women,
precisely due to C.’s own com-
plex attitude to sex and sexuality.
Having joined the LGBTQ rights
movement at a more mature age,
C. faced biphobia for the first
time. A., in his turn, confessed
that it was the state of things
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within the Russian LGBTQ com-
munities that was the cause of his
internal queerphobia: in the
2010s, when at the age of 12 he re-
alized he experienced a sexual at-
traction to men, the stigmatisa-
tion of bisexual men was particu-
larly strong among Russian gay
men, which resulted in him not
wanting to be part of that bipho-
bic community.

When the discussants were deal-
ing with the question whether
they had had an experience of
threesomes, L. admitted that her
first experience of same-sex rela-
tionship was in a threesome; A.
confessed that he had three-
somes more than once, with two
female friends of his; and D. ex-
plained that she had had the ex-
perience but found it problem-
atic.

The participants of the g1-minute
discussion BI-Talk: Power Within
Community (Queerfest. 2021)
demonstrated a similar level of
openness and similar strategies
of using confessions; the themes
and issues they discussed also
echoed those which were raised
in the online talk presented
above. The panel talk featured six
bisexual rights activists who rep-
resent the first Russian associa-
tion of activists for the rights of
non-monosexual people Non-
Monolith [Nemonolit]: B. (Saint
Petersburg, woman, originally
from  Briansk), E. (Saint
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Petersburg, non-binary person,
originally from Tiumen'), F.
(Moscow, woman), G. (Saint Pe-
tersburg, woman), H. (Ekaterin-
burg, woman), I[. (Perm)
woman). In the first part of the
talk, each participant presented
an approximately five-minute
speech, and a Q&A session fol-
lowed in the second part of the
event.

From the very first presentation,
the talk was framed as a confes-
sional and highly personal narra-
tive. Thus, H., who was the first
to tell her story, started with
sharing her memories of when
she fell in love with a girl who
they were in the same class with:
that love was unrequited, and
looking back, the activist ‘feels
very sorry for’ that young self.
Another confession H. made was
that she still feels invisible in the
LGBTQ community, regardless
of her having been involved in
activism for many years. She also
admitted due to bisexuality being
not very visible in the commu-
nity she feels like ‘an impostor’
and regrets that ‘while for some
the moment of finding their
identity was beautiful’, for her
the pain didn’t stop when she
started identifying as a bisexual
woman.

B. shared a similar story of unre-
quited love: the activist con-
fessed that, growing up, she used
to believe that heterosexuality
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was the only valid sexual orienta-
tion, until at the age of 19 when
she fell in love with her female
friend. Having been planning to
follow the socially accepted route
of finding a husband and starting
a family, it took B., in her own
words, over a year to come to
terms with the realisation that
she was not heterosexual, but bi-
sexual. E. also shared the experi-
ence of having to come to terms
with their orientation: having
kissed a girl for the first time at
the age of ten, they felt ashamed
of themself, and when they first
fell in love with a woman at the
age of 21, already identifying as
bisexual, they were taken aback
by the reaction of the people
around them who seemed to find
it incomprehensible and impos-
sible that someone can have feel-
ings for both men and women.

Activist and founder of the initi-
ative Being’ Bi, F., continued this
narrative line and confessed to
the audience that she had been a
victim of abuse due to her bisex-
uality: her former partner, a les-
bian woman, could not accept
her identity and abused her emo-
tionally and mentally, which led
to the activist starting to doubt
her mental health and ‘nor-
malcy’. LI’s personal story mir-
rored the ‘impostor’ feelings de-
scribed by H.: I. confessed that,
as a bisexual woman in a monog-
amous relationship with a man,
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she often feels she has no place
among LGBTQ-rights activists,
and that it was through research
into biphobia and biphobic stere-
otypes that she could see the bar-
riers which hindered her embrac-
ing her sexuality.

All the nine speakers featuring in
these video recordings demon-
strated openness when tackling
complicated and even taboo top-
ics (e.g., abuse, non-monoga-
mous sexual practices, shame,
and internalized biphobia). Be-
sides that, they also demon-
strated a willingness to use con-
fessions for explaining their
views on bisexuality and for
providing an account of their
journey towards an acceptance of
own bisexuality. In an open dis-
cussion setting, such confes-
sional narratives serve to con-
nect, to bring together the indi-
vidual stories of the speakers.
All the speakers underlined what
a significant role the community
of like-minded bisexual activists
played in the processes of their
self-identification and self-ac-
ceptance. They recommended
those members of the audiences
who are still trying to establish
what their sexual identity might
be and who are wondering if they
might be bisexual, to talk to
other bisexual people, to attend
online or offline support groups
or to join the local initiative for
bisexual people. In other words,
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through the sincerity and open-
ness offered by confessional nar-
ratives, through sharing first-
hand experiences of embracing
the bisexual self and living a life
of a self-accepting bisexual per-
son, the speakers encouraged
their audiences to trust them, in-
spiring their audiences to follow
their examples and join the wider
community of bisexual people.

The strategies observed in the
above analysis of the oral and
subsequently videorecorded con-
fessions correlate with the find-
ings obtained when conducting
an interpretive content analysis
of social media blogs of two
prominent bisexual activists. The
accounts were selected based on
the representations and refer-
ences in LGBTQ media” and on
the individuals’ active participa-
tion in bisexual rights activism.
For this media sampling stage, I

" The activists, whose social media blogs
were selected, are frequently quoted by
Russian LGBTQ media with regard to
the issues of biphobia, bi-activism and
other topics relevant to the Russian bi-
community. See, for example, the refer-
ence to J. and K. in the publication by
Russia’s largest LGBTQ media outlet
Parni PLUS: All You Need to Know About
Biphobia [Vse, chto nuzhno znat' o bi-
fobii] (Parni+ 2021).

B Following Russia’s invading Ukraine
on 24 February 2022, K. faced police per-
secution, was included into the list of
foreign agents and therefore had to flee

Russia, shutting down her (K. uses
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selected two social media chan-
nels:

- the personal Facebook blog by
Saint Petersburg based male ac-
tivist J., one of the longest-serv-
ing activists for bisexual rights
(J.n.d.);

- the Telegram channel LGBTitd
(LGBTetc.) by K., an agender bi-
sexual person, based in Vladivos-
tok (K. n.d.).®

The Telegram channel LGBTitd is
often mentioned in the recom-
mendations of the best Russian
social media resources on bisex-
uality.”* So is ].’s Telegram chan-
nel Bisexual Thursday [Bisek-
sual'nyi Chetverg;
https://t.me/bisex4]. ].’s personal
Facebook blog, however, con-
tains a higher number of posts (it
shows the republished content
from the Telegram channel and
in addition it contains public
posts written and shared by ]J.

pronouns she/her) channel on Tele-
gram; she opened a private Telegram
channel instead where access was
granted by invitation only, and started
publishing content on Twitter. J. contin-
ued publishing content on Facebook, in-
cluding publicly accessible posts, openly
speaking out against the invasion.

" For example, activist B. recommended
it to the audience of the online discus-
sion Awkward Questions to Bisexual Peo-
ple (Neudobnye voprosy biseksaul' nym
liudiam), organized by Being Bi* and
livestreamed on 26 September 2021
(BiPanRussia 2021).
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only on Facebook), as well as a
higher number of potential audi-
ence (with 4500 friends on Face-
book versus 231 subscribers on
Telegram), which served as the
grounds for selecting ].’s personal
blog rather than his Telegram
channel devoted to bisexuality.
Aiming to conduct a time-based
analysis of social media content
(Anderson 2012: 330-331), I chose
the period from March 2020 (the
introduction of the first pan-
demic-related safety measures in
Russia which led to an increase in
online media usage and reliance)
to the end of December 2021.
The content analysis entailed go-
ing through all the posting made
by J. and K. between 1 March
2020 and 31 December 2021 in or-
der to elicit posts which con-
tained a narrative that could po-
tentially be interpreted as con-
fessional. The sampled media
data was then further subjected
to a close reading, which resulted
in identifying confessional posts.
These posts were then coded
(Saldafia 2021) and grouped into
thematic sections. The themes
for coding were derived from the
themes dominating the two
online discussions presented ear-
lier:

Theme 1, ‘Sex and love’, en-
tails everything related to
sexual, intimate, and ro-
mantic relationships.
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Theme 2, ‘Bodymind’, in-
cludes everything related
to the activists’ perception
of their body and mind,
i.e., their physical and spir-
itual development, com-
plexes and anxieties, emo-
tions and sensations, feel-
ings and reactions to the
events unfolding around
them.

Theme 3, ‘Activism’, in-
cludes posts devoted to
various aspects of activism,
i.e., personal risks, rela-
tionships among activists,
aims and objectives for the
future, etc.

Theme 4, ‘Identity’, relates
to the activists’ perceptions
of themselves as bisexual
people and the feelings and
experiences connected
with those perceptions.
Theme 5, ‘Community and
society’, includes every-
thing related to the activ-
ists’ links with family,
friends, fellow activists,
e.g., the support they re-
ceive from others or the
conflicts they have faced
due to their identifying as
bisexual or being involved
in activism.

The analysis of ].’s personal Face-
book blog (J. n.d.) demonstrated,
that within the selected period
the  highest number of
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confessional posts he published
were devoted to Theme 2,
‘Bodymind’ (44 posts). The sec-
ond most frequent topic was
theme 5, ‘Community and soci-
ety’ (11 posts). Between March
2020 and December 2021, ]. pub-
lished seven posts related to ‘Ac-
tivism’, five on ‘Sex and love’, and
four on ‘Identity’.

The reason why the confessional
narratives in J.’s posting predom-
inantly relate to the perceptions
of body and mind can be found in
the 3 December 2020 post which
explains J.’s priorities:”

Why did I just put activism
on hold now? Apart from
prioritizing my own recov-
ery, | have come to realize
that our external activity is
a continuation of internal
processes. Until you put
the space around in order,
until you fill it with mini-
mal comfort and order, un-
til you have learned to
think strategically, to plan,
to focus on what is most
important, until then it is
hardly possible to achieve
systemic changes (J. n.d.).

These thoughts are continued in
a post of 31 December 2020 that
reflects on the year gone by and

> The translation of this and further
quotes is mine.
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makes resolutions for the new
year:

...This year has been hard,
but important for me. Not
the most fruitful in terms
of the volume of activist ac-
tivity, but it gave me a
chance to take a breather,
to focus on other aspects of
life, gain new experiences
and skills, and listen to my-
self more carefully. What
do I want, what do I like,
what do I believe in? What
do I want to let go, get rid
of, remove from my life?
Most crucially, I've come to
realize that unless [ first
meet my internal needs,
my external activity cannot
be effective in the long
term. Therefore, now I am
building this inner founda-
tion as best I can (J. n.d.).

The dominating ‘bodymind’ the-
matic lines in ].’s writing fre-
quently convey his moods, emo-
tions, and feelings. These are pre-
sented in a way that transgresses
discourses of stereotypical heter-
onormative toxic ‘boys don’t cry’
masculinity. Thus, in a 27 De-
cember 2020 post he confesses
that he ‘over the last few days has
been in a particularly pleasant
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mood. [...] Even feel like crying
overwhelmed with emotions, or
laughing, as if life has become
deeper and gained new mean-
ings’ (J n.d.).

Quite a few posts in this thematic
series present an account of
achievements and successes in
personal growth and skills devel-
opment, tackling at the same
time such sensitive topics as the
author’s financial struggles, reli-
gious beliefs, and the challenges
of dealing with the mental health
issues in the immediate family. A
recurrent motif in such posts is
looking back to see what has
been done and what is yet to be
achieved (‘Lately I've been won-
dering which qualities I managed
to develop during the first part of
my life and which still need
working on’; 26 April 2020) (].
n.d.). The acceptance of his own
bisexual identity plays an im-
portant role in such re-evalua-
tion: ‘In many respects, the posi-
tive changes are connected with
coming to terms with my bisexu-
ality and with the experience I
gained due to activism - when
more often than not you go
against the mainstream and the
old-fashioned opinions. In this
sense, this life situation has paid
back in abundance. “And if I
could choose myself - I would
have become me again™ (26 April
2020) (J. n.d.).
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The  themes  related to
‘Bodymind’ and ‘Society and
Community’ also dominate
among the posts retrieved from
the Telegram channel of K. (nine
posts each) (K. n.d.). Seven of the
retrieved posts relate to the
theme ‘Sex and love’, six to the
thematic line ‘Identity’, and two
to ‘Activism’. One of the most
important topics presented un-
der the ‘Bodymind’ umbrella is
K.’s perceptions of her body as a
nonbinary agender person. For
example, in the post of 2 March
2020 she dwells on how her per-
ceptions of her bodily hair (e.g.,
hairs on the forearms and nip-
ples) have evolved thanks to be-
ing informed that it is normal not
only for a male person, but for a
female person, too, to have bod-
ily hair. Another recurrent mo-
tive here is K.'s perceptions of her
emotional reactions: the feeling
of shame when her partner spot-
ted a tampon in the bathroom
and made a joke about her being
on period, which used to be a ta-
boo topic for her for a long time
(23 June 2020) or the constant
fear of being under surveillance,
the police kidnapping her or
coming to her home with a
search warrant, on the grounds
of her involvement in opposi-
tional and LGBTQ-rights activ-
ism (6 December 2021). When
writing about relationships with
‘Society and community’ (e.g.,

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022



the realisation that in fact she
loves her family, regardless of
disagreements and issues in the
past; or the 12 August 2020 reflec-
tions on participating in a debate
where she had been effectively
ignored and not given a chance
to speak out), K. often confesses
how she feels about such com-
plex philosophical issues as death
or why it is difficult for her to
work as part of the team.

To sum up, the confessional
posts published by J. and K
demonstrate that this format is
used as a tool for both the self-
writing and life-writing pro-
cesses, providing an account of
events happening in the activists’
lives and the impact of those
events, as well as an account of
the activists’ consistent working
towards a deeper understanding
and a greater acceptance of
themselves.

Conclusion

The analysis of the confessional
narratives produced by Russian
bisexual activists on social media
platforms (YouTube, Telegram
and Facebook) demonstrates
that this narrative genre is uti-
lized to achieve various goals.
Firstly, it allows the activists to
address and challenge the bipho-
bic stereotypes which exist both
among LGBTQ as well as among
heterosexual communities, e.g.
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the promiscuity of bisexual peo-
ple. Different types of confes-
sional narratives, e.g. the formats
of the ‘awkward questions’ inter-
view or of the personal blog, al-
low bisexual rights activists to
share their personal stories with
their audiences, thus educating
audiences on bisexuality, as well
as formulating what it means for
them to be bisexual. When
shared in a group environment or
when audience participation is
involved, confessional narratives
take the form of a conversation, a
dialogue, where a sense of shared
experiences can potentially be
created. Confessional narratives
can also be used to frame activ-
ists’ views on a whole variety of
topics ranging from sex, love,
sexuality to perception of own
body and mind, to thoughts on
challenges of being involved in
activism, to community and soci-
ety.

The above allows to conclude
that one of the primary roles, if
not the primary role of mediated
confessional narratives in the
process of self-identification as a
bisexual person and activist is
that of identity-building. Such
narratives are employed as a
strategy of establishing closer
ties within the activist commu-
nity and with the media audi-
ences accessing the content.
They are used as an effective
means of approaching and
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dealing with sensitive and ta-
booed topics, in particular issues
related to sexual experiences and
own self-identification. It is
therefore applied as a tool for
empowerment and a way of mak-
ing bisexual people more visible
among Russian LGBTQ commu-
nities.

The findings presented in the pa-
per reveal the significance of oral
and written confessional records
for the processes of bisexual ac-
tivists’ digital self-writing and
life-writing. Reflecting on the
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various stages and aspects of
coming to terms with one’s bi-
sexuality and providing an ac-
count of one’s own life as an
openly bisexual and self-accept-
ing person are crucial for bisex-
ual activists’ self-identification.
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