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Abstract 

Over the last six decades, the Eurovision Song Contest has tried to embody the voice of European 

unification and international corporation. Previous scholars have depicted Eurovision as something 

highly influential and beneficial for all participating parties, whether that relates to the opportunity 

for commercial profit, outspoken Europeanist aspirations, or desired political progress– the song 

contest is utilized by multiple actors for varying reasons. In this study, I aim to demonstrate how it 

functions as an alternative cultural battlefield, a unifying apparatus, a signifier of projections, and a 

vehicle for soft power politics in warfare. It is an essay about political storytelling– the dichotomies 

between collaboration and resistance, Europeanist aspirations versus nationalistic objectives, the 

democratic against the totalitarian, the good and the bad. The Eurovision rationale aims to encourage 

certain rules of behavior and regulate conduct towards those nations that have failed to adhere to 

these rules. When these assumptions gain terrain in the public discourse, epistemological hegemonies 

are maintained, power relations sustained and public opinion affected. The study uses a 

methodological framework of qualitative research, and the empirical data consists of seven 

interviews followed by a visual analysis of the performances and context surrounding entries from 

Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia over the years. Three main narratives emanated from this study. The 

Eurovision Song Contest can be understood as an imagined community created by language and 

imagined through symbols of meaning. The governing body of Eurovision is the sovereign player 

who gets to control the political discourse by managing the selection of songs and participating 

countries. With impression management, the participating nations try and regulate how they are 

perceived in a public setting. It is communicated through carefully curated performances and acted 

out by constructed characters. When one fails to adhere to the rules set by the ESC organizers, 

disturbances occur, and the competition's core values are threatened.  

Keywords: Eurovision Song Contest, imagined communities, political discourse, impression 

management, nation branding  
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1. Introduction  

‘If the Eurovision Song Contest does not deal with politics, 
politics will deal with it’  

- Jean Coucrand, Le Soir (1979)

Since its inception in 1956, the Eurovision Song Contest (ESC) has been a performative event that 

allegorically represents the idea of Europe as united. Six decades have passed, which makes it the 

longest-running televised music show to date (Raykoff 2020a).  

Some might argue that Eurovision is no more than a kitschy contest of musical mediocrity and a 

deformity of modernity. I prepare to challenge this by embracing the many dimensions situated 

within the core of the ESC universe. Ultimately, I aim to encourage the anthropological study of the 

ESC and its entailing political engagement– not as a deformity– but rather as a political practice. I 

believe that the song contest is inherently more political than previously argued, and there is an 

apparent need to retrieve old perceptions of the subject of Eurovision. 

This particular field of study has been explored in a range of other places and disciplines, and I have 

examined it within political anthropological scholarship, which one could read as having a prominent 

role in understanding contemporary political processes. Through this narrative, I argue that the ESC 

functions as an informal political arena that both reveals and reproduces existing challenges and 

power relations in Europe, and I have delved into the dynamics of its political identity. The study 

becomes anthropologically relevant when the topic at hand is approached as a multi-scaled 

politicized domain that challenges conventional knowledge on the subject. With a fieldwork-based 

examination of politics, I will explore it in a social, cultural, and historical setting. I shall employ as 

my principal example Benedict Anderson’s assessment of an ‘imagined community’ (2006), and I 

will go on to contextualize it using Erving Goffman’s description of ‘impression 

management’ (1959).  

1.2 Problem statement 

I intend to examine how the contest functions as a symbolic realm for the performance of national 

identities, political propaganda, and European unity. I aim to demonstrate how political expressions, 

leadership roles, and progressive notions of nationhood, have impacted the dynamics of the ESC, 
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how it poses a serious– but not necessarily malevolent– threat to the competition's core values. I will 

proceed to map out how national identities are performed and how political propaganda is articulated 

through songs. The questions I will embark upon are:  

- How is the political discourse controlled through the selection of songs? 

- How can we understand the Eurovision Song Contest as an imagined community?  

- How are national identities projected and performed at the Eurovision stage?  

1.3 Methodology framework 

A key premise of this project is to provide a solid base from which to construct my arguments and 

draw conclusions. What I suggest doing is a combined theoretical and empirical approach. In this 

chapter, I introduce my chosen methodology of inductive research. Rather than deductively testing 

hypotheses as in positivist research, I attempt to construct concepts along the way, based on an 

inductive approach. As a qualitative researcher, I am the primary instrument for producing data, and I 

will expand my understanding throughout this process alongside my informants as knowledgeable 

agents. Qualitative research is essentially about providing descriptive data (Merriam 2009:13ff). I 

strive to feel liberated from conceptual constraints and have therefore decided to let the empirical 

material guide my research and give orientation to the theoretical discussion introduced in this paper. 

Using statements from seven interlocutors constitutes my empirical base and it has enabled me to 

explore how different people construct multiple and discrepant ideas and meanings of their 

experiences and with the knowledge available to them. The reality of the informants' experiences has 

been brought forward to emphasize the instrumentality of the individual actors (Barth 1969:10). To 

further contextualize my claims, I have drawn on traditional visual anthropology approaches as 

outlined by anthropologist Jay Rube (1975). His point of departure is that the analysis of visual data, 

like all products of human consciousness, can be considered anthropologically relevant in that it 

contains useful information on the culture of the maker and the culture of the subject (1975:105). I 

have, therefore, collected visual materials from primarily three Eurovision entries and treated them 

as a type of visual ethnography. 
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1.3.1 Postmodern ethnography 

The ESC constitutes a prime example for studying politics in action, and the traditions of 

ethnographic inquiry compose a valuable tool for doing so. Using ethnography allows me to explore 

the reality of the song contest as constructed and as something meaningful, interactive, and 

processual (diachronic). It constitutes a place where various flows of people, ideas, and discourses 

intersect (Kubik 2018:259ff). As opposed to the naturalistic study of objective facts, I suggest 

approaching the field using postmodern ethnography, which implies that the reality of your research 

needs to enter from several angles. This means that your research should be polyvocal, which allows 

the informants to articulate their own conceptualizations of reality (ibid.,:273). It foregrounds the 

interlocutors’ subjective interpretations and my role is essentially to give an adequate account of their 

experiences. In doing so, creating opportunities for the discovery of new concepts deriving from 

these statements. This essay is about the politics of storytelling performed at the Eurovision stage, 

which alludes to affective and subjective elements of political conflicts and commitments (Wydra & 

Thomassen 2018:10). I argue that the ESC constitutes a powerful force that has produced a new 

center of political action among the states represented in the contest.  

Postmodernism questions the epistemological adequacy of “objectivity” and doubts the possibility to 

create “accurate” representations of reality. It has emerged as a critique of earlier ethnographies 

which were developed around theoretical assumptions of what constitutes reality (Kubik 2018: 272). 

My informants are experts in their field, which makes their experiences invaluable to me. They come 

from different backgrounds and have various roles within the ESC community. Their statements 

show how representations are lived, performed, and understood within this rich context.  

1.3.2 Interviews  1

I have conducted interviews with seven people, who are all engaged at various levels in the 

Eurovision community. My informants are currently located in different parts of the world (see 

  All informants were able to choose if they wanted to be referred to by their real names, or a research-1

selected pseudonym. All of them wished to receive recognition. To comply with those wishes, I have used 
their officials names, which refers to that name appearing on public sources, personal web page, or social 
media. 
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bibliography), and they all have diverse national, linguistic, and age/generational backgrounds. They 

have been chosen for this study because of their scholarly expertise on the subject as well as their 

professional experiences working with the song contest. (For a brief presentation of the interlocutors, 

see appendix 1). The purpose behind the interviews was to get first-hand information about the issues 

examined from a limited number of well-connected and informed community experts. The 

semistructured interview protocol included questions aimed at understanding my informants' 

participation, dedication, and experiences. (For questions see appendix 2). The interviews were 

conducted in English and Swedish. Those that were in Swedish have been translated for this essay. 

All interviews have been conducted through Zoom or phone calls because the Covid-19 restrictions, 

and the geographical distance, did not allow me to do otherwise. Depending on the conversation and 

the time available to us, the interviews lasted from 20-70 minutes, which resulted in a rich collection 

of empirical data. 

 

This essay takes a diachronic perspective when examining the interlocutors' experiences over time. 

They have been passengers on the Eurovision journey for varying amounts of time, and their 

experiences and knowledge vary depending on when they first started, and the role that they have. It 

was important for me to get information from people with diverse backgrounds and opinions to get a 

candid discussion on the topic. All interviews have been recorded and transcribed. For further inquiry 

of the ethical implications see section 1.6.  

1.3.3 Qualitative content analysis  

In order to structure my findings in a precise and logical way, I have chosen the methodology of 

qualitative content analysis. It has been employed in this essay to interpret and categorize data. I 

have chosen the conventional approach, also described as inductive category development, which 

suggests letting emerging themes appear from the data (Hsieh & Shannon 2005.). When going 

through my transcribed interviews I have identified label codes based on attitudes, opinions, and 

perceptions expressed by the study participants. This has been concluded as part of a 'manifest 

analysis', which means describing what the informants actually say using their own words to do so 

(Bengtsson 2016). Finding statements in my transcribed interviews relating to each other facilitated 

the identification of concepts and categories that I have used to assemble patterns. For instance, a 
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theme that has emerged from this process is the notion of Eurovision as a Western event. (An 

example of what a content analysis schedule looked like for me see appendix 3). When applying the 

conventional approach, relevant theories are introduced and addressed in the analysis (Hsieh & 

Shannon 2005). What this entails is that the theoretical framework proposed for this essay has been 

selected based on the themes and categories identified in the empirical material. The advantage to 

this method is the opportunity to gain direct information from the informants, and allow it to guide 

the study. Furthermore, this idea corresponds to the premise of postmodern ethnography that I 

proposed earlier. I have, therefore, utilized this method to develop a systematic approach to help the 

reader follow my developments leading up to the conclusion.  

1.3.4 Visual ethnography  

Taking inspiration from visual anthropology, I have chosen to analyze performances of three 

European countries competing in Eurovision: Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. The entries selected are 

ranging from the years 2004-2021. However, the primary focus of this study is on the 2021 song 

contest as a small selection is most appropriate given the scope of this paper. Adding more material is  

merely to give more depth to my findings. These entries have been carefully selected for being 

politically provocative: explicitly or in subtext, and because of their former belonging to the Soviet 

Union. I argue that the examination of video material is a good way to utilize ethos in the rhetoric of 

a video because visual elements are used to project ideas and elicit meaning. Ethos in this regard 

refers to the anthropological definition, which is an emotional communality shared by a group, rather 

than the cognitive communality (Jenkins 1991).  

In these terms, I suggest placing video analysis under the concept of visual ethnography. As defined 

by Sarah Pink ‘the “ethnographicness” of an image is contingent on how it is interpreted and used to 

invoke meaning and knowledge that are of ethnographic interest’ (2001:18). Although the primary 

aim of visual ethnography alludes to how visual technologies are utilized for creating your own 

visual material (ibid.,:19), I believe that the significance of any ethnographic work is in the creation 

of knowledge. What I am essentially doing here is producing ethnographic knowledge by examining 

pre-existing visual material. The process and intention behind it are arguably the same. To analyze 

these videos I have therefore focused on four categories: (1) the purpose behind it, (2) the 
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composition of the performance, (3) the audience, and (4) the historical context when it was watched 

and produced. 

 

The song contest is broadcast to millions of people and it is distributed by online services such as 

Youtube. A platform used by the official Eurovision account to archive videos and preserve details 

for later analysis. The accessibility offered by Youtube facilitates the application of video analysis 

and opens up new insights related to my thesis. It is a flexible and unobtrusive method relevant for 

an essay of this caliber, and it has been utilized to study the symbolic world of motivations, desires, 

and needs– expressed by the countries performing them.  

1.4 Theoretical framework 

I have approached my research questions with the help of a political anthropology framework, which 

provides a set of concepts and theories that enriches the study of politics. It opens up the examination 

of political phenomena outside of objectifiable institutions (Wydra & Thomassen 2018:6f). The 

conceptual framework I propose links Eurovision to the study of imagined communities, a term 

coined by anthropologist Benedict Anderson (2006). The second avenue of analysis links nation 

branding to impression management, a concept positioned within the dramaturgical model created by 

Erving Goffman (1959).   

1.4.1 Imagined communities meets impression management  

Benedict Anderson’s thoughts and contributions have been employed to emphasize the role of 

imagination to maximize circulation and create a political discourse and pan-European identity. His 

description of ‘print capitalism’ has been brought forward to emphasize the immense social impact 

that language has had. Although Anderson’s idea was not originally applied to television or the 

internet, I argue that this perspective could be applicable on Eurovision seeing it serves the same 

purpose as printed media. In our postmodern globalized world, we share a digital culture that allows 

for new forms of communications and mediums of imagined communities. The terminology 

proposed by Anderson will be further elaborated on in the analysis.  
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The dramaturgical perspective defined by Goffman examines how actors are created in a cultural 

environment as performers and through the strategic act of impression management they seek to 

influence the ways in which they are perceived by others (1959:249). Applying this perspective 

allows me to examine how certain countries utilize the Eurovision stage to project images of 

themselves and shape how they are seen by other Europeans. This perspective provides insight into 

different modes of presentations employed by the actors and its meaning in a broader social context 

(ibid.,:240). I suggest reviewing the performances in Eurovision as a form of social interaction 

shaped by the environment and its audience. Goffman views interaction as a performance that is 

constructed to provide others with an impression that is consonant with the attainment of desired 

goals (ibid.,:17). In this respect, I propose linking nation branding to impression management as a 

way to explore the process of identity construction and management defined for those who observe 

your performance. The terminology proposed by Goffman has been used to further align this theory 

with my project.  

1.5 Delimitations and definitions  

Given the scope of this paper, I have decided to focus primarily on the 2021 edition of the ESC 

hosted in Rotterdam. I do not claim that the ideas presented are entirely representative, the main 

intention of this research has been to examine the nature of debates concerning nation branding, 

political propaganda, and European unification. In an attempt to avoid generalizations and 

opinionated statements, I wish to emphasize that this is primarily based on statements from my 

interlocutors and are thus subjective versions of their perspectives and experiences. If something else 

is implied, that will be explicitly specified. This study does not aim to seek a deeper understanding of 

the ongoing conflicts touched on in this essay.  

 
 
1.6 Ethical concerns  

This thesis and the methods utilized follow the ethical standards constituted by The American 

Anthropological Association (2009). The ethical obligations required by the researcher have been 
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carefully looked through to identify potential ethical claims and conflicts in advance. I have made 

sure to obtain informed consent and establish a respectful relationship beneficial to all parties. The 

interlocutors were informed about the project and the purpose behind it before participating, and all 

interviews were completely voluntary. They were informed about the possibility of cancellation at 

any moment throughout the entire process. Through email, a continuous dialogue has been made 

possible.  

On a reflexive note, I wish to question my position as a researcher as well as a Western European 

citizen, insofar questioning my own biases and effect on the study. This is a multi-scaled politicized 

domain, and I am, therefore, approaching the field with caution. Acknowledging the characteristics 

and impact of my own experiences is of paramount importance here. Hence, I have included direct 

quotations from my interviews to illustrate the social narratives of their experiences, without 

impacting the research with my perspective. 

1.7 Disposition 

The structure of this thesis begins with a chapter on ESC as an imagined community. An examination 

of how the political discourse is created and controlled through the selection of competing songs. It 

advances through chapters on collective identity formations, historical foundations, and power 

structures. I go on to examine the role of Eurovision as a stage for nation branding, how national 

identities are projected and performed as tactics of impression management. Duly note that this essay 

is not strictly temporally linear. There are cross-cutting themes that recur and will be discussed in the 

conclusion.  

2. Delving into the dynamics of the song contest  

2.1 Previous research  

Multiple scholars have shown interest in the ESC over the last decade. Whether it is engaging in 

debates concerning soft power politics, political symbolism, nationalism, or identity politics– the 

areas of interest are unlimited (Saliu 2017:87). A large part of previous research has focused on 

issues relating to nation branding, cultural diplomacy, and national identity formations. Alison Lewis 
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(2019:21ff), for example, engaged in the discussion by analyzing how Germany managed to change 

their negative public image after WW2. They did so by presenting the country on the Eurovision 

stage, in a peaceful and highly strategic manner. They successfully promoted themselves as “good 

Europeans”, thus pointing out that they adhere to the ESC values and show that they have reclaimed 

their position as part of a communal Europe. With a similar argument, Dean Vuletic compares 

Eurovision with other mega-events such as the Olympic Games to explain how they constitute 

important tools for nation branding and arenas for cultural diplomacy. He draws on the example of 

Kosovo, for which participation would be beneficial in terms of recognition and affirmation of their 

Europeanist aspirations (2019:111ff).  

What these scholars have in common is that they all depict Eurovision as something highly 

influential, and they point out that the contest is utilized by different actors in various ways. All of 

these studies have contributed to the expansion of knowledge relating to nation branding, identity 

management, among other things. I believe that what is currently missing from the above-mentioned 

studies is a more in-depth deconstruction of Eurovision itself as the power holder, the discourse 

controller, and the pan-European identity creator. Ivan Raykoff has approached this when examining 

Eurovision as the creator of a cosmopolitan feeling that citizens of the continent imagine when being 

part of this community. He explores how the Eurovision officials are the ones to decide who gets to 

join in this unisonance– which countries are welcome, and what songs are allowed to participate 

(2020b:150f). This idea of a perceived togetherness articulated by the event organizers is the area I 

wish to explore further. I also suggest approaching the field of nation branding and identity 

construction from several angles, applying different methodological frameworks to do so. Focusing 

on the visual becomes particularly representative in an event featuring performances. For that reason, 

I believe that the study of the visual would be a meaningful contribution to this field of study.  

2.2 Creating a pan-European identity within an imagined community 

To extend my analytical gaze, I suggest examining the ESC as a political unit installed under a 

detailed set of rules established to create a contest grounded on Eurovision ethos. By managing the 

selection of participating songs, the contest's governing body (the Reference Group) holds the power 

to control the production of discourses and maintain the definition of what it means to be European. 
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They utilize their symbolic power to regulate, overwrite, and improve their public image at crucial 

junctures. In doing so, ensure that all necessary measures are undertaken to assure that the ESC is not 

politicized and/or instrumentalized (ESC 2021a). In order to answer my research questions, I propose 

applying aspects of Benedict Anderson’s theoretical framework of imagined communities, perhaps 

most prolifically his description of ‘print capitalism’. 

My overarching argument is that the song contest has emerged as a unified imagined community and 

a transnational arena of influence. It is a contest of shared hope and common cultural values. The 

official rules announce that ‘the lyrics and/or performance of the songs shall not bring ‘the Shows, 

the ESC as such or the EBU into disrepute. No lyrics, speeches, gestures of a political, commercial, 

or similar nature shall be permitted […]’ (ESC 2021a). However, exactly what these rules entail is 

not explicitly specified, which means that the Eurovision officials themselves have the authority to 

decide what lyrics comprise "politics". In doing so, they shape the contest and create social cohesion 

through a dominant narrative. Consequently, this results in them having more influence over the 

social reality of the show and the shaping of a pan-European identity pronounced by the governing 

body. When asked about the selection process, the chairman of the Reference Group, Frank Dieter 

Freiling, explained the following:  

 
[…] We are not forcing anyone to participate, they need to be comfortable, they need to be standing for 
the values we have and accept diversity and other common values. And if they think that the show is not 
representing their values then that is their choice. […] If anyone has problems with the images and the 
variety and diversity of what we are doing then they should better stay at home. (Interview 2021-10-29) 

What this statement entails is that all the participating countries must adhere to the same rules. And a 

breach of these rules may result in disqualification (ESC 2021a). To further contextualize what this 

denotes in practice, I will bring some examples.  

During the selection process for the 2021 contest hosted in Rotterdam, the Belarusian entry was 

disqualified twice for sending propaganda and submitting songs deemed to have broken the rules of 

the competition (BBC 2021). Propaganda in this regard refers to manipulative techniques and active 

disinformation utilized to gain public acquiescence for a political cause (Graan, et al. 2020). The 

song ‘I’ll Teach You’ (Я научу тебя) included provoking lyrics extending from ‘I will teach you to 
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toe the line’ to ‘I will transform your sorrows into jokes’ (ESC Stuff 2021, 0:48-1:30). The song was 

regarded a mockery of those who protested against Belarus’s newly elected president Aleksander 

Lukashenko in the disputed presidential election in 2020 (BBC 2021). The European Broadcasting 

Union (EBU) was pressured to exclude the song from the competition because it risked putting the 

song contest’s reputation in disrepute. When the group was called to re-submit their song, it was 

banned once again for including latent political references and homophobic slurs. The word 

‘bunnies’, which is homophobic slur in the Russian language, was mentioned frequently in the song 

(BBC 2021). This is not the first time a song has been submitted with latent or explicit political 

references. So why is it that this song was disqualified? According to scholarly expert Dean Vuletic, 

one explanation could be that these decisions are often based on Western European views on history 

and the political forces in the world:  

We have to untangle our own political prejudice first to try and understand what is going on. I think one of 

the problems in Eurovision […] and reporting in media is that there is very often this East European 
boogieman. Everything the East Europeans do is somehow vilified or regarded with suspicion. (Interview 
2021-10-21) 

That is not to say that the decision to disqualify Belarus was somehow misjudged. But it calls 

attention to how the Reference Group shapes the political rhetoric through the selection of competing 

songs. One can argue that the deteriorating relationship between East and West is still partially 

visible. The success of Eastern European states in Eurovision has prompted annoyance in Western 

Europe in the past, proving that the inherent prejudice against East Europe did not disappear when 

the Cold War ended (Vuletic 2019:127). Today the ESC organizers are arguably still pursuing 

Europeanist goals and are continuously trying to maintain their geopolitical dominance. The 

Belarusian president Lukashenko weighed in on the controversy himself saying: ‘they are starting to 

press us on all fronts. Even at Eurovision, I see’ (BBC 2021). I argue that the controversy 

surrounding this entry gives insight into how Europe is imagined and relieved, where forces of the 

East and West compete for geopolitical influence. ‘Saying it is not political is also a political strategy. 

Not always a design strategy but a way of thinking’ (Interview with Sofia Lopez 2021-10-28). 

Through an established relationship of trust, the Eurovision officials present and shape histories, 

images, and sentiments to a pluralist post-war, pan-European public and the audience complies with 

those most persuasive. It is essentially a system of reciprocity, where the relationship is built on 
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consensus that is favourable to the Eurovision establishment and maintenance of the contest. In 

return, the organizers provide a stage for nation branding, global recognition and European 

unification.  

According to Anderson, print capitalism is a specific form of capitalist enterprise that supports the 

development of language as a common milieu for collective imagining (2006:37). The ESC provides 

common content that reaches out to millions of people who get to share the same message at the 

same time. I believe that it functions as a catalyst for social cohesion and it is an expression of the 

human need to connect and communicate. The ESC is linguistically diverse, but English constitutes 

the main language of communication. It is a globally shared language with which larger geographical 

entities can be united. It is the language of diplomacy and in the case of Eurovision, it makes up the 

language of a pan-European identity. Collective communication systems increase the possibility of 

societies experiencing the same things, and it enables speakers of a diverse variety to become aware 

of one another (Anderson 2006).  

One can argue that the political essence of the show has always been present, and it even constitutes 

part of the appeal. ‘[…] people come together through diverse discussions, and people are sometimes 

more interested in the politics behind it than the music itself’ (Interview with Dean Vuletic 

2021-10-21). In this respect, the ESC must be understood as an arena for discussion, and it is 

important because it has significant meaning to the actors operating in it. It creates an imagined 

community that people can identify with, and it constitutes a gathering point for supporters. 

Communities are inclusive as well as exclusive. Whether it is about conflicts between East and West 

or a question of liberals versus conservatives– some forces unite and some continue to divide. Ivan 

Raykoff (2020a) describes Eurovision as something deliberately questioning the conventional notion 

of the nation-state. He goes on to argue that people who dismiss the song contest are usually those 

resisting to adapt to a more progressive and inclusive notion of global belonging. Eurovision has 

established itself more as a bastion of liberal values, and in this respect, we can understand why 

certain songs and underlying messages get somewhat of a free pass. The Ukrainian entry performed 

by the group Go_A in 2021, also received backlash when selected, but was not deemed inappropriate 

in the eyes of the governing body.  
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With high-speed tin whistles and pitching vocals, this song might sound "foreign” to Western 

European ears, and it may not correspond to the homogenizing tendencies shown in the competition 

in recent decades. With this techno-folk song called ‘Shum’, the band expresses no desire to adhere 

to the unwritten rules of the Eurovision genre and Western European mainstream music. The group 

was selected in the wake of the conflict in 2019 when the artist who originally represented Ukraine 

withdrew after being embroiled in political tensions. She was accused of being infiltrated by the 

Russian enemy and used as a tool for political propaganda (BBC 2019). To avoid any connection of 

artists to the territory of the aggressor state, Go_A was selected. The group members are outspoken 

advocates for Ukrainian independence, thus rejecting the perpetuation of the colonial cultural 

hierarchies of their Soviet past (ESC 2021b). The song opens up discussions on the geopolitical 

circumstances within which this entry becomes politically provocative. The situation in 2019 

revealed systematic problems in the Ukrainian selections, and it illuminated the inherent will to 

escape the legacy of centuries spent under foreign rule. They embody the voice of Ukrainian culture 

by singing in their native language and producing a song inspired by the ancient folk song 

vesnyanka , which forms part of a springtime folk ritual (ESC 2021b). The band constitutes a symbol 2

of independent Ukraine. Anderson (2006:48f) made the argument that the newly independent nations 

in the twentieth century were imagined communities of nationalism that imagined themselves to be 

historically ancient. Ukraine became independent in 1991 , and from Anderson's perspective, this 3

could potentially explain the appeal to tradition and the apparent will to illustrate and reference 

cultural treasures, heritage, and old traditions in performances. Scholarly expert Irving Wolther 

explains it in the following way:  

When Ukraine first hosted the ESC in 2005, the president came on stage and handed out a special trophy, 
which was a new interpretation of a special pictorial [referencing a pre-Christian Ukrainian history] that 
was a very important cultural treasure traced back to their ancestors […] When they are doing so they are 
distinguishing Ukrainian cultural history from Russian. (Interview 2021-11-18) 

Benedict Anderson’s original definition of an imagined community used to be intertwined with the 

agenda of nationalism in the age of Western imperialism (2006:15ff). The term was introduced to 

 Ukrainian Dance World 2016. ’Vesnianka. Kalyna State Academic Folk Ensemble’ [online video] Available 2

at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4uwBvpkB_JM [Accessed: 2021-12-10]

 The Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, and Ukraine declared itself an independent stat on 24 August 1991 3

(Orest 2000:576)
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explain why certain people could think of themselves as being part of a community without having 

any association with it. In doing so, he differentiated between an actual community and an abstract 

idea of a political one. With symbols, ideological frameworks, or commemorative acts, Anderson 

argued that one can bring about the affiliation to a communitas of people (ibid.). From this 

viewpoint, I believe that his concept is equally suited to explore other acts of mediation. In the 

context of Eurovision, it alludes to collective acts of remembrance in the public sphere. Eurovision 

constitutes a stage that encompasses memories that convey culturally constructed meanings and 

embody a specific reality. Collective memory is essential insofar as it encourages the creation of 

social bonds between people, which in Anderson’s terms, is crucial for the perceived togetherness 

among members of that community (2006). History is not a uniform matter, each shapes its own. Yet 

there are historical movements that have produced strong emotions that are connected to a shared 

history. In Europe, there is the memories of the Cold War for example, a historical reminder shared 

across the continent. A more recent example is the outbreak of the Covid-19 virus that eventually 

will take its place in our collective memory. In the early stages of the song contest, West Germany 

struggled because they were impinged with wartime legacies, and were still associated with their 

nationalistic past. However, Irving Wolther argues that German history still haunts them: 

We have really big difficulties getting famous singers to our national finals because they think they can 
loose more than they can win. Representing your country is not a venue in Germany due to our history 
[…] Our culture was misused so we are always refraining from all these things that could put forward our 
own culture. (Interview 2021-11-18)  

The idea of collective memory is crucial in understanding how Eurovision becomes a site for the 

affirmation of a collective identity. Even today, countries have to prove their political credentials, 

particularly the states formerly (or still) operating under communist government (Vuletic 2019:139). 

Whether it refers to pre-or postwar historical events, the participation and results in Eurovision must 

be studied against the unfolding of European events over time. Membership in the EBU is essentially 

about being included in a West European organization, something I wish to further illustrate with the 

following statement: 

[…] People making these decisions always have these Cold War memories in mind. We always suspect 
Russia of doing this, or it is pinkwashing or whatever reason. They are always considered in a more 
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negative way, whereas we want to get Ukraine closer to Western Europe and leave Russia behind. 
(Interview with Irving Wolther 2021-11-18) 

In this respect, the discursive framework plays a crucial role in our imaging of a nation and the 

Eurovision organizers hold the power to control and verbalize what that discourse is. The song 

contest constitutes a signifier for projections, which consequently can influence the ways in which 

individuals– members of the ESC community– regulate their conduct towards certain nations. It is 

perhaps a form of tactic, where discourses constitute the practical actions from which one 

systematically creates the objects narrated through that discourse. Through their decision-making 

capacities and applied sanctions, they have used it as a way to induce compliance.  

Anderson states that the act of singing a national anthem shapes the concept of a nation as a socially 

constructed community. He calls it unisonance, ‘the echoed physical realization of the imagined 

community’ (2006:145). The national anthem of Eurovision would be the musical fanfare of the 

European Broadcasting Union’s Eurovision television network that consists of the first eight 

measures of the ‘Marche en rondeau prelude’ (Raykoff 2020b: 2). Not only does it signal that the 

show is about to start, but it is packed with symbolic meanings of postwar Europe and the ideals of a 

peaceful pan-European corporation. It is the ritual demonstration of a kind of belonging, and the 

unifying sound of a connected community.  

2.3 The place of national identities  

‘You can not say something is national, you can only say 
something is used as national’ 

- Irving Wolther, interview (2021-11-18). 

Globalism, metropolitanism, and a range of other -ism continue to sweep the residents of the world. 

However, this does not change the fact that there are countries still operating under nationalistic 

accounts. The reason for emphasizing this is to exemplify how Eurovision has been and still is, 

utilized as a tool for nation branding, and a source of soft power politics. 
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2.3.1 Russia | The vilified nation  

It is safe to say that Russia has not fared well in Western European media over the years. The 

political tensions with the West have increased following the killing of prominent journalists, 

systematic discrimination against the LGTBQI+ community, and their involvement in the conflict 

with Ukraine. 

In 2014 when Russia had introduced homophobic laws, it was clear what the [ESC] public wanted 
because they received no votes. People were booing at the female artists representing Russia that year, and 
there were pride flags in the audience. The Eurovision arena was clearly utilized to boycott a country, to 
send out a clear message. From those who were inside the bubble, but also the production that allowed it 
to happen. (Interview with Sophia Ahlin 2021-10-29). 

In 2008, the Russian singer Dima Bilan won the contest with the song ‘Believe’. The prime minister 

of the time, Vladimir Putin, spoke about the victory as not only a personal success for the artist 

himself but as  ‘one more triumph for all of Russia’ (New York Times 2008). During the contest in 

2009, Russia spared no expenses, staging the largest show ever (until Baku in 2012) in terms of scale 

and cost of production, commanding over €30 million. A myriad of political and nationalist 

grievances played out on stage, a strategy that arguably reflected their desire to promote a resurgent 

Russia to the international audience (ESC 2020). Concepts of self-representation, self-promotion, 

and self-expression derive from different research traditions, although they share a common 

theoretical basis, i.e. the ‘dramaturgical metaphor’, defined by Erving Goffman (1959). This 

theoretical model suggests that the study of social interactions should be understood in terms of 

theatrical performances, hence Goffman developed a dramaturgical terminology to go with it (ibid.). 

Taking inspiration from Goffman’s theory, I propose linking nation branding to impression 

management as a way of examining how participating countries are continuously harnessing the 

stage of Eurovision to promote themselves— both inadvertently and willingly. Goffman argues that 

the importance of impression management is most noticeable among those who are discredited and 

have to assuage the tension of their stigma to successfully interact with others (ibid.,:67). The 

strategy of impression management becomes more appealing when there are visible inconsistencies 

between the actor’s appearance and manner, which means when the moral claims are not in 

accordance with the ways in which the performer acts (ibid.,:254). One can read the competition in 
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2009 as an example of this. In their attempt to reinvent Russia as an open and tolerant country, the 

mission failed when violent police repressions towards a pride march broke loose on the final day of 

the competition (Baker 2017:105). This illuminates the inconsistencies described by Goffman and 

proves how the image they tried to convey evidently did not correspond to the country’s offensive 

actions against the LGBTQI+ community. 

Goffman goes on to explain how people use so called  ‘defensive and protective practices’ to protect 

themselves against threats to the image they are projecting about themselves (1959:14). To exemplify 

what this means, I propose examining the artist Manizha who represented Russia in Rotterdam, 

2021. Goffman introduces the term ‘front’ to explain how some actions are deliberately accentuated, 

whereas others are suppressed. The front is displayed and gives away parts of the intent or purpose. 

With the right clothing, expressions, and items, a well-thought-out strategy is planned out to convey 

a certain impression to the audience. In the construction of a front, information about the main 

character is given (ibid.,:13ff). In this context, that alludes to information about the artist that is more 

consistent with the norms, morale, and unwritten laws of the ESC rationale. To further exemplify 

what this entails, I will bring forward a statement: 

Picking Manizha was a clever move […] Being from a minority in Russia and having a lot of LGBTQ 
friends, she would not be the person you could provoke with political questions. She was a good 
representative […] that is, and you should never forget, always representing the Russian state. We are 
talking about a competition of public broadcasting and they have as a part of their public duty this 
representative function. To most Western European countries you have a fee base system that is more 
liberal, but in countries where the financing for the broadcaster is closer to the government, of course this 
is interpreted in a different way. (Interview with Irving Wolther 2021-11-18) 

As pronounced by Goffman (1959:22) the front is controlled and created to convince the audience of 

the appearance. His theory aims to uncover the strategies by which people alter or control the way 

they are perceived by others when they present themselves publicly. In an attempt to promote a 

peaceful, inclusive, and pluralistic image of Russia, they are masquerading in the benign guise of 

Manizha. She should, therefore, be studied as somewhat of a projected character controlled by the 

Russian state. But how is this communicated on stage? 
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The song starts with the artist wearing a mechanical dress that is constructed by multiple pieces of 

fabric (ESC 2021c, 0:17). The construction is meant to illustrate the different nationalities in Russia, 

thus symbolizing the diversity of its population. The song was introduced in the national finals, 

which happened to be on the same day as international women’s day. According to Irving Wolther 

this:  
[…] was influencing people in a way. The other songs were not made to win this contest […] Let’s say if 
the public was led in some way to vote for this song because the broadcasters wanted it to be the 
representative in Rotterdam. (Interview 2021-11-18)  

Studying Russian performances in Eurovision under the Goffmanian dramaturgy has its problems 

and limitations. Most prolifically, it is not primarily an anthropological perspective, although I argue 

that positioning myself in the perspective of other schools of thought only deepens my analytical 

proficiency. Goffman himself has hinted that the expediency of his theory could be useful in the 

context of mass-mediated communications such as television (1959). For this reason, I believe that 

his thoughts and contributions are suitable as an inspirational source of analytical thought for my 

study. 

2.3.2 Ukraine | Success sparks self-confidence  

Through the lens of Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical framework I will investigate three Ukrainian 

entries with the intention of contextualizing how the Ukrainian delegation has tried to convey the 

following impressions: (1) we are an independent country (2) our success has sparked self-

confidence (3) we are an integral part of Europe. I will continue to conclude how these impressions 

are managed on the ‘front stage’ and if their impression management has succeeded in influencing 

the audience. 

In 2005 the annual contest was held in Kyiv after the Ukrainian artist, Ruslana, had won the contest 

with the song ‘Wild Dances’. The show was running under the motto ‘Awakening’, which prompted 

a new international image in the context of democratization and new Europeanist aspirations (Vuletic 

2019:147). Ruslana herself was an outspoken supporter for the pro-European forces in the Orange 

Revolution– the mass protests that helped bring the pro-Western president, Viktor Yushchenko, to 
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power (BBC 2013). She was also one of the lead figures in the Euromaiden Revolution  in 2013 and 4

2014 (Roxburgh 2012:391). The entry originally representing Ukraine in 2005 was a protest song 

from the Orange Revolution called  ‘Razom nas bahato’ (Together We Are Many). The performance 

was accompanied by dancers wearing chains around their wrists, trying to release themselves from 

the ’Big Brother’, which could only be interpreted as referencing neighbouring Russia (ESC 2016a: 

0:24). The Ukrainian victory in 2004 is not only a crucial mark in their Eurovision legacy, but it is a 

key moment that has determined the role that Ukraine has come to play in Eurovision. Because of 

their Soviet past, they have been confronted with the option to advocate a more Russian orientation 

or support a more European agenda (Vuletic 2019:147). With Ruslana’s victory, and the competition 

that followed, they articulated their vision of European nationhood, and confronted their intermediate 

position between West and East. 

In 2016, the Ukrainian winner, Jamala, performed a song referencing Crimean history and the 

incidents of 1944. With the image and lyrics as its anchorage, she performed a song about 

oppression, singing about how strangers are coming, strangers that are killing her people (ESC 

2016b, 0:19). Without having any prior knowledge of the historical incidents of 1944, one can 

assume that Jamala is portraying Crimean Tatars as victims, and Russians as their perpetrators (the 

strangers). She is referencing a common cultural history that plays off of people’s memories.  

The use of the physical stage and the live audience is particularly apparent in this entry. In 

Goffmanian terms, this could be understood as a form of social interaction (1959). What that entails, 

is that the audience and the surrounding environment are utilized as tools to create a certain image, to 

invoke certain emotions, and provide people with an impression that is consonant with the attainment 

of a desired goal (ibid.,:17). When the camera captures the audience, it is noticeable that the arena is 

pitch black, and the only light beam is on Jamala herself (ESC 2016b,0:49). This is something that 

could be interpreted as representing loneliness, a way to illustrate how the Crimean Tatars are left 

alone and victimized, while the entirety of Europe is watching but staying in the dark. When 

allowing this song to participate, the governing body enables Ukraine to use the stage as a cultural 

battlefield. They create a platform for them to distribute their preferred image and desired 

 A wave of public protests that sparked when the Ukrainian government decided to suspend the signing of an 4

association agreement with EU, instead they chose to tie closer to Russia (Grätz 2013). 
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impressions. Through their front stage performance, they try to convince the audience of their 

version of reality (Goffman 1959).   

The Reference Group accepted Ukraine's winning song in Stockholm 2016 because they thought it did not 
cover a current political event. Instead the song ‘1944’ was considered a personal story. Despite Russian 
protests. It was an unexpected winner. (Interview with Peter Baston 2021-10-20) 

The song must be understood as a ground for the investigation of the flow and counterflow of 

discourses circulating in the Eurovision atmosphere. The dominant narrative, and the desired 

narrative, is the one pronounced by Ukraine in this particular example. And more prolifically, it is 

controlled and affirmed by the Eurovision officials that provided them with the stage. It is safe to say 

that the counterflow of discourses were silenced in this particular storyline. Not only did the 

organizers dismiss the protests, they allowed Jamala to represent Ukraine, which granted the country 

yet another victory. This reveals how they can influence the perception and promotion of a national 

brand and foster the reconceptualization of national selves (Castells 2001). Looking at the power 

asymmetry between Russia and Ukraine, this could presumably not be done using traditional hard 

power politics. 

What these entries illustrate is how the Ukrainian delegation is choreographing their stories, how 

they try to deliver convincing performances on stage and obtain a desired effect on the audience. 

Goffman speaks about how performances co-creates a ‘character’, alluding to someone who 

embodies the strength and qualities that the act was designed to evoke (1959:244). That character 

emerges from a specific situation. In the case of 2005 the entry derived from the Orange Revolution, 

the 2016 performance could be understood as selected in the wake of the Russian invasion of Crimea 

in 2014. Goffman’s work is suitable in this context because it allows for the exploration of the 

curated character presented by the country on the public stage (1959). To exemplify further, I will 

look at the Ukrainian group Go_A– a carefully created product for independent Ukraine selected 

after the controversy surrounding the Ukrainian representative in 2019. Goffman denotes that a 

performer will ‘communicate only through the lips of the character he has chosen to project’ (ibid.,:

174). So what is it that they are trying to convey with this group? 

Creating meaning at the sites of the image’s technical and compositional modalities is apparent 

within the first seconds of the song. The setting of the stage introduces warm colors such as yellow 

and orange and in the background, there is an image of the sun rising over the lead vocalist. The 
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green fur coat she is wearing symbolizes green leaves, which invoke associations to spring and joy 

(ESC 2021d, 0:22). One can only assume that the song also carries underlying messages alluding to 

climate change. It represents the awakening of nature and it urges us to be more in touch with the 

planet we live on. Featuring a universal issue such as climate change could be interpreted as a way to 

promote unisonance, which would translate to the Europeanist aspirations shown by Ukraine in the 

past. It visualizes the need for European citizens to come together in a common cause, which 

corresponds with the idealist philosophy and overall emotive appeal of the ESC. In the background 

one can spot trees without leaves, something that could be a reference to winter (ESC 2021d, 0:30). 

One can also assume that it alludes to the Chernobyl disaster, which is not only about a technological 

disaster, but about a unique culture that gradually vanished.  

Sometimes it is more of an invention of traditions that is not based on anything. […] I did an interview 
with a composer and we talked about art in our globalized world, and the national construction of music 
[…] Countries are multicultural, so what really constitutes let’s say, [Ukrainian] music? (Interview with 
Sofia Lopez 2021-11-29).  

What this statement illustrates is that the level of authenticity could always be questioned. Why is it 

that Ukraine wants to portray itself in this manner? And how come the Eurovision officials only want 

to promote certain things about this particular performance? One must bear in mind that this 

performance is primarily orchestrated to the Western public, so capitalizing on the stereotypes 

attached to your homeland is not foreign in the Eurovision context (Le Guern 2000). You notice the 

group combining both locally distinct and globally recognizable images– all of which accentuates 

different aspects of the national brand that has been carefully curated by the country as well as the 

Eurovision elites. They explicitly reference a domestic springtime folk ritual while leaving other 

things for the spectators to interpret themselves. They have found, what has proven to be, a 

successful recipe for exotifying and eroticizing cultural traditions by combining modern music with 

Ukrainian folk motifs. In doing so, altering the perceptions of themselves by instrumentalizing 

culture for geopolitical influence, global recognition, and commercial profit.  

2.3.3 Belarus | Europe’s last dictatorship  
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Belarus was Europe’s last internal outsider, and the country made its first appearance in Eurovision 

in 2004 (ESC: n.d.,). Their participation has sparked controversy over the years, most of which has 

been carried out by president Aleksander Lukashenko– the man known as ‘Europe's last dictator’ in 

international media (The Economist 2021). President Lukashenko has continuously accused the 

contest of being rigged, and he has publicly attacked Western politicians for criticizing his 

leadership. One of which is the infamous insult against the openly homosexual German foreign 

minister, Guido Westerwelle, to which Lukashenko said: ‘it is better to be a dictator than gay’ (Der 

Spiegel 2012).  

The Belarusian track record in Eurovision is not too impressive seeing they have not yet managed to 

win the competition. (Except for Belarusian-born Alexander Rybak, who won the competition in 

2009 competing for Norway) . They are famous for continuously sending songs deemed to have 5

strengthened the tensions between Belarus and Western Europe. In 2011, the song selected to 

represent Belarus could only be interpreted as a declaration of national pride, confronting the 

criticism of Lukashenko’s authoritarianism by Western organizations and governments (Vuletic 

2019:197). It was called ‘I Love Belarus’ and was performed by artist Anastasia Vinnikova (ESC 

2016c). 

In 2020, the duo VAL was selected to represent Belarus in Eurovision. Due to the outbreak of the 

Covid-19 virus, the contest was canceled. Shortly after, speculations started to circulate whether the 

group would return the following year. In August 2020, VAL spoke openly about their support to 

Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, the opposition leader. They later spoke out in an interview, where they 

openly criticized the Belarusian state broadcaster (BTRC). They revealed details in their contract, 

stating that they were essentially forbidden from speaking to unsanctioned media. It did not take long 

for the BTRC to respond, announcing that the duo would not represent Belarus in Rotterdam. They 

went on to say that the group had ‘no conscience’ (wiwibloggs 2020).  

One can argue that this example illuminates the suppression of media freedom in Belarus, and 

consequently how that is affecting the music industry. Artists are public figures and in Eurovision, 

they represent their countries. The decision to silence VAL could therefore only be interpreted as 

censorship and a battle of political control. The limitations to freedom of expression continued in 

 Alexander Rybak Offical Website n.d. Bibliography. Available at: http://www.alexanderrybak.com/5

biography/ (Accessed: 2021-12-20) 
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Belarus following a list of banned artists that surfaced on social media and in the local press in 

August of 2021 (wiwiblogs 2021). The list included several names of former Eurovision participants, 

most of whom had taken an outspoken pro-democracy stance in the past year (ibid.). One can 

assume, that the list was employed by the state as an intimidation strategy and a control mechanism. 

Not included on the list was the band Galasy Zmesta who was selected to represent Belarus in 

Rotterdam (BBC 2021). The duo, VAL, responded to the decision by saying: ‘once again we all have 

seen that being "loyal" is much more important than being talented and having high-quality 

music’ (val.music 2021). 

In this regard, the song(s) submitted should be viewed as vehicles utilized by the Belarusian state to 

convey its ideological narrative through carefully choreographed performances and management of 

national identity. For this, Goffman argues that impression management is essentially a ‘script’ that 

the performers follow to create, uphold or enhance their social identities and supply dialogue and 

action for their created characters (1959:249). These scripts are pre-established patterns of behavior, 

and control is to be achieved when one manages to successfully influence the definition of the 

situation. Looking at Eurovision, the situation is currently not defined by Belarus, which could 

explain the critical discernment shown by the audience against this entry. When someone goes 

against the norms or values set on this particular stage, the audience will notice and respond 

accordingly. They are more suspicious and are constantly questioning the sincerity and 

trustworthiness of these performances. Most of the time, people seek to meet society’s expectations 

and act accordingly in order to convey a compelling front. However, the dramaturgical framework 

applies even in cases of rebellion (ibid.).  

The front is utilized to ‘define the situation’ for the performers and the audience watching. Through 

the settings, speeches, props, etc. they construct their image on stage (Goffman 1959:124f). For 

example in Galasy Zmesta's video, as well as in their logo, the group features red and green colors, 

which can be easily interpreted as referencing the state flag in the same colors (ESC Stuff 2021). As 

opposed to the white-and-red flag adopted by the opposition. This is a way to utilize props to 

explicitly convey a specific message, and the audience can glean clues from this conduct and 

appearance. However, the "true" beliefs and attitudes can only be ascertained indirectly, through 

what appears to be involuntary expressive behavior (Goffman 1959). In the case of Belarus one can 

also interpret their performance as incorporating strategic secrets, thus preventing the audience from 
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accessing certain information. These secrets reflect the team's (Belarus) objectives and are meant to 

lead the audience in the desired direction (ibid.). What this means is that they are using different 

methods to convey their message. For one, trying to send propaganda for the Belarusian government 

agenda in a competition aspiring to be non-political. Second, sending a group with a history of 

transphobia and misogyny featured in their lyrics (DW 2021). These things are not necessarily 

visible on stage, but with a bit of research, this information surfaces. And in Goffmanian terms, all 

acquired information about the character helps define the situation, which enables people to know 

how to respond (1959).  

2.4 Dissecting the heart of the Eurovision body  

‘The nation was conceived in language, not in blood’  

- Benedict Anderson, 2006 

Benedict Anderson's concept focuses on both the imagination and the substantiation of culture and 

the creative process. Imagined communities lack a coherent philosophy and they do not usually come 

with an outlined set of rules for members to follow. Instead, it mobilizes into existence through 

symbols and cultural artifacts designated for the community members and invoked by political 

leadership (2006:4f). The Eurovision community lives on collective imagination and it is dependent 

on people's capacity to conceptualize others as their metaphorical kinfolk and equals. Anderson 

states, that all communities existing beyond face-to-face interactions should be understood as 

imagined (ibid.,:6). The symbolic is not equivalent to something made up, rather it alludes to 

something envisioned that we can not see, but in Eurovision, something we hope to achieve. 

Anderson posits that this is, nonetheless, equally real. Communities are not to be characterized as 

either fabricated or genuine, instead, they need to be studied by how they are imagined (ibid.).  

Understanding Eurovision as an imagined community does not suggest studying it as a nation itself. 

Instead, one should examine it as an entity consisting of a carefully curated political identity. From 

this perspective, the study of imagined communities could be fused with the concept of nation 
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branding, identity management, and positioned along Goffmanian scholarship. Placing the song 

contest within the dramaturgical model suggests analyzing the ‘front’ they present and the ‘script’ 

that they follow. On the front stage, the character is created and introduced. In the case of the ESC, I 

suggest understanding that character as a public leadership role undertaken and performed in and 

around the contest by Eurovision officials. Being the leader is not a fixed matter, but rather an 

ongoing process where they have to employ different strategies to shape their role and foster the 

connection between themselves and their followers. According to Irving Wolther: ‘If there are not 

enough viewers, there will be no Eurovision anymore' (Interview 2021-11-19). It is, therefore, crucial 

to know that the Eurovision identity is created continuously and is affected by the presence of other 

actors on stage, as well as the audience lurking outside. So how do they successfully communicate 

with the intended audience? And how do they encourage people to join them? 

Every year the contest's core values are played out on the Eurovision stage, and they are 

communicated through symbols and cultural artifacts aroused with deep attachments. These are 

recognizable characters, expressions, and activities with which the community member can identify 

because they command such profound emotional legitimacy (Anderson 2006:4). To exemplify, I will 

use an example presented by Ivan Raykoff (2020b:149). The overarching theme for the 2015 contest 

hosted in Austria was the symbol of a bridge. The slogan that year was 'Building Bridges', which 

encompasses the symbolic meaning of connecting places or people. In a song contest, such as 

Eurovision, the communal act of singing together, enacts a symbolic bridge that links people through 

their mingled voices. Raykoff further explains how the metaphorical bridge of communal singing 

illustrates two of the contest’s core values:  

First, the sense of community with the group of people […] that celebrates the contest, and second, the 
sense of collective belonging that connects with others beyond the smaller group (ibid.).  

Anderson argues that the weight of words only derives from their solemn meaning in part. It is a 

common misconception, as posited by Anderson, that ‘we think we are using language, but language 

is using us’ (2006:145). This goes back to the understanding of the power of imagination as the 

vessel of meaning, but also the power of impression management as the strategy employed to direct 

what that meaning should be. There is a kind of contemporary community, which is created by 

language and takes its form through poetry and music (ibid.). As presented earlier in this essay, the 

musical fanfare played at the beginning of each contest could be interpreted as the national anthem 
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for Eurovision, thus an example of what Anderson means when referring to a community imagined 

through language and sounds. At precisely the same time, people unknown to one another sing the 

melody and experience a moment of simultaneity. I would like to extend this idea even further, by 

taking inspiration from Ivan Raykoff (2020b:17f). He defines the Eurovision anthem in terms of a 

musical concept, which means that it is not the one song that epitomizes the anthem, but the 

combination of passion and pathos included in several ones. Within the ESC they try to create an 

atmosphere where different nations can peacefully coexist. In an attempt for the participating nations 

to join this union, they submit songs adhering to this musical concept, thus commemorating the 

Eurovision values and embodying the quality of freedom and togetherness. One example of this is 

the Russian entry from 2013 ‘What if’ sung by Dina Garipova. In the chorus, she sings ‘what if we 

came together as one' and 'let us unite and make a change' (ESC 2013,0:48-1:42). What this entry 

does is demonstrate the kind of belonging that the ESC promotes, and it shows how we are 

connected through imagined sounds and merged together by symbols of meaning.   

Within this imagined community, the ESC officials have developed a script, a leadership 

metanarrative, that should be read as strategically projected to the intended audience. Leadership is 

interpreted here as a form of engaging rhetoric meant to induce compliance on collective action 

(Goffman 1959). Successful execution is when all interacting parties have agreed on a vision, an 

unspoken agreement that Goffman calls ‘working consensus’ (1955). Within this agreement, certain 

rules of behavior are established. These could be read as ‘ritualised communicative behaviour’, that 

are characterised by certain qualities and displayed through performances. In terms of Goffman, 

these ‘rituals’ make up the order required for sustaining the impression of self (1955:219). It should 

therefore be read as an idealised controlled space, where the image of how things "should” be is 

conveyed (Grimes 2006:11). In Eurovision, these rituals are essentially tokens of respect, the things 

that the participating countries as well as the audience have to be attentive to when joining in. For 

instance, there is a rule that stipulates that no one (contestant, delegation or nation) is to be 

discriminated or ridiculed in any way in and around the contest (ESC 2021a). For this, Goffman’s 

view on rituals– as symbolic actions relating to the sacred– could be applied (1956:478). In this case, 

the sacred object is the competition and the ritualised respect is acted out by- and towards members 

of the Eurovision community. Together it creates an image of respect and a sustainable system for all 

participants.  
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But what happens when someone threatens the leadership role or when the rules of order are being 

transgressed? For this, I suggest focusing attention on the interaction itself and especially the concept 

of ‘interaction order’ and ‘copresence’ posited by Goffman (1955:231). The interaction order is a 

balancing act that needs to be maintained by all parties, and when one can not control the 

impressions of others, intentionally or by mistake, the interaction order collapses. On the Eurovision 

stage, all participating countries make claims for who they are or wish to be. When they are allowed 

to go along with the role they have chosen– while simultaneously adhering to the rules of the 

competition– working consensus is achieved. That is the ideal situation because then the objectives 

of the interaction– meaning the running of the song contest– can be pursued without disturbances or 

threats to anyone's impression of self (1967:11). In terms of leadership roles, the notion of 

copresence is particularly important because it illuminates how the presence of other actors influence 

behavior and how it impacts the scene on which leadership is negotiated (Goffman 1966:22) Looking 

back at the situation with Belarus in 2021 illustrates how the ESC could be understood as a 

competition of power, hence a prime example of dramaturgy. The Eurovision officials are the 

sovereign players who decide what countries are allowed to partake and thus join the community. For 

example, they do not allow the participation of stateless nations (i.e., Palestine) and sovereign states 

that are not members of the United Nations (i.e., Kosovo) (Raykoff 2020b:151). These participation 

rules could read as one way to utilize power to create the Eurovision discourse, hence a successful 

execution of impression management. Furthermore, these rules then become the key instrument in 

the social construction of the imagined community.  

3. Conclusion  

In this thesis, I have called for more attention to the study of Eurovision itself as the power holder, 

the discourse controller, and the pan-European identity creator. Through this narrative, I propose 

studying Eurovision as a political unity installed under a detailed set of rules established to create a 

contest of cohesion, harmony, and respect. By controlling the flow of discourses allowed to enter the 

Eurovision stage, the governing body manages the definition of what it means and what is required 

to be European. What this implies is that they define what rules of behavior are allowed–demands 

and expectations that are communicated through the contest rationale. The rules of behavior function 
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as the apparatus through which the power holder seeks to shape the conduct of its members, and to 

cultivate certain types of people in order to meet their ultimate objectives. The execution of these 

rules becomes the key instrument in the social construction of the imagined community. 

Understanding the contest as an imagined community suggests delving into the dynamics of its 

political identity. I have argued that, from this perspective, the song contest is essentially a social 

illusion carried out by the officials through successful impression management. The order required to 

sustain the impression of self has been conceptualized in this essay as rituals. The ESC organizers 

must mobilize their members in social encounters, and a way to do that is through rituals and 

symbols designated for the community members and invoked by political leadership. It is essentially 

a system of reciprocity, where the relationship is built on an agreement favorable to the Eurovision 

establishment and maintenance of the contest. In return, the contest provides a stage for nation 

branding, global recognition, and European unification. Together it creates an image of respect and a 

sustainable system for all participants. The notion of print capitalism has been brought forward to 

show how language and the emergence of new media platforms have helped shape the leadership 

role and opened up the opportunity to explore new forms of imagined communities.  

The contest is an active thing that needs to be examined from several angles. After having analyzed 

the role of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus in Eurovision over the years, it can be concluded that they 

all utilize the Eurovision stage to alter the perception of themselves in international media. Whether 

their mission has been successful or not is partly dependent on our joint history, political trends, and 

biases that structure our ways of thinking. The entries examined in this essay illustrate how certain 

norms have been developed as common-sense rules that systematically advantage certain nations 

while disadvantaging others. Something that becomes particularly apparent when looking at the 

differences between Russia and Ukraine in Eurovision over the years. Furthermore, adding a visual 

aspect to this study has enabled me to analyze how images– the performances– can be politicized and 

used to conduct cultural warfare. As for the case of Belarus, it is essentially a competition of power 

where forces of the East and West compete for geopolitical influence. It demonstrates that as long as 

there are visible social barriers there will be fragmentation that makes the ubiquity of social 

connective unattainable. It reveals how Eurovision has developed into an arena for soft power 

politics, which poses a threat to the contest's core values.  
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Appendix  

Appendix 1. Presenting interlocutors 

- Frank-Dieter Freiling is the chairman of the Eurovision Song Contest Reference Group, which is a 

supervisor report that ensures that the brand integrity of the contest is ensured.  

- Dean Vuletic is the writer of the book ‘Post War Europe and the Eurovision Song Contest’, 

resulting from his research supported by a EU’s prestigious Marie Sklodowska-Curie fellowship. 

He is a media commentator on the song contest and he introduced the first ever university course 

on politics and Eurovision at New York University.  

- Irving Wolther attended his first contest as a journalist in 1992 and went on to write the first PhD 

thesis on the subject of ESC in 2006. Since then he has been working for the German Host 

Broadcaster (NDR) as "Dr. Eurovision” as a scholarly expert.  

- Ivan Raykoff is an associate professor of music; program director and departmental faculty 

advisor for contemporary music at Euguene Lang College of Liberal Arts at the New School in 

New York. He is the author to the book Another Song for Europe: Music, Taste and Values in the 

Eurovision Song Contest.  

- Sofia Lopez is a PhD student in ethnomusicology at the University of Lisbon. She has been a part 

of several Eurovision international conferences and worked with the contest in Tel Aviv (2019) 

and in Lisbon (2018).   

- Sophia Ahlin is the president of OGEA Sweden (Melodifestivalklubben), which is the official fan 

club organisation for the Eurovision Song Contest. She has been a member since 2001. She is also 

a representative for the LGBTQ+ movement, active in Swedish pride and she is on the board of 

RFSU and active in RFSL.  

- Peter Baston  is the deputy on the OGEA Sweden board, previously secretary of the club and vice 

chairman. He has reported from three different Eurovision Song Contests as a press accreditor. 
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Appendix 2.  Interview questions  

- When did you start working with Eurovision? And what would you say that your passion derived 

from? What was so compelling about Eurovision for you?  

- How are national identities projected and performed in Eurovision Song Contest?  

- What is the place for national identities in Eurovision?  

- Why do you think that the top songs did so well this year (2021)?  

- What are your thoughts on the Russian entry?  

- What do you think sets this years contest apart from previous years?  

- Why do you think the Ukrainian song did so well?  

- The Belarusian entry was disqualified this year? Why do you think that is?  

(Why do you think it was considered more political than other entires?  

- Can you control the political discourse through the election of songs?  

- What are Eurovision’s core values for you personally?  

- When does Eurovision risk loosing its core values, or purpose? How do you work against it?  

- Is Eurovision immortal?  

- How would you say that the contest has changed over the years?  

- Why do you think it is important to learn more about the wider social, political and historical 

structures behind Eurovision? Will the contest benefit from this?  

- What do you think is currently missing from the research devoted to Eurovision today? Are there 

any areas left unexplored?  
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Appendix 3. Example of  content analysis schedule  

Code Sub-headings Category Theme 

We have to 
untangle our own 
political 
prejudice first to 
try and 
understand what 
is going on. I 
think one of the 
problems in 
Eurovision […] 
and reporting in 
media is that 
there is very 
often this East 
European 
boogieman. 
Everything the 
East Europeans 
do is somehow 
vilified or 
regarded with 
suspicion.  
(Interview2021-1
0-21)

Western Europe has 
to untangle political  
prejudice against East 
European states,  

Western Europe’s 
inherent political  
prejudice against East 
European states 

Deteriorating 
Relationship between 
East and West is still 
partially visible.  

Eurovision is a 
Western event. 

Dean Vuletic (2019)  
Cold War memories 
are still imprinted in 
our memories and 
impacting perceptions 
and consequently the 
competition. 

Picking Manizha 
was a clever 
move […] Being 
from a minority 
in Russia and 
having a lot of 
LGBTQ friends, 
she would not be 
the person you 
could provoke 
with political 
questions 
because she was 
on the opposite 
side. She was a 
good 
representative 
[…] that is, and 
you should never 
forget, always 
representing the 
Russian state. 

Picking an artist to 
represent Russia is a 
strategic move by the 
Russian state. 

Russian’s strategy in 
Eurovision- sending a 
progressive 
representative 

Russia’s Eurovision 
strategy 

Goffman (1959)  

Carefully managing 
your appearance and 
impression to attain a 
desired goal. Social 
interaction between 
performers on stage 
and the audience 
watching. 
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