180

IMarm / Steps. T. 11. No 4. 2025

I. S. Dushakova

https: //orcid.org/0000-0002-7959-4934
= dusacova@gmail.com

Poccuiickuti 2ocyoapcmeer bl 2YMAHUMAPHBLL

yrusepcumem (Poccusi, Mockea)

Craten

TECHNOLOGICAL OTHERNESS IN MEDIATIZATION
OF RELIGION: THE EXAMPLE OF THE FOMA PROJECT

Annomauus. Ha mpumepe mpoexra «Doma», IeHCTBYOIIErO II0
6s1arocsioBeHU0 PyccKoi IMpaBoCIaBHON IEPKBU, HO pUHAHCHUPYE-
MOT'0 CBETCKMMU MCTOYHUKAMU, B CTAaThe paccMaTpuBaeTcs padora
PEJIUTHUO3HOr0 MeualpoekTa ¢ (pparMeHTaniell ayaIuTOPUM, Xa-
PaKTEepPHO! [JI BCETO0 COBPEMEHHOI0 MeIMAaIIpOCTPAHCTBA. ABTOD
BBIJBUTAET FUIIOTE3Y O TOM, UTO Pa3HO0Opa3ue COBPEMEHHBIX TEXHO-
JIOTHH, ITO3BOJIAIOIINAX JOCTABJISATH WH(POPMAIIHIO C BHICOKOM CTele-
HBIO IIePCOHAJIU3AIINN, IPUBOAUT K ITOSBJICHUI0O HOBOIO THIIA WHA-
KOBOCTH — TEXHOJIOTMYECKOM: BMECTO IIPEICTABJIEHUA «IPyroro»
B CAMOM KOHTEHTE COBPEMEHHBIE Pa3BETBJIEHHBIE MeIUaIPOeKTHI
MOT'YT PasiesisiTh HHQOPMAIIMIO U JOCTABJIATh PA3HBIE ee YacTU CO-
OTBETCTBYIOIIIUM cerMeHTam ayauropun. Onupaschk Ha uieu riryoo-
KOM MeIMATU3aI[iH, HOBOM MAaTEePUAJILHOCTH W MATEPHUAJILHO-IHC-
KYPCHUBHOI'O y3JIa, aBTOP IIPEIIPUHNMAET MOIBITKY BBIABUTH, KAK
MMEHHO B MYJIbTHUILIATQOPMEHHBIX MeIHAIPOeKTaxX paboTaer CBsI3-
Ka MaTepHaJIbHOCTH, KOHTEHTA U IIATTEPHOB MeIUAIIOTPeOIeHM
B 9TOM IIE€PEKJIIOUEeHUN ¢ MHAKOBOCTA B KOHTEHTE Ha TEeXHOJIOTHYe-
CKYI0 HHAKOBOCTh. J[JIsT IIPOBEPKM THIIOTE3BI aBTOP AHAJU3UPYET
m1aTOpPMBbI, Ha KOTOPHIX mpejcraBieH mpoekr «Doma», u dopma-
TBI, C KOTOPBIMHU OH paboTaer. OTOT aHAJINS TOMIOJIHEH MaTepruaJIaMu
MHTEPBBIO C CO3TAaTe/IIMU U JIMJIePaMU IIPOEKTa, KOTOPhIe PAaCKpPhI-
BAIOT WX IIPEICTABJIEHUE O MeIHAIOTPEOJIeHUN Y ayIUTOPUH IIPO-
eKTa M KaK IIPeJICTABJIEHNe O MeJIuaroTpeOdIeHun BiausieT Ha (op-
MUpOBaHUE ITOBECTKH, BBIOOp ¢hopMaTa ITPOM3BOJIHUMOTO KOHTEHTA
u c110co00B ero gocraBku ayauropuu. Ilo pesynapraTram mcciiemoBa-
HUSI MOYKHO CIIeJIaTh BBIBOJ[ O TOM, YTO THUIIOTE3a ITOJTBEPIKIAETCS
YaCTUYHO, a JaJIbHeHIas paspaboTKa mpeiaraeMoil uiaen Tpedyer
paboTkI ¢ 60JIee TOHKOM CUCTEMOM PAa3JIMUeHUN, B YACTHOCTH, B OTHO-
IIEHUH TOTO0, KaKas YacTh MATEPUAIbHOCTH UI'PAET BEIYIIYI POJIb
B (DOPMHUPOBAHUN TEXHOJOTMYECKON MHAKOBOCTH. AHAIN3 K€ BHI-
OpaHHOTO ITPOEKTA MOKA3BIBAET, YTO PA3BETBJIEHHAS CeTh JTOCTABKN
pasHo00pa3HOro KOHTEHTAa He TOJIBKO He paboraer Ha opMHpoBa-
HIe HOBOT'O THUIIA MHAKOBOCTH, HO, HAIIPOTHUB, ABJIAETCI CTPATETHEeH
ee IIPeoI0JIeHUS.
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Abstract. Using the example of the Foma project, which operates
with the blessing of the Russian Orthodox Church but is financed
by secular sources, the article examines the work of a religious me-
dia project with audience fragmentation, which is characteristic
of the entire contemporary media ecosystem. The author puts for-
ward the hypothesis that the diversity of modern technologies that
allow for delivery of information with a high degree of personaliza-
tion leads to the emergence of a new type of otherness — a techno-
logical one: instead of presenting the “other” in the content itself,
modern multi-platformed media projects can divide information
and deliver different parts of it to the corresponding segments of
the audience. Using as a base the ideas of deep mediatization, new
materiality and the discourse-material knot, the author attempts
to identify how exactly the link between materiality, content and
patterns of media consumption works in multi-platform media pro-
jects in this shift from otherness in content to technological other-
ness. To test the hypothesis, the author analyzes the platforms on
which the Foma project is presented and the formats with which it
works. This analysis is supplemented by interviews with the cre-
ators and leaders of the project, which reveal their understand-
ing of media consumption among the project audience and how the
understanding of media consumption influences the formation of
the agenda, the choice of the format of the produced content and
the methods of its delivery to the audience. Based on the results
of the study, it can be concluded that the hypothesis is partially
confirmed, and further development of the proposed idea requires
work with a more subtle system of distinctions, in particular, with
respect to what part of materiality plays a leading role in the for-
mation of technological otherness. Analysis of the selected project

© 1. S. DUSHAKOVA, 2025

EDN: PQFKBO 181



Uarn /Steps. T. 11. Ne 4. 2025

182

shows that the ramified network of delivery of diverse content not
only does not work to form a new type of otherness, but, on the con-
trary, is a strategy for overcoming it.

Keywords: technological otherness, mediatization of religion, deep
mediatization, new materiality, fragmentation of the audience,
Russian Orthodox Church, Foma project
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Introduction

he 21 century has brought new challenges to religious institutions due to

I the universal trend of mediatization [Krotz 2009] when interactive media,

platformization, and generative Al become a part of religious practices —

and there always will be more new examples. As researchers state, one of the

main challenges for religious institutions under such circumstances is “the

communication of the sacred in the Church community and the media” which
“takes place through many channels” [Stepniak 2023: 286].

This variety of new channels as a characteristic of the current state of the me-
dia sphere, as R. Entman and N. Usher argue, “significantly influences interper-
sonal, family, and organizational communication online and offline: how groups
form, divide, open to new knowledge, and remain vulnerable to misinformation”
[Entman, Usher 2018: 299]. Moreover, it also leads to fragmentation, when some
segments of the audience ignore the existence of other segments, which results
in their being radically divided in their information flows [Ibid.: 303—306]. This
changing media ecosystem connects social patterns of media usage with the ma-
terial availability of different media channels more tightly than ever, thus affect-
ing what content is made visible to different segments of the audience.

Itleadstothe hypothesis ofanew type of otherness being created in this
process — a technological one. By technological otherness I understand the shift
from presenting the Other in the content to draw the distinction or even borders
between different communities /groups/subgroups to segmenting the audience
by these communities /groups /subgroups and communicating specifically with
them, taking into consideration their worldviews and thus distancing one from
another.

Previously, media researchers dealt with otherness that was mostly expressed
through visibility of the Other in the distributed textual (in the broad semiotic
sense of the term) content. The technological fragmentation that characterizes
the contemporary state of the media field does not require that any longer, and
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each smaller segment of the audience can interact with their own part of the in-
formation without contacting with the otherness. On a bigger scale this process
has been traced by Andrew Hoskins more than a decade ago — the so-called
‘connective turn’: “The connective turn is the massively increased abundance,
pervasiveness and accessibility of digital technologies, devices and media, shap-
ing an ongoing re calibration of time, space (and place) and memory by people
as they connect with, inhabit and constitute increasingly both dense and diffused
social networks. Put differently, the stuff (people, relationships, objects, events)
subject to the connective turn is potentially perpetually ‘in-motion’ and suddenly
more visible through the connectedness of post-scarcity culture” [Hoskins 2011:
271]. The researcher showed how connectivity (and, thus, dis-connectivity) and
the boundaries of communities nowadays depend on media infrastructures.

This affects the focus of control over information as well: nowadays control
over information is implemented not only through the created and distribut-
ed content but also through the control of materiality of the media, especially
through cross-sectoral and vertical integration of digital platforms [van Dijck
2020]. These material changes lead to one more methodological consideration:
in order to analyze how communication works inside a community, researchers
should focus on analysis of the strategies of content creators [Pavlovskii 2023:
33-35], who not only crystallize communities but also work as curators of the
users’ experiences in digital space [Kompatsiaris 2024].

The process that I propose to treat as a shift from discursive to
technological otherness makesthe whole media processing of the Oth-
er different: technological otherness is less visible, usually not articulated and
less reflected by the public. This hypothesis, however, requires verification and
further exploration. In order to do so we need to:

(1) establish that media projects that are in the focus of our interest are based
on diversified platforms and use extensive material infrastructure to target differ-
ent segments of the audience (to sustain the idea of new boundaries being cre-
ated, otherwise, if the same platforms and the same materiality are used, it can
hardly be seen as a new type of otherness);

(2) establish that content is different on different platforms (to sustain the idea
of targeting different worldviews);

(3) analyze how content creators reflect on the current ecosystem, the social
patterns of media usage of the audience, and how all that affects the way they
work with the content (interviews with the leaders of the project in focus should
fill in this gap, providing the perspective of the content creators).

To clarify the last point, it’s worth mentioning that theoretically it would be
a simplification to state that it is purely new technological possibilities that drive
these changes. As the theory of mediatization, as well as social construction of
technology state, the social context also matters. Moreover, technology might
not be seen as a set of black boxes that a researcher takes uncritically, but rather
as a material infrastructure that can also be analyzed. With the intersection of
the theory of mediatization, the new materiality and the discourse-material knot
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serving as the basis, this article shows that the social patterns of media use create
the impulse for switching to this new type of otherness.

In other words, this research aims at evaluating whether this (hypothetical at
the moment) shift is happening and if so, tracing what social patterns of media
usage potentially affect the creation and distribution of content, thus creating
technological otherness instead of the otherness made visible in the content. As
an empirical basis, the case of the Foma (St. Thomas) media project was cho-
sen. Because the empirical part uses the case of a religion-related project, Foma,
research on mediatization and new materiality will be applied with a focus on
religion (mediatization of religion, new materiality of religion).

The Foma project, which communicates the ideas of Orthodox Christianity
and the position of the Russian Orthodox Church (henceforth — ROC), will be
analyzed as an example of a popular religious media project. This project is not
the official media platform of the ROC but has its blessing, which means close-
ness to their ideas. The empirical part of this article that should be seen more as
an illustration to the theoretical inquiry is based on (1) analysis of the infrastruc-
ture of this project that contains a number of sub-projects and (2) interviews with
the founders and the leaders of the project: V. Legoida — the founder and editor-
in-chief of Foma magazine, who also occupies the position of Chairman of the
Synodal Department for Church Relations with Society and the Media in the
ROC (the first lay person appointed to this post); V. Gurbolikov — first deputy
editor-in-chief of Foma magazine and director of the Foma Center Foundation,
he was also the founder of Foma magazine; and A. Sokolov — executive director
of the Foma Center Foundation, also the person who generates ideas connected
to new media and new formats for Foma projects.

Theoretically connecting religion, media and materiality

The combination of several theoretical resources will be used as the basis for
this paper: (1) research on mediatization of religion as the optics that provides
us with insights on how new technologies become a part of a segment of social
life, (2) research on new materiality as the optics that focuses on how materiality
has social meaning, and (3) the discourse-material knot as a theoretical frame-
work that connects meaning creation with materiality. All three are compatible
in many directions.

The appearance of religious media projects can be seen as a sign of mediatiza-
tion of religion, when religion is influenced by the media. Today, in the epoch
of deep mediatization, this influence is conceptualized through ‘institutionaliza-
tion’ and ‘materialization’ of social practices [Couldry, Hepp 2016]: “...institu-
tionalization refers to a stabilization of the patterns of communication and of
expectations in the process: we know how a certain medium is typically used for
communication, we communicate with the help of this medium in that way and
we expect others to do the same. This goes hand in hand with materialization,
which means that such patterns are themselves inscribed in the media technolo-
gies and the (digital) infrastructures that accommodate them. Messenger soft-
ware, for example, materializes a certain way of ‘talking’ through its software-
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based user interface” [Hepp 2020: 8]. When operationalizing this line of research
one can work with the concept of affordances — the intersection of subjective
perception of technology with its designed qualities [Gaver 1991] that dictate
to some extent what content will be delivered through a particular media chan-
nel (for example, Telegram is conventionally seen as good for long textual posts,
while VK — the first Russian social media platform created in 2006 that has af-
fordances for adding videos, audio files, pictures as well as quite long texts — is
mostly famous for its videos, etc.). This means that in order to analyze a project
that reflects this process of deep mediatization one has to pay attention to the
connection between patterns of communication specific for a medium and the
material aspect of the media.

In the broader theoretical light, the absence of attention to the material could
be traced in various social science disciplines, which could be explained, as sug-
gested by D. Coole and S. Frost, by the traditionally marginalized position of
materialism in the history of philosophy, by ‘the exhaustion of once popular ma-
terialist approaches’, or by the cultural turn that focused researchers’ attention
on non-material spheres [Coole, Frost 2010: 1-3]. Either way, in the last sev-
eral decades interest in materiality has increased and has presented it not in the
role of something ‘naively representational or naturalistic’ [Ibid.: 3] but rather
claiming that “materiality is an integral dimension of culture, and that there are
dimensions of social existence that cannot be fully understood without it” [Tilley
et. al. 2006: 1]. Hence the new material turn, with its “attention to how people
respond to and interact with material culture allows us to study their values, rela-
tionships, fears and aspirations” [Hutchings, McKenzie 2017: 4].

This new turn was not unnoticed in religion studies: as Meyer states, ‘reli-
gion happens materially’ [Meyer et al. 2010: 209]. Explaining the connection of
the religious and the material, Hutchings and McKenzie [2017: 4—5] give such
examples as “body,” “sensation,” “thing” and “touch” [Meyer et al. 2011: 5],
‘ritual, daily practice, imagery, objects, spaces, and bodies’ [Morgan 2010: xiii],
or ‘sensations, things, spaces and performance’ [Ibid: 8], ‘symbolic objects’, sa-
cred texts, special foods, buildings and human-made landscapes [Plate 2015: 3].
All these objects have a social role: “one of the functions of material religion is
to mediate between individuals, communities and traditions, defining and pen-
etrating the boundaries between them” [Hutchings, McKenzie 2017: 5].

Although it seems pretty obvious that the media mediate the human experi-
ence no less than symbolic objects or anything else, the material turn is often
overlooked in studies of the role of a medium in the creation and distribution
of content. It might be worth noting that a separate set of papers is devoted to
just media materiality (for example, see [Friedman, Forde 2015]) or digital me-
dia [Allen-Robertson 2015]. Of course, there is also the classical formula of M.
McLuhan “the medium is the message” [McLuhan, Lapham 1994]; there are
also works on adaptation of media content [Cartmell 2012], as well as the re-
search of R. Entman [Entman, Usher 2018, Entman 1993]. At the same time,
there seems to be a research gap in connecting materially different
channels of communication with the social patterns of me-
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dia use that also leads to new strategies of content cre-
ation.

Research on ‘minority churches’ by D. Hall, M. Kotodziejska, and K. Radde-
Antweiler [2023: 3] can be seen as a step towards this connection of social pat-
terns of media use, materiality of media and media content in the area of religion.
As a starting point for systematization of any research related to content produc-
tion, the authors suggest a specific hierarchy: media environment — the media
ecosystem at the level of a state, media ensembles —media channels chosen by
an institution, and media repertoires — the media channels used by a person /
content creator. This links patterns of media use with materiality.

On the other hand, the discourse-material knot proposed by N. Carpentier
[2017] describes the connection between content (and meaning-making) and
materiality. It is based on discourse theory by E. Laclau and Ch. Mouffe that al-
lows researchers to evaluate hidden meanings and that has been actively practiced
since the early 21 century [van Brussel et al. 2019]. As for the material in the
proposed ‘knot’, Carpentier chooses some specific objects through which he sees
the analysis as most fruitful, expressing interest in “a series of particular mate-
rial configurations, namely (proto-)machines, bodies, organizational structures,
and spatial orderings” [Carpentier 2017: 38]. One can see that this list partially
coincides and partially overlaps with lists elaborated as part of religious studies of
materiality, but it also has a strong focus on ‘machines’ that can be understood as
media in general, or, if we want to get into details, devices that secure our Inter-
net access and connection, algorithms / recommendation systems of the media
platforms, access to the media platforms, cables, electricity and other objects
related to media materiality.

But let’s not forget about the social patterns of media usage. Previously,
studying transmedia projects we realized that (inter)related content can be deliv-
ered via different media and can work in a complementary way [ Gambarato et al.
2020]. At the same time, as C. Scolari and 1. Ibrus state, research into audiences
and users’ stabilized patterns reveal “the diverse and distinct nature of users’ be-
havioral patterns in different contexts: in different countries, in different produc-
tions or media platforms, and in different age groups” [Scolari, Ibrus 2014: 2194].

The wide availability of different media channels, sometimes used in the
same way, sometimes differently at the level of a state / a (religious) institution /
an individual content-creator, result in the experience of a user being partially
guided by the materiality of media. It contributes to the idea of R. Entman and
N. Usher about fragmentation of the audience, but at this point let’s consider this
fragmentation through the lens of materiality that creates a new type of other-
ness — technological otherness. It is not such a well-known otherness as the one
created with estranging discourses [Wodak 2007; 2009; van Dijk 2008; 2015] that
create the distinction among communities based on their description and media
representation, but an otherness that is not usually articulated but rather is invis-
ibly built into the distribution of content that is subordinate to the way different
media channels work, to the nature of their affordances, and to the accessibility
of the devices needed to access a specific media channel.
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The context: mediatization of the Russian Orthodox Church

As stated before, the empirical part of this study is based on the case of the
Foma media project. This places our research in the area of mediatization of reli-
gion, or, to be more precise, in the area of mediatization of the ROC.

Mediatization of the ROC, as E. Ostrovskaya notes, started in the 1990s,
simultaneously with the mediatization of Russian society: “From 1993 to the
2000s, corporate (i. e., those regulated by the Church. — /. D.) and private media
emerged” [Ostrovskaya 2019: 310]. It is worth mentioning that there were several
attempts to catalogue all the media projects related to the ROC in different ways.
Without being able to cover all the previous academic overviews of the ROC’s
digital projects, as an example we can use the book “Clicking on the Faith”
(Klikaem na veru) by A. Volkova that aims to present how the ROC developed
its presence on the Internet in the form of a popular science book with personal-
ized storytelling. Despite its non-academic style, it contains information about
a number of projects that could help one trace a significant part of the ROC’s
digital development. The year of the beginning of ROC mediatization is close to
the one noted by Ostrovskaya and the logic is described in almost the same way:

In 1994, when the RU domain was registered, a segment of the Russian
Internet emerged. Researchers rightly note that at that time, official
Orthodox institutions opened their web pages, and Orthodox radio
stations and television channels Spas, Soyuz, Tsargrad, Radonezh,
etc. expanded their broadcasting via the Internet. Orthodox websites
Pravoslavie.ru, Tradanie.ru, Azbuka.ru, Pravmir.ru, etc. appeared,
setting the task of digitalizing the entire existing Orthodox heritage
[Volkova 2024: 7].

Of the above mentioned projects, Pravoslavie.ru was researched by E. Grishaeva
and V. Shumkova in comparison with the periodical Orthodox Newspaper ( Pravo-
slavnaia gazeta) as two examples of what they call traditionalist Orthodox Chris-
tian media. Analyzing the structure of the web portals, the agenda presented on
them and other specificities, the authors conclude that Web navigation in these
two projects is not well-organized or accessible for users. As for the content of
Pravoslavie.ru and Orthodox Newspaper, “adapting the principle of relevance to
church discourse, [they] interpret the news genre in their own way. The secular,
worldly is considered as unimportant, pushed out of the scope of consideration.
In “ON” (i. e. Orthodox Newspaper. — 1. D.) there is a narrowing of the horizon:
the whole world is the world of the church. The secular idea of relevance as a
constant change of events is replaced by the cyclicality of church life: the most
significant events are associated with religious holidays. Thus, a special Ortho-
dox chronotope is built” [Grishaeva, Shumkova 2018: 306]. It is interesting how
the elements of fragmentation of the audience in connection with the usage and
organization of material infrastructure of media can be traced in the analysis of
the two cases of religious media projects.

These first projects we can label as highly institutionalized; later the phenom-
enon of blogging on religion-related topics appeared. There is a set of studies on
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this phenomenon, but the research of O. Bogdanova systematizes this process in
a nutshell: “Mediatization of pastoral care arises from the combination of two
types of reasons: from the audience (the flock, including potential) and from the
priesthood. We consider reasons from the audience as their request for pastoral
care in a mediatized form, and reasons from the priesthood’s perspective as a
response to the audience’s request and their own request. The audience’s request
consists of two components: a request for personal communication with the pas-
tor and a request for a clear and convenient format for such communication”
[Bogdanova 2020: 228]. This line of inquiry is developed in research of dialogue-
ness of Orthodox Internet preaching [Prokhvatilova 2023] in a study that com-
bines interest in religious blogging with a focus on discursive strategies to form
a new type of communicative space. Here again we can trace that even papers
focused on separate parts of digital space reflect new mechanisms of building a
dialogue between the content creators and the audience.

2015 was another milestone found in research into the history of mediati-
zation of the ROC: this is the year when, according to E. Ostrovskaya, many
significant innovations took place, such as “the establishment of the Synodal
Department for Church Relations with Society and the Media, the reorganiza-
tion of dioceses based on the principle of their unification into a media center,
collaborations with secular media, digitalization of churches that opened their
pages on social networks” [Ostrovskaya 2019: 310]. However, the author of the
article, referring to the work of H. Stihle, “In Search of a New Language: The
Media Strategy of Patriarch Kirill”, notes that Orthodox media “avoid cover-
ing conflict issues and situations within the church environment” [Ostrovskaya
2019: 310]. This is a limitation that might be important for studies focused on the
analysis of the media content as a part of mediatization that cannot yet be labeled
as deep [Dusacova, Vladimirov 2022: 429—430], but it also might be less relevant
for other research foci. In her later work, the monograph Russian Church in the
Digital Era. Mediatization of Orthodoxy, Stihle analyzes media projects that op-
pose the official ROC position [Stahle 2021: 177—178]. It is worth emphasizing
that Stahle’s theoretical position is closer to political studies and is mostly fo-
cused on the political connections of the ROC with the Russian state authorities.
This aspect of mediatization of the ROC is not covered in the present research, as
it aims at connecting three aspects — patterns of media usage, media materiality
and diversification of the content among platforms — that do not directly depend
on the relationship of the ROC with the state.

The other agentic part of the mediatization of ROC — the audience of the
religious media projects — was also studied at one of the stages of mediatization
becoming deeper. Besides the typical reasons to use digital space, the research-
ers managed to distinguish some specifics about Orthodox users in their way of
interacting with the Internet: it is “the opportunity to have a ‘meaningful rest’
and various kinds of spiritual rewards. In the first case, the technical capabilities
of the Internet allow Orthodox users to realize the need for rest in a way that is
different from that of secular users. In their understanding, leisure is not neces-
sarily associated with the consumption of entertainment content, but simply with
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receiving information that is meaningful to them and that coincides with their
values. In the second case, the Internet mediates the experience of the transcen-
dental, similar to other ways of its mediation” [Grishaeva, Busygin 2020: 13—14].

Getting back to the process of mediatization of religion and religious insti-
tutes that can be described in waves, as in most cases it reacts to external stimuli,
one cannot miss the COVID-19 pandemic as one of the most influential stimuli.
The pandemic intensified mediatized communication in all areas, including re-
ligion [Dushakova, Litvina 2025]. This stimulus led to deep mediatization — the
new level of media interconnection that leads to transmedia user experience, AR
projects and even reaction to Al. As for the AR projects, a whole chapter is de-
voted to them in the book that has already been mentioned, “Clicking on the
Faith”. This chapter, however, describes the tendencies of deep mediatization
rather than provide the reader with examples. At the same time, there are several
projects that could be seen as examples in this regard. Thus, the church of the
Holy Martyr Antipas of Pergamon in Kolymazhny Dvor (Moscow) started a set
of initiatives with the name ANTIPA that included a café, a magazine, a shop
with hand-made objects, courses of lectures, etc. that are creatively represented
in the media and augment the website of this church. The whole infrastructure
of the ANTIPA initiatives could be analyzed in the future and might be seen as
prospects of this study. Meanwhile, only an analysis of the café has been con-
ducted [Ostapenko 2024]. As the latest example of research on the interaction of
the ROC with new technologies, see the paper on how the ROC (as well as Old
Believers) reacts to generative Al [ Dushakova, Dushakova 2024].

The Foma media project: for those who are in doubt

As was stated in the Introduction, to prove the shift towards the creation of
new technological otherness one has to establish that (religious) media projects
can be based on a set of media platforms, thus using variable material infrastruc-
ture to target different segments of the audience. One more step here would be
to establish that content is different on different platforms at least at the general
level (with the prospect of analyzing the difference in context at the next stages of
studying technological otherness in case it is proven to exist).

To trace these characteristics, the project Foma was chosen as one of the
most visible projects that presents professional media production on multiple
platforms and is officially approved by the ROC. Due to the fact that one of the
founders of the project, Vladimir Legoida, is also the Head of the Synodal De-
partment for Church Relations with Society and the Media and the spokesman
of the ROC, it is natural to think that the content of this project is close to the
official ROC position . At the same time, the project as a whole is not sponsored
by the ROC, thus the production gets more secular and has more media logic in
its functioning than, for example, the website of the ROC or other official ROC
media projects (ones that E. Grishaeva and V. Shumkova term ‘traditionalist Or-
thodox Christian media’).

The Foma project was launched by Vladimir Legoida and Vladimir Gurbo-
likov, who wanted to create a space for people who were interested in religious

189



Uarn /Steps. T. 11. Ne 4. 2025

190

themes but were not so familiar with the Church (ROC). First, the magazine was
published as an almanac in 1996. A bit later publication ceased for several years,
but since 2004 it has been edited once every two months. Since 2005 it became a
monthly issue, and it is still active as a magazine and serves as the historical core
for the project. The whole idea of the project was based on the lack of proper
understandable communication with people who were not so well-informed.
Vladimir Legoida states:

We wanted to read a story about the meaning of Orthodoxy addressed to
a modern person in a language understandable to this modern person.
Since it was the mid-90s, it was literally 1995, when Vladimir Aleksan-
drovich Gurbolikov and I met, «...» the Orthodox media space practi-
cally did not exist. It was very shrunken or small, and reprint reigned in
book publishing. «...» We wanted to address a story to a modern person
in a language understandable to him /her [Resp. 1].

Nowadays the Foma project has developed into a big network of smaller me-
dia projects connected by the initial idea of launching a dialogue with ‘those
who are in doubt’. This means that in addition to the fragmentation of the digital
space that was discussed above, their audience is not united by any specific idea;
rather, they are united by their uncertainty in their relationship with the church.

The infrastructure of the Foma project:
variety of formats and going beyond digital

To cover this fragmented and ‘disjointed” audience the project has developed
a set of channels for communication with potential parishioners as well as ‘those
who are in doubt’ and for distribution of their media products. An important
issue in the light of the suggested hypothesis is that a set of Foma sub-projects,
especially the most popular ones, is presented on several media platforms, dupli-
cating the content on, let’s say, RuTube, YouTube, Dzen, website and Telegram
channels. This means that the entry point for analysis should be the sub-projects
themselves or, even better, a list of sub-projects that would be explicitly stated
as part of a bigger Foma ecosystem. It is also important that the visibility of the
media projects’ connection to Foma varies, thus raising the question of how this
connection was established by the researcher!.

Thus, being unable to list and describe in detail each Foma channel on differ-
ent platforms, I will describe just some of them, starting with the ones that are
promoted by the leaders of the project, and then adding some more channels to
illustrate the logic of cross-references in this digital net based on snowball sam-
pling. As an entry point, let’s start with the post of Alexei Sokolov in his personal
Telegram channel, dated by May 12, 2024 [Sokolov 2024]. As a brief reminder,
Sokolov is responsible for the so called ‘new formats’ in Foma, thus, regarding
new media his evaluation can be seen as the leading one. In this post he mentions

"'The issue of connecting any specific project to the official institution of the ROC was
discussed in a more detailed way in [ Dushakova, Vladimirov 2024].
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that the audience doubled in size during May 2023 — May 2024 and reached
about 10 million people a month. He marks two projects as the ones with which
he is especially pleased — Raisover* and One-minute-(hi)story (Minutnaia isto-
riia) that have significant numbers of subscribers on different media platforms.
These two projects are implemented in different formats: Raisovet is a podcast,
One-minute-(hi)story is a series of short animated videos. The official description
of the first one states that “it is a conversation in which the characters sincerely
share their pain and personal experience of faith; it is a space in which the viewer
becomes a witness to the search for answers to pressing questions and the reflec-
tions of invited guests on current topics” [Raisovet n. d.]. One-minute-(hi)story is
described as “a series of projects united by one idea — to tell [the audience] about
the most important people, events and cultural phenomena in the history of Rus-
sia” [Minutnaia istoriia 2019]. In both cases format plays a significant role that
defines to a certain extent what information will be delivered. Being distributed
through several media platforms, they are also interconnected with their material
infrastructure, as well as require a lot of professional equipment for production
and postproduction processes.

There are two more projects mentioned in the same post — ones that Alexei
Sokolov calls “the younger” projects, since they appeared later. These are Spiri-
tual Diary with Foma Magazine® and the Academy of Foma Magazine*: they “are
not so big yet, but they are quickly catching up” [Sokolov 2024]. As for the format
of the Spiritual Diary, it is created as two sets of long videos: (1) Good night, Or-
thodox people (Spokoinoi nochi, pravoslavnye) is the authorial program of Arch-
priest Igor Fomin, where he reads “letters from saints and recalls stories from
life”; there are also several episodes per week with Mother Olga Yurevich. These
videos are intended to help people calm down before going to bed; (2) “Sunday
conversation” — Father Igor Fomin answers questions sent by subscribers, gives
advice and recommendations’. Thus, this project presents not only media con-
tent (created in a very trendy way of packaging) but also mediated communication
with priests, which shows a deeper level of mediatization. It’s worth emphasizing
that an interactive format that involves the audience, allowing it to ask questions
anonymously, is intertwined with popular but non-interactive communication.
In this case one more material aspect becomes visible: when it’s long videos, usu-
ally the space for the recording plays a role in the creation of the media product.
There is also the issue of the professionalism of the people involved — sometimes
it is also seen as a part of materiality. Thus, Vladimir Gurbolikov states that video
content in general is tightly connected to the professionals “who can do editing,
can read with professional voice for the audio in a correct manner, who can make
audio, or other things in the studio” [Resp. 2].

2 A wordplay combining words rai ‘paradise’ and sover ‘advice’, but previously this short-
ened form was used as one word that meant the phrase ‘district council’ in the Soviet times.

3 Dukhovnyi dnevnik s zhurnalom “Foma” (Telegram channel). URL: https://t.me/Foma__
ru_voprosy.

* Akademiia zhurnala “Foma” (Telegram channel). URL: https://t.me/Foma_academy.
(In Russian).

> URL: https://Foma.ru/tag/duhovnyj-dnevnik.

191



Uarn /Steps. T. 11. Ne 4. 2025

192

As for the Academy of Foma Magazine, it is officially positioned as “an educa-
tional project aimed at creating training courses in various humanitarian fields:
history, literature, psychology, fine arts, world culture, as well as theological dis-
ciplines: biblical studies, church history, the Orthodox Church. <...> Foma cours-
es are a kind of new genre in which the reader can interact directly with an expert
and receive feedback” [O proekte n. d.]. This project bears more resemblance to
secular popular educational projects rather than anything that can be imagined
as a course of lectures affiliated with institutions close to the Church. They have
elements of gamification (the website offers a set of quizzes), courses in good me-
dia quality (with professional sound and image) of different length, personaliza-
tion of the user’s experience through a personal account. Not all lectures are free,
some of the courses require payment, which is also a step towards community
building going beyond the media (or digital) space. The same logic of involving
the audience and turning it into a community through financial participation we
can see on the VK Foma magazine page and the Telegram channel: both have a
link to the donation system that allows people to support the project if they wish.
Talking about going beyond digital, the post that I have referred to as the entry
point for my analysis mentions two more things that link online and offline ac-
tivities of the project: the magazine printed in paper was labeled as “unshakable”,
and the meetings with audience were planned [Raisovet 2024].

The whole Foma ecosystem comprises about 30 different channels [Proekty
2025] on VK, Telegram, YouTube, RuTube, Dzen. Continuing the logic of snow-
ball sampling, let us take a look at the link-building strategies used in the core
parts of Foma, especially in light of this diversity of sub-projects and the fact they
most of them are presented on at least two platforms. The core of the Foma media
ecosystem is Foma Magazine: a printed magazine, a website with branched struc-
ture, channels and pages on social media. Due to the specificity of the digital
space in Russia, two platforms show the biggest growth: Telegram and VK. The
Foma magazine Telegram channel has a bit more than 62 thousand subscribers
and their VK page has 375 thousand followers.

The description of the page in VK contains 10 more links, including links to
pages of content creators: a photojournalist of the magazine Foma, a columnist
of Foma, and the editor of the “Culture” section of the magazine. These refer-
ences also contain links to the bookstore of the magazine Foma, which makes
the connection of the digital space and the physical world deeper, to Radio Faith
(Radio VERA), to the social media platform Odnoklassniki, which is mostly
popular among older people and coincides with the traditional image of the reli-
gious audience being mostly made up of older people, but also to Telegram and
a YouTube video channel, much more popular among younger generations. One
more project worth mentioning is “Questions of Vera and Foma”® —a children’s
Christian audio encyclopedia with a lot of edutainment content. A part of this
sub-project is implemented in the format of podcasts, some other parts are cre-

¢ See section “Voprosy Very i Fomy” — novyi format liubimoi audioentsiklopedii (Questions
of Vera [Faith] and Foma [Thomas] is a new format for your favorite audio encyclopedia)
(URL: https://veraifoma.ru).
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ated as animated short videos about the history of Russia, history of Christianity
and other topics; there are also visual digital games and a blog about upbringing
and education, probably targeting parents that could recommend this resource
to their children.

As for the Telegram channel, it has only two links, which can be explained by
the difference between the digital platforms: VK allows more signs in the descrip-
tion of the pages, while Telegram requires a limited textual introduction. Under
these circumstances the chosen links can show us the priorities of the project
managers among the links: the one mentioned above that leads to the donation
system, thus involving people in the activity of the project, while the second one
leads to a list of other sub-projects on the Foma website.

There are many links to other resources inside these pages (analysis of the
links among Foma resources, as well as links to external platforms could be an-
other interesting research), but I will give just one more example that shows in-
terference of the digital and physical and the resulting deep mediatization: it is
selling games and presents created by the Foma crew on marketplaces. Informa-
tion about this can be found in one of the Telegram posts from July 11, 2024
[Zhurnal “Foma” prodolzhaet vykhodit’ na marketpleisy! 2024]. Of the three
items advertised, I will touch upon the one that has the most elaborate descrip-
tion — “a meaningful gift from the magazine Foma, “Everything is known by its
fruits” (Vse uznaetsia po plodam):

The “Everything is known by its fruits” growing kit is a gift with a
surprise that reminds you of something important! The plant growing
kit has everything you need: an environmentally friendly cubic “pot”
made of natural wood, seeds and special nutritious soil suitable for a
specific type of plant. And what you will grow, you will find out over
time. The main thing is to read the instructions: The Gospel of Mat-
thew, chapter 13, verses 3—23. And do not forget to water [ Ekokub
n. d.].

To sum up this description, the developed media ecosystem of the Foma proj-
ect highly relies on the materiality. This is the materiality of social media plat-
forms, which means that the sub-projects are dependent on the affordances of
these platforms and their recommendation systems, but are free to attract the
audience with a material infrastructure that suggests a variety of entry points of
communication with the Foma team close to the ROC, and also have access to
the users of these multiple platforms. The second set of material objects that play
arole here are the ones that provide communication built on deeper connections
with materiality through the usage of material gifts or games, through involving
the audience in the development of the project with donations. The layer that
is less visible but is still connected to materiality is rooted in the patterns of the
audience’s interaction with the media.

To conclude this description, it is worth noting that each of the leading sub-
projects of Foma is duplicated on several platforms, moreover, the platforms have
links to each other and are not isolated from one another. This contradicts the
idea of the creation of technological boundaries inside the bigger Foma project,
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as it provides various possibilities for the audience to reach the same content
from different media entry points, as well as it is present on platforms that are
traditionally perceived as popular among younger generations or elderly people,
etc. The general idea here is to be present on all the accessible platforms in order
to keep more connections. As a fresh fact that supports this idea one can see the
creation of the Foma magazine channel in the new state-promoted Max mes-
senger [Sokolov 2025].

At the same time, despite the partial (technically adapted) duplication of the
content, the sub-projects themselves are really different both in agenda and in
format. The materiality that matters here is not so much connected to the mate-
riality of media channels (although affordances still matter and should be consid-
ered in further research), but rather to materiality of the content that is dictated
by its format to a significant extent.

The perspective of the content-creators: materiality,
patterns of media behavior and the image of the audience

Let us consider how this materiality — including formats, devices and pat-
terns of media usage by the audience — is seen and /or reflected by the leaders
of this project, and whether they use it in connection to the general digital frag-
mentation. This will correspond to the third step mentioned in the Introduction:
on the basis of interviews with the leaders of the project, to analyze how content
creators reflect on the current ecosystem and how all that affects the way they
work with the content.

During the interviews with Foma project founders and leaders, a number of
questions were asked regarding the way they work with their sub-projects. A ma-
jor topic of conversations with my interlocutors was the potential conflict be-
tween the format that might seem simplifying, as I put it, and the content itself.
Questions about the way they produce their content for different media channels
were articulated, while questions about materiality were never discussed specifi-
cally.

Nevertheless, the way the materiality of a specific media channel affected the
content or its distribution were mentioned by the project creators. One of the
brightest examples is connected to the already mentioned level of simplification
of the content and the media channel. As Vladimir Gurbolikov describes the
possibility of covering more sophisticated themes in the magazine:

The specificity of the magazine, unlike other projects, is that under one
cover you can place a variety of rubrics, a variety of thematic blocks in a
single publication. In one publication, which is also regularly published
and read from cover to cover. Accordingly, our mission is clearer for
those who read the magazine [Resp. 2].

This idea raises the question of the fragmentation of the information on an even
deeper level than the one that has been discussed: it appears within the limits of
one project if we are not talking about something that materially unites several
texts in one piece.
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The cover of the magazine in this sense has both material and symbolic
weight — it presents this ‘one piece’ and attracts attention. Talking about the
cover of Foma magazine, Vladimir Legoida argues that

...for a publication of this kind, unlike scientific or other covers, this
is an independent material, so, initially these were some artistic im-
ages, you can see this simply if you take a look. Then we had what can
be even called ‘glossy’, a period when we used a simple move with a
famous face on the cover, for which there were also accusations, so to
speak, in ‘light version’ of Orthodoxy. And then we consciously moved
away from this. Now the cover is always a kind of play, so to speak, of
the meanings of words, combinations with pictures, etc. It is a com-
pletely independent material; it is not related to any material inside. It
is a separate, so to speak, section, if you like [Resp. 1].

It is interesting that these tactical moves with the cover were working both for
the audience that was attracted by a famous person, but also, as Legoida states
further in our conversation, for the actors who felt their responsibility for the
message they were sending to the audience even when working with other media.

Thus, the cover itself works both as a separate material artefact that can send
additional messages or invite a new audience, and as something that unites ev-
erything that is within, materially holding the texts together.

The materiality of the whole magazine also works in another dimension: as
a physical object, it can be stored in different ways, depending on its value. As
Vladimir Gurbolikov states, there are many examples when issues of the Foma
magazine are given to children by their parents. The other strategy, though, in-
cludes the marketplaces that were mentioned above several times:

I see, even, I even did this, I re-bought on Avito’, yes, in the ads, a very
large number of ads with the sale of the Foma magazine, resale. That is,
people consider it valuable, they do not throw it away [Resp. 2].

This logic of the media channel affecting the format and the content can be
traced also in regard to social media, where each platform has its own specificity:

I don’t think there are platforms that are not suitable for communicat-
ing meanings at all. The question is, what task can you solve on this
platform... Telegram has the most attentive audience in terms of read-
ing. People read longreads there. Naturally, you can give them a long
text to read, and we all understand that reading long texts is the best
way to communicate with a person, if, of course, they are ready to read
this text. But, let’s say, no one will read long texts on VKontakte. These
are short-format social networks and emotions. <...> When we want to
dispel some basic stereotypes about the church or promote some kind
of educational program, the opportunities that TikTok and anything
else provide are quite enough for us [Resp. 3].

7 Avito is one the largest online platforms in Russia where an individual or a company may
place an advertisement about selling or exchanging almost any goods or services.
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One can see the tight connection among the technical specifics of a media
channel with the preferences of the audience that uses this channel, and, subse-
quently, with the content delivered through this channel to this audience.

Several major factors, according to the content creators, led to this: the speed
of emergence of new devices that appear so often that technology has no time to
become a part of culture (Vladimir Legoida referenced Yu. Lotman’s ideas about
the role of new technologies in communication) and cheap Internet and cheap
smartphones that changed the patterns of the audience (Vladimir Gurbolikov
referred to this technological side of the process).

When talking about patterns, all three interlocutors mentioned recent changes
they had to take into account while developing the media ecosystem of Foma.
The major issue here is the way the audience finds this project in digital space.
The website of Foma magazine that provides a lot of materials and could be seen
as a digital core for the whole ecosystem is not working this way anymore. While
mentioning the good statistics of website visitors (several million people per
month), Vladimir Gurbolikov and Alexei Sokolov described new audience pat-
terns in the media that affect distribution of content. First, people don’t surf the
whole website:

[The audience] doesn’t come to the main page. I come to the main
page because I’m the editor, I need to see what’s new, right? And peo-
ple in Yandex write something, let’s say, “Is it allowed to eat fish dur-
ing Lent?” And they get Foma magazine, Azbuka very®, there’s more,
more, more, right? And they, that means, they come straight there.
That’s it. And there’s nothing you can do about it [Resp. 2].

Also, people who are aware of the project because of the good position of the
website when people introduce their queries, do not constitute a stable, devoted
part of the audience:

We have a huge traffic from questions, let’s say, dedicated to the ritual
side of things. In this regard, we compete with sites that aggregate vari-
ous SEO content, there, related to rituals, funerals, weddings, christen-
ings and so on. And yes, of course, a quality audience still comes to our
site. We see it, and for us it is a great joy. We understand very well how
to work in SEO in order to hook not just anyone, but the audience that
we need, but still, as a source of quality traffic, motivated, people from
search engines are not those who can make up a good audience for a
modern publication. People who came to us on social networks — yes
[Resp. 3].

8 Azbuka very is one of the largest Orthodox Internet portals. Created in 2005, it aims to de-
velop educational projects about Christian life for a broader audience, and includes electronic
libraries, a forum, and a set of blogs. There are also some Christian-targeted apps developed
as part of this project, which may be seen as the best example of attempts to deepen mediatiza-
tion, as they not only present themselves in the digital sphere but also introduce technologies
into the practices.
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This might be explained through the fragmentation of the information deliv-
ered by such patterns:

Search queries primarily read some specific reference materials related
to the essence of prayers, psalms, commemoration of the dead, etc.
And this does not reflect our real program [Resp. 2].

There seems to be no way to deliver it in bigger pieces, as in the printed version
of the magazine:

[Content in different social networks] can be duplicated, somewhere
it can be presented differently, the same information can be presented
differently. Well, but it has long been pointless to hope that social
networks will play the role of a navigator that sends everyone to the
website [Resp. 2].

At the same time, along with the disadvantages of the specific development
of the current digital environment, it also offers new technical opportunities —
recommendation systems, albeit with reservations:

...when Yandex.Dzen was launched in Russia, in RuNet, the largest
audience of devoted readers came through Dzen. Today, most people
come to us through YouTube, because YouTube recommended them
to watch our video. Unfortunately, understanding all the threats, risks,
and so on, associated with being on a Western platform <...» we are
forced to focus on YouTube for one simple reason. Despite the fact
that, we have, for example, VK which is technologically a good service
so that you can quickly watch videos there, they do not have a recom-
mendation system like YouTube, and a new audience will not come to
us simply due to the fact that we post new videos [Resp. 3].

The last citation shows that materiality of the platform is agentic in the pro-
cess of distribution of the content where this specific platform becomes impor-
tant due to the popularity of video content today. Preferences of the audience
that would rather watch a video than read a long text led to the increased role of
media channels that not only provide distribution of videos but also make the
content created in this format visible for a new audience. The problem though is
still how much information this audience will get: as these channels allow a high
level of personalization, the audience frequently gets smaller pieces of informa-
tion that do not fully represent the general mission of the project.

If we know that the audience in many cases gets only segments /fragments of
the information that is produced in sub-projects of Foma, what can we tell about
this audience? All my interlocutors have a deep image of the people whom they
address, but the main idea is variety among those people:

For 500 Moscow schoolchildren there are 409 favorite bloggers. That’s
it. How can I, I don’t know, a missionary, a PR propagandist, anyone,
get to these 500 schoolchildren? No way. Because I don’t have the re-
sources to cultivate their 400 favorite bloggers. And this is a problem
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that has not been solved today. And at the same time, relatively speak-
ing, society was once divided into classes, then into estates, yes, and
now what is it divided into? How is it divided? By sources of informa-
tion consumption [Resp. 1].

An important issue for us has always been the age indicator of the audi-
ence. For Foma it is very difficult. It is very difficult to single out some
kind of social demographic that characterizes our viewers and so on.
We have a very diverse audience [Resp. 3].

At the same time, the ability to address an audience, which is now scat-
tered across a huge number of countries, is an important, important
moment for Foma’s mission, here, on the Internet. This partially com-
pensates for the fact that you can’t collect everything under one cover,
but you can reach a very large audience [Resp. 2].

To conclude this part, let’s systematize the patterns of media usage mentioned
by the leaders of the Foma project:

— the audience is trying to obtain and process information as quickly as pos-
sible;

— the audience is looking for the most relevant information in small pieces
with full content compliance with the search query, additional information may
not be even noticed;

— the audience accesses different media platforms for different reasons, for
example, Telegram is used for longreads while VK for bright emotions.

These patterns lead to a state when it will most likely be unsuccessful if one
tries to deliver a lot of information in one piece or deliver it in a complicated
form, in the form of texts only (video, gamification, involvement of material ob-
jects are required). This is taken into consideration in the process of content cre-
ation and distribution in the Foma project.

As a set of reasons for these patterns, my interlocutors mentioned the rapidity
of emergence of new technologies, when they simply do not have enough time to
become a part of the culture (with references to Yu. Lotman in the interview), but
also relatively cheap and thus affordable smartphones and the Internet.

Conclusion

Testing the hypothesis about the emergence of a new type of otherness — a
technological one — showed that, in general, we can talk about technological
otherness rooted in materiality. However, a much more complex system of dis-
tinctions is required: it is not the materiality of media channels, but the materi-
ality of media content tied to its format that plays the leading role. Depending
on the material characteristics of the content, the selection of communication
channels that allow broadcasting this format of content takes place: affordances
that allow for the most comfortable delivery and receipt of a specific type of in-
formation become important. The format itself, in turn, is largely chosen based
on the content creators’ ideas about the patterns of media consumption of their
audience.
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The case study based on the Foma project showed that materiality might serve
as resistance to fragmentation: non-digital materiality used, for example, in the
magazine production, helps the creators literally “hold together” united bigger
portions of information. It allows them to transmit less simplified meanings and
deliver information that is not in small pieces. The symbolic weight of materiality
also plays a significant role: the cover of the magazine is perceived as something
connected to the character both of the audience that reads it and the people who
are on that cover if the cover contains images of people. At the same time, the
analogue of a cover for a website — the starting page — does not have that weight
anymore due to changing patterns of surfing the Internet. The audience does not
go through the whole website, only pieces of information relevant to their search
queries present interest to the audience, thus making the starting page mostly
irrelevant. At the same time, the digital part of the project infrastructure has sig-
nificant characteristics unachievable for physical objects — they have algorithms
of recommendations that might serve to connect new parts of the audience with
the project. These algorithms are perceived as useful for the project, thus being
one of the arguments on the decision of their being or not being present on a
specific media platform.

The problem of fragmentation in the case of Foma, if not reflected in these
terms, is recognized by all the interviewed project managers. Creators are trying
to resist the growing fragmentation in content consumption and the disunity of
the audience between platforms: the core value of the project is preserved in all
the subprojects, just as efforts are made to maintain some commonality of the
agenda — common topics for conversation. The diversification of information
delivery channels arises partly as a reaction to manifestations of technological
otherness and an attempt to slow it down for the target audience of Foma. These
efforts are complicated by the heterogeneity of the target audience of the project.
At the same time, it is impossible to talk about a strict division between plat-
forms, because for now the projects are duplicated on several channels.

In other words, differentiation of the platforms and content in a variety of
formats used in the Foma project does not create a new technological otherness
but is aimed at opposing it.

Afterword: specifics of the Foma project in light of fragmentation

Being present on all available media platforms, the Foma project has grown
from a printed magazine in 1996 into a developed media ecosystem today that
communicates with a varied audience: these are people who are looking for some
religious information explained in an understandable way, but also those who are
interested in edutainment sub-projects, those who like gamification and podcasts
and are attracted by formats, and those who saw recommendations of media
platforms of content close to their interests, but are not necessarily religious. This
audience is fragmented. Both the patterns of media usage of the potential and
actual audience, and the materiality of the trendiest media platforms that have
this recommendation system and give technological opportunities to work with
different formats, to reach people across borders, make it impossible to overcome
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fragmentation. In view of their deep understanding of the mission of the Foma
project, its creators are constantly adapting the ways of delivering information,
given this changing materiality of the media and the preferences of the audience.
The main goal is not to unite the audience on a single platform but rather reach it
through diverse channels, sub-dividing information even on the same platform.
Thus, we face a situation where we are not sure whether it can be labeled as one
project:

And when they (specialists in the media. — /. D.) say that Foma pre-
sents different products, at first I panicked, I thought that we were
breaking the laws of marketing, but you know, when I looked closely
at what we were doing, I seemed to understand what they were talking
about. Perhaps, in some sense I am even ready to agree that this can be
characterized as different projects. But this does not bother me at all,
because, firstly, globally it is still a Foma story, it is just really very... very
different, maybe even at the level of the content itself [Resp. 1].

Thus, one can conclude that technological otherness is one of the barriers
that requires focused efforts of a religious media project team to make commu-
nication of the sacred possible. This otherness has another nature, different from
religious otherness that could be instrumentalized and emphasized in a religious
media project:

...we do not seek to build an apology for Orthodoxy on criticism of
other religious doctrines or on some confessional criticism in relation
to, let’s say, Catholics, Protestants and so on. We can sometimes record
what our difference is. But in general, this principle itself,, it is perceived
by people far from the church as an element of a simple fight for the
flock. That’s it. But it levels out the real spiritual reasons for which the
fight is going on. For which the dispute is going on, for which we can-
not agree with something. And it is very difficult to make people under-
stand what the matter is [Resp. 2].

Instead, as they state, they formulated a program “To show the beauty of
Orthodoxy”, “and semantically for us it does not mean a controversial presenta-
tion, not a story about sects, not a polemic with representatives of other religions
and confessions” [Resp. 1]. Thus, religious otherness created by difference of
doctrines and beliefs is not an issue for the Foma project, but rather technological
division of those people who could be reached. Even the otherness based on the
banal dichotomy of religious vs. secular is not used here, as one of my interlocu-
tors noted that Foma totally agrees with the motto formulated by their colleagues
from Radio VERA:

...we are trying to reach, that is, a non-church audience, but at the
same time the church audience should consider us as their own, natu-
rally their own. This is very correct, this applies to us entirely [Resp. 2].

This state might not be exclusive for the analyzed project, it rather reflects
processes that are the same for all the religious communities that are trying to de-
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velop their media visibility and presence, thus creating one more material aspect
through which they can live their religion.

At the same time, the low number of projects that would be present on several
media platforms shows us that in most cases religious communities are not fully
aware of this new otherness that creates strong barriers between them and their
audience.

Respondents

Resp. 1 — Vladimir Legoida, founder and editor-in-chief of Foma magazine, Chairman of
the Synodal Department for Church Relations with Society and the Media in ROC,
Moscow, recorded by I. Dushakova, N. Litvina, 2024.

Resp. 2 — Vladimir Gurbolikov, founder and first deputy editor-in-chief of Foma magazine,
director of the Foma Center Foundation, Moscow, recorded by I. Dushakova, N. Lit-
vina, 2024.

Resp. 3 — Alexey Sokolov, executive director of the Foma Center Foundation, Moscow, re-
corded by I. Dushakova, N. Litvina, 2024.

Sources

Minutnaia istoriia: videoroliki o samykh vazhnykh liudiakh, sobytiiakh, mestakh i
kul’turnykh iavleniiakh Rossii [Minute Story: videos about the most important people,
events, places and cultural phenomena in Russia] (2019, August 31). Foma. https://foma.
ru/minutnaya-istoriya.html. (In Russian).

O proekte [About the project] (n. d.). Foma. https://academy.Foma.ru/ot-redaktsii-2. (In
Russian).

Proekty zhurnala “Foma” [Projects of the Foma magazine] (2025, April 29). Foma. https://
Foma.ru/proekty-zhurnala- Foma. (In Russian).

Raisovet (n. d.). Foma. https://Foma.ru/tag/rajsovet. (In Russian).

Raisovet 2024 — Raisovet: “Evangelie pro zhenshchin”. Zhivaia vstrecha v preddverii prazd-
nika zhen-mironosits [ Riasovet: “The Gospel about women”. Live meeting on the eve
of the Myrrh-bearing Women’s Holiday|. Timepad (Profile of Foma magazine). https://
Fomaevent.timepad.ru/event/2872075. (In Russian).

[Sokolov, A.] (2024, May 12). [Post in Telegram, no title]. Sokolov i media. https://t.me/
sokolovmedia/389. (In Russian).

[Sokolov, A.] (2025, August 18) [Post in Telegram, no title]. Sokolov i media. https://t.me/
sokolovmedia/883. (In Russian).

Volkova, A. (2024). Klikaem na Veru: Kak tserkov’ pronikaet v Internet [ Clicking on the
Faith: how the Church is penetrating the Internet] (e-ed.) (n. e.). https://www.litres.ru/
book/aleksandra-evgenevna-volko/klikaem-na-veru-kak-cerkov-pronikaet-v-internet-
71440846/?ysclid=merqer7fkm875246782. (In Russian).

Ekokub [Ecocube] (n. d.). Wildberries (Profile of Foma magazine). https://www.wildberries.
ru/catalog/239905824/detail.aspx. (In Russian).

Zhurnal “Foma” prodolzhaet vykhodit’ na marketpleisy! [ Foma magazine continues to be
published on marketplaces!| (2024, July 11). Zhurnal “Foma”. https://t.me/Foma_ru_
glavnoe/5265. (In Russian).
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