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    From the General Editor


    For over a decade now, Andreas Umland has edited the Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society (SPPS) book series. Thanks to Andreas’ extraordinary energies, skills, and dedication,[1] over 130 titles have been published in the series, which has developed into a valuable and richly comprehensive scholarly resource. The series has provided a home for original research on a diverse range of important but often under-studied topics, from neo-pagan political movements to corruption in higher education, to language policy and minority rights, through to state-sponsored youth patriotic associations, ultra-nationalism and hate crimes. Published as affordable paperbacks, SPPS books also reach audiences beyond the closed libraries of the wealthy Western research universities.


    The launching of this spin-off companion journal is aimed at continuing to grow this interdisciplinary platform for fresh and original research on the Soviet and post-Soviet world. Like the book series, the journal seeks to create a space for timely and in-depth analysis of the recent past and current affairs of the region, especially those aspects that have tended to remain below the radar of mainstream international research. The journal’s shape and content will be driven by contemporary developments in the region and in the scholarship, viewed from a variety of disciplinary perspectives.


    We launch this new journal in the wake of a year that offered a dramatic illustration of the urgent need for specialist knowledge on the post-Soviet region. One of the journal’s aims will be to provide a platform for current research and work-in-progress on important unfolding transformations in post-Soviet space. To this end we want to put in place a rigorous but rapid peer-review process with a view to enabling the timely publication of research that is relevant and engaged with contemporary events on the ground.


    JSPPS sets out to complement rather than rival existing journals. We want the journal to follow and build on the important and pioneering work done by projects like Ab Imperio and Kritika in terms of internationalising the scholarly conversation. We are especially keen to involve researchers from post-socialist countries, and to provide a new bridge linking the English-, Russian-, and German-speaking scholarly communities in particular. By accepting submissions in all three languages, we hope to further expand the dialogue enabled by one of the world’s best periodicals in the field—the magisterial German-language monthly Osteuropa.


    JSPPS will offer a home for quality texts that may be hard to place in the current academic publishing environment. These might be studies of non-standard length: shorter than book length and/or longer than the standard journal article. We want to publish the work of emerging early-career researchers as well as established scholars. We are happy to consider first-class graduate theses for publication in article form.


    In addition to publishing research articles, review essays, and conference reports, we are also open to ideas for submissions from non-scholarly actors in the region, such as civil society activists, artists, or journalists. We also invite proposals for guest-edited special thematic issues.


    Like the book series, the journal is published by ibidem Press in Stuttgart and Hannover, and distributed outside Europe by Columbia University Press in New York. In recent years, ibidem has become one of the most prolific East European studies publishers in Europe. Our journal will complement not only the SPPS book series, but also other ibidem publication series in the field: the journal Forum für osteuropäische Ideen- und Zeitgeschichte (Forum for East European Contemporary History and Ideas); and the book series Literatur und Kultur im mittleren und östlichen Europa (Literature and Culture in Central and Eastern Europe); Archiv der Forschungsstelle Osteuropa—Quellen zur Zeitgeschichte und Kultur (Archive of the Research Center for East European Studies—Sources on Contemporary History and Culture); Changing Europe (edited by the Research Center for East European Studies in Bremen), and Studien zur Ideen-, Kultur- und Zeitgeschichte (Studies in the History of Ideas, Culture, and Contemporary Times, with a focus on Eastern Europe).


    The journal sets out to meet high standards of excellence in terms of both scholarship and readability. We want JSPPS to become known for publishing creative, intelligent, and lively writing, tackling and illuminating important issues and capable of engaging wider educated audiences beyond the academy. We hope to offer a valuable new resource to researchers in the field of East European studies and welcome comments and suggestions.


    


    Melbourne, March 2015


    Julie Fedor

  




  

  


  [1] Everyone who has had any dealings with Andreas will have noted the prodigious volume of work that he performs as editor not only of SPPS, but also of Forum noveishei vostochnoevropeiskoi istorii i kul’tury and Russian Nationalism Bulletin, as well as his generosity in sharing knowledge, information, and opportunities, and creating and maintaining new global networks of scholars. We take this opportunity to acknowledge Andreas’ outstanding contribution to the ongoing invigoration and internationalization of the field and to thank him for his leadership and service to the research community.




  
    Introduction: Russian Media and the War in Ukraine[*]1


    Julie Fedor


    This collection of articles focuses on the Russian information war campaign that has accompanied and fueled the war in Ukraine. Of course, neither side has a monopoly on the use of propaganda and disinformation, and the latter are always present in any war.[1] But we have chosen to focus here on the Russian state media machine, as a phenomenon that not only looms especially large over the events of the past year but is also bound to continue to play a major role in shaping future developments in the region and beyond.


    Although the Russian government continues to deny its involvement in the war, Russian media have effectively been on a war footing since the spring 0f 2014. Consequently we have seen an extraordinary proliferation of “enemy images” of various kinds and in various genres, from lurid tabloid TV “documentary” films demonizing critics of Russian policy on Ukraine;[2] to hipster and enfant terrible Internet guru Yurii Degtiarev’s semi-ironic viral videos with their preoccupation with the scatological and the grotesque in their depiction of relations between Russia, the near abroad, and the West;[3] and through to TV news reports and talk-shows recounting phantasmic atrocities committed by “ukro-fascists”, from cannibalism to child crucifixion to the “genocide” of Russians in East Ukraine.[4] A more subtle take on events is presented to global audiences through vehicles such as RT, which deftly exploits the crisis of credibility currently afflicting Western mainstream media and liberal democracy by positioning itself as an alternative to US hegemony and hypocrisy.[5] Often, the depiction of Ukraine as over-run by US- and EU-sponsored neo-Nazis has been couched in the language of human rights, tolerance, and Holocaust remembrance, as in official reports based on the pseudo-monitoring of the persecution of ethnic minorities in Ukraine, such as the Russian Foreign Ministry’s White Book of Violations of Human Rights and the Principle of the Rule of Law in Ukraine (November 2013-March 2014).[6] Meanwhile, the Russian authorities have organized mass Twitter campaigns carried out by automated “bots”,[7] and employ armies of “trolls” paid to pollute the online information space with abusive comments and anti-Ukrainian and anti-Western memes, often viciously misogynist or racist.[8]


    The hatred and hysteria broadcast on Russian federal TV in particular have now reached alarmingly high levels.[9] The rising tide of aggressiveness and xenophobia across Russian state media more broadly has also gone along with an unprecedented and audacious disregard for journalistic standards of truth and accuracy.[10] While none of these are new features of the Russian media landscape, the conflict in Ukraine has acted as a catalyst that has greatly intensified them.


    The resulting toxic combination of discursive violence and disinformation has already had important consequences, from inspiring volunteer soldiers from Russia and elsewhere to travel to Ukraine to join the fighting,[11] through to hindering efforts to present a unified EU policy response to Russian aggression.[12] In Western countries, ignorance,[13] Orientalist prejudice,[14] and generalized skepticism and disaffection are all factors that provide fertile ground for Russian information campaigns aimed at undermining the credibility of information coming out of Ukraine and discrediting the new Ukrainian government.[15] A strong tendency towards mythologization of the events and actors in Ukraine, present in the pro-Russian and pro-Ukrainian coverage alike, has contributed to the sharp polarization of opinion on the war’s causes and nature, including amongst scholars of the region.[16] In Russia, media “manufacturing of enemies” serves to reinforce an increasingly prevalent siege mentality, and to foster a climate in which political murders and other forms of violence become unremarkable.[17] Elsewhere in post-Soviet space, the Russian media framing of the conflict in Ukraine as a struggle to protect the rights and lives of ethnic Russians has the potential to further destabilize the region.[18]


    One of the root metaphors used in the Russian media coverage on the events of the past year is the “Russian Spring”. This slogan heralds the “awakening” of Russians oppressed throughout post-Soviet space, but also more broadly a new dynamism in the Russian ideological and political landscape. Russian patriotic propagandists and political technologists claim a large share of the credit for enabling this regeneration via the twin achievements of breaking through the “information blockade” to project Russia’s narrative in the global information space,[19] on the one hand, and consolidating society around a new vision of Russian identity, on the other.[20] In this connection it is frequently claimed that the Russian state media apparatus has recently gone through a period of major qualitative change, a “serious evolutionary spurt both technologically, and most importantly, in terms of content”.[21] As the Russian Baltic diaspora activist Dmitrii Linter puts it, Russia now has new media instruments capable of finally “teach[ing] the world to interpret our victories in a manner profitable for us” and of “really supplying new meanings”.[22] There is a general consensus here that after decades of defeats on this front, Russia has finally gained the advantage in the global information war.[23] For all these reasons and more, the Russian state media machine and the messages it broadcasts are phenomena that demand special attention.


    What, then, are these “new meanings” that the Russian state media machine has been generating and disseminating in the course of the Ukrainian crisis? What are the stories that these resources are being used to tell, and what are the identities that they create and sustain? How has the new Russian information environment enabled and driven the events of the past year? The articles collected here offer some initial answers to these questions via the close analysis of a range of aspects of the Russian media discourse on Ukraine. They share a common focus on narratives and framing devices such as the metaphors and terminological labels used to classify and make sense of the events in Ukraine.[24] These are analyzed on the basis of Russian-language media content mostly from the spring and summer of 2014.[25]


    Edwin Bacon starts off with a fine-grained and carefully contextualized narrative analysis of Putin’s landmark programmatic Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014. Bacon highlights the ways in which the speech enacts subtle but telling shifts in the framing of Putin’s “public political narrative”—in particular, a move towards a greater emphasis on ethnicity, civilizational identity, and national unity and univocality. In Bacon’s reading, the speech “confirm[s] a decisive step-change in the story that the Putin regime tells about Russia and its place in the world”, heralding “a new complexity and uncertainty in Russia’s domestic, as well as international politics”. Bacon also sketches out the main reactions to the speech across the Russian political spectrum, highlighting especially the diversity of responses from different ethno-nationalist groups and the potential vulnerabilities that this opens up for Putin domestically.


    Next, Rolf Fredheim approaches the dominant Russian narrative about Western hostility to Russia, via an examination of an important but under-studied element of the Russian media landscape: the popular state-run translation web portals, InoSMI and InoTV. For the majority of Russians, these translation portals are the most likely point of encounter with the foreign press. The portals claim to act as a kind of mirror reflecting Western reporting on Russia, and their translations are often held up as primary evidence of endemic Western “Russophobia”. Fredheim argues that the portals should in fact be viewed as functioning as powerful filters for the state-controlled media system. He uses quantitative methods to demonstrate a clear selection bias in favor of translating articles on subjects “that can be easily absorbed into Russia’s dominant narrative about Western media” and which thus serve to reinforce the claim that Western mass media are monolithically and systemically hostile towards Russia. Fredheim also explores how Western media reports of various kinds are creatively re-purposed by these portals, and the ways in which the editors at InoSMI and InoTV endeavor to steer a course between translating usefully “Russophobic” texts and avoiding drawing attention to valid and well-substantiated Western criticism and analysis of Russian policies and realities. Fredheim’s methodology provides an innovative way of making visible the taboos and blank spots structuring the official Russian discourse (his graphs showing the dramatic dropping off of translations of Guardian articles on Russia during the Crimean crisis and after the downing of MH17 are especially striking here).


    Tatiana Riabova and Oleg Riabov also address the theme of the dominant media discourse on Russia’s place in the world, but they do so through a gender lens. Their article comprises an extended gloss on the popular Russian media tagline “Gayromaidan” and its political and ideological uses as part of what they call the “symbolic demasculinization” of Ukraine. Via the analysis of a diverse range of sources, they tease out the connections between gender, national identity, and security, showing how gender is used to “draw symbolic borders between Russia, Ukraine, and Europe”. As Riabova and Riabov demonstrate, the concept of “Gayromaidan” serves the primary purpose of providing a foil for a vision of Russian national identity based on the notion that the Russian state must act as a powerful guarantor of “normality” in the face of a degenerate West. The links drawn here between sexual and political “deviance” also offer a means of stigmatizing the political opposition in Russia.


    At one level the new meanings that are being forged by the Russian media coverage on Ukraine are being shaped out of existing materials, in particular, the fabric of the mythologized memory of the Great Patriotic War. [26] A strikingly high proportion of the basic categories and tropes used in the Russian media framing of the current conflict draw upon the Soviet war mythology. The next three articles share a focus on the instrumentalization of the Soviet war memory via the media framing of Ukrainians as “fascists”.


    Alexandr Osipian switches to a regional lens, and examines the special importance held by the Soviet Great Patriotic War mythology for the Donbass regional identity, and the ways in which related fears and prejudices have been exploited and amplified by the Russian mass media during the Ukrainian crisis and particularly during the Donbass insurgency of spring 2014. Osipian shows how these events were reported using historical categories borrowed from the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War, such that “value-judgments about these events are built into the very form in which the information is packaged”. He explains how a new myth of “Novorossiia” is being spun out of the old material of the Soviet Great Patriotic War myth, and he also traces the roots of the entrenched stereotypical image of the “Ukrainian fascist” back to the Party of Regions’ political rhetoric and sloganeering in the 2000s, aimed at building regional electoral support by creating a “phantom existential threat in the shape of ‘Ukrainian fascists’”.


    Like Osipian, Elizaveta Gaufman focuses on the media framing of Ukrainians as “fascists”, and investigates the ways in which this frame relies on cultural memory. As Stephen D. Reese observes, frames “don’t just arise as free-standing entities”; they are “embedded in a web of culture” and they “draw upon a shared store of social meanings”.[27] Gaufman argues here that the “fascist” frame is powerful because it resonates with existing features of post-Soviet Russian war memory and identity. She shows how the distinctive constellation of meanings and associations linked to “fascism” in the Russian context make this frame an especially effective tool for constructing a sense of existential threat. She also sets out to gauge and compare the prevalence of this frame across different forms of Russian media, with a focus on TV and social media platforms Twitter, LiveJournal and VKontakte. Her findings indicate a high degree of similarity between the framing of the Ukrainian crisis in “old” and “new” media. The key terms and tropes associated with the “fascist” frame were not confined to traditional state-controlled mass media but had likewise been taken up enthusiastically by social media users.


    Next, Tatiana Bonch-Osmolovskaya shifts focus onto strategies of resistance that have emerged in Ukraine in response to Russian information aggression. She begins by surveying the dominant pro-Russian media discourse, describing what she labels the “hate memes” circulating in Russian media and showing how this negative coding draws heavily upon imagery related to the Russian memory of the Great Patriotic War. She then examines some of the main online grass-roots initiatives that have arisen in an attempt to combat disinformation and to provide reliable alternative sources of independent information on events in Ukraine. Next, she explores two very different cultural responses to the war: Boris Khersonskii’s anti-war poetry, Mass in a Time of War, written during the early stages of the conflict in Ukraine and disseminated in the first instance online, via Facebook and LiveJournal; and the obscene anti-Putin chant, “Putin khu@lo”, also known as the “Ukrainian Folk Song”. Bonch-Osmolovskaya reads both of these as challenges to the dominant Russian narrative, and also as therapeutic responses to the stresses of war.


    The Russian state media framing of the war to date has been complex and dynamic, not least because the war itself remains undeclared, and the Russian troops in Ukraine disavowed.[28] The blurred nature of the identities of the combatants is seemingly deliberately built into the Russian military strategy employed here and arises out of the nature of “hybrid” or “non-linear war” involving multiple and overlapping sides, a war of “all against all”.[29] In the final article, Nikolay Mitrokhin guides us through the evolution of the conflict and the changing composition of the different Russian actors and forces involved, in a pioneering effort based on the painstaking compilation and analysis of the huge volume of disparate sources of information on the war that has been made available online by Russian independent investigations into the presence of Russian troops in Ukraine.


    We round off this special issue by giving the floor to the journalists who wrestle with the practical and ethical issues surrounding war reporting and propaganda on a daily basis. We are grateful to Rory Finnin, Director of the Cambridge Ukrainian Studies Programme, for kindly allowing us to include here the transcript of a panel discussion from the conference “Ukraine and the Global Information War”, held at the University of Cambridge in October 2014 and organized by the Cambridge Committee for Russian and East European Studies (CamCREES) jointly with the Legatum Institute in October 2014. The panel featured leading journalists and analysts who have been at the forefront of reporting on and interpreting the war in Ukraine for Western audiences. In this discussion, moderated by Anne Applebaum and Rory Finnin, the panelists share their experiences of reporting on Ukraine, and their reflections on the challenges posed by the Russian state’s foray into the Western news environment. As a follow-up, we then invited a number of specialists in post-socialist media to join this conversation by contributing their thoughts and reflections on the journalists’ panel discussion. These responses, which can be found following the transcript, offer a range of stimulating perspectives on the problems arising out of the information war over Ukraine and, we hope, represent the start of a deeper, ongoing conversation.

  

  


  [*]1 The research for this introductory essay was supported under the Australian Research Council’s Discovery Early Career Research Awards (DECRA) funding scheme (project DE150100838). The views expressed herein are those of the author and are not necessarily those of the Australian Research Council.


  [1] On Ukrainian information warfare, see Andreas Umland, “Lozh’ ne pomozhet ni Kievu, ni Moskve”, Novoe vremia, 27 January 2015, http://nv.ua/opinion/um

  land/lozh-ne-pomozhet-ni-rossii-ni-ukraine-31315.html; Marta Dyczok, “Mass Media Framing, Representations, and Impact on Public Opinion” in Ukraine’s Euromaidan: Analyses of a Civil Revolution, eds. David R. Marples and Frederick V. Mills (Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag, 2015), 77-94; Joanna Szostek, “The Media Battles of Ukraine’s EuroMaidan”, Digital Icons 11 (2014), http://www.digital

  icons.org/issue11/joanna-szostek/; and “Ukraine’s Media War: Battle of the Memes”, The Economist, 12 March 2015, http://www.economist.com/news/

  europe/21646280-russia-has-shown-its-mastery-propaganda-war-ukraine-stru

  ggling-catch-up-battle-web?zid=307&ah=5e80419d1bc9821ebe173f4f0f060a07. All URLs cited in this introduction were last accessed on 7 April 2015.


  [2] The most prominent of these was the NTV production 13 druzei khunty (24 August 2014), promoted under the subheading “Traitors for export”; http://www.ntv.ru/peredacha/professiya_reportyor/m720/o290376/.


  [3] These include Ya—russkii okkupant (February 2015), available here: Nastia Golubeva, “My Duck’s Vision: ‘Russkii okkupant’—eto my, zakazchiki sviazany s gosudarstvom”, Medialeaks.ru, http://medialeaks.ru/features/0403ng_my

  ducksvision.


  [4] See further Grani.ru’s “Budni telepropagandy” column, http://grani.ru/So

  ciety/Media/Television/m.236984.html; and journalist Aleksandr Ostashko’s crowd-sourced inventory of fictitious Russian media atrocity stories; “Ves’ bred rossiiskikh SMI za god”, Svobodnaia zona, 11 January 2015, http://www.szo

  na.org/ves-bred-rossijskih-smi-za-god/.


  [5] See Paula Schmitt, “Why I Quit ‘Russia Today’ and Why It Remains Necessary”, +972 Magazine, 23 December 2014, http://972mag.com/why-i-quit-russia-today-and-why-its-necessary/100402/; and Euan MacDonald, “Bordering on Lunacy: How Russia Defeated Western Journalism”, Blogspot, 8 September 2014, http://euan-macdonald.blogspot.com.au/2014/09/how-russia-defeated-western-journalism.html.


  [6] Belaia kniga narushenii prav cheloveka i printsipa verkhovenstva prava na Ukraine (noiabr’ 2013 – mart 2014) (Moscow: MID RF, April 2014), available at RF President’s official website, www.kremlin.ru/media/events/files/41d4da83

  f8a4e1696e94.pdf. See further on this topic Viacheslav Likhachev, “Lozhnaia informatsiia o ksenofobii v Ukraine—chast’ rossiiskoi propagandy, soprovozhdaiushchei vooruzhennuiu agressiiu protiv nashei strany”, Ukraine Crisis Media Center, 18 August 2014, http://uacrisis.org/ru/vyacheslav-likhachov/; and Maksym Yakovlyev, “‘Antimaidan’ posle Yevromaidana v sotsial’nykh setiakh: obraz vraga i opaseniia zhitelei vostoka Ukrainy”, Forum noveishei vostochnoevropeiskoi istorii i kul’tury 1 (2014), http://www1.ku-eichstaett.de/ZIMOS/forum/docs/forumruss21/07Yakovlyev.pdf.


  [7] For impressive and elegant visualizations of the Kremlin Twitter bot phenomenon, see Lawrence Alexander, “Social Network Analysis Reveals Full Scale of Kremlin’s Twitter Bot Campaign”, Globalvoicesonline.org, 2 April 2015, http://globalvoicesonline.org/2015/04/02/analyzing-kremlin-twitter-bots/#.


  [8] A number of banks of these ready-made images have recently been publicized broadly; see for example Shaun Walker, “Salutin’ Putin: Inside a Russian Troll House”, The Guardian, 2 April 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/world/

  2015/apr/02/putin-kremlin-inside-russian-troll-house.


  [9] For reflections on these features of Russian state media coverage, see Mikhail Yampol’skii, “V strane pobedivshego resentimenta”, Colta.ru, 6 October 2014, www.colta.ru/articles/specials/4887; Anatolii Akhutin, “Protiv chelovechnosti”, Radio Svoboda, 20 February 2015, www.svoboda.org/content/article/2683

  4354.html; and Arina Borodina’s comments on the responsibility borne by Russian TV for fostering hatred and aggression, cited “‘Strana prakticheski ischezla s ekranov televizorov’”, Colta.ru, 27 November 2014, www.colta.ru/

  articles/media/5515.


  [10] On the latter, see Peter Pomerantsev, Nothing is True and Everything is Possible: The Surreal Heart of the New Russia (New York: Public Affairs, 2014); and Mark Lipovetsky, “Anything Goes: How the Russian News Became a Postmodern Game without Rules”, The Calvert Journal, 10 March 2015, http://calvertjour

  nal.com/comment/show/3736/political-steampunk-postmodern-game-mark-li

  povetsky.


  [11] The point is made by Yegor Lapshov, “2014-1941. Pochemu auditoria goskanalov voiuet s fashistami”, Slon.ru, 7 November 2014, http://slon.ru/calendar/event/

  1180893/; and by Nikolay Mitrokhin in his article in this issue.


  [12] On which see further comments by the scholar of radical nationalism and xenophobia Viacheslav Likhachev, who points out that, for Western governments, “any doubts about the purity of the new Ukrainian government, including anything to do with accusations of xenophobia, are a wonderful pretext for inaction”; “Maidan i cherez sto let budet privlekat’ issledovatelei”, Historians.in.ua, 20 November 2014, http://historians.in.ua/index.php/en/

  intervyu/1348-viacheslav-lykhachev-maidan-y-cherez-sto-let-budet-pryvlekat-yssledovatelei.


  [13] As Sofi Oksanen has observed, “A people, which does not have an identifiable story outside its own language area, is a people which does not exist. It is easy to wipe from the map a country or language one cannot locate on a map”; cited Jukka Rislakki, The Case for Latvia. Disinformation Campaigns against a Small Nation: Fourteen Hard Questions and Straight Answers about a Baltic Country (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014), 219.


  [14] See Fabio Belafatti, “Orientalism Reanimated: Colonial Thinking in Western Analysts’ Comments on Ukraine”, Euromaidan Press, 27 October 2014, http://euromaidanpress.com/2014/10/27/western-commentators-should-rid-them
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    Putin’s Crimea Speech, 18 March 2014:

    Russia’s Changing Public Political Narrative
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    Abstract: President Putin’s Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 represents a pivotal moment in the development of the post-Soviet world. Marking the annexation of Crimea by Russia, the speech, whilst containing elements familiar from Putin’s discourse in recent years, simultaneously changed fundamental assumptions about Russia’s place in the world order. Analyzed from the perspective of political narrative, Putin’s speech shows marked differences from the standard narrative employed since he came to power in 2000. Aside from the momentous international impact that they represent, these differences have opened up a new complexity and uncertainty in Russia’s domestic politics.


    


    Foreign Minister Lavrov and I talked for a good six hours. And the conversation was very direct, very candid, frank, and I say constructive because we really dug into all of Russia’s perceptions, their narrative, our narrative.


    —John Kerry, US Secretary of State, March 2014


    


    On 18 March 2014 Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, gave a speech in the Kremlin’s grand St George’s Hall to an invited audience of State Duma deputies, Federation Council members, heads of Russia’s regions, and civil society representatives. The speech, which culminated in the signing of a treaty making Crimea and the city of Sevastopol subjects of the Russian Federation, represents a landmark statement of Putin’s—and Russia’s—worldview. Russia’s annexation of Crimea constitutes a pivotal juncture in the post-Soviet settlement. As detailed below, Russian newspapers from across the political spectrum immediately noted that this speech marked a sea change in Russia’s relations with the West. It is not simply that the incorporation of Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation was itself, in Mark Galeotti’s words, “a moment of absolute tectonic shift in terms of how the West and particularly Europe … begin to think about Russia”,[1] but also that the speech delivered by President Putin at the formalization of Crimea’s annexation presented to domestic and international audiences alike a sweeping narrative of Russia’s history and its relations with the West, which departed from previous official narratives in significant ways. Even months later, with armed conflict in south-eastern Ukraine in full flow and claiming thousands of victims, a leader in The Times newspaper remained captivated by Putin’s 18 March speech, portraying it as separate from, and in some ways even more concerning than, the act of incorporation itself:


    The Crimean gamble was on one level rational: it secured Sevastopol for the Russian Black Sea fleet and ruled out Nato membership for Ukraine as long as its borders were disputed. The speech in which he celebrated the annexation, however, was a chilling mix of paranoia and defiance.[2]


    In Russia itself, the press, both pro- and anti-Putin, immediately alighted on the significance of the president’s Crimea Speech. The next day’s newspapers reflected the fundamental shift which Putin’s re-cast narrative represented. Nezavisimaia gazeta’s front page lead compared Putin’s speech to Churchill’s era-defining “iron curtain” speech in Fulton Missouri in 1946, arguing that “one thing is clear so far: the history of the country—and, in a sense, the world—has been divided into two epochs: pre-Crimean and post-Crimean”.[3] Novoe vremia published two articles—one from a Russian perspective and one from a Western—under the rubric “the country after 18 March”.[4] According to Boris Yunanov, Putin’s speech was paradigm-shifting in like fashion to the assumption of power in France by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799, or by his nephew Louis-Napoleon in 1851. “The 18th March … became the 18th Brumaire: with one stroke of Putin’s pen the post-war Yalta system was destroyed”.[5] The oppositionist Novaia gazeta emphasized that “after Crimea we are dealing with a new reality”.[6]


    As ever, history will judge. Nonetheless, such elevated conceptualizations indicate a speech of uncommon import. Competently delivered, regularly interrupted by applause and supportively placed laughter, Putin’s Crimea Speech nonetheless does not gain its significance from oratorical flourishes, but from a conjunction of three specific elements: its occasion, its emotive force, and its narrative content. This article’s analysis focuses on the speech’s narrative content. First though, let us briefly consider the elements of occasion and emotive force.


    The significance of occasion requires little elaboration. At the end of his speech, President Putin formally signed documents incorporating Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation, sitting alongside co-signatories from the two new members of the Russian Federation. For the first time since the break-up of the Soviet Union, Russia had expanded its territory, taking under Moscow’s control 27 000 km² of a neighboring state. In so doing, it made the starkest of statements. This was no rhetorical swagger lacking substance. No attempt was made at diplomatic obfuscation—no “Russian protectorate” was created; no “special status” for Crimea was declared; there was no following the Abkhazian or South Ossetian path and recognizing Crimean independence notwithstanding the failure of any other state to do so. In short, Russia sought neither the political fig-leaf of leaving Crimea’s formal status ill-defined, nor the mere gaining of a bargaining counter for use in future international negotiations. Instead, Vladimir Putin presided over an official, elaborate, and televised ceremony culminating in the signing of a treaty on admitting Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation, and declaring this action to be “an historic turning point”.[7]


    The emotive force of Putin’s Crimea Speech stems partly from its occasion and setting, and partly from its evident personal significance to Putin himself. Watching the speech online reveals more of the occasion’s emotion than reading its text can do.[8] Its setting—the Kremlin’s St George’s Hall—is redolent of Russian imperial might. Russia’s president delivered a speech as evocative of Russian history and military glory as was its setting, and the combined effect undoubtedly stirred the patriotic feelings of his audience, and of many watching on television. So far as personal significance to Vladimir Putin is concerned, one commentator perceptively noted that:


    On this day in the St George’s Hall of the Kremlin, Vladimir Putin delivered the best speech of his presidential life. Best, because it was evident that he was not putting on an act, he actually believes in every word he uttered. These days in Russia such a thing happens about as often as honest elections.[9]


    1. The Narrative


    As exemplified in the epigraph to this paper, the concept of narrative has increasingly common currency in contemporary speech, both idiomatic and diplomatic. In relation to Western understandings and misunderstandings of Russia, US Secretary of State John Kerry’s observation that Russia has its narrative and the United States has a different one stands as a relatively mild expression of an apparent failure, if not refusal, in regard to the mutual comprehension of Russian and Western worldviews. Less publicly, and more succinctly, Germany’s Chancellor Merkel reportedly told US President Obama that President Putin was not in touch with reality and was living “in another world”.[10]


    From a more academic perspective, narrative analysis represents a useful methodological approach to identifying the framework within which political actors situate their actions. Such an approach has increasingly been applied to the study of Putin’s Russia.[11] I have argued elsewhere that:


    A public political narrative consists of a sequential account given by dominant political actors connecting selected, specific developments so as to impose a desired order on them. So the narrative of a state’s development, such as that employed by the Putin project in Russia, seeks to impose order on disparate events by selecting, connecting and interpreting them within the context of a developmental story, complete with causal links. … It creates too a normative conceptualisation of the world as the regime believes it is or ought to be, combining known facts with imagined wholes.[12]


    The insistence that the concept of narrative be strictly defined when it comes to academic analysis is shared too by Chatterje-Doody. She similarly focuses on the essential element of “sequential and consequential ordering” of events by a political actor/narrator, and argues for the analytical centrality of stories with plots and chronologies as superior to “methods that reduce narratives to themes”.[13]


    A distrust of abstract universalist metanarratives opens up the political field to more particularist sub-universalist accounts. The Communist collapse of 1989-91 did for the Marxist-Leninist metanarrative what the financial crisis of recent years appears to be doing for that of neo-liberal hegemony, leaving political leaders greater leeway to develop exceptionalist accounts of a regime’s beliefs about the past, present, and future. The narrative of Putinism has long disavowed ideological metanarratives and in so doing has validated a Russo-specific account of that country’s political path. Analysis of public political narratives does not primarily seek a normative critique of their content, but rather methodological motivation stems from a commitment to taking seriously what political actors say about themselves in order to gain insight into their Weltanschauung, since awareness of cognitive orientation informs our understanding of motivations and actions. Whilst there is validity in treating state narratives as propaganda providing a post hoc justification for a course of action,[14] the causal relationship also goes the other way. Merit exists in analyzing narrative content in order to uncover the underlying conceptualizations and constructs that shape policy choice.


    Taking Putin’s Crimea Speech, to read it from the perspective of propaganda privileges an entirely legitimate critical assessment of its claims in terms of veracity and consistency. For example, Putin said, in relation to Western powers, that “they have lied to us many times, made decisions behind our backs, presented us with an accomplished fact”, and declared that “we have always respected the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state, incidentally, unlike those who sacrificed Ukraine’s unity for their political ambitions”. Such declarations do not sit easily when set against the hasty incorporation of Crimea into Russia, following on from Putin’s statement at a press conference a fortnight earlier that the unification of Crimea with Russia was not under consideration.[15] Whilst not ignoring factual lacunae and normative assertions, however, the narrative approach seeks to identify and analyze the narrative parts—the motifs, temporalities, symbols, agents, plots and sub-plots—of which a political actor’s sequential account is made up.[16] Identifying the selective appropriation and interpretation of narrative parts facilitates a deep and holistic understanding of that actor’s political position.


    Putin’s Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 marks a step-change in the public political narrative of Russia’s ruling regime. The president identified the occasion as an historic turning point, and analysis of his speech’s narrative parts reveals significant developments from what has gone before. These developments speak complexity and uncertainty into Russia’s domestic politics in the coming years. Before addressing the question of their future political significance, however, this article develops an exposition of these narrative parts in order to identify the direction of the narrative of Putinism developed around and within events in Ukraine in 2014.


    2. Central motifs


    National unity and long-term stability have long been the central motifs of Putinism.[17] The authors of an approved dictionary of political terms for the Putin era asserted that “national unity is the central idea and starting point of the Putin plan”.[18] As with each of the narrative parts discussed here, there are elements of continuity in Putin’s Crimea Speech when it comes to the central motifs. At the same time though, there are new departures with the potential to take the official story in a new direction. Narratives by their nature progress. For much of the Putin era, the focus on national unity has been constructivist in nature. The story has been one of building national unity from out of the divisive chaos inherited, so the official narrative goes, from the Yeltsin years (1991-99).


    Now, in Putin’s third term (2012-18), emphasis shifts to the application, for a political purpose, of the national unity that has been created. In the Crimea Speech, this is expressed in the assertion that the resolution with which Russia’s stance in relation to Crimea was followed through drew on “the will of millions of our people, our national unity, and the support of our country’s main political and public forces”. In the past, President Putin has always been scrupulous when it comes to publicly asserting that the Russian state is multi-vocal in nature and aspiring to a multi-party future. Even on the occasion of what has previously been seen by many Western observers as his landmark, and pointedly anti-Western, foreign policy speech—the speech at the Munich Conference on Security Policy in 2007—Putin emphasized the place in Russian political life of forces whose “basic positions differ significantly”.[19] The Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 makes just one reference to the fact that not everyone in Russia thinks the same—“here, as in any democratic society, there are various points of view”. Even this single acknowledgment of plurality, however, is followed immediately by the qualification, “but the position of the absolute, I want to emphazise this, the absolute majority of citizens is also obvious”.[20] What is more, the qualified reference to plurality here contradicts both the burden of the speech as a whole, and the text of earlier sections. In the Crimea Speech, President Putin’s emphasis is on the unity of the Russian people, which melds with the position taken by the Russian state:


    


    Residents of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, the whole of Russia admired your courage, dignity and bravery. It was you who decided Crimea’s future. We were closer than ever over these days, supporting each other. These were sincere feelings of solidarity. It is at historic turning points such as these that a nation demonstrates its maturity and strength of spirit. The Russian people showed this maturity and strength through their united support for their compatriots. Russia’s foreign policy position on this matter drew its firmness from the will of millions of our people, our national unity and the support of our country’s main political and public forces. I want to thank everyone for this patriotic spirit, everyone without exception.


    


    Here the notion of different points of view is absent. It is “the whole of Russia … a nation … the Russian people … everyone … everyone without exception” who have united in support for the people of Crimea and have backed the position taken by Putin and his government. The corollary that follows from the assertion that all Russian people back President Putin’s policy—and in the Crimea Speech follows in the very next paragraph—is that to oppose this position is to not be part of, or to betray, the national collective called Russia.


    Obviously, we will encounter external opposition … Some Western politicians are already threatening us with not just sanctions but also the prospect of increasingly serious problems on the domestic front. I would like to know what it is they have in mind exactly: action by a fifth column, this disparate bunch of “national traitors”, or are they hoping to put us in a worsening social and economic situation so as to provoke public discontent?


    The sequential narrative unfolds with a storyline that seems to assert that, since all Russians support the state’s policy on Crimea, therefore opposition must be external, and should it be domestic then oppositionists are national traitors acting on behalf of that external opposition within Russia.


    What of the other long-standing central motif of Putinism, namely stability? Events in Ukraine—from Maidan, to Crimea, and beyond into armed conflict in the south-eastern regions of the country—clearly speak of instability rather than stability. In any case, the primary application of the motif of stability in Putinism has been, and remains, the concept of domestic political stability. As developed in more detail in the concluding section of this paper, support for instability in the form of contentious politics in Crimea undermines the regime’s long-standing objection to spontaneity and the politics of the street in Russia. Instead of domestic stability, however, the Crimea Speech focuses on the lack of international stability, bemoaning its decline since the end of “the bipolar system on the planet”—that is, the end of the Cold War. Putin then asserts that since Crimea is “a very important factor in regional stability”, it “should be part of a strong and stable sovereignty, which today can only be Russian”. Furthermore, ensuring the protection of the rights and interests of Russians and Russian speakers in Ukraine is identified as “the guarantee of Ukraine’s state stability and territorial integrity”.


    Considering the development of the long-standing central motifs of Putinism in the Crimea Speech, national unity remains to the fore and develops along ever more univocal lines, merging the notion of Russian patriotism with support for the policy of the Russian state and implying that to oppose Russia’s policy in Crimea is to place oneself outside of this national unity. Stability, scarcely surprisingly given the context of annexing the territory of a neighboring state, retreats into the background somewhat. However, it still remains identified with the Russian state. Global instability is said to stem from the decline of Russian power at the end of the Cold War; Russia is identified as the stable state of which Crimea should be part in order to aid regional stability; and Ukraine is seen as an unstable state existentially threatened should it fail to defend the interests of those Russians and Russian speakers living there.


    In addition to these central motifs, Putin’s Crimea Speech confirms the emergence of a third motif increasingly to the fore in the narrative of Putinism—namely the importance of ethnicity and civilizational identity. The narrative of Putinism has long been committed to the notion of a multi-ethnic society, and such a commitment remains present in the Crimea Speech. That said, however, the concept of ethnicity itself comes to the fore in a way unfamiliar to earlier iterations of Putinism, and is blurred together with the notion of civilizational distinctiveness tied to Orthodox Christianity. Putin identifies Crimea as the cradle of this civilization, where Prince Vladimir’s “spiritual feat” in adopting the Orthodox faith “predetermined the overall basis of the cultural, civilizational and human values that unite the peoples of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus”. The president’s arguments in relation to the annexation of Crimea, and its historical justification, repeatedly seek to make germane the ethnicity of a populace. For example, whilst lamenting the sufferings of “many millions” of Soviet people under Stalinist repression, he notes that Russians suffered more than most in this way; and, in echoes of his often misquoted assertion that the Soviet collapse represents one of the biggest geopolitical catastrophes of the twentieth century,[21] he refers to the Russian people as “one of the biggest, one could even say the biggest, ethnic group in the world to be divided by borders”.[22] Putin’s concern for the ethnic make-up of different regions—be it in lamenting the sufferings of the Russian people, or in promising respect for “the representatives of all nationalities living in Crimea”—is implicitly contrasted with that of “the Bolsheviks”, whom he accuses of moving parts of Russia into Ukraine “without taking into account the national composition of the population”. In broad continuity with the narrative of Putinism since its inception,[23] the Soviet authorities are criticized, both for the repression of millions and for an ideological stance which did not consider ethnicity important. The Crimea Speech makes clear the increasing significance of ethnicity, and a broader “Orthodox” civilizational identity, in the Putin narrative.


    3. Temporalities


    In narrative analysis, the temporal framing of the story represents a key choice to be made by the narrator(s). Constructing a public political narrative involves the selective appropriation of events and other elements that fit the story, alongside the concomitant rejection of those that do not. The standard structure of a story requires a beginning and an end, and in a political narrative these represent a key element of self-conceptualization. For most of the first decade and beyond of this century, the Putin regime began its narrative with the Yeltsin years and situated its completion at some unspecified future point, just out of reach. Sergei Prozorov memorably conceptualized the temporalities of the Yeltsin era (1992-99) as a “time out of time”, a period of “a paradoxical, permanently unstable regime, whose authority was only sufficient to ensure that nothing ever takes the vacant place of the Soviet order”.[24] Putin’s motifs of national unity and stability stemmed from that starting point—the divisive and chaotic Yeltsin years—and justified the sluggish progression to a more democratic, law-based system, which would assuredly be reached, but not yet and only after national unity and a stable system had restored Russian strength. In this way, the Putin narrative consisted of a developmental story which sought both to give good reason for a strong central state and to hold onto a democratic teleology, whose culmination lay beyond a future time-horizon. Although different in context and content, the temporalities of this previous narrative are redolent of early Soviet-era justifications for the dictatorship of the proletariat as the necessary foundation of progress towards Communism.


    The temporalities of the Crimea Speech differ from those of the earlier Putin narrative in two specific ways: first, the narrative’s dominant starting point is the end of the Cold War and the Soviet collapse, and second, there is an almost total absence of future orientation. A public political narrative seeks to explain policy choices by placing them within a (con)sequential context: because this happened, we had to do that; because the Yeltsin years resulted in a weak state, we had to build a strong state. The story’s start sets up its unfolding. In the case of the annexation of Crimea, President Putin’s speech provides a relatively comprehensive historical tour d’horizon, with one short section mentioning Prince Vladimir of Rus in the 10th 
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