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Abstract

On 24 February 2022, Russia launched a full-scale military invasion of Ukraine. The beginning of this war
marked a significant turning point with far-reaching consequences for the countries involved. Russian political
discourse has responded swiftly to the conflict with a marked increase in nationalist rhetoric. This surge
underscores a renewed emphasis on national unity and a collective sense of purpose, alongside a growing
imperative to safeguard Russian integrity and sovereignty. The discourse has increasingly framed the war as a
battle against external threats, positioning Russia as a defender of traditional values and a bulwark against
perceived Western encroachments. This nationalist narrative, actively promoted by the government, serves to
mobilise public support for its policies. Official speeches by the head of state play a central role in disseminating
this ideology. Accordingly, this paper sets out to analyse selected addresses by the Russian President delivered
during the conflict’s initial year to uncover the discursive mechanisms shaping Russian national identity. It relies
on a discourse-historical approach, which provides effective tools for advancing this endeavour.
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1. Introduction

The concepts of ‘nation” and ‘national identity’ have consistently held a prominent place in
discourse studies. Their significance has grown, particularly since the commencement of the
full-scale Russian-Ukrainian war on 24 February 2022. During that period, nationalist
sentiment, which emerged prominently in Russian political discourse in 2014 with the
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, reached its peak. This sentiment has been strongly
promoted by the Russian political apparatus to solidify domestic support for what was stated
as protecting ‘our country’, ‘our historical future as a nation’, ‘the very existence of our state
and its sovereignty’ (Address by the President of the Russian Federation, 24 February 2022;
http://en kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843). Political speeches, state-controlled media,
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cultural events, educational materials, and various other potential channels and tools for
propaganda have been actively exploited to construct and reinforce national unity.

While the conflict in Ukraine continues to escalate and patriotic fervour has intensified in
Russia, to date there has only been limited research on the discursive mechanisms used to
establish or reconstruct the Russian nation. This particular issue is considered in the given
paper, which aims to investigate the national group-defining elements formulated in Russian
political discourse, along with the discursive and linguistic strategies employed in their
creation. These elements serve as conceptual constructs delineating a collective as a nation:
‘fundamental categories that codify the ways people define themselves and others as group
members’ (van Dijk 1998: 151). They encompass diverse categories such as territory, language,
history, as well as more abstract concepts like values, culture, and patriotism. Collectively,
these elements shape individuals’ understanding and perception of what constitutes a nation
and foster a sense of self-identification with it. This research purpose logically leads to two
research questions that the study aims to address. The first question probes which exact
membership or group-defining elements of the Russian nation are constructed in the Russian
war-related discourse. The second question pertains to the discursive and linguistic strategies
employed to construct these national continuity elements.

The methodological framework of the study was shaped by the Discourse-Historical
Approach, which offers a conceptualization of the key notions the study relies upon, as well as
a discourse-analytical toolkit to analyse the discursive construction of national identity. It was
developed by the Vienna School of Discourse Analysis and was initially applied to the study of
antisemitic discourse during the 1986 Austrian presidential campaign of Kurt Waldheim
(Wodak, et al. 1990). Further research extended to areas such as racism, discrimination
against immigrants, and nationalism. The most influential study within the Discourse-
Historical Approach (DHA) focused on the discursive construal of national identity in
Austrian public, semi-public, and semi-private discourse (Wodak et al. 2009). In the given
study, this analytical framework will be applied to analyse the speeches delivered by the
Russian president during the first year of the conflict, specifically those addressing the
ongoing war.

The research also draws on numerous studies that have emphasized the pivotal role of
political discourse in the formation of various national identities. There is a specific focus on
those incorporating data analysis methods framed by discursive strategies, including the
construal of national identity in Austria (de Cillia et al. 1999, Wodak 2009, 2022,), in Poland
(Krzyzanowski 2008), the discursive construction of European identities in institutional and
non-institutional contexts of European Union countries (Krzyzanowski 2010), the
construction of Palestinian national identity (Amer 2012), French newspaper representations
of nationalism (Costelloe 2015), and thematic analyses of discourse (van Dijk 1980, 1998,
2014; Krzyzanowski 2010; Billing 1995; Anderson 2016). The present research aims to expand
upon the existing body of literature by examining the discursive themes and strategies
employed to define the elements of the Russian nation.
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2. Theoretical background of the study: nations and national identities in political
discourse

There is no need to reiterate how complex the notions of ‘nation’ and ‘national identity” are,
given their long history and the numerous definitions proposed in various academic fields.
However, for the purpose of this research, it is essential to establish clearer boundaries for
these concepts, starting with the term ‘nation” which forms the foundation for a national
identity.

A nation is perceived as a discursive, politically affiliated formation, the construal of
which serves various purposes, including garnering support for the government and its leader,
gaining approval for political agendas, justifying military conflicts, and ultimately maintaining
absolute power. As Malesevi¢ argues (2006: 27) nations ‘do not and cannot exist on their own.
They emerge as specific group labels in a particular moment of time and with a particular
social and political reason’. This perspective, which underscores the dynamic nature of
nations and their flexibility in adapting to the will and aims of political actors, is central to the
current study.

Nations are also ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 1988), with the vast majority of their
members having never met and likely never will. However, the idea of belonging to the same
community and sharing its constituting elements permeates the minds of many people. It is
logical to question why this happens. If these communities are imagined, why are they so
adept at instilling a sense of belonging among their believers? Wodak, et al., argue that the
answer to this question lies in the discursive nature of such communities: ‘it is constructed
and conveyed in discourse, predominantly in narratives of national culture’ (2009: 22).

Thus, the construction of nations frequently involves the intentional crafting of a national
culture. The process serves as a unifying force within a community, shaping its shared values
and nurturing a sense of a common elevated goal. Nations often ‘ideologically cling on the
notion of culture, whether as an anthropologically understood lived culture (culture as a
distinct way of collective existence) in ethnic relations, or a socio-political understanding of
high culture (culture as civilisational refinement expressed in artistic excellence) in nation-
formation’ (Malesevi¢ 2006: 27). As such, the study approaches the notion of nation as a
‘mental construct’ (de Cillia, et al. 1999: 153) that is discursively constituted through ingrained
cultural and social doctrines.

Elucidating the concept of identity also proves to be a complex task. Our identity or
‘mental self-presentation’ (van Dijk 1998) is partially defined by our affiliations with different
groups (collective identity), where a nation is one of them. Thus, a collective identity is a
‘mental representation of self as a collection of group memberships, and the identification
processes that are related to such membership representations’ (van Dijk 1998: 120). National
self-identification builds on membership concepts (group-defining elements) embraced by a
nation which are not limited to a cognitive realm of shared opinions, attitudes, believes or
cultural and social doctrines. They also involve ‘a complex array of typical or routine
practices, collective actions, dress, objects, settings, buildings, monuments, prominent
historical events, heroes and heroines, and other symbols’ (van Dijk 1998: 123). These are also
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flags, uniforms, social structures, organisations and many other tangible membership
categorisations (van Dijk 1998: 123-125).

In the context of the formation of national identity, the study adheres to the approach of
Wodak (2001, 2009, 2022) and Krzyzanowsky (2010, 2017), defining it as a discursive
construct which is produced, reproduced and transformed by discourse. The construct
becomes particularly pronounced during times of crises or wars when an ‘ideological
consciousness of nationhood can be seen to be at work. It embraces a complex set of themes
about ‘us’, ‘our homeland’, ‘nations’ (‘ours’ and ‘theirs’), the ‘world’, as well as the morality of
national duty and honour’ (Billing 1995: 4).

3. The methodological paradigm

3.1. Research Data

The primary sources for this research are transcripts of speeches delivered by the President of
the Russian Federation during the first year of the war. These speeches can presumably offer
valuable insight into the construal of the elements defining the national collective in Russian
war-related political discourse, given the prominent role of the President in shaping it. Putin,
as the head of state and its most representative member, acts as ‘the voice of the nation” and ‘a
person generating identity and integration’ (Wodak 2009: 72). His speeches reflect and
reinforce dominant national narratives, shaping the perception of national identity.

The transcripts were sourced from the official Kremlin webpage, including both its
Russian (http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/speeches/page/7) and English
(http://www.en kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/page/45) versions. A total of 63
transcripts of speeches were analysed in this study. They span a diverse range of topics,
including those directly related to the ongoing conflict, speeches commemorating significant
dates in the Russian calendar, greetings, addresses to different professional groups, speeches
given during various meetings, and more.

This cursory examination of the extensive dataset facilitated the selection of the corpus
for further in-depth analysis. Thirteen speeches were chosen based on their relevance to the
specific discourse - the war in Ukraine (Special Military Operation in the analysed discourse).
Some of them marked landmark events in the course of this war (announcement of the war or
partial mobilization), some commemorated past victories (the Great Victory Day,
Anniversary of Crimea's reunification), and others were dedicated to a seemingly non-military
event (such as New Year, for example). However, they all centre around one topic: the war.
These are speeches in which nationalist sentiment is particularly pronounced, and thus, they
provide the data that best suit the research purpose and questions. Moreover, these are
speeches addressed to the entire nation, which also makes them highly relevant to the study of
national identity construction.
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Table 1: Corpus of Texts

Addresses of the President of the Russian Federation

Date Topic

24 February 2022 Decision to carry out Special Military Operation
18 March 2022 The anniversary of Crimea’s reunification

09 May 2022 Victory parade on Red Square

22 August 2022 Video address on National Flag Day

21 September 2022, 09:00 Decision on partial mobilization
21 September 2022, 18:00  Gala concert devoted to the 1160th anniversary of Russian statehood

30 September 2022 Signing of treaties on accession of Donetsk and Lugansk people's republics
and Zaporozhye and Kherson regions to Russia

27 October 2022 Valdai International Discussion Club meeting

20 December 2022 Ceremony for presenting state decorations

31 December 2022 New Year Address to the Nation

2 February 2023 Gala concert for 80th anniversary of defeating German Nazi forces in Battle
of Stalingrad

22 February 2023 Glory to Defenders of the Fatherland

23 February 2023 Congratulations on the occasion of Defender of the Fatherland Day

Due to the constraints of word limit within this paper, it is unfeasible to comprehensively
analyse all the envisaged research data. However, the research in its subsequent stages aims to
integrate data from media and private discourse.

3.2. The research methodology

The study relies on the approach developed within the paradigm of Critical Discourse Studies.
It incorporates data analysis methods framed by discursive strategies (Krzyzanowski 2008,
2010; Reisigl and Wodak 2016; Wodak 1999, 2001, 2009, 2022) and thematic analysis
(Krzyzanowski 2010; Billing 1995; Anderson 2016).

The thematic analysis aims to unveil the major thematic topics, which are seen as
summarising propositions indicating the importance of information within the text (van Dijk
1991). In this sense, topics or themes formulate the representational group-defining elements
of a nation which rely on ‘the most precious resource of the nationalist, thus, is on the one
hand, ‘our land’, territory, etc., and on the other hand the symbolic resources of ‘our’ culture,
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language, etc.” (van Dijk 2008: 201). They are the foundational categories that construct the
ideological framework of a nation. This part of the research relies on inductive analysis, which
involves ‘decoding the meaning of text passages — usually taking place via several thorough
readings — and then ordering them into the list of themes and sub-themes’ (Krzyzanowski
2010: 81). Hence, this phase of the research aims to address the first research question.

These categories are introduced into the discourse through various discursive strategies —
‘a more or less intentional plan of practice (including discursive practice) to achieve a
particular social, political, psychological or linguistic goal’ (Reisigl, Wodak 2016: 33). Thus,
several discursive strategies have been borrowed and adapted from the empirical studies on
the discursive construction of national identities conducted by de Cillia, Reisigl, and Wodak
(1999), Wodak (2001), Reisigl and Wodak (2001, 2016), Reisigl (2017), and Wodak and
Rheindorf (2022): construction, predication, perpetuation or justification, transformation,
mitigation, and intensification.

Thus, the construction or referential strategy shapes membership in the given national
collective by naming persons, objects, phenomena, and events related to this group. Its
primary aim is to create and reinforce intra-national unity, solidarity, inward sameness, as
well as inter-group differentiation and heterogeneity. Predication strategy is essential in
positive self-presentation and negative other presentations, ascribing positive and negative
qualities to ingroups and outgroups, respectively. The perpetuation strategy serves to create
and reproduce a threatened national identity, and legitimation strategy is one of its types. It
refers to the ways in which discourse is used to legitimise or justify certain actions, policies, or
ideologies, presenting them as valid, acceptable, or just within a given political context. The
transformation strategy is employed to bring about transformations of a national identity or
its components into another identity, as well as changes in social, political, or cultural
practices. Mitigation strategy aims to reduce the force of an assertion — making it less direct or
moderating potential negative effects. Conversely, intensification strategy amplifies the
impact, emphasising the significance or emotional weight of an assertion.

This analytical stage is also conducted sequentially, proceeding sentence by sentence
through the text. It involves scrutinising the text to identify discursive strategies that shape the
nation-forming elements in the discourse as well as linguistic forms in which they are realised.
This method allows for a detailed observation of how language, rhetorical devices, and
argumentation schemes contribute to the portrayal and establishment of key elements crucial
to the formation of national identity in Russian political discourse. It is employed to explore
the second research question.

4. Research findings

4.1. Core elements of Russian national identity

Thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring patterns in the data — discursive topics
(Krzyzanowski 2010, 81) which specify elements essentially defining a collective group as a
nation. The study has identified two categories of these themes. The first category revolves
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around state-forming elements or concrete attributes associated with a nation-state (the state
as a legal entity), such as the country and its borders, its constituent entities, governmental
bodies, president, constitution, and the military. The other category of discursive topics
corresponds with  more abstract concepts intrinsic ~ to a  nation:
motherland/fatherland/homeland, history and cultural heritage, values, traditions, symbols,
religion, social norms, heroes.

In the following section of the article, an analysis of the discursive strategies employed to
transform these elements into ideological constructs of Russian national identity will be
conducted. However, due to formal requirements regarding the article’s length, it is not
feasible to analyse the discursive construal of every element. Therefore, the analysis will focus
only on those which are most prominent in the analysed data.

4.2. Constructing nation-constituting elements through discourse

4.2.1. State-based elements

The thematic analysis revealed that a common territory, defined by geographical boundaries,
holds a central role in the analysed data. Hence, the first group-defining element is ‘our’
territory, secured by national borders - our country, Russia. This element is formulated
within the discourse through a constructive strategy that primarily utilises toponyms for its
realisation, such as Poccus’ (Russia), ‘Poccutickas Pedepayus’ (the Russian Federation). The
linguistic means also include nouns that reinforce its sovereignty, for example ‘epanuuyvr’
(borders), ‘zocyoapcmeo’ and ‘cmpana’ (country), ‘cysepenumem’ (sovereignty). The
possessive pronoun ‘Haui/a’ (our) plays a significant role as well. It consistently modifies
almost all references to the national territory in the selected presidential speeches. Therefore,
it becomes ‘our territory’, ‘our land’ or ‘our country’.

In all of the analysed addresses, Putin consistently emphasises the threats to the state’s
integrity and sovereignty, which can be interpreted as a direct threat to the nation itself. The
perpetuation strategy emerges as the most effective means to ‘support and reproduce a
national identity perceived to be under threat’” (Wodak, Rheindorf 2022: 26). It is presented
linguistically through abstract nouns such as: ‘yeposa’ (threat), ‘onacnocmv’ (danger), a variety
of noun phrases with an adjective premodifier like ‘pynoamenmanvroie yeposn’ (fundamental
threats), ‘abcontomno Henpuemnemas ons Hac yepo3a’ (absolutely unacceptable thereat),
‘peanvHas yepo3a’(real threat), ‘gdepnvuii wanmax’ (nuclear blackmail) or ‘amomnas
kamacmpoga’ (nuclear disaster). Additionally, numerous verb phrases are employed to
present the threat to the country: ‘ocnabumo u paseanumov Poccuto’ (to weaken and break up
Russia), ‘pazdpobumv nauie 2ocydapcmeo’ (to divide our state).

NATO, America, the West, or the collective West are consistently constructed as the
source of these threats. In this case, the perpetuation strategy is implemented through the use
of three tropes: metaphor, personification, and metonymy:
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(1)  Heseposammo — He8epoAMHO, HO Pakm: HAM CHOBA Y2pOxcam Hemeukumu mankamu Leopard, na 6opmy

KOmopwvlx — Kpecmbut,..

However incredible, it is a fact — we are again being threatened with German Leopard tanks with crosses
on board. (02 February 2023)

Perpetuation is metaphorically realized through German Leopard tanks with crosses on
board, which symbolise the perceived military aggression. It evokes a strong historical
connotation to the terrors of the Great Patriotic War, when Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet
Union.The threat also emanates from America and Western countries/the West/Collective
West, which are personified linguistically through terms like ‘aepeccop’ (aggressor) and
‘xononuanucmot’ (colonialists). Metonymy is also employed to represent the aforementioned
organization and regions as threats to the national identity through political regimes of
dominance which are assumed to exist there (political regime for country): ‘eecemonus’
(hegemony), ‘Ouxmamypa’ (dictatorship), and ‘decnomusm’ (despotism).

A legitimization strategy — a specific type of perpetuation — is also utilised in the
discursive construction of this nation-state element. The realisation of this strategy relies on a
simple scheme of argumentation: ‘if there are specific dangers and threats, one should do
something against them’ (Wodak 2006: 75). This framing justifies the military attack on a
neighbouring country as an act of self-defence, deemed inevitable:

2) Poccust dana ynpexoarowuti omnop azpeccuu. Imo Ovino BuiHYyHOeHHOe, cB0eBpeMeHHOe U eOUHCINBEHHO

npasuivHoe peuieHue.

Russia launched a pre-emptive strike at the aggression. It was forced, timely and the only correct decision.
(09 May 2022)

The linguistic resources employed to establish the legitimacy of this attack are attributive
adjectives such as ‘ynpexcoarowuii’ (preventive), ‘svinyscoennwiti’ (forced), ‘Heomnoxmcnwviti’
(urgent), ‘HeusbexmHwuii’ (inevitable), ‘ceoespemennuiii’ (timely) as well as adjective phrases like
‘abconmomno Heobxodumviii’ (absolutely necessary), ‘edurcmeenrno o3moxHoiii’ (the only
possible), ‘eouncmeenno npasunvroe’ (the only correct). These are most commonly used in
combinations with euphemisms presenting the military offensive as 3awjuma’ (defence),
‘pewierue’ (decision), ‘camozawsuma’ (self-defence), ‘waeu’ (measures/steps), and related
expressions.

The threat to the country, and consequently, to the nation, purportedly emanating from
the policy of the collective West towards Ukraine, perceived as directed against Russia, is
consistently intensified in Putin’s speeches. This is where we can observe the efficiency of the
intensification strategy realised through hyperbole: ‘to modify illocutionary force of utterance
in respect of their epistemic or denoting status’ (Reisigl, Wodak 2016: 44).

(3) A 0715 Hawleli cCMPAaHbL — 30 8 UMoze BONPOC HUSHU U CMEPIMU, 80NPOC HAUIE20 UCOPUHECK020 BYOYUlee0
Kak Hapoda. VI smo He npeysenuueHue — 3o max U ecmv. MO PeanvHAsL yepo3a He NPocmo HAUWUM
unmepecam, a CAMOMY CYULeC808aHUI0 HAUIE20 20CYOAPCINEBA, €20 Cy8epeHUumemy.

For our country it’s a matter of life and death, a matter of our historical future as a nation. This is not an

exaggeration. It’s not only a very real threat to our interests but to the very existence of our state and its
sovereignty. (24 February 2022)
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Other components of the nation-state revealed in the analysed speeches encompass the
subjects of the Russian Federation or their people, including those considered ‘newly-
attached’. These elements are presented through toponyms: Ylyeanckas Hapoonas
Pecnybnuxa’ (Lugansk People’s Republics), ‘Joneukas Hapoouas Pecnybnuxa’ (Donetsk
People’s Republic), ‘3anopoxcxas u Xepcouckas obnacmu’ (Zaporozhye and Kherson
regions), Kpvim’ (Crimea). The unequivocal ownership of the territories and people living
there by deictic usage the modifier ‘Haw/u’ (our) is systematically emphasized in the analysed
speeches:

(4)  Xouy, umobvl meHs ycnviumanu Kuesckue 614CMU U UX pednbHule X03feéd Ha 3anade, umobvl 3mo
3anomHunu ece: aw0ou, wusyuiue 6 JIyearcke u Jloneuxe, Xepcone u 3anoposcve, CraHo8AMca HAUUMY

epaxc0anamu Hascezoaq.
I want the Kiev authorities and their true handlers in the West to hear me now, and I want everyone to

remember this: the people living in Lugansk and Donetsk, in Kherson and Zaporozhye have become our
citizens, forever. (30 September 2022)

Given the perceived threat to the country, the military inevitably emerges as another
prominent discursive topic. The army is particularly praised and admired in Putin’s speeches
delivered a day before and on Defender of the Fatherland Day. A nomination strategy is
employed to construct this element, named as militarisation in Van Leeuwen’s classification
of social actors (van Leeuwen 1996: 38-41). It is implemented through a wide array of military
vocabulary: ‘conoamor u opuyepvr Boopysménnvix cun Poccuu’ (soldiers and officers of Russia’s
armed forces), ‘Boopysénnuvie cunvt Poccuu’ (Russian armed forces), ‘condamovt u oguyepor’
(soldiers and officers), ‘0o6posonvypt’ (volunteers), ‘sourckue uacmu Joneykoti u /lyearckoti
HapooHvix pecnybnuxk’ (military units of the Donetsk and Lugansk people’s republics) and
similar items.

Transformation strategy is also actively employed with the ‘aim to transform a relatively
well-established national identity and its components into another identity the contours of
which the speaker has already conceptualised” (Wodak 2009: 33). Thus, the army becomes
more than a conventional military force. It embodies a unified collective of courageous and
committed sons and brothers:

(5) M nyuwum nodmeepicoenuem momy AAAEMCA Mo, KAK 601010M, KAk 0elicmeyiom HAuwU pebama 6 xode
aMOti B0eHHOLL ONePaAYUU: NIEHOM K NIleHy, noMOo2alom, noodepiusarom opyz 0pyaa, a eciu HAoo, Mo Kax
P00H020 6pama npuKpwLeaO C60UM enoM O NyIu HA Nose 605.

The best evidence of this is how our fellows are fighting and acting in this operation: shoulder to shoulder,
helping and supporting each other. If they have to, they will cover each other with their bodies to protect
their comrade from a bullet in the battlefield, as they would to save their brother. (18 March 2022)

In these examples, a strong emphasis is placed on intra-national unity and solidarity
through kinship nouns. It is also another instance of metaphor when soldiers are presented as
brothers to each other. Moreover, the Russian noun ‘(nHawu) pe6ssma’ does not exactly mean
‘(our) fellows’ as suggested in the official translation. This informal term is commonly used in
everyday conversations when addressing a group of people in a friendly or familiar context,
typically children. The familial terms aim to create an emotional bond - a sense of closeness,
care, and personal connection - that extends beyond the soldiers’ roles as military personnel.
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4.2.2. Cultural and social elements

The other category of national themes encompasses more abstract notions of
father/motherland, religion, cultural heritage, national societal norms, values and traditions.
Homeland seems to be the most strongly foregrounded element in the analysed data. It is ‘our’
special place, sacred and essential. It serves as a powerful symbol, representing not just
geographical territory but a deeply emotional and cultural connection to the collective identity
of the nation.

The Russian language has several synonyms for the word that signifies homeland, some of
which are present in the analysed data. Thus, in one of Putin’s speeches, it is our ‘Fatherland’,
which is equated to our Father in Heaven and then to Father. These words in Russian share a
common root. Consequently, the predication strategy elevates the homeland’s status to that of
a divine entity and then to father, effectively presenting this abstract concept into something
deserving of any sacrifice:

(6) Mot scmpeuaemcs ¢ 6amu 6 npeddsepuu Jus sausumnuxa Omevecmea. B smom cnosocouemanuu, 6 amux
C7108aX eCMb UMO-MO MOUHOe, 02pOMHOe, S Obl MAK cKA3d, Mucmuyeckoe u ceésmoe. Hedapom oona u3

CamblxX U3BeCMHBIX MONUME HauuHaemcs co cn108 «Omue HAW»: «0omue» — omeu, U 8 IMOM eCb 4o-mo

0UeHb O7IU3KOe KAHOOMY Henosexy.

We are having this meeting on the eve of Defender of the Fatherland Day. This phrase, these words have
something powerful, enormous, I would even say mystical and sacred in them. No wonder one of the
most popular prayers begins with the words ‘Our Father’. ‘Father’ is a word that conveys something very

close to every person.’ (22 February 2023)

This predication is substantiated by personification - a type of metaphor which ‘plays a
decisive role in animating imagined ‘collective subjects’ — as, for example, ‘races’, ‘nations’ and
‘ethnicities. Their apparent concreteness and vividness often invites hearers or readers to
identify or to feel solidarity with the personified entity or against it’ (Reisigl, Wodak: 2001,
58). Thus, the father persuasively represents the fatherland as a ‘powerful’ parental figure
whose authority is absolute and unquestionable.

The same mechanism is observed in the subsequent abstract when referring to the
homeland as Motherland. Furthermore, it is ‘Poouna-mamv’, the term which translates word-
for-word to ‘Homeland-Mother’ (not reflected in the official translation):

(7) Mot 6edw eosopum mose u «Poduna-mamv». Peuv udém o cemve, petv UOEM 0 YEM-10 02POMHOM, MOULHOM

U 8 Mo e 8pems OIUIKOM cepouy Kax0020 uenogexa: smo u _Poduna, u cemva. A no 6omvuiomy cuémy
u Poouna - 3mo cembs: 6 Haulem cepoue 310 00HO U MO JHe.

After all, we also say ‘Motherland’. This is about a family, something huge and powerful and at the same
time close to everyone’s heart. It is the Motherland and the family. Ultimately, the Motherland is
the family and they mean the same for us in our hearts. (22 February 2023)

In this case, the predication strategy is also realised through personification, attributing
the traits and significance of a mother to the territory where people live. Putin again then
extends the personification to the family. This rhetorical device can be employed to reinforce
the concept of collective responsibility, duty, and sacrifice for the nation.
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Simultaneously, legitimation strategy is employed to construct a narrative wherein this
war is the defence of the homeland. It is legitimised through very similar lexical means to
those of the country:

(8) Obpawarocy ceiiwac « Hawum Boopyménnoim Cunam u k ononvenuam [onbacca. Bot cpaxaemeco
3a Poouny, 3a e€ 6yoyuee,..
Cez00ns1 8vL 3aujuujaeme mo, 3a 4MO CPANCANUCH OMUbL U 0edbl, NPadedvl. [T HUX BbICUAUM CMBICTIOM
HU3HU 6ce20a Obinuy brazononyyue u 6esonacrHocme PooumbL.

I am addressing our Armed Forces and Donbass militia. You are fighting for our Motherland, its future...

You are defending today what your fathers, grandfathers and great-grandfathers fought for. The wellbeing
and security of their Motherland was their top priority in life. (09 May 2022)

History is another element of the national collective. It is constructed in the discourse
through a legitimation strategy which finds its expression in the argumentation scheme
‘history teaching lessons’ (Wodal et.al. 2009: 205-207). According to Reisigl, this
argumentative scheme can be described as follows: ‘because history teaches that specific
actions have specific consequences, one should perform or omit a specific action in a specific
situation (allegedly) comparable with the historical example referred to’ (Reisigl, Wodak 2001:
80). To put it simply: history taught us a lesson and we learnt the lesson well. Thus, in his
speeches, Putin often refers to the Great Patriotic War (1941-1945), claiming, for example:

(9) Mot xopouwio sHaem u3 ucmopuu, kax 6 40-m 200y u 8 Hauane 41-e0 200a npowinoeo eexa Cosemckuii Coro3

BCAUECKU CTMPEMUIICS NPe0OMBPAMUMb WU XOMS Obl OMMAHYMb HAYATI0 80UHbL. [I/Is1 91020 8 MOM HUCTe
cmapancsi 6yKkeanvHo 00 Nocne0Hez0 He NPOBOUUPOBAMb NOMEHUUANLHO20 Azpeccopa, He OCYulectnesis
Unu OmMKNA0bIeAn cambie HeoOxooumble, O4eUOHble Oelicmeus OnA 1N0020MMO0BKU K OMPANEHU
Heus0enHo20 HAnaleHus. A me wiazu, KOmopvie 6CE xe ObulU 6 KOHUE KOHU08 NPeONpUHAMbL, YiHe
kamacmpopuuecku 3anozoany. (...) Bmopoii pas mvi maxoii owubku He 00nycmum, He umeem npasa.
If history is any guide, we know that in 1940 and early 1941 the Soviet Union went to great lengths to
prevent war or at least delay its outbreak. To this end, the USSR sought not to provoke the potential
aggressor until the very end by refraining or postponing the most urgent and obvious preparations it had
to make to defend itself from an imminent attack. When it finally acted, it was too late. (...) We will not
make this mistake the second time. We have no right to do so. (24 February 2022)

The same argumentation scheme applies to the collapse of the Soviet Union, with the
‘Collective West’ blamed for its downfall, and to the Chechen crisis of 1998-2009, where the
West was similarly accused of supporting terrorist groups in Chechnya.

In the analysed data, a prominent focal point emerges concerning the emphasis on
values - ‘atomic/decomposable building blocks of the evaluations that are involved in social
opinions, as attributes that are predicated of any socially relevant object (people, events,
actions, situations, etc.): truth, equality, happiness, and so on’ (van Dijk 1998: 74-75). The
discursive construction of this element of national identity revolves around positive self-
presentation. Predication, in this case, is the fundamental process of ascribing qualities that
make everything that is ‘ours’ seem better, more worthy, deserving more, and superior to what
is ‘theirs’
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(10)  Za, cobcmeento, u 00 nocnedHezo 6peMeHU He NPeKPAUANIUCL NONBIMKU UCHONIb306AMb HAC 6 CBOUX
uxmepecax, paspywiumo HAUWU MPAOUUUOHHbIE UEHHOCIU U HABA3AMb HAM C60U NCeB00UEHHOCHU,

Komopovle pazvedanu Obi HAC, HAWL HAPOO USHYMPU, Me YCIMAHOBKU, KOMOpble OHU yie AzPeccieHo
HACANOAIM 6 C60UX CMPAHAX U KOMOpble NPAMO 6edym K 0ezpadayuu U 6biPOHOeHUI0, NOCKOTLKY
npomusopeuam camoii npupooe Henosexa.

They sought to destroy our traditional values and force on us their false values that would erode us, our
people from within, the attitudes they have been aggressively imposing on their countries, attitudes that
are directly leading to degradation and degeneration, because they are contrary to human nature. (24
February 2022)

This quote marks the initial mention of values in Putin’s war speeches. It was crucial to
label our values as ‘traditional’ and theirs as ‘false’ at the very beginning. The linguistic means
of realisation of positive traits include adjectives ‘mpaduyuonnwvie’ (traditional), ‘vicoxue’
(high), ‘eenukue npascmeennvie’ (great moral). This rhetoric persists throughout the course of
the war, where ‘traditional’ primarily refers to the gender composition of a family, with a
father being male and a mother being female. It also aligns with an anti-LGBTQ+ predication,
which prevails in the current political discourse in Russia. However, ‘traditional’ values extend
beyond gender roles to encompass such ‘atomic building blocks’ as, for example, solidarity
and the unity of society, loyalty, as well as compassion, truth, fairness, professionalism,
courage, love for the homeland, human rights and freedoms, humanity, mercy
and compassion. For example, these values were exemplified in a speech delivered just a few
hours after the declaration of mobilization:

(11) Omo eepHocmb npasde U cNpaseonUOCMY, ysaxieHue K cemve, 110606b K 0etnAM, MO NPOUHASL OCHOBA

MPAOUUUOHHBIX UEHHOCMeL, MAKUX KAK Musocepoue, cocmpadanue U 63auUMOBLIPYUKA, 20MOBHOCMb
006usamocs 671a20NONYUUS He 0Nt ceOS 00HO020, a OnisL 8cex, OnsL 8cell cmpavl, 0ng éceil Poccuu u neped
JIUUOM 06U4eti Yepo3vl 6CMasamy emecte, CneHoli — «3a Opyau c60s», 3a Omeuecmso.
These values embrace loyalty to truth and justice, respect for the family, love for children, a solid
foundation of traditional values such as mercifulness, compassion and mutual assistance, and the desire to
make life good not just for yourself but for everyone, for the entire country, for all of Russia and, in the
face of a common threat, to stand together as one “for one’s own friends” and for the Fatherland. (21
September 2022, 18:00).

These elements, combined with the state-based ones, form a multifaceted depiction of the
nation. The identified discursive tools amplify the significance of national attributes, fostering
a narrative that aligns with consolidation, unity, and a collective sense of identity.

5. Conclusion

The paper focused on the discursive mechanisms at play in shaping national identity within
the context of war-related political discourse in the Russian public sphere. It identified the
thematic foundations of Russian national identity and revealed the key discursive strategies
employed, along with their linguistic manifestation in the analysed data. The scope of topics
related to the Russian nation is extensive, covering various aspects. On one hand, it includes
state-related elements such as territory and the perceived threats to it, which are particularly
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significant in the context of the ongoing war. On the other hand, there are more abstract
cultural and social elements, such as homeland, values, traditions, and others.

The discursive construction of the national territory relies on a constructive strategy,
primarily manifested through various referential means, notably toponyms. The same
strategic and linguistic means are employed to present the subjects of the Russian Federation,
including those that are ‘newly-attached’. The construction of the state’s territory also
oscillates between perpetuation and legitimation strategies which are prevalent in the
discourse. Together, they contribute to perpetuating a sense of threat to the borders,
sovereignty, and integrity of the country, while also fostering the urge to protect it.
Perpetuation highlights the threat to the state and, hence, to the nation, using nouns and noun
phrases to convey abstract and concrete dangers. Additionally, this strategy produces the
source of these threats through a range metaphors, personifications, and metonymies. The
legitimation strategy, in its turn, serves to justify the military conflict initiated by the
government as an ‘inevitable’ and ‘timely’ response aimed at defending the country. The
significance of the military is emphasised in the analysed discourse through a transformation
strategy, portraying Russian soldiers as ‘our sons and brothers’ fighting to protect the
threatened nation.

The analysis has revealed numerous cultural and social elements forming a nation. These
include, among others, homeland, national history, and values. The construal of the abstract
notion of homeland relies on the predication strategy, attributing to it the status of both
mother and father, and also elevating it to a sacred and divine entity, likened to ‘our Father in
Heaven’. These equations are realised through personifications. The legitimation strategy is
actively employed to create a threat to the homeland, delivering a potent message that
rationalises military intervention and encourages people to safeguard that which is most dear.
National history is also discursively constructed to legitimise the war through an
argumentation scheme ‘history teaching lessons’ (Reisigl, Wodak 2000, 80). Putin draws upon
historical events like the Great Patriotic War, the dissolution of the Soviet Union, or the
Chechen crisis to frame the military attack as an act of self-defence to avoid consequences
well-known from the country’s history.

Another element discursively construed as imperilled is ‘values’. From his very first
address, Putin draws a clear distinction between ‘our’ traditional values and ‘their’ false ones,
portraying ‘our’ traditional values as threatened by ‘theirs’. Predication in this case is
employed through descriptive adjectives as well as comparative structures.

Both groups’ components are organized within the discourse to convincingly
demonstrate how much the nation is threatened, thereby encouraging its defence by
portraying the military attack as an inevitable and provoked means of protecting everything
dear to us - the Russian nation. This effect is achieved through the utilisation of discursive
strategies that create, perpetuate, transform, predicate, mitigate, or intensify various facets of
national identity. The realisation and impact of these strategies will be further explored in
subsequent stages of this study, delving into media discourse analysis as well as investigation
of a more subjective perspective from individuals residing in Russia.
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