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Abstract 

This study examines how identity is expressed in the Russian government rhetoric 

through a narrative analysis, focusing on statements given during March 2014, by 

President Vladimir Putin and Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov. The 

central themes of interest are region, religion, race/ethnicity and language, which 

are discussed in relation to the societal themes patriotism, security, siege and 

delegitimization. The main findings are that race/ethnicity is the most prevalent 

theme, used in the implementation of beliefs about security, while also 

delegitimization is a common element associated with security of ethnic groups. 

Religion is not a frequently used theme and region is often overlapping with 

ethnicity while also being related to a security context. Further findings are that 

human rights, often connected to ethnic groups, are emphasized in relation to 

security and that the central purpose appears to be to defend the Russian military 

actions. Inconsistencies regarding the geopolitical claim to Crimea are found in 

the information given in the press conference and speech by President Vladimir 

Putin. 
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1 Introduction 

 

The demonstrations that started in Kiev, Ukraine, in late 2013, due to President 

Viktor Yanukovich’s rejection of a trade deal with the European Union, soon 

escalated into a crisis. On February 22, President Yanukovich was replaced by 

new authorities. One of the parties in the new government is Svoboda, 

characterized by a racist and anti-Semitic ideology, according to the European 

Union. The new policy in Kiev suggested a ban of the Russian language and other 

minority languages to be used locally which caused fear of a similar development 

in Crimea (The Nation 2014, p. 4). A referendum was held in Crimea, where the 

population voted in favor of becoming a part of the Russian Federation. The 

referendum is considered illegitimate by the United Nations General Assembly 

(GA/11493, 2014). The annexation of Crimea was carried out despite of this, 

leading to international criticism (Krever 2014). 

The Russian military operation has caused the international community to 

discuss what this indicates for international politics. The Swedish Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Carl Bildt, gave his thoughts on the situation and said that the 

claims on Crimea are only the tip of the ice berg, and that Russia is actually 

interested in the entire Ukraine (Krever 2014). Andrei Tsygankov (2014, p. 21) is 

highlighting the fact that there’s disagreement about the international motives of 

Russia. According to some, there’s no Russian threat towards the West, while 

others claim that Russia is characterized by expansionism and have a lack of 

respect regarding international law (Tsygankov 2014, p. 21). Bo Petersson argues 

that a kind of a Sovjet Union mentality stays with the older generations of 

politicians (Petersson 2001, p. 4). 

According to Richard Sakwa, Russia’s place in the hegemonic international 

system has been problematic at certain times in history, a tendency which can be 

seen today as well. He points out that there is a tension left regarding Russia and 

international political actors, not so much due to Russian motives or ideas about 

the worlds political system like at earlier points, but instead a struggle to agree 

about geopolitics and identity representation. Sakwa also highlights Russia’s 

claim to a more equal relationship with western powers (Sakwa 2011, p. 957). 

With this in mind, the Russian claim to Crimea is interesting to analyze from an 

identity perspective, since these claims are subject to international criticism and 

the fact that Russia is threatened with sanctions (Krever 2014). 
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1.1 Research question 

It is important to study identity in the context of geopolitical claims, since it can 

give some valuable insight into a conflict and help us understand what it is really 

about. The research question of this study is the following:  

 How is identity expressed in the Russian rhetoric in the claims on Crimea? 

 

The central purpose of this study is to enhance the understanding of the political 

process and make an early contribution to the field of peace and conflict studies 

on the issue of Crimea. Hopefully, this study can serve as a foundational basis for 

further research on the Crimean crisis. This essay refrains from doing an analysis 

of the motives of the Russian government, since it’s a highly subjective form of 

interpretation. Instead, what is of interest is how identity is being mobilized in the 

rhetoric. 

Identity is a broad concept and can seem confusing to apply in practice. When 

examining identity expressions in the Russian rhetoric, several themes needs to be 

included in the analysis. In the present study Sandra Joireman’s (2003) identity 

concept, consisting of region, religion, race and language, is discussed in relation 

to how they are being used in various societal contexts which will be clarified in 

the theoretical section. 

Crimea is shared by many different ethnic groups. 64 % are ethnic Russians, 

the Ukrainians make up 23 %, and the remaining percentage consists of Crimean 

Tatars, Belorussians, Armenians, Greeks, Germans and Jews, among others 

(Korostelina 2008, p. 82-83). An emphasis on ethnicity could hardly be 

considered unexpected in the claim to this region when this theme is such a 

relevant factor. 

In her study on identity in several of the republics of Russia and Ukraine, 

Karina Korostelina emphasizes that the population in newly formed states often 

become citizens simply due to the fact that they are living within its regional 

borders (Korostelina 2008, p. 80). If the Russian government is using ethnical and 

regional identity in their claim to Crimea it could indicate that a greater 

importance is ascribed to citizenship and ethnic background from a Russian 

perspective, than it would otherwise be given. More specifically, the relevance for 

this present study is that there is a benefit in using ethnicity in political rhetoric. 

Previous research shows that in Crimea, the desire for independence is strong 

(Korostelina 2008, p. 88), which I find important to point out in relation to the 

Russian claim. 
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2 Method 

 

To encounter the research problem a case study of the Russian rhetoric is 

appropriate, and a narrative analysis is helpful to capture aspects of interest in the 

rhetoric. A narrative can be defined as a story or description of a happening 

(Robertson 2005, p. 229). There are six parts of a narrative and the analysis can be 

derived through these stages. The five of them belong in the first category histoire 

and the last one in the category discourse. The first step is to write an abstract, in 

which a summary is made of the narratives. This is however not a necessary first 

step.  

An analysis can also begin with an orientation, meaning that the time, 

situation and participants are clarified. The next step is to describe a complicating 

plot, in other words to explain how the narrative changes from a state of balance 

into one of imbalance. This is followed by a dissolution, which describes what the 

complicating plot resulted in. The last part of the category is a coda, where the 

narrative is going back to present time. The next category features the last one of 

the stages, which is an evaluation that focuses on how the participant in the 

narrative evaluates the story or the happening. This improves the analyst’s 

understanding of the meaning in what was presented (Robertson 2005, p. 230). To 

be more precise, this means that it is the main participant in the narrative giving 

his or her thoughts on what is presented (Robertson 2005, p. 250). An example of 

this could be the speaker saying that what happened in Ukraine was illegitimate, 

unacceptable or tragic.  

The processing of these analytical stages gives a foundation from which it is 

possible to discuss how identity mobilization is being done. For it to be possible 

to conduct a narrative analysis it is important to clarify what exactly we are 

looking for in the material that could be of interest for the research. Therefore, an 

operationalization of central concepts is made in the theoretical section. 

In this case, a disadvantage with studying government rhetoric by doing a 

narrative analysis on text material is that we miss out on the visual and audio 

aspects. In other words the analyst can’t include impressions from how the 

speaker is talking or the facial expressions and gestures that might be crucial for 

doing the material justice. On the other hand, this study emphasizes the way the 

speakers are using identity related themes, which means that visual and audio 

aspects don’t have the possibility to influence the outcome in any notable way. 

Narratives can be read and processed in several ways (Johansson 2005, p. 288) 

and in this study the material is encountered with a focus on the whole picture and 

its content, rather than a focus on form or the combination of content and form. In 

the first stage of this process the analyst gets to know the material better through 

several open-minded readings, which enables the analyst to see a pattern in the 
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text. The next step is to put down the first impressions and thoughts in words. Are 

there any deviations or exceptions in the text? It is important to capture not only 

the clear and concrete content, but also content that doesn’t harmonize with the 

material as a whole. The third step is to decide which themes are of interest and 

should be focused on.  

There is a possibility that something is obviously left unsaid in the material, 

which could be done for a reason and therefore be of importance. The decided 

themes needs to be read repeated times so that the context can be recognized. The 

last step of the process is when the analyst’s writes his or her thoughts on and 

conclusions about the material (Johansson 2005, p. 291). What is different in the 

present case study is that, since identity is the main theme meant to be captured, 

the themes are already decided beforehand. In the following section, these themes 

will be presented. 
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3 Theory 

3.1 Instrumentalism and identity themes 

The first part of the theoretical basis of the present study consists of the 

instrumentalist approach and is followed by social constructivism, with a more 

specific orientation in Daniel Bar-Tal’s ideas about societal beliefs. Identity is the 

most important concept in this study and, according to Sandra Joireman, we think 

of identity in relation to several categories (Joireman 2003, p. 2). She highlights 

four categories as important identity markers, which are also of importance in the 

analysis of this study. 

The first one of these categories is region, more specifically the country we 

come from or where we hold a citizenship (Joireman 2003, p. 2). Joireman claims 

that the psychological attachment a person has to a country is of greater relevance 

than the person’s physical location when it comes to the perception of one’s 

regional identity (2003, p. 3). What is of interest in the analysis is how region as 

an identity determiner is being associated with societal elements, such as security, 

and how region can be emphasized in relation to geopolitics. 

The second category of Joireman’s identity markers is religion, since it’s 

important for providing feelings of belonging (Joireman 2003, p. 3).  

Race is another identity marker and according to Joireman, ethnic identity can 

be signaled in several ways (2003, p. 4). But it’s the distinction of ethnic groups 

and the social construction of race that is of relevance for this study, since the 

understanding of what race or ethnic identity really is depends on our common 

understanding of it rather than race being a scientific fact (Joireman 2003, p. 4). 

The race theme can also be thought of us as ethnic origin in this study, since the 

distinction of ethnic groups by labels such as Ukrainians or Russians is the 

relevant issue. 

The last one of Joireman’s identity categories is language. There is a 

possibility for language to work as a divider and also definer of cultural and 

ethnical groups (Joireman 2003, p. 6), which is the central aspect of how the focus 

on language in political rhetoric is of interest in this study. 

According to Tsygankov the social context has to be accounted for in 

international policy. He means that international actors are shaped by this social 

context but that the actors still have a choice in their policy making (2014, p. 20). 

This social context is considered in the aim of this study, and the theoretical 

approach highlights identity as a social construction. Joireman points out that 

social constructivism has been criticized because of its lack of focus on the 

political motives of groups (2003, p. 68). With this critic in mind, the 
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instrumentalist theory has a complementary function in this essay, considering 

how one of the arguments is that ethnic identity, and closely related nationalism, 

can be used as a tool for political gains (Joireman 2003, p. 36).   

The approach is useful for the aim of the study, since it can help to understand 

how the Russian government can mobilize identity in its rhetoric. There might be 

an emphasis on ethnical identity whenever it is perceived that the possible gain is 

bigger than the expected cost (Joireman 2003, p. 40).  

Advocates of instrumentalism highlight how the importance of ethnic identity 

fluctuates depending on the situation or on the government’s impact on public 

opinion. Therefore identity is not a given, but should be considered as something 

changing from time to time (Joireman 2003, p. 37). If it wasn’t for the political 

goals of groups, they wouldn’t have been formed to begin with (Joirman 2003, p. 

41). But it should be mentioned that instrumentalism has been criticized for not 

accounting for groups that seem to exist independently from political goals. Some 

groups might value the part of simply belonging to an ethnic group, without 

gaining something on it, which the instrumentalist approach fails to explain 

(Joireman 2003, p. 51). Further, this theoretical perspective also struggles with 

explaining why some ethnic groups with a long history of persistence considering 

how the social context of their ethnic group has changed and how it has not 

always been positive to identify with the group (Joireman 2003, p. 52). But in 

spite of this criticism, the relevance of the theory here is that instrumentalism 

offers insight into how identity mobilization in the present case could gain from 

using ethnicity and other identity markers as tools for a political purpose. 

3.2 Societal beliefs 

In his work on societal beliefs, Bar-Tal (2000) highlights four central concepts 

that are of importance for the analysis of this essay. These four concepts are 

patriotism, security, siege and delegitimization. 

Patriotism can be described as an element that provides society members with 

feelings of belonging and devotion to a society and is a very common 

phenomenon (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 73). In fact, patriotism can be considered a societal 

norm with some variation in degree between countries (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 75). 

Societies usually implement patriotic beliefs in the population through cultural, 

social and political processes and the individual’s membership in a community 

creates a connection that is an important foundation for patriotism (Bar-Tal 2000, 

p. 73). Patriotism relates to feelings of national pride and a love of the country one 

lives in (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 74). Therefore the analysis of this study captures 

national pride as a part of the patriotic theme. Concern about the country as well 

as devotion and loyalty are other aspects that fall into this category and in many 

cases these feelings result in action thought of as sacrifice (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 75).  

Security is the second theme and emphasizes the societal priority of security 

after experiencing insecurity. Bar-Tal highlights how security becomes a more 

important element as a result from intergroup conflict, when the people of a 
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society have a common encounter with a threatening situation (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 

87). Implementing security beliefs in the population is an important step in 

mobilization, since it encourages society members to make an effort in enhancing 

security (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 89).  

The third one of Bar-Tal’s themes is siege, which means that the society 

members who perceive their society to be under siege believes that the world 

around them has hostile intentions towards their society (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 101). 

He refers to this perception as a siege mentality that affects the behavior and 

policy of a society’s leaders (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 102). 

The siege theme might seem complicated in relation to the case in this study, 

since the rhetoric being analyzed is not from the actor under siege. Although the 

possibility for Russia to use siege as a theme is highly relevant since it could 

indicate what is perceived as necessary actions from a Russian perspective. In 

other words it can tell us something about how Russia might perceive the 

population in Crimea to be threatened by hostile intentions and therefore see a 

military operation as necessary. Bar-Tal points out that a siege mentality affects 

the way people see the world. More specifically they tend to define the world in 

less complex terms when they receive threatening information (2000, p. 112). 

This has been suggested to be a result from the human need for closure in stressful 

or uncertain situations.  

Siege beliefs are said to provide this type of closure and simplify a situation 

which makes people adopt these kinds of beliefs easier (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 113). 

The behavior and policy of leaders that is interesting in this case is the Russian 

one, and can be related to Russia’s relationship to the rest of the world and with 

international politics. The concrete way this theme, which is quite similar to the 

theme of security, will be applied in the analysis is through capturing in what 

fashion the speakers are highlighting the aspect of hostility or negative intentions, 

for example in relation to expressing the perceived importance of a Russian 

military presence or in association to relationships with outside states. 

The fourth one of Bar-Tal’s themes is delegitimization and it refers to the way 

people in a society think of other societies in stereotypical terms as a way of 

delegitimizing them (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 121). There are five categories of 

delegitimization and these elements of stereotyping are all relevant for the 

capturing of this theme in the narrative analysis.  

The first one is dehumanization, in which people from other societies are seen 

as either an inferior kind or even referred to as animals, or are likened to demons 

or monsters. Another form of delegitimization is called outcasting, meaning that a 

society is referred to with stigmatizing labels such as mental disorders or other 

forms of labels that are deviating from the social norm, such as criminals. The 

third category is called trait characterization, meaning that the population of the 

other society is referred to as having negative personality traits, for example by 

the delegitimizing society calling them idiots (Bar-Tal 2000, p. 122). The use of 

political labels is another way of delegitimizing and has to do with the basic 

values in a society. The labels often reflect on the feelings of these values being 

threatened. Communists and capitalists are common examples of this (Bar-Tal 

2000, p. 123). The last category is group comparison and can be very different 
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depending on the culture or the historical experiences in a society. Certain words 

represent evil to one society, but not to another. Bar-Tal uses ‘Zionist’ as an 

example of this and points to how differently it is valued in Iran and Israel (Bar-

Tal 2000, p. 123).  

The capturing of these five categories in the analysis makes the 

delegitimization theme broader and therefore gives a more detailed study of the 

narrative. Joireman’s identity themes will be discussed in relation to the relevant 

themes of Bar-Tal’s theory, depending on which ones can be found in the 

material. 
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4 Material 

The data used in this study is derived from the Russian government website The 

Kremlin and The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation. The 

narrative analysis is conducted on two speeches by Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Sergey Lavrov, of which one speech also contains a session of questions and 

answers, one speech and one press conference given by President Vladimir Putin 

and during March 2014, in total four separate pieces of text material, each one 

with variation in situation and context. . It could be interesting to collect data from 

a longer period of time to compare statements made early in the conflict with 

more recent ones, but due to the time limit and size of this study, the data 

collected is restricted to statements from a period of one month. 

The fact that the Crimea crisis is an ongoing conflict at the time of this study 

brings limitations regarding the period from which the material can be derived, 

but with consideration to when the claims to Crimea are being made, the period of 

March 2014 can be argued to be of most importance for the aim of this study. 

There are also limits to what kind of material is useful and appropriate for the 

methodology, since longer speeches or press conferences, rather than shorter 

statements made in the media, are more beneficial for a narrative analysis. This is 

because the context of the statement is of important for carrying out the analysis 

correctly. 
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5 Analysis 

The following analysis is divided into the relevant stages and done in 

chronological order starting with the speech given by the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, Sergey Lavrov, on March 3, 2014. Each section goes through the most 

relevant stages of a narrative analysis, which means that a stage can be rejected if 

it can’t be done for practical reasons. The processing of the different stages is 

followed by a section of comments on how Joireman’s identity themes and Bar-

Tal’s themes regarding societal beliefs are interconnected, and other relevant 

aspects of the narratives. In this case study, the abstract, where the narratives are 

usually summarized, is rejected due to the fact that there is only one narrative of 

significance for the analysis in each part of the included material. The questions in 

the press conference are therefore not included, unless they are relevant to clarify 

the context. 

Further, I would like to stress that each narrative section is a presentation of 

the main participant’s view, and not an evaluation done by me as an analyst, 

interpreting the situation. My comments to the narrative analysis will follow these 

narrative stages. 

 

 

 

 

5.1 Sergey Lavrov (2014:1), March 3, at the 

United Nations Human Rights Council, Geneva 

5.1.1 Orientation: Time, participants and situation 

The Minister of Foreign Affairs holds a speech at the high-level segment of the 

25
th

 session of the United Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva, on March 3, 

2014. The Minister is addressing human rights issues related to the situation in the 

eastern and southern parts of Ukraine. 
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5.1.2 Complicating plot: Change from balance to 

imbalance 

The situation in Ukraine started with anti-government demonstrations that turned 

aggressive as a result from the participants being encouraged by what is referred 

to as Russian partners. These aggressions included occupations and arsons of 

administrative buildings, attacks against the police and weapon plundering among 

other things. The occupiers of Kiev and several cities in the west of Ukraine were 

armed national radicals, displaying extremist, anti-Russian and anti-Semitic 

propaganda. 

5.1.3 Dissolution: Result of imbalance 

 

The riots lead to an agreement on the 21
st
 of February between the President of 

Ukraine and the opposition, also signed by the foreign ministers of Germany, 

Poland and France. Although, the opposition has not laid down arms, the 

occupation of streets and buildings has not ended and entire cities remain under 

control by radicals. Human rights are being threatened by restrictions against 

language minorities. There are ideas about restrictions or punishment of the use of 

Russian, prohibitions of unwanted political parties and organization of lustration. 

In Crimea, the population feared a similar development and formed self-defense 

units. The Crimean authorities turned to Russia for help to pacify the situation, 

which resulted in the President’s allowance of military forces in Ukraine. 

5.1.4 Coda: Back to present 

 

The ones who perceive the Russian actions as aggression are the same ones who 

encouraged the political forces at the start of the situation and they are making it 

difficult to have a dialogue at the same time as they are ignoring the polarization 

of the Ukrainian community. The people of Ukraine must be prioritized over 

other, geopolitical interests and the agreement from the 21
st
 of February must be 

implemented. Cooperation, respectful dialogue and interstate trust are the basis for 

human rights progress. The generally recognized norms and principles in 

international law should be the guide lines for the promotion of human rights. One 

of the challenges of today is to fight the glorification of Nazis and the forces 

giving fuel to different kinds of intolerant expressions in society. 
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5.1.5 Evaluation: Transmission of message and meaning 

 

The Russian military action needs to be defended and it is important to emphasize 

Russia’s protection of human rights in this very urgent situation. Russia can be 

seen as a provider of security and a pacifying force in Crimea. It is important to 

understand and respect traditional values since these are a part of the protection of 

human rights. Personal interpretations of human rights are problematic since they 

risk provoking a conflict. 

5.1.6 Comments 

Regarding Joireman’s identity themes, Lavrov is connecting threats to security to 

language by referring to the alleged restrictions on using the Russian language as 

human rights violations. We can see that this is a clear connection made between 

security, specifically the threats against safety, and language as an ethnic identity 

marker. He also highlights ethnic groups in relation to security when he brings up 

that both Russians and the Russian-speaking population in Crimea are threatened 

by ultranationalists, which is also a use of labels, a form of delegitimization, 

which I will get back to further on in this comments section. 

The security theme is very frequent and is appearing in several forms. By 

accusing the Ukrainian authorities for not introducing a state of emergency, 

Lavrov frames the situation as in need of a security provider. He also emphasizes 

the way western actors are making it more difficult to maintain a dialogue and 

stresses that people should be a priority over geopolitics without specifying this 

further. This is interesting, since it could be interpreted as if Lavrov is framing the 

geopolitical issue as something brought up on the agenda by the international 

community, while switching the focus away from accusations of Russian 

expansionism in favor of the human rights problems. This way Russia comes forth 

as the good intentioned actor, reminding the international community about the 

importance of putting people first in a very alarming situation. 

Associations to patriotism are made a few times, in the way Lavrov refers to 

the Russian population in Crimea as compatriots and our nationals. It could be 

argued that a delegitimization is being done, since Lavrov refers to the 

demonstrators as ‘radicals’ instead of simply using the word demonstrators or 

protestors. The delegitimization of the demonstrators is interesting considering 

how it can enhance the contrast between the demonstrators and Russia, appearing 

as an authority or as a legitimate military agent. 

Lavrov is using labels when he describes the importance of fighting against 

intolerance, such as Nazism, in society. It is worth reminding about the fact that 

he is giving a speech in the Human Rights Council in Geneva, but the 

emphasizing of Nazis in relation to his earlier mentioning of “…armed national 

radicals, who used extremist, anti-Russian and anti-Semitic slogans” (Lavrov 

2014:1) is clearly a statement against the people responsible for the government 

takeover in Kiev. This use of labels is a form of delegitimization done in relation 
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to security. I would like to argue that this is, more specifically, an implementation 

of beliefs about the security of the Ukrainian population being threatened by 

people who represent the new authorities in the Ukrainian government. 

 

 

 

5.2 Vladimir Putin (2014:1), March 4, in Moscow 

 

5.2.1 Orientation: Time, participants and situation 

President Vladimir Putin answers questions from media representatives during a 

press conference on March 4, 2014. The focus of the press conference is the 

situation in Ukraine. The media representatives ask their questions first, allowing 

the President to answer afterwards and later discuss further questions of interest to 

the media representatives. 

5.2.2 Complicating plot: Change from balance to 

imbalance 

The agreement signed on February 21 between the opposition and Government 

stated that President Yanukovych is going to hand over the power to the 

opposition and agree to early elections, as well as to bringing back the 2004 

Constitution. The opposition did not follow the agreement, like President 

Yanukovych did, but instead they occupied the Government building and created 

a chaotic situation in Ukraine. This can only be understood as an armed takeover 

in the Ukrainian government. The development in the country is not surprising, 

considering how the people wanted change from the corruption and social 

stratification, and had become used to thieves running the country. 

5.2.3 Dissolution: Result of imbalance 

 

The new authorities are not legitimate and people in Crimea are worried about the 

same kind of development reaching their region. It has led to the creation of self-

defense units. Russia has officially been asked for help by the legitimate President 

and believes it to be a humanitarian, and therefore also a legitimate action to 
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protect the people. It is of national interest to Russia to provide security to the 

population of Crimea. The expression of this motive has led to the west 

threatening Russia with sanctions. 

5.2.4 Coda: Back to present 

Russia does not consider the possibility of Crimea becoming a part of Russia. 

Safety and freedom of will make up the important foundation for a population to 

be able to decide the future of their country. 

Russia is not concerned about the possibility of an outbreak of war because 

there is no motive to fight with the people of Ukraine. 

5.2.5 Evaluation: Transmission of message and meaning 

 

There is only one way to understand what happened in Ukraine and that is to call 

it an anti-constitutional takeover. The focus of Russia’s response to the situation is 

on the people and their security. 

5.2.6 Comments 

Self-defense units can be linked to the siege theme. Considering how Putin frames 

the Crimean population’s response to the situation in Kiev, the creating of units to 

fight the same kind of development in Crimea, can be understood as the result of 

something similar to a siege mentality. Like mentioned in the theoretical section, 

the siege mentality means that the population believes that hostile intentions are 

directed towards their society, a belief which can be suggested to be implemented 

here. 

Security is one of the most dominating themes during the press conference. It 

appears in both the context of Russia’s national interest to protect the population 

in Crimea and Kiev, which is a way of using ethnicity in implementing security 

beliefs, and in the context of setting an example. He refers to the possibility that if 

someone is allowed to violate the law, and that would be the case without 

Russia’s response, then other people can do the same. This highlights the 

importance of Russia’s involvement as a legitimate actor to stop violations. 

Another security related topic is sanctions. Regarding the threat of sanctions 

from the west, Putin brings up the interdependence between states and relates this 

to the mutual damage he sees as a result of sanctions. This can be seen as 

implementation of beliefs about sanctions being a threat to security, not only for 

Russia, but also for the imposing states and institutions. Moreover, a media 

representative brings up the possibility for a war to break out, and Putin rejects the 

possibility due to a lack of Russian motive to fight with the Ukrainian people. 

This is an interesting aspect in the rhetoric, since he chooses to use ethnicity 
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(Ukrainian people) instead of talking about a war with Ukraine, the state. This 

way the people become the focus of his answer, like many times before in this 

press conference. 

Putin constantly comes back to pointing out the illegitimacy of the new 

authorities in the Ukrainian government, but also uses the term thieves, a form of 

outcasting, as way of delegitimizing earlier politicians and as a way of explaining 

the dissatisfaction of the demonstrators at Maidan, the central square in Kiev. 

Putin stresses the people’s right to self-determination at several points. What 

is interesting here, is that he expresses clearly that Russia has no intention of 

making Crimea a part of Russia and instead refers to the people’s right to decide 

their own future. 

 

5.3 Vladimir Putin (2014:2), March 18, in Kremlin 

5.3.1 Orientation: Time, participants and situation 

The Russian President is giving a speech in the Kremlin on March 18, 2014, 

addressing State Duma deputies, Federation Council members, leaders of Russian 

regions, and representatives of civil society. The occasion of the speech is the 

agreement between Russia and Crimea, following a previous referendum about 

Crimea becoming a part of Russia.  

5.3.2 Complicating plot: Change from balance to 

imbalance 

This part includes two separate plots, because of the disposition of the speech. 

The President gives a historical background with its own complicating plot as well 

as brings up what has recently happened in Crimea. Both parts are important 

regarding identity expressions. 

1) Even if the people of Crimea are of many different cultures and traditions, 

the people have always considered the region to be a part of Russia. Without 

consideration of this variation of culture, Southern regions of Russia were added 

by the Bolsheviks to Ukraine after the revolution. The Crimean region became a 

part of Ukraine, which was perceived as a violation of the constitutional norms of 

that time and caused much disconcertment among people. Later, the breakdown of 

the USSR followed. 

2) The demonstrations against the government in Ukraine had a violent 

agenda. This group of nationalists, neo-Nazis and Russophobes used terror, 

murder and riots to accomplish their goal; to seize the power no matter what. The 

new authorities violated human rights by revising language policy and were 
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opposed by the Russian speaking people of Crimea. Therefore, this ethnic group 

was threatened with repression. 

 

5.3.3 Dissolution: Result of imbalance 

Similar to the previous section, two separate dissolution parts can be identified in 

the speech. The first one is connected to the historical background and the second 

one to the current situation in Crimea. 

1) Regarding the historical background, the breakdown of the USSR resulted 

in a shift of focus from Crimea and Sevastopol. People had suddenly become 

ethnic minorities in new countries. 

2) As for the situation in Crimea, the population was in need of protection of 

their human rights and asked for Russia’s help. Russia saw no other option but to 

come to the rescue of the Crimean population. To not act would be considered 

betrayal. 

5.3.4 Coda: Back to present 

The situation in Ukraine mirrors what is happening in the world. The United 

States of America is in a position of domination and acts without consideration to 

international laws. To gain legitimacy for their actions, they force international 

organizations to provide them with the relevant resolutions they need and act as if 

they define what is right and wrong. Russia is facing threats of sanctions and the 

western actors are trying to limit the capacity of Russia due to its independent 

position in world politics. 

5.3.5 Evaluation: Transmission of message and meaning 

 

People need to understand the Russian intention of providing the population in 

Crimea with the possibility to choose for themselves and the fact that Russia was 

acting in a state of emergency in the region. Russia and Crimea has historical, 

cultural ties and they were reunited in accordance with international laws of self-

determination. 

5.3.6 Comments 

The choice to bring up a historical background gives many possibilities for 

highlighting culture and previous unity between regions. Regarding the region 

theme, Putin uses the term reunification when he speaks of Crimea becoming a 
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part of Russia, alluding to belonging and shared history, as if it was something 

that was supposed to happen. There is a use of the term identity when Putin brings 

up two significant themes; language and religion, and points out that the different 

ethnic groups share the territory of Crimea without any of these ethnic groups 

disappearing over time. 

Many of the present themes are overlapping. At some points, it is difficult to 

categorize what is an expression of region or ethnicity, since it appears to be a 

combination of both. An example of this is how a population can be referred to as 

the people of Ukraine, the Ukrainians, the citizens of Ukraine or the residents of 

Ukraine. A clue in the material to how it should be categorized comes from the 

context of the sentence. The people of a country can be equalized with citizens 

and residents of a country, which relates more to the region due to physical 

location, but it could be argued that the term Ukrainians or Russians is about 

ethnicity as well as region, since the word indicates both citizenship in a country 

and ethnic background. However, the President is frequently including the 

populations of Ukraine and Crimea in his speech. This is done in several ways, 

such as by associating the people with Russia and emphasizing their human rights 

Putin claims that there has not been a Russian intervention as Western powers 

suggest, and points out that intervention cannot be done without the use of 

weapons or without casualties as a result. Instead there is an emphasis on the 

avoiding of negative consequences and the aim to protect people. This gives 

support to an interpretation of Putin implementing beliefs about security through 

addressing ethnicity in relation to human rights. The main objective of the speech 

appears to be to ask for understanding of the Russian actions 

Associations are being made between ethnicity and patriotism when Putin 

talks about “the graves of Russian soldiers whose bravery brought Crimea into the 

Russian empire are also in Crimea” (Putin 2014:2). He highlights how the bravery 

of these soldiers is to thank for the fact that Crimea became a part of the Russia 

previously in history. What is noteworthy here is the fact that when he mentions 

these graves being in Crimea, he creates a connection to region as well, as if there 

was a symbolic meaning to the soldiers resting in this region. Another patriotic 

element appears when he says that “In people’s hearts and minds, Crimea has 

always been an inseparable part of Russia” (Putin 2014:2), a way to connect to an 

emotional part of the listeners. Putin also emphasizes the day laborers from 

Ukraine who were working in Russia as a result of not finding jobs in their home 

country. This is a use of ethnicity in the context of the Ukrainian government’s 

attitude to ordinary people and their failure to run the country in a satisfying way 

There is a use of political labels, a form of delegitimization of the government 

takeover in Ukraine, when Putin refers to them as having inherited the Nazi 

ideology. This implementing of beliefs about the demonstrators is also done in the 

context of the identity themes ethnicity and language, since Putin highlights how 

this group threatened Russian-speaking opponents in Crimea with repressions. 

The fact that he says this before claiming that the situation left no choice for 

Russia but to help the people of Crimea creates a significant contrast in authority 

and legitimacy. Another form of delegitimization is being done towards the 

United States. The government is almost described in terms of narcissism, with its 
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alleged beliefs about it being exceptional and exclusive as well as lack of 

consideration to other states in its actions. Instead of following international law, 

the United States are said to resort to violence, which is a form of trait 

characterization (delegitimization), being done by Putin. 

At one point, Putin answers to accusations of Russian expansionism. He 

points out that military force never really entered the region, but that they were 

already stationed in Crimea. Focusing on this regional detail is a possibility to 

minimize the gravity of the military operation and to frame it as a natural response 

done on territory where the military base is stationed. Highlighting Russia’s 

presence like this can be considered a use of region as an identity theme because it 

expresses a Russian tie to Crimea in physical terms. 

 

5.4 Sergey Lavrov (2014:2), March 20, in Moscow 

5.4.1 Orientation: Time, participants and situation 

The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Sergey Lavrov, gives a speech and answers to 

deputies questions during the plenary session of the State Duma of the Russian 

Federation in Moscow, on March 20, 2014. The main issue discussed is the 

Russian annexation of Crimea a few days earlier and the response to this in 

international politics. 

5.4.2 Complicating plot: Change from balance to 

imbalance 

The government in Ukraine has experienced an armed seizure of power, led by 

radicals with extremist ideologies. The situation is alarming, with serious human 

rights violations, such as discrimination because of language, nationality or 

political sympathies. 

5.4.3 Dissolution: Result of imbalance 

 

The situation led to a referendum, where the multinational population of Crimea 

decided that Crimea should be a part of the Russian Federation. The western 

response to the accession of Crimea into Russia came in the form of sanction 

threats. There are accusations saying that Russia’s actions are an infringement 

with international law and the Ukrainian constitution. 
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5.4.4 Coda: Back to present 

 

There is reason to question the legitimacy of the new authorities in Kiev. It is 

important for Russia, considering the President’s order to maintain interstate 

communication regarding economics, among other issues, to know that there is a 

legitimate representation in Kiev. 

5.4.5 Evaluation: Transmission of message and meaning 

 

The situation is a threat to Crimea and remaining a part of Ukraine would be 

destructive. It is surprising how the states that wish to impose sanctions consider 

the Russian actions illegitimate when there are no violations of international law 

being done. It is important to highlight that the accession was made in accordance 

with the right to self-determination stated in the UN charter. The accession cannot 

be understood in any other way but as a legitimate decision concerning Russia and 

Crimea. It’s the behavior of the people responsible for the armed seizure of power 

in Kiev that should be recognized as unacceptable. 

5.4.6 Comments 

Security is a frequent theme, appearing both in the context of the demonstrators 

violence and attempts made after the government takeover, which refers to threats 

against the security of the population, and in the context of Russia’s capacity to 

stabilize the situation. When Lavrov brings up discriminations due to nationality 

and language, he uses the identity themes ethnicity and language in association to 

threats to security, as well as to Russia as a provider of stability. A central purpose 

seems to be to ask for understanding of the Russian actions. 

Morals and ethics are emphasized when Lavrov talks about the armed 

government takeover in Kiev. This is a clear comparison of moral, since he 

mentions it in relation to the accusations against Russia and the population in 

Crimea. Bringing up the population of Crimea is a way of using ethnicity and 

implies, in this moral contrast, a distinction between ‘us’ (Russia and the people 

of Crimea) and ‘them’ (the nationalist demonstrators). This can be understood as 

implementation of delegitimizing beliefs, considering how deeming the other 

group as immoral is a trait characterization. 

Lavrov is referring to the right to self-determination at several points, in 

relation to the referendum, meaning the peoples free will, in Crimea and in 

relation to Russia’s duties regarding the protection of people. This can be 

understood as a defense of the Russian annexation. When it is connected to the 

protection of people’s right to self-determination it can be related to the security 

theme. The fact that it is repeated many times (no less than nine times in 
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answering the first question) can be considered an implementation of beliefs about 

security in the context of region. More specifically, I would like to argue that the 

frequent use of this term is an indication of that the people’s right to decide their 

own regional identity is a security matter that Russia has the duty to support. 

Lavrov claims that the UN Security Council is the only legitimate body in 

decisions about sanctions, which is interesting considering that the decision would 

have to be approved by not only all the other member countries of the council, but 

by Russia as well. Russia’s position as one of five permanent members would 

make sure that no sanctions will be approved. 
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6 Conclusions 

Identity is expressed frequently in the rhetoric and this is done by linking many of 

the chosen themes to a societal context, supporting the instrumentalist assumption 

that, for example, ethnicity is being used when it is considered beneficial for 

political goals. In fact, it is a more accurate description to say that Bar-Tal’s 

societal matters are implemented through the use of identity themes. Connections 

to ethnicity are appearing more often than connections to other identity themes. 

Religion hardly figures in the material and is just being mentioned. Patriotism 

appears mostly as an emotional amplifier in the speeches, but creates a connection 

between themes, for example when Putin mentions brave Russian soldiers resting 

in the Crimean region, linking ethnicity with region and encouraging an 

understanding of the historical significance. 

The way that Putin chooses to talk about a lack of Russian motive to fight 

Ukrainian people instead of Ukraine as a state is a clear highlighting of people 

and ethnicity in answering a question concerning the state. Stressing the human 

rights violations can illustrate a humanitarian consciousness from the government, 

but from an instrumentalist perspective, the use of ethnicity and references to the 

human rights of these ethnic groups is interesting with consideration to the 

evaluation parts in the narrative analysis. It is interesting since the main objective 

in the speeches appears to be to stress the justification of the Russian actions and 

to highlight Russia as an important provider of security and stability in Crimea. Of 

Bar-Tal’s themes, security is the most prevalent term, being highlighted several 

times by both Putin and Lavrov.  

The most notable thing about how the very frequent delegitimizing is being 

done is that it creates a contrast between Russia as a legitimate state actor and 

provider of security, and the demonstrators as radical extremists without morals as 

well as the west as a threat to security by their destructive imposing of sanctions.  

The most remarkable finding in the press conference given by Putin early in 

March is the rejection of the idea about Russia having any intentions on making 

Crimea a part of Russia. The annexation, framed as a reunification, is a fact only a 

few weeks later. How can this be understood? With the instrumentalist approach 

in mind, Putin’s wish to stress the right to self-determination early in March is 

priming the addressee to focus on this matter when the speech following the 

annexation is made. The aim of this study is not to analyze the motives of the 

Russian government, but priming is a way of preparing the receiver for a certain 

kind of information and is of significant relevance for the central purpose to 

describe how identity is expressed. This way, the understanding of the 

reunification between Russia and Crimea can be influenced by constant reminders 

of (ethnical) identity ties. 
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