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Abstract

This study discusses how Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) may be implemented for the analysis
of political discourse in two countries at war - the presidents’ language concerning international
insecurity and blame towards each other. Using Teun A. van Dijk’s political theory as a viewfinder
in CDA, this study investigates the ways language instantiates ideological perceptions during
wartime to expose intricate claims of power and otherness (US vs THEM).

In Van Dijk’s discourse framework, this study aims to favor how social inequalities in terms of
dominance and power are played out through stories involving two presidents. Qualitative analysis
in this research focuses on the language of Volodymyr Zelenskyy and Vladimir Putin,
demonstrating how their speech affected audience perceptions, shaped national identity, and formed
a basis to justify personal political ambitions.

In so doing, the study provides a deeper understanding of how language functions in disseminating
political ideas during conflict by exposing, through close readings of specific speeches, features and

techniques endemic to persuading or manipulating using rhetoric. These findings reveal that, despite
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their divergent ideological commitments, both leaders engage in similar discursive strategies -
which betray the broader sociopolitical contexts of each country.

Keywords: Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), Political Discourse, Russia-Ukraine War,

Presidential Rhetoric, Ideological Polarization, Power and Dominance.

1. Introduction

The language of political discourse has always been pivotal in shaping public opinion, building
collective identities, and legitimizing authority. During periods of conflict or war, this role becomes
even more significant as rhetoric is employed to justify actions, assign blame, and unify supporters.
The connection between language and ideology becomes especially apparent in such circumstances,
with leaders strategically using language to mobilize their populations and define their adversaries
(Adams, 2017).

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) serves as a valuable tool for examining how language is used to
sustain or challenge power structures. Van Dijk (1998) highlights that CDA explores the
relationship between discourse and societal power, focusing on how language perpetuates
dominance or disrupts it (Van Dijk, 1998). His exploration of the “Us vs. Them” narrative provides
a framework for analyzing the rhetorical methods of political leaders in times of conflict (Chiluwa
& Ruzaite, 2024).

The ongoing conflict between Ukraine and Russia offers a striking case study in political rhetoric.
Leaders Volodymyr Zelenskyy and Vladimir Putin have used language to galvanize their audiences,
establish national identities, and justify their respective positions. Fairclough (1995) argues that
political rhetoric often resonates with historical and cultural contexts, shaping perceptions and
reinforcing authority (Fairclough, 1995). This research examines how Zelenskyy and Putin
construct narratives of victimhood, blame, and superiority in their speeches (Temnycky, 2022).

In conflict scenarios, language transcends communication to become a powerful mechanism for
action. Austin’s (1962) theory of speech acts suggests that language not only describes reality but
actively shapes it. This concept is particularly relevant in wartime rhetoric, where words can carry
profound consequences (Austin, 1962). Zelenskyy’s speeches to Western audiences, for example,
emphasize shared democratic values and the existential threat posed by Russian aggression.
Conversely, Putin’s rhetoric draws on historical grievances and frames Russia’s actions as
necessary for defending its sovereignty. Both leaders use these narratives to influence perceptions
domestically and internationally (Tarique, 2023).
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Research on wartime rhetoric underscores the importance of binary distinctions, such as “Us vs.
Them,” in fostering national identities and securing support. Wodak and Meyer (2009) note that
such strategies often emphasize cultural, ideological, or moral differences (Wodak & Meyer, 2009).
In the Ukraine-Russia conflict, both leaders employ these techniques to highlight their nations'
values and delegitimize their adversaries (Brusylovska, 2020).

Zelenskyy frequently invokes universal principles such as freedom, democracy, and human rights,
portraying Ukraine as a victim of unprovoked aggression. His speeches use emotional appeals, vivid
imagery, and personal stories to elicit empathy and support, aligning with Aristotle’s (2004) concept
of pathos—the emotional dimension of persuasion. By framing Ukraine’s struggle as a defense of
shared global values, Zelenskyy appeals for moral and material support on an international scale
(Gomaa, 2023).

In contrast, Putin’s rhetoric relies on historical and cultural narratives to justify Russia’s actions.
He references the Soviet Union's legacy and perceived Western threats to portray the conflict as a
defense of Russian sovereignty and identity. As van Leeuwen (2008) explains, political discourse
often appeals to tradition and moral values to legitimize actions. Putin’s speeches exemplify these
strategies, positioning Russia as a defender of its cultural heritage against external threats (Gomaa,
2023).

A key aspect of wartime rhetoric is assigning blame. Chilton (2004) points out that political
discourse often uses deictic markers, metaphors, and implicit assumptions to frame narratives and
attribute responsibility. Zelenskyy, for instance, portrays Russian actions as violations of
international law and human rights. On the other hand, Putin characterizes Ukraine’s behavior as
provocations orchestrated by Western powers, thereby shifting blame and justifying Russia’s
response (Brusylovska, 2020).

The impact of rhetoric extends beyond the battlefield, shaping national identities and international
relations. Anderson (1983) describes how language constructs "imagined communities” by
fostering collective identity through shared narratives. Zelenskyy’s speeches often highlight
Ukraine’s aspirations to integrate into Western institutions, while Putin’s rhetoric stresses Russia’s
distinctiveness and resistance to Western dominance. These narratives influence global perceptions
of both nations (Tutar & Bag, 2023).

Both leaders also use rhetoric to solidify their political legitimacy. Zelenskyy positions himself as
a symbol of Ukrainian resilience and unity, while Putin portrays himself as the protector of Russian
values and sovereignty. This personalization of political narratives not only reinforces their

authority but also polarizes opinions (Choi, 2023).
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The role of media in amplifying wartime rhetoric cannot be overlooked. Herman and Chomsky
(1988) argue that media often serves as a vehicle for elite narratives, shaping public opinion and
framing events. In the Ukraine-Russia conflict, the widespread dissemination of speeches by
Zelenskyy and Putin has amplified their impact globally. Modern media also enables the emergence
of alternative narratives, challenging dominant accounts and expanding the scope of discourse
(Gomaa, 2023).

Understanding wartime rhetoric requires examining the broader sociopolitical context. Bourdieu
(1991) emphasizes the need to analyze the power structures and social dynamics that influence
language use. The historical, cultural, and geopolitical dimensions of the Ukraine-Russia conflict
shape the rhetorical strategies of both leaders, making it essential to consider these factors in any
analysis of language, power, and ideology (Chiluwa & Ruzaite, 2024).

This study aims to uncover the linguistic strategies and ideological frameworks underlying wartime
rhetoric, contributing to a deeper understanding of political discourse. By analyzing the speeches
of Zelenskyy and Putin, the research illuminates how language functions as a tool of persuasion and
power in conflict, offering insights into the specific dynamics of the Ukraine-Russia conflict and

the broader role of language in shaping political realities.

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

2.1. Historical and Geopolitical Background of the Russia-Ukraine War
After World War 11, Ukraine, like many other countries under Soviet control, was subjected to a
policy of Russification aimed at assimilating Ukrainian language and culture while reinforcing
Russian political dominance (Cengel, 2022). Despite these efforts, Ukraine preserved a distinct
national identity. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine declared
independence and increasingly oriented itself toward Western political and economic institutions,
including aspirations for membership in the European Union (EU) and NATO. In contrast, Russian
political discourse framed the dissolution of the Soviet Union as the “fragmentation of historical
Russia” and a major geopolitical loss (Kuzio & D’Anieri, 2018). This narrative informed
subsequent Russian strategies to reassert influence over former Soviet territories. President
Vladimir Putin has consistently promoted the idea that Russians and Ukrainians constitute “one
people,” a claim that challenges Ukraine’s sovereignty and delegitimizes its historical and political
autonomy (Mankoff, 2022). This position was explicitly articulated in a pre-war speech in which
Putin described Ukraine as “an inalienable part of our history, culture, and spiritual space” (The

Kremlin, 2022). Historically, Russia has thus conceptualized Ukraine as both a subordinate entity
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within its sphere of influence and a strategic buffer against NATO expansion (Centre for REST,
2019).
Putin’s opposition to Ukraine’s Western alignment became particularly visible in 2013 when he
exerted pressure on Ukraine’s then president, Viktor Yanukovych, to abandon an EU association
agreement. This decision sparked mass protests, known as the Maidan Uprising or Euromaidan,
which evolved into the “Revolution of Dignity” and culminated in Yanukovych’s removal from
office in February 2014 (Marples, 2020).
Following Yanukovych’s ousting, Russia annexed Crimea, a move documented by the Assessment
Capacities Project (ACAPS, 2021). The annexation intensified tensions and fueled separatist unrest
in Eastern Ukraine, particularly in the Donbas region. Putin justified this action as a necessary
measure to protect Russian citizens and strategic military interests in Crimea (ACAPS, 2021). Since
then, Crimea has remained under Russian control, while armed conflict persisted in Donetsk and
Luhansk, where fighting between Ukrainian forces and separatist groups established a de facto
division marked by a contact line (ACAPS, 2021).
The conflict escalated significantly on February 24, 2022, when Russia launched a full-scale
invasion of Ukraine. Mankoff (2022) characterizes this moment as a strategic shift from limited
territorial intervention to an attempt to assert control over the entire Ukrainian state (Mankoff,
2022). Days earlier, on February 21, 2022, Putin formally recognized the self-proclaimed
independence of the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics and deployed Russian troops under
the guise of “peacekeeping,” a justification widely criticized as a rhetorical pretext for military
aggression (ACAPS, 2021).

2.2. The Role of Language in War and Politics
The study of war rhetoric, often referred to as “conflict discourse,” examines how linguistic choices
and discursive structures contribute to the escalation, legitimization, or normalization of conflict.
Scholars have demonstrated that language can both predict and facilitate violence through
mechanisms such as verbal aggression and symbolic or linguistic violence (Chiluwa, 2022). At the
syntactic and textual levels, Galtung (1987) argues that sentence structure and discourse
organization reveal underlying orientations toward either peace or war, highlighting the ideological
work embedded in language use. In this study, the terms “conflict” and “war” are used
interchangeably to describe escalating oppositional relations that move from political disagreement
to armed hostility, as exemplified by the Russia-Ukraine case. Importantly, such conflicts extend
beyond regional boundaries, producing global political, economic, and security repercussions
(Chiluwa, 2021b; 2022). Violent conflicts frequently originate in discursive confrontations that
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gradually intensify into physical violence, driven by competing claims over power, identity, and
resources (Chiluwa & Ruzaite, 2024).
Language and politics are intrinsically linked, as political ideas, intentions, and emotions are
necessarily articulated through linguistic means. From a Marxist-inspired perspective, language is
a central instrument for the construction and maintenance of power relations, making political
discourse a crucial site for ideological struggle. Chilton and Schaffner (2002) conceptualize politics
as “a struggle for power,” emphasizing how discourse functions both to assert dominance and to
resist it (Chilton & Schaffner, 2022).
While conflict is not inherently negative, scholars distinguish between constructive and destructive
forms. Constructive conflict may encourage dialogue and transformation, whereas destructive
conflict undermines relationships and often culminates in war (Kriesberg, 1998). War, in this sense,
represents the failure of communicative resolution and emerges from what Ramsbotham (2021)
terms “radical disagreement.” Such disagreement is frequently characterized by “linguistic
intractability,” wherein parties are unwilling or unable to negotiate meaning through discourse,
reinforcing the central role of language in both the escalation and potential mitigation of conflict
(Ramsbotham, 2021).

2.3. Rhetoric Strategies in Political Leadership
Research on political and war rhetoric highlights the decisive role of language in shaping public
perceptions during periods of crisis. Leaders rely on rhetoric to frame events, mobilize emotions,
and construct persuasive narratives through metaphor, symbolism, and selective representation
(Gross & Ni Aoléin, 2014). Gross and Ni Aolain (2014) demonstrate how “emergency and war
language” functions as a strategic resource for legitimizing political and legal decisions, particularly
in the aftermath of major security threats. Similarly, Campbell and Jamieson (1990) describe
presidents as “choice architects” who actively shape public understanding by narrating events in
ways that align with political objectives, positioning themselves as the nation’s “chief storytellers.”
(Campbell, 1990).
Further research into rhetorical practices, particularly in American presidential speeches, has
identified key features of war rhetoric. Rzepecka (2017) analyzed shifts in the messages of George
H.W. Bush during the Gulf War in 1991 and George W. Bush during the Irag War in 2002. She
identified recurring elements, such as carefully crafted framing, event narration, and appeals for
unity and commitment (Rzepecka, 2017).
Studies of presidential war rhetoric, particularly in the United States, have identified recurring
discursive patterns. Rzepecka (2017) highlights how leaders such as George H.W. Bush and George
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W. Bush employed framing strategies, narrative sequencing, and appeals to unity to justify military
action. Benjamin (1991, cited in Rzepecka, 2017) identifies two primary functions of war speeches:
legitimizing conflict through historical narratives and articulating strategic objectives. Expanding
on this, Lordan (2010) outlines six common rhetorical elements, including appeals to self-defense,
moral justification, depictions of the enemy as an aggressor, and assurances of victory (Lordan,
2010). While such features are evident in the rhetoric of both Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr
Zelensky, their speeches also reflect context-specific elements, notably intensified linguistic
aggression and a sustained “war of words” surrounding sovereignty and legitimacy.

Persuasive techniques in war rhetoric further include simplification of complex realities, emotional
appeals—particularly fear—and the reinforcement of shared moral values to consolidate public
support (Rzepecka, 2017). Gross and Ni Aolain (2014) note that such rhetoric often constructs a
binary opposition between an in-group (“us”) deserving protection and an out-group (“them”)
portrayed as a threat, a strategy that fosters internal cohesion while legitimizing hostility toward the
other (Oddo, 2011). Galtung (1987) similarly emphasizes that word choice and discursive framing
reveal implicit biases that normalize or justify violence, even when euphemistic language is
employed. Elgin (1995) and Chiluwa and Ajiboye (2016) reinforce this view by arguing that violent
actions are frequently preceded and enabled by violent discourse.

Comparative analyses further illustrate these dynamics. Oddo (2011) demonstrates how both
Franklin D. Roosevelt and George H.W. Bush relied on polarizing “us versus them” rhetoric to
mobilize public support for war, thereby legitimizing military action and marginalizing dissent.
Such ideological polarization, evident in contemporary Russian and Ukrainian presidential
discourse, serves as a discursive foundation for demonizing adversaries and rationalizing prolonged
conflict (Oddo, 2011). Rex (2011) concludes that modern political leaders possess substantial
rhetorical power to shape public opinion and create discursive conditions conducive to war. In the
Russia-Ukraine context, this is exemplified by Putin’s characterization of the invasion as a “special
military operation,” a label widely criticized as a strategic euphemism (Rex, 2011). The absence of
meaningful public consultation prior to the invasion and the subsequent suppression of anti-war
protests in Russia further underscore the political consequences of such rhetorical framing (The
Guardian, 2022).

2.4. Conceptual Foundations of Critical Discourse Analysis

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) draws extensively on Halliday’s Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL), which conceptualizes language as a social semiotic system shaped by and
shaping social contexts (Halliday, 1978; 1985; 1994). Halliday identifies three core metafunctions
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of language: the ideational function, which represents experience and constructs meaning about the
world; the interpersonal function, which enacts social relations and identities; and the textual
function, which organizes language into coherent and contextually appropriate texts. Within this
framework, texts are understood as socially situated practices that reflect and reproduce broader
social structures.
Halliday emphasizes that language is not a neutral medium but a resource for meaning-making
through which speakers make deliberate choices. His assertion that “to mean is to act semiotically”
underscores the idea that linguistic structures are purposefully shaped to fulfill social functions
(Halliday, 1976, p. 3). Language thus operates both as a representational system and as a mechanism
for interpreting and shaping social and political realities (Halliday, 1978). From a CDA perspective,
this understanding of language provides a foundation for analyzing how discourse constructs power
relations, legitimizes authority, and naturalizes ideological positions.
This theoretical orientation highlights the dual capacity of language as both a constructive and
destructive force. While discourse can foster dialogue, understanding, and peace, it can also be
mobilized to incite hostility, justify violence, and entrench division. Recognizing this duality is
essential for analyzing political discourse in times of war, where language functions not merely as
a reflection of conflict but as an active instrument in its perpetuation.

2.5. Research Gap
Although existing scholarship provides extensive insight into war rhetoric, political leadership, and
the relationship between language and conflict, much of the literature remains concentrated on
Western contexts, particularly American presidential discourse, or treats the Russia-Ukraine war
primarily from geopolitical or strategic perspectives. Comparative, discourse-oriented analyses that
systematically examine how both Russian and Ukrainian presidents construct, legitimize, and
contest narratives of war remain limited. Moreover, while studies have identified general rhetorical
patterns such as polarization, moral justification, and appeals to unity, fewer works have applied
Critical Discourse Analysis to explore how these strategies function dynamically across opposing
political actors within the same conflict.
This study addresses this gap by offering a comparative CDA of presidential speeches by Vladimir
Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky, focusing on the rhetorical construction of conflict, legitimacy, and
national identity in the Russia-Ukraine war. By integrating insights from war rhetoric, political
discourse, and Systemic Functional Linguistics, the research contributes to a deeper understanding
of how language operates as a strategic resource in contemporary warfare and how competing
narratives shape both domestic and international perceptions of the conflict.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Data collection
3.1.1 Putin’s Speech

Delivered from the Kremlin on February 24, 2022, VIadimir Putin’s 3,751-word address constituted
the official justification for Russia’s military action against Ukraine. The speech was selected due
to its strategic significance as the primary declaration framing the invasion. Verified English
translations titled ““Vladimir Putin’s Speech on Ukraine and US Foreign Policy and NATO” and
“No Other Option: Putin’s Speech Declaring War”” were used for analysis. To ensure linguistic
reliability, the translations were cross-checked by a co-author fluent in Russian, thereby minimizing

semantic distortion and preserving the rhetorical intent of the original text (Rossi, 2023).
3.1.2 Zelensky’s Speeches
Two speeches delivered by President VVolodymyr Zelensky were selected for analysis:
- **Address by the President of Ukraine (684 words), delivered on February 24, 2022.

- ““Address by the President to Ukrainians at the End of the First Day of Russia’s Attacks”
(663 words), delivered on February 25, 2022.
These speeches were sourced from the official website of the President of Ukraine, which provides
both the original Ukrainian recordings and certified English translations issued by the Presidential
Office. The speeches were chosen for their immediacy to the outbreak of the conflict and their role

in shaping domestic and international narratives of resistance, legitimacy, and national unity.

3.2. Analytical Framework
3.2.1 Textual Analysis

Textual analysis was employed to examine linguistic forms, symbols, and narrative strategies used
by the speakers. This approach focuses on how meaning is constructed through lexical choices,
metaphors, pronouns, and evaluative expressions, allowing for an interpretation of how political
actors frame events, identities, and responsibilities.

3.2.2 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

The study adopts Fairclough’s (1995) Critical Discourse Analysis framework, informed by
Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). CDA facilitates the examination of discourse as
a social practice, enabling the analysis of how language both reflects and reproduces power relations
and ideological positions. This framework is particularly suited to uncovering how political rhetoric

legitimizes action, constructs authority, and influences public perception during conflict.
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3.3. Research Questions

e RQ1: How is conflict-driven language conceptualized in the selected presidential speeches?

e RQ2: What lexical and discursive patterns characterize the rhetoric of Vladimir Putin and
Volodymyr Zelensky?

¢ RQ3: How do the speeches construct narratives of power, legitimacy, and resistance within the
context of war?

3.4. Data Analysis
3.4.1 Selection and Segmentation of Excerpts (S1-S6)

The analyzed excerpts (S1-S6) were systematically selected from the speeches based on clear
analytical criteria. Segmentation focused on passages that explicitly addressed: (a) the justification
of military action, (b) representations of the self and the adversary, (c) appeals to legitimacy and
morality, (d) constructions of national identity, and (e) calls for unity or resistance. Each excerpt
constitutes a coherent rhetorical unit, such as a paragraph or thematic sequence, ensuring analytical
consistency while allowing for comparative examination across speeches.

3.4.2. Grammatical and Discursive Structures
The analysis emphasized referential and predicational strategies to examine how social actors are
named, categorized, and evaluated (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). Particular attention was given to
pronoun usage, agency attribution, modality, and evaluative language, as these elements play a
central role in constructing ideological positions and power relations.

3.4.3. Analysis of Putin’s Speech
Putin’s address was analyzed with a focus on its legitimization strategies, including historical
narratives, security framing, and moral justification. The analysis also examined how the speech
sought to mobilize domestic support and maintain diplomatic positioning, despite widespread
international condemnation.

3.4.4. Analysis of Zelensky’s Speeches
Zelensky’s speeches were examined for their rhetorical construction of resistance, sovereignty, and
collective identity. Particular emphasis was placed on how defensive action was framed and how
appeals were directed simultaneously toward Ukrainian citizens and the international community
to garner political, moral, and military support.

3.5. Methodological Limitations

Despite the strengths of this qualitative approach, certain limitations must be acknowledged. First,

the study focuses on a limited corpus of high-profile speeches, which may not fully capture the
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broader spectrum of political discourse surrounding the conflict. Second, reliance on English
translations, although verified, may result in the partial loss of nuanced rhetorical or cultural
meanings present in the original languages. Finally, as a qualitative discourse analysis, the findings
are interpretive in nature and do not claim statistical generalizability, but rather aim for analytical
depth and contextual insight.

This methodological framework enables a systematic and comparative examination of presidential
rhetoric, highlighting how language functions as a strategic tool in the construction of conflict

narratives, legitimacy, and power during times of war.

4. Analysis and Discussion

Presidential war speeches are ideological performances designed to consolidate in-group cohesion
and delegitimize the out-group. Drawing on Van Dijk’s (1998) ideological discourse framework,
the rhetoric of both Putin and Zelensky foreground’s identity, goals, actions, values, and relations
in ways that make conflict appear meaningful, necessary, and morally justified. This section
addresses the study’s research questions by examining (RQ1) how conflict language is
conceptualized, (RQ2) which lexical and discursive patterns dominate each leader’s rhetoric, and
(RQ3) how narratives of power, legitimacy, and resistance are constructed through polarization and
strategic argumentation.
Van Dijk (2005) highlights that understanding ideological discourse involves examining how
individuals or groups are represented, focusing on the definition of “who we are”. This includes the
following strategies, which structure the comparative findings and clarify how “Us vs. Them”
polarization operates across the speeches (RQ2) and how it legitimizes political action (RQ3):
(1) Presenting the in-group in a positive or neutral manner while framing the out-group
negatively.
(2) Using structured reasoning to defend the in-group’s actions (e.g., Russia’s justification for
its military operations in Ukraine), often supported by references to authoritative sources.
(3) Argumentation commonly involves comparisons between “us” and “them” (e.g., comparing
Russia and Ukraine).
(4) Emphasizing contrasts that underscore the differences between “ourselves” (e.g., Russians
or Ukrainians) and “them” (e.g., NATO, the United States, or other Western entities).
(5) Amplifying the negative characteristics of the out-group is a frequent rhetorical technique
that underscores the conflict-driven tone of these narratives and shapes how audiences

conceptualize threat and legitimacy (RQ1 and RQ3).
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The analysis begins by examining the introductions of the speeches, focusing on their openings,
greetings, and recognition of specific audiences. It then explores how the actors are depicted, the
arguments constructed, and the use of comparisons and contrasts. This sequencing is relevant to
RQ1-RQ3, because openings establish the interpretive frame for conflict, actor representation
constructs ideological alignment, and comparisons/contrasts function as discursive tools of
legitimation and resistance. Significant excerpts from the speeches are systematically analyzed and
labeled as S1-S5 to ensure clarity and facilitate detailed exploration.

4.1. Speech openings, greetings, and acknowledgment of audiences
The opening lines of a speech are crucial for setting its tone and establishing context. In CDA terms,
openings are not only ceremonial but also ideological: they define who is addressed as the legitimate
community (“we”), which directly supports the “Us vs. Them” structure emphasized in RQ2, and
they pre-legitimize subsequent claims about war or resistance (RQ3). Leaders often incorporate
cultural references or acknowledge specific groups, such as senior figures or soldiers, particularly
during wartime. As Waldvogel (2005) notes, greetings and closings provide a foundation for
communication and often reflect cultural norms and traditions, helping to frame the speaker’s
message effectively (Waldvogel, 2005).

4.1.1 Putin’s rhetorical strategy in opening

Vladimir Putin, for instance, begins his speech with a concise greeting: “Citizens of Russia,
friends.” Towards the conclusion, he addresses specific groups, including “comrade officers,”
“citizens of Russia,” and “dear compatriots.” These carefully chosen terms aim to evoke a sense of
nationhood and patriotism amid perceived threats to the country. Analytically, these address forms
work as in-group nomination strategies: they build a shared identity and position the audience inside
a collective “we,” which is central to ideological polarization (RQ2) and helps legitimize state
action as nationally required (RQ3). Words like “comrade,” “citizen,” and “compatriot” establish a
connection between Putin and his audience, appealing to collective solidarity. For example, the term
“comrade,” widely used during the Soviet era as a universal Communist address, eliminates social
hierarchies and is still prevalent in the Russian military to promote unity and shared purpose; in
rhetorical terms, this reduces internal difference and strengthens a single national stance toward the
conflict (RQ1).
Given the urgency of the wartime atmosphere, pleasantries may seem unnecessary. However,
Putin’s choice to use “dear compatriots” signals an emotional connection, portraying himself as
someone who deeply cares for his fellow Russians. From a discourse perspective, this emotional

positioning increases speaker credibility and strengthens moral authority, which is later used to
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justify the war as necessary and defensible (RQ3). This contrasts sharply with George H.W. Bush’s
approach during the Irag invasion, where he skipped formalities and directly announced military
actions: “Just 2 hours ago, allied air forces began an attack on military targets in Iraq and Kuwait.
These attacks continue as | speak...” (UVA- Miller Center, 2023).

Putin’s audience was divided, some strongly opposed the war, while others remained neutral, so his
opening needed a strategic touch. He flatteringly acknowledges “friends of Russia” and refers to
soldiers as “comrade officers” to solidify support for his policies. This can be read as a pre-emptive
alignment strategy: by naming loyalty groups, he implicitly marginalizes dissent and frames support
as the default national position (RQ2 and RQ3). He also references “the tragic events in Donbas,”
framing his speech within the context of earlier tensions. By mentioning Russia’s recognition of the
Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR) as independent states on
February 21, 2022, Putin sets the stage for the content of his war rhetoric; discursively, this functions
as context construction that frames war as continuation of an existing moral-political problem rather
than a new act of aggression (RQ1).

4.1.2 Zelensky’s rhetorical approach

In contrast, Volodymyr Zelensky’s approach aims to rally both domestic and international
audiences by portraying himself as a unifying leader. He begins his speech with a straightforward
address: “Citizens of Ukraine.” This simple and inclusive opening reinforces his connection to all
Ukrainians, and it functions ideologically to construct a unified “we” facing an external threat
(RQ2). Zelensky frames the invasion as “unprovoked,” countering Russia’s justification and
establishing Ukraine’s narrative of victimhood. This framing is central to RQ1, because it
conceptualizes conflict language through innocence versus aggression, and it supports RQ3 by
legitimizing resistance as morally necessary. With the war widely condemned globally, Zelensky
uses this platform to appeal for international support, which also positions the global audience as
moral witnesses and potential actors in Ukraine’s struggle (RQ3).

Zelensky heightens the urgency of the situation by opening with a rhetorical question, followed by
an immediate description of the enemy’s actions: “What do we hear today? It’s not just rockets
explosions, battles, the roar of aircraft. It is the sound of a new Iron Curtain lowering and closing
Russia away from the civilized world.” This metaphorical description of an “Iron Curtain” likens
Russia’s actions to a regression into isolation, cutting it off from modern civilization. Analytically,
this metaphor does ideological work by constructing a civilizational boundary (“civilized world”)
that delegitimizes Russia and strengthens international alignment with Ukraine (RQ2 and RQ3).

Unlike Putin, who specifically addresses soldiers and uses emotionally charged terms like “dear
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compatriots,” Zelensky targets a broader audience, including the global community, while still
addressing Ukrainians directly.

The contrasting openings of the speeches highlight the distinct priorities and rhetorical strategies of
the two leaders. Putin’s approach is primarily focused on resonating with his domestic audience.
By leveraging cultural norms and emotional appeals, he seeks to justify his policies and foster a
sense of unity within Russia. In CDA terms, these opening frames war as compatible with national
identity and political necessity (RQ1 and RQ3). His language is designed to solidify support for his
actions and frame the conflict as a necessary defense of national interests. On the other hand,
Zelensky’s rhetoric extends beyond national boundaries. While he emphasizes unity among
Ukrainians, his primary goal is to rally international support. His language underscores shared
global values and portrays Ukraine’s fight as a struggle for universal principles of justice and
democracy. By appealing to both national pride and the global conscience, Zelensky positions
Ukraine as a symbol of resistance against oppression, reinforcing his legitimacy claims (RQ3) while
strengthening “Us vs. Them” moral polarization (RQ2).

4.2. Key Actors and framing in the Russia-Ukraine conflict

4.2.1 Putin’s contrasting approach

In his speeches, Vladimir Putin vividly delineates the roles of the primary actors in the Russia-
Ukraine war. He positions Russia as “We” or “Us”, presenting its actions as justifiable responses to
existential threats. This actor construction directly answers RQ2, since it relies on pronouns,
nomination, and evaluative predicates to define agency and responsibility. Putin emphasizes that
Russia will not repeat the “mistake” of the Soviet Union’s collapse. He portrays Russia as a patient
negotiator, claiming it made repeated “entreaties” and “humble requests” to NATO to halt its
expansion and military buildup near Russian borders. These efforts, framed as sincere and
cooperative, contrast sharply with his portrayal of NATO and its allies as aggressors employing
“pressure” and “blackmail”. The interpretive effect is to construct a victim-defender narrative:
Russia is depicted as forced into action, which supports legitimation of war (RQ3) and
conceptualizes conflict as defensive necessity (RQ1).

Putin identifies the out-group as the “enemy,” which includes the United States, NATO, and
“irresponsible Western politicians.” He describes their actions as deceitful, labeling them as
engaging in “cynical deception, lies, and blackmail.” He further accuses the West of “insolence”
and a “disdainful attitude” toward Russia’s legitimate concerns. This consistent polarization
presents Russia as a victim of external hostility and frames its actions as defensive and necessary.

Analytically, the repetition of negative labels functions as negative other-presentation (Van Dijk),
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reinforcing ideological polarization and preparing the audience to accept conflict escalation (RQ2
and RQ3).

Putin frequently uses linguistic strategies to imply the destructive actions of the United States and
its European allies. For instance, he depicts the U.S. as a “dominant state” aspiring to “global
dominance,” imposing its values “abusively” and using “strong-arm tactics” against dissenters. He
criticizes what he sees as the U.S.’s arrogance and belief in “absolute superiority” following the
Cold War, describing it as a “state of euphoria.” In discourse terms, this constructs an out-group
with illegitimate motives and excessive power, strengthening Russia’s justification to resist and
reassert sovereignty (RQ3).

In one of the most provocative parts of his speech, Putin directly associates the United States with
“terrorism and extremism,” referring to the Western bloc as an “empire of lies.” He accuses U.S.
interventions globally of leaving “bloody, non-healing wounds” and fostering international
terrorism. This defamatory language portrays the West as deceitful and destructive. Analytically,
such high-intensity moral condemnation works to reverse culpability: it reframes Russia as morally
superior and the West as the true aggressor, which is a key ideological move in legitimizing war
(RQ3).

For example, in Sample 1 (S1), Putin accuses NATO of breaking promises not to expand eastward:
S1: “This array includes promises not to expand NATO eastwards even by an inch. To reiterate:
they have deceived us, or, to put it simply, they have played us. Sure, one often hears that politics
is a dirty business. It could be, but it shouldn’t be as dirty as it is now, not to such an extent. This
type of con-artist behavior is contrary not only to the principles of international relations but also
and above all to the generally accepted norms of morality and ethics. Where are justice and truth
here? Just lies and hypocrisy all around.”

S1 is analytically significant because it blends moral evaluation (“justice,” “truth,” “morality and

ethics”) with accusation (“deceived,” “played us™) and generalization (“politics is a dirty business™).
This combination enables Putin to conceptualize the conflict as not merely geopolitical but ethical,
supporting RQ1 (conflict language as moral struggle) and RQ3 (legitimizing action through moral
framing).

Putin further accuses foreign powers of attempting to “destroy our traditional values,” employing
language designed to provoke hostility and justify violence. His rhetoric reflects long-standing fears
and suspicions that, he suggests, have been reinforced by the war. From a CDA perspective, this is
a cultural-security framing that expands the threat from territory to identity, intensifying perceived

necessity for action (RQ1 and RQ3).
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Putin also frames Ukraine as a puppet of “neo-Nazis” (referring to the U.S., Western allies, and the
Ukrainian government) while simultaneously portraying it as a part of Russia that must be
reclaimed. He depicts Ukraine as a “hostage” manipulated by the West and highlights Russia’s role
in “protecting” Crimea and Sevastopol, which he claims willingly reunited with their “historical
homeland.” Addressing Ukrainian soldiers, Putin labels the Ukrainian government as “the Junta,”
accusing it of “plundering Ukraine” and “humiliating the Ukrainian people.” He urges soldiers to
defy their government, framing it as criminal and illegitimate. Analytically, these moves deny
Ukrainian agency and sovereignty, positioning Ukraine as an object rather than a legitimate political
actor, which directly supports RQ3 on legitimacy and power.

4.2.2 Zelensky’s contrasting approach
In stark contrast, Volodymyr Zelensky employs a rhetoric that focuses on uniting Ukrainians and
highlighting their resistance to Russian aggression. His speeches often begin with emotional
appeals, urging Ukrainians to interpret Russian actions as unprovoked attacks. Zelensky frequently
uses inclusive pronouns like “we,” “us,” and “our” to foster a sense of unity, while referring to
Russians simply as “the enemy.” This dichotomy supports RQ2 by demonstrating ideological
polarization through pronouns and labeling, while also shaping RQ1 by conceptualizing the conflict
as defensive survival.
In the early parts of his speeches, Zelensky deliberately minimizes discussions of Russian
aggression, instead highlighting the successes and progress of Ukrainian soldiers. By emphasizing
these achievements, he instills hope and determination in his audience. Analytically, this is a
legitimization strategy based on positive self-presentation: national resilience is foregrounded to
sustain resistance and strengthen collective identity (RQ3).
For instance, in Sample 2 (S2), he underscores the strength of Ukraine’s defense efforts:
S2: “The Ukrainian army, our border guards, police, and special services stopped the enemy’s
attacks... In Donbas, our Armed Forces are doing great. The Kharkiv direction is very difficult; the
forces for the defense of the city are working; they are reliable; they are our men. The most
problematic situation today is in the south. Our troops are fighting fierce battles in the suburbs of
Kherson. The enemy is pushing out of the occupied Crimea, trying to advance toward Melitopol. In
the north of the country, the enemy is slowly advancing in the Chernihiv region, but there are forces
to hold it. Reliable defense is built in the Zhytomyr region. Enemy paratroopers in Hostomel are
blocked; troops are ordered to destroy them.”
S2 is not only descriptive; it performs strategic discursive work by emphasizing agency (*“stopped,”
“are working,” “are reliable”) and repeatedly anchoring competence in the in-group (“our Armed
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Forces,” “our men”). This supports RQ3 because it constructs legitimacy through resilience and
control, and it supports RQ2 because the discourse pattern relies on repetition, in-group possession
(*our”), and action verbs to frame Ukraine as capable and justified in resisting.

Unlike Putin, Zelensky avoids inflammatory or derogatory language. Instead, he focuses on
highlighting the resilience of Ukrainian forces and downplaying the strength of the Russian military.
His speeches often include rhetorical questions, such as “What do we hear today?” to engage his
audience and evoke an emotional response. Zelensky frames Ukraine as an innocent victim of
aggression, repeatedly asserting, “Ukraine did not choose the path of war but offers to return to
peace.” This framing is central to RQ1, because it conceptualizes conflict in moral terms (peace-
seeking victim vs aggressor) and strengthens claims of legitimacy (RQ3).

4.3. Reasoning and justification for the war

4.3.1 Putin's narrative: Framing the conflict and justifying war
In his speeches, Vladimir Putin clearly outlines the rationale behind the war, presenting his
arguments in a systematic and structured way. This directly addresses RQ1 by showing how conflict
is framed as necessity and defense. He portrays the conflict as essential for safeguarding Russia’s
security against NATO's perceived encroachment. According to Putin, the war is a pursuit of
“justice and truth” and a way to protect the culture, values, and traditions of the Russian people,
which he claims are under threat.
For instance, in Sample 3 (S3), he emphasizes NATO's eastward expansion as a persistent and direct
danger:
S3: "It is a fact that over the past 30 years we have been patiently trying to come to an agreement
with the leading NATO countries regarding the principles of equal and indivisible security in
Europe. In response to our proposals, we invariably faced either cynical deception and lies or
attempts at pressure and blackmail, while the North Atlantic Alliance continued to expand despite
our protests and concerns. Its military machine is moving and, as | said, is approaching our very
border.”
Putin employs what Cap (2013) describes as a “proximation strategy”, where distant or hypothetical
threats are presented as immediate and tangible. Analytically, this strategy transforms geopolitical
disagreement into existential urgency, thereby legitimizing pre-emptive action and making war
appear unavoidable (RQ3) while conceptualizing conflict discourse as defensive survival (RQ1).
He further positions Russia as a victim of Western “deception and lies” and claims that it is being
targeted by a collective effort to weaken and destroy the nation. Playing the victim card, Putin

accuses Western powers of attempting to “finish us off and utterly destroy us” despite Russia’s
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supposed openness to diplomacy. In Sample 4 (S4), Putin presents Russia’s diplomatic efforts as
genuine but repeatedly ignored:
S4: "... In December 2021, we made yet another attempt to reach an agreement with the United
States and its allies on the principles of European security and NATO’s non-expansion. Our efforts
were in vain. The United States has not changed its position. It does not believe it necessary to
agree with Russia on a matter that is critical for us. The United States is pursuing its own objectives,
while neglecting our interests."
Analytically, S4 intensifies legitimacy claims by constructing a narrative of exhausted diplomacy,
where war becomes the only remaining option. This shifts responsibility away from Russia and onto
the West, which is a central CDA mechanism in legitimizing conflict (RQ3). Putin portrays the war
as an unavoidable response to NATO’s actions, which he claims align with U.S. foreign policy
objectives and threaten Russia's sovereignty. He asserts that Russia cannot “stay idle” and passively
witness these developments, describing the war as a matter of national survival and sovereignty, a
“life or death” issue.
He further defends Russia’s military actions by accusing Western nations of supporting separatists,
mercenaries, and extremist groups in Ukraine. Putin frames his campaign as an effort to
“demilitarize and denazify Ukraine,” casting it as a mission to protect the self-determination of the
Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics. However, he consistently shifts the blame for the conflict
onto the Ukrainian government. This shift is analytically important because it constructs Ukrainian
authority as illegitimate and relocates causality onto the out-group, reinforcing ideological
polarization (RQ2) and legitimation strategies (RQ3).

4.3.2 Zelensky's counter-narrative: Defending sovereignty and

seeking solidarity

In stark contrast, Volodymyr Zelensky’s speeches focus on rallying domestic and international
support by emphasizing Ukraine’s right to sovereignty and self-defense. This directly addresses
RQ3, since sovereignty becomes the basis of legitimacy, and RQL1, since conflict is conceptualized
as resistance against unjust aggression. Rather than justifying the war, Zelensky’s rhetoric centers
on resisting unprovoked aggression and highlighting the strength and resilience of the Ukrainian
people. He frequently reassures his audience of Ukraine’s ability to overcome the crisis, urging both
civilians and soldiers to stand firm in defense of their nation.

Zelensky provides regular updates on the war, often referencing casualty figures and the courage of
Ukrainian soldiers. In Sample 5 (S5), he expresses gratitude for international support but also voices

frustration over the lack of direct military intervention:
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S5: "No matter how many conversations | had with the leaders of different countries today, | heard
a few things. The first is that we are supported. And | am grateful to each state that helps Ukraine
concretely, not just in words. But there is another — we are left alone in defense of our state. Who
is ready to fight with us? Honestly — I do not see such. Who is ready to guarantee Ukraine’s
accession to NATO? Honestly, everyone is afraid.”

Analytically, S5 constructs moral pressure through rhetorical questions and contrast (“supported”
vs “left alone”), framing international hesitation as ethically consequential. This reinforces
Zelensky’s legitimacy claim by presenting Ukraine as the rightful subject of solidarity, while also
strengthening the emotional mobilization of his domestic audience (RQ3). Zelensky emphasizes the
destructive actions of the enemy, such as targeting civilian areas, to galvanize both local and
international backing. His rhetoric has been effective in drawing support, as thousands of foreign
fighters reportedly joined Ukraine’s forces, with estimates suggesting approximately 20,000
volunteers by early 2022 (Mehra & Thorley, 2022).

To counter misinformation, Zelensky refutes claims of his fleeing Ukraine, affirming his
commitment to stay and lead the resistance from Kyiv. By portraying himself as a target of Russian
aggression and emphasizing his physical presence in the capital, he strengthens leadership
credibility and symbolic resistance, which supports RQ3. His use of rhetorical questions, such as
“Who is ready to fight with us?” and “Who is ready to guarantee Ukraine’s accession to NATO?”
creates an emotional connection with his audience and underscores Ukraine’s sense of isolation in
the conflict.

While both leaders use argumentation to strengthen their respective positions, their rhetoric differs
significantly in tone and purpose. Putin frames the war as a necessary and defensive act to protect
Russia’s sovereignty and counter external threats. His language is assertive, casting Russia as both
avictim and a resolute power confronting Western aggression. Zelensky, on the other hand, portrays
Ukraine as the innocent victim of unprovoked aggression, focusing on the resilience of its people
and calling for unity and international solidarity. His speeches are marked by emotional appeals and
direct engagement with his audience, contrasting with Putin’s more calculated and defensive tone.
Ultimately, these rhetorical strategies reflect their divergent objectives, Putin seeks to legitimize his
actions domestically and internationally, while Zelensky aims to inspire resistance within Ukraine
and garner broader global support for his nation’s fight for freedom. This contrast directly
synthesizes answers to RQ1-RQ3.
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4.4. The role of comparisons and contrasts in argumentation
In rhetorical argumentation, comparisons (drawing parallels between in-groups and out-groups) and
contrasts (highlighting differences or dissociations) play a crucial role in shaping a cohesive
narrative. These strategies reinforce ideological dichotomies of “us” versus “them,” framing
identity and actions in a way that aligns with the speaker's objectives. This section contributes
directly to RQ2 by showing how polarization is linguistically produced, and to RQ3 by showing
how legitimation is strengthened through moral and strategic contrasts.

4.4.1 Putin’s use of comparisons and contrasts

Putin frequently compares Russia to other developed nations, asserting its strength and readiness to
counter external threats. He boldly declares that “Russia will respond immediately, and the
consequences will be such as you have never seen in your entire history.” This statement
exemplifies the rhetoric of conflict, often resembling propaganda intended to showcase strength and
intimidate adversaries. By emphasizing Russia’s position as “one of the most powerful nuclear
states” with “advantage in cutting-edge weapons,” Putin employs what Samoilenko (2017) terms
black propaganda. Analytically, this strategy functions to deterritorialize the conflict into a broader
power hierarchy: it frames Russia as dominant and capable, which supports the legitimization of
escalation through projected inevitability (RQ3).
S6: "No matter who tries to stand in our way or all the more so create threats for our country and
our people, they must know that Russia will respond immediately, and the consequences will be
such as you have never seen in your entire history. No matter how the events unfold, we are ready."
In addition to asserting military strength, Putin bolsters the morale of Russian soldiers, describing
their readiness and resilience as “the bedrock of independence and sovereignty” and a vital
foundation for ensuring a stable future. In CDA terms, this links military action to national survival,
reinforcing conflict conceptualization as existential defense (RQ1) and legitimizing state violence
as protective (RQ3).
To further justify his stance, Putin contrasts Russia’s actions with those of the United States and its
allies. He critiques U.S.-led interventions, such as the “war on terror,” labeling them as “fake” and
“sham.” He specifically references campaigns in Iraq, Libya, and Syria, accusing them of causing
widespread devastation, including “tremendous loss of human life, destruction, and a colossal
upsurge of terrorism.” By comparison, Putin portrays Russian operations in Donbas and Crimea as
defensive and ethically grounded, intended to protect the region rather than inflict harm. This
contrast serves to frame Russia’s actions as necessary and morally justified, distinguishing them

from the perceived recklessness of U.S. military campaigns. Analytically, such comparisons
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function as moral inversion: they reposition Russia as ethical and the West as destructive,
strengthening the ideological polarization central to RQ2 and the legitimacy claims central to RQ3.
4.4.2 Zelensky’s contrasting rhetorical approach

Zelensky adopts a different strategy, using contrasts to highlight the stark differences between
Russian aggression and Ukrainian resilience. Through parallel sentence structures, he juxtaposes
the actions of both sides: “Today Russia attacked the entire territory of our state. And today our
defenders have done a lot.” By mirroring syntactic patterns (e.g., “Today X did Y”), Zelensky
underscores the opposing motivations of each side. Analytically, this grammatical parallelism
compresses complex events into a clear moral structure—aggression versus defense—which
supports conflict conceptualization (RQ1) and strengthens legitimacy for resistance (RQ3). While
Russia’s actions are depicted as destructive and unjust, Ukraine’s efforts are framed as courageous
and morally driven.

Unlike Putin, whose rhetoric centers on military strength and power, Zelensky emphasizes
contrasting value systems. His narrative highlights Ukraine’s ethical stance and determination,
portraying the nation as a defender of universal principles such as freedom and justice. This focus
shifts attention from physical force to moral integrity, creating a sharp contrast with the perceived
aggression and immorality of Russia’s actions. Analytically, this is a strategic move to maintain
international credibility and invite solidarity, which directly supports RQ3.

The rhetorical use of comparisons and contrasts by both leaders reflects their distinct priorities and
strategies. Putin focuses on showcasing Russia’s might and positioning its actions as defensive and
necessary, while also delegitimizing the actions of Western powers. Zelensky, in contrast,
emphasizes the ethical and moral dimensions of Ukraine’s resistance, framing his nation’s struggle
as heroic and rooted in universal values. Together, these rhetorical strategies serve to reinforce their
respective narratives, shaping how their audiences perceive the conflict and its broader implications.
This concluding comparison links directly to RQ2 (patterns of polarization and argumentation) and

RQ3 (legitimation and resistance narratives).

5. Conclusion and Implications

The examination of Vladimir Putin’s and Volodymyr Zelensky’s war rhetoric highlights how
language intensifies the polarization of identities and social actors by foregrounding the perceived
“evils” of the out-group. In the Russia-Ukraine conflict, Zelensky consistently equates the aggressor
with Russia, while both leaders rely on comparable rhetorical structures to contrast their values,

goals, and positions, drawing stark distinctions between their sides. In this sense, the speeches do
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not simply describe the conflict; they actively shape its meaning by constructing moral boundaries
that guide how audiences interpret legitimacy, responsibility, and collective identity.

Putin’s rhetoric demonstrates how language functions as a tool for conflict discourse during
wartime, blending defensive justification with vindictive undertones. His speeches frequently
amplify the negative actions of adversaries, particularly NATO and the United States, and employ
a strongly accusatory tone that reinforces ideological polarization. Conversely, Zelensky uses
metaphors and rhetorical questions more systematically than direct blame or labeling, although he
occasionally deploys such strategies when emphasizing aggression and victimhood. Putin’s
repeated portrayal of the U.S. and its allies as deceptive, aggressive, and aligned with terrorism
reflects a continuity of longstanding Russian narratives that predate the current escalation and that
gain renewed force through wartime framing.

War rhetoric, as a form of ideological discourse, heightens ethnic and national consciousness by
creating sharp divisions between “us” and “them.” This simplification of complex issues offers
audiences a clearly defined enemy, which facilitates mobilization during crisis. Both Putin and
Zelensky develop narratives aligned with their strategic objectives. Putin’s narrative functions
primarily to justify the war as necessity, especially for domestic audiences, producing a durable
discourse reinforced through repetition. Such repetition may increase acceptance through
processing fluency and the illusory truth effect (Fazio et al., 2015). By contrast, Zelensky’s rhetoric
centers on producing counter-narratives to refute Russian claims while mobilizing national and
international support. His speeches display varied persuasive strategies and a strong level of
interactivity, positioning Ukrainians as a united collective while simultaneously appealing to
broader global norms and values.

This study suggests that Putin’s rhetoric reveals deep-seated resentment toward Ukraine, rooted in
the belief that Ukraine should remain part of Russia’s “historical homeland.” Putin frames Ukraine’s
growing ties to NATO and the West as direct security threats to Russia’s borders and as evidence
of hostile Western encroachment. Meanwhile, Zelensky shows no intention of conceding to Putin’s
demands, as doing so would risk occupation and its political, economic, and cultural consequences.
Such outcomes could include the persecution of civilians in occupied areas, as evidenced by
Ukraine’s historical experiences (Temnycky, 2022). Within this discursive struggle, both leaders
present sovereignty and survival as non-negotiable, thereby sustaining conflict narratives through
competing claims of legitimacy and responsibility.

The conflict has already triggered significant global repercussions. Economically, it has disrupted
international trade, contributed to an energy crisis, and intensified inflationary pressures that affect

households worldwide. Politically, it has destabilized Europe’s long-standing security order,

HTTP://CRESH.UL.EDU.LB/?PAGE_ID=3349 HTTPS://WWW.UL.EDU.LB/



University Studies in Humanities (20) Berta Gerges Page 28 of 31

producing heightened uncertainty shaped by military escalation, nuclear threats, and the
reconfiguration of alliances. At the same time, Ukraine’s resistance has renewed debates about
NATO membership, including for Sweden and Finland, and has reinforced the argument that
security guarantees remain central to Ukraine’s sovereignty and long-term stability.
This study highlights the critical role of language in shaping political and social realities,
particularly during international conflicts. By bridging linguistics and international studies, it
demonstrates how linguistic methods can illuminate political discourse and global relations.
Through the analysis of Putin’s and Zelensky’s speeches, the study underscores how language
operates simultaneously as a weapon of justification and delegitimating and as a tool for solidarity,
mobilization, and resistance in the midst of war.

From a Critical Discourse Analysis perspective, the study contributes by showing how macro-level
geopolitical goals are realized through micro-level discursive choices, especially through
nomination and predication of social actors, moral evaluation, threat framing, and strategic “Us vs.
Them” polarization. By comparatively examining two opposing presidential voices within the same
conflict moment, the analysis strengthens CDA’s capacity to explain how legitimacy and resistance
are discursively produced in real time, and how ideological narratives gain persuasive force through
repetition, contrast, and audience alignment.

Future research could expand the corpus by analyzing a larger timeline of speeches to trace how
rhetorical strategies evolve across key turning points (e.g., major battles, peace talks, or
international sanctions). Studies could also compare additional genres of discourse, such as press
conferences, parliamentary addresses, interviews, or official social media statements, to examine
how messaging shifts across platforms and audiences. Finally, integrating multilingual analysis
(Russian and Ukrainian originals) and combining CDA with quantitative corpus methods could
provide stronger evidence of recurring lexical patterns, metaphors, and evaluative structures across

the broader war discourse.
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