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Abstrakt 

Tato diplomová práce se zabývá analýzou diskurzu, jak USA vnímá Rusko 

v historické i současné době. Pomocí jazykových výrazů sekuritizace, teorie založené 

Kodaňskou školou sekuritizace, můžeme v diskurzu vypozorovat společenský a 

politický rozvoj Ruska vnímaný jako hrozbu USA. Výsledkem této práce je ukázka 

konsistentních jazykových prostředků v projevu USA od 18. století až po krymskou 

krizi. Mezi tyto jazykové prostředky se také řadí tzv. specifická skupina výrazů, které 

političtí činitelé používají podle svého uvážení a dle povahy situace. Kromě 

sekuritizace se tato práce zaměřuje na tzv. opětovnou sekuritizaci, kdy 

desekuritizovaný předmět se znovu sekurizuje pomocí jazykových výrazů, které u 

veřejnosti vzbudí žádoucí pohled na desekuritizovaný objekt.  
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Opětovná sekuritizace, sekuritizace, Spojené státy americké, společensko-politický 

diskurz, krymská krize, Kodaňská škola, Obamova administrativa, Vladimír Putin 
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Abstract 

This thesis presents a discourse analysis of American perceptions of Russia in their 

historical and contemporary context. Through the linguistic construction of security 

offered by the Copenhagen School of Securitization, we can trace the socio-political 

development of Russia as the threatening other in the American discourse. This thesis 

has demonstrated the consistency of linguistic devices in the American Russia 

discourse from the 18th century to the Crimean Crisis, and has identified specific 

linguistic packages which securitizing actors unpack according to their preferences 

and goals in a given situation. This thesis also demonstrates that the resecuritization 

of a previously desecuritized object may occur through the use of preexisting 

discursive devices that play on existing elements of the national consciousness.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Annexation is a dirty word in contemporary international relations. Indeed, 

cornerstones of international law seem set up to prevent just what happened in Ukraine 

in late winter 2014 from happening. Article 2 of the United Nations Charter forbids 

states “from the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political 

independence of any state,” creating a general prohibition against armed annexation.1 

The Helsinki Final Act of 1975 reinforces the inviolability of national borders and 

guarantees the territorial integrity of signatories.2 Since the fall of the Soviet Union, 

agreements pertaining to Ukraine and Russia have entered into effect. The 1994 

Budapest Memorandum additionally governs the territorial integrity of Ukraine by 

requiring Russia, the United States, and Great Britain, “to refrain from the threat or use 

of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of Ukraine and that 

none of their weapons will ever be used against Ukraine except in self-defense…3” In 

addition to these multilateral treaties, Russo-Ukrainian bilateral treaties guaranteeing the 

integrity of frontiers include the 1997 Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation, and 

Partnership, and the 1997 Black Sea Fleet Status of Forces Agreement.4  

The paper tigers of international law faced a stern challenge in Eastern Europe. 

On November 21st, 2013, Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovich’s scrapped Ukraine’s 

plans to enter into an Association Agreement with the European Union (EU). 

Thousands of protestors from across the political spectrum converged on Kiev’s 

Independence Square to voice their outrage, sparking the so-called Euromaidan 

                                                 
1 United Nations, Charter of the United Nations, 24 October 1945, 1 UNTS XVI, available at: 

http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3930.html. Accessed 31 January 2017. 
2 Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), Conference on Security and Co-

operation in Europe (CSCE) : Final Act of Helsinki, 1 August 1975, available at: 

http://www.refworld.org/docid/3dde4f9b4.html. Accessed 31 January 2017. 
3 United Nations, Document A/49/765. 5 December 1994. Available at: https://documents-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N94/507/64/PDF/N9450764.pdf?OpenElement. Accessed 31 January 2017.  
4 Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation, and Partnership between Ukraine and the Russian Federation, signed 

31.5.1997, Article 3. Posner, Eric. “Black Sea Fleet Status of Forces Agreement.” Ericposner.com. 5 

March 2014. Accessed 31 January 2017. Available at: http://ericposner.com/the-1997-black-sea-fleet-

agreement-between-russia-and-ukraine/.  
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movement. 5  The Autonomous Government of Crimea, backing Yanukovich, 

condemned the protests, which turned violent and, propelled by popular anger, the 

protesters clashed with security forces, leaving 88 dead between 18-20 February. 6 

Parliament voted to impeach Yanukovich on 24 February. 7  As Russia recalled its 

ambassador, pro-Russian demonstrations erupted across the Crimea, demanding greater 

autonomy from Kiev, culminating in its February 28th call for a referendum on 

independence.8 Throughout early March, unmarked troops who would become known 

in the Western media as little green men, began securing key infrastructure across the 

peninsula, including airports, television stations, and telecommunications facilities. 

Though they wore no insignia, the little green men’s uniforms, weapons, and equipment 

were Russian standard issue.9 In spite of overwhelming hostility from the international 

community, on 11 March the Crimea voted for independence from Ukraine, with the 

goal of joining Russia. The Russian Foreign Ministry, undoubtedly relishing the irony, 

cited Kosovo’s secession from Serbia as precedent for the legitimacy of the 

referendum.10 

There are numerous mainstream explanations for Vladimir Putin’s decision to use 

military force in the Crimea. Tsygankov argues that though the annexation is an 

escalation of Putin’s prior approach to Ukraine, the decision is consistent with the 

Kremlin’s rising assertiveness towards the West, especially with regard to Ukraine’s 

importance in Russia’s perceived sphere of influence. 11  Marxsen approaches the 

intervention from a legal perspective, arguing that Putin derives legitimacy from his 

quest to defend the vulnerable Russian minority in the Crimea and Eastern Ukraine 

under Article 51 of the UN Charter, pertaining to self-defense.12 

 Regardless of Putin’s motivation for intervening, the United States quickly 

condemned the annexation. President Barack Obama called the move “unconstitutional 

                                                 
5 “Ukraine Suspends Preparations for EU Trade Deal.” The Ukraine Crisis Timeline. Center for Crisis 

and International Studies. Accessed 26 January 2017. http://ukraine.csis.org/kyiv.htm#1. 
6 “Maidan Protest Violence Peaks.” The Ukraine Crisis Timeline. 20 February 2014. 

http://ukraine.csis.org/kyiv.htm#8. 
7 “Yanukovich Impeached, Oleksander Turchynov in as interim President.” Ibid.  
8 “ Pro-Russian Chaly Appointed Mayor of Sevestapol.” Ibid.  
9 “Russian Forces Occupy Strategic Facilities in Crimea.” Ibid.  
10 “Crimean Parliament Declairs Independence.” The Ukraine Crisis Timeline.  
11 Andrei Tsygankov. “Vladimir Putin’s Last Stand: the Source of Russia’s Ukraine Policy.” Post-Soviet 

Affairs. Vol. 31, No. 4, 279–303.  
12 Christian Marxsen. “The Crimean Crisis: An International Law Perspective.” Zeitschrift für 

ausländisches öffentliches Recht und Völkerrecht, 74 (2014), 367-391 372-373. 



 

 

5 

[and a] violation of international law,” and responded by implementing sanctions 

against individuals responsible for the annexation by executive order.13 Congress issued 

its own resolution condemning Russia the same day.14 Why did the United States react 

as it did to a scuffle over such a small territory on the other side of the world? What 

factors led the U.S., its leaders, and its people to view Russian actions as an existential 

threat?  

1.2 Aim 

This thesis aims to examine the rhetorical responses to the Russian annexation of 

the Crimea present in United States political and cultural discourses between the 

outbreak of the Crimean crisis in February 2014, up to the final days of the Obama 

Administration in January 2017. The discourse in which contemporary US 

policymakers and media outlets framed the Russian resurgence within the larger 

national security dialog can shed light on the US’ national security priorities, official 

and public perceptions of the post-post-Cold War international order, and the US’ place 

therein. 

Within this framework, this thesis aims to answer the following questions: 

-What language did domestic US actors use to frame the resecuritization of 

 Russia?  

-Is the current securitization language consistent with historical Russo-

 American paradigms? What parts of the discourse are consistent? 

-How do those historical paradigms influence the current resecuritzation? I.e. 

 does Russia continue to serve as ‘the other’ for US security identity? 

 

1.3 Structure 

The structure of this thesis seeks to provide a theoretical roadmap on which the 

reader may rely while examining the subsequent textual analysis. Section one provides 

the context of the investigation, the goals of the research, the structure of the thesis, a 

justification of the selected cases, an explanation of the methodology, and the 

limitations of the investigation. Section two defines the research criteria and explains 

                                                 
13 “US, EU Prepare Sanctions on Russia.” The Ukraine Crisis Timeline.  
14 “US House Approves Resolution Condemning Russia 402-7.” Ibid.  
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the theoretical basis for the thesis. The research criteria are the identification of key 

words and linguistic devices within securitization language, and the identification of 

actors and their categorization by political power and cultural influence. The theoretical 

basis centers on the theory of securitization, its theoretical background and applications 

to the current research. Section three provides an overview of American perceptions of 

Russia from the 18th century to the present, focusing on the securitization language 

present in the American discourse on Russia. Section 3 is structured to present past 

American reactions to and perceptions of Russia as an example of historical 

securitization language as definable packages visible throughout the discourse. Section 

four provides an analysis of selected primary sources from the Crimean Crisis era, the 

identification of the search terms established in section two, and a discussion of their 

rendering of resecuritization. The final section offers a conclusion, suggestions for 

further research, and a bibliography.  

1.4 Outline of Selected Sources 

The sources from which this thesis draws its data represent an attempt to cover the 

mainstream poles in the contemporary American political discourse. The sources are 

divided into official governmental sources, and private media sources.  

Reflecting, among other reasons, Chief Justice John Marshall’s 1800 

determination of the president of the sole organ of foreign affairs, President Barack 

Obama and his administration serve as the focal point of this investigation.15 Official 

statements and speeches by Obama and members of his administration between the 

outbreak of the crisis in late 2013 and Obama’s lame duck period following the 2016 

presidential election can reveal that mindset and goals of the administration through the 

linguistic choices made by the speakers.  

Though it serves as a component of the Executive Branch, the federal bureaucracy 

is examined separately from the Obama Administration. This component of the research 

includes statements by officials from the Departments of State and Defense and the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). These particular agencies were selected because of 

the key roles they plan in national security and foreign affairs.  

                                                 
15 Louis Fisher. “The Law: Presidential Inherent Power: The “Sole Organ” Doctrine.” Presidential 

Studies Quarterly. 37, no. 1, 2007. 139-152. 140.  
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Recognizing the influential role the media has on the American political 

discourse, this thesis analyzes statements from writers and commentators from a variety 

of contemporary news outlets to gate the aggregate effect of the media’s role in the 

securitization process. I have included both right and left wing ideological viewpoints to 

determine whether political ideology influences securitization language.  

1.5 Methodology 

In order to effectively detect and measure resecuritization, this thesis uses a 

discourse analysis on administration and media statements. A discourse analysis is well 

suited to this topic because of its three-part analysis of the act and its social and 

discursive context. Presented in a widening scope, a discourse analysis of this topic 

would call for an analysis of the text, or specific utterance, followed by that of the 

broader context (e.g. the actor), followed by the larger societal context (e.g. societal or 

systemic reasons why the actor produced the tangible output.  

This thesis makes use of primary source documents (see above section), and 

secondary sources interpreted by academic authors. Primary sources form the backbone 

of the thesis because evidence of securitization language can be found directly in them. 

That language, for all the inherent bias it may contain, is critical to answering the 

research questions. Where elaboration on matters of factual background is necessary, 

secondary sources and the interpretations of other researchers are utilized, with all credit 

given to their respective authors.  

1.6 Limitations 

This research is limited by the classified status of much of the pertinent data from 

the United States Government. Though undoubtedly highly informative, secret or 

sensitive conversations among and between the Administration, the bureaucracy, and 

Congress, remain out of reach of present academic research, thus the true feelings and 

unguarded remarks of the securitizing actors will for the moment remain unknown.  

The scope of the investigation into the securitizing actors is thus limited to the 

members of the administration, the federal departments, and congressional actors 

pertinent to the openly accessible discourse. Though other federal actors play roles in 
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the formation of national security policy, their influence on securitization is either 

significantly less than the aforementioned, or is confined to matters of domestic 

security. Such agencies and actors are therefore excluded from the research.  

Regarding the media, an accurate determination of the securitizing actors’ motives 

in the securitization process cannot be determined by examining the statements alone. 

Though the astute researcher may decipher some threads of continuity linking 

motivations and expressions, any semblance of true motivation is the province of the 

actors’ minds alone, and is thus absent from this thesis. Because of the wealth of media 

sources, the thesis necessarily excludes many networks, newspapers, and commentators 

from the analysis. This exclusion is in the interest of brevity, and may leave 

opportunities open for further research into these hitherto excluded avenues.  

The remarks and statements of the above-listed actors to international actors 

remain beyond the scope of this thesis. This thesis only discusses the internal discourse 

between 2014 and 2016, due to the departure of the Obama Administration from power 

at that time. Though the crisis is yet unresolved, the Obama Administration’s response 

to the Crimean Crisis, and the responses of those politicians and commentators that 

followed it, are closed matters. The Trump Administration will undoubtedly contend 

with the affects of his predecessor’s actions, but for the purposes of this thesis, that will 

remain unaddressed.  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

How actors construct threats is a central facet of international relations. Both 

realism and liberalism identify specific threatening entities or behaviors within their 

paradigms; other states in the former, and rogue or undemocratic states in the latter. The 

theory of securitization is centered on the idea that no event or entity is in itself a threat, 

but that it becomes so through the constructivist reference points of actors. 

 This chapter discusses the concept of securitization by identifying its origins and 

comparing the different schools present in securitization literature, discussing issue 

framing and the media’s role as a connector, and finally, expanding on a term around 

which this thesis is centered- resecuritization.  

2.1 Securitization 

The term securitization, first used in connection with banking, entered the 

international relations discourse through Ole Waever in 1989.16 Since then, two schools 

of securitization literature have grown in prominence in the contemporary academic 

discourse: the Copenhagen School, and the Paris School. To understand the theoretical 

basis on which this investigation rests, we must dig into the parentage of securitization 

by examining the theories from which it emanated. The theoretical basis of 

securitization can be traced to a fusion of social constructivism and realism.17 Following 

the constructivist tradition, the theory rests on the assumption that nothing is inherently 

a threat in itself, but that threats are formed by a social dialogue in which actors’ 

referential interpretation and the subsequent acceptance of the relevant audience 

transform an actor or event into a threat.18  

In traditional paradigms, actors construct security through objective analysis of 

given circumstances and the fulfillment of a check list of criteria. For realists, security 

means the capacity of the state to counter potential threats, while for liberals, security 

                                                 
16 Thierry Balzacq (ed.): Securitization Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve. Abingdon: 

Routledge, 2011, s. 1-53. Xiv.  
17 Michael C. Williams, Words, Images, Enemies, Securitization and International Politics, International 

Studies Quarterly 2003(47). 512. 
18 David Campbell. Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity. University 

of Minnesota Press: 1998. 349.  
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means interconnected economic and institutional elements that render conflict 

undesirable.19 Threats come from objective categories of actors or situations within the 

paradigm, for example inherent systemic violence in realist and Marxist traditions, and 

undemocratic states in the Democratic Peace branch of liberalism. Securitization differs 

from its preceding conceptions of threat construction because it identifies the actors 

themselves as creating threats based on their goals, values, and/or viewpoints. Robert 

Jervis connects the actors’ differing individual perception to misunderstandings that can 

lead to war.20 This follows the intersubjective construction of threats.  

2.1.1 Back to Basics: Constructivism 

Securitization follows the constructivist tradition that value creation is the 

province of the individual or group perceiving a valueless element. Constructivism 

traces its roots to Wittenstein’s sociological investigation into the role of human social 

and intellectual interests. 21  Constructivism first entered the international relations 

discourse in the 1980s through Onuf, Kratochwil, and Wendt. Seen as an alternative to 

universally applicable theories, constructivism presents international relations as a 

social construct created by the perceptions of the actors within the system. 

Constructivism offers several basic assumptions on the nature of actors and the system 

in which they operate.  

• Actors and structures are mutually constituted within an intersubjective 

context, meaning that “actors develop their relations with, and 

understandings of, others through the media of norms and 

practices…constitutive norms define an identity by specifying the actions 

that will cause Others to recognize that identity and respond to it 

appropriately.” When a situation does occur, the norms of the actor, 

system, or society, will inevitably determine how that entity responds to 

the situation.22 

                                                 
19 Alan Collins (ed.): Contemporary Security Studies. Oxford University Press, 2007, 16-17, 26-27. 
20 Robert Jervis. “War and Misperception.” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 18, No. 4, The 

Origin and Prevention of Major Wars (Spring, 1988), pp. 675-700. 676. 
21 David Francis. “Using Wittgenstein to Respecify Constructivism.” Human Studies 

Vol. 28, No. 3 (Nov., 2005), pp. 251-290. 251.  
22 Ted Hopf, “The Promise of Constructivism in International Relations Theory.” International Security, 

Vol. 23, No. 1 (Summer, 1998), pp. 171-200. 172-173.  
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• Anarchy is an imagined community. Anarchy appears in all of the 

mainstream theories of international relations. For realists, it is a 

Hobbesian cutthroat competition, while for liberals the competition is 

mitigated by the calming influence of international organizations. 23 

Alexander Wendt famously argued, “anarchy is what states makes of it;” 

that conceptions of anarchy are based on actor’s own perceptions of the 

system. 24  Thus, the neorealist insistence that anarchy is inherently 

threatening is a product of neorealist thinkers’ perception of the 

international system.  

• Identity is central to defining systemic positions and roles. Identity 

performs the function self-identification and the identification of “the 

other,” and thus implies values and preferences related to that dynamic. 

Identity is mutually constitutive, e.g. an actor may perceive itself as X, but 

if a second actor perceives it as Y, its relationship with the second actor 

will be in the form of Y.25 Though constructivism and neoliberalism both 

stress the implication that interests imply choices, constructivism rejects 

neorealism’s homogenization of interest (i.e. all states are self-interested) 

in favor of unique, socially constituted interests.26 

• Power is discursive as well as material. Contrasted with the neorealist 

focus on military power and the neoliberal focus on economic power, 

Constructivism emphasizes the power of ideas, language, culture, and 

ideology as holding equal influence as traditional concepts of power.27 

Imagine a country possessing a large and technologically advanced army, 

but with a cultural and political discourse of pacifism and reluctance to 

engage in military action.  

                                                 
23

Helen Milner. “The Assumption of Anarchy in International Relations Theory: A Critique.” Review of 

International Studies. Vol. 17, No. 1 (January 1991), pp. 67-85. 69, 74 . 
24 Hopf, 174. Alexander Wendt. “Anarchy Is What States Make of It: the Social Construction of Power 

Politics.” International Organization, Vol. 46, No. 2 (Spring, 1992), pp. 391-425.  
25 Henri Tajfel. Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology (Cambridge, U.K.: 

Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 255. Cited in: “The Promise of Constructivism.” 175.  
26 Ibid. 176.   
27 Ibid, 177.  
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2.1.2 Schools of Securitization  

To understand securitization, we must examine key assumptions of its two 

schools. Though both schools differ in scope, both propose an intersubjective threat 

construction as their theoretical basis. The Copenhagen School, originally proposed by 

Ole Waever and Barry Buzan in the 1980s, argues that securitization is a discursive, 

meaning that securitization as an act occurs through speech acts and how the speech act 

is perceived within the discourse.28 Speech acts may be transmitted in any medium. For 

a referent subject to be successfully securitized, it must successfully move through the 

three stages of the securitization hierarchy.  

 Figure 1: The Securitization Hierarchy  

The Copenhagen School defines securitization as the movement between a 

politicized topic to a securitized topic, more specifically, a social process “through 

which an intersubjective understanding is constructed within a political community to 

treat something as an existential threat to a valued referent object, and to enable a call 

for urgent and exceptional measures to deal with the threat.29” Ultimately, the success of 

securitization according to the Copenhagen School depends on the process being fully 

realized and carried out, much like a marriage or other agreement.30 Buzan and Waever 

delineate ‘‘conditions for a successful speech-act [as falling] into two categories: (1) the 

internal, linguistic-grammatical-to follow the rules of the act (or, as Austin argues, 

accepted conventional procedures must exist, and the act has to be executed according 

to these procedures); and (2) the external, contextual and social, to hold a position from 

                                                 
28 Waever and Buzan, cited in: Holger Stritzel. “Towards a Theory of Securitization: Copenhagen and 

Beyond.” European Journal of International Relations. Vol. 13(3): 357–383. 358. Balzacq refers to the 

discursive construction of threats as philosophical securitization. See Securitization Theory, pp. 1.  
29 Ibid.Vladimir Dolinec. “The Role of Mass Media in the Securitization Process of International 

Terrorism.” Politické vedy: časopis pre politológiu, najnovšie dejiny, medzinárodné vzťahy, bezpečnostné 

štúdiá. Vol. 13, No. 2 (2010), pp. 8-32. 9 
30 Securitization Theory, 1. 

Non-politicized

e.g. Cultural 
Aspects of the 

Crimean Tartars

Politicized 

e.g. Political 
Autonomy of 

Crimea

Securitized e.g. 
Seccession of 

Crimea
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which the act can be made. 31 ” This framework provides a context that helps the 

securitizing actor form the threat and target it at the appropriate audience.  

Buzan recognized broad categories of security issues that constitute a common 

core of security threats. These “five sectors” are; military threats, political threats, 

economic threats, social threats, and environmental threats. Military threats, according 

to Buzan, are in a special category because of the force inherent within them, and in that 

they pose a threat to the basic functions of a state (i.e. the ability to protect its citizens). 

A political threat also bears special consideration as it can take the form of an 

ideological competition designed to weaken the opposing state.32 Buzan also addresses 

the concept of security as a “relational phenomenon.” The security of a given state is 

interlinked with that of other states in the international system, hence threats to one state 

are filter through the system to affect other states.33 Using this framework, the Russian 

annexation of the Crimea poses a military and political threat to the United States, in 

part because the military and political threat facing Ukraine is systemically linked to the 

United States through the web of international organizational cooperation, friendly 

diplomatic relationships, and common geopolitical orientation.  

Despite the strengths and praises of the Copenhagen School, it is subject to 

several critiques. Most obvious are the moral and ethical criticisms of the theory. 

Aradau suggests that sinister governments will fabricate the threat of a return to the 

Hobbesian state of nature as a justification for its ulterior aims. This critique obfuscates 

the point of the Copenhagen School’s definition of securitization by mistaking an 

analytical tool for a means of furthering political policy.34 In the same vein, Dillon urges 

that “the story of security should always be an ethical one,” furthering the confusion of 

the issue by attempting to assign concrete and broadly applicable notions of morality to 

the paradigm.35  

Taureck divides intellectual critiques in two categories: the absence of a 

normative conceptualization of securitization, and a disregard for the political 

                                                 
31 Buzan and Waever, cited in Williams, “Securitization and International Politics.” 514. 
32

 Buzan, cited in: Marianne Stone,.“Security According to Buzan: A Comprehensive Security Analysis.” 
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33 Ibid, 6.  
34 Rita Taureck. “Securitization Theory and Securitization Studies.” Journal of International Relations 
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35 Ibid, 55-56.  
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consequences of speaking security.36 The Copenhagen School conceives security as a 

negative, reactive condition, representing the failure to meet a challenge through 

“normal politics,” and oversimplifies the securitizing act as a single communication 

between the securitizing actor and the audience.37 McDonald offers a critique of the 

Copenhagen School based on its state centrism. According to McDonald, the 

Copenhagen School’s focus on “those voices deemed institutionally legitimate to speak 

on behalf of a particular collective, usually a state,” e.g. political leaders, excludes other 

avenues of securitization, such as images and material practices. McDonald further 

criticizes the Copenhagen School’s definition of security as arising from the 

identification of danger or threats as reactive and negative.38 Another critique of the 

Copenhagen School is its reliance on the speech act as the necessary transfer point 

between the securitizing actor and the audience. McDonald argues that this overlooks 

the prevalence of visual media in the contemporary discourse as a medium for the 

exchange of ideas and the receipt of messages.39 While this is a valid criticism of the 

original Copenhagen School, specific scholarship on the role of the media in the 

securitization process has since emerged and is discussed in a subsequent section.  

The Paris School, represented by Thierry Balzacq, represents an expanded take on 

the Copenhagen School’s definition of securitization. Balzacq defines securitization as: 

An articulated assemblage of practices whereby heuristic artifacts 

(metaphors, policy tools, image repertoires, analogies, stereotypes, 

emotions, etc.) are contextually mobilized by a securitizing actor, 

who works to prompt an audience to build a coherent network of 

implications (feelings, sensations, thoughts, and intuitions) about 

the critical vulnerability of a referent object, that concurs with the 

securitizing actor’s reasons for choices and actions, by investing 

the referent subject with such an aura of unprecedented threatening 

complexion that a customized policy must be immediately 

undertaken to block it.40  

                                                 
36

Michael C. Williams. “Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics.” 

International Studies Quarterly (2003) 47, 511–531. 511. “Securitization Theory and Securitization 

Studies.” 53. 
37 Taureck 54. 
38Matt McDonald. “Securitization and the Construction of Security.” European Journal of International 

Relations. December 2008. 1-36. 1-2. Balzacq, Thierry, Sarah Leonard, Jan Ruzicka. “Securitization 

Revisited: Theory and Cases.” International Relations 2016, Vol. 30(4) 494–531. 496. 
39 McDonald, 2.  
40 Ibid, 494. 
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Balzacq’s securitization attempts to answer three questions: “what makes 

something a security issue? What kind of response does this call for? What are the 

specific consequences of agreeing that something is a threat?41” Contrasted with the 

Copenhagen School’s philosophical and formulaic approach, the Paris School is 

sociological in that it accounts for non-discursive elements that influence the 

securitization process. Balzacq’s securitization differs from the Copenhagen School’s in 

three distinctive differences. Securitization occurs as a form of “universal pragmatics” 

in which the societal and psychological context in which the securitizing act is made 

contribute to an ongoing process that ultimately determines whether a referent object is 

securitized, as opposed to the Copenhagen School’s absolute status that a referent object 

is either securitized or not. Secondly, the act is influenced by the actor’s “preexisting 

perceptions and behaviors.” Finally, the audience and the securitizing actor are mutually 

constitutive during the securitization process (whereas the Copenhagen school’s 

audience is passive and reactive). 42  The Paris School also focuses on bureaucratic 

processes and “the analytics of government” as signposts for threat construction. 

Balzacq identifies four criteria within this framework:  

1. Characteristic forms of visibility, ways of seeing and 

perceiving;   

2. Distinctive ways of thinking and questioning, relying on 

definite vocabularies and procedures for the production of truth 

(e.g. those derived from the social,  human and behavioral 

sciences);   

3. Specific ways of acting, intervening and directing, made up of 

particular types of  practical rationality (‘expertise’ and 

‘know-how’) and relying upon definite  mechanisms, 

techniques and technologies;   

4. Distinctive ways of forming subjects, selves, persons, actors or 

agents.43   

Unlike the Copenhagen School’s holding that all threats are based on perception, 

Balzacq suggests that a category of extreme or brute threats exists in which the referent 

subject poses a critical danger to human life in any paradigm, regardless of the speech 
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act.44 O’Reilly partially accepts this theory on the basis that some threats are inherently 

dangerous to human life, but rejects the notion that the speech act is no longer 

important. Two different presentations of the same event will produce two different 

audience understandings.45  

While Balzacq’s and others’ critique of the original iteration of the securitization 

theory has undoubtedly refined the concept and addressed its initial flaws, for the 

purposes of this thesis, the Copenhagen School’s definition of securitization seems more 

appropriate. This definition’s focus on the speech act as the source of the securitization 

effort fits with the available empirical evidence that this thesis utilizes. Furthermore, the 

focus on the speech act itself, and not the impact thereof, facilitates a sufficient scale of 

investigation for this thesis’ goals.  

2.1.3 The Securitization Process 

Four roles and one action comprise the securitization process. Originally defined 

by the Copenhagen School, the components of the process have been accepted by the 

Paris School.46  

• The securitizing actor is the individual, entity, or agency that conducts the 

securitizing speech act. The securitizing actor can take the form of leaders, 

political, military, or security agencies and organizations, or individuals 

within the cultural discourse.  

• The referent subject is the threatening entity or force, e.g. Russia, Putin, or 

illegal annexation.  

• The referent object refers to the entity or concept that the referent object 

threatens. These can be countries and organizations, e.g. the United States, 

nebulous concepts such as freedom or rule of law, or concrete policy goals 

such as preventing the creation of a Russian sphere of influence in Eastern 

Europe.  

                                                 
44 Thierry Balzacq. “The Three Faces of Securitization.” European Journal of International Relations. 

Vol. 11(2): 171–201. 181. 
45 O’Reilly, Ciaran. “Primetime Patriotism: News Media and the Securitization of Iraq.” Journal of 

Politics and Law. Vol. 1, No. 3 (2008). 66-72. 68. 
46 “Towards a Theory of Securitization. Copenhagen and Beyond.” 358, 362-363. 

“Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics.” 513-514. 
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• The securitizing actor then proposes Extraordinary Measures. The final 

component of the securitization quartet is critical to the success of the 

endeavor. Extraordinary measures  

• The audience refers to the specific individual or group needed to accept 

the securitizing actor’s identification of a threat and the necessity of 

extraordinary measures to counter it. The identity of the audience depends 

on the existing power structure that the securitizing actor must work 

within. In the US, the audience can be the general population, or can be 

limited to the National Security Council, Congress, or the Cabinet. 47 

O’Reilly links the referent object and the audience as often forming the 

same component, rejecting the inherent passivity of the audience in 

Buzan’s definition, critiqued by McDonald.48 

Because neither school assigns firm criteria to define the success of securitization, 

O’Reilly provides the term critical mass as a final step in the process. Critical mass 

refers to the condition “when the securitizing actor has convinced enough of the right 

people that someone or something constitutes a legitimate security threat.” O’Reilly 

further defines two components within critical mass: volume and caliber. Volume is the 

criterion that a sufficient proportion of the audience has been convinced, and caliber is 

the “appropriateness and relevance of the particular audience.49” While securitization 

may be conceptualized as a process, it is effectively visualized as an interaction between 

the roles within the process  

Both schools discuss desecuritization as an ideal step beyond securitization. 

Examples cited in Williams include the desecuritization of elements of European 

security after the Cold War, especially in the Nordic region.50 As the crisis discussed in 

this thesis is ongoing, we will not examine desecuritization in great detail. 

                                                 
47
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2.1.4 The Role of the Media in Securitization 

Recent scholarship has expanded the securitization process from the role of the 

government as the chief securitizing actor to acknowledge the mass media’s impact on 

the contemporary audience. Dolinec identifies the media as the critical missing link 

between the Copenhagen School’s securitizing actor and audience. 51  Particularly, 

Dolinec identifies mass media’s agenda setting effect, originally identified by 

McCombs and Shaw.52 Trampota refers to the media as “repetitive representation of 

who and what is important in the society, what is normatively right from the social 

systems’ perspective and simultaneously, what sanctions can follow after potential 

breaking of such norms. 53 ” The media thus provides the agenda-setting effect to 

transmit the securitizing effort from the securitizing actor, to the audience. The political 

elite, identified in Buzan, retains its role as key securitizing actors due to their 

preferential access to mainstream media outlets.54 O’Reilly identifies a motivation for 

the media in the securitization beyond the popularly imagined search for truth. Because 

western media seeks to provide entertainment as much as information, the quest to 

attain and sustain favorable ratings among viewers can drive the media to sensationalize 

events by producing prolonged coverage.55  According to Gamoson and Modigliana, 

general audience media (mainstream media), does not attempt to influence policy 

direction, but reflects and contributes to general public opinion.56  

2.1.5 Resecuritization 

 This thesis contributes to the theoretical study of securitization by expanding on 

the term resecuritization. Resecuritization as a concrete concept, let alone as a specific 

piece of the securitization process, has not been widely addressed in International 

Relations and Security Studies literature beyond oblique references. Tassinari references 

the resecuritization of non-military assets in re Baltic regional cooperation, Leblond 

uses the word as a general term in connection with Putin increasing the Russian state’s 
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attention to security matters, and Guzzini indicates that the West is in a general state of 

geopolitical resecuritization following its post Cold War identity crisis. 57  The most 

relevant reference to resecuritization comes from Mavelli , who references it as an 

unintentional effect of efforts to desecuritize religion. 58  No concrete definition of 

resecuritization as a subsequent stage of desecuritization exists on which to build this 

research. Examining the path of securitization to desecuritization, where resecuritization 

logically fits as a third potential step, we can identify resecuritization as the 

securitization process of the same referent object in a preceding historical period or 

situation that has since been desecuritized, and examining how the contemporary 

securitization occurs along the hitherto established parameters. We therefore define 

resecuritization as the act of returning a desecuritized situation, concept, or actor to a 

state of securitization formerly accepted by the particular audience.  

2.1.6 Assignment of Roles within the Securitization 

paradigm  

 For the purposes of this thesis, the securitization roles are herein assigned. The 

securitizing actors are the Obama Administration, the Departments of State, Defense, 

and Homeland Security, Congress, and the media (see Section 2.3.1 for an explanation 

of these actors in their roles). Of the remaining actors, Russia, its leaders, goals, and 

foreign policy play the role of the referent object (see section 3.1 for a historical 

justification of this assignment). The referent subject is the United States’ commitment 

to upholding post-Cold War norms of relations between sovereign states. The 

extraordinary measures are sanctions, military deployments to Eastern Europe, and arms 

shipments to Ukraine. The audience is the American public.  

2.2 Securitization Language 

The speech act is the fuse of the securitization process. The securitizing actor’s 

utterance provides the essential transition to the audience, whose acceptance or rejection 
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thereof determines the success of the securitizing effort. The Copenhagen School 

stresses the semantic aspect of the speech act; word choice and linguistic devices. 

Stritzel argues that this approach is too constrictive however, as it denies the 

illocutionary aspects, such as the cultural attitudes and personal proclivities of the 

securitizing actor influencing the production of the particular speech act. 59  For the 

purpose of this thesis, we can define securitization language as taking both semantic and 

illocutionary forms. While the semantic form of the speech acts is transmitted through 

the medium of the securitizing actor’s specific pronouncement, the illocutionary aspects 

appear in the use and reuse of discursive packages (see below), that provide ready-made 

socio-political images and emotions that may be called upon in response to external 

situations. 

2.2.1 Land of the Free: Creating Language that 

Resonates 

 For the speech act to be successfully accepted by the audience, it must resonate 

with a majority thereof. The securitization object, therefore, must carry sufficient weight 

with the audience (i.e. serve as a valued object), that the audience accepts the 

employment of extraordinary measures for its protection. Campbell describes the factors 

that shape the American mindset and identity to which securitizing actors relate in their 

speech. America is neither a nationality nor an ethnicity, but an idea to which its 

inhabitants relate. “The flag and the pledge are, as it were, all we have.”60 America as a 

concept emerged amidst the transition between traditional obedience and democratic 

and technocratic progress, with these changes fostering independence and self-reliance. 

The notion that Columbus discovered America, as opposed to America emerging from 

complex historical processes, forms the basis for images such as a land of freedom with 

defined frontiers that require geopolitical security; the proto-West in the modern 

context.61 Further developing this identity of separateness was the revolutionary split 

from Britain in 1776 led to the emergence of a moral dichotomy between the new 

country and “old Europe.” “Ignorant, cunning, treacherous, wicked, villainous, and 
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tyrannical” Englishmen formed a model of the Old World to be contrasted with “the 

innocence, decent, and ethics of the New [World].62” Campbell further argues that 

“performative statements are presented as constitutive utterances” in the reproduction of 

American identity in order to formulate America as a cultural, rather than national 

(ethnic) construct separate from the Europe that originally constituted it.63  

 Discourses use ideographs to represent ideological perspectives within a 

discourse. Identified by McGee in 1980, ideographs are simplified words or concepts 

that activate emotional or intellectual responses in the observer. 64  Terms such as 

“freedom” and “liberty” have attained a place of dominance among ideographs within 

the American socio-political discourse. The foundations of these terms can be traced to 

the enlightenment philosophical traditions, notably adapted from John Locke’s ideas of 

government by the consent of the governed, and government as the protector of natural 

rights.65 The portrayal of an entity or concept as a threat to valued American ideographs 

serves as an effective securitizing speech act because it touches a figurative nerve 

within the American people. In showing a threat to a valued object, a sense of urgency 

is introduced, rendering the securitization more likely to succeed. This concept is 

evocative of Weaver’s rhetorical concept, Ultimate Terms. God Terms are rhetorical 

devices designed to evoke feelings of obedience or value, such as safety, modern, or 

progress. Devil Terms, such as communist or un-American, evoke feelings of disgust 

and revulsion. Charismatic Terms, containing an unspecified yet compelling power, 

may appear as freedom or democracy.66  

For the purpose of this thesis, we must therefore examine the performative 

statements of securitizing actors, as they play the dual role of appealing to the 

audience’s self-conception of identity, while furthering the securitization effort. The 

combined use of McGee’s ideographs with reoccurring identity-defining terms in the 

discourse creates an easily identifiable set of preconceived references to which the 

audience, i.e. the population, may attach during a given geopolitical occurrence.  
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2.2.2 Framing the issue: The Language of 

Discursive Packages  

The context, or framing, of an issue is critical in order for the securitization 

speech act to succeed. Gamson and Modigliani refer to pre-existing packages of ideas, 

perceptions, and reactions, circulating within a given culture. The prominence of these 

packages ebbs and flows while adapting to and incorporating new developments both 

inside and outside the culture.67 These packages represent the social construction of 

meaning that exists beneath surface elements such as government, civil society, and the 

media. The media further frames the issue by utilizing “condensing symbols” contained 

in the packages to allow the message to be condensed into symbols, metaphors, or in the 

modern age, sound bites.68  Frames or packages do not present strict and exclusive 

narratives, but can leave space for multiple opinions on the same issue.69 

Gamson and Modigliani identify five framing devices present in discursive 

packages that guide the formation of public opinion (and thus audience acceptance of 

the securitizing speech act). These are:  

(1) Metaphors, (2) exemplars (i.e., historical examples from which 

lessons are drawn), (3) catchphrases, (4) depictions, and (5) visual 

images (e.g., icons). The three reasoning devices [that link the framing 

devices] are (1) roots (i.e., a causal analysis), (2) consequences (i.e., a 

particular type of effect), and (3) appeals to principle (i.e., a set of moral 

claims). A package can be summarized in a signature matrix that states 

the frame, the range of positions, and the eight different types of 

signature elements that suggest this core in a condensed manner.70  

Drulak’s research into the use of metaphor as a discursive device serves to 

illustrate specific examples within the American discourse on Russia. Drulak defines 

metaphor “as figures of speech which present one thing as another thing,” but broadens 

the definition to include Lakoff’s and Johnson’s conceptual differentiation of abstract 

metaphors (e.g. the EU as a ship suggesting general movement) from concrete 
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metaphors (e.g. the EU as a ship suggesting a project to be managed). 71  Citing 

Fairclough’s social theory of discourse, Drulak characterizes language as not only a 

medium for the communication of ideas, but as an action through “which people may 

act upon the world and especially upon each other.72” In keeping with constructivist 

traditions, metaphor and language do not describe any objective reality, but present a 

medium for advancing a particular viewpoint. Fairclough refers to rules that allow a 

particular statement to occur at a particular time within a discourse, with some 

statements appearing as “common sense beyond any doubt.” Waever argues that the 

discourse directly influences concrete political actions by delineating what is possible 

and what is impossible in a given situation.73 Chilton and Lakoff argue that states are 

metaphorical persons or containers, containing specific concepts of “bodies, reasons, 

and health” vis a vis other states. Those containers have implied outsides, which may 

logically include anti elements and threats. 74  Lakoff further argues that the 

metaphorical construction of states is exclusive of alternatives, and that this exclusivity 

restricts the resulting discourse. 75  We can thus perceive that within the American 

discourse, Russia Packages, once established, enter into the national myth and can be 

reactivated by a securitizing actor with greater ease than the initial period of 

securitization. These packages represent the viewpoints and perspectives of both the 

original creators, based on their values and objectives, and the maintenance thereof by 

subsequent users. 

2.2.3 What constitutes securitization language? 

For the Copenhagen School, the fundamental transformation between 

politicization and securitization occurs when “by uttering “security” a state-

representative moves a particular development into a specific area, and thereby claims a 

special right to use whatever means are necessary to block it.76” It is important to stress 

that as a constructivist theory, securitization does not depend on the empirical truth of a 

concept for the process to successfully occur. Austin holds that a pronouncement need 
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not be a description of what is, but is an indulgence in an action.77 Therefore, whether 

the pronouncement possesses concrete evidence, an act may follow based on the 

audience’s acceptance of the statement. This process is akin to placing a bet or getting 

married.78 This thesis uses Buzan and Waever’s definition of securitization language in 

accordance with the afore-mentioned Russian Packages to detect the presence of 

securitization language. 

2.3 Definition of Terms 

2.3.1 The Securitizing Actors 

This section discusses the nature and policymaking competencies of the 

securitizing actors. While the list is not exhaustive, it serves the purposes of the thesis 

by providing a background for the immediate and most public of securitizing speech 

acts delivered during the Crimean Crisis. Undoubtedly, classified sources within the 

agencies exist, but remain for the moment beyond the reach of academia. Thus, this 

section makes only a brief acknowledgement of their capabilities.  

Following Roger George and Harvey Rishikof’s research, we may refer 

collectively to the securitizing actors as the National Security Enterprise. 79  This 

structure, having evolved from the 1947 National Security Act, can be visualized as a 

series of concentric rings, with the innermost being the presidential administration, 

executive departments, and agencies as, expanding outward to include Congressional 

security/foreign policy committees and finally the courts.80 

The Obama Administration refers to President Barack Obama, his spokespeople, 

and his politically appointed heads of federal departments. The National Security 

Council is the primary foreign and security policy tool available to the presidential 

administration. The structure of federal departments and the presidential administration 

is consolidated in the National Security Council (NSC), which operates as a permanent 
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structure for foreign and defense policy coordination between the president, vice 

president, secretaries of state and defense. 81  Other key members of the military, 

security, and intelligence apparatus regularly attend meetings, most notably the National 

Security Advisor and the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).82 The NSC 

typically operates according to the preference of the president. Obama’s NSC operated 

much in the same vein as his three predecessors, maintaining a balance between 

political appointees and career civil service personnel.83 Obama’s Presidential Policy 

Directive 1 placed the president and his National Security Advisor “at the heart of the 

administration’s national security system” with broad membership.84 Obama prioritized 

a multiplicity of opinions in the form of open debate to avoid groupthink and 

“premature policy consensus.85” 

We can further break down the Administration and the federal departments in 

terms of career and politically appointed personnel. The close connection of the latter 

with the president defines the latter; usually secretaries with the Administration, while 

non-political career personnel, i.e. the military and the Foreign Service, staff the 

departments themselves.  

The Federal Departments refer to those departments most directly involved in 

international affairs: The Departments of State and Defense. The Department of State, 

one of the original two executive departments, is the chief diplomatic and foreign policy 

organ of the US government. Its staff consists of career Civil Service officers in 

Washington, while the Foreign Service is responsible for representing and 

implementing US policy overseas. Both Kissinger and Baker commented on the State 

Department’s unique bureaucratic style, and thereby securitizing function, that renders it 

“a living, breathing being that has opinions and policies of its own. 86 ” The State 

Department operates a unique bureaucratic culture in which formal hierarchy is at once 

respected and circumvented (particularly in the post assignment process), where the 
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exchange of information is both open and tightly controlled, and a preference for ad hoc 

planning. The department’s consistent underfunding and consequent personnel 

shortages, despite the Obama Administration’s early budget increases, are likely 

contributors to these institutional factors.87  

Throughout the Bush Administration (2001-2009), the State Department assisted 

in the securitization of Islamic terrorism, culminating in the wars against the Taliban 

and Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and Iraq, driving for specific policy objectives such as the 

destruction of opium storehouses and the expansion of the International Security and 

Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan. 88  Despite its operational role, the State 

Department clashed with the Defense Department over the Bush Administration’s 

nation building policy, promoting the policy as a potentially effective long-term avenue, 

over the Defense Department’s objections to overstretching itself in non-critical 

missions. 89  The Obama Administration sought to strengthen the role of the State 

Department as a foreign policy tool, evident in the president’s public pronouncements 

and Secretary of State Hilary Clinton’s planned 25% personnel increase. However, 

many in government, media, and society believe that a reliance on diplomacy is a sign 

of weakness, damaging the State Department’s public perception.90 

 

The Department of Defense, a post World War II merger of the former 

Departments of War and the Navy, provides organization and control over the United 

States military. The Defense Department’s leadership consists of the Secretary of 

Defense, and the heads of the military branches organized as the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

whose function is to provide strategic advice and management of the military’s 

administrative and combat commands to the president.91  Meese and Wilson outline 

particular features of the Defense Department as a bureaucratic organization. The 

military’s critical national security function entitles it to higher levels of discretion than 

other executive agencies, while necessitating a balance between a politically 

accountable bureaucracy, and a professional fighting force capable of the flexibility 

necessary to accomplish its fundamental mission. Since the earliest days of the 

American Republic, the military has been subordinate to civilian political control, and 
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remains a deeply conservative element within the governmental structure. 92  The 

military’s unique personnel system also contributes to its organizational character. 

Meese and Wilson describe it as a “closed labor force” that recruits, trains, and 

promotes personnel from the time they reach working age. These personnel are then 

further trained and selectively retained, creating a continuous workforce within the 

military. This continuity contributes to the danger of groupthink and institutional 

inflexibility, evident in the senior officers of the post Cold War era, who as subalterns at 

the height of the conflict, learned doctrinal notions oriented against a large scale Soviet 

attack, and thus found themselves unable to adapt to small-scale conflicts against 

Jihadists and rebels.93  

 

 Since 1947, the CIA has been responsible for consolidating and delivering 

intelligence information to the National Security Council. The Bush Administration’s 

2004 intelligence restructuring created a Director of National Intelligence position while 

leaving the CIA in charge of intelligence collection and analysis, and covert 

operations. 94  George identifies the CIA’s analytical and operational sub-cultures as 

separately contributing to the agency’s overall mission, with the former producing 

objective (i.e. apolitical) analysis for policymakers, and the latter serving as the 

implementation arm of the organization. Administrations prize the CIA for its 

authoritative data collection and research abilities. The CIA helps to support the 

president’s policies with the President’s Daily Brief; a daily report of the most 

important developments for the president. Despite the broad intelligence gathering 

abilities the agency possesses, National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs) containing the 

CIA’s opinions and recommendations have been ignored by policymakers, highlighted 

by former Director Robert Gates as a fundamental disconnect between the intelligence 

service and Capitol Hill.95 The disconnect between intelligence and policy advocacy 

places the CIA in a position to be heeded or ignored by policymakers, especially the 

CIA sources must compete with alternative information on the same topic (e.g. in Iraq 

in 2003).96 

 

                                                 
92 Ibid, 124, 126. 
93 Ibid, 125. 
94 Ibid, 157-158. 
95 Ibid, 163. 
96 Ibid, 172-173. 



 

 

28 

Though Congress has historically been deferential to the President in matters of 

foreign policy, a number of legislative changes have dramatically increased its oversight 

authority since the height of executive prerogative in the Vietnam era. The 1970 

Legislative Reorganization Act increased the size of Congressional committees, the 

Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974 expanded Congressional oversight over 

the federal budget (and thus Presidential policy actions), and the War Powers Act of 

1973 mandated Congressional consent to any military operations lasting longer than 60 

days.97 

 

 

 

Figure 3, Main United States Foreign Policy Actors 

 

The Media refers to professional journalistic organizations that publish 

information for mass consumption. George and Rishikof consider the media, along with 

think tanks and interest groups, to form the outer rings of foreign policy. The media 

plays the foremost of these extra-governmental roles because of its agenda setting 

ability.98  
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2.3.2 A Note on Organizational Behavior 

 Because the actions and affects of government, like all organizations, is a 

function of the amalgamation of the individual skills and traits of its members focused 

through delineated hierarchies and sets of standard operating procedures. 99  These 

factors create unique organizational cultures that contribute to the accomplishment of 

the organization’s defined missions. Several elements of organizational culture are 

important for the selection of cases in this thesis.  

• “Agencies try to avoid taking on tasks that are not central to their understanding 

of their core mission. 100” With this in mind, we can exclude non-foreign policy 

and security agencies from review, as their central missions do not correspond to 

those areas (e.g. the Department of Housing and Urban Development).  

• “When an agency has more than a single internal culture, conflicts over 

priorities often occur. 101” Within the federal bureaucracies, we can identify 

career personnel, in the Civil Service, the Foreign Service, the military, and the 

intelligence services, who play vital roles in the collection and interpretation of 

information, and the subsequent implementation of foreign policy. This 

meritocratic system often clashes with political appointees whose positions are 

due to patronage or friendship with the political elites. While political appointees 

may quickly (often instantly) attain senior rank within the organizational 

structure, their approaches, management styles, and work ethics can be vastly 

different from those of their subordinates, who have often spent large portions of 

their professional lives in the organization.102 

• “Senior officials’ views tend to be defined by the combination of their personal 

views and the culture they represent.103” This point can refer to the use of 

patronage appointments as pay offs to different interest groups for providing the 

president with their political support. The image that the administration’s 
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appointees are unquestioningly loyal to their president is simply inaccurate, and 

the behavior of their organization can reflect those divergent interests.104 

Based on Cohen’s research, we can account for institutional factors that 

influenced the securitizing actors’ speech acts during the Crimean crisis. This 

addresses several sub-questions related to the main research questions: did political 

appointees in the bureaucracy tow the line of the administration, and were there 

qualitative differences between career personnel and administration appointees.  

3 The Hunt for Resecuritization: Textual 

Analysis 

This section examines instances of Russian Packages in the historical discourse, 

and compares those established discursive packages to those employed by the 

securitizing actors active during the Crimean Crisis. Americans Securitizing Russia: 

Historical Paradigms 

This section examines historical discourses to form an empirical basis for the 

identification of securitization language in the contemporary discourse. By identifying 

linguistic elements of previous securitization discourses, we can place the Crimean 

discourse on a continuous scale, beginning with the American declaration of 

independence in 1776. 105  This section categorizes the main linguistic discursive 

elements by historical time period in order to illustrate the evolution of concepts of 

Russia in American culture, and to show the impact of historical events on those 

concepts. We can identify Russian Packages through Gamson and Modigliani’s afore 

mentioned securitization package, and by building on Drulak’s research into the use of 

metaphor in framing the discourse, we can detect specific examples of securitization 

language within the packages. 
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3.1.1 An Ill-Received Shock and a Cold Peace: 

1776-1917 

While George Washington and his contemporaries fought for the independence 

of the nascent American Republic, Catherine the Great sat on the Imperial throne in 

Saint Petersburg. Though the Continental Congress hoped to secure at least a Russian 

promise of neutrality, Francis Dana, the young colonial minister to Russia, described 

Russia’s reaction to news of the declaration of independence: “the event gave a great 

shock here, and is not well received.106” The Russian Empire continued to withhold its 

recognition of the independent United States, returning diplomatic pouches (and a 

portrait of President Washington intended for the legation), and finally forcing Dana to 

return home after two years of futile petitions.107 Though these diplomatic snubs were 

more a nuisance than a threat, the Continental Congress recognized Russia as a potential 

military threat as early as 1776, when it passed a resolution urging Colonial diplomats 

to prevent “German, Russian and other foreign troops from being sent to America for 

hostile purposes.108" We can refer to this as the beginning of the “Threatening Russia” 

package. Russian colonization in the Western Hemisphere provoked a resurgence of this 

package, when in 1822 John Quincy Adams, then Secretary of State, answered Russian 

minister Baron de Tuyl’s notification of Russian territorial claims in the Pacific with a 

fierce invocation of the Monroe Doctrine, contributing to the securitization discourse 

surrounding Russia and the interventionist Holy Alliance as threats to democratic 

independence movements.109 

The Napoleonic era gave rise to three perennial Russia packages. The “Barbaric 

Russia” and “Backwards Russia” packages emerged as a part of the domestic political 

discourse in the context of the electoral competition between the Federalists and 

Democratic Republicans. During the War of 1812, the opposition Federalists organized 

“Russia Celebrations” in honor of Russian battlefield victories over Napoleonic France 
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in Boston on 25 March and in Georgetown on 5 June 1813.110 These celebrations were 

nothing more than a tool to enflame anti-administration sentiments towards James 

Madison’s Democratic Republicans, who favored France while the Federalists sought 

peaceful ties with Great Britain.111  

Kurilla refers to an alternative package emergent during the War of 1812 as one 

that depicted Russia as “a guarantor of liberty, and a rapidly developing, freedom-loving 

nation.112” The news that Tsar Alexander I had offered to act as a peace broker between 

the US and Great Britain reached Washington at the same time as the news of Russia’s 

military successes, and caused a positive reaction among some strata of American 

society.113 An anonymous letter published in the Washington National Intelligencer on 

11 June 1813 described contemporary American attitudes toward Russia as 

uninformed.114 

“[t]he very name of a Russian has, with many uninformed 

persons, a sound equally dreadful with that of a cannibal. Nay, I 

knew one who always used it as a term of reproach to express 

any thing cruel and vindictive, and believed that every Russian 

was a Cossack, and every Cossack a man-eater.115”  

The National Intelligencer expanded on these sentiments in its 22 March issue, 

calling Russia “a noble and gallant nation,” successfully struggling “against a horde of 

ruthless and unprincipled invaders.” The writer further referred to Russia’s victories 

against Napoleon as “the most important epoch in favor of civil liberty in the history of 

modern Europe, and as an event tending to the complete emancipation of the world.116” 

At the Georgetown celebration, attendees toasted, among other things, Tsar Alexander, 

Russian Armies, and Field Marshal Kutuzov.117  This “Benevolent Russia” package, 

employed for domestic political reasons, reemerged during World War Two when 

cooperation with Russia was politically and militarily necessary to defeat Nazi 

Germany.  
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 Democratic Republicans attacked the celebrations of Russia in the 23 April 

edition of the National Intelligencer as “too ridiculous, nay, too disgusting,” that the 

participants could sing “hallelujahs because two hundred thousand men, as they say, had 

been frozen, drowned, or starved to death in Russia. 118 ” The author of the letter 

described the burning of Moscow as “hecatombs of the human race” and suggested that 

instead of banquets, Americans should send money to “the unfortunate and miserable 

inhabitants of Moscow.119” The Raleigh Register of 30 April likened the celebration of 

the destruction of the French Grand Army as a celebration of “the ravages of a 

pestilence in the East Indies.120” On 26 July, the Military Monitor blasted the organizers 

of the celebrations for celebrating Russian victories “which had crimsoned the earth 

with the blood of thousands of innocent victims.121” The evisceration of Russia reached 

a crescendo under the pen of journalist Robert Walsh in a letter of 27 July in response to 

the praises of Russia by Robert Harper, one of the organizers of the Georgetown 

festival. Walsh lambasted Russia, saying that there was: 

no government, or people, on record, whose history is more 

atrocious, in almost every stage. It is, particularly until the 

commencement of the last century, one shocking tissue of 

cruelty, perfidy, ruthless vengeance, and insatiable ambition: – 

the people brutal, ferocious, and slavish, to the last degree; the 

government fitted in every respect to foster their vices; wildly 

sanguinary and anarchical within; not less arbitrary than mutable, 

both at home and abroad; always prone to plunder and oppress.122  

 Walsh went on to refer to Russia’s permanent conditions of “grim and 

stupefying despotism” and “the peculiar inveteracy of the oriental barbarism” as 

retarding Russia’s evolution to the point of holding it in a medieval state. This reference 

to oriental barbarism, referred to in a subsequent letter as “Asiatic despotism,” signals 

the beginning of the cultural dichotomy between the “civilized US” and the “barbaric 

Russia,” and can be interpreted to include racial overtones from its use of Asiatic to 

describe Russia. This language would resurface again in the 1920s during the first Red 

Scare. Walsh even referenced to a fear that would drive much of American policy 

during the Cold War, in which the Russian ruler would be overwhelmed by his nation’s 
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inherent warlike nature to conquer Germany. In a subsequent letter, Walsh pointed out 

the qualitative deficiencies of the Russian government and military, reinforcing the 

“Backwards Russia” package, while simultaneously reiterating his fear that Russia as a 

state occupied an ideal position for “the prosecution of a boundless scheme of 

conquest.123”  

 Harper fired back at Walsh in a further letter. Supported by Alexei Evstafiev, the 

Russian consul in Boston, Harper praised the sturdiness and courage of the Russian 

peasant, while pointing to the Tsar’s benevolent nature that, through the exercise of 

unlimited power, could improve the worse aspects of his nation.124 These themes would 

again resurface in 1941, applied to a different Russian autocrat.  

As the 19th century progressed, Russia and the United States turned to more 

pressing matters of domestic and foreign policy, maintaining normal, if not enthusiastic 

diplomatic relations.125 The vicious condemnation of the Russian system that sprang up 

during the War of 1812 largely disappeared from the discourse by the time of the Civil 

War. In a gesture of support for the Union, a squadron of the Russian Navy made an 

“imposing demonstration” when they anchored in New York Harbor in September 

1863, and with “great pleasure” the harbor commandant treated the Russian officers to a 

tour of the naval yard. Tsar Alexander II interpreted the reception as a national 

compliment, conveying his gratitude to the American ambassador. 126  During the 

concurrent Polish Insurrection, Russia interpreted the American declination to intervene 

(based on the U.S. policy of neutrality in European affairs), as a similar show of support 

for Russian sovereignty.127 Graham (writing in 1934) calls this a moment of Russo-

American ideological confluence, designed to stop armed secession, while drawing a 

comparison between Lincoln and Alexander II as liberators of slaves and surfs.128 The 

post-war purchase of Alaska by the United States constituted a mutually beneficial 
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agreement for both parties, which Secretary of State William Seward referring to 

Russia’s role as a facilitator of America’s destiny.129  

Though Straus, writing in 1905, identifies several of the afore-cited examples as 

low points in Russo-American relations, the overall theme of his essay is to suggest that 

those examples are the exception to the rule. According to Straus, the overall tone of 

American relations with Russia is one of normal, neutral, lawful distance, devoid of any 

particular reasons for fear or gratitude. 130  Graham describes the rising number of 

Russian emigrants taking up residence in the U.S. in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries as resulting in a growing societal opposition to the repression of the Tsarist 

monarchy, which translated into a cold formality, “punctuated with repeated protests 

against the inhumanities of a decadent governmental order.131” This lukewarm order 

existing at the governmental level, continued into World War I, but by the time of the 

United States’ entry into the conflict in April 1917, Russia was months away from a 

fundamental, paradigm altering change that would come to define the two countries for 

much of the 20th century. 

3.1.2 A Volcanic Upheaval: 1917-1930 

Consistent with its moral objection to Russia’s autocratic monarchy, the U.S. 

government welcomed the February Revolution of 1917 and the advent of the 

provisional government in Russia. In a cable dated 18 March 1917, Ambassador David 

Francis urged that the U.S. extend immediate recognition to the new government, 

calling the revolution “the practical realization of that principle of government which 

we have championed and advocated. I mean government by the consent of the 

governed.132” 

The American honeymoon with Russia ended almost as swiftly as it began. 

Americans’ reactions to the Bolshevik coup of 7 November, culminating in the Red 

Scare of 1919, produced the first elements of the twentieth century securitization 
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discourse. Russia’s sudden and violent fall to communism enflamed the already-present 

Threatening Russia package with alarming and imminent imagery. The Tsarist 

autocracy, long lambasted in the American press as bereft of decency and humanity, 

was supplanted by a far more sinister and a-moral foe. At this point in the history of the 

American Russian discourse, the term Russia, representing the organized political 

expression of the Russian nation, merged with the term communism, representing the 

political-ideological movement. Thus in the securitization discourse that existed over 

the next 70 years, we can see the use of “communism” and “Bolshevism,” and their 

associated imagery, used interchangeably with “Russia” and “Soviet.” 

The immediate reaction of the American diplomatic establishment was to ignore 

the new Soviet government on the basis that its acquisition of power through violence 

rendered it legally illegitimate.133 On 6 December 1917, the U.S. government formally 

broke diplomatic ties with Russia, formally citing the new government’s refusal to 

honor outstanding Tsarist debts and seizure of American property.134 Three days after 

the signature of the armistice that ended the Great War in 1918, Secretary of State 

Robert Lansing expressed the deeper insecurity that pervaded the halls of government 

after the guns had fallen silent, “I am anxious over the question of how we can check 

Bolshevism and the dangers which threaten the very structure of society.135” When 

Seattle unions voted to strike in 1919, the city’s mayor Ole Hanson blamed agitators 

who “want[ed] to take possession of our American government and try to duplicate the 

anarchy of Russia.136” The danger from Russia during the first red scare was not one of 

armed attack, but of domestic political subversion carried out not by foreign agents, but 

by the spread of revolutionary and un-American ideas.137 Prominent politicians raised 

the level of urgency with public pronouncements that the government would fall to a 

radical uprising, and that the U.S. was “on the verge of a volcanic upheaval” or “an 

armed conflict.138” Hanson expanded on the moral dichotomy between Americanism 
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and Bolshevism, which through contrasting imagery related to the desirable traits of 

contemporary Americans activated both the Threatening Russia, Backwards Russia, and 

Barbaric Russia packages.139 Secretary of Labor William Wilson summarized the fear 

that internal agitators sought “to establish a Soviet form of government in the United 

States. 140”  

That the U.S. government effectively securitized Soviet communism in 1919 is 

beyond doubt. The extraordinary measures enacted at the state and federal levels show 

the scope and success of the securitization speech acts. State governments enacted laws 

against radicals and banned red flags from public display, while Congress enacted the 

Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918, effectively banning criticism of 

the United States government and war effort. The Sedition Act is a particularly 

extraordinary measure as to the scope of civil liberties that it curtailed, including the 

free and private communication of citizens through the post, Those convicted under the 

Espionage and Sedition Acts faced fines of up to $10,000 and 20 years in prison. 1,000 

people, mostly immigrants, were convicted under the Sedition Act until its repeal in 

1921. When challenged in the Supreme Court, both acts were unanimously upheld as 

constitutional exercises of power to address “a clear and present danger…that congress 

has a right to prevent.141”  

Under these acts, federal authorities began a wave of arrests and deportations of 

foreign nationals; especially those with “lopsided faces, sloping brows, and misshapen 

features” said to be revolutionaries. 142  Campbell refers to the dominant discourse 

surrounding communist subversion as a sociomedical discourse, in which Bolshevism 

appeared as a foreign infectious disease. 143  The Saturday Evening Post called the 

Bolshevik revolution a “softening of the world brain,” and declared that “the need of the 

country is not more idealism, but more pragmatism; not communism, but common 
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sense.144” We can categorize this as an example of the Backwards Russia package, at it 

disparages Russia’s turn to communism as lacking intellectual credibility.  

Campbell makes an interesting point on the origin of the term “reds” for 

communists, as not only relating to the international workers’ color, but as an evocation 

of the 19th century struggles with Native Americans, often referred to as “reds” or 

“redskins.” The use of Indian metaphors helped evoke a sense of the frontier of 

Americanness, at created a rhetorical dichotomy between the forces of civilization and 

those of barbarism.145  

Coben sheds light on the underlying social factors that contributed to audience 

acceptance of communism as a threat warranting securitization following the Bolshevik 

Revolution. Coben, citing studies conducted by the psychologists Nancy Morse and 

Floyd Allport, refers to the 1919 Red Scare (itself an exercise of securitization), as a 

nativist expression of an inherent conservative streak in the American population, 

eliciting fear of social change and suspicion toward those groups that seem to 

precipitate it among the majority of U.S. citizens. This uncertainty propels those citizens 

to seek “an island of institutional safety and security.146” The violent sociopolitical 

reaction to Russian communism was therefore, a self-defensive action, brought on in 

part by the already heightened sensitivity of a wartime population toward foreign threats 

and reaction to wartime social changes for which many in society were unready (e.g. the 

expanded role of women and African Americans in the labor force). 147  The media 

contributed to the securitization effort by publishing excerpts from radical pamphlets 

and speeches, and reporting bombings and strikes across the country. The effect of the 

media coverage was to produce an environment in which revolution by subversive 

foreigners, organized and funded from Russia, was imminent. The objective fact that the 

domestic communist organizations of the time were “disorganized…poverty 

stricken…and almost without contact with American workers and not yet dominated or 

subsidized by Moscow” was either unrealized, or ignored by the media, though it 
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succeeded in effectively reactivating the Threatening Russia package not seen since the 

Revolutionary period.148 

3.1.3 The Lesser Evil: 1930-1945 

The mass demonstrations and revolutionary mobs that the newspapers and 

politicians apocalyptically foretold never materialized, and the communist threat 

subsided in the face of broader economic and social transformation of the 1920s. The 

popular image of the Soviet Union, though still in a diplomatic purgatory, began to shift 

from dangerous unpredictability to a return to traditional Russian conservatism and 

state-centrism. Joseph Stalin’s assumption of the General Secretary’s post signaled a 

move away from permanent world revolution, advanced by Stalin’s erstwhile 

ideological competitor Lev Trotsky, to the use of socialism as a tool for internal national 

development. Large-scale bureaucratic growth and restrictive social policies (e.g. 

restricting access to abortion, divorce, and a crackdown on non-traditional art) appeared 

to demonstrate that the Soviet Union was becoming a “normal country” by the standards 

of the time. These factors, accompanied by rising nationalism and rapid industrialization 

and militarization change precipitated the perception within the American establishment 

of the Soviet Union as a military, as much as ideological threat149  

Mark identifies four Stalinist paradigms that existed in the American discourse 

between 1927 and 1947.  

• The National Bolshevist Paradigm: Advanced by conservatives, this 

paradigm claimed that Stalin would use the Red Army to force world-

revolution in the absence of its spontaneous occurrence.  

• The Thermadorian Paradigm: Purported by American conservatives, 

Stalinism signaled the beginning of an ultimate restoration of capitalism 

forced by a natural human aversion to collective behavior. 

• The Evolutionary Paradigm: American liberals saw Stalinism as a force 

for social improvement without its earlier rough edges. Stalin was a 
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“sensible” leader whose purges were an ideological necessity against 

Trotskyite radicalism.  

• The Totalitarian Paradigm: Noncommunist radicals claimed that Stalin’s 

totalitarianism represented a third way beyond the communist-capitalist 

dichotomy. Communist anti-Stalinists claimed that the Soviet system 

was not truly communist due to the presence and role of the new ruling 

class (i.e. the Party apparatus).150 

Regardless of the ideological arguments, Soviet Russia remained securitized, 

mainly within the Threatening Russia and Backwards Russia paradigms up to the early 

1930s. In 1932 the American minister to Latvia wondered as to whether the Soviet 

Union’s internal progress made it worthy of recognition, his deputy replied that the 

changes only signaled an “enforced hibernation,” until the USSR was “so financially, 

industrially, and militarily strong as to warrant a great attempt to communize the world 

by arms.151" The press, however, began to desecuritize Russia, and began referring to 

the USSR by the mid 1930s as a normal power. Notably, the New York Times 

correspondent in Moscow, Walter Duranty, published a series of reports on the Soviet 

Union’s inner workings that depicted the totalitarian dictatorship as a progressive, 

almost idealistic country. Duranty rejected the notion that the Soviet Union was after 

conquest as nothing but anti-Soviet propaganda, even suggesting a parallel between 

Stalin’s socialism in one country and Voltaire’s “cultivate your own garden. 152 ” 

Stalinism, according to Duranty, would focus on building socialism in Russia, and 

would not actively pursue world revolution.153 Duranty’s advocacy for Stalinist Russia 

extended to claiming that the harsh censorship mechanisms in place under Stalin were 

“usually moderate,” aiming to accommodate foreign journalists, and crediting Stalin for 
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turning the Soviet Union’s heterogeneous population into smooth and efficient 

community bound together by the communist party.154  

Duranty glossed over some of Stalin’s more infamous atrocities, calling the 

slaughter of 5,000,000 kulaks in 1931 a liquidation “into the rising flood of classless 

proletarians.155” Duranty reported the manmade famine in Ukraine as an almost benign 

fluctuation of normalcy, noting in March 1933 that “Russians [were] hungry, not 

starving,” and that reports of famine were “either exaggeration or malignant 

propaganda.156” Admitting the “mess” made by collectivization, Duranty added “you 

can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.” Quoting Stalin and official Soviet 

propaganda sources, Duranty’s articles were well received by the American public, 

winning him a Pulitzer Prize in 1932.157 

Popular theories of the time blamed population growth and lack of resources for 

war, and while Germany and Italy fit within this paradigm, the USSR did not, as 

Fortune reported in the summer of 1937.158 Upon assuming the presidency, Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt initiated the process of formal recognition of the Soviet government 

as the legal government of the Russian territory. Roosevelt’s motivation for doing so 

were to use the USSR to balance Japanese expansion in the Pacific, and in an attempt to 

address the domestic economic crisis, increase international trade with a new partner. 

The United States extended diplomatic recognition to Stalin’s Soviet Union in 1933 

amidst a rising tide of totalitarianism, ending over a decade of diplomatic cold-

shouldering. Among the conditions, the USSR promised to “refrain from interfering in 

[U.S.] domestic affairs.159” The USSR’s accession to the League of Nations in 1934 

helped to reinforce the image of normalcy, but when the Soviet Union invaded Poland 
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and Finland in 1939, Roosevelt condemned the USSR as a “dictatorship as absolute as 

any other dictatorship in the world,” and issued a “moral embargo” on exports bound 

for the Soviet Union. Despite the U.S.’ pathological fear of communism, the criticism of 

the Soviet Union at the outbreak of World War II was not based in ideology. According 

to Mark’s research, 71% of surveyed newspapers credited new Soviet nationalism, 

based on the Totalitarian paradigm, for Stalin’s expansionist policies, while only 20% 

credited ideology.160 Despite the Soviet Union’s status as the only communist state at 

the time, Americans’ still reviled communist ideology. Between 1937 and 1939, most 

Americans chose fascism over communism when presented with a hypothetical choice. 

From 1940-1942, over half of those surveyed still referred to communism as the “single 

greatest menace to [the American] way of life.161”  

The sudden and violent start of the Second World War signaled a shift in 

Americans’ perception of Soviet Russia. As German aggression increased, journalists 

began scribing defensive motives to the Soviet Union’s behavior in Eastern Europe, and 

by the time Adolf Hitler launched Operation Barbarossa in June 1941, a Gallup poll 

found that 72% of Americans preferred the USSR to Germany on the grounds that the 

former was “not imperialistic.” Many, including Ambassador Averell Harriman in 

Moscow, believed that Stalin would attempt to rebuild and consolidate the Soviet Union 

within its prewar borders, rather than seek an expanded sphere of influence.162 As early 

as 1942, roughly 80% of respondents believed that the U.S. should continue its 

cooperation with the USSR after the war, but 60% believed the USSR would demand 

more territory or other terms with which the U.S. would not agree.163 

Contemporary American culture assisted in the implementation of the Friendly 

Russia paradigm. Jacobs discusses the role of Hollywood in creating a sympathetic 

image of Russians to bolster public support for America’s unlikely ally. The 1943 film 

Mission to Moscow, based on the experiences of former Ambassador Joseph Davies, 

presented Stalin as a sympathetic, fatherly figure, and “proved” that the officials and 

generals dragged before the show trials of the 1930s were Axis agents plotting against 
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an honest American ally. The film generated intense criticism, notably from activist and 

minister John Haynes Holms, who called it a historical lie and a propagandistic scandal. 

In response, 266 “leading Americans” denounced the criticism as harmful to Soviet-

American friendship, calling the film “a gesture of international friendship…designed to 

promote…trust in the Soviet Union.164”  

Frank Capra’s 1943 series Why We Fight featured a film about the war on the 

Eastern Front entitled The Battle of Russia. The film opened with a line mentioning “the 

indomitable will for freedom of our allies…born out of their historic traditions.” The 

film shows scenes from Russian history set to a soundtrack of Russian patriotic and 

military music and liberally includes quotes praising the USSR, most notably from 

Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox: “We and our allies owe and acknowledge an 

everlasting debt of gratitude to the armies and people of the Soviet Union.” The film 

does not mention the word “communism” and referred to the 1917 Bolshevik coup as a 

fight against “oppression and corruption.”165 We can see the delusional nature of the 

Friendly Russia package at work during the war. The package superimposes core 

American ideals (e.g. liberty, freedom, democracy) onto Russia where none exist. 

Russia was objectively non-democratic under Stalin, yet to appeal to Americans’ 

sympathies, the political leadership committed to the anti-German alliance, created a 

moral and vaguely ideological equivalency between the two countries within the 

Friendly Russia package. 

Conscious of the stark military threat from Hitler’s Germany, Roosevelt signed 

the Lend-Lease Act to begin delivery of supplies and war materials to the Soviet Union, 

and entered into a formal alliance with the USSR following the US entry into the war in 

December 1941.166 The Backwards Russia paradigm appeared in the polls when only 

22% of respondents predicted a Soviet victory over Germany.167 Lend-Lease itself was 

controversial, as some feared that in addition to supplying communists with American 
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arms, the program could indirectly aid the Germans if the Soviet Union quickly 

collapsed and leave the supplies in German hands.168 

Misconceptions about Russia and Russians were widespread among the 

American public during the Second World War. Walsh published the results of a public 

opinion survey in the winter of 1944, in which 60% of respondents believed that most 

Russians were members of the communist party, but only 15% of respondents believed 

that the Soviet government’s primary objective was to spread communism beyond the 

Soviet borders.169 The threat posed by Germany and Japan overshadowed that of Soviet 

Russia during the war years. Though British Prime Minister Winston Churchill began 

urging Roosevelt to counter Russian moves in Central Europe as early as 1943, 

Roosevelt, committed to defeating Germany and Japan as quickly as possible, insisted 

on postponing confrontations with Russia until after the war.170 Americans were content 

to enlist the help of their Russian allies to face and defeat the immediate threat, and 

though the Soviet system’s totalitarian brutality was well known within the American 

discourse of the time, many seemed willing to overlook it in favor of wartime 

pragmatism.171 

3.1.4 The Evil Empire: 1945-1991 

The beginning of the Cold War marked the end of the United States’ friendship 

with Soviet Russia. American policymakers immediately securitized Stalin’s aggressive 

establishment of spheres of influence in Central and Eastern Europe and used rhetorical 

devices within the hitherto established paradigms to construct the USSR as the 

threatening other. Returning to the paradigm of the First Red Scare, the securitizing 

actors merged the Soviet Union and communism into a single threat. While oscillating 

between Threatening Russia and Backwards Russia, the discourse of this period gave 

rise to several rhetorical devices, which we can refer to as: the systemic juxtaposition, 

the threatened ideal, the good versus evil paradigm. Kissinger, writing at the end of the 
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Cold War, wrote that “the Cold War had been almost made to order to American 

preconceptions. There had been a dominant ideological challenge rendering universal 

maxims, however oversimplified, applicable to most of the world’s problems. 172 ” 

Mainstream thinking at the time (and today) perceives the American-Soviet conflict 

known as the Cold War as a U.S. response to Soviet-led communist expansion in 

Europe and Asia.173 Since the outbreak of the Cold War, many paradigms have emerged 

for perceiving the conflict.  

Graebner identified two major paradigms for explaining the Cold War in his 

1969 article. Both of the paradigms center on the Threatening Russia package, but 

ascribe different reasons for Russia’s behavior.  

• Imperialist Contest: The Cold War was a geopolitical competition for 

overseas influence akin to the Russo-British rivalry of the 19th century in 

Central Asia (the Great Game). Among the representatives of this theory 

were Desmond Donnelly and Walter LaFeber. 

• Ideological Struggle: Communist ideology is responsible for Russia’s 

hostility toward the capitalist/democratic United States. Main thinkers: 

John O’Conor and Andre Fontaine. 174  

Cox, writing at the end of the Cold War, questioned whether the Soviet Union 

ever was a sincere threat to the United States. Weighing the United States’ objectively 

superior military, economic, and industrial capacities, as well as the American 

monopoly on the atomic bomb and the severe war weariness of the Soviet people, the 

likelihood of a direct armed confrontation appeared incredibly unlikely until, according 

to experts, at least the mid 1950s.175 Considering the overall mismatch in capabilities 

between the U.S. and USSR, Cox offers alternative explanations for the Cold War.  
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• Misunderstanding: Though neither country posed a threat to the other, 

“prewar experience and postwar fears” led them to view each other with 

suspicion and hostility.176 

• Totalitarian Equivalency: American policymakers ascribed the same 

tendencies of Hitler’s Germany to Stalin’s Soviet Union, creating 

unnecessary tension.177 

• Ideological Incompatibility: The U.S.’ nature as a state founded on ideals 

made its coexistence with a state founded on diametrically opposed 

ideals impossible.178  

• Systemic Incompatibility: The U.S.’ postwar commitment to free market 

democracy was fundamentally incompatible with the expansion of 

centrally planned communism. Opposition to the Soviet Union provided 

a political excuse for policymakers to advance their geopolitical goals.179 

No matter the cause for the United States’ antipathy toward the USSR, the 

degree of securitization was almost immediate and high, and over the following decades 

came to embrace all of the packages. In February 1946 George Kennan, then Deputy 

Chief of Mission at the U.S. embassy in Moscow, sent his so-called Long Telegram to 

Washington in response to a request for information regarding Soviet postwar behavior. 

The Long Telegram is rich in references to the afore-mentioned securitization packages 

throughout. Kennan strengthened the Threatening Russia package by explaining the 

underlying goal of Soviet policy: “everything must be done to advance relative strength 

of USSR as factor in international society. Conversely, no opportunity must be missed 

to reduce strength and influence…of capitalist powers.180” The paradigm increased in 

urgency as Kennan described it as neurotic and ungrounded in reality (capitalist 

countries do not inherently fight one another), and based on Russia’s historic insecurity. 

“The honeyed promises [of Marxism] to a desperate and war torn outside world [render 
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Russian insecurity) more dangerous and insidious than ever before.181” Kennan expands 

Threatening Russia, much in the same way the securitizing actors of the First Red Scare 

did, by addressing Russia’s capacity for intrigue and espionage with duplicitous ulterior 

motives behind their actions. Communist parties operating in other countries, according 

to Kennan, formed “an underground operating directorate of world 

communism…coordinated by Moscow.” National organizations including labor unions, 

youth and woman’s organizations, and religious groups could all fall within this 

conspiracy. The sociomedical paradigm reappears when Kennan likened communism to 

a parasite that feeds on diseased tissue.182 This theme, linked with economics, would 

continue to influence significant U.S. Cold War policy, notably the Truman Doctrine 

and the Marshall Plan (see below).  

Kennan mentions Backwards Russia in his description of the origins of Russian 

insecurity, describing how Russia feared contact with societies more advanced than it, 

and feared the results of its population learning about the outside world.183 Kennan’s 

classification of Marxism as the fig leaf that explains Russia’s sacrifice of “every single 

ethical value” without which they appear no different than “the long succession of cruel 

and wasteful Russian rulers” is a stark example of Barbaric Russia. Kennan adds the 

civilizational, quasi-racial element to Barbaric Russia by describing the atmosphere 

surrounding the Soviet government as one of “oriental secretiveness and conspiracy.184” 

Kennan delineated the link between the securitizing actor and the audience when he 

urged for the government to educate the American people as to the nature of the Soviet 

threat.185 

The elevation of the Soviet Union as the foremost threat to American national 

security continued into the following year in a series of moves by the Truman 

Administration. President Harry Truman announced the Truman Doctrine in a joint 

session of Congress in on 12 March, aimed specifically at countering the communist 

rebellion in Greece. Truman pledged American support not only to the Greeks, but also 

to “free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by 
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outside pressures.” Echoing Kennan, Truman outlined the negative socioeconomic 

circumstances in which communism breeds, and placed the U.S. in the position of an 

international defender against communist forces. Securitization language related 

indirectly to Threatening Russia is obvious as Truman delineated the threat 

(communism), named the reference object (American values and security) and outlined 

the extraordinary measures needed to meet the threat (financial and political support).186 

Secretary of State George C. Marshall echoed the logic that communism breeds in 

poverty in his June 1947 speech to the Harvard Alumni Association, in which he 

outlined what would become known as the Marshall Plan for European reconstruction. 

Drafted from Kennan’s policy memoranda, the speech created a sense of urgency, 

depicting a fragile Europe that could fall to communism at any moment without the 

U.S’ immediate financial aid. 187  The theory that communism grew out of fragile 

political and economic situations continued long into the Cold War, famously described 

by John F. Kennedy: “[Communism] has never come to power in a country that was not 

disrupted by war or internal corruption or both.188” 

Containment, aimed at countering Threatening Russia, became the defining U.S. 

policy for the following two decades, first appeared in the American discourse when 

Kennan anonymously published “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” in Foreign Affairs in 

July 1947.189 The article reiterated previously mentioned Russia packages, especially 

threatening Russia. The absolutism of communist ideology and its monopoly on truth to 

the refusal of any merit to other systems and ideals made it a dangerous force to contend 

with, especially considering the importance of the idea of capitalist encirclement as the 

regime’s justification for individual restrictions and the maintenance of its “organs of 

suppression.” Deepening the irrationality of the threat, relevance, the Soviet regime 

could not interact with capitalist states on equal ground, nor could it collaborate with 

them in any international endeavors in order to guarantee its internal power and 

ideological. Indeed, normal diplomacy was impossible, as Soviet envoys had no 
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independent decision-making power other than the duty to report to the senior party 

leadership.190 This absolutism stressed the heightened threat of Russia during the initial 

phase of the Cold War. However, Kennan did not believe that the Soviets would attempt 

to overthrow the United States government. The inevitability of capitalism’s fall, as 

explained in Soviet dogma, turned the confrontation between East and West into a 

waiting game, in which the Soviets would be patient yet persistent. 191  Kennan 

recommended a long-term policy of containment to gradually, patiently deny the 

Soviets room to expand their dominance that would eventually result in the “break-up or 

gradual mellowing of Soviet power.192” 

Kennan expressed Backwards Russia in his description of the Russian leadership 

as dishonest and morally bankrupt, and willing to circumvent legitimate political 

processes through violent revolution.193 The most striking use of the Backwards Russia 

paradigm is in Kennan’s diagnosis of the Soviet economy, which he characterized as 

unevenly developed at best.  

“Maintenance is still a crying deficiency of all Soviet 

economy. Construction is hasty and poor in quality. Depreciation 

must be enormous. And in vast sectors of economic life it has not 

yet been possible to instill into labor anything like that general 

culture of production and technical self-respect which 

characterizes the skilled worker of the west.194” 

The quote draws attention not only to the inferior quality of goods, but that of 

the worker’s performance, and more broadly, the attitudes of the people. This economic 

backwardness would continue to leave the Soviet Union economically impotent, but 

with “the strange charm of its primitive political vitality” attracting outside support.195 

The mention of the west represents the Systemic Comparison device that would become 

a favorite of Cold War era writing.  

Some in the governmental discourse rejected Kennan’s characterization of the 

Soviet threat as primarily political, instead seeing an urgent military threat. Future 

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles criticized containment as being too passive, 
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advocating instead for rollback, or offensive liberation of Central and Eastern Europe.196 

Paul Nitze, director of policy planning, argued for massive increases in the military 

budget. The rise of communist powers in Asia, and the Soviet detonation of an atomic 

bomb, seemed to vindicate the need for more proactive measures, leading eventually to 

the government’s adoption of what we may refer to as offensive containment, outlined 

by NSC-68.197 

NSC-68, according to Christopher Thorne, is “a secular hymn to American 

values.”198 The 1950 National Security Council report depicted Threatening Russia, 

Backwards Russia, and Barbaric Russia in stark terms, proclaiming the US’ goal “to 

assure the integrity and vitality of our free society, which is founded upon the dignity 

and worth of the individual,” establishing an irreconcilable division with the Soviet 

Union, which it described as “the embodiment of the idea of slavery.” 199  NSC-68 

created a reference point for succeeding securitizing actors. For Nearly every 

administration in office during the Cold War highlighted the American values under 

threat from Soviet Communism, often through a juxtaposition of the two systems 

(systemic juxtaposition). Richard Rorty’s attack on the Second (communist) World is 

particularly illustrative: “we have hope, and they…do not. We have freedom of the 

press, and independent judiciary, and [free] universities…such fragile, flawed 

institutions…are humanity’s most precious achievements. 200 ” Some, such as H.L. 

Mencken, argued that the Cold War was a civilizational conflict over the future of 

humanity. Campbell argues that the American antagonism toward the Soviet Union was 

based more on political than military challenges, based on communism’s hostility 

toward private property ownership. Securitizing actors “coded” the public-private 

dichotomy as “civilized” and “barbaric,” thus alluding to the audience’s sense of normal 

and abnormal.201 The Soviet Union’s role as the geopolitical peddler of communist 

ideology thus placed it in a position in the American discourse as the chief threat and 

the other against which the U.S. arrayed its efforts and strength.  
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Communist gains in Asia, particularly the Chinese Communist Party’s victory in 

its civil war, and the decision of the United States and its U.N. allies to intervene in 

Korea in the summer of 1950 expanded the securitization discourse along the lines 

outlined by Kennan in the Long Telegram. Threatening Russia was at its height, with 

communist parties and movements around the world, either directly or indirectly, falling 

under the influence of Moscow. This fear of indigenous communist movements directed 

by Moscow mingled with the historic anxiety of a communist conspiracy at home to 

produce one of the most infamous episodes of American political history. In 1947, 

President Truman issued Executive Order 9835, in which he called for loyalty 

screenings of Federal employees.202 Senator Joseph McCarthy seized on the atmosphere 

of paranoia that pervaded American government and society in the wake of several 

espionage related arrests (notably the Rosenberg couple), to launch an anti-communist 

pogrom that pervaded all levels of American society, particularly government, 

academia, and entertainment.203 

In a series of opinion poles conducted at the height of the witch-hunts in 1954, 

Stouffer uncovered the divisions among the strata of American society as to the 

correctness of McCarthy’s program. When asked a series of questions about what 

actions should be taken against American communists, 72 percent of “mass sample” 

respondents (i.e. average, non-elites), provided hostile responses. To the same question, 

only 48 percent of “elite sample” respondents, provided hostile responses.204 Stouffer 

attributed this dichotomy to respondents’ levels of political sophistication, arguing that 

individuals in leadership positions were more likely to maintain normative behavior 

(e.g. a commitment to 1st Amendment rights).205 Ultimately, the extraordinary measures 

proposed by McCarthy under the Threatening Russia package proved too extreme for 

the majority of the American people, and the Senate voted to censure McCarthy, all but 
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destroying his influence.206 Though the McCarthy era had passed, the fear of communist 

penetration of American government and society remained etched on the Cold War 

mindsets of Americans as much as the duck and cover drills of the early nuclear age.  

By the 1960s, the dominant incarnation of Threatening Russia in Washington on 

the geopolitical spread of communism was the domino theory. Eisenhower originally 

expounded on the domino theory in an April 1954 news conference, during which he 

referred to the Asian citizens whose governments adopted communist governments as 

fallen to communism.207 Though many Americans came to question the rationale for 

involvement in Vietnam as important to the global anti-communist struggle, the 

Eisenhower Administration traced Vietnamese communism to Beijing, which could 

ultimately be traced to Moscow. By placing local conflicts in the context of a Moscow-

spun web, the administration expanded the definition of Threatening Russia to include 

decolonization and self-determination movements (such as the Suez Crisis in 1954 and 

the 1953 Iranian Coup).208  

While Eisenhower served as an exemplar of containment, his successor John F. 

Kennedy, sought a comprehensive end to the East-West conflict through direct 

negotiation. 209  Attempting to force a Pragmatic Russia paradigm, the Kennedy 

Administration faced the unique challenge of conducting diplomacy between two 

political equals, between which the use of military power bore an unacceptable risk 

(namely, the destruction of the human race). The attempt at Pragmatic Russia failed 

when the Cuban missile crisis brought the Russian/communist threat to America’s 

doorstep. The common discursive image throughout October 1962 was that the U.S. 

faced a direct and serious threat to its physical security, for which the Soviet Union bore 

complete responsibility. By placing missiles on “that imprisoned island,” as Kennedy 

described communist-controlled Cuba, the Soviet Union risked a nuclear holocaust. 
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Simply by calling the situation a crisis listing potential targets for the Soviet missiles, 

Kennedy heightened Americans’ alarm.210 

At the height of tensions with the Soviet Union, From Russia With Love (1963) 

served as a perfect expression of Americans’ fears and prejudices against Russians 

within the Threatening Russia package. Watching James Bond, a supremely confident 

and charming British (Western) agent, up against a sinister KGB officer appealed to the 

Backwards Russia by providing audiences with the sense that their system was cleverer, 

more capable, and destined to win.211  

While Khrushchev symbolized Threatening Russia with the imminent danger of 

nuclear confrontation, his successor Leonid Brezhnev symbolized Backwards Russia 

through the economic and cultural stagnation that fell over the Soviet Union during the 

periods of his and his successors’ rule (1964-1985). Hedrick Smith, New York Times 

bureau chief in Moscow between 1971 and 1974, described the Brezhnev era as “a 

period of gray, stand-pat conservatism at home-a far less venturesome, stimulating, 

promising time than the reign of Khrushchev.212” In his 1975 bestselling book The 

Russians, Smith illustrated a quality of Russians that has not found its way into any 

widespread Russia package: the tendency to outwit the system. Smith took particular 

note of the small ways in which ordinary Russians outsmart and exploit the repressive, 

controlling system. 213  This element depicted Russians as ordinary, relatable people, 

separate from the securitized system.  

Pragmatic Russia surfaced again during the Brezhnev era with Nixon’s policy of 

détente. Originating after the Cuban Missile Crisis, détente became a concerted effort 

during Richard Nixon’s presidency toward pragmatic diplomacy with the Soviet Union 

based on both countries’ interest in avoiding a nuclear war. The administration reduced 

invocations of Threatening Russia in favor of equilibrium between the U.S. and Soviet 

Union. A balance of power, Nixon contended, would produce a stable, healthy 
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environment in which all states could coexist.214 Nixon then pursued a series of bilateral 

and multilateral agreements with the Soviet Union, notably the Strategic Arms 

Limitation Treaty (SALT 1).215  

Détente represented a fundamental departure from Threatening Russia based 

containment because of the way in which American leaders perceived their Soviet 

counterparts. Acheson and Dulles saw Khrushchev and the Soviets as unreliable, 

amoral, and untrustworthy considering their goals as outlined in the Long Telegram. 

Nixon and Kissinger approached Brezhnev through a mutual desire for peace, pursued 

through a dynamic exchange and the recognition of the Soviet Union as having 

legitimate geopolitical interests. However, Americans feared that détente would result in 

the Soviets extracting meaningful concessions from the U.S., in exchange for the empty 

floridity of promised poise. 216  Chief among these concerns was that trade and 

subsequent access to advanced technology, according to Kissinger Moscow’s priority, 

would be exchanged for “an eloquently expressed design for interrelationship.217”  

Author Norman Mailer predicted that the internal divisions within international 

communism, already evident in the Sino-Soviet split, would act as a form of self-

containment and ultimately arrest its spread.218 When the ideological bonds between 

China and the Soviet Union began to fray already in the aftermath of Stalin’s death, a 

series of CIA reports confirmed the “cool reception” offered by Moscow to Mao’s 

contributions to communist philosophy, namely the generalization of the Chinese 

struggle into a general doctrine for anti-colonial struggle.219 As national communist 

groups began declaring themselves Leninist or Maoist (or a number of other ideological 

strains), the monolithic interpretation of communism began to fracture. However, the 

establishment was slow to revise its view of Moscow-backed world communism, 
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primarily because they failed to ascribe traditional geopolitical motivations to 

communist countries, which they believed were bound by common ideological interests 

that superseded national interest. A minority of CIA officers even believed that the split 

was a grand charade organized by Moscow and Beijing to delude the West into a false 

sense of security. As early as 1962 policymakers began searching for ways to exploit 

the Sino-Soviet split, but meaningful progress did not occur until Nixon capitalized on 

this rending of the communist world with his secret trip to Beijing in 1972 and the 

subsequent recognition of the PRC in 1979.220 Through this Pragmatic China package, 

Nixon sought to force Pragmatic Russia by positioning the U.S. between the two 

communist giants. 

President Gerald Ford continued to pursue détente and Pragmatic Russia after 

Nixon’s resignation in 1973. Despite the relative stability between the two superpowers, 

détente came under fire for its evident ignorance of the Soviet Union’s human rights 

record, symbolizing Barbaric Russia. During a 1975 speech to members of the 

American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations, Soviet writer 

and dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn railed against détente as an “unprincipled 

compromise” and a series of “deals with evil.” Enraging staunch anti-communists and 

human rights advocates alike, Ford refused to meet Solzhenitsyn in 1975, despite 

urgings from Congress and the Republican leadership to do so. Ford, counseled by 

Kissinger, elected to maintain the atmosphere of détente, which he argued was 

preferable to “a runaway arms race.221” That same year, Ford signed the Helsinki Final 

Act, alongside Canada and every European country (except isolationist Albania). Basket 

III called for various guarantees of human rights, and though conservative critics 

accused Ford of naiveté in any expectation that the communist bloc countries would 

abide by the provisions, Kissinger argued that Basket III became a rallying cry for 

activists; an international legal argument against the regimes used by, notably Vaclav 

Havel and Lech Walesa to undermine the communist regimes of Czechoslovakia and 

Poland, respectively.222 In response to growing discontent over Ford’s détente, Ronald 
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Reagan challenged Ford for the Republican nomination during the 1976 election, 

proposing his “morality in foreign policy” platform which repudiated détente and called 

for staunch moral opposition to Soviet communism.223  

Jimmy Carter’s assumption of the presidency in 1976 signaled a period of 

oscillation between Pragmatic Russia and Barbaric Russia in American policy towards 

the Soviet Union. Carter, whose electoral campaign focused on the promotion of human 

rights, began his administration with a condemnation of the abysmal human rights 

record of the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc, as well as those of anti-communist 

states such as Chile, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Uganda, from which the 

Administration suspended military and economic aid. Despite his fervor, Carter reduced 

his criticism of the Soviet Union when Brezhnev threatened to call of arms control talks. 

Despite signing the SALT II treaty with the USSR (though neither signatory ratified the 

treaty), at the urging of his National Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Carter 

initiated a five-year program of defense spending increases.224 When the Soviet Union 

invaded Afghanistan in 1979, Carter condemned the invasion, warning of “series 

consequences” for future U.S.-Soviet relations and drawing comparisons to historical 

Soviet aggression against Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Iranian Azerbaijan as a means 

of eliciting broad international condemnation.225  Carter further praised the “fiercely 

independent Muslim” population of Afghanistan for resisting Moscow, and even echoed 

domino theory when he warned that Afghanistan’s strategic importance as a 

“steppingstone to possible control over much of the world's oil supplies. 226 ” The 

invasion of Afghanistan signaled the death knell of détente. Carter responded by cutting 

grain sales to the feeble Soviet economy, and by boycotting the 1980 Moscow 

Olympics, but the pattern of oscillations and weak responses of the Carter 
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Administration to the Soviet invasion and the Iran hostage crisis all but sealed victory 

for his Republican challenger in the election of 1980.227 

Détente finally collapsed Ronald Reagan assumed the presidency. Reagan 

entered the White House with a harsh anti-communist foreign policy rooted in the idea 

that the Soviets were behind “all the unrest that [was] going on in the world.228” Reagan 

further introduced a sense of urgency into Threatening Russia by stating that the Soviet 

military buildup of the 1970s represented “the largest and costliest military buildup in 

the history of mankind,” and that it gave the USSR “enjoyed "a definite margin of 

superior over the United States. 229 ” Perhaps the most famous of Cold War 

pronouncements, and a staple of the Threatening and Barbaric Russia packages, 

occurred during Reagan’s address to the National Association of Evangelicals in 

Orlando in 1983. Drawing a comparison between Christian morality and foreign policy, 

Reagan identified the Soviet state as “the focus of evil in the modern world,” and urged 

Americans to pray for those “living in that totalitarian darkness.230” By framing the 

ideological contest in such stark moral terms, Reagan succeeded in energizing the 

American public into taking a more aggressive stance against the Soviet Union in 

particular, and international communism in general. Operations against communist 

groups in El Salvador and aid to the mujahedeen resisting the Soviet Army in 

Afghanistan became rallying points for Reagan’s new crusade.  

Even at this fever pitch of rhetorical assaults on the Soviet Union, Reagan 

already showed signs of a willingness to negotiate, though this sprang more from his 

aversion to nuclear weapons, which he found morally reprehensible due to their effect 

of indiscriminate killing of civilians, than to any détente-style effort to coexist on realist 

terms. Reagan event went as far as admitting that most of the local conflicts and civil 

wars that raged at the time were the results of local problems, and were not moves on a 

massive chess board by Moscow. However, Reagan’s continued backing of anti-

communist movements in Latin America and Afghanistan, and his championing of the 
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Strategic Defense Initiative, known colloquially as the Star Wars program, pushed 

tensions with the USSR. Tensions surged with the Soviet downing of a Korean Airlines 

passenger jet over Kamchatka, and the dangerous Soviet misinterpretation of the nuclear 

test-firing exercise Able Archer 83.231 Taken together, these near war scares pushed 

Reagan more towards negotiating arms control agreements with the Soviets, despite 

moral objections to their conduct. 

 By his second term, Reagan began to revise his assessment of the Soviet Union, 

changing from Threatening Russia more towards a combination of Backwards Russia 

and Pragmatic Russia. Encouraged by reports of its dismal economic performance 

(Reagan called the Soviet economy “a basket case”) Reagan came to believe that any 

advantage the Soviet Union might have had was due not to its own strength, but to 

America’s policy mistakes.232 Further encouragement came from the American public, 

who according to pollster Richard Wirthlin, feared that Reagan’s rhetoric would push 

them into “an unnecessary war.233” 

The ascendency of Mikhail Gorbachev to the leadership of the Soviet Union, 

and the advent of Glasnost and Perestroika, further changed the dialogue in the U.S. 

Noticeably different in his leadership style from his predecessors, Gorbachev’s youthful 

vigor encouraged an alternative perception among Americans to the grim, aged faces of 

the politburo. The New York Times described him as highly intelligent and educated and 

innocent of Stalinist crimes.234 Kissinger noted the importance of the generational gap 

between Gorbachev and “the Soviet leaders whose spirits had been broken by Stalin,” 

which imbued him with a sense of possibility and a willingness to embrace change.235 

When Gorbachev officially took his post as General Secretary in 1985, The New York 

Times published a series of quotations by Russian experts all predicting little to no 

meaningful changes in Soviet behavior. William G. Hyland, editor of Foreign Affairs 

magazine, predicted that the impact of any liberalizing tendencies would amount to 
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nothing in the face of the sternly entrenched Soviet bureaucracy. Former Princeton 

Russian Studies director Robert C. Tucker predicted that any changes in Soviet behavior 

would be in style, not substance.236  

 Despite the experts’ doubts, Reagan immediately extended an invitation to 

Gorbachev to visit Washington for face-to-face discussions on arms control in March 

1985. Subsequent meetings in Geneva, Reykjavik, Washington, and finally Moscow 

established a personal rapport between the two leaders. Reagan recalled in his memoirs 

that “there was a certain chemistry between [them],” and that despite his sincere 

communist beliefs, Reagan liked Gorbachev on a personal level. Reagan, argues 

Farnham, did not change his perception of communism, but the Soviets changed their 

perception of the United States, allowing cooperation between the two states. 237 

For the most part, American Sovietologists did not predict the collapse of the 

USSR any more than Soviet apparatchiki did. To most observers, the confrontation 

would continue into the 21st century, along with the Warsaw Pact, planned economy, 

and dictatorship of the communist party. 238  Within the American discourse, 

explanations for the end of the Cold War usually circle on three factors: Gorbachev’s 

non-confrontational approach to mutually beneficial arms control treaties, the 

unraveling of the Soviet system domestically due to the effects of Glasnost and 

Perestroika, and Reagan’s geopolitical pressure on world communism in general and on 

forcing the arms race with the Soviet Union in particular. The last point earned a place 

in American mythology. The narrative usually reads that Reagan’s policy, resembling a 

merger of rollback and containment (militarized containment), forced the Soviet Union 

into an unwinnable arms race with the U.S. that resulted in its bankruptcy and eventual 

collapse. George H.W. Bush praised Reagan’s peace through strength policy for forcing 

the Soviet Union into unmaintainable military spending, based on the realist principle 
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that overt military strength can force an adversary into submission.239 By this logic, 

détente and accommodation only helped keep the decrepit Soviet Union alive for a few 

more years, prolonging the inevitable collapse for the benefit of the Soviet elite.  

After Gorbachev’s reform efforts unleashed an unstoppable wave of nationalism 

in the republics and the satellite states, the hitherto ironclad system broke down in a 

matter of years. When the red flag was lowered from the Kremlin for the last time on 26 

December 1991, The New York Times published an obituary echoing with respect and 

even honor for America’s fallen adversary. “The union heaved its last in the dreary 

darkness of late December 1991, stripped of ideology, dismembered, bankrupt and 

hungry -- but awe-inspiring even in its fall.240” 

3.1.5 Cautious Partners: 1991-2005 

Americans hailed the fall of the Soviet Union as conclusive proof of the 

Backwards Russia package, demonstrated in the inherent superiority of the American 

system over that of its communist adversary. Fukuyama declared proof of the Western 

Liberal Democratic system’s superiority in the exhaustion of all alternative systems, and 

Western culture’s universalization. It was, to many observers, “the end of history.241” 

The January 1990 issue of Time magazine that named Gorbachev “Man of the Decade,” 

published an article by Strobe Talbott arguing that the Soviet Union had never 

constituted a threat to the U.S. at all. The article claimed that American policy towards 

the Soviet Union had been unnecessary, as the Soviet collapse would have happened 

independent of external factors.242 Kissinger held that the CPSU’s decision to embrace 

interdependence with the West removed the lurking threat of an external foe necessary 

to justify the maintenance of the police state, and therefore accelerated the party’s loss 

of psychological control over the Russian people.243 Whatever the reason for it, the end 
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of the Cold War signaled a need for the U.S. to rethink its policy and opinions toward 

Russia.  

Chief among U.S. goals after the fall of the Soviet Union was the need to arrest 

nuclear proliferation. The security of the Soviet Union’s formidable arsenal of 27,000 

nuclear weapons and the massive stockpiles of weapons-grade material was far from 

secure in light of the sudden loss of centralized control and coordination, and the 

emerging criminal and financial interests that threatened to tempt underpaid scientists 

and unemployed military officers into trading in their erstwhile charges.244 This period 

created an additional facet to Backwards Russia, by adding the threat of rogue nuclear 

weapons as an example of a threat born of Russia’s inability to control its stockpile. 

Senators Nunn and Lugar proposed legislation with which they became synonymous 

aimed at controlling and securing nuclear weapons and materials in the former Soviet 

Union. The joint Russo-American project came into effect in 1991, and reduced the 

amount of weapons-grade materials in the former Soviet Union by an average of 83.2% 

of their total targets by March of 2013.245 The issue of “loose nukes” continued to take 

precedence in Russo-American relations through the second Bush administration.246 

To illustrate major cultural shifts in attitude towards Russia in the 1990s, we can 

examine a selection of articles from The New York Times.247 The tone of the samples 

examined is invariably representative of hitherto established Backwards Russia, but 

introduces themes of sympathy and pity from the now-victorious Americans. A sample 

of phrases occurring in the selected articles follows: 
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• “…the most immediate image of the country's cultural life is of poverty 

and creative paralysis.” “…unsure about how to cope in a new 

international world.248” 

o Other key words: undeveloped, crippled, crumbling, decaying, 

cheap, chaotic, suffering, crisis, ramshackle, bleakness,  

• “…the Russian economy is in such a shambles…” “Pensioners complain 

that they cannot afford basic foods…249” 

• “Turmoil in Russia,” “veer[ing] toward collapse…” “bloody history and 

the truly precarious state of [Russia’s] economy,” 250 

Popular images of the new Russia and Russians changed with America’s 

victorious confidence. Backwards Russia surged in culture and the media with 

stereotypes such as “heavy-drinking, hot-tempered Eastern cowboy[s]” and “garish, 

tacky and eccentric Russian nouveau-riche” inspired by the rising oligarchs.251 These 

stereotypes were reinforced throughout the 1990s in American film, often replacing the 

Cold War era stereotypes of cold KGB officers and sinister spies. Notable examples of 

the stereotypes include the alcoholic Russian astronaut in the 1998 film Armageddon 

and the dangerously sexual femme fatal in the 1995 James Bond installment, 

Goldeneye.252  

Through his humorous demeanor, Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s first democratically 

elected leader, inspired a resurgence in the Friendly Russia package. During an October 

1995 news conference with President Bill Clinton, Yeltsin and Clinton posed a 

heartwarming scene of Russo-American friendship, laughing together as Yeltsin called 
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the journalists’ prediction of a disastrous meeting a disaster.253 Though the meeting 

solved little in terms of substantive issues (joint troop deployments to Bosnia), Clinton 

affirmed his belief in Russo-American cooperation in bringing the Bosnian War to an 

end, and the public display of humor and mutual affection allowed observers to breath a 

sigh of relief. The Cold War was finally over. Even the site of the meeting, Roosevelt’s 

summer residence, was symbolic in recalling the past friendship between the two 

countries.254 When Yeltsin resigned the presidency in 2000, Clinton praised him as a 

champion of Russian constitutional democracy, though days earlier an administration 

official had condemned the government’s “indiscriminate killing” in Chechnya.255 

The ascendency of Vladimir Putin to the Russian presidency in May 2000 was 

shrouded in mystery that began to reawaken the Threatening Russia package. The 

former KGB officer and Leningrad Judo champion attracted enigmatic scrutiny in the 

October 2000 issue of Vanity Fair magazine, which labeled him “Russia’s Dark 

Master.256” The article portrayed Putin as facing a crossroads, at which he could battle 

Russia’s corruption, or “wake the ghost of Stalin” through political crackdowns and a 

vicious prosecution of the Chechen War. Backwards Russia appeared in the same 

article, describing the drug and alcohol problems and low life expectancy that confront 

many Russian men, and the poverty and low incomes that plagued average Russians 

throughout the 1990s. 257 The Clinton administration, on the other hand, did not see 

Putin as a threat, but believed that his ascendency to the presidency would allow him to 

pursue arms control negotiations with greater flexibility by removing the issue from the 

realm of electoral politics.258 
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The September 11th attacks sidelined American concerns regarding Russia’s new 

leader, and even encouraged the hope of improved Russo-American cooperation. 

Putin’s quick condemnation of the Islamic terrorists and his extension of material 

support to the U.S surprised Americans.259 George W. Bush, having described Putin as 

“straightforward and trustworthy” during the pair’s first meeting Slovenia in the 

summer of 2001.260 Any ally was welcomed in the US’ post 9/11 discourse, in which 

Islamic terrorism and its state sponsors formed “the other. 261 ” The October 2002 

terrorist attack on the Dubrovka Theater in Moscow evoked sympathies for the Russian 

people, with comparisons drawn between it and 9/11. 262  Writing in The Weekly 

Standard in November 2001, Charles Krauthammer optimistically stated that Russia 

could join the West, though the orientation would remain for the moment “tactical,” 

Russia’s struggle with Islamist terrorism and its renunciation of Cold War era bases 

abroad were encouraging signs of harmony. According to Krauthammer, the Afghan 

campaign signaled “new, and quite possibly historic, rapprochement between Russia 

and the West.” Failure to win the War on Terror, and thus secure Russian (and Indian 

and Chinese) cooperation, would render “sauve qui peut.263” 

3.1.6 Bullying, Reset, and Overload: 2003-2014 

Throughout Russo-American history, the brief period of friendship and 

cooperation that blossomed from common interest did not withstand divergent 

priorities. The friendship between Bush and Putin died in the dust of Iraq, following the 

U.S.’ decision to invade Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship in March 2003. In the scramble 

to respond to the rising terrorist threat, the U.S. discourse seemed unable to determine a 

coherent position on Russia. 
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Former Russian foreign minister Andrei Primakov abandoned Russia’s previous 

policy of alignment with the U.S. in favor of multipolar balancing when he ascended to 

the post in 1996.264 Putin, in evident furtherance of this policy, joined French President 

Jacques Chirac and German Chancellor Gerhard Schroder in urging that an alternative 

to war be found, and condemned the invasion and goal of regime change as “unjustified 

“ and “a big mistake. 265 ” In a February 2003 session of the House International 

Relations Committee, Tom Lantos activated the Threatening Russia package while 

expressing concerns that Russian nuclear material bound for Iran would migrate into the 

hands of terrorist groups. Sherrod Brown of Ohio equivocated Russia’s oil interests in 

Iraq with those of the United States, feigning horror at “the nerve of the Russians” for 

seeking Iraqi oil.266 A New York Times article published in September 2003 tried to 

revive the flagging Friendly Russia package by appealing to the two countries’ common 

interests, namely in fighting terrorism. The article even went as far as to praise Putin’s 

adaptation of pluralistic government’s tendency to avoid war, though the author stressed 

the material and political benefits available to Russia if it joined the war.267 Though 

Putin continued to oppose U.S. involvement in Iraq, Secretary of State Colin Powell’s 

visit to Moscow in May 2003 seemed to temporarily ease tensions, though Russia still 

retained “outstanding issues” over postwar logistics, namely the question of oil rights in 

Iraq.268 

Many American observers attributed economic and geopolitical reasons to 

Russia’s opposition to the war. A New York Times report in 2004 quoted American 

officials’ claim that Russian technicians had assisted Iraq in the design and construction 

of long-range missiles. CIA Director George Tenat referenced “loose nukes” when 

describing the insecurity of Russian weapons of mass destruction and the temptation of 
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“cash-strapped scientists” to sell materials and technology to Iraq. Yuri Ushakov, the 

Russian ambassador in Washington, denied the allegations and the Bush Administration 

declined to press the accusation, with an unnamed U.S. intelligence official claiming 

that the Administration sought to avoid straining Russo-American relations any 

further.269  

Throughout the Iraq era, the tone on Russia turned sour, though growing 

discontent with the Bush Administration eclipsed any widespread popular resentment 

towards Moscow. During the February 2005 summit in Bratislava, Bush and Putin 

sparred over Russia’s continued sale of weapons and materials to Iran and Syria. In 

response to Bush’s mild criticism of Putin’s human rights record (which Putin received 

with uncommenting coldness), a letter to the editor complained of Bush’s hypocrisy in 

the continued use of the Guantanamo Bay prison.270 

The Bush Administration deepened the rhetorical division as the Iraq War 

dragged on. In a 2006 speech in Vilnius, Vice President Richard Cheney called the 

Baltics “the frontlines of freedom in the modern world,” while lavishly praising the 

Post-Soviet republics’ transformations from Moscow-dominated provinces to 

independent and democratic countries. The Russian government, said Cheney, was 

guilty of “unfair and improper” restrictions on individual and collective rights, and of 

the use of gas and oil exports as a tool of “intimidation and blackmail” which threatened 

to divert them from the road to democratization and healthy relations with its 

neighbors. 271  Though Putin and the Russian government declined to react, the 

newspaper Kommersant called the statements “the start of a new cold war.272” The 

Following month during a state visit to Budapest, Bush evoked images of Soviet tanks 

rolling into the city during the 1956 uprising while drawing a comparison between the 

fall of communism and the overthrow of the Iraqi dictatorship. Though Bush made no 
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specific mention of modern Russia, National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley urged 

that the American effort to spread democracy did not constitute a plot to encircle 

Russia, but was in fact helpful to Russia given the peaceful and cooperative natures of 

democratic neighbors.273 

 Russia’s 2008 invasion of Georgia represented the nadir of Russo-American 

relations since the end of the Cold War. CNN presented gloomy reports of “Russian 

tanks on the move,” peppered with dismal quotations from Georgian President Mikhail 

Saakashvili. 274  In his statement of August 15th 2008, President Bush constructed 

Georgia as ideologically aligned with the U.S. (free elections, open economy, successful 

democracy), and Russia as opposing the spread of those ideals (“Russia has tended to 

view the expansion of freedom and democracy as a threat to its interests.”) through 

“bullying and intimidation. 275 ” The U.S. recognition of Kosovo’s separation from 

Serbia sounded alarm bells for Russia, though the Bush Administration did not expect 

relations to worsen.276 

 The contenders for the presidency during the 2008 elections, Senators Barack 

Obama and John McCain, condemned the Russian aggression, signaling a continuation 

of Bush’s stance into the next administration. Obama called the Russian invasion “a 

violation of another country[‘s sovereignty],” while expressing hope for reconciliation 

as he called for Russia to resume its partnership with the West. McCain urged a more 

aggressive policy including an emergency meeting of the North Atlantic Council and a 

reconsideration of the decision to withhold Georgian membership in NATO.277 

 During the musical chairs period of Dmitri Medvedev’s presidency (2008-2012), 

few American observers believed him to be anything but a placeholder for Putin, who as 

prime minister still pulled the strings. The dominant package surrounding Russia at this 
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time was Backwards Russia. The Russian government was indirectly contrasted with the 

U.S. as being corrupt and democratically illegitimate, sometimes comically so. In 

November 2009, The New York Times activated the Backwards Russia package by 

highlighting the inability of Medvedev’s government to enact meaningful reforms and 

modernization schemes without Putin’s support. One New York Times article referred to 

Medvedev as “the caretaker president,” highlighting the transience of his power.278 The 

evident competition between the two leaders made the Duma scramble to take sides in 

the impending 2011 election. The article ended with an echo of Threatening Russia, by 

underscoring the inability of President Obama’s “charm [and] appeals to common 

interests” in creating meaningful Russo-American collaboration.279 

 Among the first acts of the Obama presidency was a détente 2.0, termed ‘reset” 

with Russia. Hoping to capitalize on Obama’s widespread popularity abroad, the 

administration staged a symbolic reset during which Secretary of State Hilary Clinton 

presented Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov with a red button, labeled ‘reset.280’ 

Obama scrapped Bush’s planned anti-missile shield in Poland and the Czech Republic, 

cancelled sanctions against a Russian arms producer sending weapons to Iran, and even 

sent American troops to march in the 2010 Victory Day parade on Red Square; a scene 

unprecedented in history.281 The New START treaty, designed to reduce strategic arms 

between the U.S. and Russia, represented a concrete policy victory in the general hope 

for a Russo-American reset. Obama referred to the treaty as “a national security 

imperative” while urging the Senate to approve the treaty.282  
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Despite these efforts, Time Magazine described Obama’s efforts towards reset as 

beginning to look naïve in the face of hardline Russian conservatives, conjuring images 

of competition with the Cold War era politburo and the Threatening Russia package.283 

This was especially true when in the face of Obama’s refusal to accept a Russian sphere 

of influence in Ukraine and Georgia, the Medvedev-Putin tandem criticized Ukrainian 

anti-Russian policies, and visited Abkhazia, respectively. Time Magazine again 

highlighted the increasingly rocky foundation on which reset perched.284 Reset suffered 

a further breakdown when Putin accused then-Secretary of State Hilary Clinton of 

instigating the protests that followed the comically corrupt 2012 Russian elections. That 

same year, Congress enacted the Magnitsky Rule of Law Accountability Act, designed 

to punish Russia for extra-legal human rights abuses, specifically the state-sanctioned 

murder of lawyer Sergei Magnitsky at the hands of the Russian police while 

investigating Russian government fraud in 2009.285  Russia’s decision not to renew 

Nunn-Lugar in 2012 did not alarm the administration. Despite the potential for trust 

building between the countries on nuclear proliferation, American experts suggested 

that Russia should begin paying for its own nuclear security, and that the end of the 

program was a step of progress.286 In the midst of reset’s unraveling, Obama’s 2012 

presidential challenger Mitt Romney called Russia America’s chief “geopolitical foe” 

due to its consistent opposition to U.S. policy in the United Nations Security Council, 

and its cronyism with dictators and anti-U.S. causes during a presidential debate. 

Obama and his democratic supporters immediately mocked the statement as being 

exemplary of an old Cold Warrior still frightened of Russian bogymen. Dripping with 

condescension, Obama informed Romney that “the 1980s [were] calling to ask for their 
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foreign policy back.287” Though Romney lost the election, history would vindicate his 

words. 

 As is common in Russo-American relations, the brief period of good will 

inspired by Reset did not last long. In September 2013, The New York Times 

pronounced Reset all but dead, foretelling of “a tense new chapter in Russian-American 

relations” beginning with Putin’s resumption of the presidency and his unveiled 

suspicion towards U.S. ambitions illustrated through his blunt question of when Obama 

would begin bombing Syria. 288 Putin’s unconditional support for Syrian dictator Bashar 

Al-Assad’s bloody prosecution of his country’s civil war, and Russia’s welcome of the 

disgraced NSA contractor Edward Snowden, whose theft of intelligence files knowingly 

or unknowingly rendered him a stooge of the Kremlin, further deepened the rift between 

Moscow and Washington as Obama’s presidency wore on.289 Russia’s decision to grant 

temporary asylum to Snowden in August 2013 enraged members of Congress from both 

parties and taken together with Russia’s shielding of Assad in the international 

community, prompted media suggestions that Obama might boycott the 2013 G20 

summit in Saint Petersburg. Obama responded to the Snowden case by cancelling a 

scheduled summit meeting with Putin, whom he described as the “slouching bored kid 

in the back of the classroom.” Robert Gates, then former Defense Secretary in the 

Obama Administration, expressed discouraged resignation at the evident failure of the 

Reset policy: “There’s this cycle of initial enthusiasm and hope that gives way to 

reality. 290 ” At this point in the domestic discourse, popular opinion saw Obama’s 

relations with Russia in the human rights, Syria, and Snowden context as ineffective and 

paltry. Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham directly called reset a failure, while 

Gates maintains that Obama’s goodwill was sincere, and the fault rests with Putin.  

 Whether Reset was a realistic possibility remains to be seen. It is possible that 

Obama’s approach to Russia demonstrated to Putin that there would be minimal 
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consequences to his designs on Ukraine. Regardless of the cause, the Russian 

involvement in the growing instability in Ukraine would plunge popular opinion of 

Russia to a new low in the American discourse.  

The history of Americans securitizing Russia is long and complicated. Subject to 

the forces of geopolitics and ambition, ideology and expedience, the relationship has 

risen in crests, symbolized by the Friendly Russia package, and fallen into dark troughs 

best epitomized as Threatening Russia. The following table provides a summary of the 

five historically established Russia packages that form the basis of the following 

contemporary discourse analysis. 

Discursive 

Package 

Threatening 

Russia 

Barbaric 

Russia 

Backwards 

Russia 

Friendly 

Russia 
Pragmatic 

Russia 

Key 

Reference 

Language 

Military/ideological 

threat to vital U.S. 

interests, superpower 

status, communism as 

a sociomedical 

disorder, 

conspiratorial puppet 

masters  

Amorality, 

willingness to 

engage in 

violence, 

brutality, 

Asiatic 

Stagnation, 

economic 

factors, foolish, 

crazy, 

communism as 

a sociomedical 

disorder 

Friend, free 

Strong, brave, 

ideologically 

similar to US 

Common 

interests, 

compromise 

Common 

Methods 

Systemic 

juxtaposition, 

threatened ideal, good 

versus evil 

 

Systemic 

juxtaposition, 

good versus 

evil, 

racial/cultural 

juxtaposition  

Systemic 

juxtaposition,  

Ideological 

similarity, 

appeal to 

common 

interests 

Appeal to 

common 

interest with 

acceptance or 

disregard of 

differences 

Origins  1776-threat of 

intervention against 

American Revolution 

1813-Russia 

Celebrations 

1813-Russia 

Celebrations 

1813-Russia 

Celebrations 

Late 19th 

century 

Historical 

Examples 

1918-1920-exporter 

of Bolshevist 

revolution 

1945-1969, 1980-

1991-main 

ideological and 

military threat 

2008-present-violator 

of international 

norms, resurgent 

military/political 

threat 

1918-1920-

Violence and 

cruelty 

juxtaposed 

against 

American 

decency and 

civilization 

1920-1941-

Stalinist 

totalitarianism 

as a bloody 

system 

1945-1991-

Soviet system 

denying human 

rights 

1813-1917-

Russian Empire 

as a backward 

system 

1945-1991-

Soviet 

communism as 

a failed system 

2008-present-

violator of 

international 

norms 

1941-1945-ally 

in WWII 

1991-2000-

Development 

partner 

2001-2005-

Partner in the 

War on Terror 

 

1969-1980-

détente 

period 

2005-2008-

Iraq fallout 

and human 

rights record 

2009-2011-

reset 

Table 1: Historical Russian Packages 
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3.2 The Securitization Packages during the Crimean 

Discourse  

At the height of the Ukraine Crisis in the summer of 2015, a Pew Research 

Center poll showed that 67% of Americans held negative views of Russia. Rising just 

slightly from a 2014 low of 19%, the number was still far less than the pre-Crimean 

high of 49% in 2011. Americans’ opinion of Putin, the face of Russian geopolitics, was 

even lower, with 76% of respondents holding unfavorable opinions of the Russian 

leader.291 Another poll published in June of the same year asked whether Americans 

saw Russia as a threat to countries other than Ukraine. 59% of Americans answered that 

they saw Russia as a major threat, 33% a minor threat, and 4% not a threat.292  

How did the American public come by these opinions? Using the definition of 

Gamson and Modigliani’s Securitization Packages, found in section 2.2.2, we can fill in 

the latest part of the discursive puzzle that occurred between 2014 and 2016. The 

following section is organized according to discursive packages, with a loose 

coordination of chronology. The purpose of this organization, in addition to promoting 

ease of reading for the intrepid scholar, is to demonstrate that these packages are so well 

established in the discourse, that a securitizing actor can unpack them at leisure 

according to his construction of the threat.  

3.2.1 Threatening Russia 

Threatening Russia appeared in two forms During the Crimean Crisis. The first, 

primarily advanced by the Obama Administration, constructed Russia not as a direct 

threat to the United States but as an ideological threat to the established liberal 

international order. The securitizing actors held that Putin, through his flagrant 

disregard of international liberalism’s core principles, the inviolability of treaties, self-

determination, universally applicable norms, and negotiated solutions through 

international organizations, demonstrated the weaknesses and inherent contradictions of 
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the system (namely, that absent the credible threat of force, an errant actor may sidestep 

normative boundaries without incurring irreversible damage). This damage to the 

legitimacy of the system was unacceptable for the Obama Administration, which since 

its ascendency in 2008 pursued multilateral consensus building as its approach to 

foreign policy.  

Because the annexation of the Crimea posed no direct military threat to the 

United States, we may interpret it similarly to Kennan’s 1947 analysis that the threat 

posed by Russia to the United States in 2014-2016 was primarily political. Much of the 

language used in the Threatening Russia package focused on Russia’s threat to the 

international order and the U.S.’ role therein, and the stability of the neoliberal order 

with references to an undefined future threat of a more powerful Russia.  

A competing narrative within Threatening Russia is that which portrays Russia 

as constituting a direct geopolitical/military challenge to the U.S.’ status as the 

preeminent superpower. This narrative was largely advanced in opposition to the 

Administration’s internationalist narrative, which it condemned as either benignly naïve 

or destructively appeasing.  

3.2.1.1 Russia Threatening the International Order 

Obama’s response during the first year of the crisis can best be described as 

vacillating. The president’s initial statements reflected a construction of Threatening 

Russia not as threatening the U.S. directly, but as undermining the liberal international 

order, in which the Administration had a vested interest. As the little green men seized 

Simferopol Airport and occupied telecommunications centers across the Crimea, Obama 

constructed the crisis as “deeply destabilizing, which is not in the interest of Ukraine, 

Russia, or Europe.293” This standpoint is further clarified by Obama’s executive orders 

issuing sanctions, which contain language highlighting the U.S.’ cooperation with its 

allies in defining the scope of the sanctions.294 Departing from traditional invocations of 
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Threatening Russia, Obama vowed to work towards a resolution that was not only 

favorable for Ukraine, but “that respects the interests of the Russian Federation.295” 

The interests of the Russian Federation, it seemed, did not require the U.S.’s help. 

The early days of March 2014 saw the open deployment of Russian troops to the 

Crimea, ostensibly to help “normalize” the situation. 296  On 6 March, the Crimean 

regional parliament voted to secede from Ukraine and join Russia, officially declaring 

independence on 11 March. The Russian Federation Council greeted the decision with 

acceptance and understanding as the sovereign right of a nation, while seizing a gas 

distribution center and staging vast military exercises near the border. 297  Obama’s 

statement of 17 March 2014, in which he delivered the Administration’s official 

reaction to the referendum results (97% in favor of union with Russia), began with an 

appeal to the norms of international law and the Ukrainian people’s right to self-

determination. The implication thereof is that Russia violated both, therefore threatening 

the U.S.’ commitment to them. Obama then delineated his plan to impose sanctions on 

members of the Russian government 298 Sanctions, as defined by the Council on Foreign 

Relations, are used by national governments “ to coerce, deter, punish, or shame entities 

that endanger their interests or violate international norms of behavior.299” Obama’s 

statement of common defense of NATO members and Russia’s inevitable isolation from 
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the world community clarify Obama’s institutionally based response to the perceived 

Russian normative violation.300 

Despite his urgent pleas, Obama’s hoped-for diplomatic solution to the crisis 

remained elusive. Through the summer of 2014, violence spread through the Donbass 

region as ethnic Russians sought to wrest the independence of their self-proclaimed 

republics (the People’s Republics of Donetsk and Luhansk) from Ukrainian control. In 

2015, Bloomberg reported that the Obama Administration had urged Ukraine not to 

fight Russian forces in the Crimea. According to an unnamed White House source, the 

Administration feared that an armed Ukrainian response would lead to an escalation and 

wider Russian territorial gains. The official cited Russia’s continued presence in two 

Georgian provinces as empirical support. This decision led to criticism based on 

Russia’s historic tendency to “test and probe,” as described by Atlantic Council 

researcher Damon Wilson, i.e. to determine steps it can take without incurring concerted 

opposition. Wilson explained the value of the U.S.-Ukrainian policy of declining to 

counterattack into the Crimea as avoiding playing into Putin’s hand, as Putin would 

undoubtedly use the Ukrainian attack as propagandistic proof of his target’s fascistic 

and violent tendencies. Obama maintained that his decision to discourage Ukraine form 

military action and to withhold so-called “lethal aid” (i.e. weapons) to Ukraine was 

partially motivated by his fear of further provoking Russia.301 

From the above-cited examples, we can see a fear-based construction of 

Threatening Russia. The Obama Administration’s desire to avoid conflict at all costs 

and negotiate its way to a peaceful solution is based on the president’s commitment to 

the liberal international order and his desire to avoid drawing the U.S. into another 

international conflict. Obama, elected in part due to his opposition to his predecessor’s 

war in Iraq, likely saw the Crimea as another potential trap that could cause the U.S. to 

hemorrhage blood and treasure, and his approval ratings to drain. By seeking a broad 

international coalition using diplomatic methods to force Russia into submission, 

Obama created a foreign policy designed to bolster the U.S.’ international standing 

while avoiding the commitment of American troops that he believed would likely result 

from increased rhetorical aggression towards Russia.  
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3.2.1.2 Russia Threatening the United States 

As Obama expressed his hope for an internationally negotiated solution, Charles 

Krauthammer called Obama’s approach to Russia “fruitless accommodation” and called 

for a more active approach that bolstered NATO, implemented a “tripwire strategy” in 

Western Ukraine, which if Russian troops triggered by advancing, would be met by 

U.S. weapons shipments and the deployment of military advisors, and finally freezing 

the bank accounts of Russian oligarchs to “bring Putin’s economy to its knees.” 

Krauthammer invoked the sudden and drastic change in Carter’s hitherto soft version of 

détente to stern opposition in the face of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.302  

In a subsequent article, Krauthammer attacked Obama’s response to the invasion 

as “the kind of sentiment you expect from a Miss America contestant asked to name her 

fondest wish, not from the leader of the free world explaining his foreign policy.” While 

Obama occupied the Backwards Russia paradigm, Krauthammer urgently promoted 

Threatening Russia by highlighting the disconnect between Obama’s liberal 

internationalist reliance on structure, norms, and negotiation and dismissal of Russia as 

“a regional power acting out of weakness,” with Putin’s zero sum irredentist grudges. 

The effect of this dichotomy is to increase the urgency within the discourse by 

suggesting that Obama’s response was too weak and too passive to effectively restrain 

Putin, who was acting on a completely different set of assumptions and values. Obama’s 

unwillingness to confront Putin could shake the trust of U.S. allies who might face 

hegemonic threats in the future.303 

Once the results of the referendum became clear, Obama’s language took on a 

stronger tone. By referring to “an illegal referendum in Crimea; an illegitimate move by 

the Russians to annex Crimea; and dangerous risks of escalation,” Obama increased the 

urgency of the discourse. 304  However, critics condemned his sanctions regime as 
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unlikely to deter Putin. To highlight his critique of Obama’s response, Krauthammer 

cited a British analyst who described the West’s response: “we went to a knife fight 

with a baguette.” Krauthammer listed the results of Putin’s actions: “seizing Crimea, 

threatening eastern Ukraine, destabilizing Kiev, shaking NATO, terrifying America’s 

East European allies and making the West look utterly helpless.305” 

George Will, writing in The Washington Post, referenced Putin’s KGB origin and 

oft-quoted dictum that the fall of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical 

catastrophe of the 20th century to reawaken Cold War era fears of Russo-American 

competition, and the “Russian threat” that was omnipresent for Americans during the 

Cold War.306 

 Employing the Threatening Russia package in less stark terms, Anne 

Applebaum, an expert on Russia, addressed the oft-repeated argument that Russia’s 

hostility is the fault of flawed Western policy since the end of the Cold War that both 

excluded and humiliated the erstwhile superpower. Writing in The Washington Post, 

Applebaum argued that “Russia is not a flawed Western power. Russia is an anti-

Western power with a different, darker vision of global politics.307” This ideological and 

value-based juxtaposition serves not only to undermine the domestic critique of 

American policy towards Russia, but provides stark delineation between the two powers 

as fundamentally different in outlook and methods. Through this juxtaposition, Russia is 

demonstrated to lack the drive that bind the U.S. and its allies to a commitment to 

shared values, and to threaten those values through its opposition to them.  

The Obama administration’s invocations of Threatening Russia were based in its 

reluctance to employ extraordinary measures beyond sanctions on ultimately 

unimportant members of the Russian government. Krauthammer slammed the Obama 

Administration for attempting to provide Putin with a de-escalation “off ramp” by 
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delaying the official U.S. response. Furthermore, he cited the Administration’s decision 

not to arm the Ukrainian government, sending rations instead, as “mind-bending logic 

[that] arming the victim might be taken as a provocation.”308 As the fighting between 

the Russian-supplied separatists in Donbass and the often outgunned and undersupplied 

Ukrainian Army continued, many in the Obama Administration favored sending 

weapons to Ukraine, in spite of the official stance against it. Notably among these 

officials was Secretary of State Kerry, who voiced his personal support for sending 

weapons to Ukraine early in 2015. Other key Administration officials who opposed the 

President’s prohibition on “lethal aid” included Vice Present Joe Biden, who 

specifically mentioned Ukraine’s “security needs” in his statement of support, Secretary 

of Defense Ashton Carter, who at his Senate confirmation hearing stated that he would 

be “very much inclined” to arm Ukraine, and U.S. Supreme Allied Commander in 

Europe General Philip Breedlove.309 Despite the split within the Administration, 53% of 

the American public opposed sending arms to Ukraine, though the number decreased by 

9% between 2014 and 2015.310 

Applebaum also invokes Threatening Russia by using the term “new Russian 

empire” in a geopolitical strategic context.311 Though the historical Russian Empire 

never posed a serious threat to the United States (despite its original securitization in 

1776), the term conjures an image of a resurgent, restless military power bent on 

imperial dominance of its neighbors, and appears in opposition to peaceful and 

cooperative globalization and reliance on international systems as an anarchical, 

aggressive form of statecraft. Though leftist critics have long condemned the U.S. as an 

imperialist power, the idea of imperialism, at least in its traditional form, has long been 
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anathema to American politics, notably repulsed by acts from the Monroe Doctrine to 

Eisenhower’s reluctance to aid France in the early stages of the conflict in Vietnam.312 

In August 2015, the National Defense University conducted a workshop on 

Putin’s military strategy and U.S. capabilities. Referring to “the Putin Regime” in a 

manner reminiscent of dictators the world over, the article contextualized the Ukrainian 

Crisis as a symptom of a larger Russian behavioral pattern.313  Russia does not see 

Western-style integration into an international system as desirable, but detrimental to its 

national interest and the survival of the Putin government. Despite the invocation of 

Threatening Russia, the article held that Ukraine should not be viewed as NATO’s core 

problem, but as a prelude to a future Russian challenge of NATO’s collective defense 

through an attack on a member state.314 

The reaction of Obama’s domestic opposition to his more restrained, subdued 

Russia policy was naturally to criticize it for lacking both the substance and image of 

strength. From the above-cited examples, this second Threatening Russia sub-package 

appears to fit the traditional, historically established package as it was invoked during 

the Cold War. Imagery of a weak or unprepared U.S. and an amoral, militarily rearmed 

Russia bent on reconquering the erstwhile Soviet Republics takes the form of historical 

metaphor as a securitizing speech act. The use of this tried and tested sub-package can 

invoke memories of the Soviet Union, America’s arch nemesis through the lives and 

experiences of the children of the Cold War era, including many of the current 

generation of political, bureaucratic, and military leaders. Moving away from the weak 

and hapless Russia of the 1990s, this package injects elements of fear and competition 

into the discourse, especially when Russia is contrasted with the Obama Administration. 

Through this contrast, the Administration appears almost pathetic in its pleas for 

reliance on treaties and laws to stop Russian tanks. Krauthammer summarized this 

perspective when lamenting the president’s reliance on the Budapest Memorandum to 
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condemn the Russian invasion: “perhaps the captain of that last Ukrainian vessel should 

have waved the document at the Russian fleet that took his ship.315” 

3.2.2 Backwards Russia 

Backwards Russia was employed by the securitizing actors who employed it 

primarily in the form of references to Russia’s violation of “settled” international 

norms. This portrayal represents a significant departure from traditional invocations of 

the package as it avoids entirely references to Russia’s economy and standard of living 

and focuses primarily on Russia’s behavior as a developed, ostensibly democratic, 

member of the international community and its failure to meet the expectations of 

systemic normalcy constructed by its peers.  

Obama highlighted the steps taken by the U.S. and its “ partners in international 

law” in enhancing Ukraine’s capacity to maintain governance and carry out smooth 

elections. Jay Carney, the White House press secretary, directly called the Russian 

moves a “violation of international law” in an answer to a reporter’s question on 5 

March 2014.316 Secretary of State Kerry evoked Backwards Russia by characterizing 

Putin as enacting “really 19th-century behavior in the 21st century. 317” He further 

criticized Russia’s moves as “ not 21st-century, G-8, major-nation behavior.318”  

In his 20 March statement, Obama depicted Russia as not conducting its 

international relations in a manner concurrent with the 21st century.  

The basic principles that govern relations between nations 

in Europe and around the world must be upheld in the 21st 

century. That includes respect for sovereignty and 

territorial integrity -- the notion that nations do not simply 

redraw borders, or make decisions at the expense of their 
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neighbors simply because they are larger or more 

powerful.319 

These invocations of Backwards Russia are strongly reminiscent of the 

Threatening Russia sub-package favored by the Administration. Not only posing a 

threat to the liberal international order, Russia’s deviation from it drew condemnation as 

out of touch with the present reality of international relations. Much of the language 

within this package is based on historical comparisons of 19th century behavior to 21st 

century behavior. The illusions to the 19th century draw on common cultural 

interpretations of state behavior in that time period, namely a willingness to use military 

force, the disregard of smaller states by larger ones, and the relative absence of 

universal international systems in dispute resolution. The implication in this comparison 

is that such behavior is outdated and inferior in comparison with the Administration’s 

modern, superior methods of conflict resolution.  

When Russian-supplied rebels shot down a civilian airliner, MH17, in July 

2014, a sub-category of Backwards Russia portraying Putin himself as a backwards 

leader appeared in the discourse.320 The New Republic published an article referring to 

Putin’s policy that allowed the rebels access to advanced anti-air systems as “an f-

up…of mind-boggling proportions.” The article referenced the below-cited New York 

Times article’s awe-struck depiction of Russia’s modern military while condemning 

various conservatives’ unfavorable juxtapositions of Obama and Putin. 321 

3.2.2.1 Not so Backwards Russia 

The New York Times broke the Backwards Russia package when it described the 

state of the Russian Army engaged in the Crimea. The article presented the Russian 

Army as the opposite of 1990s stereotypes of drunk, underpaid conscripts equipped with 

Soviet-era accouterments: “lean and fit, few if any seemed to be conscripts. Their 

uniforms were crisp and neat, and their new helmets were bedecked with tinted safety 
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goggles. They were sober. 322 ” Other observers openly praised Putin’s perceived 

strategic genius, especially contrasted to Obama’s hapless dithering. An article 

appearing in Slate in April 2014 by Soviet expert Anne Applebaum contrasted the 

traditional American approach to warfare, illustrated by large-scale invasions such as D-

Day and Iraqi Freedom, with “sophisticated disinformation campaigns” and small-scale 

tactical operations aimed at key targets carried out by Russian special forces and 

locally-organized volunteers. The article describes maskirovka, the new Russian 

approach to warfare, as necessitating a rethinking of military doctrine in the West much 

in the way the Islamic insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan necessitated a shift away 

from large-scale warfare originally developed against the Soviet Union.  

The afore-cited National Defense University workshop report cited an improved 

Russian capacity for “local military operations against NATO members (notably the 

Baltic states) that would be difficult to defeat or overturn quickly” as a further overturn 

of the traditional Backwards Russia package. The report categorized Russia’s military 

modernization efforts, stressing the shift away from Soviet era strategy and tactics by 

shrinking and lightening effective operational units, upgrading the strategic nuclear 

forces, and revising military doctrine. Nuclear weapons remain “the ultimate guarantor 

of the regime.323” From this document, we can observe that Russia, once a decrepit, 

stumbling colossus, had become a threat worthy of NATO’s attention. The emphasis on 

streamlined military doctrine constructs the Russian Army as flexible and modern, thus 

on par with its U.S. and NATO adversaries. This military parity, not perceived since the 

Cold War, serves to raise the alarm over real and potential Russian military actions as a 

direct threat to the U.S., since as the foremost contributor to NATO; American troops 

would inevitably bear the brunt of hypothetical Russian attacks.  

This form of anti-Backwards Russia draws parallels with traditional and the anti-

Administration incarnations of Threatening Russia by alluding to Russia’s war-making 

capabilities. The idea that Russia’s military is no longer the decrepit shell of Brezhnev’s 

Army, but a sleek and new fighting force capable of outwitting and outfighting its 

enemies with ease raises the alarm for many Americans, especially those whose 
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formative years were steeped in Threatening Russia rhetoric. Raising the specter of 

nuclear weapons heightens the tension, and reminds Americans of the arms race and 

echoes of Khrushchev’s promise to bury the United States. In recreating this dynamic, 

the securitizing actor can reactivate the emotions and images that accompany it, turning 

Russia’s modernized military into a threatening menace that might just outfight the U.S. 

Army.  

3.2.3 Barbaric Russia 

Many invocations of Barbaric Russia contain language that paints Russia as a 

bully, abusing a poor and innocent Ukraine, and draws comparisons with past Russian 

brutalities inflicted in Ukraine. Foreign Policy magazine referred to Putin as a bully 

when critiquing Obama’s response and recommending a stronger response, and urging a 

more concerted NATO response including a revision of Kiev’s status and increased 

coordination with NATO member states with vulnerable borders (i.e. shared borders 

with Russia).324  

 While much CIA information remains classified due to the recent nature of the 

crisis, the publically available World Factbook is telling of the organization’s stance on 

the issue. The entry on Ukraine describes the county’s history in opposition to Russian 

attempts to dominate it, including a reference to “muscovite pressure,” the post 1917 

Soviet re-conquest and “a brutal Soviet rule that engineered two forced famines…in 

which over 8 million died. ” The entry uses double quotations around the word 

referendum to stress its illegitimacy325 This entry contains references to earlier Barbaric 

Russia evocations, specifically the violence perpetrated by the Russian government, and 

scorn at the obvious fakery of Moscow’s political tools. The entry on Russia makes 

repeated references to territorial expansion, up to Putin’s “centralized authoritarian” rule 

focused on geopolitical enhancement.326 
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 Several sources invoke Barbaric Russia by referring to Putin and Russia with the 

term bully. The Huffington Post published an article echoing the CIA’s telling of 

Ukrainian history, describing Putin as one in a series of bullies who has tried to 

dominate Ukraine throughout history. The article refers to Russia as swallowing other 

countries, and again invokes the Holodomor, during which Stalin (symbolizing 

Moscow), “absolutely brutalized” Ukraine.327 

 George Wills, writing in The Washington Post, called Putin “Stalin’s 

spawn…socialized in the…KGB’s apparatus of oppression” and referenced Stalin’s 

genocide against Ukraine in vivid terms, engaging images of emaciated children, 

cannibal bands, and the Moscow-engineered horror that wracked Ukraine to describe 

the history between the two countries that conditioned Putin’s superior disdain for 

Ukraine: “He is a barbarian but not a monster, and hence no Stalin. But he has been 

coarsened, in ways difficult for civilized people to understand, by certain continuities, 

institutional and emotional, with an almost unimaginably vicious past.328” Invoking the 

historical brutalities committed by Russia, especially against the Ukrainian people, 

resonates with Americans whose early exposure to Russia and the Soviet Union often 

takes the form Cold War and World War II era Barbaric Russia packages.  

 Following the downing of MH17 over separatist-controlled territory in July 

2014, Obama condemned the act in harsh language, calling it an “outrage of 

unspeakable proportions” and directly identifying the separatists as receiving military 

support and equipment from Russia, and Russia for continuing to violate Ukraine’s 

sovereignty by supporting the separatists. Despite this more direct language, most of 

Obama’s statement consisted of lamenting the tragedy, promising an investigation, and 

expressing hope for unspecified international action to restore peace in the region.329 

Krauthammer condemned Obama’s reaction as “unbelievabl[y] passive” and amounted 
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to a misguided hope that Putin would be “embarrassed” by the incident. Putin, 

Krauthammer said, enjoying an 80% approval rating in Russia, would survive.330  

 Much of the Barbaric Russia package employed during the Crimean Crisis 

centered on depicting Putin as a proto-tyrant continuing the Russian traditions of 

domestic political repression and international competition and aggression. The use of 

this package strengthens other packages by adding an element of unreasonable cruelty 

to the constructed “other.” When Putin is depicted as a dangerous brute, his geopolitical 

movements in turn appear morally incorrect, especially when juxtaposed with 

America’s explicit commitment to international norms and peaceful settlements 

exemplified by the Obama Administration, and with the inherent moral goodness of 

America favored by Administration critics.  

3.2.4 Friendly Russia and Pragmatic Russia 

Friendly Russia did not enter the Crimean discourse due to the particular 

circumstances of an overwhelming mutual threat required for its activation. Pragmatic 

Russia, however, had two specific subpackages.  

3.2.4.1 Russia and the U.S. Need Each Other 

Pragmatic Russia was often referenced by members of the Obama 

Administration in connection with their focus on finding an internationally normative 

solution. Other incarnations of this package blamed the U.S. for “pushing Russia into a 

corner” and forcing its hand, namely through NATO expansion in the post Soviet space; 

Russia’s historical sphere of influence.  

In an interview with ABC news, Kerry said, “"We are not looking for a U.S.-

Russia, East-West redux here. What we want is for Russia to work with us, with 

Ukraine.331" This statement indirectly references the “New Cold War” image found 

throughout the Crimean-era discourse, using it to highlight an undesirable situation and 

                                                 
330 “Krauthammer: Obama’s remarks on Malaysia airliner reflect philosophy of disinterest.” Fox News. 

18 July 2014. http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2014/07/18/krauthammer-obamas-remarks-on-malaysia-

airliner-reflect-philosophy-disinterest.html. 
331 “Kerry says ‘Russia is going to lose.’” 
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recommend an alternative. This language echoes previous example of Pragmatic Russia 

such as détente and reset by trying to find common ground between the two countries.  

3.2.4.2 The Crisis is the U.S.’ Fault 

The second sub-package of Pragmatic Russia blames American policy on 

creating the crisis. Common language refers to the U.S. forcing Russia into a threatened 

position, against which it reacted by attacking Ukraine. Elements of the first sub-

package appear throughout this sub-package, serving the purpose of underscoring the 

mistakes the Obama Administration was perceived to have made, and the opportunities 

for collaboration that would result from reversing its faulty policies.  

 George Michael, in an article for the Military Review, urged American 

policymakers to cease their “ham-fisted efforts to publically humiliate [Russia]” and 

rather engage in cooperative efforts based on common interests. Michael further urged 

accommodation of Russian interests, namely in accepting their sphere of influence in 

Ukraine as legitimate.332 Michael proceeds to address Putin’s domestic popularity and 

the ineffectiveness of Western sanctions, while explaining the reasons necessitating 

Russia’s territorial expansion (a declining Slavic birthrate in comparison to a rising 

Chinese and Muslim population) and a common interest in combating Islamic 

extremism both in Russia and the wider Muslim world, and achieving long-term 

stability in the Levant. The West’s isolation of Russia thus emboldens America’s 

enemies by deepening the schism among the contemporary great powers.333 This article 

utilizes the classic features of Pragmatic Russia, and even dips into Friendly Russia. The 

appeal to common interests, namely facing a mutually recognizable threat (i.e. Islamic 

terrorism), is reminiscent of the same argument employed during World War II and 

Napoleonic Wars. In his conclusion, Michael urges the west to adopt a “if you can’t 

beat them, join them” policy, using U.S. involvement in the Middle Eastern wars as 

evidence for strategic overstretch.334 The article mentions, but does not stress Russia’s 

breach of international law, as does Obama, nor does it insist on the geopolitical threat 

posed to the U.S. by Russia’s extraterritorial expansion, as does Krauthammer.  

                                                 
332 George Michael. “Is Greater Russia Really So Bad?” Military Review. January-February 2015, Vol. 

95, No. 1. 99-115. 100.  
333 Ibid, 101-102, 108-112. 
334 Ibid, 112. 
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The Huffington Post recommended that “Russian Crimea is a fact and we ought 

to get over it.” The article went on to blame the U.S. for pushing Russia into a 

geopolitical corner, and seemed to invoke Threatening Russia by reminding readers: 

“we know what Russia is capable of when backed into a corner. We don’t want another 

invasion of 500,000 Russian troops, as happened in Czechoslovakia in 1968 or Hungary 

in 1956.” The article also compares isolating and punishing Russia to doing the same to 

post-World War I Germany, with its subsequent consequences. This particular 

invocation of Pragmatic Russia concludes with the afore-mentioned argument that the 

U.S. should cooperate with Russia against Islamic terrorism and help to balance rising 

China and nuclear North Korea. 335  This article departs from the Administration 

viewpoint by dismissing the Budapest Memorandum as no longer applicable and 

recommending simple acceptance to the Russian annexation seemingly out of fear of 

provoking a larger conflict.  

Stephen Cohen, a professor emeritus of Russian studies and politics at New 

York University and Princeton, delivered a particularly strong condemnation of the 

Threatening Russia package in September 2015. Calling the ousting of Yanukovich 

“illegal,” the Russian military convoy sent into Luhansk “humanitarian,” and claiming 

that a “New Cold War” already existed between the U.S. and Russia, Cohen cast the 

U.S. as the villains of the crisis. Cohen’s arguments are dichotomous: the Crimea is 

important to Russia, and is irrelevant to the U.S. The new Cold War lacks the 

institutional safeguards (namely an organized domestic political opposition) that kept 

the original conflict from going hot. Citing détente as a masterpiece of Russo-American 

relations, Cohen places the blame for the current crisis squarely on the U.S., repeating 

the argument of Pragmatic Russia that Russia is reacting to American political isolation 

since the end of the Cold War.336 Echoing Putin and the Russian domestic discourse, 

Cohen takes Pragmatic Russia away from the Obama Administration’s normative 

violation approach and attempts to build an image of a Russia that would behave if the 

U.S. treated it fairly. Cohen injects keywords and concepts from the Russian discourse 

into the American discourse, such as labeling Maidan protesters “fascist,” and casting 

                                                 
335 Blake Fleetwood. “Too Bad Ukraine Didn’t Keep Its 2,000 Nuclear Weapons.” The Huffington Post. 

30 April 2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/blake-fleetwood/too-bad-ukraine-didnt-

kee_b_5235374.html. 
336 Stephen M. Cohen. “Patriotic Heresy vs. The New Cold War.” The Nation. 14 September 2014. 22-

26. 22.  
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doubts on Ukraine’s historical nationhood. However, Cohen’s comparison of his 

“patriotic heresy” with détente is misleading. Détente represented an effort to decrease 

tensions with Russia through the pursuit of mutually beneficial goals (see section 3.1.4), 

but recommending that the U.S. abandon the “regime in Kiev,” which he accuses of 

inflicting war crimes on its own citizens, is misleading as it allows Russia to escape any 

blame for the crisis. When seen as reacting to American wrongs, Russia is innocent, if 

not a victim of U.S. policy. This level of Pragmatic Russia is perhaps found only in 

Duranty’s apologetic coverage of Stalin’s crimes in the 1930s.  

The Washington Post detailed Secretary of State Kerry’s meeting with Putin in 

Sochi in May 2015, during which with “strikingly warm comments after the meeting, 

Kerry praised Putin for having agreed to meet in the first place.337” By expressing 

gratitude for Putin’s apparent act of magnanimity, Kerry’s rhetoric placed the U.S. in 

the position of supplicant. In his attempt to activate Pragmatic Russia, Kerry appeared 

weak and inferior to the Russian leader. Bloomberg described the meeting as an attempt 

to reboot Reset, dealing with Russia pragmatically on one area of disagreement whilst 

seeking cooperation in a broader geopolitical sense. 338  This invocation ignored the 

fundamental point upon which Administration policy appeared to rest, that Putin’s 

actions constituted a violation of international law so grave as to necessitate its pariah 

status. Attempting to cooperate beyond the Crimea constituted ignoring Putin’s bad 

behavior and essentially looking the other way. To further advance the Pragmatic 

Russia package, attempts were made to question the value of U.S. involvement in the 

Crimea. The Huffington Post published an article questioning U.S. involvement in the 

crisis on principle. The article advanced left-wing isolationism in the U.S. political 

discourse by arguing that Ukraine was geographically unimportant to American 

interests, while seeming to legitimize Russian interests in Ukraine by arguing that 

“Moscow has more at stake in Ukraine than the West,” and thus the U.S. would not be 

able to contend with Russia’s efforts.339  

                                                 
337 Michael Birnbaum, Carol Morello. “No Breakthroughs as Kerry, Putin Meet in Sochi.” The 

Washington Post. 12 May 2015. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/no-breakthroughs-as-kerry-

putin-meet-in-sochi/2015/05/12/29b4857a-f811-11e4-a47c-

e56f4db884ed_story.html?utm_term=.f8bf6cf8b4f2. 
338 “U.S. Told Ukraine to Stand Down as Putin Invaded.” 
339 Doug Bandow. “7 Reasons the U.S. Should Stay Out of the Ukraine-Russia Fight.” The Huffington 

Post. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/doug-bandow/seven-reasons-why-us-shou_b_6763732.html. 



 

 

89 

Many of the Pragmatic Russia invocations echo the use of the Friendly Russia 

Package during World War II, coupled with invocations of Pragmatic Russia after 9/11 

and during Obama’s Reset. In the contemporary discourse, actors frame Russian goals 

and interests as fundamentally compatible with those of the U.S., i.e. fighting Islamic 

terrorism and balancing against China. The effect is twofold; drawing into question 

Obama’s opposition to Russia’s actions as either harmless to U.S. interests, or as 

irreversible without a massive escalation that it is in the interests of both countries to 

avoid. Users of Pragmatic Russia suggest that despite its relatively passive approach, the 

Obama Administration has continued the post-Cold War policy of isolating Russia to 

the point that it perceives the only way of guaranteeing its position as a world power is 

to lash out in military adventures against its neighbors and engage in saber-rattling 

competition with its old and ready-made enemy, the United States. The argument that 

the U.S. and Russia need each other’s cooperation to enhance security affects the 

American audience by criticizing the Obama Administration from a different angle. By 

arguing that Obama’s policy of sanctions and international condemnation are 

unnecessarily isolating Russia, the users of this package can either refocus the threat 

elsewhere, i.e. toward the Islamic State, or they can urge the desecuritization of Russia. 

Pragmatic Russia was unusually strong during the Crimean Crisis, compared with 

previous historical instances of Russian extraterritorial aggression. The strength of the 

packages was not limited to the Obama Administration or the political opposition, but 

spread across elements of society. Without attempting to determine or judge the 

underlying reasons, this paradigm seems to challenge the others in a noticeably strong 

manner.  
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Discursive 

Package 

Threatening 

Russia 

Barbaric 

Russia 

Backwards 

Russia 

Friendly 

Russia 

Pragmatic 

Russia 

Key 

Language 

Violation of 

International 

Law 

International  

 

Threat to 

peace and 

security 

 

Military parity 

with U.S.  

Recollection 

of past 

brutalities  

 

Bullying  

 

19th Century 

behavior 

 

Violation of 

International 

Law 

 

Opposite: 

technologically 

advanced 

military 

N/A Mutually 

beneficial 

solution 

 

De-escalation  

 

Off ramp 

 

American 

responsibility 

for Russian 

behavior (i.e. 

isolating 

Russia) 

 

Russia has 

more at stake 

than U.S. 

 

The crisis is 
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John Kerry 
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Michael (M) 
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(M) 
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Cohen (M) 

Stage of 

Crisis 

Employed 

Throughout  Throughout Throughout N/A 2014-2015 

Table 2: Russian Packages in the Crimean Crisis Discourse (M denotes media) 

4 Conclusion 

4.1 Answering the Research Questions 

Through a historical investigation, we can determine and categorize the discursive 

packages employed in the United States to construct images of Russia from 1776 to the 

present. These packages have shaped historical and contemporary securitization 

movements through their construction of Russia as a threat opposed to the United States 

either militarily, ideologically, politically, or diplomatically. In addition to the negative 

discursive interpretations of Russia, two positive packages may be delineated to explain 
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the intermittent surges of positivity toward Russia that occur during periods of 

significant international upheaval. In some way, shape, or form, all of these packages 

were present during the three years analyzed in this thesis. The Crimean discourse is 

unique among past Russian discourses in that it contains strong elements of all of the 

packages (except Friendly Russia), and that there is no noticeable national consensus on 

what to think of Russia. Indeed, the subject of the Crimean Crisis was fairly quickly 

swallowed amidst the concurrent rise of the Islamic State and the brutal attacks it 

perpetrated in Arabia and Europe, the Ebola epidemic that ravaged West Africa, the 

racial tensions over police shootings in the U.S., and the 2016 general elections. A Pew 

Research Center poll conducted in March 2014 suggested that 56% of Americans 

wanted the country to “not get too involved in the situation in Ukraine.” 26% of 

respondents wanted to see the White House “take a firm stand against Russian 

actions.340” The extent of national acceptance of the securitizing effort is not, however, 

the focus of this thesis’ investigation. The extensive use of historically established 

Russia Packages by the securitizing actors proves the continuity in America’s national 

consciousness of long-standing interpretations of a country that elicits strong emotions 

from its critics. Politicians, journalists, and the public alike share a common distrust of 

Russia, strengthened, honed, contracted, and expanded through decades of varying 

geopolitical climates to fit the current empirical facts.  

4.1.1.1 What language did domestic US actors use to frame the 

resecuritization of Russia? 

Much of the language found in the contemporary securitization matches that 

found in the historical packages, though there are a several departures. While previous 

Soviet rulers are referred to in more dictatorial terms, Putin seems to retain a veneer of 

legitimacy in the America discourse. Terms such as tyrant and dictator are absent from 

the Barbaric Russia paradigm, and are supplemented by terms such as leader and bully, 

alluding to Putin as a dictator-light or a proto-tyrant. Furthermore, within the 

Threatening Russia package, there is a surprising absence of the expected “new Cold 

War” language from the American discourse (though Prime Minister Medvedev used 

                                                 
340 “Most Say U.S. Should ‘Not Get Too Involved’ in Ukraine Situation. ”The Pew Research Center. 11 

March 2014. http://www.people-press.org/2014/03/11/most-say-u-s-should-not-get-too-involved-in-

ukraine-situation/. 
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the term at the Munich Security Conference in February 2016.341) The period of tension 

and geopolitical competition between the U.S. and USSR would seem to provide a 

ready-made linguistic formula for defining and securitizing the current tension with 

Russia. It is likely, however, that the Obama Administration’s commitment to 

normative procedures to resolve the dispute led to an administrative avoidance of such 

language, as its effect could have been to increase tension and engender greater 

hostilities. 

4.1.2 Is the current securitization language consistent with historical 

Russo-American paradigms? What parts of the discourse are 

consistent? 

The continuity between historical Russia Packages and the securitization language 

employed amidst the Crimea Crisis is evident from the speech acts analyzed. All of the 

historical packages, with the exception of Friendly Russia, provided ready-made 

templates which securitizing actors could employ to suit their needs. Threatening 

Russia, the earliest and most prevalent of the Russia Packages was present from the 

beginning of the Crimean Crisis. Its first form, Russia Threatening the International 

Order, represents the globalist viewpoint of the chief securitizing actor, the Obama 

Administration, along with its goals and preferences. Russia Threatening the United 

States appeared more like the traditional package present during the late 18th and most 

of the 20th centuries, reflecting traditional American anxieties about Russia.  

Backwards Russia appeared primarily as an accessory to Russia Threatening the 

International Order, as it served to highlight the “wrongness” of Russia’s behavior vis a 

vis contemporary notions of international diplomacy and relations. The traditional 

package that portrayed Russia as a decrepit, incompetent state was noticeably refuted by 

descriptions of Russia’s modernized army and sophisticated military tactics. Barbaric 

Russia appeared primarily concerned with Russia’s historical treatment of Ukraine, and 

the tactics of the Russian-supported militias especially in the downing of MH17. 

Likewise, language likening Putin to bloodthirsty Russian rulers such as Stalin, and 

highlighting his KGB background (with the assumptions and cultural perceptions that 

                                                 
341 Ray Sanchez, Nic Robertson, and Don Melvin. “Russian PM Medvedev Equates Relations with West 

to a ‘new Cold War.’” CNN. 15 February 2016. http://edition.cnn.com/2016/02/13/europe/russia-

medvedev-new-cold-war/. 
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agency has in the American national consciousness) as proof of his capacity for 

brutality.  

Pragmatic Russia appeared both as a policy goal of the Obama Administration, 

and as a criticism of the Obama Administration’s policy of confrontation against Russia. 

While President Obama urged a mutually beneficial solution and de-escalation and 

peaceful settlement, a particular strain of domestic political opposition centered on the 

suspicion in U.S. foreign policy that kept Russia an outsider throughout the 1990s. 

Sanctions and condemnation, they argued, would further isolate Russia, with disastrous 

effects for the cohesion of the international order. Pragmatic Russia possesses 

commonalities with its earlier incarnations in the 1930s, during détente, and during reset 

as the employing actors spoke of the normalization of relations (i.e. diplomatically), the 

cooling of tensions, and the attainment of mutually beneficial goals (e.g. anti-terrorism).  

Friendly Russia did not appear in the contemporary discourse. The package’s core 

features; ideological and moral equivalency, and praising language, were markedly 

absent from the American discourse, namely due to the absence of a common goal or 

threat beyond the unspecified terrorist threat or a future challenge from China.  

4.1.3 How do those historical paradigms influence the 

current resecuritzation? I.e. does Russia continue to serve as ‘the 

other’ for US security identity? 

The existence of historical paradigms provided the securitizing actors with ready-

made discursive packages to frame the developing events in the Crimea and Eastern 

Ukraine. The national memory is long, and facets thereof are passed to succeeding 

generations almost subconsciously, from parent to child, from film to audience, and 

from contemporary interpretations of events colored by their historical precedents.  

Despite the resecuritization of Russia in the American discourse, we cannot say 

that Russia became ‘the other’ in the discourse in the same way it did during the Red 

Scare and the Cold War. Nor was Russia seen as such a direct and serious threat as 

Islamism was in the aftermath of 9/11. Russia’s actions in the Crimea appear to retain a 

sense of distance that suggests to Americans that the matter is not pressing enough to 

warrant undue concern. The Administration’s restrained response to the crisis did not 

carry with it the sense of urgency exhibited by, for example, the Truman Doctrine or the 
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Long Telegram. Obama did not draw moral comparisons to heighten America’s resolve 

in the manner of Reagan, but he chose rather to address Russian aggression in the 

matter-of-fact, emotionless manner that characterized his foreign policy. Though some 

stirring occurred in the State and Defense Departments (and possibly at the CIA though 

such information is yet unavailable), the Administration remained fairly in line with the 

President’s position.  

 The largest demonization of Russia occurred in the media. As previously noted, 

the reaction was as often directed toward Obama’s relative passivity than Putin’s 

aggression, framing an evident disadvantage suffered by the U.S. in its policymaking. 

While Putin was undoubtedly vilified in the press, his perception never reached the level 

of popular loathing that has accompanied perceptions of pervious ‘others’ such as 

Osama Bin Laden or Saddam Hussein. Though the resecuritization of Russia is clear 

from a variety of pronouncements, the American public appears hesitant to employ 

extraordinary measures. The failure of the audience to accept the securitizing act 

therefore shows that the securitization process has broken down before reaching its end. 

Americans, generally speaking, dislike Putin, and distrust Russian geopolitical goals, 

but are unwilling to actively oppose him. The reason for this passivity is either due to a 

general foreign policy fatigue brought on by the inconclusive and unsatisfying wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, a national moment of questioning America’s historic role as the 

guardian of the liberal order, or a shift of the national consciousness inward toward 

ongoing domestic issues. Whatever the reason, the crisis in Ukraine remains unresolved. 

A new President occupies the White House, and despite his political differences from 

his predecessor, has yet to take concrete steps toward bringing about a resolution. For 

the foreseeable future, the Russian tricolor will fly over the Crimea. 

4.2 Suggestions for Further Research 

In the interest of brevity and conciseness of focus, this thesis has paid insufficient 

attention to several areas of relevant research. We can observe some of these questions 

that remain to be answered below. 

• What underlying socio-political factors led to such divergent reactions to 

the securitization effort? 
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o How did war weariness influence Americans’ unwillingness to more 

actively counter Russia? 

• How did diverse international reactions influence the U.S.’ willingness to 

resecuritize Russia, and how did the American public react to the 

securitization efforts of other international actors? 

A further piece of research could focus on the use of Russia Packages during the 

Trump Administration. In addition to the continuing Crimean situation, the president’s 

alleged connections to Russia and the fear of Russian “subversion” during the 2016 

election appear to have reactivated elements of Threatening Russia’s subpackage on 

internal subversion originally active during the 1920s and early Cold War. Conversely, 

some of the president’s rhetoric urging cooperation with Russia against radical Islam 

could suggest an expanded Pragmatic Russia package at the official level.  
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I. Thesis 

 This thesis aims to examine the rhetorical responses to the Russian annexation of 

the Crimea present in United States government and cultural discourses. The discourse 

in which contemporary US policymakers and media outlets framed the Russian 

resurgence within the larger national security dialog can shed light on the US’ national 

security priorities, official and public perceptions of the post-post-Cold War 

international order, and the US’ place therein. The American state and people have a 

history of mixed emotions toward Russia. As the Napoleonic Wars raged, Russia’s 

status as de-facto American ally confused human-rights conscious American 

policymakers, some of whom sought to support their ally with demonstrations while 

others sought to condemn its catalogue of known barbarisms perpetrated against its own 

people. This dichotomy represents America’s first use of Russia as “the other” as a part 

of its worldview. (Kurilla, 2015). The US’ perception of Russia after the Bolshevik 

Revolution transformed to that of a norm-violating pariah in the 1920s, to staunch anti-

fascist ally during World War II, to the personification of everything the US stood 

against during the Cold War, and finally to a cautious partner in the 1990s. This ‘end of 

history’ came in doubt as Vladimir Putin solidified his hold on Russian power 
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structures, and subsequently began using hard power tools to influence Russia’s 

neighbors, particularly Georgia during its 2008 war with Russia. Putin’s illegal seizure 

and annexation of the Crimea in 2014 seems to have signaled an end to the era of 

hopeful cooperation, but are American policymakers and commentators seeking to 

usher in a new Cold War? While the Obama Administration has expressly stated its 

intention to avoid a new Cold War, other policymakers appear less diplomatic. (Charap, 

2016). The use of Cold War language by officials and commentators suggests a 

preconditioned adversarial response to power moves by Russia, originating during the 

Cold War and providing a ready-made rhetorical standpoint from which to contextualize 

and condemn Russian geopolitical moves. The aim therefore of this section is to answer 

several complimentary questions: what language did those actors use to frame the 

securitization? Is the current securitization language consistent with historical Russo-

American paradigms? How do those historical paradigms influence the current 

resecuritization?” 

Apart from official statements, I intend to examine the media reaction on both 

sides of the US political divide. The nationally syndicated media in the US is among the 

foremost shapers of public opinion, and in turn, shapes policy through the results of 

national and local elections. Popular political commentators often frame the discourse 

by moderating presidential debates, interviewing senior officials, or mobilizing their 

listeners for political action. In examining the US response to the Crimean annexation, 

one would be remiss in excluding the role of such popular commentators as Charles 

Krauthammer or Bill O’Rielly on the right, or their left-wing opposites Rachel Maddow 

or Arriana Huffington. For this section, I have selected a cross-section of popular, 

nationally known commentators who represent the mainstream party/ideological 
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viewpoints in order to answer the questions did political affiliation affect 

resecuritization? 

One may derive the relevance of this topic to contemporary policymaking and 

academic discussion from the identity and weight of the actors involved. The US still 

seeks to play a geopolitical leadership role and remains a champion of liberal 

democracy and free market economics, while Russia acts out of fundamental opposition 

to US values while attempting to present itself as a warrior standing up for the non-US 

political and economic alternatives. Given this context, resecuritized constructions of 

Russia as ‘the other’ indicate the US’ departure from the post-Cold War trend toward 

harmonious cooperation, and the adoption of a posture of cautious belligerence.  

II. Theoretical Context 

A. (Re)Securitization 

The key theory I will examine in the American national security discourse is 

Securitization. Securitization is the theory that actors internalize perceptions of external 

actors and events through the lens of their own interests, which when in conflict cause 

the actor to construct them as a threat. In this thesis, I will use the definition of 

securitization proffered by the Copenhagen School; that of an intersubjective 

construction of threats based on discursive elements. According to the Copenhagen 

School, securitization occurs when the securitizing actor(s) defines a particular topic as 

an existential threat for a particular reference object. (McDonald 2008) Because Russia 

was a securitized issue for the US for most of the 20th century, I propose to introduce 

the term resecuritization in this paper as a way to refer to Russia’s post-Cold War 

desecuritization, and subsequent reentry into the US national security discussion. Using 

David Campbell’s work on the construction of threats in US foreign policy, I aim to 
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explore the construction of Russia as the ‘other’ in shaping US national security 

identity, particularly in the US’ perception of itself as upholding the normative 

international order while presenting Russia as a norm-violating, destabilizing influence. 

Resecuritization is beneficial to my research because it accounts for the historical 

patterns, social constructions, and linguistic pronouncements of the initial securitization, 

and identifies the presences of these constructions in the second instance of 

securitization to address the question is Russia the ‘other’ in the new discourse.  

III. Research Questions  

-What language did domestic US actors use to frame the resecuritization of Russia?  

-Is the current securitization language consistent with historical Russo-American 

paradigms?  

-How do those historical paradigms influence the current resecuritization? I.e. does 

Russia continue to serve as ‘the other’ for US security identity? 

-Did political affiliation affect resecuritization? 

-Is Russia the ‘other’ in the new discourse? 

IV. Methodology 

A. Discourse Analysis 

In order to effectively detect and measure resecuritization, I will conduct a 

discourse analysis on political, official, and media statements. A discourse analysis is 

well suited to this topic because of its three-part analysis of the act and its context. 

Presented in a widening scope, a discourse analysis of this topic would call for an 

analysis of the text, or specific utterance, followed by that of the broader context (e.g. 

the actor), followed by the larger societal context. To measure data, and therefore the 
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presence or absence of securitization, I will assign positive values to critical words and 

phrases that may appear in the specific speech act. To finally prove my thesis, I will 

quantify the results based on those values.  

IV. Preliminary Thesis Structure 

1. Introduction 

2. Definition of Data and identification of actors 

 a. Coded keywords  

 b. Actors 

3. Background: a brief overview of Russia in the American discourse 

 a. Russo-American relations prior to 1917 

 b. Russia as an international pariah-1917-1941 

 c. Russia as American ally-1941-1945 

 d. Russia as America’s counterpoint-1945-1991 

 e. Russia as a partner-1991-2005 

 f. Worsening Relations-2005-2013 

4. The Crimean Crisis-2014 

5. American Response 

 a. Official government 

 b. Unofficial government 

 c. Media and culture 

6. Conclusion 

7. References/bibliography 
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