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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the ways in which military activity in the arctic region is 

framed on the news website Russia Today. Russia Today is a state owned news agency which 

produces news intended for international audiences, and so this study has been positioned within 

international communication studies. The research employs discourse analysis as well as framing 

analysis. Initially, the search word “arctic” was used during the year 2014 to investigate the most 

common themes within news relating to the region. The most common news category was 

“military”, with 29 articles focusing on this topic. These articles were read and analyzed to 

determine the frames present, followed by a discourse analysis of two articles within each frame 

to further investigate the message presented. During the discourse analysis the framing of the 

arctic region was also investigated. The study suggests that on Russia Today, military activity in 

the arctic is framed in one of three ways: as defense, as matching military actions taken by the 

US or NATO, or as an effort to reclaim previously inhabited areas, which is connected to the 

framing of the arctic as an exceptional region in which larger international issues are played out. 

As a result, this study has the potential to give some insight into the main message which is 

presented on the reasoning behind recent military activity in the arctic.  
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Introduction	  
Historically, the arctic has most often been conceived of as a romanticized, otherworldly place 

inhabited only by roaming polar bears. It has been a region somewhat disconnected from the rest 

of the world, a place for dramatic exploration stories or the possibility of economic gain from 

natural resources. In short, as stated by Keskitalo: “One does not stay in the Arctic: one uses it 

for something, or ignores it” (2004, 2).  However, with a rapidly changing climate, the global 

community is facing new dangers, competition for resources, and new possible conflicts, 

particularly in the far north. As far northern environments are often more quickly and severely 

affected by climate change than many other geographic regions, the changing climate is bringing 

arctic issues to a position of much greater focus. This includes new issues of international 

relations as melting sea ice is opening the arctic region to shipping and commercial exploitation 

as well as new opportunities for military movement. This increasing interest can be observed 

across many different dialogues, and although the arctic has only recently began to develop into 

an international region gaining importance on the world stage, the far north has long been an 

important component in the ideology or national identity of the arctic coastal states. As a result, 

issues of international cooperation and military activity in the arctic have become more and more 

significant in global affairs, as well as gaining more significant coverage in international media 

dialogue. The ways in which the arctic region and issues within this region are framed by 

different groups in relation to international communication thus becomes an interesting point of 

study.  

 

Research	  questions	  	  
The main research question would be:  

How is the concept of ‘the Arctic’ presented and how is this related to the framing of military 

activity on the news website Russia Today?  

In order to explore this inquiry, it can be organized into a few sub-questions:  

What themes are more common in coverage of the arctic region on Russia Today? 

How is military activity framed in the news coverage on this site? 

And finally, how is the arctic as a region framed within the discourse on military activity, and 

how does this relate to previously researched frames of arctic issues? 



 

Purpose	  and	  significance	  	  
The purpose of this thesis is to investigate a current case of framing in international news media. 

As the arctic has recently come to the fore in many international conversations, the dialogue 

surrounding the region and these issues is a relevant source of empirical material to look at the 

presence of frames in current news discourse and speculate about the sources of and effects these 

frames may have. The significance of this study is that it covers an area that has not been widely 

researched within digital media studies; as the arctic has only recently been developed as a 

region in international dialogue there has not been extensive focus on its presence or lack thereof 

in international news discourse. Despite its relatively recent presence on the ‘global stage’, the 

arctic has long been present in the media of the time as a source of inspiration and awe, it is 

difficult to discuss a region that has been more romanticized and unrealistically described. The 

significance of this study is to provide an addition to research and information about the arctic 

region that does not fall into the category of romanticized story telling but rather a more 

objective account of one of the issues that those with interests in the region may be dealing with. 

The study of digital news media coverage is extremely relevant in this case as media presentation 

may be the only current information that much of the world receives about this region and these 

issues, which could potentially have a significant effect on the way that people understand 

politics relating to the region. It is relevant also to attempt to understand the message that 

different groups are presenting in relation to the region as definitions of the arctic are often 

politicized. A better understanding of the way that the arctic and activities within the region are 

framed is significant in regards to understanding the position and interests of different actors in 

the region. In this particular case, the newspaper Russia Today is largely influenced by Russia’s 

political elite, so it may not present the view of the Russian people actually living in the arctic. 

However, the investigation of the way these issues are presented on this site may provide some 

insight into the way that the arctic is conceptualized by this particular group.  

 

This research is within the area of international communication studies. As discussed in 

International communication, the international communication field has developed beyond the 

sole investigation of information exchanges only between governments, and now encompasses 

“political, economic, social, cultural, and military concerns” (Thussu 2000, 2). One of the key 



components of international communication is often public diplomacy, which is defined in the 

text as diplomacy “with the aim of influencing the policies of other nations by appeals to its 

citizens through means of public communication (Thussu, 2000, 3). This is often attempted 

through the use of news media, and is particularly the case here with the news organization 

Russia Today. It is generally agreed that within the sphere of international media 

communications today, western media, and primarily the U.S. have been the “key agenda-

setter[s]” (2000, 3). As a result of this, many other news agencies have been created in an 

attempt to provide an image of regions and issues from a point of view other than the dominant 

western one. Russia Today is one such organization in that its stated purpose is to provide a 

Russian perspective on world events. It is directed to communicate towards international publics 

by being published and produced in several languages.  

Structure	  	  
The structure of this thesis is as follows: first, an introduction of the current state of the arctic 

region today and the significance that arctic issues hold in world affairs. The background covers 

the development of the arctic as an international region, the history of the international 

significance of the region, as well as the frames that have been previously applied to the north in 

different countries. The literature review gives a brief overview of a few studies concerning 

framing analysis in the region. This is followed by a theoretical framework which goes more in 

depth into analyzing news media discourse, as well as theories of soft power and public 

diplomacy, and the framework used for the methodology of the study: framing and discourse 

theory.  

 

Background	  

The	  definition	  of	  the	  arctic	  as	  an	  international	  region	  
According to international region building, the main threads of arctic descriptions were 

developed during the era of exploration, which continues to have an impact on the way that the 

arctic environment and peoples are framed today (Keskitalo 2007).  As a result of severe 

environmental conditions, the age of exploration lasted much longer in the far northern regions.  

Most of what was written about the arctic was written from the viewpoint of explorers describing 



their dramatic adventures in the “barren, untouched landscape” with the only encounters with 

those living in the arctic as “primitive” communities living closer to nature. This romanticized 

view of the arctic came to be what was expected from writings on the subject and following 

explorations continued to reproduce these tropes. At the time, most of the exploration and 

writings concerned the high arctic, the polar desert. The definition of ‘the arctic’ has shifted and 

expanded, extending down much farther than the actual polar environment does; this shift from 

“uninhabited”, environmentally focused definition of the arctic to a much wider, culturally 

oriented definition has been taking place for many years (Keskitalo 2004, 2007 and Young 

1992).  

 

The key aspect of regionalization is the fact that all functional regions are created first through 

discourse. A “region” cannot exist until those with most likely international credibility begin 

discussing it as such; it is only after it has been accepted as ‘common knowledge’ that the 

existence of such a region comes to be thought of and used as a completely natural category 

(Keskitalo 2004). This is clear in the case of ‘the arctic’ a term used widely across many fields 

but usually with many different definitions of the boundaries of such a region. Some possible 

definitions of this region, as are often used in the natural sciences, could include the tree line, or 

presence of permafrost, or other natural lines; however none of these provide a clear line 

marking the boundaries of the arctic region but rather include a gradual shift. It is also often 

prudent to include people and issues that may not fall strictly within these natural definitions as 

they are strongly affected by the same problems and solutions that arctic communities face and 

are not included in more southern decision making. The definition of the region is often a point 

of conflict as no matter how the line is decided, it is likely to vary greatly from country to 

country, making it difficult to simplify the definition in any way. This is particularly apparent 

when talking about different fields of study (Young 1992). From natural sciences to social 

sciences and humanities- where these fields intersect can make a significant difference to those 

living in arctic environments. 

 

As discussed by Keskitalo, there are two types of regions: functional and homogenous (2004). A 

homogenous region is characterized by shared environment and culture, whereas a functional 

region is more politically defined. The arctic is a functional region as it has been defined in 



varying ways depending on the field of discussion and the interests of those involved. Much of 

the arctic is also characterized by some internal similarities, but a large part of its definition as a 

region results from a concentrated political effort from many nations and interest groups to 

cooperate across the borders of many different more homogenous regions. The arctic region is 

largely the outcome of the preferences of hegemonic states, but to say that this is the only thing 

going on would be to ignore the instance of circumpolar cooperation among indigenous groups, 

many of whom share cultural and linguistic backgrounds with those living in different national 

borders (Young 1992, Stenlund 2002). However, this means that the arctic could still be defined 

as an entirely functional region because indigenous groups may have a completely different 

definition of the arctic region and the usage of this term mostly applies to the attempt to create a 

region incorporating the interests of many different nation-states (Shadian 2014). As Honneland 

discusses, it is important to include in the definition of a region the definitions and identifications 

of internal actors as well as external conceptualizations (1996). This is a crucial aspect as “not all 

actors are equally able to access the discourse area” (Keskitalo 2004, 14). The lack of access 

often clear in the case of indigenous groups: although they are the majority of the arctic 

population, the common classification of the arctic as the “periphery” in state governance and the 

tendency to ignore indigenous sovereignty when it comes to natural resources means that their 

voices are often ignored when regions are politically constructed. As explained by Keskitalo, 

regionalism is the top down approach, where the regional dialogue is an agenda pushed by the 

elites or governing bodies and organizations for purposes of economics and international 

relations. Regionalization is the ‘bottom up’ effect, where different groups come to have a 

regional identity based on shared experiences and cultural similarities (2004, 1). It is regionalism 

that is mostly occurring with the current definitions of the arctic in international discourse; 

indigenous communities often have very different conceptualizations of ‘the north’ and ‘the 

arctic’. For regionalism to be successful, people have to feel like they have something in 

common with people living in different national borders, thus region building becomes a 

question of identity politics which will not be included in this thesis as it departs too far from 

usefulness in analyzing the particular themes that have been selected. In the Barents region, 

which Russia is partially included in, this was accomplished and defined through viewing 

identity as a relation rather than a possession, and conditional rather than categorical. The 

success of this meant that Nordic, Russian, and Baltic youth could partially identify themselves 



through their connections with these other countries on the basis of a shared natural environment, 

while still retaining their national identities even though the region is not defined by overarching 

commonalities (Honneland 1998).  

 

A crucial facet of the arctic region which is often ignored is that the Inuit people inhabit nearly 

the entirety of the circumpolar north, sharing language and cultural similarities, which implies 

the potential for regionalization. The Inuit Circumpolar Council, the Nordic Saami Council and 

other arctic aboriginal organizations have been very successful in setting examples for 

international cooperation and intra state governance (Wilson 2007, and Shadian 2014). However, 

this has never been the defining factor of the arctic on the world stage, rather it has been looked 

at through the old lens of the ‘brave explorers’ in the ‘pristine, undiscovered wilderness’. There 

was no particular interest in the definition of the arctic region before it became politically 

important with the changing environmental issues and the possibility of petroleum extraction-

suddenly it needed to be something that could be discussed and incorporated in national 

identities (Rowe 2011).  

 

One commonly thought of man-made boundary of the arctic could be the 60th parallel. However, 

this originally comes from Canada with the purpose of organizing internal governance: it marks 

the border between the southern and northern provinces. As with the other arctic states, most of 

the decision making power is located in urban centers in the south, with the northern territories 

suffering from problems of underdevelopment. The problem with using the 60th parallel as a 

delineation of the arctic is that the region would then include nearly the entirety of the Nordic 

countries’ territories, well into boreal environments and areas that do not share characteristics of 

arctic environments or social issues at all. It is also important to note that this parallel in Russia 

and North America marks a much harsher environment as these areas lack the warming north 

Atlantic drift that the Nordic countries receive. This is very interesting in the context of 

regionalization and the creation of a regional identity- places that may be on the same latitude 

have very different environments and cultural developments as a result. Another boundary, the 

66th parallel which marks the arctic circle, is also ineffective as it goes too far in the other 

direction: all this defines is where the sun does not rise for at least one day. It indicates nothing 



about plant or animal life; there are very few people in this area, and many others dealing with 

the same issues just a little further south (Young 1992).  

 

In order to encompass as many aspects of shared characteristics as possible, the ‘boundary’ of 

the arctic should in fact differ greatly depending upon the continent. There is a somewhat agreed 

upon collection of areas by social scientists, which also places importance on some connection to 

biological and geographical processes. The environmental factors of the arctic region have a 

huge effect on the shared cultural aspects of its inhabitants; something that Denmark and the 

southerly areas of Norway and Sweden do not share (Young 1992, 193).  As a result, coming to 

any sort of conclusion or more widely agreed upon definition of this region is extremely difficult, 

but important as it is clear in many countries there are internal conflicts and political issues to 

deal with the definition of arctic boundaries and core-periphery relations. However, the most 

common definition of the arctic is the far north regions of the eight arctic states. This is the 

definition used by the Arctic council, which in a way names the current largest political players 

in the arctic as well as the permanent ‘members’ of the region (Stenlund 2002). 

 

As discussed by Keskitalo in Negotiating the Arctic “region building is not a neutral, objective 

arena but a political one, where actors can be traced throughout the development and in defining 

it” (2004, 15).  How the arctic is defined has substantial implications in the way it directs 

thoughts and categorization in different fields (Keskitalo 2004, 15).  This is significant in that 

arctic cooperation is formed from several different historically constituted sources and actors 

who pursue different needs (Keskitalo 2004, 17). And as regions are inherently political, the 

discourse surrounding their formation and issues will also be of great political importance 

(Neumann cited in Keskitalo 2004, 19). 

The	  arctic	  region	  today	  	  
Historically, the arctic has been viewed as a peripheral region, being brought up only in 

connection to defensive concerns about northern boarders and the fear that manned bombers 

could fly over the pole to attack North America or the Soviet Union (Young 1992, 24).  Despite 

the history of cold war narratives the arctic has become a region which has been characterized by 

many successful cases of international cooperation. However, within the states which have 

territory in the arctic region, the internal politics relating to this region are often characterized by 



core-periphery relations (Young 1992).  As Young discusses, for many years the arctic has been 

faced with an attitude of benign neglect, issues of romanticization, and the persisting frame of 

the explorer or scientist as the expert on the region (1992).  

 

Today, the region cannot be mentioned without discussing the Arctic Council, an 

intergovernmental forum which was established in 1996. Only states with territory in the arctic 

can be members; the forum has eight member countries: Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 

Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States. Six indigenous organizations also have 

permanent participant status (Stenlund 2002). The forum conducts studies in working groups, on 

environmental issues, arctic shipping, and oil and gas, among many other issues including 

international research cooperation and treaties such as the Arctic Search and Rescue Agreement.  

 

The largest issue facing arctic states currently, and indeed the main cause of many other 

problems arising in the region, is the issue of climate change. Accelerated warming in the global 

north has led to increasingly quickly melting sea ice, which causes great changes to the 

landscape both physically and politically: newly opened shipping lanes also means new spaces 

for military movement. The arctic is a region where geography is intimately connected to politics 

and international relations, perhaps even more than many other regions of the world.   

In addition to the complex interaction between several very different state systems, the arctic is 

full of issues involving ‘dependent nations’ – nations who do not have full governance over the 

territory they inhabit. These nations have a key interest in most any arctic issues as they 

comprise the main majority of human population in the arctic. Many interactions in this region 

also end up cutting across or “transcending the boundaries of sovereign states”- and as such they 

involve many different actors other than national governments (Keskitalo 2007, 22). These 

interactions are further complicated by the presence of large deposits of oil and gas; the 

competition for natural resources seems to be a common thread when discussing the arctic, and 

in combination with a history of tense relations between Russia and the US, military activity in 

the region is often regarded with suspicion on both sides.  Military training exercises and 

movements in general can have a significant impact on the northern environment, which is 

another decision facing the arctic states.  



Russia	  in	  the	  Arctic	  	  
Different groups within the arctic countries have different histories in relation to the arctic and 

therefore different incentives to define the arctic as a distinct region or not. For example, in the 

larger arctic states such as the US, Canada, and Russia, historically there has been little incentive 

to define the arctic as a distinct region. On the other hand, for the smaller arctic states like the 

Nordics, the discussion of the arctic as a distinct, political and environmental region is important 

to give them more say on a global stage (Wegge 2010). As the state with by far the most territory 

and population within the arctic region Russia, with 40% of the land area, nearly half the 

coastline, and approximately half of the 4 million people living in the arctic (not to mention the 

significant oil and gas deposits already within Russian territory even without the continental 

shelf claims) is a key player in arctic affairs (Rutland 2104).  

 

Russia is most often presented as the antagonist in common narratives about relations in the 

arctic. While this is largely a result of “residual Cold War geopolitical storylines” it is also 

related to the issue that Russian officials themselves often give mixed signals about Russia’s 

intentions in the arctic (Rowe 2014, 66). As Rowe discusses, focusing on the arctic is not a 

peripheral issue in Russian politics; what Russia defines as ‘the High North’ is more than 60% of 

their territory and accounts for 20% of their GDP (2014, 68). Rowe also makes note of the fact 

that this is the first time in 500 years that Russia’s territory has decreased rather than increased; 

this perhaps also adds subconscious pressure to ‘reclaim’ the arctic areas and reaffirm Russia’s 

place as a great nation partially owing to its great geographical size (2014). Laruelle describes 

the ideology of the “location of Russia as the revenge of territory over history and of space over 

politics” as Arctism (2012, 558). This has only appeared recently, in the second half of the 

2000’s, with a reframing of the arctic as the “last region to be conquered” (Laruelle 2012, 566). 

In some ways, the arctic has become a “flagship for nationhood”-there has been a need for new 

ideological drivers for the regime- a kind of re-branding of 21st century Russia through the new 

resources and opportunities that the Russian arctic territory holds. As Laruelle has explained, 

“presenting the arctic as a new race among great powers has made it possible to portray Russia 

as a fortress under siege, caught in a vice-like grip by the advance of NATO, and this has 

facilitated the revival of clichés dating from the Cold War” (2012, 566).  

 



In response to Russia’s current activity in the arctic, many have written about Russia acting as a 

revisionist or expansionist power in the region (Konyschev and Sergunin 2014). However, there 

does seem to be a very basic legitimate claim for countries which have landmass geographically 

within the arctic region. The tension is in what way Russia is intending to use these new 

resources; many scholars from the west write about Russia’s interests in the arctic as simply 

being another part of overall expansionism, others discuss the arctic as another region with new 

opportunities for Russia to express its status as a revisionist power. The term revisionist power is 

used in power transition theory to refer to a state which is dissatisfied with their current place in 

the world hierarchy and seeking to remedy this (Konyschev and Sergunin 2014). Russia is often 

accused of being revisionist as a result of their history and current world standing (ibid). 

However, many others discuss Russia’s actions in the arctic as defensive as the newly accessible 

waters off of their northern coasts offer the possibility of foreign military movements as well. 

Some articles point out the possibility that the newly open waters provide the opportunity for the 

US or NATO to station nuclear submarines directly off of Russia’s northern coast, or focus on 

the development of the arctic regions of Russia which are productive economically but have 

extremely low infrastructure. These far northern regions have undergone many policy shifts, but  

“the Soviet focus on the North positioned the Arctic firmly as a factor in both Russian national 

identity and conceptions of security and sovereignty” (Rowe 2013, 69). The arctic has also been 

a structuring theme of many Russian nationalist movements, and has been described as Russia’s 

chance to take ‘revenge on history’: viewing the region as rightful compensation for the 

hegemony lost after the fall of the Soviet union (Laruelle 2012). As a result, the metanarratives 

discussed are based on resentment and the impression that Russia is disliked, mistreated, and not 

properly recognized on the world stage (ibid, 567). However, these ideas of arctic identity are 

again often characterized by core-periphery relations: they are mostly discussed and presented by 

the elite or in more populated areas, not in the arctic region itself. As in the case of some very 

northern communities in Russia, a large portion of the population are not permanent residents 

and therefore retain very strong ties to the south and don’t consider themselves part of the group 

“northerners” within Russia, much less as part of an international region (Honneland 1998).   

Previous	  research	  	  
News framing analysis has been done on a wide variety of issues in global media, in addition to 

many studies of official discourses within Russian politics. Several studies have been done 



concerning geopolitics and common frames of arctic issues, and Russia Today has previously 

been included in content analyses of international news coverage. In order to find these studies, 

searches for key words Russia, arctic, circumpolar, and polar were used in combination with 

media, framing, discourse identity, and military. The searches were not limited by year: the arctic 

as a region has not been focused on for an extensive period of time, and as such, most of the 

commonly cited texts on arctic politics, such as Arctic Politics: Conflict and Cooperation in the 

Circumpolar North by Oran Young and Negotiating the Arctic: the Construction of an 

International Region by E.C.H. Keskitalo were only written about 20 and 10 years ago 

respectively. Young states that the purpose of his book is to “launch arctic politics as a field of 

inquiry capable of attracting the attention not only of those with specialized interests… but also 

of those who will see issues of a more generic nature being played out in a particularly intriguing 

fashion in the Circumpolar North” (Young 1992, 1). These searches were performed on the 

following databases: EBESCO, Scopus, Communication and Mass Media Complete, WorldCat, 

and Social Sciences Citation Index. These databases were chosen as the full texts of the resulting 

articles were often accessible. However, as there were only a few articles which contained all of 

the elements of this study, more general searches were also performed and the titles and abstracts 

were taken into account when determining the research gap even if the full text was not available 

for download. There were two studies found to be most relevant to different aspects of this thesis 

in methodology and the theoretical framework used, titled “A dangerous space? Unpacking state 

and media discourses on the Arctic” by Rowe (2013) and “A New Kind of Arctic Power? 

Russia's Policy Discourses and Diplomatic Practices in the Circumpolar North” by Rowe and 

Blakkisrud (2014). Both of these studies concerned the framing of arctic issues within Russian 

official discourse and news media. The first aims to illustrate how the arctic is represented “as a 

zone of potential conflict in the media” through analyzing how this potential is covered by a 

mainstream Russian newspaper (Rowe 2013).  Citing Jasanoff and Wynne (1998), Rowe 

discusses the use of “framing” in this particular study: a frame is a “robust interpretation that 

gives the policy public a sense of what the problem is… and what should be done to address it” 

(2013, 233). As a result, the study of the way that these issues are framed is crucial in that how 

the arctic is framed as a political space “set[s] the parameters for possible political action (Rowe 

2013, 234). As such, Rowe supplemented the media text studies with some interviews with 

policy makers. She found that while official discourses are very cooperation- oriented, both 



Russian media and international media coverage is significantly more conflict oriented, focusing 

on a competitive ‘race for the arctic’ and the vocabulary of classical geopolitics. Rowe concludes 

that the continued focus on frames of conflict in the media despite strong cooperative efforts 

from the arctic coastal states can be explained by this vocabulary. Classical geopolitics is a 

school of thought which informed many cold war geographical narratives. This was the 

conception of the state as a “biological being that required a certain amount of space in which to 

survive” (Bassin 1996 cited by Rowe 2013, 240). As the main issues in the arctic are focused on 

natural resources and the unclaimed shelf, if viewed through this lens it “can be seen as a kind of 

unavoidable recipe for trouble” (Rowe 2013, 241).  

 

A third study was also found to be relevant: “Media coverage of climate change in Russia: 

Governmental bias and climate silence” by Poberezhskaya (2015). This study investigated 

discourse around climate change in the Russian media, focusing on the most important factors in 

influencing the coverage. A content analysis was carried out on several Russian newspapers to 

determine what the most common topics and frames were, and this was then compared with the 

backgrounds of the papers in order to analyze possible differences in political leanings. 

Poberezhskaya concludes that “regardless of the ownership structure of the newspapers” there 

was very little difference in how climate change was covered (Poberezhskaya 2015, 106). She 

also found that the majority of newspapers relied entirely on Russian officials as sources of 

information, and there was very minimal criticism of official policy (Proberezhskaya 2015, 103).  

 

There has been research done in the framing of climate change as well as international and 

military conflicts within Russian news media. The framing of Russia’s image and actions has 

also been studied within international media. The arctic region has been discussed in relation to 

the national identities of most of the northern states, and the news agency Russia Today has been 

analyzed, but a framing analysis of the presentation of the arctic region was not found. The 

specific research gap which this study addresses is the lack of coverage of the framing of arctic 

issues on digital news websites.    

 

All three of the studies found which were most closely related to the topic of this thesis which 

were discussed in depth have been done extremely recently, within the past five years. This 



indicates that these issues are becoming more prevalent. Most of the earlier articles found did not 

include any discussion of media, but rather looked at official state discourses. In most cases news 

media will be affected by the need to gain readership and therefore may have different biases; the 

limitations of news media in general were not extensively discussed in any of these three studies. 

The amount of literature covering related aspects of this study is extensive as there are many 

commonly studied concepts such as news media analysis, national identity, regionalization, and 

international relations which are involved. However, this review of previous research was 

decided to be broad enough as this study addresses a very specific intersection of a few chosen 

elements: frames of the arctic region and military activity within Russian international news 

media.  

 

As the arctic as a region has been studied within international relations, there have been many 

previous studies on the most common ways that the arctic and northern issues are framed within 

official political dialogues and state policies. One such outline is the four frames of the arctic 

which Young discusses in his book Arctic Politics, in addition to common frameworks in arctic 

discourses which are discussed by Keskitalo and Laruelle. A list of these frames will be covered 

in further detail in the theoretical framework section.  

Theoretical	  framework	  	   	  

News	  media	  discourse	  	  
In a mediatized world, mass media can have a complex effect on politics and policy formation. 

Political discourse has become increasingly mediatized, and as Fairclough explains, “for a new 

political tendency… to achieve power, it has to carve out a political base [which] is partly ‘talked 

into’ existence—politicians construct and reconstruct the people, the political public in their 

discourse, and a measure of their success is the degree to which people accept, and so make real, 

these (often wildly imaginary) constructions” (Fairclough 1995, 179). 

 

When studying news discourse it is also crucial to look at modes of production of that discourse. 

As such it is also prudent to include some discussion of propaganda. Herman and Chomsky’s 

propaganda model explains how mass media serves and expresses the interests of the elite. This 

occurs as a result of the structure of the production processes of news media- dependence on 



advertising and gaining readership, concentration of the ownership of media outlets into the 

hands of a very few, and the sourcing of information and funding, among other factors (Herman 

and Chomsky 1988). Even if a media outlet was relatively independent, it would still face the 

issue of being “drawn into a symbiotic relationship with powerful sources of information” as it is 

impossible to have reporters everywhere (Herman and Chomsky 1988, 14). This creates an 

inherent conflict of interest in providing unbiased information, and public opinion can easily be 

manipulated by these biases. The sources of information, and whichever groups have the power 

to produce propaganda often do so through agenda setting, by focusing on or only reporting on 

particular issues and ignoring others. These biases may also often be present through the way 

that particular issues are framed, and the message which is being presented can be investigated 

through framing analysis.  

Framing	  theory	  and	  agenda	  setting	  	  	  
Framing in news media plays a key role in organizing discourses as well as setting agendas for 

how issues are covered and discussed in public opinion. News media allows those in power to 

largely define ideological spaces (Gitlin, 1980). One of the ways that this can be organized and 

studied is through framing.  Gitlin defines media frames as “persistent patterns of cognition, 

interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by which symbol-handlers 

routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or visual” (1980, 10). These patterns are present at 

many different levels, there are personal frames that an author may have, ideological frames that 

may come from their institution, and the members of the audience will also have their own 

frames.  

 

Entman (1993) describes frames as playing a role in four locations of communication: 

communicators, texts, receivers, and culture. Communicators (the authors of texts) make 

judgements about the information to present according to their own belief systems, the text 

contains these frames (which may not be perceived the same by every reader), the reader 

perceives, or does not perceive the frames, which are affected by the cultural context. In this 

study it is prudent to only focus on the second of these, which is the actual text. As a result of the 

source material, it is difficult to determine what the authors’ personal frames are without 

interviewing them, in addition to the complications that they may be writing under specific rules 

to meet ideological guidelines. The audiences’ interpretation would also vary greatly depending 



on cultural context, and would be a very complex study to carry out. Investigating the specific 

frames of the producers of the text and the frames that different audiences may apply is beyond 

the scope of this study, the purpose of which is to analyze how the topic is being framed within 

the news text itself. These concepts are also covered in “Framing Analysis: An Approach to 

News Discourse” by Pan and Kosicki, is relevant in this case as a methodology that could be 

applied (1998). The article discusses framing as something that “may be studied as a strategy of 

constructing and processing news discourse or as a characteristic of the discourse itself” (Pan and 

Kosicki 1998, 57).  

 

When carrying out a framing analysis, agenda setting is another often related concept. Agenda 

setting deals with the presence of particular issues as a whole, whether they are present or not 

within a discourse, whereas frame setting deals with the prominence of particular attributes 

within these topics (Scheufele 1999). Frame setting and framing can occur within articles on any 

issue, even if that particular topic is not prominently used in agenda setting (ibid). Agenda 

setting is key for those who are in control of the media to maintain their control as elites. 

However, there is the possibility that new or contradictory elements will still make it into the 

dominant news discourse, in which case they must be dealt with within the dominant discourse 

as well. This often occurs through cooptation, which is “the process of absorbing new elements 

into the leadership or policy determining the structure of an organization as a means of averting 

threats to its stability or existence” (Selznick 1949 cited by Jensen 2012, 30). It is often possible 

to “disarm threatening elements by giving them a hearing in decision making” which is a part of 

maintaining control over the media or the image of those threatened by contradictory elements, 

and making the dominant narrative seem legitimate (Jensen 2012). Legitimizing a country or 

government’s actions is often a key part of maintaining or building a country’s soft power, which 

in turn assists with more successful public diplomacy.  

Soft	  power	  and	  public	  diplomacy	  	  
Soft power is a theory coined by Nye to describe a nation’s “ability to attract and persuade” 

which arises from “the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, and policies” (2004, 

9). Historically, Russia has not had a lot of soft power; it is difficult to compete with popular 

culture coming from the US. However, soft power is also part of what goes into making the 

state’s actions legitimate of which the site Russia Today seems to function as: news website, 



which is presented in a similar way to any other ‘unbiased’ news site, presenting another frame 

of these issues. Although this study does not compare the framing from this site to the framing of 

another, it is understood that any author or reporter will have their own pressures and biases that 

appear in the text they produce.  

 

Russia today and other news sites produced in languages other than Russian are particularly 

interesting in that they are directed towards an international audience and therefore it can be 

argued that they serve a very different purpose- aimed towards increasing Russia’s ‘soft power’, 

telling ‘their side of the story’ and increasing credibility of Russian media, and engaging in 

public diplomacy focused on foreign publics. As discussed by Thussu, western news outlets 

often initiate public diplomacy through directing their media products to the international public 

(2000).  This analysis is international in that the source material has an international readership 

and is created to communicate with these audiences, which directly incorporates concepts of 

public diplomacy. Public diplomacy may be seen as cultural relations or propaganda, particularly 

in the context of Russia Today and the other English language news sites; although Russia Today 

in particular may be owned and controlled by the government there is still an apparent need for 

another view of Russia in the western dominated discourse on an international stage. In this case, 

the role of the foreign public is not ignored, as sites like Russia Today are published in English 

specifically to appeal to and inform international audiences. This may be seen as evidence of the 

growing awareness of the importance of soft power, in that the Russian government wants to add 

legitimacy and provide a source of news which frames issues in a particular way in an attempt to 

express an alternate view to the dominant western media discourse on many issues.  

 

These theories were selected as a basis of analysis as they all intersect in this particular case. 

Studying news media often involves investigating what views are expressed and how. The 

expression and interpretation of particular views in news media results from the agenda setting of 

the producers as well as the way both producers and consumers of news frame different issues. 

Framing and agenda setting can often be used as tools of propaganda, whether intentionally or 

not, and the study of such concepts can reveal the interests or main message that a particular 

group is trying to send. On a global scale, particularly in the case of news media produced for 

international audiences, the concept of public diplomacy becomes important. The way that a 



news agency frames particular issues can become a question of international relations when 

directed towards foreign publics. This direction of news media towards foreign audiences and 

efforts in furthering public diplomacy may also be viewed as an expression of soft power. As 

soft power is reliant on the legitimacy of a government or country’s actions as well as the appeal 

of it’s culture, the framing of issues within the media that international audiences receive is a key 

aspect in presenting and developing this type of power, which is becoming increasingly 

important in our globalized and mediatized world. As a result, the concepts of framing and 

agenda setting are tied into issues of propaganda, public diplomacy, and soft power, which make 

them an appropriate framework from which to analyze international news media.  

Frames	  and	  narratives	  of	  the	  arctic	  	  
As described by Rein and Schön framing is “a way of selecting, organizing, interpreting, and 

making sense of a complex reality to provide guideposts for knowing, argumentation, analyzing, 

persuading, and acting” (1993, 146). In order to provide some organization to the complex 

dialogues surrounding this topic, several common frames that are found in discourse about the 

arctic were selected. Even though the arctic is now a rapidly changing environment both 

naturally and politically, these issues are often framed in the same ways that they have been for 

the past 20 years. This is why Young’s “four frames of arctic issues” from his book Arctic 

Politics was selected as a base of frames to look for. Although this work was completed in 1992, 

the frames listed are still extremely relevant and the issues facing the arctic region and peoples 

tend to fall within these categories. Further emphasis was given to the issues of space and 

arcticism, as discussed by Rowe and Laruelle (2014, 2012).  

 

From Young’s list of frames of the arctic, the first is viewing the arctic as an empty stage—the 

northern regions as uninhabited, unclaimed land where influences from elsewhere, or conflicts 

from elsewhere are played out; from this perspective it would be appropriate to look elsewhere 

for the real causes of activity in the arctic as it is only a reflection or extension of what is 

happening in the rest of the world. While it is of course interconnected, some arctic coastal 

states, particularly Russia have a large interest in arctic affairs in and of themselves and while the 

arctic may be portrayed as an empty stage it is likely that it is not ignored as a distinct region. 

The second is arctic exceptionalism: the north as an exotic region where new insights can be 

obtained, which is connected to the old narratives of the explorer as the expert on the region, as 



well as the common practice of romanticizing the arctic and it’s people in favor of using it as a 

symbol. The arctic is also often a place of core-periphery relations; northern regions are often 

governed by southern urban centers and viewed simply as “storehouses of raw materials” in 

which perspective there is little to gain from viewing the far north as a distinct region. Young’s 

final frame is cold war paralysis, or the reuse of cold war narratives: historically the arctic has 

only gained international attention because of its unique proximity to two significant powers 

which were mutually antagonistic, and although the arctic has been the space for many instances 

of international cooperation, this perspective of the region remains. Although Arctic Politics was 

published 20 ago,  Young’s list of four frames when discussing the arctic are still very 

applicable, the issues that are talked about in discourse surrounding the arctic still falls into one 

or more of these frames. (Young 1992, 14, 20) 

 

As a result of the role that Russia plays in this particular case, one of the concepts from “Larger, 

Higher, Farther North … Geographical Metanarratives of the Nation in Russia” by Laruelle 

(2012) was also added. Laruelle discusses a new geographical metanarrative which has appeared 

only recently, in the second half of the 2000’s. The arctic was formerly a “secure northern 

frontier” for the soviet union, but has become “a potential… for 21st century Russia thanks to 

debates on climate change and new discoveries in energy resources and technologies” which has 

also led it to become “a structuring theme in many Russian nationalist movements” (Laruelle 

2012, 567). This concept that Russia is going further north and that this is a possible way to 

reclaim lost hegemony is referred to as Arcticism.  

 

Keskitalo (2004) discusses the question of whether the arctic be a space of peace and cooperation 

or continued conflict, which was labeled the conflict/cooperation frame. Negotiating The Arctic 

further covers issues of whether the arctic is it its own region or is it simply a new stage for 

international conflicts to be played out on, which was labeled the distinct region frame.  

 

Methodology	  	  
To investigate this topic, a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods was chosen. A 

qualitative study was used in the investigation of framing in this case as a result of the scope and 



type of information gathered. As framing is often more subjective, particularly for complex 

subject matter, it was decided that a quantitative study would not be as descriptive for this 

portion of the study. The initial portion of the study was done quantitatively in order to clearly 

determine which themes were more common.  

Selection	  of	  the	  sample	  	  
To find a base of articles to analyze, the online news website Russia Today was selected as the 

source of empirical material. Russia Today, abbreviated RT, is a Russian state-owned news 

agency which is produced in English and intended for international audiences. There are several 

other online Russian news sources offered in English or other languages, however many of these 

are simply translated versions. From the start, the presentation of Russia Today differs greatly 

from many of the other English language news sites produced in Russia. While today many of 

these sites are only online, RT maintains a large network of TV and radio, and clearly states that 

their mission is to present Russia’s viewpoint to the world, as a counterbalance to western 

dominated global media.  Another available source of articles found was the news website 

Sputnik, which is one of the only other sites published directly in English. Russia Today and 

Sputnik are unique in this regard in that they are specifically directed towards international 

audiences. However, Sputnik has been very recently launched and does not seem to have a 

particularly large readership yet, judging by the very low number of views marked on most of 

the news articles. Russia Today maintains the largest readership and international presence and 

recognition, as it is also published in several other languages in an attempt to gain even wider 

international readership (Ioffe 2010).  This, coupled with the wider availability of literature 

written about the organization, is the reason that it was chosen as the case to focus on in this 

study.  Russia Today clearly labels what is “news” and what is “opinion” writing. This also 

serves to increase credibility by clearly labeling these categories, reinforcing the audience 

interpretation that the “news” section is more unbiased and trustworthy. When gathering data, 

only articles which were categorized in the “news” section by the Russia Today website were 

used as it would be more complex to include the interaction between a much stronger presence of 

the individual authors’ frames and the overall ideological position presented by the site and it’s 

editors. Although each individual journalist will in some ways apply their own frames to 

everything they write, the fact that Russia Today is state owned and carefully edited to provide a 

particular point of view means that the study is likely to be more descriptive of the overall frame 



of these issues as framing may differ less between articles on this particular news website (Ioffe 

2010). The English language news sites were also chosen partially out of the author’s own 

limitations in terms of language skills and partially because of the uniqueness of these sites being 

directly intended for international audiences, which puts this news site in a unique position as far 

as being able to possibly apply theories of soft power, public diplomacy, and propaganda.  

 

Content	  analysis	  	  
A content analysis is often used in combination with a discourse or framing analysis in order to 

provide a wider image or survey of the themes and issues within the discourse, particularly when 

studying news media. Content analysis is also an effective method to look into agenda setting as 

it can clearly demonstrate which issues are given more coverage, focusing on explicit meaning 

(Berger 2005). This is relevant to combine with a discourse analysis as it can reinforce the 

findings and relevance of the discourse analysis as it can be seen as a more objective approach, 

and if enough articles are analyzed it can be much more precise (Berger 2005). The amount of 

articles used in this study is too small to provide any statistically significant results, but it does 

give a clearer picture of what issues are more prominent within the discourse.  

 

In order to answer the first sub-question, What themes are more common in coverage of the 

arctic region on Russia Today, a brief content analysis was carried out. To determine which 

themes were most common on the Russia Today site, ‘arctic’ was searched and the resulting 

articles were sorted into six common news categories based upon their title and content as well 

as the tags assigned by the creators of the site. This brief content analysis is simply a look at 

what portion of the articles in the last year, 2014, have a topic primarily concerned with military 

activity in the arctic, to justify this study through the apparent importance of this particular issue 

as agenda setting in news leads to the salience of particular issues and the inclusion and 

emphasis, or exclusion of particular elements. The six themes that the articles were categorized 

into were military, economy, politics, environment, society/culture, and other.  

 



Framing	  	  
In order to investigate the second sub-question, How is military activity framed in the news 

coverage on Russia Today, a more in depth analysis was performed on the topic of military 

activity by reading through each related article to determine which frames were present. The 

frame of the article, defined in this case as the common theme or thread which the article is 

organized around, was found during the reading of the material rather than assigned before hand. 

An abbreviation of the process recommended by Altheide and Schneider (2013) was used: A few 

general concepts were recorded before reading the articles. The main concepts searched for as a 

result of investigation into previous research in the area were: interactions with ‘the west’, 

cooperation and conflict, defense, and national identity. These were revised into frames after 

reading through a few initial articles, and then tested by reading through further articles until 

several applicable frames could be decided on. The common frames which were found in the 

sample of articles were titled the “defense frame” the “matching actions” frame and the 

“reclamation frame”. As the finding and definition of these frames was a key part of analyzing 

the coverage of the issue, they will be further discussed in the analysis and results section. In 

order to answer this particular sub question in more detail, a discourse analysis was done on two 

articles from each frame. In this analysis the framework outlined by Norman Fairclough in his 

book Media Discourse was followed. The key aspects of this framework that were used in this 

study are further discussed under the subheading discourse analysis within this chapter.  

 

To investigate the final sub-question during the discourse analysis, how is the arctic as a region 

framed within the discourse on military activity, and how does this relate to previously 

researched frames of arctic issues, descriptions of the arctic region and environment were also 

noted in order to gain a more detailed impression of the framing of the arctic region in this case. 

Through a brief analysis of a part of the discourse surrounding military activity in the arctic the 

impacts and relations of different frames of the arctic region can be explored. This question of 

how the arctic region is framed within the military discourse was investigated by noting the key 

words used in describing the arctic region, which was briefly included in the discourse analysis 

of each article and also followed by a summary of the secondary findings on the way that the 

arctic region is described. There is the possibility that the concept of the arctic could be framed 

differently depending on the theme of the article; there does seem to be the interest in 



emphasizing the harshness of the environment to demonstrate the strength and ability of the 

Russian servicemen and by extension the strength and power of the Russian state and 

government, which would make the coverage of the region more environmentally and 

geographically focused in this case. The analysis and interpretation of these results was carried 

out by organizing the information by several of the common frames of the arctic and discussing 

these findings in relation to previous research into these frames and official political discourse on 

these topics. As “the arctic” is a much more defined subtopic with significant previous research, 

these frames were decided through reading about the background of the issues and beginning 

with an initial reading of many of the articles to determine which frames were more common and 

apparent. Their definitions were further supplemented during the process of data gathering; as 

Van Gorp describes, a key part of framing analysis is flexibility towards possible changes during 

the study (2007). As the analysis of the research question concerning the framing of the arctic 

region was investigating the presence of common frames already applied in arctic narratives this 

was an appropriate methodology. The frames discussed in the theoretical framework which were 

found through the literature review were the arctic “as an empty stage”,  “arctic exceptionalism”, 

“core/periphery relations”, “cold war paralysis or reuse of cold war narratives”, “Arctism”, 

“conflict/cooperation”, and “as a distinct region”. These frames were revised during the study; 

some were consolidated and others were added. During the analysis these frames were specified 

as “the arctic as an empty stage”, “Arctism/arctic exceptionalism”, “core/periphery relations”, 

“reuse of cold war narratives”, “the arctic as a zone of peace or conflict (cooperation/conflict 

frame)”, and “the arctic as a separate region”.   

 

Discourse	  analysis	  
As discussed by Fairclough, an intertextual analysis is crucial when discussing media discourse 

as societal inputs and processes of production have a huge effect on the outcome of the text. 

Solely linguistic analysis often does not describe the wider implications of the discourse practice, 

and the purpose of an intertextual analysis is to act as “a bridge between the ‘text’ and ‘discourse 

practice’ dimensions in the critical discourse analysis framework” (Fairclough 1995, 75). A key 

part of intertextual analysis is to examine what genres and discourses were drawn upon in 

producing the text, and what traces of them are in the text (1995, 61) As Fairclough discusses, 

when analyzing discourse types the focus “may be either on the orders of discourse and the 



stabilization—and destabilization—of discourse types within them; or upon communicative 

events and particular configurations of genres and discourses articulated together in particular 

communicative events.” (1995, 76)  This particular study is focused on the latter, and as a result 

follows the guidelines that Fairclough gives for critical discourse analysis in chapter 5 of the 

book Media Discourse. This analysis will briefly discuss the order of discourse and discourse 

types in relation to Russia Today. 

 

According to Fairclough, the analysis of any particular type of discourse will focus on two 

concepts: the communicative event and the order of discourse. As the order of discourse is 

mostly the same for each of the articles analyzed, this part of the methodology will be covered 

overall at the beginning of the analysis. The second part of Fairclough’s framework, the 

“communicative event” or analysis of each individual article was organized by selecting two 

articles within each of the three chosen frames.  The analysis of communicative events consists 

of the analysis of the relationships between three different dimensions or facets of that event: 

text, discourse practice (media text production and consumption), and sociocultural practice 

(mass media as a particular type of situation) (Fairclough 1995, 57, 62). 

 

Another key part of Fairclough’s analytical framework is inclusion of ‘discourse representation’ 

which is an investigation of “how the speech and writing of others is embedded within media 

texts” (1995, 81). A way to begin this analysis is to look into who has a ‘voice’ in the text, and 

whether this voice is clearly identified or not- is the speech recorded directly attributed to a 

particular group or individual, and if so, how this is marked within the text. In textual analysis, 

particularly in news media, where much of the material can be based on other  texts such as 

official documents, political speeches, or interviews, there are often “cases where representations 

can rationally only be based on what has been said, yet they are not formulated as representations 

of discourse” (Fairclough 1995, 81). In these cases there is also the issue of direct or indirect 

speech; a direct quote is usually clearly indicated by quotation marks or italics, whereas indirect 

speech which can be more easily transformed to suit the reporter’s voice (Fairclough 1995, 81). 

On Russia Today in general, there is more colloquial language in headlines, followed by articles 

which are heavily based on official quotations and statements. The discourse type on Russia 

today consistently follows the format of “hard news” which follows the original purpose of the 



site to offer a legitimatizing news source providing positive information about Russia (Ioffe 

2010). Fairclough’s framework also includes an awareness of the socio-cultural practice “which 

has framed the stabilization of this sort of discourse type” (1995, 73).  “The newspaper is 

mediating source events in the public domain to a readership….” in an international domain as 

well as a domestic one, although it may in fact not be read as widely domestically as it is 

internationally (ibid). There is also the issue that maximizing circulation is a constant 

preoccupation in the case of many media news outlets, which leads them to be dependent on 

particular stories or narratives which will gain the most readers.  However, in this case Russia 

Today is not as entirely profit driven compared to most media outlets as it also has the objective 

of portraying a positive view of Russia. As a result, it has difficulty competing with other 

international news agencies as its mission to portray Russia in a particular light is often contrary 

to the stories which would gain the highest readership (Ioffe 2010). It would be required to look 

into consumption to discuss this further, but that is beyond the scope of this study and would 

require further classification of which particular audience one was concerned with: domestic or 

international. Although there can be some inference in regards to political context as we know 

that RT is intended for and directed towards international audiences and in the case of these 

articles, western audiences specifically as an explanation to counter the current dialogues 

surrounding military activity in the arctic.  

 

Validity	  and	  reliability:	  
Fairclough defines discourse as “written and spoken language” and as such it is a mode of action 

which is socially informed as well as socially constructive (1995, 26). As a result, the analysis of 

discourse in this sense can be extremely subjective. In addition, frames are also applied and used 

by audience members as well as authors of texts, meaning that there is significant room for bias. 

However, as discussed by Fairclough (1995, 61), an intertextual analysis is more dependent upon 

the interpretation of social and cultural understandings within the text, “which can seem 

problematic to those who expect more ‘objective’ forms of analysis” (1995, 54).  

 



Results	  and	  Analysis	  	  

Content	  analysis	  	  
What themes are more common in coverage of the arctic region on Russia Today? 

Through the content analysis, it was found that a large portion of the articles were solely 

concerned with military activity in the arctic. On Russia Today, the search term “arctic” was 

used, and the results limited to the year 2014.  There were a total of 147 results. After reading 

through the articles and determining which actually concerned the topic at hand-many articles 

contained the word “arctic” but not in reference to issues in the region, or did not have these 

issues as the primary focus- there were 118 articles remaining. These articles were sorted into 5 

common news categories. There were several articles which could be classified as either 

“economy/ politics” or “environment/politics” but were placed in a particular category based on 

the category they were tagged as on the website as well as the primary focus of the article.   

military: 29 

economy: 32   

politics: 26    

environment: 24   

society/culture: 8  

other: 2 

The category with the highest number of articles on Russia Today was “economy”.  However,  

nearly half (14) of these articles concerned the recent economic sanctions placed on Russia this 

year, indicating that without this specific event the number of articles in this category would be 

much lower.  The category with the next highest number of articles was “military” which was 

selected as the subtopic for further investigation. 27 (two pieces were mainly video reports, and 

so were not included in the text analysis) of the articles concerning military activity were read 

through to investigate what frames could be present. The frames were selected and defined 

during and after the analysis. The majority of the articles concerning military activity in the 

arctic were framed in one of three ways, labeled as “defense”, “matching actions of the 

west/NATO”, and “reclamation” frames. 

 

How is military activity framed in the news coverage on this site? 



The following frames of military activity on Russia Today were found after reading through the 

articles: 

 

Defense:  7 articles  

Much of the official dialogue from Russia describes and explains recent military activity in the 

arctic as being for defensive purposes. In some articles the threat is extremely vague or unnamed, 

in others, ‘the west’ and NATO are clearly named.  The frame is defined by descriptions of and 

focus on “defense” and “protection of national interests” from “threats, unfriendly visitors, 

foreign interests”  

 

Matching actions of the west/NATO: 5 articles  

Another common theme in articles is the focus on NATO’s recent military activity elsewhere in 

the world, or other western countries’ military activity or claims on the arctic used as an 

explanation or reasoning behind Russian military buildup in the arctic. The frame is defined by 

text focusing on the military activities of NATO or other countries and deemphasizing Russia’s 

own recent military activity. The intent or need for ‘defense’ is often not explicitly stated in 

articles framed in this way.  

 

Reclamation/expansion: 15 articles  

The majority of the articles concerning military activity focused solely on Russian activity in the 

arctic, often with little to no reference to any outside threats or need for defense. These articles 

detailed expansions of military infrastructure, modernization of technology, with the focus most 

often on the refurbishing of previously abandoned military infrastructure. This focus was most 

often paired with descriptions of the arctic environment, the emphasis of the difficulty and scope 

of the operations and by extension the strength and abilities of the Russian military forces.  The 

frame was defined by descriptions of the “harsh, barren, dangerous, unforgiving” arctic 

environment, references to ‘soviet times, soviet-era’, and “reclaiming, renovating, re-launching, 

modernizing”. This frame is also related to the presence of the metanarrative of “Arcticism” as 

discussed by Laruelle; the idea that going “further north” is a key part of national identity (2012).  

 



The clear majority of the articles fell into the reclamation frame.  Many articles had elements of 

different frames, however it could clearly be argued in most cases that one of these frames was 

the most prominent. There was also initially a “cooperation” frame; however, this frame was 

discarded after only two articles were found which mentioned cooperation in any capacity, and 

both of them were framed in terms of defense rather than cooperation.  

Discourse	  analysis	  	  
In order to further explore the framing of military activity in the arctic on Russia today, a 

discourse analysis was done on two articles within each of the three frames. As with any other 

issue of international cooperation, the discourse surrounding current Russian military activity in 

the arctic is complex. The articles analyzed included many of the previously mentioned historical 

frames of the arctic, but Russian actors in general often sending very mixed messages about their 

actions and intentions in the circumpolar north (Rowe 2012). 

 

Russia Today has received a large amount of criticism from western press for being biased or 

propagandistic. The format and presentation of Russia Today is much more geared towards 

trying to emphasize their legitimacy as an unbiased news source; the agency is very clearly 

intended to provide in some way the Russian ‘side’ of world events, in opposition to the 

presentation of most western media. As such, in all of the articles analyzed Russia tended to be 

the protagonist, and any other mentioned countries or organizations were represented as the 

antagonist.  

	  

Defense	  frame	  	  
Russia to create united naval base system for ships, subs in Arctic-Putin is a summary of the 

plans for new military developments in the arctic as well as recent interactions between Putin 

and the Russian Security Council. In this article, the discourse practice is complex in that it 

involves the transformation of several instances of official dialogue and political speeches into a 

single article. The entirety of the first half of the text is composed of either summaries or direct 

quotes from Putin, as is initially indicated by the indirect quote in the headline. The second actor 

within the text is the state government, which is represented as not an active participant but 

rather something that officials must work around; Putin “urged the government to provide full 



state funding for the socio-economic development of the Russian Arctic…” which is interesting 

that socio-economic development is mentioned in this instance as it is never expanded upon (in 

any of the articles) what this could entail, in fact, social issues in the arctic region are never 

mentioned at all. There is the portrayal of Putin as speaking for Russia’s interests, demanding 

development of the arctic and attention from the state government. Throughout the article the 

defense frame was indicated through references to “strengthening” the navy, the military 

infrastructure, statements that security in the Russian arctic “needs attention” and that Russia’s 

sovereignty in the arctic “must be protected”. Although there is discussion that Russia must 

“safeguard every part of the Russian Arctic shelf” and “prove its indisputable right” to any 

disputed territory, within the text this is situated after, and as a response to, the actions of other 

powers. The urgency of safeguarding Russia’s claims is emphasized by the fact that “regional 

powers [are] quickly filing claims”. The statements of defense come only “after other nations 

started to express interest in the region’s vast resources” which emphasizes the need to defend 

Russia’s sovereignty from foreign interests. The text states that Russia has been “seeking to 

secure and reinforce its military presence” not to extend, as only occurred after other nations 

started expressing interest. There is no explicit reference to possible threats, but the focus on 

unifying forces and securing interests indicates the defense frame.  

 

The second news article in this frame Russia: we don’t want the arctic to become arena of 

conflict is a report on international proceedings, and is focused around the statements of Sergey 

Lavrov, Russia’s foreign minister. It also provides some information around why the arctic is 

currently of interest. Throughout the article, the foreign minister speaks for Russia itself in 

response to statements from other foreign ministers. The lead paragraph is a description: Lavrov 

“attempted to dampen the escalating rhetoric around the Arctic, after his Canadian counterpart 

said his country was ready “to protect its sovereignty” in the resource-rich region.” The 

indications of this section are interesting in that Russia is not at all responsible for the “escalating 

rhetoric”. It is not immediately clear who is, but Russia is framed as being the reasonable actor in 

this case as opposed to the Canadian minister whose words created the ‘escalating rhetoric’. This 

is followed by his statement that “the Arctic shouldn’t be dragged into the rhetoric of 

militarization,” implies that there are attempts to militarize the arctic or discuss it in this sense 

but Russia is not at fault, and is interested in avoiding such a definition.  



 

There are representations of several other aspects aside from the foreign minister’s speech; there 

is some discussion of the arctic countries as a group, formation of an “us” generally by 

statements such as “the final decisions will be in the hands of the five leading players”, referring 

to the arctic coastal states within the Arctic Council relations. Also, this adds to in this article it is 

often somewhat unclear who “we” is referring to –more generally, as the article indicates, to all 

of the arctic states and stakeholders in the region, or is it (as the format of the headline itself 

directly indicates) only attributed to Russia itself in some definition. This headline also indicates 

that “the arctic” is already an established region, the issue is the prospect of its character being 

defined as conflictual or peaceful. This was one of only two articles where cooperation was 

mentioned in a context other than economic cooperation between oil companies, and it is also 

interesting in that the headline is negative, “we don’t want” rather than “we want the arctic to 

remain a peaceful region”. The defense frame was assigned to this article as it was clearly 

framed in such a way that pointed out the “accusations” and “escalating rhetoric” from other 

countries as a subtle point towards why Russia needs to defend their sovereignty as well.  

Matching	  actions	  of	  the	  west/NATO	  frame	  
Northern Europe beefs up air patrols to oppose ‘Russian Invasion’ is a summary of recent 

actions taken by NATO and the statements of British officials. The main leading paragraphs are 

reporting on an agreement for closer cooperation between the Nordic and Baltic countries and 

Britain, although the rest of the article is a more general coverage of statements made by the 

British defense secretary as well as American officials. This article does include much more 

general information about Russian military activity, however it was chosen for analysis as a 

result of a few unique factors: usually, the Nordic countries are included in the dialogue as part 

of the “arctic states” grouping. In this particular article, they are included under the heading 

“Northern Europe”: part of an “other” group rather than part of the “us” of arctic nations 

grouping.  Secondly, while the article covers the military activity of NATO in many regions, it 

focuses on explaining Russia’s military activity in the arctic, and mentions a key quote of 

“potential conflict brewing over the arctic region”. The British defense secretary is portrayed as 

very accusatory, but offers “no examples of alleged attempts by Russia to invade the UK’s 

airspace”. This formatting, and the discussion throughout serve to be dismissive towards the 

British defense secretary’s statements almost to the point of humor- describing Britain’s actions 



in one case as taking “an embarrassing twist” when a suspected Russian aircraft turned out to be 

from another NATO member, and putting “Russian Invasion’ in quotation marks. The wording 

in the headline, to “oppose” a Russian invasion rather than ‘defend’ from it, frames ‘northern 

Europe’ as confrontational from the start.  ‘Air patrols’ is also more civilian/conversational style 

language rather than official military language.  

 

The matching actions frame was chosen for this article because of the common occurrence of 

focusing the majority of text in the article on military actions carried out by NATO and other 

countries, to demonstrate that Russia’s actions are not exceptional or unusual. However, there is 

also a line in this particular text which directly states that “The increased activity of Russia's 

armed forces is similar to NATO's own actions” and points out that “NATO usually scrambles its 

fighter jets to shadow Russian planes, just like Russia does when NATO warplanes are spotted 

close to Russian borders.”  

 

The second article chosen for this frame, Arctic resources: the fight for the coldest place on 

earth heats up, is interesting in that it is not reporting on a specific event or story but rather 

discussing more generally the current issues surrounding the arctic region. It covers 

developments in various natural resource discoveries as well as international relations in the 

form of brief references to other countries interests in the region. However, the main focus of the 

article is the resulting military activity in the region and Russia’s response to it. The headline 

reads like something in an entertainment genre, with colloquial expressions in referring to 

complex international relations as “the fight” and the dramatization/metaphors with the arctic as 

“the coldest place on earth”/ “heating up”. This metaphor continues into resources “sparking 

competition” in “frozen waters”. The text begins with explanation of what other countries are 

doing- “competing”, “quickly filing claims”, and follows with how Russia is matching this 

competition: bringing the biggest bid, bringing new territories under control. This article also 

covers some instances of cooperation: Putin is quoted that Russia is “ready for close partnership 

within the arctic council” which is a clear and specific case. However, in this case the reporter 

makes the statement “When it comes to the arctic, world powers talk of cooperation” which is 

followed by several vague quotes from the US defense secretary about peace and cooperation 

and stability in the arctic, and immediately after, another statement that “actions often speak 



louder than words”. This particular framing of the defense secretary’s quotes indicates that these 

statements could just be “all talk”, which is reinforced by the following paragraph concerning the 

actions of the US navy and their plans for expanding arctic military activities. There is clearly 

the element of being defensive and competing against other countries by emphasizing Russian 

oil and gas whereas in other articles, this was often the context in which some sort of 

international cooperation was mentioned. Generally, this dialogue seems far more related to the 

“arctic race” rather than a polar saga in its direct references to “a military race”. The matching 

actions frame was chosen as there is a clearly set up duality in this text comparing Russia’s 

activity to the actions of other countries. Statements covering the US and Canada’s intentions 

towards the arctic are followed by “not to be left out, Russia announced the resumption of armed 

presence in the arctic” emphasizing that their actions are not out of place or unusual in the 

current security environment.  

Reclamation	  frame	  	  
The article titled Russian bases to span entire Arctic border by end of 2014 is a description of 

Russia’s military activity over the past year, and the plans for the future. This article is another 

which is not focused on a specific event but rather a summation of many recent occurrences, 

although it is also focused in the lead paragraphs on the statements of the Russian Defense 

minister in the latest military council meeting.  

 

There is material from several different press conferences or interviews included in this text, as 

alluded to through the quotations from various sources. The article begins immediately with the 

voices of ‘Moscow’ (which can be assumed to indicate the state government in general), the 

defense minister Sergey Shoigu, and President Vladmir Putin. It is interesting to note that 

Shoigu’s title and position are clearly referred to whereas Putin is usually cited or referred to 

without even a first name; it is assumed by the author that any reader of the text will have the 

appropriate context and background knowledge of who he is. The article draws on official 

discourses in that it quotes and references discourse from a military council meeting, although 

the quotes from the defense minister are somewhat informal and conversational in nature; “we 

have set quite a pace” and “in fact, a lot of them… will have to be built from scratch”. Moscow 

“announced its ambitious plan” and “announced its intentions” but the actions are attributed to 

presumably the Russian military forces. These intentions are to “build military presence in the 



region”, but the only actions that are taken are “repairing” infrastructure. Although it could be a 

common inference that a threat from outside is what necessitates military presence, this is not 

explicitly referred to within the text.  The pronoun “we” in this case can be inferred to be 

representing the military, as it is spoken by the defense minister to a council meeting of many 

other Russian officials. However, “Russia” is also an actor within the text: “Russia will have 

military control…” “Russia is in the process of…” “Russia already has rights…”. This presence 

of the nation itself as an actor could be related to the use of the arctic as part of an ideological 

concept of reclaiming power which was historically lost (Laruelle 2012). The emphasis 

throughout the article to the territorial rights Russia already has presupposes that another actor or 

other groups are disputing the nation’s rights to territories in the arctic, which reinforces the 

legitimacy and importance of military activity in the region. It is also interesting to note the 

wording in one of the final paragraphs discussing the shelf claims; that a successful claim 

“…would make a sizeable portion of the Arctic an extension of Russian territory”. Rather than 

speaking of the “Russian Arctic” as in many other articles the arctic is referred to as a distinct 

region of its own. This is followed by a metaphor of the arctic attracting “an increasingly intense 

gaze from the powerful nations that border it…” this statement is vague in that there is no further 

reference into what exactly the ramifications of this scrutiny could be, only to reinforce that 

Russia is not the only state which has an interest in the region. There is also the seemingly out of 

place final paragraph which switches to a reference to environmentalists. “Environmentalists” is 

not a particularly well defined group, and the voice of this group is only alluded to in “despite 

concerns from environmentalists…” which sets up an opposition between them and the military, 

a dynamic not referenced elsewhere. However, the defense minister’s statement represented in 

the text that “the military would play a positive role in safeguarding the unique arctic 

environment” is notable in that it could be related to the construction of the arctic as a part of 

ideology and national identity, and reflects the tradition of “arctic exceptionalism”, emphasizing 

the unique and exotic features of the arctic. Military activity and training can be quite damaging 

to the northern environment, and the defense minister’s statement may be an attempt to disarm 

these criticisms through coopting these ideas into the military’s activity as “units are already 

engaged in a program of clearing up debris…”. It is interesting to note that several of the articles 

concerning environmental issues on Russia today also included information on Russian military 



efforts to combat pollution or assist with environmental efforts, although there were very few 

articles in this particular category.  

 

The second article with the “reclamation” frame analyzed, Russia’s Arctic troops to be beefed up 

with Northern Fleet in 2015 could almost be read as a continuation of the last article. It was 

published a few months later and covers the Russian military’s plans for the next year, which 

includes some reorganization of commands as well as further expansion and refurbishment of 

abandoned military infrastructure in many areas. The headline includes conversational speech, 

not official military terminology—“beefed up” seems to be a common expression when 

discussing military activity. The title of the article is an announcement about future plans rather 

than a report of events, and is not particularly descriptive of the rest of the article other than the 

leading paragraph which specifically concerns the creation of the Arctic Command, a new 

grouping within the Russian military whose area of engagement will include “the high-latitude 

areas of the Arctic Ocean and the North Pole.” Throughout the article there is a continued focus 

on the geographical aspects, the activity being “offshore” and “above the Arctic Circle”. This 

focus is interesting in that it seems to indicate the emphasis that Russia is going farther north 

than other nations, what Laruelle discusses as Arctism (2012, 566). The voices present in this 

text “a Russian military source” (whose position, or whether it is an individual or a group is not 

specified) and the president of the Academy of Geopolitical Problems were listed as sources of 

the information, following the pattern of all the articles analyzed in that any direct statements are 

sourced back to government officials. The second source is also interesting in maintaining the 

narrative that explorers and scientists are the experts on the arctic region.  

 

The reclamation frame was assigned to both articles as the texts were focused on territorial 

claims and further deployment into the arctic without references to defense. While the need for 

defense and the presence of a threat could be inferred from the topics of the articles and the 

discussion of military activity in general, the way the articles were constructed focused far more 

on descriptions of the arctic environment and the potential expansion there; including many 

references to “refurbished” airfields and bases as part of Russia’s “reorientation toward the 

arctic”. In addition, the arctic was also referred to as “the strategic region” and “the promising 

region”, indicating its importance in official military as well as economic discourses.  



 

Framing	  of	  the	  arctic	  	  
How is the arctic as a region framed within the discourse on military activity, and how does this 

relate to previously researched frames of arctic issues? 

During the discourse analysis, the key descriptive words in relation to the arctic region were also 

noted for analysis. This was done in order to investigate how the arctic region itself was framed 

within this particular discourse. The frames that were searched for during the analysis were 

selected before the analysis through readings on previous research and definitions of common 

frames of the arctic region. These frames, as discussed in the previous research section, were 

“the arctic as a separate region”, “As an empty stage”, “as a zone of peace or conflict 

(cooperation/conflict frame)”, “core/periphery relations”, “reuse of cold war narratives”, and 

“Arctism/ arctic exceptionalism”. This analysis was particularly concerned with the aspects of 

whether or not the arctic was framed as “empty/barren”, or “place of conflict”, and whether or 

not it was defined as a distinct region in this discourse. What follows is a summary of the 

presence of each of a few common frames of the arctic within the discourse on military activity 

in the region.  

 

The arctic as an empty stage 

“Vast, barren, empty” are all common descriptor words for the arctic region; and the subject 

matter of the articles indicates this frame through the focus on braving the elements and natural 

resource extraction. There are no mention of any communities in the arctic, indigenous or not, in 

the dialogue on military activity or any of the other articles concerned with arctic issues.  

 

The arctic as a separate region  

‘The Arctic’ is indicated as a separate region within the dialogue of military activity. The clear 

definition of the arctic as a distinct region is interesting in the context that there has not been 

much incentive to define the arctic as a distinct international region for those states which have 

such a large land base within the region already. For smaller states such as the Nordics, the 

definition of the arctic as a separate unique region offers them different opportunities for 

international cooperation and more say on an international scale. In the articles analyzed, the 



arctic is often referred to in the format of “the (descriptor word) region” in a titular fashion, 

which fairly definitively marks it as a cohesive unit in this particular discourse.  

 

As a zone of peace or conflict, cooperation/conflict  

As there is such a huge focus on military activity in the region there is certainly the indication of 

an underlying possibility of conflict, or from the Russian side, a presented suspicion about what 

their neighbors are doing.  Although there are direct statements from Russian officials stating 

that they “do not want the arctic to be dragged into the rhetoric of militarization”, the arctic is 

also discussed as a territory with a race for resources, which can be assumed that this will lead to 

conflict.  

 

Core/periphery relations 

This frame is nonexistent in the articles which were studied more in depth and no evidence of it 

was found in any of the other material analyzed as well. This is interesting in that this particular 

frame seems to be very common in the discourses surrounding the arctic in North America, to 

the point of Canada’s creation of the Nunavut province in recognition of this particular aspect 

(Manicom 2013). The indigenous people of northern Russia are never mentioned in any of the 

articles concerning the arctic, and neither are any other human inhabitants of the far north 

regions, a seemingly glaring omission as Russia has by far the largest portion of the human 

population within the arctic region (Rutland 2014). It is assumed here that in a study of internally 

read Russian language newspapers, this result may be very different- in any case, there is 

actually very little to domestic issues of any kind on the Russia Today website within the 

dialogue on the arctic.  

 

Reuse of cold war narratives  

Cold war vocabulary is somewhat present here in thinly veiled references to threats from the 

west/ NATO, or direct accusations of unnecessary military activity on both sides; there is also 

the recurring aspect of “matching” the other side’s actions and many references to “military 

buildup” or “military race”. It is also referenced in the common vocabulary use in describing 

interest or conflict “heating up” in a previously “frozen/icy region”.  

 



Arctism/arctic exceptionalism  

According to Laruelle, the official Russian narrative surrounding the arctic region has shifted in 

the latter part of the 2000’s from “belligerent to celebratory: the goal is… promoting not an 

Arctic Race between great powers but a Polar Saga for all humanity placed, among others, under 

Russian leadership” (2012, 567 citing Laruelle 2011). This does not seem to be present on Russia 

today; the concept and phrasing of “arctic race” is referred to several times in the articles but 

only two brief mentions of “cooperation” in any capacity. In addition, the article which does 

mention cooperation is framed in such a way that seems to negate this statement. There is a lot of 

indication of conflict or potential conflict over resources and basic territorial claims, with the 

west or NATO being portrayed as the aggressor which does not indicate a move towards 

cooperation or a “Polar Saga” in this discourse. There is very little information or discussion of 

the arctic region outside of the discourses of military activities and territorial claims, and 

possible economic gains from the natural resources in the area. However, as Rowe suggests, the 

official dialogue on the arctic often differs from media discourse in this respect: it is possible that 

if the discourse of the official documents was analyzed rather than a mediatized news version of 

the information, the “polar saga” thread would be more apparent in the focus on cooperation 

rather than possible conflict. Another aspect of this frame is the subtle ideology that reclaiming 

and expanding activities into the arctic is akin to reclaiming some of the hegemony lost after the 

fall of the Soviet Union (Laruelle 2012). This may only be popular in some circles of the elite, 

but as previously discussed, media tends to promote the ideology of the elite (Herman and 

Chomsky 1988). The frame does seem to be present in that the majority of the articles about 

military activity in the arctic were not concerned with defense or international interactions but 

rather the reclamation and refurbishment of military infrastructure as a way of reclaiming this 

territory and ideological space. 

 

As Young’s (1994) frame of “arctic exceptionalism” appears to go hand in hand with these 

concepts in this dialogue, these frames were combined. The emphasis of the “exotic and unique 

features” of the arctic and looking at the arctic as a place to gain new insights seems to be a 

reoccurring theme in this selection of articles; the arctic environment is always given some 

description of how harsh and unusual it is and the emphasis is on the unique abilities and 

strength of the Russian forces to be successful in this environment.  



 

Summary	  	  
As many other media outlets, Russia Today has a clearly set agenda for which issues in the arctic 

will be covered and the way that such issues are framed. There were many issues that were 

simply not covered or mentioned at all, such as the possible environmental impact of increased 

movement in the arctic as well as the general lack of news stories involving any mention of local 

populations in the region.  Overall, the articles from Russia today had a very consistent framing 

of the issue and very little “extra” material. This is consistent with the classification of Russia 

Today’s main purpose to offer an alternative view; it is more important to provide a cohesive 

image of the issue, particularly such a sensitive one as military activity in the arctic. However, it 

does seem apparent that the defense frame and the reclamation frame are much more common in 

Russia Today. It would be too speculative to say certainly that this gives a particular indication 

of the biases, but it is clear that there is some form of agenda setting occurring with the particular 

salience of military issues in discourse about the arctic followed by the presence or absence of 

particular frames. It is also clear that Russia Today functions within Herman and Chomsky’s 

propaganda model as it is highly influenced by state ownership and offers little criticism of any 

official positions, although there is the possibility that the issues are framed slightly differently in 

a mediatized context.  As was also found in Rowe’s study, all of the information within the news 

articles is sourced from Russian officials, which does not offer a highly divergent range of 

viewpoints nor does it indicate objectivity. Soft power may also come into play in pointing out 

the defensive purposes of military expansion and their new vulnerabilities, focusing on 

economics and the development of their far north region to encourage the public to sympathize 

with and lend legitimacy to military movements in the arctic. 

 

The “reclamation” frame was by far the most common frame out of the articles analyzed.  The 

main message expressed through this frame is for the most part very positive; although the 

subject of these articles is concerned with military movements, there is very little reference to 

conflict or threats of any kind. The focus is on reclaiming, refurbishing, and developing new 

infrastructures. This could be interpreted as a message of demonstrating Russia’s military reach 

and modernity, and there is definitely the focus within articles framed in this way on the 

extensive strength and abilities required of the arctic forces. However, the main message of this 



frame is geared towards expressing Russia’s history with and connections with the arctic region. 

This emphasis of their history with the region and the expression that they are only reclaiming 

what was previously theirs legitimizes and makes their actions more sympathetic. This focus is 

also maintained by omitting any discussion of the negatives involved with extensive military 

activity in a fragile environment, and the local people are never mentioned so the question of the 

effect that this may have on arctic communities is not a concern within the discourse.  

 

The defense and matching action frames are interconnected in that they both put the focus on the 

actions of other countries rather than Russia itself. The main message of the defense frame is that 

Russia only does what it must as a result of the actions of other countries, and points out the new 

vulnerabilities that the country faces with the melting sea ice. This can be clearly connected to 

soft power in that blatant demonstration of military might is “hard power”, but the downplaying 

of military actions and expressing the defensive necessity of them is a much more sympathetic 

position. The matching actions frame is largely focused on correcting a perceived bias in 

international news media in general. Western media often portrays Russia as the antagonist 

whose actions are excessive and overly aggressive. The articles with this frame downplay 

Russia’s own actions and instead point out the recent military actions of the US and NATO, 

making Russia’s actions seem similar or justified by comparison. In this way this frame 

particularly contributes to Russia Today’s objective of countering the perceived bias within most 

international news media.  

 

The framing of the arctic region and environment is a key part of the way that these frames of 

military activity function. On Russia Today, the arctic is overwhelmingly framed as a harsh, 

barren, uninhabited region in which international conflicts are being played out. It is also clearly 

defined as an exceptional region in which Russia is moving towards the future and reclaiming 

some of their lost status. Mentions of indigenous or local peoples’ concerns are completely 

omitted from the dialogue on Russia Today, which helps create a more consistent image of the 

arctic and give the impression of ‘man braving the elements’- the protagonist in this case being 

the Russian military. However, this could also be connected with Rowe’s claim that official 

political dialogue has made the move towards an international polar saga rather than an arctic 

race(). It is easier to portray an overall positive image if opinions are internally consistent. As 



implied by the defense and matching actions frames, Russia is also justified in making these 

military movements because they are threatened by the actions of US and NATO in a clear 

expression of “us” vs. “them”. The main message from these two frames is that Russia is 

following international laws and is interested in cooperating, it is other countries who are inciting 

conflict through their military movements. If effective, this could be contributing to Russia’s soft 

power in that all of the ways that military activity in the arctic is framed on Russia Today lends 

itself to legitimizing and explaining their recent actions with reasoning other than the dominant 

western discourse that they are only intending to escalate conflict in the region.  

Limitations	  and	  further	  research	  
This study is limited in that it is a very specific case and therefore not particularly generalizable 

in contribution to the overall theorization of the problem. To make any clear statements about 

framing on internationally directed news media websites, more samples would need to have been 

taken in order to compare. Another limiting factor was the sample size; as this study focused 

only on one year the possibility for wider applicable generalizations is small as the framing of 

different issues is likely to change over time. This could be an avenue for future research; further 

studies could be done into news directed towards international audiences taking much larger 

sample sizes and comparing different source countries, or how the frames of an issue have 

changed over time. In addition, only the frames present in the texts were taken into account in 

the analysis. There could be further studies done into audience frames, and the interaction 

between the intended frames on a site like Russia Today and individual author’s frames. 

 

 The study of news media is limited in that it is often difficult to determine what exactly resulted 

from the particular framing or presentation of an issue if an analysis moves beyond what is 

present in the text. News media does have the potential to make an impact in many ways, namely 

in influencing general opinion about different issues. While the framing of military activity on 

Russia Today may not have a direct impact on Russia’s position in relation to the management of 

the arctic as an international region, it does provide indications of the way that this issue is 

viewed by Russia’s elite.  

 

Strategies of international communication or international broadcasting can be very useful in 

increasing a country or government’s soft power. Although the study is limited in a few ways it 



does provide an example of the interconnectedness of these two topics. Russia Today is intended 

to communicate a more positive view of Russia’s position to international audiences, and 

therefore it can be assumed that the issues are presented and framed in a particular way. This 

study implies that the frames of these issues are important to understand in this particular context 

as they can give significant indications of viewpoints deemed important enough to express to 

international audiences.  

Concluding	  discussion	   
The presentation of the concept of the arctic as a region is interconnected with the frames of 

military activity on Russia Today. It is apparent that many different and historical frames of the 

arctic in international relations are present, and the framing of military activity does not clearly 

fall into the conflict/cooperation axis. The significance of these frames is that they inform the 

discussion around many current issues which may have effects on policy decisions and 

international cooperation in the future. The framing of these issues on Russia Today certainly has 

an effect on how Russia’s intentions towards the arctic are viewed, and one interesting aspect to 

note was the total lack of presence of indigenous voices, or indeed, voices of anyone living in the 

region. The “defense” frame does not include any awareness of local peoples and communities 

but rather protecting the nation’s borders overall. The “development” frame also does not seem 

to include any human interest- the mentions of development and economic benefits seem solely 

focused on the development of natural resources and not at all on community development. This 

is connected to the dominant frames of the arctic- the arctic is discussed as a region but there is 

almost no presence of the “core-periphery” frame as there is no coverage of the local population 

or local issues at all. The descriptions of the arctic region and environment are almost entirely 

framed in the barren, harsh environment “arctic as an empty space” frame. The result of this is 

that it easily justifies much of what goes on in the arctic by ignoring the possibility of any 

internal disagreement/dissent within the nation about arctic issues and activity in the region. 

 

The Russia Today site frames the arctic in a way which is very focused on the harshness and 

emptiness of the region, which tends to ignore the local populations and the geopolitical 

implications around the rest of the world. This is closely related to how military activity in the 

region is framed and legitimized; if the arctic is being framed in the official dialogue as a space 



to reclaim lost hegemony and identity through expanding territory and defending natural 

resources it would create an internal conflict in the dialogue to acknowledge possible internal 

issues. Overall, the presence of geographical metanarratives within the discourse of military 

activity in the arctic, particularly the metanarrative of Arctism, was also noted throughout the 

analysis, which concerns the transformation of the arctic into a “flagship for nationhood” 

(Laruelle 2012).  

 

Even though there is extensive focus on military activity in the region, the dialogue on Russia 

today is not entirely focused on conflict. It is apparent in the articles directly concerning official 

statements that official political dialogue may be much more cooperation focused. It seems that 

if a more in depth study was done into the other common news stories this would become 

apparent, as even within the discourse of military activity there was very little explicit reference 

to potential conflict. There is the clear presence of competition, but Russia is “being legally 

minded and peaceful in the Arctic” whereas the US and other NATO countries are driving the 

competition, or “arctic race” (Rowe 2013, 2014). 

 

There is the assumption that the relations in the arctic, particularly between the US and Russia 

will always be confrontational and that these two powers are seeking military dominance and 

conflict in the region. However, this is not exactly the way that these issues are framed in the 

discourse on Russia Today, which has been accused of being state propaganda (Ioffe 2010). 

Although media narratives are likely to focus on aspects of conflict as they make for more 

newsworthy stories, it is crucial to note that there have been many successes in the arctic as far 

as international cooperation and the great potential for these successes to continue.  

 

The main messages which Russia Today seeks to convey to international audiences is that 

Russia’s actions in the arctic are not intended to be incendiary but are rather carried out either in 

reaction to the movements of other countries or in relation to their own historical interests in the 

region. It is important to understand these frames as the presentation of these issues on a state 

owned news site provides insight into how these issues are viewed, which can have an effect on 

policy relating to the region. While this study was limited in terms of scale as it only concerned 

one news site, it was still relevant in providing insight into the current framing of these particular 



issues within international communications based on the uniqueness of the site being published 

in English and specifically intended for international audiences. Russia Today is state owned and 

clearly states its intent to provide news from a Russian point of view; this implies that the frames 

found within the articles are also applied by Russia’s officials and decision makers. This 

suggests that this topic could be further explored through comparative studies, to see if the 

framing of these issues differs between internationally directed news and domestic news, or 

between international news sourced from different countries.  

 

 Although news media is limited in terms of having a directly observable impact, it often has 

great effect on public opinion and therefore can influence politics. In this particular case, most of 

Russia Today’s audience is aware of their position as a state owned agency and potential bias. 

However, as most populations do not have an experiential frame of reference for arctic issues, 

media presentation and coverage of the region becomes more important in the way that the 

region is viewed. The news content of Russia Today is intended to provide Russia’s view of the 

arctic and issues within the region to international audiences. The agenda set and the frames used 

through this international communication can be viewed as a way of cultivating soft power 

through attempting to influence foreign publics’ opinions. This study contributes a specific 

example of this interaction between international communication and soft power within digital 

media. The framing of military activity and the arctic on Russia Today is not only an expression 

of individual or state biases, but also provides insight into a particular way of viewing a complex 

issue which is purposely conveyed to international audiences with the intent of counteracting 

perceived biases within the current dialogue.  
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