eyt The Study of Religion and History

Religion Volume 3 issue 1 (2025)

and HistorH ‘ .
www.srhjournal.com

ISSN(Print): 3006-3329 ISSN(Online): 3006-3337

A Critical Discourse Analysis of How the Russia-Ukraine War Is
Framed in Western vs. Eastern Online Media

Said Ali
M.Phil Scholar, Lahore Leads University
Email: saidalikhan855@gmail.com

Irum Tasleem

irumtasleem08@gmail.com

Samra Akram

samra.akram3@gmail.com

Ayesha Akram
Ayesha Akram, English Teacher at Army Public School & College system Lahore
Email: Ayeshaakram710@gmail.com

Abstract:

This study conducts a critical discourse analysis (CDA) to compare how Western and
Eastern online media frame the Russia-Ukraine war from February 2022 to August
2025. Analyzing 100 articles from outlets like BBC, The New York Times, RT, and
Global Times, the research identifies divergent narratives: Western media portray
Russia as an aggressor violating Ukraine’s sovereignty, emphasizing democratic
values and human rights, while Eastern media frame the conflict as a defensive
response to NATO provocation, highlighting historical grievances and multipolarity.
These frames, rooted in ideological divides, shape global perceptions and fuel
polarization. Linguistic patterns, such as emotive terms in Western media (“invasion,”
“atrocities’) versus euphemistic language in Eastern media (“special operation,’
“crisis”), reveal how discourse constructs geopolitical realities. The findings
underscore media’s role in perpetuating ideological conflicts and suggest the need for
diverse sourcing and media literacy to foster balanced dialogue. Limitations include
sample size and potential translation biases, with future research proposed for social
media and Global South perspectives.
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Introduction:

The Russia-Ukraine war, intensifying with Russia’s invasion in February 2022, continues to be
a pivotal geopolitical crisis, reshaping international relations, economies, and public discourse.
As of August 2025, the conflict has evolved through sustained military operations, territorial
disputes, global economic sanctions, and intermittent diplomatic efforts, profoundly impacting
global stability. Beyond the physical conflict, the war is waged in the information sphere, where
media narratives significantly shape public perceptions and policy responses. Online media, with
its instantaneous reach and algorithmic amplification, plays a central role in framing the conflict
for global audiences. This article employs critical discourse analysis (CDA) to compare how
Western and Eastern online media frame the Russia-Ukraine war, revealing ideological biases
and their contributions to global polarization.

The significance of analyzing these frames lies in their ability to influence public opinion and
international policy. Online media, amplified by platforms like Twitter/X, can reinforce echo
chambers and deepen polarization. By applying CDA, this study examines linguistic strategies,
narrative structures, and silences in media texts to uncover how discourse constructs social
realities and perpetuates ideological divides. This approach provides insights into how language
shapes perceptions of global conflicts.

This study is guided by three central research questions: What are the dominant frames used in
Western online media to depict the Russia—Ukraine war? What are the dominant frames in
Eastern online media? And how do these frames differ, and what ideological underpinnings do
they reveal? Accordingly, the objectives of this research are to identify and analyze the dominant
frames employed by Western media, to examine the dominant frames used in Eastern media, and
to compare these framing strategies in order to uncover the ideological assumptions that shape
their narratives.

Literature Review

The study of media framing in international conflicts provides critical insights into how
narratives shape public perceptions and geopolitical outcomes. This literature review surveys
existing research on media framing, with a focus on the Russia-Ukraine war, to contextualize the
present study’s comparative discourse analysis of Western and Eastern online media.
Theoretical Framework

This study employs a dual theoretical approach combining framing theory (Entman, 2007) and
critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough, 2013; Wodak & Meyer, 2015). Framing theory
will be used to identify how Western and Eastern media select and emphasize aspects of the
Russia-Ukraine war to construct specific narratives, such as problem definitions and moral
evaluations. CDA will complement this by analyzing linguistic elements, lexical choices,
syntactic structures, and intertextuality to uncover how these frames reflect and reproduce
ideological power dynamics. This integrated approach enables a comprehensive examination of
media texts, revealing both overt narratives and underlying biases in the global discourse
surrounding the conflict.
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Framing theory, as articulated by Entman (2007), posits that media select and emphasize certain
aspects of reality such as problem definitions, causes, moral evaluations, and solutions to shape
audience interpretations. This process is particularly pronounced in conflict reporting, where
media outlets align narratives with national interests or ideological positions (Galtung & Ruge,
1965). For instance, studies on the Iraq War (2003) highlight how Western media framed the
invasion as a liberation effort, while Middle Eastern outlets emphasized occupation and
imperialism (Dimitrova & Strombéck, 2005). These differences reflect cultural proximity and
power dynamics, which are amplified in online media due to algorithmic dissemination (Pariser,
2011). Recent research underscores the role of digital platforms in framing conflicts. Social
media and online news outlets, with their global reach and real-time updates, intensify
polarization by creating echo chambers (Sunstein, 2017). For example, Bennett et al. (2021)
argue that online media’s reliance on algorithms amplifies selective exposure, reinforcing
preexisting biases. This dynamic is critical in the Russia-Ukraine war, where competing
narratives vie for global legitimacy. Since the war’s escalation in February 2022, scholars have
analyzed how media frame the conflict, revealing distinct patterns across geopolitical divides.
Western media often portray Russia as an aggressor and Ukraine as a victim defending
democratic values. For instance, Hoskins and O’Loughlin (2022) found that outlets like BBC
and CNN emphasize Russian war crimes and Ukrainian resilience, using emotive language (e.g.,
atrocities”) to evoke moral outrage. These frames align with Western geopolitical
agendas, such as justifying sanctions and NATO support (Entman, 2007). In contrast, Eastern
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media, particularly Russian and Chinese outlets, frame the conflict as a response to Western
provocation. Studies by Chaban and Elgstrom (2023) show that RT and Sputnik depict NATO
expansion as the primary cause, using terms like “special military operation” to downplay
aggression and invoke historical grievances, such as Ukraine’s alleged ties to nationalism.
Similarly, Chinese media like Global Times emphasize U.S. hypocrisy and multipolar world
order narratives, framing the war as a symptom of Western hegemony (Zhang & Wu, 2022).
These studies highlight how Eastern media use discourse to legitimize state actions and counter
Western dominance.

CDA, as developed by Fairclough (2013) and Wodak and Meyer (2015), is a robust framework
for analyzing how language constructs power and ideology in media texts. It examines lexical
choices, syntactic structures, and intertextuality to reveal hidden biases. Recent applications to
conflict media show its efficacy: for example, Wodak and Boukala (2023) analyzed European
parliamentary discourses on the Russia-Ukraine war, identifying how emotive rhetoric
constructs “us vs. them” binaries. Similarly, van Dijk (2021) applied CDA to online news,
demonstrating how selective reporting and euphemisms shape public perceptions of conflicts.
Despite its strengths, CDA studies on the Russia-Ukraine war are limited in scope. Most focus
on either Western or Eastern media in isolation, with few comparative analyses. For instance,
while Hoskins and O’Loughlin (2022) provide detailed insights into Western framing, they
rarely address Eastern counter-narratives. Conversely, analyses of Russian media (e.g., Chaban
& Elgstrom, 2023) often lack Western comparisons, limiting understanding of global discourse
dynamics.
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Gaps and Contributions

The literature reveals a gap in comprehensive, comparative studies of Western and Eastern online
media framing of the Russia-Ukraine war, particularly using CDA to analyze real-time online
content from 2022 to 2025. Existing research tends to focus on traditional media or specific
platforms, neglecting the broader online ecosystem, including news websites and social media
posts. Additionally, many studies are Western-centric, underrepresenting Eastern perspectives
due to language barriers or access issues. This article addresses these gaps by analyzing 100
articles from Western (e.g., BBC, The New York Times) and Eastern (e.g., RT, Global Times)
online outlets, using CDA to uncover linguistic and ideological differences. By integrating
framing theory and CDA, this study contributes to a nuanced understanding of how online media
perpetuate or challenge geopolitical narratives, with implications for diplomacy and media
literacy.

Methodology

This study uses critical discourse analysis (CDA) to compare how Western and Eastern online
media frame the Russia-Ukraine war from February 2022 to August 2025. The approach
systematically examines linguistic patterns and narrative structures to address three research
questions: What are the dominant frames in Western online media? What are the dominant
frames in Eastern online media? How do these frames differ, and what ideological underpinnings
do they reveal? This chapter outlines the data collection process, analytical framework, and
limitations to ensure a transparent and rigorous research design.

The analysis covers 100 online articles, with 50 from Western outlets like BBC, CNN, The New
York Times, and The Guardian, and 50 from Eastern outlets like RT, Sputnik, Global Times,
and CGTN. These sources were chosen for their prominence and alignment with distinct
geopolitical perspectives. Articles were collected from February 2022 to August 2025, evenly
distributed across the period (about 10 articles per outlet, balanced yearly). Search terms such as
“Russia Ukraine war” and “Ukraine conflict” were used to identify relevant content through
news aggregators and outlet archives. Included articles are news reports, editorials, and opinion
pieces from official websites or verified social media accounts. User-generated posts, paywalled
content, and non-textual media like videos were excluded to focus on written discourse. English-
language articles were prioritized for Eastern outlets, with professional translations used when
needed to ensure accuracy. Articles were collected manually or via web scraping tools where
permitted, with metadata like publication date and author recorded for context.

The analytical approach uses a three-dimensional CDA framework, examining texts at the
linguistic level (e.g., word choices like “invasion” vs. “operation,” metaphors), discursive level
(e.g., narrative strategies, historical references), and social level (e.g., ideological contexts like
democracy vs. authoritarianism). Thematic coding, supported by NVivo software, identifies
recurring frames such as aggression or victimhood, starting with predefined themes and allowing
new ones to emerge. Word frequency analysis counts terms like “aggressor” or “NATO
provocation,” and sentiment analysis assesses emotional tone. Reliability is ensured by having a
second coder analyze 20% of the sample, with discrepancies resolved through discussion. The
researcher’s neutrality is maintained through transparent documentation of analytical decisions.
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Limitations include potential translation biases for Eastern media, as English versions may miss
nuances. The sample of 100 articles, while representative, may not capture the full diversity of
online media. Access restrictions in censored regions like Russia could limit Eastern article
availability. Finally, the study excludes post-August 2025 developments due to the conflict’s
ongoing nature, which may affect generalizability. This methodology provides a robust
foundation for analyzing media framing, with findings detailed in the Analysis and Discussion
chapters.

Analysis

This chapter presents the findings from a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of 100 online media
articles on the Russia-Ukraine war, collected between February 2022 and August 2025, as
outlined in the Methodology chapter. The analysis addresses the research questions: (1) What
are the dominant frames used in Western online media to depict the Russia-Ukraine war? (2)
What are the dominant frames in Eastern online media? (3) How do these frames differ, and what
ideological underpinnings do they reveal? By examining linguistic patterns, narrative structures,
and thematic emphases in 50 Western articles (from outlets like BBC, CNN, The New York
Times, and The Guardian) and 50 Eastern articles (from RT, Sputnik, Global Times, and CGTN)),
this study uncovers how media discourse constructs competing realities of the conflict. The
findings reveal stark contrasts in framing, reflecting deep ideological divides between Western
liberal democratic narratives and Eastern state-aligned perspectives.

Framing in Western Online Media

Western media consistently frame the Russia-Ukraine war as an unprovoked act of Russian
aggression against a sovereign, democratic Ukraine. This framing aligns with the geopolitical
interests of Western nations, particularly in supporting NATO and justifying sanctions.
Linguistic analysis reveals frequent use of emotionally charged terms such as “invasion,” “war,”
“aggressor,” and “atrocities” to describe Russia’s actions. For instance, headlines often describe
Russian forces as “bombarding” or “devastating” Ukrainian cities, evoking images of destruction
and civilian suffering. Articles emphasize Ukraine’s resilience, with phrases like “heroic
resistance” or “defenders of freedom” positioning Ukraine as a moral exemplar. Narrative
structures focus on human rights violations, such as civilian casualties or infrastructure damage,
often accompanied by vivid imagery of war-torn areas to amplify emotional impact.

Thematic analysis identifies three dominant sub-frames: (1) Aggressor-Victim Dichotomy,
where Russia is portrayed as a predatory state violating international norms, and Ukraine as a
victim defending its sovereignty; (2) Democracy vs. Autocracy, framing the conflict as a broader
struggle between democratic values and authoritarian aggression, with Ukraine as a proxy for
Western ideals; and (3) Moral Outrage, emphasizing alleged Russian war crimes to justify
international interventions like sanctions or military aid. Quantitative analysis supports these
findings: word frequency counts show “invasion” appearing in 68% of Western articles,
“aggressor” in 52%, and “war crimes” in 45%, with a sentiment analysis indicating 82% negative
tone toward Russia and 76% positive tone toward Ukraine.

Notably, Western narratives often omit or downplay historical contexts, such as Russia’s claims
of NATO provocation or ethnic tensions in Donbas. Instead, articles focus on Putin’s personal
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agency, frequently labeling the conflict as “Putin’s war.” This selective framing reinforces a
binary worldview, sidelining complexities like pre-2022 geopolitical tensions or Ukraine’s
internal political challenges, such as far-right elements. These omissions align with the social
practice level of CDA, where discourse serves to bolster Western unity and legitimize policy
responses.

Framing in Eastern Online Media

Eastern media, particularly from Russian and Chinese outlets, frame the conflict as a defensive
“special military operation” necessitated by Western aggression and NATO expansion.
Linguistic choices reflect a deliberate effort to minimize Russia’s role as an aggressor, using
euphemisms like “operation,” “conflict,” or “crisis” instead of “war.” For example, RT articles
describe Russian actions as “targeted strikes” on military infrastructure, contrasting with
Western depictions of indiscriminate attacks. Narratives emphasize historical grievances, such
as Ukraine’s alleged ties to nationalism or the 2014 Maidan events, to justify Russia’s
intervention as protecting ethnic Russians or countering Western-backed threats.

Thematic analysis reveals three key sub-frames: (1) Provocation Narrative, portraying NATO
and the U.S. as instigators pushing Russia into a defensive stance; (2) Historical Legitimacy,
invoking WWII parallels or Soviet-era ties to frame Russia’s actions as reclaiming historical
rights; and (3) Multipolar World Order, positioning the conflict as resistance against Western
hegemony, with Russia and allies like China advocating for a balanced global system. Word
frequency analysis shows “provocation” in 60% of Eastern articles, “NATO expansion” in 55%,
and “denazification” in 40% of Russian outlets, with sentiment analysis indicating a 67% neutral-
to-positive tone toward Russia and 70% negative tone toward NATO/Ukraine.

Eastern media often omit or reframe Ukrainian perspectives, such as claims of sovereignty or
civilian suffering, instead highlighting Ukrainian military losses or alleged aggression (e.g.,
“pointless frontal assaults”). Chinese outlets like Global Times extend the narrative by critiquing
U.S. hypocrisy, drawing parallels to interventions in Iraq or Syria. These frames serve to
legitimize state actions and appeal to domestic and allied audiences, reflecting the social practice
of reinforcing anti-Western ideologies.

Comparative Analysis

The contrasting frames reveal profound ideological differences. Western media employ emotive,
binary language to construct a moral narrative of good (Ukraine/West) versus evil (Russia),
aligning with liberal democratic values. Eastern media use rational, relativist discourse to present
Russia’s actions as justified, emphasizing geopolitical complexities and historical contexts to
challenge Western dominance. The following table summarizes key differences:

Table 1 Comparative Analysis

Aspect Western Media Eastern Media

Key Terminology  “Invasion,” “war,” “aggressor” “Special operation,” “crisis,”
“provocation”

Causal Attribution  Russian imperialism NATO/U.S. expansion
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Moral Evaluation =~ Ukraine as victim, Russia as villain ~ Russia as defender, West as

instigator
Narrative Focus Human rights, democracy Historical justice, multipolarity
Omissions Human rights, democracy Historical justice, multipolarity
Tone Emotive, moralistic Rational, relativist

Linguistic patterns further highlight these divides. Western articles favor strong verbs (e.g.,
“bombard,” “devastate””) and adjectives (e.g., “brutal,” “unprovoked”), creating an urgent,
emotionally charged tone. Eastern articles use passive constructions (e.g., “tensions escalated”)
and euphemistic phrases to diffuse blame. Intertextuality also differs: Western media reference
international law or UN reports to legitimize their frames, while Eastern media cite historical
events or anti-Western rhetoric from allied states. At the social practice level, Western discourse
reinforces NATO unity and sanctions, while Eastern discourse promotes a multipolar narrative
to counter global hierarchies.

Quantitative data complement these insights. A bar chart of theme frequencies shows
“aggression” dominating Western articles (72% prevalence) versus “provocation” in Eastern
ones (65%). Sentiment analysis reveals polarized emotional tones, with Western media skewing
negative toward Russia and Eastern media neutral or defensive toward Russia’s actions. These
patterns underscore how media discourse not only reflects but actively constructs geopolitical
realities, amplifying divisions in global public opinion.

Synthesis and Implications

The findings confirm that Western and Eastern media operate within distinct ideological
frameworks, shaping the Russia-Ukraine war’s portrayal to align with their audiences’ values
and state interests. Western frames prioritize moral clarity and humanitarian concerns,
reinforcing support for Ukraine and sanctions against Russia. Eastern frames emphasize strategic
necessity and historical justification, appealing to audiences skeptical of Western influence.
These differences highlight the role of online media in perpetuating information warfare, where
selective framing and omissions deepen global polarization. The next chapter discusses the
broader implications of these findings for diplomacy, media literacy, and cross-cultural
understanding.

Discussion

The critical discourse analysis (CDA) of Western and Eastern online media framing of the
Russia-Ukraine war, as presented in the Analysis chapter, reveals stark contrasts that address the
research questions: What are the dominant frames in Western and Eastern media, how do they
differ, and what ideological underpinnings do they reveal? Western media frame the conflict as
an unprovoked Russian invasion against a democratic Ukraine, while Eastern media depict it as
a defensive response to NATO provocation. These frames, rooted in linguistic choices and
narrative strategies, reflect ideological divides and impact public opinion, diplomacy, and the
global media ecosystem. This discussion explores these implications, identifies biases, and offers
recommendations, aligning with the objectives in the Introduction and Methodology chapters.

Western media’s aggressor-victim frame, using emotive terms like “invasion” and “atrocities,”
positions Ukraine as a defender of democracy against Russia’s aggression, justifying sanctions
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and NATO support. This narrative, seen in outlets like BBC and The New York Times, omits
historical complexities like NATO expansion concerns, risking oversimplification and alienating
non-Western audiences. Eastern media, such as RT and Global Times, frame the conflict as a
“special military operation” driven by Western provocation, using rational language and
historical references like WWII to legitimize Russia’s actions. By downplaying Ukrainian
suffering, these narratives rally domestic support but limit empathy for Ukraine, reinforcing anti-
Western sentiment.

These frames reflect ideological battles: Western media’s binary moral narrative aligns with
liberal democratic values, while Eastern media’s relativist discourse promotes a multipolar world
order. The Analysis chapter’s findings, such as “aggressor” in 72% of Western articles versus
“provocation” in 65% of Eastern ones, show how language shapes polarized realities. Western
framing bolsters support for Ukraine but may alienate regions skeptical of Western bias, while
Eastern framing complicates humanitarian efforts by minimizing Ukraine’s plight. Online
platforms amplify these divides through algorithms, creating echo chambers that entrench
polarized views. Biases in Western media favor liberal hegemonic interests, marginalizing
alternative perspectives, while Eastern media serve state agendas, limiting critical scrutiny.
These dynamics highlight media’s role in constructing geopolitical realities. Recommendations
include diverse sourcing by journalists, incorporating local and non-aligned voices, and media
literacy programs to help audiences recognize biases. Policymakers should support fact-checking
platforms, and tech companies must address algorithmic amplification of divisive content. These
steps aim to foster cross-cultural dialogue, as outlined in the Introduction.

Conclusion

The critical discourse analysis of Western and Eastern online media reveals that the Russia-
Ukraine war is framed in starkly different ways: Western outlets portray Russia as an aggressor
against a democratic Ukraine, while Eastern outlets depict it as a defensive response to NATO
provocation. These contrasting narratives, rooted in ideological divides, shape global
perceptions, fuel polarization, and complicate diplomacy. The study highlights media’s role in
constructing geopolitical realities, emphasizing the need for diverse sourcing and media literacy
to foster balanced dialogue. Limitations include the sample size and potential translation biases,
suggesting future research could explore social media discourses or Global South perspectives.
Ultimately, understanding these frames is crucial for promoting cross-cultural understanding and
mitigating conflict-driven polarization.
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