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Abstract  

The armed conflict in South-East Ukraine has brought a massive increase in refugees in the 

Russian Federation. This article examines the meaning-making process surrounding the 

sudden presence of these refugees, through analysis of narratives in three major national 

newspapers – Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta and Rossiiskaya gazeta –1 June–30 September 2014. 

Three thematic groups of narratives predominated: about war (legitimising the presence of 

refugees in Russia), about refugee reception and aid (it is morally correct to help the 

refugees), and about Russia in international relations (refugees as background characters in 

grand narratives about geopolitical interests and global power games). These give meaning to 

the subject-position “refugees from Ukraine” primarily as war victims and aid recipients.  
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Introduction  

In the years following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the border between 

Ukraine and the Rostov region (oblast) in Russia “was only demarcated on the map” 

(Racheva 2014, 9): it did not have any physical presence, and people moved freely back and 

forth. Then, in May 2014, insurgents announced referendums on self-determination in 

Donbass, an area in South-East Ukraine (the Donetsk and Lugansk regions). 1 These 

referendums triggered a civil war in Ukraine. Since then, the border to Russia has become a 

crossing point for refugees, insurgents, Russian volunteers and military equipment. Refugees 

from Ukraine are today the largest refugee population in Russia (UNHCR 2018). With the 

armed conflict in Donbass, the official number of refugees in the Russian Federation rose 

from 3,400 in 2012 to 231,800 in 2014 (UNHCR 2014, 10) – an extraordinary increase, 

forcing Russians to make sense of the new situation and adjust to the presence of newcomers.  
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It is important to know more about the relatively new group of refugees coming from South-

East Ukraine.  Although there exist some studies published in Russian (e.g. Chervinskaya 

2014; Antip’ev 2015; Stegnii and Antip’ev 2016, 2015; Podlesnaya and Khomutova 2016; 

Gulina and Poznyak 2018; Kuznetsova 2018), this article fills a gap in the English-language 

literature, where only a handful of recent studies have focused on refugees from Ukraine 

(Lassiala 2017; Myhre 2018; A'Beckett 2019; Moen-Larsen 2019). In addition, this article 

makes important contributions to two research fields – Russia studies, and refugee studies – 

by nuancing the literature on Russian media representations of the conflict in Ukraine, and by 

addressing the implications of national narratives for refugee reception in a country. 

 

In this study, I explore the meaning-making process surrounding refugees from Ukraine, 

through an analysis of narratives that circulated in Russian newspapers in the period 1 June – 

30 September 2014. I analyse the meaning generated through these narratives, asking how the 

subject-position of “refugee” has been constructed. What were the narratives? Who was 

narrating? How were refugees positioned? What attitudes towards refugees from Ukraine 

were cultivated in the Russian media in summer and early autumn 2014? This timeframe 

seeks to capture the narratives formed in the immediate aftermath of the refugee influx from 

Ukraine. The conflict came as a shock to many Russians, and images of Ukraine had to be 

radically readjusted. In the summer of 2014 Russian authorities, the media and the public 

found themselves trying to make meaning of this new phenomenon that no one – not the 

Russian government, or society, or law – had been prepared for.  

 

The immediate backdrop was the internal disagreement about Ukraine’s association with the 

European Union and with the Eurasian Economic Union that led to the Euromaidan revolution 

in February 2014, when President Viktor Yanukovych was ousted and the Ukrainian 

government overthrown.2 In Russian political discourse, this revolution was used to justify the 

annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation in March 2014. After the annexation, and 

immediately prior to the election of Petro Poroshenko as president of Ukraine, a rebellion 

erupted in the pro-Russian Lugansk and Donetsk regions of South-East Ukraine. On 11 May 

2014, the regions held a referendum on self-determination, resulting in overwhelming support 

for independence in Donetsk (89%) and Lugansk (96%) (Sakwa, 2015: 154). The Ukrainian 

state responded with an Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) in Donbass, leading to an armed 

conflict between the Ukrainian military forces and the insurgents, still ongoing today. For the 

period April 2014–February 2019, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 



3 

 

Human Rights (OHCHR) recorded 3,023 civilian deaths; the number of injured civilians was 

estimated to exceed 7,000 (OHCHR 2019, 6).  

 

This conflict has brought a humanitarian catastrophe – as of July 2018, the government of 

Ukraine had registered more than 1.5 million people as internally displaced (UNHCR 2019a); 

the number of Ukrainians who have fled to the Russian Federation since 2014 is estimated to 

exceed 400,000 (UNHCR 2019b). From the beginning, this essentially domestic crisis became 

internationalised, with Russia supporting the Donbass insurgents and the West supporting the 

Ukrainian authorities (Sakwa 2015, 148). This Western involvement has been widely 

discussed in the Russian social media, newspapers and on television (Gaufman 2017, 78). 

 

Research on Russian media and journalism in the context of the conflict in Ukraine has 

focused on the dissemination of fake news, propaganda and its being part of an information 

war (e.g. Bonch-Osmolovskaya 2015; Gerber and Zavisca 2016; Kazun 2016; Khaldarova and 

Pantti 2016; Gaufman 2017; Szostec 2017; Baysha 2018). Studies exploring the “strategic 

narratives” employed by the Russian authorities find that the Russian leadership views the 

projection of narratives to foreign and domestic audiences as a matter of national security. 

These studies point out that the conflict in Ukraine has reinforced pre-existing anti-Western 

narratives in Russian political and media discourse. Also emphasised is the recurrent enemy 

image of Ukrainian radicals found in Russian coverage of the conflict (Hansen 2015; 

Hutchings and Szostek 2015; Gaufman 2017, 103–123).The Russian leadership uses such 

narratives strategically to legitimise its behaviour in the eyes of the public and to strengthen 

the image of Russia as a great power (Ostevik 2017; Szostec 2017a,b). However, Hutchings 

and Szostec (2015, 194) note that “the visceral anti-western rhetoric is not as undifferentiated 

as is often suggested”, and that Russia still wishes to position itself as a European nation.  

 

In this article, I examine Russian media representations of the conflict in Ukraine from a 

different angle. Rather than looking at strategic narratives and questions about security, I 

explore the nuances in the Russian-mediated narratives about the conflict in Ukraine, seeking 

to introduce a focus on the people whose lives have arguably been affected the most – the 

refugees from Ukraine. In addition to being part of stories about the conflict in Ukraine, these 

representations of refugees from Ukraine are connected to dominant perceptions about 

migrants in general. Immigrants broadly defined are one way in which to tackle Russia’s 

demographic crisis, and it can thus be argued that Ukrainian refugees are particularly sought 
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after as a way of preserving the Slavic core of the nation.3  In Russia, in recent years there has 

been a tendency to distinguish between “preferred” and “non-preferred” migrants –  Slavs  

(for example, Ukrainians), in the former group and Muslims from Central Asia in the latter 

(Abashin, 2017, 27, 31; Lassila 2017, 61–63). This tendency is evident in a new study of 

Russian refugee representations in 2014 and 2015 (Moen-Larsen 2019), showing contrasting 

depictions of refugees from Ukraine and refugees from the Middle East and North Africa. 

Russian newspapers represent the latter as threatening, alien and barbarians, whereas 

Ukrainians are perceived as culturally and ethnically close to Russians and therefore as 

refugees to be welcomed in Russia. In the present article I follow up with a detailed account 

of how the subject position of "Ukrainian refugee" is represented as “our responsibility” in 

three Russian newspapers.  

 

Data 

In this article I examine material gathered from Russian newspapers as “collective 

representations of truthfulness” (Alexander in Lynch and Sheldon 2013, 263). Media texts 

circulate very rapidly, informing readers about happenings in the world. Because most people 

have little first-hand experience, they must lean on the media for interpretations (ibid.). Such 

collective representations are an important part of the meaning-making processes that inform 

our actions.  

 

The focus here is on three Russian national newspapers – Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta and 

Rossiiskaya gazeta – and their narratives featuring refugees from Ukraine. In September 

2018, the Russian media monitoring company Mediologiya (2018) rated all three newspapers 

among the five most influential Russian newspapers, based on the number of citations. 

Izvestiya was rated as number one, Rossiiskaya gazeta as number four and Novaya gazeta as 

number five. All three are based in Moscow, but differ in terms of content, news angle and 

relationship with the government. Izvestiya is a pro-government newspaper that publishes 

reports on current affairs in Russia and abroad. Novaya gazeta is known for its government-

critical position and investigative reporting. Rossiiskaya gazeta is the official daily of the 

government of the Russian Federation and it is authorised to be the first to publish 

information about new laws and executive enactments, in addition to reporting on internal and 

international affairs. The circulation numbers for the printed versions of the three newspapers 
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are 84.870 for Izvestiya (Izvestiya 2019), 111.371 for Novaya gazeta (Novaya gazeta 2019) 

and 130.535 for Rossiiskaya gazeta (Rossiiskaya gazeta 2019). 

 

Television and the internet are the main sources of news in Russia (Levada-Center 2016).  I 

have chosen to analyse printed newspapers because of their accessibility and the possibility to 

do download a large number of texts based on word searches. Part of the reasoning behind my 

choice of Izvestiya and Rossiiskaya gazeta was the wish to access pro-government narratives 

that might be similar to stories presented on the state-owned television channels, whereas the 

oppositional newspaper Novaya gazeta can be assumed to carry stories that also can be found 

in other oppositional sources of news online.  

 

I have used the database East View Information Services to collect all texts that mentioned 

refugees from Ukraine4 and were published in the print versions of Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta 

and Rossiiskaya gazeta in June–September 2014. The choice of “refugee” as the main 

keyword in the data gathering sets the limits for the analysis. For example, adding the terms 

“migrant”, “compatriot” or “migrant-workers” to the search would have yielded other Russian 

narratives about migrants from Ukraine. However, since one purpose of this analysis is to 

explore how refugees are positioned in different narratives, I chose to limit the analysis to 

narratives that explicitly mention refugees.  

 

The analysis here is based on 314 texts – 70 from Izvestiya, 74 from Novaya gazeta and 171 

from Rossiiskaya gazeta. Although the Donbass status referendums that triggered large-scale 

armed conflict in South-east Ukraine were organised in May 2014, my data indicate that the 

massive influx of refugees from Ukraine to Russia started in June 2014. In May 2014, only 

seven articles published in the three newspapers mentioned refugees, in stark contrast to the 

74 articles mentioning refugees that were published in June that year. 

 

The data sample from Izvestiya consists solely of news articles (55) and opinion pieces (15); 

the other two newspapers show greater variety. More the half of the texts in Novaya gazeta 

are report accounts (39); the remainder are news articles (25), interviews (4), opinion pieces 

(4), and one letter to the editor. The sample from Rossiiskaya gazeta consists of news articles 

(110), interviews (26), reportages (18), opinion pieces (11), letters to the editor (5) and one 

decree. This variation in indicate a plurality of actors who get to tell their stories in the three 

newspapers, with a potential for a diversity in the stories about refugees included in my data 
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sample. For example, Novaya gazeta is an outlet for alternative articulations: it has the most 

quotes from refugees in the data sample – but only a few quotes from representatives of the 

Russian government, and none at all from President Putin. The texts from Izvestiya and 

Rossiiskaya gazeta often quote government officials, the President and the Prime Minister as 

well as representatives of various political parties. The opinion pieces in all three newspapers 

offer the views of experts and pundits.   

Theory and method  

This study combines concepts from cultural sociology, structuralism and post-structuralism. 

Drawing inspiration from cultural sociology, I view texts as carriers of cultural beliefs. From 

structuralism, I examine the narratives – the stories – in the texts and explore their structure. 

Finally, from post-structuralism I adopt the idea that meaning is never fixed, and that 

language is “a site of variability, disagreement and potential conflict” (Burr 2003, 54). If the 

goal is to understand the production of meaning in a given society, then narratives distributed 

by the press offer a fruitful starting point. Texts are received and interpreted by audiences, 

who in turn produce new texts based on them. “In this ongoing textual reading and 

production, the history, or histories of a society unfold” (Thwaites et al. 2002: 117).  

 

A narrative can be defined as an account of a sequence of events where the causal links 

between the events are based on a plot that has characters (Polletta et al. 2011, 111; Tanum 

and Krogstad 2014, 250). These characters are often represented in a binary way: hero versus 

a villain, or subject (the protagonist) vs opponent (the antagonist) (e.g. Greimas 1987). The 

two are usually involved in a conflict with each other over a desired object – not necessarily a 

physical thing: it may be an idea, like “democracy” (Rafoss 2015). As the meaning of a 

narrative is context-dependent, the historical and cultural contexts are important for the 

analysis (Tanum and Krogstad 2014, 254). For example, all countries that took part in the 

Second World War have cultural narratives about the war – but the stories told in, say, Berlin, 

Hiroshima, and in Moscow are not the same. We all interpret the world around us by leaning 

on familiar narratives. Reading news about refugees, we interpret them in light of other stories 

about refugees that we have heard before. 

 

It can be useful to combine narratives with the concept of “subject-position” (Tanum and 

Krogstad 2014). In discourse theory, “the subject” is the same as “subject-positions” in a 
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discursive structure (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, 101). We may occupy several subject positions 

in differing contexts, and these positions influence our experience of identity (Davies and 

Harré 2007). For example, when, in a conversation, we position a woman from Ukraine as a 

“refugee”, she in turn must engage with this subject-position – identifying herself as being a 

refugee, or not. In either case, the meaning infused in this position is important.  

 

Narrative analysis offers tools for analysing characters who find themselves locked in a 

narrative structure. Take, for example, the case of a Russian aid worker (protagonist) 

in conflict with the Ukrainian armed forces (antagonist) who are obstructing him in his work 

of getting humanitarian aid to internal refugees in a temporary accommodation camp in 

Donbass. The concept of “subject-position” enables greater flexibility and flow in the 

meaning-making process. Depending on the context, a refugee (subject-position) may be 

placed in the role of protagonist or antagonist in a narrative – or as a supporting character 

(waiting for aid at a temporary accommodation camp in Donbass). Thus, 

protagonist/antagonist are parts of a binary system which can be further nuanced by a focus 

on subject-positions.  

 

To answer the research questions and to identify the structure of the narratives that feature 

refugees in my data, I focus explicitly on the plot (what happens in the narrative)5 and the 

characters (protagonist, antagonist and the source of the conflict between them). I also 

investigate how the refugees from Ukraine are positioned in the different plotlines identified. 

Further, I identify the morals of the narratives – the underlying messages in the stories – and 

the attitudes cultivated towards these refugees when they are represented in specific ways.  

 

Narratives have the power to form how we think and act, but the opportunities to get one's 

story heard are not equally distributed in society (Johannessen et al. 2018: 110). Not everyone 

can tell his or her story in a newspaper. Factors like editorial practice, and censorship and 

self-censorship (especially in the Russian context) influence which stories end up in print. I 

have sought to deal with this challenge through the selection of data, sampling both pro-

government and oppositional newspapers and including stories told by refugees, volunteers 

and government representatives. In addition, throughout the analysis, I keep track of the 

actors telling these stories – the narrators –and discuss the connections between specific 

stories and those who tell them.  
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Analysis of the narratives  

“Suitcase – Shelling– Russia”, the title of this article, is also the title of a news story published 

in Rossiskaya gazeta in July 2014 that describes how the Russian Federation is helping 

refugees from Ukraine (Borisov, Rossiskaya gazeta 2014). This title has several layers of 

meaning: it refers to the Soviet legacy as well as to anti-Russia sentiments. In 1980 and 1990, 

nationalist groups from the former Soviet countries used the slogan “Suitcase – Train station – 

Russia” to challenge the Russian-speaking population, for example in Moldova (Isachenko 

2012, 57). This slogan has since been used to indicate that people who live in post-Soviet 

states and who are nostalgic for the Soviet past are free to go to Russia. In the winter 2013/14 

it was one of the slogans at the Euromaidan protests. On 15 March 2014, immediately before 

the annexation of Crimea by Russia, The Guardian published this statement by Sergei 

Kiselev, head of the Department of Political Geography at Simferopol University in Crimea: 

“They tell us that if we don't like living in Ukraine we should pack our bags: 'Suitcase, train 

station, Russia', goes the saying. Well, we finally are leaving for Russia. But we're taking the 

train station and the rest of the region along with us” (in Walker and Salem 2014) 

By replacing “train station” with “shelling” Rossiskaya gazeta has added another layer of 

meaning to this slogan. In its new form, this slogan implies that the conflict is escalating, that 

people are forced to leave Ukraine for Russia and become refugees. Further, the order of the 

three words “suitcase”, “shelling”, “Russia” points to the plot, the sequence of events, that is 

part of Russian narratives about refugees from Ukraine. Refugees pack their suitcases; they 

are fired at on the way to the Russian border; finally, they find refuge in Russia.  

Although I used the term “refugee” in searching for texts to include in the data sample, 

refugees are not necessarily the main protagonists in the narratives that came up, but they are 

always part of the cast. Three thematic groups of narratives featured refugees from Ukraine 

and dominated the pages of Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta and Rossiiskaya gazeta in the summer of 

2014 – narratives about war, about refugee reception and aid, and about Russia in 

international relations. These themes became apparent after several rounds of meticulous 

reading and coding of the data. First, all articles underwent preliminary coding and manual 

sorting, with a focus on the overarching theme of each article and the portrayal of refugees. 

Next, the data were uploaded in NVivo, and a more elaborate coding scheme was developed, 

to identify core topics, locations, narrators and characters in the texts. Gradually, I became 

aware of the recurrence of the three themes to be discussed in this analysis.  
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In order to be sure of this finding, I sorted the data into thematic groups of narratives. There 

are intricate intertextual connections between the texts; the authors often combine several 

narratives and plotlines. In Table 1, these narratives are separated for analytical purposes. For 

simplicity, only the dominant narrative in each article has been counted.  

 

Table 1. Thematic groups of narratives in Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta and Rossiiskaya 

gazeta, June–September 2014 

Thematic groups of narratives  Izvestiya Novaya 

gazeta 

Rossiiskaya 

gazeta 

SUM 

 N % N % N % N % 

War 11 16 28 38 48 28 87 28 

Refugee reception and aid  35 50 22 30 84 49 141 45 

Russia/international relations  20 28 8 11 18 11 46 14 

Other 4 6 15 21 21 12 40 13 

SUM 70 100% 73 100% 171 100% 314 100% 

 

 

 

45% (141 texts) of the articles position refugees from Ukraine in stories about reception and 

aid, and 28% (87 texts) in a plot about war, whereas 14% (46) of the texts are grand narratives 

about Russia in international relations, and refugees in that context. This fits in with two of 

the subject-positions available to refugees from Ukraine in Russia: as victims of war and as 

aid recipients (Moen-Larsen 2019). Further, 13% of the data involve other narratives: popular 

or high culture (10 texts), the Orthodox Church (5), internal affairs in Russia (5), propaganda 

(4), work migration (3), internal affairs in Ukraine (3), business (2), Crimea (2), security (2), 

nationalism (1), Beslan (1), education (1), peace in Ukraine (1). After sorting the narratives in 

the data into thematic groups I became more certain: in the summer of 2014, the complex 

issue of refugees from Ukraine was made comprehensible to Russian audiences largely 

through the prisms of war, reception/aid and international relations.  

 

The narratives begin in various ways. For instance, stories about war might start in Donbass, 

“We lived right in the centre of Lugansk”6 (Refugee in Girin, Novaya gazeta 2014). 7 Stories 

about refugee reception and aid often open with “When the flow of refugees to Russia began” 
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(editor-in-chief of Amurskaya Pravda in Novoselova and Yakovleva, Rossiiskaya gazeta 

2014). Finally, stories about international relations feature states, not individuals, as main 

characters, as with “[Ukraine] has fallen into bloody conflict” (Putin in Sozaev-Gur'ev, 

Izvestiya 2014). These three ways of starting the story signal different developments in the 

plotlines and a contrast in how much each narrative focuses on the refugees. Taken together, 

these stories explain to readers why the refugees from Ukraine are in Russia, how to deal with 

the influx, and what the future prospects are. Further, the stories indicate a moral way of 

acting towards the refugees. In the following, I present the narratives in greater detail and 

discuss their connection to the subject-position of “refugee from Ukraine”.  

 

Narratives about war  

You cannot control a war. It can be started, ignited, provoked. But you cannot manage 

it (…). In the east of Ukraine, in the centre of Europe – there is war. (…) And this is 

not merely war, but its most malignant form: civil war, always turning into a massacre 

for both sides who started it. (…) And this war is no longer governed by the presidents 

(even if they seem to have that impression) – the war controls them, driving each one 

of them – whether Russian, Ukrainian,  American (…) – into a dead end of lost 

opportunities and mistakes committed (Racheva, Novaya gazeta 2014). 

 

Refugees can be broadly defined as people who have left their homes because their basic 

needs were not being taken care of by their state of origin (Shacknove 1985). The refugees in 

this article have left Ukraine because of the conflict in South-East Ukraine. In many articles in 

my data-set this conflict is classified as a civil war. The extract above presents war as a 

chaotic, unmanageable force. War is the main actor whose goal is death and destruction.  

 

Writing from South-East Ukraine, Novaya gazeta  reporter Zinaida Burskaya points out that 

the phrase “it is war” has become “a universal explanation for practically everything” 

happening in that area. People use “the war” to explain bank raids, the lack of telephone SIM 

cards in shops, car thefts... “To be honest, in their place, I’d have done the same thing. It is 

war”, commented a taxi driver in describing a car being stolen by insurgents at a petrol station 

(Burskaya, Novaya gazeta 2014).  
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As shown in Table 1, 16% of the articles in Izvestiya, 38% in Novaya gazeta and 28% in 

Rossiiskaya gazeta are narratives about war. Such narratives can be told in various ways: for 

example, experts may analyse a war from the perspective of their academic disciplines, 

whereas politicians may speak from their political stance. Here I focus on the stories from the 

conflict areas in South-East Ukraine told by special correspondents and by refugees. All such 

witness accounts in my data come from Novaya gazeta and Rossiiskaya gazeta; these two 

newspapers have published reports from Russian towns close to the Ukrainian border, from 

towns and villages in Donbass and Ukraine in general, and from refugee camps in Russia and 

camps for internally displaced people in South-East Ukraine.  

 

Reporting in Novaya gazeta reflects the confusion among members of the public as to who the 

enemy is and what the “truth” is. Such confusion is in line with the image of the war in 

Ukraine as “chaotic”. Take one story told by a refugee at a temporary accommodation camp: 

“In our building there is a woman, her children had travelled from West Ukraine: ‘We came 

to save you’ [they said]. From whom?, she asked. ‘From the Russians’ (…). ‘Why would you 

do that?’ she said, they are protecting us!’” (Artem'eva and Girin, Novaya gazeta 2014). 

 

Special correspondents stationed in Donbass narrate most of the stories about the war. Voices 

of these special correspondents or reporters are present in all articles in the data-set, apart 

from opinion pieces and letters to the editor. In contrast, only 25 of 314 (8%) articles contain 

quotes from refugees themselves. When included, these quotes often function as witness 

accounts of the war in Donbass. In their own stories, the refugees are the main protagonists. 

They have a gender and age – women, men and children. They have voices, they are the 

narrators. These refugees explain why they had to leave Ukraine, for example: 

 

Our house was only 400 meters from the border outpost, so when the seizure of the 

outpost began, we were scared (recalls Aleksandr, head of the family). The children 

asked if we would leave soon. Constant shooting, fighter jets (istrebiteli) overhead – it 

all felt so oppressive (gnetuschee chustvo)… And we knew that troops were gathering 

around our city (…). It is impossible to get used to war. A fighter jet was the last 

straw. It fired missiles, and one flew very low over our house. I shouted to the children 
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to stick together. You feel so helpless because you cannot protect your children. 

(Aleksandr, in Ignatova, Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014) 

 

The plots in the narratives about war told by refugees include scenes from the refugee’s past 

in Ukraine and thoughts about a future in Russia (refugee status, citizenship, work, education, 

a place to stay), or in Ukraine (if the bombings stop). These stories present the readers with 

the refugee perspective, with vivid descriptions of fear and the war as seen from the ground. 

In these narratives, the refugees position themselves as victims of the war, as in this story told 

by Zhenya, sixteen years old and internally displaced in Lugansk region:  

 

We had been sitting on a bench [in our backyard]. After the first shot was fired we 

went inside. The next day we saw that the place [where we had been sitting] had been 

hit by a shell. I will long remember how it feels to realise that you could have been 

killed. (Zhenya, in Shenkman and Gromov, Novaya gazeta 2014)  

 

Another example, from a woman from Lugansk at a temporary accommodation centre in 

Russia: “The people who were in the park ... Hands, legs, were all lying separately [from the 

bodies] ... It became more and more frightening. That was when we decided to leave” (Girin, 

Novaya gazeta 2014).  What these protagonists want is to live in peace, to escape the fighting 

and death. “I don’t know why they are fighting, but I do not want this, it is impossible to live 

like this” (Vitalik, age 10, internally displaced, Stanitsa Luganskaya, Lugansk region, in 

Shenkman and Gromov, Novaya gazeta 2014).  

 

What about the antagonist in these stories? Recent research has focused on Russian narratives 

about Russia’s fight against fascism in Ukraine (e.g. Edenborg 2017; Gaufman 2017: 103–

123; Khaldarova and Pantti 2016). This narrative draws on images of the Great Patriotic War 

and constructs a disturbing image of Ukraine as overtaken by Fascists (or Nazis). From earlier 

studies, I had expected this narrative to dominate in my data as well, and that “Ukrainian 

Fascists” would be the antagonists in many stories. However, only 7% of the articles mention 

Nazis or Fascists; 12% mention the National Guard of Ukraine (Natsgvardiya); 13% mention 

“chasteners” (karateli) and 6% mention the Right Sector (Pravyi Sektor), a far-right Ukrainian 
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nationalist movement. My data reveal the ambiguity in the construction of a clearly defined 

enemy in newspaper stories about Donbass in the summer 2014.8  

 

After two hours of conversing with [Ukrainian right-wing radicals], I [the special 

correspondent] find myself thinking that I can no longer distinguish them from the 

DPR fighters [Donetsk insurgents]. (…) The former talk about “terrorists” and 

“Donbass cattle (bydlo)”, the latter about “Fascists” and “chasteners” (karateli). Both 

are absolutely sure they are right, and are ready to kill and die for this half-truth. And 

the most revolting thing is that both are gradually forgetting that not everyone has to 

fight. That there are people who are simply peaceful. (Burskaya, Novaya gazeta 2014)  

 

Rather than for instance “Ukrainian radicals” or “insurgents from Donbass,” the antagonist in 

these stories seems to be war itself. Narratives told by refugees describe the presence of 

threat, they speak of sirens, weapons, bombings, bodies, and death. However, the actors 

behind the weapons are rarely named. It is “the war.”  

 

We all hoped that the damned war would end. Almost all our neighbours had already 

left. (…) The young people left long ago, only the old people stayed. Some did not 

want to leave, others could not. Others again had problems with their papers. (…) We 

stayed until the last minute because of my dad [who is disabled]. We had to hide in the 

basement. We came out for groceries only once every few days. We live on the ninth 

floor, and have a view over the city. It is a terrible feeling when shells are flying 

outside your windows, and you can become their victim at any moment. (Female 

refuge from Donetsk region, interviewed in Rostov region (Russia) in Melikhova, 

Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014) 

 

The message underlying these stories is that refugees from Ukraine have a legitimate reason 

for relocating to Russia: they are fleeing from death and destruction, from having to hide in 

basements – their ultimate desire is a life in peace. Such narratives explaining the presence of 

refugees from Ukraine in Russia are infused with pathos that may motivate Russian readers to 

help the refugees. Thus, narratives about war in Donbass published primarily in Novaya 

gazeta and Rossiiskaya gazeta in June–September 2014 crystallised and legitimised the 

subject-position of a refugee as a victim who needs and deserves help. I now turn to how this 
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subject-position is further cemented in narratives about refugee reception and aid.  

 

Narratives about refugee reception and aid  

The second thematic group consists of narratives about refugee reception and aid: this is the 

theme in 45% of the texts in the empirical material (see Table 1). Narratives about refugee 

reception and aid clearly dominated in stories that featured refugees from Ukraine and were 

published in Izvestiya (50%) and Rossiiskaya gazeta (49%) in the summer of 2014. In Novaya 

gazeta  this was the second most recurrent theme (30%), after narratives about war (38%). 

 

The Russian government has allocated substantial resources and passed several legislative and 

administrative measures to regularise the status and facilitate the integration of refugees from 

Ukraine (UNHCR 2018: 1). My data show how national newspapers in Russia provided their 

readers with an interpretive framework for making sense of the present, and looking to the 

future. The plot develops through several stages: the influx of refugees from Ukraine to 

Russia, the assistance they receive in Russia (accommodation, food, medical care) and their 

plans for the future (finding a job, getting Russian citizenship, or returning to Ukraine).  

 

These narratives about refugee reception and aid reiterate statistics on the number of people 

who have been affected; for example: “88,500 refugees have crossed over to the territory of 

the Rostov region, 55,500 remain in the region, including 16,400 children” (Petrov, 

Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014a). These figures – several thousands of refugees – indicate the 

potential for humanitarian disaster, an overwhelming and chaotic situation that Russia would 

wish to avoid. As with the narratives about war, these narratives about refugee reception and 

aid are also about fighting against chaos, and restoring order. In the words of Lidiya Grafova, 

head of the Forum of Migrants' Organisations: “The statistics give an idea about the scale of 

the human tragedy” (Grafova, Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014). Further: 

 

I can remember all the refugees, from the very first waves, from Sumgayit.9 But this is 

the first time such an enormous stream of refugees comes to our country. And this is 

the first stream to be received in this way by the state. There are a lot of volunteers, a 

lot of people who donate clothes, money, and even take refugees into their homes. The 

refugees have united our society and the authorities. (…) This tragedy (beda) 

demonstrates Russia’s capacity in time of need, to receive a large stream of people, 
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without turning the situation into a humanitarian disaster. (Svetlana Gannushkina, 

head of the Civic Assistance Committee in Kostyuchenko, Novaya gazeta 2014) 

 

The protagonist in such narratives is the aid provider and the antagonist is chaos – a 

disorderly situation that will arise if the aid provider cannot deal with the refugee influx.  

The refugees from Ukraine are positioned as the recipients of aid: they are the supporting 

characters in the stories; they are being helped, clothed, and fed. “The refugees are housed in 

more than 60 temporary accommodation centres, where they are provided with psychological 

and social support, including solutions to the employment question” (Vladimir Artamonov, 

Deputy Minister of Emergencies in Petrov, Rosiiskaya gazeta 2014b). Here the aid provider 

may be the Russian government, a region, an NGO, a volunteer or Russian society in general. 

Aid providers themselves are often the narrators of stories about refugee reception and aid. 

Because these aid providers are Russian, readers can readily identify with them. The 

underlying moral is that helping the refugees is the right thing to do in this situation. “Even 

strangers started to offer their help when they found out about a family from Lugansk with 

many children. Residents of Volgograd are bringing what they can: a pram for the baby, food, 

toys for the children, clothes” (Ignatova, Rosiiskaya gazeta 2014).  

 

However, some narratives also point out that receiving refugees emplaces strains on Russian 

society. In addition to chaos, it appears that resource scarcity, and the underdeveloped refugee 

reception system in Russia, function as antagonistic forces that can obstruct aid providers in 

their work of helping the refugees. For example:  

 

If we simply compare two figurers: 26,000 [refugees] are living in temporary 

accommodation centres, and 515,000 [refugees] have entered the country (they have to 

live somewhere), it becomes obvious that Russian society as a whole has borne the 

brunt of the refugee influx (…)We can rejoice wholeheartedly at the responsiveness 

shown by Russians, but we should bear in mind that hospitality has its limits. I 

personally know quite a few cases where families gladly received close relatives from 

Ukraine, but after a while, relationships in these families became intolerable. What can 

one do? Most Russians live very modestly, they can simply not afford to feed a second 

family for a long time. (Grafova, Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014) 
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Like Grafova, many other narrators point out that most refugees stay with relatives in Russia. 

One reason is that the state does not have enough refugee accommodation centres or other 

kinds of resources to handle thousands of newcomers: they have to rely on the public. 

Russians have indeed been eager to help the refugees – but, for many people, concerns about 

their own well-being and access to public goods become more important: “Nevertheless, one 

is more worried about oneself and about one’s income. On the subject of helping refugees, 

people are more worried that, for example, a Ukrainian may get a kindergarten place, but not 

their own child (Human Rights Council Deputy Chairman Yevgeny Bobrov in 

Samokhvalova, Izvestiya 2014a). On the one hand, the stories describe a willingness to accept 

refugees from Ukraine in Russia; on the other hand “when it comes to real policy, to 

allocating funds, the opinion of the population changes considerably, to negative attitudes 

towards migrants and unwillingness to share” (Natalia Zorkaya, sociologist from Levada 

Center, in Samokhvalova, Izvestiya 2014a).  

 

The message still tends to be that the state, the regions and society need to work together 

towards a common goal and help the refugees from Ukraine because they are special. There is 

a connection between people from Russia and people from Ukraine. “Yes, these are special 

refugees, and we should not forget that these people are dear to us, and are close to us (Eto 

rodnye i blizkie nam lyudi) (Grafova, Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014). Ideas about the special 

relationship between Russia and Ukraine are part of Russian cultural imagery; they build on 

imperial nationalist representations of a common past as part of the Kievan Rus’ and the 

Soviet Union (Plokhy 2014). Newspapers often use family metaphors: Ukrainians are 

brothers, Ukraine is a fraternal country, the war in Ukraine is a fratricidal war (Moen-Larsen 

2019).  

 

To sum up, in narratives about refugee reception and aid, the protagonist is an aid provider, 

whose goal is to help the refugees from Ukraine. The opponent here is found in the potential 

for chaos posed by the refugee influx, the lack of resources and an underdeveloped refugee 

reception system. The moral is that helping refugees is the right thing to do, not least because 

they are special people for Russians. The aid providers – the heroes – are overcoming chaos 

by helping refugees, who are positioned as “passive” recipients of aid.  
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Narratives about international relations  

The third recurring theme is international relations in the context of the conflict in Ukraine. 

Of the three thematic groups of narratives discussed here, this is the least dominant theme in 

the data from Novaya gazeta and Rossiiskaya gazeta (both 11%) but is more evident in 

Izvestiya (28%) (see Table 1). Refugees feature as background characters in grand narratives 

about geopolitical interest and global power games. In these stories “refugees” function 

metonymically to signify war or armed conflict. The protagonist is Russia; the antagonists are 

the West and (or) Ukraine; other characters may include intergovernmental organizations like 

NATO and UN. The narrators of these stories are official voices, like those of Vladimir Putin 

and the Kremlin, representatives of the government of Russia, politicians, experts and pundits.  

 

Narratives about international relations assign blame for the conflict to the West, the USA in 

particular, whereas Russia is positioned as a peace builder and the hero. “We will do 

everything in order for the conflict to be stopped as soon as possible, for the bloodshed in 

Ukraine to end” (Putin, in Sozaev-Gur'ev, Izvestiya 2014). This plot covers the negative 

developments in Ukraine, their origins, and stresses that Russia is working to find a solution. 

For example, Sergei Ivanov, Head of Staff of the Presidential Administration, describes the 

chain of events in the following way:  

 

I would like to remind you how [the conflict in Ukraine] began. It started when Mr 

Yanukovych proposed to postpone the signing of an association agreement between 

Ukraine and the European Union. I emphasise: he did not refuse to sign, but 

recommended not rushing. Because at the last moment – better late than never, as they 

say – he realised that the signing of this agreement would cause serious damage to the 

economy of the country. As a result, Maidan started, and was supported by Western 

countries. The consequence of this: the events in South-East Ukraine, which 

developed into a war, essentially a civil, punitive war, as a result of which thousands 

of people have died. In the same chain of events – the murder of their own people on 

the Maidan, the Crimea, the crimes in Odessa, the shooting down of the Boeing 

[MH17, on 17 July 2014], the shelling of Ukrainian cities, which has lasted until 

recently, a humanitarian catastrophe. (Ivanov in Grigor'eva, Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014) 
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In contrast with narratives about war, where there is a certain ambiguity connected to the 

construction of an antagonist, narratives about international relations present a much clearer 

symbolic opposition between Good and Evil. The West has been supporting the spiral of 

events that has led Ukraine to civil war: ergo, the West is supporting the Ukrainian aggression 

in Donbass that has led to civilian casualties and the stream of refugees.  

 

According to some reports, the number of victims of the civil war [in Ukraine] has 

already exceeded several thousand. Hundreds of thousands of refugees have moved to 

Russia, far away from the war. (…) For some reason, Washington, which is actively 

helping Ukraine, is not to blame. Obama claims that Moscow is to blame. (Vorob'ev, 

Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014)  

 

This narrative builds on the familiar enemy-image of the USA. It fits well with the findings 

from other research that blame American (or Western) “hypocrisy” for global instability, and 

advocate a “multipolar” world where Russia can take its rightful place as a balancing power 

(Szostek 2017a, 382; 2017b).  

 

Before our very eyes, with one hundred per cent permission and with the 

unconditional support of the USA, the EU, NATO and others, the G7 have burned 

people alive, killed children, left the elderly without a roof over their heads, and shot 

columns of refugees. (Kholmogorov, Izvestiya 2014b) 

 

Here G7 – Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the UK and the USA – stand 

metonymically for the West. In Kholmogorov’s account, “the G7” is a metaphor for the 

international support given to Ukraine: by supporting the Ukrainian authorities, the West also 

supports the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) in Donbass and therefore also, inter alia, the 

murder of children. This representation of “the West” as the real perpetrator behind the events 

in Ukraine has been noted by other researchers as well (e.g. Gaufman 2017, Szostek 2017b).  

 

Thus, there emerge three main ways of representing Ukraine in narratives about international 

relations. The first is as victim of the conflict: “[Ukraine] has fallen into a bloody chaos, a 

fratricidal conflict. Thousands have died, hundreds of thousands have become refugees” 

(Putin, in Sozaev-Gur'ev, Izvestiya 2014). The second way of representing Ukraine is as a 

pawn in a power game played by “our European neighbours and transatlantic partners” 
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(Naryshkin, Rossiiskaya gazeta 2014). The third way is through enemy images, with 

connections to Fascism, Nazism and right-wing extremism. These are classical enemy-images 

that are part of the Russian cultural imagery.10 In some narratives, Ukraine is connected to 

right-wing groups through references to Stephan Bandera, a Ukrainian nationalist leader who 

was active in the period around the Second World War and who has been criticised for 

collaborating with the Nazi movement. “The fact is that we have another image of the enemy 

– it is Bandera, the Nazis, who are scarier than the evil Americans. [Russians] believe that the 

Americans are behind them [these forces], but unfortunately, the Ukrainians commit the 

atrocities themselves” (Valery Fedorov, Director of VTsIOM, in Samokhvalova, Izvestiya 

2014b).  

 

As mentioned, of the three thematic groups of narratives studied here, the international 

relations narrative gives the readers the clearest images of the opposition between good and 

evil. Russia is clearly on the side of the good; the West represents evil. Ukraine is positioned 

somewhere in-between: a victim of Western manipulation, a pawn in the hands of the West 

and as infiltrated by right-wing radicals and Nazis. The goal for Russia is to save the day, 

bring peace to Ukraine and receive Ukrainian refugees. “Women and children are dying. 

There are already tens of thousands of refugees, they are running to Russia” (Limonov, 

Izvestiya 2014). The moral is that Russia is acting in a proper way on the international arena. 

Narratives that draw on culturally powerful images such as “ethnic cleansing” are potentially 

powerful tools that can compel to action. “Once the stories that are told shift into an 

apocalyptic mode in which the contest is between good and radical evil, with antagonists 

made unredeemable, war is all but unavoidable” (Polletta et al. 2011: 119–120).  

 

Let us return to the core theme of this study. How are refugees represented and positioned in 

Russian newspaper articles? What is their role in the narrative? In the narratives about 

international relations refugees, for example, are mentioned as the subject of negotiations in 

peace processes: “Only agreements on separate issues are possible: refugees, prisoners, the 

restriction of use of some types of military equipment” (Pavlovsky, Novaya gazeta 2014). 

Refugees are an outcome of Russia’s (lack of action) in Donbass: “We will have to receive 

millions of refugees who are furious with Russia for refusing to help [in Donbass]” 

(Kholmogorov, Izvestiya 2014a). References to refugees are included in the representation of 

other states as antagonists: “Ukraine needs refugees from the East, either as hostages or as 

extras in propaganda performances” (Karaulov, Izvestiya 2014). In fact, refugees are 
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mentioned in almost every quote included in this section – but they remain almost invisible. 

The narratives about international relations published in Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta and 

Rossiiskaya gazeta in June–September 2014 did not feature “the refugee” as a subject-

position that an individual can occupy – rather, the term “refugee” was included as a signifier 

of violent conflict, a faceless and voiceless victim.  

Conclusion  

This article has sought to nuance the literature on Russian media representations of the 

conflict in Ukraine. In contrast to studies focusing on strategic narratives employed by 

Russian authorities in the context of security issues, this contribution has explored another 

kind of story – stories about refugees from Ukraine. I have discussed the themes of the 

narratives, their plots and characters, and their narrators. I have discussed the subject-position 

“refugee” and the attitudes towards refugees cultivated in Izvestiya, Novaya gazeta and 

Rossiiskaya gazeta in June–September 2014. In the summer of 2014, Russian newspapers 

offered space to a range of narratives and voices. Table 2 sums up the main findings.  

 

Table 2. Narrative analysis: main findings 

 

 War  Refugee reception and 

aid  

International relations 

Protagonist Refugee  

 

Aid provider Russia 

Antagonist War Underdeveloped refugee 

reception system 

Chaos  

 

The West 

Ukraine  

Narrator  Refugee 

Special correspondent 

 

Aid provider  

Special correspondent 

Reporter 

 

Putin and Kremlin 

Government official 

Expert/Pundit 

Subject-position 

refugee  

Main character 

Victim of war 

 

 

Supporting character  

Recipient of aid and help 

 

 Background characters  

A signifier of conflict 

Faceless and voiceless 

victim 

 

 

 

 

I have identified three main thematic groups of narratives – narratives about war, narratives 

about refugee reception and aid, and narratives about international relations. The dominant 

theme in the data, highlighted in 45% of the articles, is refugee reception and aid: all three 

newspapers offer relatively coherent stories about the large numbers of refugees from Ukraine 
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coming to Russia. The other two thematic groups of narratives are unequally distributed in the 

data: Novaya gazeta has the highest percentage of stories about war, while Izvestiya has the 

highest percentage of stories about international relations. That in turn indicates that those 

who read only one of these three newspapers get different angles on the reasons for the 

refugee influx. Reporting on the war-ridden Donetsk and Lugansk regions paints a picture 

quite different from the opinion pieces about the Western origins of the conflict in Ukraine.  

 

Taken together, the narratives in my data articulate a subject-position of “refugee from 

Ukraine” as a victim and as a recipient of aid. The detailed accounts of war, chaos and death 

function as arguments for receiving the refugees and allocating funds for them. Stories about 

refugee reception serve to position Russians as aid providers, and refugees as deserving 

recipients of aid – while also signalling that helping refugees is, under the circumstances, the 

morally right thing to do. Finally, narratives about international relations assign the blame for 

the conflict in Ukraine to “Others”. In the process of making sense of this new situation – the 

presence of large number of refugees from Ukraine – the narrators rearticulate familiar 

images: actors from the West are the reason why people had to leave their homes in Donbass. 

The “evil United States” has manipulated Ukraine – Russia is “superior, moral and good”.  

 

This article is also intended as a contribution to the studies of refugees in general. By 

combining analysis of narratives with analysis of subject-positions, it has offered an 

innovative prism through which to study national and international debates about refugees and 

refugee reception. Structured national narratives explain and legitimise (or problematise) the 

presence of refugees in a country. These stories explain why refugees have arrived (for 

instance, because of a war), and indicate the way forward – whether they should be allowed to 

stay or must return to their countries of origin. 

 

The concept of subject-position offers a valuable tool for understanding the mechanism 

through which national narratives legitimise certain ideas about refugees and the implications 

they have for policy. In the narratives explored in this article, “refugee” was repeatedly 

positioned as a victim who deserved help – whether as the main protagonist of the story, as a 

supporting character or as a signifier of conflict. Further, receiving refugees from Ukraine was 

presented as the morally right thing for Russia and its people to do. If, however, the national 

narratives had positioned the refugees as the antagonists, for example by presenting them as 

security threats, or as economic migrants posing as refugees, then the morally right thing to do 
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would be to refuse to receive them. The structure of the narrative would remain the same, but 

the implications for refugee policy would be completely different. While the familiar structure 

of narratives can stand the test of time because we lean on recognizable patterns and ideas in 

trying to interpret the world, the inherent fluidity of subject-position offers a way to develop a 

deeper understanding of societal innovation and change. 
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Notes 

1 I have chosen to use Russian form, “Donbass”, instead of Ukrainian “Donbas”, and 

“Lugansk” instead of “Luhansk”, because my empirical material is in Russian.  

2 Over the years, Russia and Ukraine have had entangled histories and a complicated 

relationship. Space limits do not allow for a detailed discussion of this relationship here, and 

there is already an ample literature on this topic: e.g. Plokhy 2017, 2014; Sakwa 2015; Wilson 

2015; Reid 2000.  

3 I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer who pointed this out.   

4 In the newspapers I have analysed, refugees from Ukraine were also referred to as  refugees 

from South-East Ukraine, Russians (russkie) from Ukraine, Ukrainian refugees, compatriots 

and [forced] migrants (pereselentsy). I have chosen to call them “refugees from Ukraine” or 

“refugees”. However, it  should be noted that the majority of these people are Russian-

speakers from Donbass. 

5 The beginning and the end of the story are particularly important parts of the plot, because 

they influence the meaning of the whole story (Johannessen et al. 2018: 103). 

6 All quotes are translated from Russian by the author.  

7 When I include quotes from the empirical material, I specify the voice behind the quote and 

the journalist who has written the article. In cases where I mention only the name of the 
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journalist, the journalist is also the narrator. All data referenced in the text are listed in 

Appendix 1.  

8 Had I based my data selection on a timeframe that included Euromaidan and other search 

words than “refugee”, I would probably have captured more stories about Ukrainian fascists. 

However, that was not the purpose of this article.  

9 This is a reference to a pogrom against the Armenian population of Sumgayit in Azerbaijan 

in late February 1988, the first violent inter-ethnic conflict in the final years of the USSR.  

10 See Gaufman (2017, 103–123) for a discussion of Russian representations and perceptions 

of fascism in the context of the Ukraine crisis.  
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