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Book Review

Anton Oleinik A Comparative Analysis of Political and Media Discourses about Russia’s Invasion of
Ukraine Springer: Berlin: 2024; 280 pp.: ISBN: 978 3 031 51153 0 (hbk); ISBN: 978 3 031 51154 7
(eBook)

Reviewed by: Boris Noordenbos , University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Anton Oleinik’s 4 Comparative Analysis of Political and Media Discourses about Russia's
Invasion of Ukraine examines the construction of war narratives across political, media
and social domains in five countries: Ukraine, Russia, the US, the UK and France.
Drawing on extensive textual corpora — including speeches by political leaders, legacy
and new media content, and polling data from Russia and Ukraine — the study adopts a
mixed-methods approach. It identifies and compares discursive patterns about the war,
tracing their ‘effectiveness’ with audiences and their evolution over time. Oleinik organ-
izes his analysis around a ‘power triad’ (p. 29) consisting of ‘the principal’ (political
elites), ‘the propagandist’ (media and influencers) and ‘the propagandee’ (the public).
This framework serves as the foundation for his cross-national comparative exploration of
wartime propaganda and underpins his attempted intervention into propaganda studies.

After discussing historical contexts and engaging with propaganda theory (chapters
1-4), chapter 5 compares the discourses of five political leaders on the Russo-Ukrainian
war. Chapter 6 examines the effectiveness of war narratives with audiences, while chap-
ter 7 explores how discursive patterns about the war are nationally delineated. Chapter 8
shifts focus to social media, comparing, among others, war narratives on Telegram with
those in legacy media. The concluding chapter, ‘Post-Truth about the War’, synthesizes
the insights, evaluates the methodological strengths and limitations of the study, and
highlights its conceptual contributions.

Oleinik’s attempt to rethink the dynamics of propaganda — amid the growing entan-
glement of kinetic and information warfare — is surely commendable. However, the book
raises concerns, particularly regarding the heterogeneity of its data sources. The corpora
combine political speeches, social media posts and even literary texts from vastly differ-
ent registers and periods, resulting at times in ‘apples-to-oranges’ comparisons. For
instance, Oleinik juxtaposes 19th-century literary works by classic Russian and Ukrainian
literati (most prominently Alexander Pushkin and Taras Shevchenko). The goal is appar-
ently to prove that these ‘two literatures are not as similar as Putin claims’ (p. 94). Yet it
is unclear how this misfired attempt at ‘fact-checking’ (Putin’s remarks concerned the
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ownership of Russian—Ukrainian cultural heritage, rather than their similarity) would
contribute to an understanding of war propaganda.

The moment is emblematic not only of the at times ill-defined status and function of
Oleinik’s material, but also of deeper conceptual shortcomings. Drawing mostly on 20th-
century propaganda studies, Oleinik defines propaganda in terms of intentionality (delib-
erate communication by those in power) and benefit (serving only the powerholders’
interests). Yet this perspective is complemented with notions of information access,
accuracy and factuality that sit awkwardly with this definition. For instance, one of the
book’s central questions is whether there is ‘a sufficient amount of accurate media cover-
age of the situation on the battleground to allow citizens to have informed opinions and
make informed decisions’ (p. 6). Beyond requiring a different research approach than
that of Oleinik, the question unhelpfully associates propaganda with a lack of factual
information. In doing so, it overlooks dimensions that are more critical to 21st-century
information and influence campaigns, such as framing, agenda-setting, strategic narra-
tives and the management of audiences’ emotions.

The inconsistent emphasis on factuality (as, for example, shown in the attempted debunk-
ing of Putin’s claims) comes with frequent references to ‘post-truth’, for the study of which
war propaganda is, Oleinik argues, a ‘paradigmatic case’ (p. 57). However, the much-
debated and much- critiqued concept of post-truth is neither unpacked nor scrutinized, nor
is it meaningfully connected to propaganda studies. The book’s underdeveloped notion of
propaganda also hampers its ability to distinguish between the information campaigns of the
Russian establishment and those of Ukraine. Oleinik asserts that Ukrainian efforts to shape
public perceptions of the war are a form of ‘counterpropaganda’ (p. 109), because they are
intended to block Russian influence and reduce Ukrainians’ susceptibility to Russian propa-
ganda (p. 141). The argument is conceptually unconvincing as the Russian regime frames its
information campaigns in similar terms (albeit with different actors in the role of villains).

Certainly, Oleinik’s analysis reveals notable differences between Ukrainian and
Russian media reporting on the war. He observes that media in Ukraine are not as closely
aligned with President Zelensky’s rhetoric as Russian media are with Putin’s. However,
this raises the broader question of whether media coverage in France, the UK and the US
should also be considered counterpropaganda, as these outlets often seek to present a
corrective narrative against the distorted justifications for the war by the Kremlin and its
sympathizers in the West. Of course, expanding the concept of propaganda to encompass
any high-stakes wartime communication would diminish its analytical precision.
However, Oleinik’s reliance on the elusive notions of ‘intention’ and ‘factuality’ also
fails to provide a solid foundation for an updated understanding of modern propaganda.

Initially more promising than the ‘counterpropaganda’ notion is the author’s departure
from an outdated top-down (‘cascading flow”) concept of propaganda (p. 39), as he sug-
gests a multidirectional model of ‘back and forward propagation’ (p. 21). Borrowing from
computer science, Oleinik seeks to explain how political narratives are transmitted,
received and adjusted on the basis of audiences’ reception in a cyclical feedback process.
However, the book fails to specify how the reverse vector, from audiences back to propa-
gandists, operates. Similarly, the attempt to measure the effectiveness of propaganda
reveals only whether alignment between leaders, propagandists and audiences’ attitudes
increases over time. The causal vectors of this process, Oleinik admits, remain speculative.
Consequently, two of the study’s most innovative ideas remain underdeveloped: the ‘effec-
tiveness’ of propaganda could equally reflect the opportunism of propagandists aligning
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with pre-existing audience attitudes rather than the other way around, while the ‘assump-
tion of cyclicity’ (p. 44) remains an untested hypothesis.

Despite attempts to theorize a more dynamic propaganda model, Oleinik’s book fails
to account for how audiences (‘actor[s] subject to power’, [p. 32], as per his ‘power
triad”) actively co-shape propaganda rather than merely being subjected to it. Recent
scholarship by people like Wanless and Berk (2019) or DiResta (2024) demonstrates
that, in today’s participatory social media environments, audiences engage with, amplify
and co-create propagandistic messages, often in iterative interactions with legacy media
(and their online channels). Audiences are no longer simply ‘actors subject to power’, at
least not in the ways they were in the 20th century.

Even Russia’s tightly controlled propaganda apparatus recognizes and exploits this new
dynamic, leveraging digital communication to initiate, imitate, or instrumentalize decen-
tralized content circulations. For a book that starts off from the claim that ‘Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine is the first social media war’ (p. ix), Oleinik’s study engages surprisingly
little with the transformative role of social media platforms; it offers little discussion of
how these media (and the distinct material affordances of individual platforms) have
reshaped the roles of propagandists and audiences, as well as their evolving perceptions of
truth and evidence.

In the 21st century, the propagandist is no longer necessarily a ‘bureaucrat’ or a ‘mem-
ber of the principal’s administration’ (pp. 36-37), as Oleinik assumes. Instead, they
might be charismatic TV personalities with substantial social media followings,
TikTokers weaving political topics into their otherwise more mundane content, or mili-
tary bloggers whose financial and ideological ties to the state are often more opaque than
Oleinik suggests. Their messages, moreover, can be amplified through organic audience
engagement, algorithmic promotion, human or automated manipulation, or a combina-
tion of the above. By adhering to a rigid ‘propaganda triad’ (p. 29), Oleinik overlooks the
diffuse and multifaceted dynamics that make contemporary propaganda such a complex
and potentially insidious phenomenon.

Despite their shortcomings, Oleinik’s analyses provide some compelling insights. His
observation of the progressive ‘archaization’ of Russia’s governmentality (p. 135) and its
increasing emphasis on territory as the basis for power could, for instance, offer a promis-
ing framework for future studies of the ideological foundations of Putin’s regime. Equally
significant is Oleinik’s identification of distinct yet overlapping (inter)national narratives
about the war: the neo-imperialist ‘Russia story’; the ‘Ukraine story’, emphasizing the
survival of the Ukrainian nation-state; and the ‘geopolitical story, which focuses on global
actors and processes rather than the plight of Ukrainians. While these insights are thought-
provoking, the study’s shortcomings underscore the need for more fine-grained and con-
ceptually innovative research into propaganda — particularly its role in modern warfare
and its interaction with increasingly participatory communication dynamics.
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