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Introduction
On the 18th October 2007, Russians were treated to an annual ritual that be-
came a familiar feature of Putin’s presidency — a ‘discursive marathon’ of 
three or so hours of simultaneous radio and television broadcast of President 
Putin’s questions and answers session with the general public, known under 
the title Direct Line with the President.

The format of Direct Line had been kept unchanged since it was first aired 
in 2001, however the observers were quick to note the uniqueness of the Oc-
tober 2007 broadcast. This was officially the last meeting of Putin on air with 
the public in the capacity of their President. The word  was liber-
ally used both, in the programme’s language and in the meta language of its 
media description. Journalists closely following the event noted the record of 
the longest time spent — precisely 3 hours and 6 mins; of the highest number 
of questions received, 2.5 million, as well as the record number of answers — 
691. This discursive act constituting answering approximately 0.003 per cent 
of the questions that concerned the Russian people was framed as a sponta-
neous and in-depth conversation with the whole nation. This contact between 
the President and the nation that had a conclusive note and was labeled by the 
media on the one hand, romantically, 2 and on the other, 
cynically, 3, and 4, in any case was an 
intensive exercise in the identity narrative to which both the information 
seekers and the information givers made their contribution.

The objective of this article is therefore to examine the corpus of this dis-
cursive event consisting of 21,695 words of the broadcast transcript and, by 
analyzing the verbal activity of the three parties: the President, the presenters 
and the public, to identify the main trends in and linguistic strategies of, the 
co-construction of meanings pertaining to the national identity as it is seen in 
the late Putin’s era.

As Benedict Anderson persuasively demonstrated, nations are not only in-
vented but also re-invented and re-imagined (Anderson 1983:26). The col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and a change of legitimacies brought about a fun-
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damental transformation of the perception of the world in the society, accom-
panied by the process of re-imagining, re-negotiating and re-constructing a
new, post-Soviet Russian identity.

National identity has been seen as a discursive construct (Wodak 1999: 28)
which emerges from a multitude of discursive practices. Building on Pierre
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus (Bourdieu 2004: 78-87) and following Ruth
Wodak, by identity I understand a complex mental structure, containing what
is perceived to be knowledge. It encompasses “common or similar beliefs or
opinions internalised in the course of socialisation”, including those concern-
ing “certain outgroups distinguished from the national ‘we-group’. In addi-
tion, identity includes the level of emotional attitudes and that of behavioural
dispositions, as well as certain linguistic dispositions (Wodak: ibid).

Writing the identity discourse, Martin identifies several dimensions of
construction that I find useful to follow in my analysis. In particular, he sin-
gles out the fields of power, time, and the reconfiguration of human groups
relevant for the re-interpretation of the world: “The identity narrative chan-
nels political emotions so that they can fuel efforts to modify and balance
power; it transforms the perceptions of the past and of the present; it changes
the organisation of human groups and creates new ones; it alters cultures by
emphasizing certain traits and skewing their meanings and logic. The identity
narrative brings forth a new interpretation of the world in order to modify it”
(Martin 1995:13).

Co-construction of the discourse
The identity discourse may sometimes have a main conscious political actor,
however generally, identity building is a process of co-production, which in-
volves motivated parties engaged in the reproduction of the identity compo-
nents (Bourdieu 1994; Wodak 1999). These are objects of knowledge (Fou-
cault 1972: 60) that emerge from co-construction of meanings as a result of
interaction and the other-orientation of the speakers (Johansson 2006: 217).
Johansson notes that the shared co-produced knowledge is interdiscursive, as
the speakers “recontextualize material from other contexts” (ibid.), and terms
discourse produced in this way as the represented discourse (Johansson 2002).

Reading the national narrative of Direct Line, it gives an impression of a
harmonious and co-operative polylogue. It consists of the three main discur-
sive types: interludes by the presenters who utter introductory narratives to
the linked up locations as well as introduce members of the public standing at
the mobile cameras; the moves by the members of the public asking ques-
tions or sometimes expressing a wish and finally, the President’s answers and
comments. With all these parties involved, there is no doubt however that the
polylogue has a main narrative actor, the President. The question and answer
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format, and the types of questions — easy, comfortable and even at their ex-
treme, hardly probing or contradictory — position Putin to be the source of
knowledge  while  the  population  assume  the  role  of  rather  passive  agents
seeking or willing to share and reinforce the offered knowledge.

All collocutors map the co-produced knowledge to similar frames, or
‘grids  of  specification’,  in  other  words  the  similar  systems  according  to
which objects of the discourse are “divided, contrasted, related, regrouped,
classified…” (Foucault 1972: 42). An example of such co-production of
mental knowledge frames may be seen in the question and answer sequence
between the history teacher Kul’kova and Putin. Together, Ms Kul’kova and
Putin co-construct the meaning of Russian history in need of correction and
putting into it more patriotic sense. The dialogue starts from the two partici-
pants sharing a belief with a strong emotional component. Ms Kul’kova ex-
presses concern about the state of people’s attitudes to history using the
phrase . In his turn, the President openly agrees with
her belief and continues the construction of the frame with the metaphorical
phrase  which is virtually re-
phrasing, or an illustration of her expression.

— 
, . -

[Kul’kova].
— .   —  

, — 
, , -

, , 
, . 

[Putin].

This co-constructed knowledge frame and the sense of shock rendered by
both of them, serve as a justification for Putin’s further announcement, also
presented as common knowledge, that in order to prevent unacceptable his-
torical interpretations, rephrased in his move as , legislation was passed
which gives vetting power over history textbooks content to the state:

, ,
, , , 

, -
, 

[Putin].
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Construction of magnitude
Presented to the public as a spontaneous talk, Direct Line was in fact thor-
oughly prepared and had evidence of being scripted. Participants on both
sides:  members  of  the  public  on  the  ground,  journalists  and  the  call  centre
operators were specially selected5. Locations up and down the country chosen
for the link-up were kept secret until the last moment so that agitated rumours
regarding the places swelled across the newspapers6. Novaia Gazeta,  for ex-
ample, reported with some feeling of hurt that despite a widespread belief
that St Petersburg would be included in the programme the television cam-
eras never arrived there7.  Questions  started  to  pour  in  as  early  as  5  days  in
advance and the President had plenty of time to look through them and select
what he called ‘those most frequent’ that merited an answer8.

Apart from the main television and radio channels, the text containing 69
question and answer sequences appeared on the Internet and the majority of
the national papers published either full or an abridged version. The magni-
tude attributed to Direct Line by the media was matched by the meaning of a
nation-wide participation constructed by the discourse itself. To create the
impression that the conversation had a huge national scale, a constructive
discursive strategy9 was used,  implemented,  among other tools,  by lists  and
numbers. In particular, the link-up conversation was regularly interrupted and
the viewers and listeners were reminded by presenters reporting from the call
centres on the numbers of questions received so far and on the means of their
arrival, listing telephone, SMS messaging and on-line connection:

,  —
, . 
 2  200 .  [Presenter].

Numerals, in combination with words with temporal meanings such as:
, , 

 are  used  to  construct  both,  a  sense  of  urgency  and  the  scale  of
participation. In contrast with a modest real number of people involved, the
quoted numerals persuade the public that those 69 participants whose
questions were answered were indeed legitimate representatives of the nation.
Thus the narrative of Direct Line involves what Ricoer calls “the numerical
component of identity”, by which “the notion of identity corresponds to the
process of identification, understood in the sense of reidenitfication of the
same, which makes cognition recognition: the same thing twice, n times”
(Ricoeur 1992: 116). In addition to the reverberation of the national
meanings, the discourse constructs a positive and enthusiastic nation. Presen-
ters interpret the high number of questions as an indication of neither of the
many concerns of the public nor of the desire to bring the President to ac-
count, but only of supportive participation and engagement. The noun
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as a reference to the number of the participants described it as an achievement is
thus co-constructs a sense of pride in the nation-wide magnitude of participation
in the conversation with the leader.

In the example, the adverb  also serves as a tool of creation
of the meaning of immediacy and urgency attached to the verbal contact with
the President. This invokes the context of emergency services, such as the
ambulance or fire service whose telephones work around the clock. The partic-
ipants contribute their share in the co-construction of the magnitude of the na-
tion-wide involvement. They usually emphasize the idea of representativeness
of their questions and greet the President not only on their own part but meto-
nymically, on the part of the whole region in question, for example: -

!  7 
.

Construction of national space
Among the salient dimensions of the national identity construction, Ruth
Wodak  outlines  the  thematic  area  of  a  ‘national  body’,  in  other  words,  the
geographical space and landscape that constitute part of the national
mentality. Large expanses have traditionally been important for the idea of
Russian belonging (Milner-Gulland 1999: 4-13; Widdis 2004: 30-49) as well
as later, for the Soviet ‘union’ identity. In Direct Line, the knowledge frames
are delivered from the centre to the periphery: the President and two leading
journalists are positioned in the central studio in Moscow while the television
bridge links them with a number of locations in the streets and squares across
the Russian Federation. The national value of the places is highlighted by
presenters’ introductory narratives to the local information. For instance, the
public learn about Plesetsk that it is the rocket launching facility at the fore-
front of the military re-equipment of the Russian Army. The demonstration of
the practice rocket launch of the military exercise timed specially for Direct
Line is included in the introduction to the place. It is therefore framed as an
event of national significance which is expected to stir up the feelings of hap-
piness and pride for their country: : -

, -
, , ,  « ».

The strategy of borrowing and perpetuation of the discursive models of the
Soviet period positions Moscow in the centre of the proposed mental map of
Russia. Thus, the village of Podkolodnovka is linguistically linked to Mos-
cow by its duty to provide it with food. This sense is emphasized by the ad-
verb  and impersonal verbal sequence with the connotation of ap-
probation, , : -



316 L. Ryazanova-Clarke

 — ,  ( , -
, ) [Presenter].

Almost all places in the link-up have close connection with the President
himself, reinforcing the meaning of his centrality. For example, Sochi is linked
to the bid for the Winter Olympics of 2014, that Russia has won and which is
closely associated with Putin’s personal effort. Also, the Dagestani village of
Botlikh is presented as an advanced post for the beginning of the second war
with Chechnya which had a connection with Putin’s first election as President
and where he paid a personal visit in 1999. The presenters use the strategy of
singularization to draw attention to these locations — they linguistically high-
light the ‘special’ quality of the places:

, , — -
.  — , .
In the construction of national spaces, the idea of national unity and co-

herence is promoted and the country’s size is recast as its strength and
achievement. After the period of ‘the parade of sovereignities’ associated
with Eltsyn’s rule, when republics and regions demanded more autonomy
from the centre, the discourse reaffirms Putin’s policy of the ‘vertical of
power’ by foregrounding the positive meanings attached to the territorial
vastness, borrowed from the Soviet discourse. In order to achieve this, pre-
senters use in their interludes geographical terms and numerals with the em-
phatic qualifiers ( ) or particles with temporal and special meaning
( , , ):

 —  « »;
. …  9302 . 

. 900 , 
 — 250. , -

, — ;
 — .

Among the tools for the presenters’ contribution to the construction of vast-
ness and coherence of the Russian land are the tropes. Traditional metaphors
of covering territory fast and effortlessly are used: ;

;
, , . In ad-

dition, the strategy of cohesivization is achieved by presenters’ regular use of
metonymy, whereby the toponym is assumed to represent the whole popula-
tion of the town and, by legitimizing extension, a sample of the Russian
population: , ; .
This adds to the senses of uniformity and respresentativeness of the concerns
of the public expressed in the questions.
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The meaning of commonality is constructed and perpetuated by the im-
plementation  of  the  topos  of  ‘the  lovely  place’  as  well  as  the  strategies  of
definition and redefinition. This is exemplified by the multiple metaphorical
use of the noun :

, , -
;  1000-

; -
. , -

,  2014 ;
 — . , 

, .

Redefinitions of Kazan and Kaliningrad to be the capitals, and in both cases
linked by the genitive construction to the words  or , af-
firm the Russian belonging to the contested territories. In the first instance,
redefined is the capital of Tatarstan and in the second, the toponym -

, traditionally referring to the territories that are now Baltic independent
states, is reclaimed as Russian.

The discourse delineates what is deemed to be the Russian national es-
sence through paying particular attention to the edges and borderline places.
At all points of the compass, the link-up includes outposts, producing an ef-
fect of a symbolic mental patrol of the territory and of marking the frontier,
all taking place under the President’s watch: -

. , , , . -
.

Both themes, of essential Russianness and of the place on the edge, are em-
phasized in the first question in the programme, that was put from the island
with the emblematic name , the furthest eastern point of the country.
Concerned with the ferry to the mainland and cheaper flights across Russia, the
question pertinently relates to the country’s cohesion and the participants’ na-
tional belonging. The meanings are co-constructed and reinforced in Putin’s
answers promising to bring to the island of  the summit of countries of
the Pacific Region and to build a bridge to the mainland.

Both, inclusion and exclusion from the imagined map, are potent meaning
constructors. For instance, involvement of the town of Aktau in the new in-
dependent state of Kazakhstan in the discourse centered on the Russian na-
tional issues inevitably causes fuzziness and ambiguity of the constructed
borders and consequently, identity. Not an obvious place on the Russian map,
the inclusion of Kazakhstan required the strategy of justification for which
the presenters use ethnic ( ) and linguistic ( ) ar-
guments and even the fact of watching this programme.
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 — LRC] . 
, …,
, 

, , 
,  « -

».

References to Kazakhstan used by the participants reinforce the sense of am-
biguity regarding the position of this country on the imagined map of the
Russian national discursive knowledge, while a ‘wider Russian identity’
seems to be under reconstruction modelled of what Tolz calls ‘the Union
identity’ (Tolz 1998: 995). Direct Line’s collocutors use the strategy of eva-
sion towards the expected noun  as a reference to Kazakhstan, while
often negatively defining it in relation to Russia, as ‘not Russia’, or ‘outside
of Russia’:

[Andreeva]; , 
[Putin].

Another frequent reference to Kazakhstan as a place in
 puts the country into a metaphorical frame of a territory

which has not yet been finally shaped, while the definition by the adjective
 reminds the audience of the Soviet commonality. Another

reference,  used by Putin brings its own ambiguity as it evokes
the Soviet title of the land.

 —
, -

[Bobrov];
, -

[Putin].

Strategies of perpetuation of the earlier knowledge frames prevail in the dis-
cursive moves of the participants in the link-up with Aktau: they use the to-
pos of assimilation to stress commonalities, for example, refer to the common
past and brotherly friendship of the Presidents and make an effort to minim-
ize differences between the countries.

The co-construction of commonality may be seen in the dialogue between
the President and the participant Igrikov. Instead of a question, Igrikov ex-
presses a wish to see an even closer friendship between the Russian and Ka-
zakhstani Presidents. Both his move and Putin’s answer overlexicalize the con-
cept of ‘friendship’. The words with the root - occur thrice in Irgikov’s
move:  (2)  and , and are amplified by Putin’s repetition of
the noun  and the adjective derivatives  and .



Putin’s Nation… 319

: . -
, , ,  

... , -
. -

?
. : , 

, -
, ,

-
.

In contrast to this constructed unity between Russia and Kazakhstan the
United States is seen by the presenter as the common ‘other’: ,

 — .
Following the strategy of perpetuation of the familiar knowledge struc-

tures, the discourse borrows from the Soviet authoritative narrative when it
evokes the Second World War as a symbol of the common identity. Con-
struction of collective memories among those who most likely do not posses
them is exercised through the use of verb  in the inclusive first per-
son plural form. Borrowings from the Soviet discourse are marked by the
typical collocates: , , as well as
the reductive elliptic reference to the war, . The
centrality of Moscow on the mental map of common memories construction
is kept here too: . , 

, -
, .
Thus the national space emerges from the polylogue as a source of pride

and glory, a space with the defined centre, outposts pinpointed and watched
but with a rather fuzzy outside beyond which the national essence does not
stop. The knowledge frames of the national space are informed by the past
discourses with their heroic memories, including salient elements of the So-
viet discourse.

The construction and reconstruction of time
Attribution of properties to time periods and the construction of present, past
and future is another salient parameter of the national identity narrative (Wo-
dak 1999: 83-105). The participants of Direct Line often use the discursive
strategies of continuation building on the traditional collective memories of
the communist period and reviving the archetypal symbols of the Soviet au-
thoritative discourse, such as the October revolution and the Second Word
War. An example of this is Putin’s recollection of his visit to Dagestan at the
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time when the villagers gave resistance to an attack by the Chechen fighters.
Praising the Botlikh men, the President uses the positive knowledge schema
connected to the October revolution:

, , , -
, , , , 
, , 

, -
 1917 …

Putin uses the trope of comparison for the purpose of positive assimilation
between the two periods, the Chechen conflict and the Bolshevik revolution
as well as between their actors constructed as fearless heroes. The compari-
son with the revolutionary sailors whose image had been part of the Soviet
‘myth of origin’ (Hall 1996: 615) valorises and glorifies the Russian side of
the conflict and emphasizes sameness between the Dagestani villagers and
the Russian archetypal men. The President’s speech further stresses the Rus-
sian essence of the Dagestani resistance and recasts the local conflict as de-
fence shown by Russia:

… -
;

, , -
, — .

The Second World War references are another point of positive identity for-
mation. Viewers of the programme can easily make a connection between the
ability of inhabitants of Rzhev to ask their questions to the President and his
recent award to Rzhev of the title ‘the town of military glory’. The presenter
introduces the town while standing at the Victory memorial. His interlude has
hallmarks of a represented discourse that evokes the war narrative of the So-
viet period. The signs of it are the linguistic particularisation of the sufferings
endured by the town during the war — the numeral and the temporal expres-
sion , the cliché collocates , -

, and war related terms , ,
, .

 —  « ».  « » -
, 

. 17 .
. , 

, -
, [Presenter].
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In his moves, Putin contributes to the valorisation of the Second World War
and common memories co-constructing them as the memories of national
heroism. He uses high register words typical for the heroic narrative, such as

, , , as well as the clichés of the war description ( -
-

), which have intertextual resem-
blance of the Soviet history textbooks.

: , 
. , , , .
 42-43- , -

,  -
-

.
.

While the Soviet references are rather positive and nostalgic, the President
negatively frames the recent past — i.e. the period immediately preceding his
term in power. The 1990s, the period of Boris El’tsin’s presidency, is consis-
tently repositioned into the negative knowledge schema with the utilization of
the strategy of demontage. In Putin’s moves, memories of Russia’s independ-
ence, liberation from Communist ideology and democratic freedoms previ-
ously associated with the 1990s are suppressed and backgrounded, while the
period is described within the new knowledge frame as a time of instability,
moral corruption, populism and inefficiency of the government. To serve the
purpose of demontage, the President constructs the negative knowledge and
attributes to it the property of the shared memories by introducing the narra-
tive with the verb . He follows it by negative referencing, em-
ploying liberally the grammatical category of negativity:

, , ; as well as negative
expressions from the arsenal of political rhetoric: ,

, . Other devices used are: the emphatic litotes
, , and the ironic colloquialism with the

prefi - ); emphatic repetition and rephrasing: -
, .

 90- . 
, -

. -
, , 

, -
. , -
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, -
, .

In addition, the period of 1990s is contrasted to the positively constructed
present period, seen as the whole term of Putin’s power. The President’s
typical strategy of positive attributions (miranda) is achieved by combining
figures with comments containing positive characteristics, that are placed ei-
ther in a separate sentence or parenthesis. Similar to the Soviet discourse,
figures are positively compared to plans, suggesting overachievement. The
key words used for the construction of success are lexical elements with the
interdiscursive markers of the Soviet planned economy reports -

, , , , , , . On
top of that, the new post-Soviet vocabulary of success reporting also seems to
be in the process of development: the President uses the loan word , how-
ever here he is in a less familiar territory as he marks his code switching by
the metalinguistic comment . The repetition of the key
words indicating success is another mechanism of constructing the positive.
For instance, the noun  is used in Direct Line 15 times,  and the words
with the root - ( , , ,

) — 12 times, all mainly by the President.

;
 — ;

6,7 . ;
7,7  — -

. . 
, -

, ;
15 .

; 25 -
 — 24,4,  — 34,5 (34,4) -

. .
-

; [Putin].

The traditional and interdiscursive tools used in the construction of the pic-
ture of the present prosperity and achievement are contrasted to the notice-
able presence of the informal phrasing in the Presidential speech, used in the
argumentation regarding the truthfulness of the statements of achievements,
and directed towards the implied doubters: , 

.
, , . Similar to



Putin’s Nation… 323

the word , the code switching to the informal language is accompanied by
the metalinguistic comment that his expression is borrowed from the lan-
guage of common folk.

The national frame of the future is constructed by the President with the use
of strategies that emphasize continuity and an increase in the positive qualities.
The frames of knowledge that President Putin uses for his model involve the
theme of stability as the future is seen as continuation of the present:

, .
, , -

, . , -
, .

Another device used in the construction of positive future is the employment
of the superlative language to describe it, often within the implicit or explicit
topos of comparison:

-
.  4-5  500 

. ,
; -

 — .

Positive framing of the future is also achieved through the expression of the
President’s personal confidence in the achievement of the positive goals.
Confidence is keyed by Putin’s use of the short participles and verbs in the
first person singular ( , ) with the omission of the pronoun, the
structure with the overtone of the curt telegraphic style:

, -
; ,  — LRC]

. 
, [Putin].

Similarly, speech act of promise, the use of the assuring adverbs such as -
 or  short  sentences with a verb  in the future tense add to the con-

struction of the overall confidence in the future pictured as the enhanced present:

,  ; , -
, . 

, , 
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. « ?» — , -
 [Putin].

Thus the time dimension of the national identity undergoes revision and re-
construction throughout Direct Line and especially in the speech of the main
agent of the national discourse construction, the President.

Construction of ‘the other’
The post-Soviet public discourse has long been associated with ‘liberal lan-
guage use’, characterised by the engagement of stylistic mixing, lexical nov-
elties and substandard registers (Ryazanova-Clarke & Wade 1999). Interest-
ingly, the contributors to Direct Line use the elements of ‘the landslide of the
norm’ (Lunde & Roesen 2006) in certain instances of the discourse, where
the co-construction of  the common enemy, or  of  the common ‘other’,  takes
place. For example, Putin realizes the distancing strategy by the using the
word  which has strong overtones of criminal slang. His purpose
for the employment of this substandard lexical item is to frame the corrupt
local governments as something he disapproves of and to mark his disagree-
ment with their interference into the market. In addition, Putin borrows the
word  from the lexicon of the 1920s to allot this interdiscursive
‘grade of specification’ to the people with undesirable qualities. In both cases
the President marks his code switching by metalinguistic comments showing
in  the  latter  example  his  awareness  of  the  stylistic  effect  of  the  chosen  lan-
guage tool.

? , -
-

, -
…  — LRC] -

, , , « »
, [Putin].

The liberal language used to distance ‘the other’ may be activated within the
interdiscursively revived Soviet knowledge frame. This occurs when the
President’s joins in the co-construction of the USA within the ‘enemy’ frame.
Borrowing heavily from the discourse of the cold war, the participants of Di-
rect Line place the United States of America firmly in the position of the in-
ternational ‘other’. Mr Sibert, for one, pointedly from the Nuclear Physics
Research Institute in Novosibirsk, asked the President to express his opinion
about a comment reputedly made by the former US Secretary of State Made-
leine Albright. Allegedly, Ms Albright said that it was unfair for Russia to
own by itself all its colossal natural treasures. Despite the fact that there has
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been no evidence that Ms Albright had indeed ever said this, and despite
Putin’s admission that he was not aware of such words, this ‘unexpected
question’ becomes a convenient starting point of discursive reconstruction of
America as a Russian enemy.

: , , -
, , . 

, 
. -

: ? 
? .

: , . -
, , -

, .
, , 
. , , 

», , ,
, -

.

The President finds it possible to express sympathy with the concerns of Mr
Sibert and all people who live in Siberia — his inclusive pronoun  keys
solidarity while the certainty of his double negative
highlights the emphasis. Borrowing from the liberal code, he uses a sexual
metaphor, a tool tested earlier in his dialogues with foreign jounalists10, as an
instrument of the enemy construction. An oblique threat (

) linked with the words with sexual connota-
tion demarcate the negativity and alien quality of the knowledge frame con-
nected to the referent.

Construction of the leader
The format of the talk between one and millions, that the programme boasts,
is based on a presupposition of the properties of centrality and singularity at-
tached to that one. The central voice in the nation construction, Putin emerges
from Direct Line as an unchallenged and unquestionable national leader. He
comfortably fits  at  times within a traditional  Russian cultural  paradigm of a
tsar-like figure, whom the small man desires to reach and confide his prob-
lems and dreams. The President is in control of all decisions of the federal
and local government and does not flinch from making significant political
decisions and meting out justice on-line. For example, in the answers that
look spontaneous, he promises to index military pensions and to award a da-
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cha ‘amnesty’. Other promises are made even regarding issues that cannot
possibly depend on the Presidential will such as the level of inflation, or de-
faults on debts.

The discourse negotiates and co-constructs the President as an integral
part of the Russian national identity and this co-constructed figure has multi-
ple sides and guises. Taken within a broader context of the final months of
his term in power, it should be remembered that at the time, Putin’s personal
identity was a major issue of the nation-wide discussion. The news that the
President agreed to stand as number one in the list of the United Russia party
in the December 2007 Duma elections caused the speculations about his fu-
ture political role to escalate. In particular, around the time of the programme,
rumours were circulating about a possibility of the third Presidential term and
the country was swept by an orchestrated wave of national expression of pub-
lic love for the outgoing President. A movement in Putin’s support, -

!, was created which held mass rallies and meetings requesting him to
stay in power11. The United Russia party leader Boris Gryzlov coined for
Putin the title  which was quickly picked up and repli-
cated by the media12.

Traces of this public discourse can be seen in Direct Line,  where  Putin
with the active assistance and reconfirmation of  other participants  tries  on a
variety of linguistically defined roles: a benign ruler, distributing cash on air,
a savvy businessman, teaching the farmers to produce biofuel, a father of the
nation attending to all human pains. Below I provide more detailed examples
of discursive co-construction of three salient Presidential roles: a military
commander, a competent technocrat and a superman.

A Military commander
A link-up with the rocket launch facility in Plesetsk is a vivid example in
which the construction of Presidential identity is framed as part of the con-
struction of the Russian nation. The link-up evokes the Soviet discourse of
the pride in the military might and arms race, as the speaking parties use mili-
tary terminology: , ,

, , . Against this discursive back-
ground, the President’s code switching to the role of the Commander in Chief
is presented as expected and natural. The presenter is first to use the military
title of the President: , -

. . This tone is continued by the participant from
the public who addresses Putin following the military formalities: -

: ! -
.
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The co-construction continues when Putin congratulates the soldiers with
the successful launch of the rocket and the ‘voices’ in the crowd offer a formal
military reply: ! This phrase invoking the emotive name
of the state, , contributes to the construction of the link between
the military achievements, pride in the powerful state and the President.

Mr Polunin’s request to the President to speed up the military re-
equipment taps into the discourse of Russia as the re-emerging confident
military power prominent throughout Direct Line. Co-construting this knowl-
edge, Putin linguistically associates himself with the military meaning of the
national identity. His answer demonstrates knowledge of many technical de-
tails of weapons, new brands of equipment:

, -
 « ». 

 — , -
, — -

[Putin].

Putin’s technical military language also works as an in-group marker as he
expresses solidarity with the group of military at the facility, in particular, he
uses the endearing special jargon word  for the fighter jet SU-34. The
use of the inclusive forms indicates the presupposition of the shared knowl-
edge as Putin’s answers about the speed of the weapons re-equipment pro-
gramme are constructed as reiteration of existing knowledge, and not new in-
formation: ; ; 

. This stresses that re-construction of military power as part of Rus-
sian identity is founded on the reiterative properties borrowed from earlier
knowledge frames of the Soviet discourse.

A competent technocrat
Another guise of the Presidential identity is that of a competent technocrat,
with hands on knowledge of and a phenomenal memory for details and fig-
ures. This role is linguistically marked in his own speech by the frequent use
of numerals, often framing the strategy of particularisation and the forms as-
sociated with the discourse of administrative jargon, such as the elliptical at-
tributive use of the dative with the preposition 13:

 — -
 — , -

: -
-

 15-17 .  25- , 
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 —  40  60 : -
; …

[Putin].

On other occasions, Putin uses the language signalling the identity of the
‘competent specialist’ when he faces less comfortable questions or has to
give less glorious, mundane information. In such situations, he often re-
phrases the technocratic term or offers a metalinguistic comment. This strat-
egy helps towards constructing a language persona of someone on top of
complex concepts:

-
. ;

, ,
, 

, ; , -
 — ,  ( , -

, ), — 
; -

, -
, [Putin].

A national leader endowed with super human qualities
Finally Direct Line co-constructs the President as someone who is worth two
million questions. On the emotional perception level, the discourse constructs
feelings of admiration and love towards the President. The public usually
start their speech moves by expression of gratitude for his work and care for
the people, which brings the conversation within the socio-cultural paradigm
of the paternalistic relations between the power and the populace:

 99- .
. , 

, , -
. ; -

. . , 
[Participants].

The participants’ flattering questions reveal assumptions of superhuman
qualities attributed to Putin, such as an ability to speak many languages,
bravery of going to Iran despite the received threats to his life or a punishing
sleep-deprived schedule:
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, . 

. ,  
-

? [Participant];
: , 

, : « -
?»

: , -
.

The presenter Brilev stresses that the latter question is ‘endlessly repeated’,
producing the impression of an overwhelming concern of the nation about the
leader’s pattern of overwork. The strategy of evasiveness in Putin’s answer
has an effect of rather confirming than disproving the assumption of sleep
shortage and evokes the image of the never-sleeping leader, perpetuated in
Soviet mythology (Bogdanov 2007).

All these meanings allow the language of unquestioned adoration towards
the leader to be built into the national discourse. At one point, this reaches
almost a mystical level of emotions, resonant of religious overtones. Sym-
bolically, one of the 69 participants was a woman who had no question but a
desire for some kind of ‘verbal touch’ towards the President, almost like a be-
liever yearning to touch an object of veneration. Verification of the existence
of the President and a wish to see that presence permanently on her mental
time map (before and now) is enough for her to express happiness and gratitude:

: ! , .
: , .

: , -
.

: . !
: ?
: . ! .
: ?
: .
: , ?
: , .
: , , , -

.
: .
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Although some irony may be sensed on the part of the presenter Brilev and
although the President’s reply contains a strategy of minimalisation when he
displays modesty, by and large Putin accepts the anonymous speaker’s
thanksgiving as a true evaluation of his and his team’s work:

, , , , ,
, -

. By doing so he in effect co-constructs the frame of knowledge
which foregrounds his super-human characteristics.

To conclude, the discourse of Direct Line with the President has the nota-
ble hallmarks of vigorous national identity construction, to which all the par-
ticipants make their verbal contribution. The presenters’ interludes, questions
of the selected public and President Putin’s answers altogether construct
knowledge about what the Russian nation is today, which the participants
share. The Direct Line discourse can be called a represented discourse as it
demonstrates connections and borrowings from other discourses among
which the rehabilitation of the Soviet discursive elements is especially vivid.
Identity components such as time, space and a strong leader feature among
the thematic elements of the national identity and variety of strategies in the
identity discursive construction are employed including perpetuation and de-
montage. Altogether, the discourse of Direct Line emerges as a well choreo-
graphed language product that serves as a tool of production and reproduc-
tion of a set of strong ideological messages about what Russians should know
and feel about themselves today. Finally, using the words of Guy Debord,
Direct Line, revealed Putin’s Russia as a society of the spectacle, “that… has
integrated itself into reality to the same extent as it was describing it, and that
…was reconstructing it as it was describing it” (Debord 1990:9).

Notes
1 », , 19.10.2007.
2 , No.41, 2007.
3 , No.41, 2007.
4 , . ‘ ’, , 19.10.2007.
5 The leading journalists of the programme, Ekaterina Andreeva and and Sergei Brilev fea-
tured in all six broadcasts of The Direct Line with the President and 1000 call centre op-
erators were vetted to work on the programme ( , 18.10.2007).
6 , 18.10.2007.
7 « », , 18.10.2007.
8 , 18.10.2007.
9 On discursive strategies and topoi, see Wodak, 1999:36-42.
10 In 2002, at a press-conference with foreign journalists during a summit in Brussels, Vladi-
mir Putin famously connected a sexual innuendo with the speech act of threat, borrowing from
the criminal discourse:

, -
, . -



Putin’s Nation… 331

, . -
, » (Sukhotskii, 2004; al-

so http://ru.wikiquote.org).
11 , 16.11.2007.
12 News.Ru.com. 7.11.2007.
13 The elliptical forms with the preposition  with the dative were characteristic of “the
Communist Party dialect” while in the post-Soviet period they were not only retained but
broadened their use (Shaposhnikov 1998:78).
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