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Abstract. This research has intended to focus on the ways stances on risks are construed in terms of linguistic features, including 
some structural and formal qualities, and how these features are related to social interaction. Among the objectives of this study is the 
description of the ways stances on one and the same problem (namely, the risks of important political choices) are taken by discourse 
participants under different communicative conditions.  
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The change in the nature of risk perception and risk com-

munication in the early 21st century has been linked to the 

transformation from modernity to late modernity or even 

late post-modernity – concepts that are integral to debates 

about the contemporary nature of risk [1; 7; 11; 12]. Risk 
communication is now embedded in the wide social and 

political contexts. As risk judgments are shaped by social 

events and actions, these judgments may in their turn in-

fluence the shaping of the social events and actions. The 

hypothesis of this research is the assumption that “risks” 

may include not just real but hypothesized accidents and 

problems that depend upon the possible decisions of col-

lective and individual subjects of risk.  

We claim that risks and risky events are portrayed 

through various risk signs – both verbal (language) and 

non-verbal (images and symbols) – in order to manipulate 
the desired social, political and cultural movements in 

society. The experience of risk, therefore, is not only an 

experience of danger and physical harm but the result of 

processes by which groups and individuals learn to ac-

quire or create interpretations of risk [9, p. 203].  

Living in the world that we ourselves construct in dis-

course and by discourse, we invent new risks and create 

new dangers. Changing the semantics of many words, we 

change the world around us, and not always for the better. 

The communication of risk to the risk bearer becomes 

part of the political struggle [9, p. 21]. Politicians and 

newsmakers constantly warn people about risks and dan-
gers of their wrong choices, predominantly associated 

with their political opponents. The notion of risk becomes 

a vehicle of manipulation by which politicians create re-

sources with which to bargain with people in the process 

of achieving their political goals.  

Countless risks confront us: from personal risks (such 

as diseases, life-styles or eating habits) to public risks 

(such as economic crisis or genetically-modified food); 

from voluntary risks (such as smoking, drug or Internet 

addiction) to involuntary risks (such as environmental 

pollution or climate change). In this study, we examine 
the process of manipulation by the notion of RISK as a 

discourse stance-taking on risk. Discourse stance is seen 

here as a missing link between the individual cognition, 

language formulation and the social surrounding in risk 

communication. Thus, according to the socio-cognitive 

approach, used in this study, stance is a “dynamic con-

struct that is mutually constructed by interlocutors 

throughout the communicative process” [10, p. 331].  

In the discourse situations that have been analyzed, the 

notion of ‘risk’ is an important part of stance-taking. Risk 

receives a subjective interpretation in the present study, 

and therefore ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ connotations of tak-

ing risks directly depend upon the stances of the commu-

nication participants. The way that stances on risks are 

constructed linguistically is analyzed with regard to se-
mantic categories of risk such as ‘danger’, ‘hazard’, 

‘choice’, ‘chance’, harm’, ‘gain’, ‘possibility’, ‘victim’, 

‘risky situation’, ‘beneficiary’ etc. Fillmore & Atkins’ [5] 

analysis of “the risk frame” further helps us understand 

the different aspects of theoretical approaches to risk as 

the object of human interaction.  

The term ‘stance’ has been used in a number of different 

ways in the literature related to discourse [2; 3; 8; 13]. 

There is no unanimity among scholars in terms of their 

approaches to the investigation of stance in the linguistic 

literature, but many of them are related to the study of the 
available resources for expressing thoughts and feelings in 

the course of interaction between individuals. Stance is 

often divided into epistemic and affective. Epistemic stance 

is usually taken to mean how a speaker signals about his / 

her knowledge, the source of this knowledge (evidentiality) 

and the relationship towards the proposition produced (mo-

dality = certainty / uncertainty, assertiveness / probability). 

Affective stance concerns the expression of emotions, 

evaluations and attitudes towards the objects of stancetak-

ing or other stance-takers (subjects). 

Although epistemic and affective stances are separated, 

they are inherently connected: as Luhmann argues, risks 
have to do with expectations, which can be more or less 

(un-)certain [11, p. 307]. Expectations are linked with 

knowledge and experiences of the past, and they can be 

developed to the representations of everyday knowledge 

and personal experiences. On the other hand, what one 

considers as risky depends not just on knowledge but on a 

person’s sociocultural and individual values (evaluations) 

and emotions.  

The following analysis is based on the public political 

rhetoric (including advertisements, TV programmes, 

newspapers and Internet publications) held in August-
December 2013, devoted to the failed Ukraine-EU Asso-

ciation, which triggered mass protests in Ukraine. The 

data was gathered by searching for “Ukraine, EU Asso-

ciation”, and “Ukraine, risk” in the newspaper database 

search engine. The period of search includes August 2013 

through December 2013. The analysis is mainly concen-

trated on two stages of the discursive activity: (1) prepara-

tion for signing the European Union’s Association with 

Ukraine; (2) political crisis in Ukraine caused by the re-
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fusal from the Association. The corpus includes 28 texts, 

total amount of 71 484 words. 

The supposition about the situated nature of stance im-

plies the necessity of identifying certain discourse situa-

tions as the situations of risk – outlining the discourse 

context for the construction of stance. In order to achieve 

this end, it was essential to devise a prototypical concep-

tual model of the risk situation meant to serve as a basis 

for further analytical moves. FrameNet, based on a theory 
of meaning called Frame Semantics, deriving from the 

work of Fillmore et al. [6], offered its version of the RISK 

situation model. This model served as a conceptual foun-

dation for the analysis of stance, framed by the situational 

context of RISK.  

The RISK frame consists of the system of interdepend-

ent components, uniting different abstract notions in a 

verb frame, which were called by Ch. Fillmore “semantic 

roles” that are treated as the basic constituents of a frame 

[4]. In the semantics of the word “risk” there is a refer-

ence to the possibility of some undesirable consequences 

as a result of the risk subject’s behavior. Thus, the basic 
constituents of the frame “risk” are AGENT, PATIENT, 

BENEFICIARY, INSTRUMENT, AIM, RISK OBJECT, 

and SOURCE of THREAT. 

 
Fig. 1. Frame of meta-communicative RISK situation 

 

The active role in the communicative risk event belongs 

to the AGENT who is the source of actions and the utter-

ance producer. Very often AGENT acts for the sake of a 

PATIENT (sometimes himself) or the third party. He/she 

produces an utterance (INSTRUMENT), by which he/she 

outlines his/her stance or tries to influence the stance of 

the PATIENT in a risk discourse situation.  

The RISK frame was used as a basis for socio-

cognitive analysis of stance-taking as a decision-making 

in the situation of risk. The linguistic analysis of the RISK 
frame allowed assuming that risks have always something 

to do with choices and decisions made by a single subject 

(or a group of subjects as a social entity). The choices and 

decisions in its turn may cause either a GAIN or a LOSS. 

The conceptualization of the situation according to the 

RISK frame and scenario can be found already in the 

headlines of numerous publications where the authors 

mention the CHOICE which had to be made by Ukraine, 

for example: “Ukraine’s Choice”, “Ukrainian Choice of 

Russian Bear”, “A Fork in the Road?” “Ukraine between 

EU Association and the Eurasian Customs Union”, “Be-

tween two stools” etc.  
On the basis of the discourse analysis of various mass 

media sources (both Ukrainian, Russian and Western), it 

was discovered that A PATIENT (Ukraine as a risk-taker) 

has to make a RISKY CHOICE – to be integrated in one 

of the world Unions – either a European Union or a Cus-

toms Union: “Putin has presented the Ukrainian leaders 

with an impossible choice. Either they consent to the dis-

memberment of their country. Or they fight a war they 

cannot win” (Aslund 2013).  

Linguistically the CHOICE in a RISK frame presup-

poses a certain lexico-grammatical structure of the utter-

ance: “either/or”, “if/when”, “in case of”, e.g.: “We all 

are soon to face a bleak choice”. “We can choose to sur-

render any responsibility we have to protect Ukraine from 

further Russian incursion. Or we can mount a last-ditch 

attempt to deter Russia from furthering its imperial ambi-

tions” (Lucas 2014). 

The stance-takers fairly often built their stances in the 

conceptual frame of RISK, however filling the same 
frame slots with different contents. Two main ways of 

manifesting the stances on the above-mentioned problem 

in the RISK frame were established – supporting and crit-

icizing. 

(1) The speaker/author of the written publication sup-

ports the European integration. In this case a PATIENT 

(=Ukraine as a RISK-taker) is shown as a BENEFI-

CIARY, if it chooses EU and VICTIM in case of choos-

ing the Customs Union. The speaker’s stance can be for-

mulated “in favor of the integration with EU” or SUP-

PORTING STANCE as he/she sees it as a GAIN for 

Ukraine, while a Customs Union as a LOSS. While ver-
balizing this stance, the speakers dwell upon BENEFITS 

(GAINS) of European choice as opposed to LOSSES of 

joining the Euroasian Union, e.g.: “In the long term, the 

EU would add 11, 8% to Ukraine’s GDP, while the Cus-

toms Union would reduce it by 3,7 percent”,“DCFTA 

would substantially increase trade whereas the Customs 

Union would reduce it”. “The Eurasian Union would 

bear the flaws of modern Russia: neglect of human rights, 

selective justice and omnivorous corruption”.  
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Fig. 3. Stance, supporting EU integration of Ukraine, represented in the RISK frame 

 

(2) If the speaker/author supports a further integration 

of Ukraine in the Customs Union, a PATIENT (Ukraine) 

is shown as a BENEFICIARY, if it joins the Customs 

Union and a VICTIM if it integrates into the EU. This 

stance can be nominated as “in favor of the integration 

with the Customs Union”.  
 

 
Fig. 4. Stance, criticizing EU integration of Ukraine, represented in the RISK frame 

 

Proponents of the Customs Union Choice of Ukraine ver-

balize their stances using rather rhetoric of threats than 

“decision-making” argumentation. They do not offer any 

choice to Ukraine in this risky situation. The only possi-

ble way out for Ukrainians according to the subjects of 

this stance is returning to the “russkiy mir” orbit. It’s a 

“death or dare” choice, “European choice is euthanasia 

for Ukraine”, “In reality – just ahead, lies the economic 

collapse of the whole country. Ukraine is flying towards 

this on a calculated path. Passengers will be hurt. Not all 

will survive (Kiselyov, September 2013). “We are pre-

paring to tighten customs procedures if Ukraine makes 
the suicidal step to sign the association agreement with 

the EU” (Glazyev, 2013). 

In the above-mentioned examples European choice of 

Ukraine is metaphorically called “euthanasia”, “collapse” 

and “suicidal step”, while the decision-makers (Ukrainian 

people) are compared to the “passengers” of a falling plane.  

Unlike the objective parameters of the situation, speak-

er’s stance belongs to its subjective as well as intersubjec-

tive part, including epistemic, affective and interactional 

components. One of the political realities of the modern 

world is that political actors tend to use stance-taking in 

discourse as a means for framing, assigning and control-

ling risks, and thus, manipulating large audiences. The 

reality we live in and the reality constructed by the politi-

cal discourse are often mismatched. The concept of risk 

presupposes stance-taking, by which subjects try to make 
the unpredictable consequences of civilian decisions pre-

dictable and controllable. Risk society becomes “a stage” 

where “risk thinking” (the intentions to calculate and con-

trol future events) produces more risks. 

RISK SUBJECT 
UKRAINE is a BENEFICIARY  

of a risky choice STANCE SUPPORTING 
EU-Choice 

RISK OBJECT  

future of Ukraine 

SOURCE of THREAT – Russia 

AIM – 
Prosperous future 

With the help of instrument: 

Media articles, TV programs  

 Informs about their STANCE 

 Influences readers’ STANCES 

Discourse strategies, based upon 
epistemic stancetaking 

Western and Ukrainian Media –  
RISK AGENT  

(inform / persuade) 

RISK SUBJECT: 
UKRAINE is a VICTIM  

of a risky choice STANCE CRITICAL  
to EU-Choice 

RISK OBJECT  
future of Ukraine 

SOURCE of THREAT – 
European Union 

AIM – Survival 

With the help of instrument: 

Media articles, TV, web programs 

 Inform about their STANCE 

 Influence and manipulate readers’ STANCES  

Discourse strategies, based 
upon affective stancetaking 

Russian and some Ukrainian Media – 
RISK AGENTs 

(inform / threat) 
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The sad reality of the latest events in Ukraine demon-

strates that it is possible to control the wide audiences, 

influence the state developments and even start the wars 

mutilating the information about risks. Ukrainian conflict 

2014 is totally based upon massive semantic manipula-

tions. The notion of risk became central for the political 

discourse in the conditions of vital and responsible choic-

es Ukrainians have been facing lately. 

This study shows that the discourse of those who were 
“against” the Ukraine’s alteration of its geopolitical course 

and integrating with Europe was more resourceful and ma-

nipulative, but less factual and informative. They grounded 

their argumentation on the imagery of risk, fear and danger. 

The subjects of European choice though exploited more 

expert strategies in their stancetaking; thus, basically con-

structing epistemic rather than affective stances. It was also 

revealed that the proponents of the European Union tended 

to formulate their stances on the basis of professional anal-

ysis and calculations, whereas the counter stances were 
based on biased assumptions and RISK scenarios. 
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