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Media has long been a source of influence on culture, morals, and identity in the United 

States. What we are told by corporate news outlets shapes our understanding of the world around 

us. In 1917, following the Bolshevik Revolution, American media were quick to jump on 

differences between the United States and the Soviet Union. Throughout the Cold War, our news 

capitalized on issues of democracy versus autocracy and capitalism versus communism, creating 

dangerous tropes and stereotypes of the Soviet other. Today, media such as Time Magazine 

continue to present these tropes to its audience, suggesting the continuity of totalitarianism in 

modern Russia. While scholarly discourse focuses heavily on framing in text media such as 

newspapers or headlines, I argue that framing is just as prevalent in visual media. Until 2014, 

American framing presented Russia in contrast to the United States; however, I argue that since 

the 2016 Presidential Election, framing has shifted to a comparison between the Trump 

Administration and Putin autocracy. In this paper, I will provide an analysis of Time Magazine 

covers between 2014 and 2018 using scholarly discourse surrounding the portrayal of Russian 

and Soviet government and culture in American news.  

One primary trend found in the media is a contrast between Russia and the United States. 

Division between America and Russia is rooted in past rhetoric disparaging the Soviet Union and 

supporting the United States through contrast. I will refer to this rhetoric as contrast framing. In 

her doctoral thesis, “Framing the Enemy,” Lisa Holstein discusses the “‘bias of hope’” as 

presented by Walter Lippmann and Charles Merz in The New Republic.1  Lippmann and Merz 

argued that “‘the news about Russia is a case of seeing not what was, but what men wished to 

 
1 Lisa Holstein, “Framing the Enemy: Changing United States Media Images of China and the 
U.S.S.R. at the End of the Cold War,” Ph.D., United States -- Indiana: Indiana University, 
(2002), 226.  
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see.’”2 American idealism was the fundamental bias in contrast framing of the Soviet Union. For 

example, in the 1930’s, the New York Times reported with a “pro-capitalist undertone,”3 

suggesting that “‘despite the troubled economic scene in America, a planned economy like the 

Soviet’s was no panacea’”4 as explained by Martin Kriesburg. The contrast frame was solidified 

and further stimulated by Winston Churchill in his 1947 “iron curtain” speech. According to 

Holstein, “iron curtain imagery… defined the communist sphere of influence as the enemy 

‘other.’”5 In the contrast frame, communism and autocracy are conflated along with capitalism 

and freedom. Today, American news is “increasingly returning to the binary opposition between 

the morally superior values of Western ‘freedom’ and those of a backward, ‘autocratic’ Russia,” 

according to Andrei P. Tsygankov in his article “The Dark Double.” 6 For example, “NYT and 

WP strongly condemned Russia’s laws banning the ‘propaganda of nontraditional sexual 

relations to minors’ as Putin’s ‘war on gays’ and a new level of ‘legitimizing the hatemongering 

in legislation.’”7 Tsygankov argues that the modern contrast frame has an East versus West bias; 

however, this bias transcends the Iron Curtain, as found in American analysis of the 2008 

Russia-Georgia War. In a study regarding American news coverage of the Russia-Georgia War, 

Oksan Bayulgen and Ekim Arbatli found that 59 percent of articles employed “predominantly 

anti-Russia frames, as opposed to 34 percent neutral and only 7 percent anti-Georgia framing.”8 

 
2 Holstein, 226. 
3 Holstein, 227. 
4 Holstein, 228. 
5 Holstein, 241. 
6 Andrei Tsygankov, “The Dark Double: The American Media Perception of Russia as a Neo-
Soviet Autocracy, 2008-2014,” Politics, (2017), 20.  
7 Tsygankov, 25. 
8 Oksan Bayulgen and Ekim Arbatli, “Cold War Redux in US–Russia Relations? The Effects of 
US Media Framing and Public Opinion of the 2008 Russia–Georgia War” Communist and Post-
Communist Studies, (2013), 518.  
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Additionally, Bayulgen and Arbatli found that “framing bias was not driven by opinion pieces or 

the sources that were used.”9 This note implies that Russian bias is primarily found in standard 

reporting and derives from the reporters themselves. Russian bias has created dangerous tropes 

ranging from the “Red-Hot Russian Spy”10 to President Vladimir Putin’s omnipresence.11 I will 

focus on the presentation of Putin and the Kremlin.  

In addition to the contrast frame, Russia is often analyzed not by how it is different from 

the Soviet Union, but how it is similar. For example, Tsygankov identifies an autocratic Russia 

narrative. Tsygankov argues that Russian government is presented as “an autocratic system 

established by Putin and historically rooted in the Soviet political model”12 using an example 

from the Washington Post which states that “Russia is essentially a one-party state, as it was 20 

years ago.”13 The Washington Post, like Time and other news outlets, consistently uses historical 

parallels to analyze characteristics of Russian government. Tsygankov provides a comprehensive 

list of issues and their historical, Soviet parallels. For example, elections and governance are 

characterized as ‘Potemkin elections’ and a ‘one-man show’ which are paralleled to ‘KGB-style 

repression’ and the ‘Soviet political model.’”14 Putin is characterized as ‘paranoid and 

vindictive,’ ‘weak and insecure’ and ‘hate mongering’ while paralleled to Stalin and consistently 

recognized for his KGB training.15 Using Tsygankov’s analysis of metaphors and parallels, I will 

analyze iconography in Time Magazine covers from 2016 to 2018 in the context of the 2016 

 
9 Bayulgen and Ekim, 524. 
10 Larisa Honey, “Media, Ideology, and Myths of East-West Difference: Constructing American 
Ideals through Images of a ‘Red-Hot’ Russian Spy,” North American Dialogue, (2013), 12–28. 
11 Tsygankov, 29. 
12 Tsygankov, 22. 
13 Tsygankov, 23. 
14 Tsygankov, 28. 
15 Tsygankov, 28. 
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election interference scandal and present a new form of framing that suggests commonalities 

between the U.S. and Russia which I will refer to as “comparative framing.” 

     

Scholarly conversation on the framing of Russia focuses heavily on written text. Often, a 

reader will glance at a magazine cover or news headline and deduce an opinion on the topic 

without reading the story. The respective report may be equivalently obscure in its message; 

however, I argue that it is imperative to analyze visual media to have a deeper understanding of 

the impact of framing on American people. I have chosen an analysis of Time magazine covers 

because of their cultural significance and popularity.  In 2017, Time saw a weekly circulation of 

two million copies.16 Time’s person of the year and cover images are circulated across global 

news outlets and social media, particularly during a major event, crisis, or scandal such as the 

2016 United States election interference. In April of 2019, Abigail Abrams wrote a report for 

 
16 Kevin McCoy, “Time Magazine Publisher Cutting Circulation, Print Issues for Its Iconic 
Brands, Report Says,” USA TODAY, April 25, 2020, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2017/10/10/report-time-magazine-publisher-cutting-
circulation-print-issues-its-iconic-brands/751866001/. 
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Time, analyzing Russian meddling in the 2016 election. Abrams states, “when Russia set out to 

interfere with the 2016 election, it went all out.”17 

Over the course of the election, a wide-ranging group of Russians probed state 
voter databases for insecurities; hacked the Hillary Clinton campaign, the 
Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee and the Democratic National 
Committee; tried to hack the campaign of Sen. Marco Rubio and the Republican 
National Committee; released politically damaging information on the internet; 
spread propaganda on Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and Instagram; staged rallies 
in Florida and Pennsylvania; set up meetings with members of the Trump 
campaign and its associates; and floated a business proposition for a skyscraper in 
Moscow to the Trump Organization.18 
 

As I analyze Time’s covers, I will show how Abrams’ rhetoric is reflected by the 

publication’s visual art using the metaphors and parallels presented by Tsygankov. My 

analysis will follow three covers chronologically between 2016 and 2018. First, I will 

analyze the presentation of Vladimir Putin on the October 10, 2016 publication cover. 

This cover uses text, which I will analyze first and then proceed to iconography. Next, I 

will use contrast framing to analyze the May 29, 2017 cover. Finally, I will argue a 

transition from contrast to comparative framing on the July 30, 2018 cover in which Time 

morphs the profiles of Putin and Donald Trump.  

 The first cover from October of 2016 came one month before the 2016 U.S. 

election day, a low point for the Trump campaign with NBC reporting that he “may have 

had the worst week in presidential campaign history;” Trump was severely criticized for 

not releasing his tax returns.19 The cover uses text as an integral part of its message, 

 
17 Abigail Abrams, “Here’s What We Know So Far About Russia’s 2016 Meddling,” Time, April 
27, 2020, https://time.com/5565991/russia-influence-2016-election/. 
18 Abigail Abrams, “Here’s What We Know So Far About Russia’s 2016 Meddling,” Time, April 
27, 2020, https://time.com/5565991/russia-influence-2016-election/. 
19 Benjy Sarlin and Alex Seitz-Wald, “Trump May Have Had the Worst Week in Presidential 
Campaign History,” NBC News, April 27, 2020, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-
election/analysis-trump-may-have-had-worst-week-presidential-campaign-history-n658071. 
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reading “Russia wants to undermine faith in the U.S. election. Don’t fall for it.” Two 

words stand out to me: “faith” and “fall.” Using the word “faith” reinforces the sentiment 

that American democracy is the morally correct system of government. The word “fall” 

above the photograph of Putin generates pictures of the fall of the Soviet Union. 

Together, these statements are telling the viewer to think about the contrast between 

autocracy and democracy; Then, the viewer should reject Russia and maintain faith in 

America. After reading the statement, the gaze of the viewer shifts down to Putin in black 

and white with a smirk. The discoloration of Putin simulates ideas of criminality and 

guilt. His smirk and clinched eyebrows play on his positionality, standing opposed to the 

viewer and the viewer looking back at him. Through Putin’s facial features, Time is 

saying that Putin takes you, the viewer, as a fool and thinks that he has gotten away with 

influencing the election. Additionally, Putin wears an “I voted” sticker which mocks his 

involvement in election interference and reinforces the attitude portrayed by his facial 

expression. The background of this cover is a blending red which creates the illusion of 

smoke behind Putin, indicating the presence of an accident or wrongdoing. Using the 

color red, Time employs historical symbolism. Red represents the Soviet Union, 

dictatorship, and communism. For senior viewers, the red and Putin incite memories of 

the Red Scare and McCarthyism in the 1950’s.  

 The second cover from May of 2017 portrays the White House being engrossed 

by Saint Basil’s Cathedral. May of 2017 was a confusing time in U.S.-Russia relations. 

Donald Trump stated that relations may have been “at an all-time low.”20 In the same 

 
20 Julian Borger and Alec Luhn, “Donald Trump Says Relations with Russia ‘May Be at All-
Time Low,’” The Guardian, April 27, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2017/apr/12/us-russia-relations-tillerson-moscow-press-conference. 
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month, Trump was accused of “sharing classified information with Russia” and barring 

“U.S. press, but not Russia’s, at a meeting with Russian officials.”2122 On the cover, Time 

uses the contrast frame to present two culturally symbolic places in America and Russia; 

however, Time fails at contrasting places of common purpose. The White House is a 

symbol of the executive branch of the American government. Saint Basil’s Cathedral, 

however, is a church. A more accurate contrast frame would have involved the Kremlin 

instead of Saint Basil’s Cathedral. Similar to the cover from October of 2016, Time uses 

the color red to reinforce images of Sovietism in the viewer’s mind. From a globalist 

perspective, the image appears to be not a contrast but a movement towards commonality 

through globalization and mutual influence. American viewers may visualize Saint 

Basil’s Cathedral engulfing the White House as a commentary of Russia’s influence in 

American government and democratic processes; however, a Russian viewer may witness 

the White House engulfing Saint Basil’s Cathedral, a symbol of imperialism and the 

spread of democracy and capitalism. Thereby, Time magazine is moving away from a 

contrast frame and towards commentary on the similarities between 21st century Russia 

and the United States. 

 Movement away from the contrast frame is also found in Time’s cover from July 

30, 2018. The cover was published following the 2018 Russia-United States Summit in 

Helsinki at which Trump stated his faith in Putin regarding his denial of 2016 election 

interference. The conference in Helsinki was shocking because Trump put his trust in 

 
21 “Trump ‘Shared Secret Info with Russia,’” BBC News, April 27, 2020, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-39931012. 
22 Julie Davis, “Trump Bars U.S. Press, but Not Russia’s, at Meeting With Russian Officials,” 
The New York Times, April 26, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/10/us/politics/trump-
russia-meeting-american-reporters-blocked.html. 
 



   Hearne 9 

Russia above his confidence in U.S. intelligence.23 The cover depicts Donald Trump’s 

face morphed with Vladimir Putin. The face bears Trump’s distinct features–eyes, mouth, 

nose, and hair–but the facial structure and outline is that of Putin. This is a metaphor for 

Trump’s governance and its similarities with Putin’s autocracy. As the investigation into 

election interference ensued, the Trump administration became extremely defensive 

against the intelligence community. Simultaneously, the Administration began attacking 

news outlets for their rhetoric. As a result of these actions, the media began to portray 

Trump as Putin-esque given the circumstance of their connectedness through the 2016 

election. The Trump era represents a transition in the media’s framing of Russia. Prior to 

Trump’s administration, the dominant rhetoric in American media highlighted the 

superiority of America to Russia; however, today, as Trump has waged a war on the news 

media, the rhetoric accentuates the similarities between Trump’s America and Russia.  

 Framing of magazine covers influences people subliminally. For example, a 

glance at a magazine stand or a stack of decorative magazines on a coffee table can send 

a strong, framed message to the unintended viewer. News outlets want to sell articles. 

They do so by catching the viewers’ attention. The shock factor of a magazine cover or 

news headline requires framing and is inherently manipulation. News media is only one 

information outlet affected by visual framing. State propaganda, advertisements and 

social media influence viewers’ perceptions of subjects by framing photography, artwork 

and other modes of visual media.24 Big interests in government and business will 

 
23 Jeremy Diamond, “Trump Sides with Putin over US Intelligence,” CNN, April 26, 2020, 
https://www.cnn.com/2018/07/16/politics/donald-trump-putin-helsinki-summit/index.html. 
 
24 In unit three of Humanities 103, we discussed the ethics of war photography and I wrote a 
paper, discussing the framing of war photography. I came to the conclusion that war 
photojournalists are often controlled by state or corporate interests to frame a photograph in a 



   Hearne 10 

manipulate what they share to the public to create a desired public perception. Framing of 

Russia in American news media is an example of corporate framing. In contrast, state 

propaganda in Iran consistently uses images of fallen soldiers to generate hope and 

patriotism around the idea of martyrdom.25 In this example, there are two instances of 

framing. Firstly, the fallen soldiers are framed within the context of war to appear as 

though they have died to protect their religion, making them martyrs. Secondly, images 

of martyrs have flooded Iranian culture, drowning out war photography and propaganda 

that contradict the idea of martyrdom. In a way, not only are the images framed, but the 

reality of war and culture is framed as well. This practice is commonly referred to as 

censorship, one mode of framing by governments. In America, the government 

“employed the dead GI” in WWII propaganda to strike the feeling of remorse across the 

nation; the message was an attack on the lack of labor in factories and voluntary 

enlistment.26 Framing, of course, extends beyond foreign relations and wartime 

propaganda and quite possibly influences every message the public receives from 

powerful interests. As a result, those in power are the curators of “reality” and often go 

unchecked.  

  

 

 
particular way. As a result, the subject of the photo was perceived by an international audience in 
a way untruthful or incompletely true to reality.  
25 Younes Saramifar, “The Pain of Others: Framing War Photography in Iran,” Ethnos: Journal 
of Anthropology, (July 2019): 482-494.  
26 Kevin Foster, “Deploying the Dead: Combat Photography, Death and the Second World War 
in the USA and the Soviet Union,” War, Literature & the Arts: An International Journal of the 
Humanities, (January 2014): 8-12. 
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