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ABSTRACT
Media discourse frequently attributes political actions to entire nations using phrases such as “Russia invaded Ukraine” or “Uzbekistan signed an agreement.” 
This linguistic shortcut, known as metonymy, simplifies reporting but also functions as a subtle form of propaganda. By collapsing the distinction between 
leaders, governments, institutions, and citizens, it obscures responsibility, legitimizes authority, and blurs internal dissent. This paper develops a three-layer 
framing model—Country-as- Person, Leader-as-Actor, and Leader’s Order + Institutions—to show how different levels of attribution shape perceptions of 
agency and accountability. Through examples and theoretical discussion, it argues that naming leaders and institutions more precisely resists propaganda 
and strengthens democratic understanding.
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Introduction
Political reporting is saturated with anthropomorphic shorthand. 
Countries are routinely described as if they were people: “China 
wants…,” “America demands…,” “France refuses….” While 
seemingly harmless, this style of reporting hides the real actors 
behind political decisions. Governments, ministries, military 
institutions, and above all leaders are collapsed into a single, 
abstract national subject. This paper explores the political and 
propagandistic consequences of this practice.

Theoretical Background
•	 Metonymy in Language: Substituting a whole (the nation) 

for its part (the government or leader).
•	 Framing Theory: The way information is presented shapes 

how audiences assign meaning and responsibility.
•	 Propaganda Studies: From Bernays to Chomsky, 

propaganda often operates not by outright lies but by 
framing and simplification.

The Three-Layer Framing Model
Layer 1: Country-as-Person
Headline: “Russia invaded Ukraine.”
Effect: Collective blame or pride, erasure of dissent, strengthens 
nationalistic propaganda.

Layer 2: Leader-as-Actor
Headline: “Putin invaded Ukraine.”
Effect: Assigns responsibility to one figure; dramatizes politics 
as duels between leaders; risks overpersonalization.

Layer 3: Leader’s Order + Institutions
Headline: “Putin ordered the Russian military to invade 
Ukraine.”
Effect: Clarifies both the order-giver and the order-executors; 
balances precision with complexity; resists propagandistic 
oversimplification.

Case Examples
•	 War Framing: WWII Allied propaganda often used 

“Germany” rather than “Hitler” to justify collective blame.
•	 Contemporary Conflict: “Russia invades” vs. “Putin 

orders invasion.” The first implicates all Russians; the 
second targets decision-makers.
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•	 Trade Agreements: “Uzbekistan signs deal” vs. “President 
Mirziyoyev signed a deal.” The latter names accountability.

Implications
•	 For Propaganda: Country-as-person framing is useful for 

governments seeking to legitimize authority and suppress 
dissent.

•	 For Democracy: Precise attribution strengthens 
accountability, clarifies who holds power, and prevents 
collective

•	 misrepresentation.
•	 For Journalism: Greater care in headline writing can reduce 

unintentional propaganda effects without sacrificing clarity.

Conclusion
Saying “countries act” may be convenient, but it is not neutral. 
This framing shapes how publics perceive agency, responsibility, 
and legitimacy. By applying the three-layer model, we see how 
propaganda thrives in simplification and how precision in naming 
actors—leaders and institutions—can resist manipulation. 
Recognizing this linguistic device is the first step toward clearer, 
more democratic political communication.


