Bicnuxk Jlvsiecvkozeo yrieepcumemy. Cepis ¢inoc.-nonimonoe. cmyoii. 2026. Bunyck 64, c. 158—165
Visnyk of the Lviv University. Series Philos.-Political Studies. Issue 64, p. 158—165

UDC 303.01
DOI https://doi.org/10.30970/PPS.2026.64.17

BEYOND RATIONALIST FORESIGHT: WHY DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF
POLITICAL LEADERSHIP MATTERS FOR PREDICTING FRAGILE FUTURES

Nezhdana Kuzmina
private Bilingual School,
Hrobakova 11, 851 02,
Bratislava 5, Slovakia
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-7872-8765

Mainstream foresight institutions comprehensively failed to predict Russia’s 2022 invasion
of Ukraine despite clear warning signs in autocratic discourse and repeated alerts from Ukrainian
analysts. This systematic failure reveals fundamental methodological limitations in contemporary
foresight approaches. While organizations like World Economic Forum, McKinsey, and EU Strategic
Foresight dedicate resources to analyzing trends and technologies, they systematically overlook
autocratic agency concentrated in authoritarian systems. This paper argues that integrating critical
discourse analysis of political leadership into foresight methodology could address catastrophic blind
spots. Drawing on van Dijk’s critical discourse analysis, Foucault’s power-knowledge framework,
Koselleck’s temporal semantics, and Naisbitt’s content analysis methodology, I propose examining how
autocratic leaders’ discourse reveals ideological commitments and revisionist ambitions that rationalist
models miss. Preliminary content analysis of war/peace terminology in German, English, and Russian
literature (1900-2022) using Google Ngram data reveals striking ‘peace-washing’ in Russian texts before
2022 invasion — dramatic peace discourse increases during military buildup. This disconnect exemplifies
discursive hypocrisy critical discourse analysis can detect but rationalist frameworks miss. The failure
exemplifies ‘epistemic injustice’ — systematic delegitimization of knowledge based on knower’s position
rather than evidence quality. Ukrainian knowledge, grounded in proximity and historical memory, was
dismissed as ‘biased’ by Western institutions. This paper contributes: (1) identifying three agency types in
futures discourse — collective, heroic, and autocratic; (2) proposing critical discourse analysis as essential
foresight methodology; (3) providing preliminary empirical evidence of ‘peace-washing’; (4) arguing for
epistemic justice — systematic inclusion of voices from threatened peripheries whose proximity provides
crucial insights. The paper provides theoretical foundation for future research developing discourse-based
early warning systems.

Key words: foresight, discourse analysis, autocratic agency, epistemic injustice, Ukraine war,
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Introduction. On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
This event profoundly shocked Western policymakers, intelligence communities, and foresight
institutions despite mounting evidence accumulating over years. The failure to predict this war
reveals fundamental limitations in contemporary foresight practices and raises critical questions
about how professional futures studies approaches geopolitical risk.

Between 2015 and 2021, major foresight institutions — the World Economic Forum, US
National Intelligence Council, European Union Strategic Foresight, and leading consulting
firms — published numerous comprehensive reports on global risks and future trends [1; 2; 3].
Almost none predicted Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as a serious possibility requiring strategic
preparation. The WEF Global Risks Reports mentioned “geopolitical tensions” abstractly but
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without specific Ukraine scenarios [1]. The EU Strategic Foresight Report from July 2021 —
just seven months before invasion — focused on green transition, digital transformation, and
resilience, barely mentioning Russia-Ukraine dynamics [2].

Why did mainstream foresight fail so comprehensively? The dominant explanation
focuses on rationalist bias: these institutions assumed war was economically irrational for Russia
given extensive interdependence with European energy markets, that economic integration
prevents major conflicts, and that Putin operates as a rational cost-benefit calculator [4; 5]. This
assumption proved catastrophically wrong. Meanwhile, Ukrainian analytical centers warned
repeatedly from 2014 onward about the possibility of Russian escalation [6; 7]. These warnings
were largely dismissed in Western policy and foresight circles as “biased”, “alarmist” or “worst-
case thinking”. This dismissal represents what Miranda Fricker calls “epistemic injustice” — the
delegitimization of knowledge based on the social position of the knower rather than the quality
of evidence [8].

This paper argues that foresight needs to integrate critical discourse analysis of political
leadership — particularly autocratic leadership — to address systematic blind spots in rationalist
methodology. 1 propose that examining how political leaders’ discourse reveals ideological
commitments, historical grievances, and revisionist ambitions can predict disruptions that trend-
based analysis misses. The argument proceeds in four steps: (1) reviewing existing literature on
agency in futures studies, discourse analysis, and generational theory; (2) developing a theoretical
framework distinguishing three types of agency in futures — collective, heroic, and autocratic;
(3) presenting preliminary content analysis evidence of “peace-washing” in Russian discourse;
(4) proposing methodological integration of leadership discourse analysis into foresight practice.

Futures studies and the problem of agency. Futures studies emerged in the mid-
20th century with Wendell Bell and Elise Boulding’s work establishing methodological
foundations [10; 11]. The field has developed sophisticated techniques for scenario planning,
trend extrapolation, and risk assessment. However, most contemporary foresight practice
has shifted toward structural and trend-based approaches. Corporate foresight emphasizes
extrapolating from current trajectories — demographic shifts, technological adoption curves,
economic cycles [12; 13]. This methodological choice effectively marginalizes individual agency,
treating humans as aggregate populations rather than purposive actors capable of disrupting
predicted trajectories.

Where individual agency does appear in futures discourse, it typically takes heroic
form. Speculative fiction — particularly science fiction — frequently centers protagonists who
challenge and transform their worlds [14; 15; 16]. Ukrainian author Taras Antypovych’s Chronos
(2022) depicted Russian military aggression scenarios that professional analysts dismissed as
implausible [9]. Yet this literary tradition has minimal influence on professional foresight,
which treats fiction as imaginative rather than analytical. What remains systematically absent
is autocratic agency — the capacity of authoritarian leaders to override economic rationality,
institutional constraints, and predicted trajectories through ideologically-driven decisions.

Critical discourse analysis (CDA), pioneered by scholars like Teun van Dijk, Norman
Fairclough, and Ruth Wodak, examines how language constructs social reality and reproduces
power relations [17; 18; 19]. Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach emphasizes that discourse
reveals mental models and ideologies that shape action [17]. Applications of discourse analysis
to futures remain limited but growing. However, systematic analysis of autocratic leaders’
discourse as predictive foresight data remains underdeveloped [20; 21].

Generational theory, from Karl Mannheim to contemporary scholars, argues that cohorts
shaped by common historical experiences develop distinct worldviews [22; 23]. Leaders born in
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the 1940s—1950s experienced formative years during late Stalinism and Cold War, developing
worldviews fundamentally different from those who came of age after 1991. Michel Foucault’s
work on power-knowledge relations demonstrates how what counts as “truth” or “knowledge”
is structured by power [26; 27]. Applied to futures: power operates not by prohibiting certain
futures but by rendering them unthinkable within regimes of truth.

Three types of agency in futures. To understand why mainstream foresight failed to
predict the invasion, we must examine how different practices conceptualize agency in future-
making. Type 1: Collective Agency (Corporate Foresight). Corporate and institutional foresight —
exemplified by WEF, McKinsey, OECD — focuses almost exclusively on collective phenomena:
trends, technologies, demographic shifts, economic cycles [1-3]. Individual humans appear only
as aggregate populations or market segments. This methodological choice reflects underlying
assumptions that futures emerge from large-scale structural forces and that individual actions
average out statistically. This framing renders autocratic agency invisible.

Type 2: Heroic Agency (Speculative Fiction). Science fiction and speculative literature
frequently center protagonists who challenge and transform their worlds [15; 16]. Ukrainian
authors imagined futures that Western analytical frameworks deemed unthinkable [9]. This literary
tradition explores individual agency navigating macro-historical forces, asking whether personal
action can disrupt collective trajectories. However, professional foresight minimally engages
this tradition. Type 3: Autocratic Agency (Systematically Overlooked). Concentrated power in
authoritarian systems enables leaders to disrupt predictions through decisions driven by ideology
rather than economic rationality. This is precisely what happened with the Ukraine invasion —
economically destructive for Russia, strategically questionable, yet ideologically coherent.

Implication: Foresight must explicitly theorize autocratic agency requiring: (1) systematic
discourse analysis of leaders’ statements revealing ideological frameworks; (2) generational
analysis of leadership cohorts examining how formative experiences shape worldviews;
(3) epistemic humility recognizing rationalist model limitations when ideology overrides
economics; (4) epistemic justice systematically including analytical voices from threatened
peripheries whose proximity provides crucial insights distant objectivity misses.

Content analysis evidence: war and peace discourse. Beyond political leadership
discourse, broader cultural-linguistic patterns provide additional evidence of discursive
preparation for conflict. Following John Naisbitt’s pioneering content analysis methodology from
Megatrends (1982) [30] — which demonstrated that analyzing word frequency in published texts
reveals emerging societal transformations before they become visible in policy — I examined
the usage of war/peace terminology in German, English, and Russian literature across the
20th—21st centuries using Google Books Ngram Viewer.

The patterns are striking and theoretically significant. Figure 1 shows German-
language usage of “Krieg” (war) and “Frieden” (peace) from 1900—2022. Sharp growth in war
discourse appears four years before WWI (1914-1918) in 1910, and again four years before
WWII (1939-1945) in 1935. With the Iraq War (2003), war content growth started in the mid-
1990s, producing a third, smaller peak. Notably, peace discourse remains relatively stable and
lower throughout, suggesting that preparation for and engagement in major conflicts generates
intensified linguistic attention to war as concept and reality.

Figure 2 presents English-language patterns for “war” and “peace” (1900-1950). The
visualization reveals similar spikes 3—4 years before both World Wars, with war discourse
dramatically elevated during conflict periods. The relatively flat peace discourse suggests
that even in English-language literature, active conflict rather than peace-building dominated
cultural attention during the first half of the 20th century.
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Figure 1: German “Krieg, Frieden” (1900-2022)

Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer
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Figure 2: English “war, peace” (1900-1950)

Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer

Most revealing for this study is Figure 3, showing Russian-language patterns for “Bitina”
(war) and “mip” (peace) from 1900-2022. During WWI and WWII, war discourse grew early
as expected. However, before WWII the leading indicator was not war usage but the peace
discourse! The crucial inversion appears in the post-Cold War period and particularly in the
21st century: while Russia actively prepared for and ultimately launched large-scale military
aggression against Ukraine, Russian-language literature increasingly emphasized peace
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discourse over war discourse. The word “mip” (peace) shows dramatic growth from 2010 (after
the Georgian war) onward, reaching its highest point precisely in 2020—2021 — the period when
military buildup around Ukraine and invasion preparation intensified.

rocgle Books Mgram Viewer
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Figure 3: Russian “Biiina, mip” (1900-2022)

Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer

This discursive pattern suggests what might be termed “peace-washing” — the rhetorical
emphasis on peace even while preparing for war. Unlike Germany and Britain, whose literary
discourse during wartime honestly reflected war’s reality, contemporary Russian discourse
exhibits systematic disconnect between linguistic production (peace rhetoric: “we bring peace
to Russian people in Ukraine”) and material preparation (military buildup around Ukrainian
borders, aggressive foreign policy escalation). This aligns with the consistent framing of Russian
actions as “peacekeeping operations”, “denazification”, and “special military operation” rather
than war. Naisbitt’s methodological insight — that analyzing what people write reveals more
than what governments announce — proves particularly valuable here [30]. The contrast between
Russian peace discourse explosion and actual military aggression exemplifies the kind of
discursive hypocrisy that critical discourse analysis can detect but which rationalist foresight
frameworks systematically miss.

Toward discourse-informed foresight. Integrating critical discourse analysis
of autocratic leadership into foresight practice requires fundamental methodological
reconceptualization. Rather than treating political discourse as rhetorical noise external to “real”
structural drivers, foresight institutions must recognize leadership discourse as constitutive data
revealing ideological commitments that shape action trajectories. The methodological shift
involves four interconnected dimensions: (1) systematic longitudinal analysis of political leaders’
discourse in high-risk contexts — authoritarian regimes with concentrated power, revisionist
states challenging international order, societies experiencing generational leadership transitions;
(2) applying critical discourse analysis frameworks drawing on van Dijk’s ideological analysis,
Foucault’s genealogical methods, and Koselleck’s temporal semantics [17; 26; 23]; (3) generational
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analysis examining how leadership cohorts’ formative historical experiences structure their
“horizons of expectation”; (4) developing integration mechanisms ensuring discourse analysis
complements rather than replaces traditional trend-based foresight, incorporating epistemic
justice principles [8].

Conclusion. Mainstream foresight’s failure to predict Russia’s 2022 invasion resulted
from systematic methodological choices that privileged certain knowledge forms while
excluding others. Corporate and institutional foresight focused on trends, technologies, and
aggregate populations, rendering autocratic agency invisible. When Ukrainian analysts warned
based on proximity, historical memory, and discourse analysis, their knowledge was dismissed
as “biased”.

This paper makes four contributions to futures studies: (1) identifying and theorizing
three distinct types of agency in futures discourse — collective agency privileged by corporate
foresight, heroic agency explored in speculative fiction, and autocratic agency systematically
overlooked; (2) proposing critical discourse analysis of political leadership as essential foresight
methodology complementing traditional approaches; (3) providing preliminary content analysis
evidence of “peace-washing” discursive pattern in Russian-language literature before 2022
invasion; (4) arguing for epistemic justice in foresight practice. Future research requires
systematic CDA of complete discourse corpus, comparative cases, indicator development, and
predictive testing. For foresight institutions: create dedicated capacity for discourse analysis;
train analysts in CDA methods; build longitudinal databases; establish partnerships with
regional analytical centers; include explicit “autocratic disruption” scenarios in planning;
examine epistemic exclusions in current practices.
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IMposiani incTuTywii GopcaiiTy BceGiyHO HE 3MOIITH MEepeadaYnTy MOBHOMACIITAOHE BTOPTHEHHS
Pocii B Ykpainy 2022 poky, MONIpH HiTKi IONepeHKyBajIbHi CUTHAIN B aBTOKPaTHYHOMY JTUCKYpCi Ta 3acTe-
peKeHHs yKpalHChKHX aHamiTHkiB. Lleit cucTemHuii mpoBan BusBiIse (GyHIAMEHTAIbHI METOHOJOTIYHI
00MEXEHHS Cy4acHOTO KOPIIOPAaTUBHOTO Ta IHCTUTYLiHOTO (opcaiiTy. Xoua mpecTHKHI opraHizaii, siK-0T
Bcecsitniii ekoHomiunuit popyMm, McKinsey ta Crpareriunuii popcaiit €C, npucBsIuyIOTh 3HaUHI pecypcH
aHaJIi3y TPEHIIB 1 TEXHOJIOTiH, BOHU CHCTEMAaTHYHO iITHOPYIOTh aBTOKPAaTUYHY areHTHICTh, CKOHIIEHTPOBaHY
B aBTOPHTapHUX cucTeMax. LI ctarTs apryMmenTye, 1o iHTerpamis KpUTHYHOTO TUCKYPC-aHaMi3y MOJITHY-
HOTO JIiepcTBa B METOAOJIOTIIO (hopcaiiTy Moria 6 ycyHyTH katacTpodiuni ciini misiMu. Ciuparodnch Ha
KPUTHYHUM IHUCKypc-aHanmi3 BaH [lelika, KOHLENTyali3alilo Blaau-3HaHHS Dyko, TeMIopaabHy CeMaH-
TuKy Kosemieka Ta MeTonoJOri0 KOHTeHT-aHai3y Haiicbita, mpomnoHyeMo AOCHIANTH, SIK TUCKYpC aBTO-
KpPaTHYHHX JIiJepiB PO3KPUBAE 11€0IOTiUHI 30008’ 13aHHS Ta PEBi3i0OHICTCHKI aMOiIii, sKi pallioHaTiCTHYHI
Mozeni mpomyckaiots. [lonepeaHiii KOHTEHT-aHai3 TepPMiHOJIOTIT BiliHAa / MHUpP y HIMELbKIi, aHDIiChKiil
Ta pociiicekiit mitepatypi (1900-2022) 3a momomoroto Google Ngram BusiBisi€e pa3iouuil maTepH peace-
washing y pociiicbKuX TeKcTax mepex BToprHeHHsAM 2022 poky — qpaMaTHYHe 3pOCTaHHS TUCKYPCY MUPY
i yac BiMCBKOBOTO HapouryBaHHS. Llelf po3puB UTIOCTpye AUCKYPCHUBHE JHUIEMIPCTBO, SIK€ KPUTHYHHN
IUCKypC-aHalli3 BUABISIE, ajle PALliOHANICTHYHI (peHMBOpPKH MPOIyCKaloTh. [IpoBan € MpUKIagoM eric-
TEMIYHOI HeCHpaBeINBOCTI — CUCTEMAaTHYHOI JeNeTiTUMi3allil 3HaHHA Ha OCHOBI MO3MLIi TOTO, XTO 3HAE,
a He SIKOCTI I0Ka3iB. YKpaiHChbKe 3HaHH, 3aCHOBAaHE HA OMU3BKOCTI Ta iICTOpUYHil am’sTi, Oy/no BIIKHHYTE
3axXiJHAMH IHCTUTYLIAMH K ynepemkeHe. CtarTs poouTs Takuit BHecok: (1) izeHTH}IKALis TPHOX THITIB
areHTHOCTI B JUCKYPCi MaiiOyTHHOTO — KOJIEKTUBHO1, TepOTYHOI Ta aBTOKPATUYHOI; (2) MPOMO3HULIiS KPUTHY-
HOTO JAWCKYypC-aHaJi3y K CyTTeBOI MeTonosorii ¢popcaity; (3) HagaHHS MONEPeNHIX eMIIPUYHUX JJOKA3iB
peace-washing; (4) aprymMeHTallist Ha KOPHCTh €MiCTEMIYHOT CIIPaBENTUBOCTI — CHCTEMaTHYHOTO BKIFOUEHHS
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roJIOCiB i3 3arpoXkeHux nepudepiii, GaM3bKICTh IKUX Haa€ BUpIIANbHI iHcalTH. CTaTTs Hala€ TEOpETHIHE
HiAIPYHTS 1J1st MaifOy THIX IOCII/DKEHb CHCTEM PaHHBOTO TONEPEKCHHS Ha OCHOBI AUCKYPCY.

Knrouosi cnosa: dhopcailt, qucKypc-aHaii3, aBTOKpaTHYHA areHTHICTh, eMiCTeMiYHa HeCIpaBe -
BicTb, BiliHa B YKpaiHi, KOHTEHT-aHali3, peace-washing, KociimKeHHs Mall0yTHbOTO, palliOHANTICTHYHUH
YXWII, KpUTUYHUH TUCKYPC-aHAITI3.
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