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OTAMANSHCHYNA?  

thE sElF-ForMation oF ukrainian and russian warlords 

at thE BEginning oF thE twEntiEth and twEnty-First 

CEnturiEs*

Contemporary Ukrainian Warlordism and Its Historical Precedents

One defining feature of the current war in Ukraine has been the participa-
tion of autonomous military formations on the both sides of the conflict. On 
the separatist side, for example, Igor Girkin led a mixed band of Russians, 
Ukrainians, and Crimeans to capture and hold the East Ukrainian city of 
Slov’ians’k in April 2014. He became a Russian nationalist celebrity and 
“defense minister” of the Donetsk People’s Republic (hereafter, DNR) – 
but in August 2014 left his position and Ukraine, probably due to pressure 
from the Russian government. In the Luhans’k People’s Republic (hereafter, 
LNR) there are numerous armed bands. So-called president Igor Plotnitskii’s 
power barely extends outside the city of Luhans’k. The rest of the LNR is 
controlled by independent commanders who call themselves atamany, a 
term for a Russian Cossack leader. These commanders do not recognize 

* This work was supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research 
Foundation) under grant number GI 937/1-1. I am very grateful to the editors of Ab Im-
perio and the two reviewers for extremely constructive criticism and useful suggestions.
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the LNR, have often opposed the ceasefires and have called for a return to 
the Novorossiia project. Harrowing accounts describe, for example, one 
“police” formation, the “Batman Fast Response Unit,” robbing, torturing, 
raping, and murdering the unfortunate members of the local population who 
cross their path.1 From mid-2014, Russia sought to eliminate such atamany 
or bring them under centralized control. This may explain the resignation 
of Girkin and the arrest and abduction by Russian special forces of another 
independent commander Igor’ Bezler.2 Separatist bloggers also mention the 
consolidation of a single staff, indicating that the forces that took Debal’tsevo 
in February 2015 were organized and led by a general with the pseudonym 
“Tambov.”3 Russia’s particular challenge is to steer the loose-cannon com-
manders operating in the DNR and LNR, yet to maintain enough distance 
that they can publicly deny deep involvement.

On the Kyiv side, too, there are largely autonomous military formations. 
The government that came to power in February 2014 found a Ukrainian 
army in a moribund state. Facing invasion from its neighbor, it turned to a 
variety of ad hoc battalions that had spontaneously formed between April 
and June 2014 to meet the perceived threat. As of August that year, there 
were about forty-five such units. The Ukrainian state sought to integrate 
them into formal structures – above all the National Guard created in March 
2014. Despite these attempts, the battalions continued to choose their own 
commanders and, to a certain extent, even managed to maintain their op-
erational independence. Several battalions are accused of carrying out sum-
mary killings and torturing captives.4 Obviously, the battalions represent a 
liability for Kyiv, and bringing them under Ukrainian central command is 
an important task for the new government – although, in contrast to Russia, 
they need to achieve this publicly and demonstratively. In April 2015, the 
Ministry of Defense announced that all the volunteer battalions had been 

1 Nikolay Mitrokhin. Bandenkrieg und Staatsbildung // Osteuropa. 2015. Vol. 65. No. 
1-2. Pp. 12-19; Vladimir Socor. Armed Formations in the Secessionist “Luhansk Re-
public” // http://www.icds.ee/blog/article/armed-formations-in-the-secessionist-luhansk-
republic-1/. 
2 Mitrokhin. Bandenkrieg. P. 11.
3 Kak brali Debal’tsevo – dopolnenie // http://colonelcassad.livejournal.com/2107130.
html (last visit: May 20, 2015). The choice of “Tambov” as a pseudonym is interesting. 
It harks back to the Tambov rising during the Russian Civil War, in which peasant parti-
sans fought the Bolshevik regime. Perhaps it is meant to indicate that a similar popular 
uprising in currently taking place in the Donbas.
4 Ulrich Schneckener. Das Dilemma der Milizen. Ukrainische Freiwilligenbataillone und 
das Gewaltmonopol // Osteuropa. 2014. Vol. 64. No. 9-10. Pp. 135-140.
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merged with the Ukrainian armed forces or National Guard.5 However, 
there is evidence that some battalions continue to maintain a certain level 
of independence as of mid-2015: on July 5, 2015, fighters of the Right 
Sector battalion prevented observers of the Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) from proceeding to a joint observation 
point; calls to the Ukrainian major general at the point and to the command 
of the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) did not move the battalion members 
who insisted that “they had their own orders and did not fall under the 
command of the Ukrainian Armed Forces.”6 Six days later, an armed clash 
between the Right Sector and the security guards of the MP Mikhail Lano 
took place in Mukachevo in Western Ukraine.7 While some battalions have 
now been organized into regiments or other units, this article will, for the 
sake of simplicity, continue to refer to them as battalions.

Research on these independent commanders faces a number of empiri-
cal and terminological difficulties; any discussion of them cannot avoid the 
contentious question of whether the current conflict is an interstate or civil 
war. For example, Andreas Umland has pointed to Girkin’s important role 
in transforming a protest against Kyiv into an armed uprising as evidence 
of Moscow’s central role in fermenting the war.8 The discussion has a 
political dimension. Some argue that to call it a civil war helps provide a 
smokescreen for Russia’s aggression in Ukraine and denies Ukraine’s right 
to self-defense.9 Others claim that to interpret the war as a purely Russo-
Ukrainian conflict ignores the grievances of the population of the Donbas 
and overlooks the tremendous and at times murderous mistakes commit-
ted by the post-February 2014 Ukrainian government.10 Taking the latter 
position, the Russianist and security studies specialist Paul Robinson has 

5 War Defense ministry: All volunteer battalions formalized, joined either army or National 
Guard // http://www.unian.info/war/1066360-defense-ministry-all-volunteer-battalions-
formalized-joined-either-army-or-national-guard.html (last visit: July 10, 2015).
6 Latest from the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission (SMM) to Ukraine based on infor-
mation received as of 19:30 (Kyiv time), July 5, 2015 // http://www.osce.org/ukraine-
smm/170456 (last visit: July 9, 2015).
7 Ukraine government in armed standoff with nationalist militia // The Guardian. July 
12, 2015 // http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/12/ukraine-government-armed-
standoff-right-sector-militia (last visit: July 13, 2015).
8 Umland. In Defense of Conspirology. 
9 Thomas D. Grant and Rory Finnin. Don’t Call It a Civil War – Ukraine’s Conflict Is 
an Act of Russian Aggression // http://theconversation.com/dont-call-it-a-civil-war-
ukraines-conflict-is-an-act-of-russian-aggression-46280 (last visit: October 16, 2015).
10 Paul Robinson. Russia, Ukraine, Donbas, & the Rebels // https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=9mLfXcFZpu0 (last visit: October 15, 2015).
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argued that Russia’s annexation of Crimea encouraged demonstrators to 
occupy buildings in the expectation of Russian military help, but that there 
is no evidence of Russian state involvement in the initial protests. While 
he acknowledges that the Russian state has given both military supplies 
and spasmodically sent regular troops into the country, he claims that 90 
percent of the forces of the DNR and the LNR are Ukrainian citizens.11 
The Ukrainian political scientist Serhy Kudelia describes the anti-Maidan 
protest movement as having largely local roots; he sees it as a response to 
the state’s loss of power and legitimacy during and after the Maidan, the 
resentments held by citizens of the Donbas and the use of preexisting nar-
ratives to explain the change of power.12 He contends that “the secessionist 
movement failed to take root in towns where over 80 percent of the popu-
lation were native Ukrainian speakers, while most towns remaining in the 
rebel-held areas in the Donbas have fewer than 20 percent native Ukrainian 
speakers.”13 Against this, Andreas Umland, a specialist on the Russian and 
Ukrainian far right, has pointed to the political leadership provided to the 
insurgency by Russian citizens, who, he argues were working closely with 
Moscow.14 The historian of Russia Ilya Gerasimov argues against the term 
“civil war” by saying that the DNR and LNR have no program for Ukraine 
as they look exclusively to Russia.15

A lack of sources makes assessing these different arguments difficult. For 
example, there is no reliable information on the composition of the forces of 
the DNR and LNR. Robinson himself admits that his figure of 90 percent is 
“informed speculation” based on comparing estimates of total rebel forces to 
claims made by rebel leaders on the number of Russian volunteers serving 
in them;16 as such, it is really a guesstimate based on two unverifiable sets 
11 Paul Robinson. Russia’s Role in the War in Donbass // https://irrussianality.wordpress.
com/2014/12/07/russias-role-in-the-war-in-donbass/ (last visit: October 16, 2015).
12 Serhiy Kudelia. Domestic Sources of the Donbas Insurgency // http://www.ponarseur-
asia.org/memo/domestic-sources-donbas-insurgency (last visit: July 13, 2015).
13 Serhiy Kudelia. Getting to the Bottom on the Sources of the Donbas Insurgency // 
http://www.ponarseurasia.org/article/getting-bottom-sources-donbas-insurgency (last 
visit: July 13, 2015).
14 Andreas Umland. In Defense of Conspirology: A Rejoinder to Serhiy Kudelia’s Anti-
Political Analysis of the Hybrid War in Eastern Ukraine // http://www.ponarseurasia.org/
article/defense-conspirology-rejoinder-serhiy-kudelias-anti-political-analysis-hybrid-
war-eastern (last visit: July 13, 2015).
15 Ilya Gerasimov. Ukraine 2014: The First Postcolonial Revolution: Introduction to the 
Forum // Ab Imperio. 2014. No. 3. P. 23.
16 Paul Robinson. Russia’s Role in the War in Donbass // https://irrussianality.wordpress.
com/2014/12/07/russias-role-in-the-war-in-donbass/ (last visit: October 16, 2015). See 
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of data. Similarly, any claims regarding the goals of first the anti-Maidan 
and then the DNR and LNR require a close study of the development of 
their proclaimed aims over time. The lack of empirical evidence often leads 
to a recourse to theory. Both Umland and Kudelia provide coherent models 
for the outbreak of the anti-Maidan protests, but there does not seem to be 
enough evidence to proclaim definitively the superiority of one over the 
other. Indeed, their interpretations need not be mutually contradictory: the 
very combustibility of the situation in the Donbas may indeed have stemmed 
from the combination of local fear and anger and Russian interference. We 
cannot know the exact makeup of the DNR and LNR militias, but there are 
strong indications of significant involvement of Donbas locals alongside 
the participation of autonomous Russian groups and “vacationing” Russian 
servicemen – who have received the support of regular Russian army units 
when needed. Indeed, given the porosity of the Russo-Ukrainian border 
and shared Soviet experience (not least in the Soviet army, in which many 
militiamen have served), perhaps the divisions between local and external 
fighters are arbitrary in some individual cases: some can be ascribed to either 
category.17 The exact relationship between the autonomous bands and the 
Russian and Ukrainian governments is therefore often very murky.

Given the few sources available, scholars outside the country are forced 
to rely on a variety of sources available on the Internet. Statements by the 
members of the bands themselves are useful, but of course are aimed at self-
justification. News reports, however, can only give a general indication of 
the activity of the groups, but tell us little about the bands’ inner workings, 
covert operations, and hidden connections. Several observers have used 
blogs purportedly written by individuals close to the bands in order to gain 
insight into their more secretive aspects. However, the anonymity of their 
authors makes it impossible to verify the reliability of the information they 
contain. One can examine the way in which the groups portray themselves. 
But, it is not always clear who is creating the depiction (raising the question 
of whether this is self- or external depiction) or who is receiving it and how. 
Writing an account of men of violence is very difficult while the conflict is 

also his arguments in the comment section in idem. Mwg a Goffi // https://irrussianality.
wordpress.com/2015/09/02/mwg-o-goffi/ (last visit: October 16, 2015).
17 For example, Nikolai Kozitsyn, a prominent “Cossack” leader, is both a native of the 
Donbas and a Russian citizen. Nikolai Mitrokhin. Infiltration, Instruction, Invasion: Rus-
sia’s War in the Donbas // Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society. 2015. 
No. 1. P. 229. See also the life history of the unnamed “Don Cossack” interviewed by 
Marina Akhmedova on p. 230. 
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ongoing. Accusations of atrocities against them are common, and often are 
politically motivated. Yet, the very activity of the bands – the practice of 
violence – means they must receive serious consideration. 

A further question is how one should relate the activity of the bands to 
broader attempts to explain the political crisis and war in Ukraine. Journalists 
and even some scholars have explained it as a clash between two mutually 
hostile camps that divide Ukraine: the Ukrainian-speaking, pro-European 
West and the Russian-speaking, pro-Moscow East. Many have sought to 
underpin their claims by superimposing maps of voting results over those de-
picting language use or historical divisions of the country.18 A comparison of 
such maps, however, shows constantly shifting support for “pro-European” 
and “pro-Russia” candidates, yet the writers comparing the maps always 
explain the political results in terms of fundamental splits resulting from 
supposedly long-standing historical and ethnolinguistic differences. At 
times, one has the impression that the authors simply choose the historical 
or ethnolinguistic map to match the results they are trying to explain. When 
one looks at the members of the Ukrainian battalions at the micro level, one 
finds that several of the more prominent contingents – including the far right 
Pravyi Sektor and Azov – are in fact largely Russian-speaking. Consequently, 
they do not fit into these interpretative models. For individuals, identity 
formation, political loyalties, and language use and identification are, of 
course, more complex than the generalizations one often resorts to when 
describing the macro level. At the same time, it also suggests that many of 
the participants in the volunteer battalions and the units of the DNR and 
LNR are actively engaged in the creation of new identities. 

One way of examining this is to use approaches developed for earlier 
cases where there are more sources. Certainly, Ukraine has witnessed numer-
ous wars that allowed commanders of independent military units to undertake 
identity projects. For example, during the Civil War in the former Romanov 
Empire, 1917–1922, the territories that make up today’s Ukraine experienced 
a multisided war between Ukrainian nationalists of different political stripes, 

18 Max Fisher. This one map helps explain Ukraine’s protests // Washington Post. De-
cember 9, 2013. http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2013/12/09/
this-one-map-helps-explain-ukraines-protests/ (last visit: July 13, 2015); Nicolai N. 
Petro. Understanding the Other Ukraine: Identity and Allegiance in Russophone Ukraine 
// Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska and Richard Sakwa (Eds.). Ukraine and Russia: 
People, Politics, Propaganda and Perspectives. Bristol, 2015. P. 28; Paul Robinson. 
Ukraine Remains Divided // https://irrussianality.wordpress.com/2014/11/01/ukraine-
remains-divided/ (last visit: July 13, 2015).
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Bolsheviks, Whites, Poles, Central Powers, and the Entente. This complex 
conflict created a power vacuum in which autonomous armed bands, mainly 
containing peasants, could operate. Their leaders named themselves otamany 
(singular: otaman), a term in Ukrainian denoting a Zaporozhian Cossack 
leader. In using this term, the Ukrainian commanders styled themselves after 
the Zaporozhian Cossacks, whom Ukrainian nationalists had long hailed as 
the bearers of the Ukrainian national idea in the Early Modern period. Each 
otaman gathered a small hard core of permanent partisans around themselves. 
During the various uprisings, they called upon local peasants to support 
them. The peasants found them to be useful allies against the powers that 
were trying to take their produce and sons. When the rebellions met seri-
ous opposition, the peasants returned to their fields, and the partisans went 
underground or moved to a less dangerous place – only to rise again when 
the time was right. Most otamany preferred to operate near their home vil-
lages, often creating self-proclaimed republics. However, in order to remain 
active, they often found themselves fighting in different parts of the country. 
The otamany also included some of the bloodiest pogromists of the Civil 
War in Ukraine. The activity of the otamany was known as otamanshchyna. 
This word adds the pejorative suffix -shchina to the word otaman to create 
a term meaning the regime of the otamany. 

Participants in the current war have drawn comparisons between today’s 
situation and the events of the 1917–1922 Civil War. Following the Mu-
kachevo incident, President Poroshenko told the Ukrainian parliament, “I 
shall not permit anarchy in Ukraine. Read the history textbooks. Did we not 
have a period of otamanshchyna, colorful, but short and tragic? Did it not 
end with Russia’s complete victory and Ukraine’s loss of independence for 
almost seventy years?” Although at least one historian took Poroshenko’s 
words to indicate the politician’s ignorance of history,19 the president’s in-
terpretation did draw on a historiographical tradition in the study of otaman-
shchyna. This had originated with intelligentsia who headed the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic (hereafter, UNR) created during the 1917–1922 Civil War. 
The otamany had been a constant thorn in their side and consequently the 
nationally conscious intellectuals blamed them for the failure to create an 
independent, non-Bolshevik Ukrainian state.20 Historians in the Ukrainian 

19 Dmytro Arkhireis’kyi. Vlada vs Otamanshchyna: istorychni smysli v real’nii politytsi 
// Tyzhden’. August 11, 2015. http://tyzhden.ua/History/142813 (last visit: October 18, 
2015).
20 For example, the Social Democrat and head of two Ukrainian governments, Volodymyr 
Vynnychenko (Vidrodzhennia natsii. Vol. III, Kyiv and Vienna, 1920).
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diaspora, many of whom saw themselves as the preservers of the UNR’s 
traditions, accepted this interpretation. They described the otamany as ex-
pressions of the peasants’ rejection of centralized authority, and generally 
criticized the otamany for undermining the UNR through their violence, 
indiscipline, and betrayal.21 Some nationally minded historians writing in 
Ukraine after 1991 have taken the same stance.22 However, an increasingly 
popular trend has been to write positive histories of the otamany, present-
ing them as supporters of Ukrainian independence and an expression of the 
Ukrainian national character. Among such romanticizers, Roman Koval’ is 
particularly prominent, although many professional historians in Ukraine 
are critical of his work. Koval’ is the founder of the Kholodnyi Yar historical 
club, a veritable cottage industry producing monographs on the otamany 
and republishing their memoirs. His stated aim is to venerate the otamany 
as the true Ukrainian heroes of the period and examples for future genera-
tions to follow.23

Thus, the terms otaman and otamanshchyna have been used at different 
times in Ukrainian history to denote separate but interrelated phenomena. 
Some have already been mentioned; others will be explored in the text. First, 
there are the historical otamany, the leaders of the early modern Cossacks. 
Second, there are the folkloric otamany, the leaders of the romanticized Cos-
sacks as they appeared, for example, in the art of the Russian painter Ilya 
Repin and the writings of the Ukrainian national poet Taras Shevchenko. 
Third, there are the Civil War otamany, the leaders of the 1917–1922 
insurgencies, who saw themselves as the heirs of the first group. Fourth, 
there are the leaders of today’s volunteer battalions, who present them-
selves as standing in a line of historical continuity with the first and third 
groups.24 However, the latter have also had the charge of otamanshchyna 
leveled against them by those who see them as detracting from the present 

21 This quote is typical: “The otamans not only compromised the emerging government 
through their activities but actually endangered it” (Martha Bohachevsky-Chomiak. 
The Directory of the Ukrainian National Republic // Taras Hunczak (Ed.). The Ukraine, 
1917–1921: A Study in Revolution. Cambridge, MA, 1977. P. 87). A similar view is taken 
in Paul Robert Magocsi. A History of Ukraine. Seattle, 1998. P. 499 and Orest Subtelny. 
Ukraine: A History. Toronto, 2000. P. 360.
22 Valerii Soldatenko. U vyri revoliutsii i hromadians’koi viiny (aktual’ni aspekty vyvchen-
nia 1917–1920 rr. v Ukraini). Kyiv, 2012. Pp. 130-134.
23 See, for example, the inscription in Roman Koval’. Povernennia otamaniv 
haidamats’koho kraiu. Kyiv, 2001. P. 2. Koval’ has published or edited well over forty 
works on the topic.
24 I am especially thankful to the anonymous reviewer for this incisive point. 
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Ukrainian state’s power and authority. This accusation itself is an attempt 
to connect the leaders of the volunteer battalions with the negative aspects 
of the Civil War otamany, for whom the same pejorative term was used. 
Thus, while the word otaman had and has positive connotations, as it seeks 
to place the Civil War and contemporary commanders within an imagined 
historical tradition, otamanshchyna is a term of condemnation synonymous 
with militarized anarchy. 

“Tearing of the Masks” in the “Space of Violence”:  
Otamanshchyna at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century

The term otaman can be translated as warlord and otamanshchyna as 
warlordism. Certainly, the volunteer battalions and units of the DNR/LNR 
can be seen as examples of the contemporary transnational phenomenon of 
warlordism. State collapse has allowed independent military commanders 
to wield power in many parts of the world, not least in other post-Soviet 
states such as Georgia and Tajikistan during the early 1990s.25 Some of 
the participants in the current war in Ukraine, including Girkin, learned 
their trade fighting in irregular wars, such as in Transnistria and Bosnia. 
Many others witnessed warlordism, albeit on the opposing side, during the 
Afghan–Soviet War.26 It is very likely that they have transferred practices 
learned in earlier wars to Ukraine. While this aspect is undoubtedly extremely 
important, this article focuses on how an understanding of the specifically 
Ukrainian concept of otamanshchyna can help to examine this particular 
expression of warlordism.

Nevertheless, there are parallels between the historiography of warlord-
ism and otamanshchyna. Among historians, one recent popular approach to 
studying warlordism is that taken by Michael Riekenberg, who investigates 
warlords less as political actors and more as operators in a market of vio-
lence offering violence as a product or service.27 Riekenberg draws on the 
German-language new “sociology of violence,” one tenet of which is that 
ideas are not the cause of violence, but rather means of justifying violence 
after the fact. Violence occurs because a situation makes the use of violence to 
further one’s goals attractive, and actors take advantage of this opportunity.28 
25 Jesse Driscoll. Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet States. Cambridge, 2015. 
26 I am very grateful for the editors’ comments on this central point.
27 Michael Riekenberg. Warlords. Eine Problemskizze // Comparativ. 1999. No. 5/6. 
Pp. 187-205.
28 Felix Schnell. Gewalt und Gewaltforschung // https://docupedia.de/zg/Gewalt_und_Ge-
waltforschung (last visit: June 25, 2015).
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Felix Schnell has applied this approach to otamany during the Russian Civil 
War. Many otamany repeatedly changed their allegiances during the war, 
often fighting for the Bolsheviks, then the Ukrainian nationalists, then for 
themselves, and, in a few cases, for the Whites. From this, he concludes that 
they had no fixed ideology. When they did express political ideals in leaf-
lets or newspapers, these were often confused and sometimes contradicted 
positions they had taken earlier.29 Schnell’s approach has the advantage that 
it moves us away from simplistically thinking of the otamany as fighters 
for a particular idea or goal and recognizing the situational factors in their 
allegiances. However, it is problematic, not least because it rules out the 
use of a set of sources, namely the leaflets and newspapers of the otamany, 
before one even looked at them to assess their value. 

The approach based on the “new sociology of violence” also raised the 
question – almost impossible to answer – of the sincerity of the propaganda 
produced by the otamany. Sheila Fitzpatrick offers a useful means of avoid-
ing this issue altogether. Fitzpatrick writes that “Successful revolutions 
tear off masks: that is, they invalidate the conventions of self-presentation 
and social interaction that obtained in pre-revolutionary society. … In such 
upheavals, people have to reinvent themselves, to create or find within 
themselves personae that fit the new postrevolutionary society”.30 This state-
ment was very true of those who fought in the Civil War. A peasant ensign 
in the tsar’s army could, in just a few years, become a general, and a village 
teacher could turn himself into a partisan leader. This involved a form of 
self-reinvention, symbolized in many cases by the adoption by otamany of 
a nom de guerre. Some took appellations to evoke a fearsome countenance 
such as Otaman Bida (Misery), others ironic designations that belied their 
violent careers (Otaman Anhel – [Angel]), and still others associated them-
selves with the natural world, for example Otaman Zelenyi (Green).31 

“All identity projects require impersonation,” writes Sheila Fitzpatrick, 
and “at a certain point, or in certain circumstances, impersonation becomes 
imposture.”32 Imposture was a daily part of insurgent warfare: to cross the 
country, one repeatedly had to pretend to be a supporter first of the Bol-
sheviks then of the Whites; warlords and their bands adorned themselves 

29 Felix Schnell. Räume des Schreckens. Gewalt und Gruppenmilitanz in der Ukraine 
1905–1933. Hamburg, 2012. P. 245 ff. 
30 Sheila Fitzpatrick. Tear off the Masks. Identity and Imposture in Twentieth-Century 
Russia. Princeton, 2005. P. 3.
31 V. Savchenko. Atamanshchina. Mify. Legendy. Deistvitel’nost’. Kharkov, 2011. P. 8.
32 Fitzpatrick. Tear off the Masks. P. 18.



83

Ab Imperio, 3/2015

with red stars to avoid punitive battalions or enter Bolshevik-held villages 
in order to launch a surprise attack. We cannot always know which of the 
identities assumed were “genuine” and which were “fake.” However, this 
question is unimportant. The central issue is to re-create the personae ad-
opted by the warlords and ask why that particular identity was taken on at 
that particular time.

One sees this in the case of Andrei Vladimirov. Vladimirov was a Russian-
speaking landowner from Kyiv province who served as an officer in the 
Russian Army during World War I. After the Revolution, he adopted – or 
was forced to adopt – several personae, many of which involved an element 
of imposture. He pretended to be a private soldier to return home from the 
front unmolested; during the first Bolshevik occupation of his region in early 
1918, he became an actor in a pro-Soviet theatrical group and wrote poems 
“in a revolutionary spirit” to avoid persecution by the authorities; during the 
German occupation later that year, he was forced, against his will, to join 
a group of peasant partisans. During the second Bolshevik occupation of 
the region in 1919, he had a new persona thrust upon him, that of partisan 
leader, when the local peasants asked him to lead their rising against the 
Bolsheviks. He felt he had little choice but to join the insurgents because 
he feared reprisals if he refused. During the rising, he issued a statement 
to call other peasants to his “cause.” This claimed: “We are fighting not 
against Soviet power, but against the Communists, Bolsheviks, and Jewish 
commissars and Chekists. Our slogan is ‘Long live the Soviets, but without 
Communists and Bolsheviks.’” In his memoirs, Vladimirov felt that he had 
to explain such a strange stance to his readers, who might find it “funny or 
even absurd.” He wrote that many, if not all, peasants in the area understood 
the power of the Soviets to be the power of the peasants. They were very 
disappointed that instead of Soviets of peasants, they found themselves under 
the control of Soviets dominated by Communists and Jews. “My order,” 
he explained, “aimed to influence the peasant masses, who had to play the 
main, decisive role in this struggle.”33 

In this way, the Russian landowner, monarchist, and officer presented 
himself as a supporter of the Soviet system of government in order to mo-
bilize support. From the perspective of the creation of postrevolutionary 
personae, it is unimportant whether the declarations of the otamany described 
their real goals. More significant is that they projected a persona in order 
33 Andrei Vladimirov. Iz vospominanii atamana povstancheskogo otriada v Ukraine // 
State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF). F. R 5881. Op. 2. D. 296. Ll. 35-37. 
The quotations are on l. 36.
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to swell their ranks and gain legitimacy for their violence. For example, 
during the uprisings in spring and summer 1919 against the Bolsheviks, 
many otamany adopted the personae of left-wing Ukrainian opponents of 
a supposedly Russo-Jewish, pseudo-socialist Bolshevism. A particularly 
common claim by the otamany was that the people – understood to mean 
both Ukrainians and peasants, who were thought of as one and the same 
– were oppressed by speculators of all sorts, from the Russian monarchist 
Pavlo Skoropads’kyi to the Ukrainian nationalist Symon Petliura or the 
Bolsheviks.34 After the failure of the mid-1919 uprisings, many otamany 
allied again with the UNR. They started issuing more nationalist proclama-
tions, which, although they maintained a consciously leftist persona, sought 
to appeal more to the peasants’ supposed sense of Ukrainian identity.35 One 
cannot know whether the new slogans led to the change in loyalties or vice 
versa – nor does one need to. The central point is that the warlords felt that 
the new allegiance required a different persona. They promulgated these 
personae by declaring support for a series of values, whether nationalist, 
socialist or a mixture of the two. 

However, there were other personae. Many otamany reinvented them-
selves as Zaporozhian Cossacks, the seventeenth-century warriors whom 
Ukrainian nationalists saw as the premodern bearers of the Ukrainian national 
idea. One sees this in the noms de guerre adopted by the otamany, a good 
number of whom named themselves after Cossack leaders. For example, 
there were the otamany Mamai (after the folk hero Kozak Mamai), Baida 
(a Cossack whose deeds against the Turks had been immortalized in many 
songs), Bohun (after Ivan Bohun, an adviser to Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi), 
Zalizniak (after Maksym Zalizniak, leader of the Koliyivshchyna uprising 
in 1768–1769), Sirko (the seventeenth-century leader of the Zaporozhian 
Cossacks depicted in Ilya Repin’s painting The Cossacks Write a Letter to 
the Turkish Sultan), and Honta/Gonta (after Ivan Gonta, another participant 
in the Koliyivshchyna).36 

This was truly an invented tradition:37 unlike the Russian Cossack hosts 
active during the Great and Civil Wars, the Zaporozhian host had ceased 

34 See the appeal by Otaman Hryhor’iev: Universal // Central State Archive of Community 
Organizations of Ukraine (TsDAHO). F. 57. Op. 2 Spr. 398. Ark. 2. 
35 See, for example, the appeal by Iuliian Mordalevych: Stradaiuchyi narode // TsDAHO. 
F. 1. Op. 18. Spr. 63. Ark. 3-3 reverse.
36 Savchenko. Atamanshchina. P. 8.
37 See Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Eds.). The Invention of Tradition. Cam-
bridge, 2013.



85

Ab Imperio, 3/2015

to exist almost 150 years before. In some cases, this self-formation had 
a theatrical aspect. Iukhym Bozhko declared himself otaman of the New 
Zaporozhian Sich, a re-creation of the camp of the seventeenth-century 
Cossacks. He made his base on the island of Khortytsia in the Dnipro on 
the site of the first camp. With this goal in mind, he was reported (perhaps 
apocryphally) to have demanded that the director of the historical museum 
of Ekaterinoslav send him the museum’s Cossack artifacts and an old Cos-
sack bible. Bozhko and some of his supporters cultivated a neo-Cossack 
appearance: shaving their heads and sporting topknots, long mustaches and 
uniforms modeled on the garb of the Zaporozhians (fur hats with a cloth 
tail, high-collared jerkins with large buttons, baggy trousers, and broad 
belts).38 However, unlike the inventions of tradition that have often focused 
on practices associated with the creation and consolidation of states, it was 
an autonomous process of invention that sought to underpin the legitimacy 
of the independent commanders against the states being created at the time. 

The advantage of this approach inspired by Sheila Fitzpatrick is that it 
recognizes the situational construction of loyalties yet does not ignore the 
leaflets and newspapers of the otamany as a useful source. It recognizes that 
the collapse of the old regime allowed both the pursuit of self-enrichment 
on the market of violence and also the construction of new identities. One 
cannot reduce their activity to either aspect alone.

The Personae of the Otamany in the Twenty-First Century

The entanglement in the DNR and LNR of criminal, ad hoc civil and 
military organizations and structures recalls the markets of violence described 
by the “new sociology of violence.” According to the researcher Nikolay Mi-
trokhin, commandants or “people’s mayors” can make small fortunes through 
a mixture of extortion and the sale, on the one hand, of “confiscated” cars and 
weapons to Russia and, on the other, of relief goods to the local population, as 
well as from the taxes paid by local businesses. In addition, in the Luhans’k 
People’s Republic, military commanders have used their dominant position 
on the local market of violence to take local economic structures under their 
control. In Antratsyt and Krasnyi Luch, self-styled atamany claiming to be 
members of the Don Cossack Host command the coal trade, and are even 
accused of selling the raw materials to the Ukrainians.39 Certain Ukrainian 

38 M. Sereda. Otamanshchyna. Otaman Bozhko // Litopys Chervnoi Kalyny. 1930. No.1. 
Pp. 10-12; Savchenko. Atamany. Pp. 145-148 largely draws on this source. 
39 Mitrokhin. Bandenkrieg. Pp. 9, 13-14; Socor. Armed Formations.
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volunteer battalions are also suspected of serving the economic interests of 
their oligarch sponsors. For example, gunmen from the Dnipro-1 battalion 
supposedly occupied the offices of two energy companies in which the 
oligarch Ihor Kolomois’kyi had an interest (although the leader of the bat-
talion denies these allegations).40 The governor of Luhans’k referred to the 
members of the Aidar battalion operating in the territory under his authority 
as “hell-raisers, outlaws and robbers armed with automatic weapons.” He 
charged them with taking control of a bread factory, looting the house of a 
local and refusing to pay for gas.41

It is hardly surprising, then, that one analyst of the contemporary Ukrai-
nian far right, Anton Shekhovtsov, has argued that “the overwhelming ma-
jority of Ukrainian far right organizations are criminal gangs that exploit a 
radical right-wing ideology for mobilization purposes.”42 By contrast, other 
specialists seem to see ideology less as an instrumental cover for shady 
activity and more as an actual motivation. Marlene Laruelle examined the 
three ideologies – “red” (Soviet), “white” (Orthodox), and “brown” (Fas-
cist) – which prompted Russians to travel to Ukraine in order to fight.43 By 
studying the personae of the paramilitaries, however, one can reconcile these 
two approaches, insofar as it no longer becomes important whether ideology 
is a fig leaf for criminality or a genuinely held belief.

Certainly, the collapse of the state authority has – as was the case one 
hundred years earlier – given men, some with a military background, the 
opportunity to forge new careers and invent new identities for themselves. 
One example is Semen Semenchenko, the pseudonym of Konstantin Grishin. 
After dropping out of naval training when he realized he would not be able 
to join the Black Sea fleet, the ethnic Russian from Sevastopol worked as a 

40 Alexander Motyl. Ukraine doesn’t have a Warlord Problem // Kyiv Post. March 26, 
2015. http://www.kyivpost.com/opinion/op-ed/alexander-j-motyl-ukraine-doesnt-have-
a-warlord-problem-384531.html (last visit: November 1, 2015).
41 Governor of Luhansk region accuses Aidar of terrorizing the region // Kyiv Post. April 
1, 2015. http://www.kyivpost.com/content/kyiv-post-plus/governor-of-luhansk-region-
accuses-aidar-of-terrorizing-the-region-385054.html (last visit: July 13, 2015). See 
also Anton Shekhovtsov. Whither the Ukrainian Far Right // http://anton-shekhovtsov.
blogspot.co.uk/2015/01/whither-ukrainian-far-right.html (last visit: July 13, 2015).
42 Anton Shekhovtsov. A statement on the developments in the Ukrainian town of Mu-
kachevo // http://anton-shekhovtsov.blogspot.co.uk/2015/07/a-statement-of-develop-
ments-in.html (last visit: July 13, 2015).
43 Marlene Laurelle. The Three Colors of Novorossiya, or the Russian Nationalist Myth-
making of the Ukrainian Crisis // Post-Soviet Affairs. 2015. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/
1060586X.2015.1023004. 
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local journalist and then as a businessman in telecommunications. In spring 
2014, he organized a self-defense group to protect pro-Ukrainian protestors 
in the East of the country, which he transformed into the Donbas battalion, 
now a special unit of the National Guard. Not only had the man who had 
once dreamed of entering the Russian navy finally achieved a military ca-
reer as the commander of a Ukrainian battalion, but the prominence gained 
through his military activity also gained him a place on the party list of Self 
Reliance and a seat in the Verkhnova Rada.44 

The construction of new identities is also evident among those who have 
fought for the DNR and LNR. As mentioned above, Igor Girkin, too, uses a 
pseudonym, Strelkov. In the 1990s, he fought in Transnistria, Bosnia, and 
Chechnya. He is thereby representative of the many participants in the cur-
rent war who gained military experience fighting in nonconventional wars 
involving highly autonomous units in the post-Communist space. The way 
in which such people have reacted to the collapse of the East European Com-
munist regimes and the identities they have constructed in response is worthy 
of further study, and too large an issue to discuss here. In this examination 
of references to the 1917–1922 Civil War by contemporary combatants, 
however, it is interesting that Girkin sees himself in the tradition of the 
Whites who fought against the Bolsheviks; of himself, he has stated that “I 
am closer to the ideology of the White Guard.” He is an enthusiastic military 
reenactor, and as part of this hobby has pretended to be both a Cossack and 
a White officer. This recalls the theatrical aspects of self-formation visible 
in the case of Iukhym Bozkho one hundred years before.45 

Even seemingly unimportant statements can bring up images from 
the 1917–1922 Civil War. Aleksandr Zakharchenko, a former policeman, 
chicken salesman, and now head of the DNR, related how after the Maidan 
he took his “spade and dug up the submachine guns from my garden. Apart 
from the SMGs, I had two pistols, a box of grenades and a sniper rifle.”46 
Historians of the 1917–1922 Civil War will immediately recognize this act. 

44 Ekaterina Sergackova. Freiwillig // Osteuropa. 2015. Vol. 65. No. 1-2. Pp. 23-25.
45 The quotation is from Paul Robinson. Putin’s Right Flank // The American Con-
servative, http://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/putins-right-flank/ (last 
visit: November 1, 2015); David Marples. Igor Strelkov – Moscow Agent or Military 
Romantic? // https://ukraineanalysis.wordpress.com/2014/06/13/igor-strelkov-moscow-
agent-or-military-romantic/ (last visit: July 13, 2015). On the presence of fighters from 
earlier conflicts among the separatist forces, see also Nikolay Mitrokhin. Transnationale 
Provokation. Russische Nationalisten und Geheimdienstler in der Ukraine // Osteuropa. 
2014. Vol. 64. No. 5-6. Pp. 165-170.
46 Mitrokhin. Bandenkrieg. P. 9.
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Insurgents at the beginning of the twentieth century regularly buried their 
arms so that they could retrieve them again in times of crisis; the image of 
rebellious peasants excavating their weapons stashes was a common one 
among Soviet officials. Other Russian commanders self-consciously style 
themselves as Cossacks, for example, Ataman Nikolai Kozitsyn, a former 
prison officer who calls himself a general of his Cossack National Guard. 
This unit is supposedly an offshoot of the Don Cossack Host, but has en-
rolled large numbers of nonregistered and pseudo-Cossacks. He recognizes 
Vladimir Putin as his “tsar” and calls the territory under his control a part 
of the “Russian Empire.”47 

Similarly, one finds the conscious appeal to the Zaporozhian Cossack 
past on the Ukrainian side, both among the regular forces and the volunteer 
battalions. Sometimes this is done with humor. Paratroopers of the 95th Air-
mobile Brigade filmed themselves dressing up as Cossacks to re-create Ilya 
Repin’s famous painting of the Zaporozhian Cossacks writing an insulting 
letter to the sultan, although in this case the recipient of the missive was the 
Russian “tsar” Vladimir Putin.48 This led to a competition, organized by the 
Ukrainian army, calling on Ukrainians to write their own letters to “Tsar 
Putin”: the winning epistle would be printed and sent to the Kremlin.49 At 
other times, the reference to the Cossacks is more serious. Before departing 
for the front, the Special Police Detachment from Khmelnyts’kyi region 
prayed for their safe return to a 400-year-old icon of the Virgin and Child 
just like – in the words of the official Minister of the Interior Web site – their 
“Cossack forebears” before them.50 

Among the volunteer units, the Kryvbas and Sich battalions both use 
badges depicting Cossacks. Several others have sabers on their badges, a 
possible reference to the Zaporozhians.51 The Mechanized Tactical Group 
of the Azov battalion is called Kholodnyi Yar, “Cold Ravine,”52 taking its 

47 Socor. Armed Formations.
48 Letter to the Tzar / Lyst do tsaria / Pis’mo k tsariu // https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bVm-yFrmoAo (last visit: July 13, 2015).
49 See the post of the Ministry of Defense on its facebook page: http://on.fb.me/1SnEA9t 
(last visit: July 13, 2015).
50 Biitsi spetspidrozdilu “Bohan” pered vyizdom na ATO pryklonylysia pered ikonoiu, 
iaka maizhe 400 rokiv oberihala kozakiv vid polonu // http://www.mvs.gov.ua/mvs/
control/khmelnytsk/uk/publish/article/96851 (last visit: July 13, 2015).
51 Volunteer Battalions involved in Military Action in Eastern Ukraine // http://www.
kyivpost.com/media/images/2014/09/09/p191cv8n0e7mi76g18r81ijf1sfu4/original.png 
(last visit: July 13, 2015).
52 See their facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/ColdYar (last visit: July 13, 2015).



89

Ab Imperio, 3/2015

name after an area of the Cherkasy region that has been the site of numerous 
military camps. Kholodnyi Yar was the starting point of the Koliyivshchyna, 
an eighteenth-century uprising of haidamak rebel bands – later romanticized 
as Ukrainian national heroes – against the Poles. The area was also the sub-
ject of a poem by the Ukrainian national poet Taras Shevchenko, who called 
on his contemporaries to remember the Cossacks’ former resistance against 
the national enemy. In addition, during the Russian Civil War, it became 
a base for the warlords who opposed the Bolsheviks into the early 1920s. 

Indeed, in Kholodnyi Yar, one could witness the clearest attempt to estab-
lish a link between the volunteer battalions, the Early Modern Cossacks and 
the Civil War otamany. On April 25–26, 2015, over five hundred members 
of the Azov, Aidar, Right Sector, Kul’chyts’kyi, Carpathian Sich, Chernihiv, 
Myrotvorets, Zoloti vorota, and Inhul battalions gathered at the Motronyn 
Monastery in Kholodnyi Yar to celebrate the Civil War otamany who had 
fought against the Bolsheviks. Events honoring these insurgents, organized 
by the Kholodnyi Yar Historical Club, had been taking place here since the 
1990s. This group is headed by Roman Koval’, who, as mentioned above, 
has pursued a concerted program of promoting the Civil War otamany as 
Ukrainian national heroes. The war in the Donbas, however, allowed the 
organizers to give the 2015 meeting an added level of symbolism by inviting 
representatives of the volunteer battalions. These marched with their banners, 
which then received the blessing of the patriarch of Kyiv’s Ukrainian Ortho-
dox Church. The attendees listened to speeches by prominent nationalists and 
music by nationalist bands. The speakers stressed how the volunteers were 
the heirs of the earlier fighters. “Today, the first among the new heroes, the 
Cossacks of the legendary Ukrainian noble military formations, both men 
and women, have come to bow before the heroes of Kholodnyi Yar. These 
people go into battle today under the battle flag of Kholodnyi Yar. Glory 
to the fallen, victory to the living,” proclaimed Koval’ to the assembled 
volunteers. Dmytro Yarosh, head of the Pravyi Sektor battalion, echoed this 
sentiment: “We remember the Cossacks, the haidamaky and the insurgents 
of Kholodnyi Yar. Undoubtedly, but for their example, the volunteer detach-
ments would not have those victories which they have now.”53 The fact that 
volunteer battalions rather than regular units gathered to celebrate the Civil 

53 Voiny ATO – prodovzhuvachi tradytsii kozakiv z Kholodnoho Yaru // http://ukrnation-
alism.com/news/nationalist-movement/1262-voiny-ato-prodovzhuvachi-tradytsii-koza-
kiv-z-kholodnoho-yaru.html (last visit: July 13, 2015). See also: Kholonyi Yar-2015: 
vshanuvaty povstantsiv pryikhaly teperishni voiny // http://www.hromadske.tv/society/
kholodnii-yar2015-vshanuvati-povstantsiv-priyikhal/ (last visit: July 13, 2015). 
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War otamany suggests that underlying the celebration was the participants’ 
attempt to tie together two sets of military formations not wholly dependent 
on the state. The meeting has the potential to become an invented tradition, 
created by a “process of formalization and ritualization, characterized by 
reference to the past,”54 par excellence. We will have to wait to see future 
commemorations to find out whether it does so. 

Social media also provide a venue for the creation of a Cossack persona. 
One example is the YouTube channel Zemlia nashoho rodu (ZNR; in the 
group’s own translation, “The Land of Ours”), which contains a series of 
music videos celebrating the volunteer battalions titled, “Songs from the 
ATO.” The ZNR describes itself as a group of creatives trying to exert so-
cial and political influence for their anti-imperialist, anti-hierarchical and 
anticlerical views. For all these leftist slogans, the majority of their content 
seems to be about ridiculing Russia and supporting the Ukrainian armed 
forces, in particular the volunteer battalions. As of June 2015, the YouTube 
channel had 24,339 subscribers and 10,774,481 views.55 Of course, such 
figures can be faked. Thus, the source must be approached with caution 
because the relationship of the creative group to the volunteer battalions is 
no clearer than is the size of their audience.

Nevertheless, an examination of their work reveals parallels to other 
depictions. One of the group’s videos is “Cossacks Arise, ATO version,” 
which sets the song “Vstavaite kozaky” (Cossacks arise) sung by the British 
Ukrainian-speaking band The Ukrainians to a series of clips connected to 
the current conflict. The video opens with the title of the series in captions 
against the backdrop of a trident on the black-and-red flag of the Organization 
of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN). As the song starts, it dramatically and in 
quick succession cuts through a series of stylized drawings, first of protes-
tors with their faces concealed, then of the Ukrainian national poet Taras 
Shevchenko, and last of the Maidan itself. The rest of the video is divided into 
three sections composed of filmed footage. The first shows men and women 
with Cossack hairstyles doing martial exercises on Khreshchatyk Street dur-
ing the Maidan protests. The second depicts volunteers (still with Cossack 
hair) receiving military training. The last shows fighting in the ATO.56 The 

54 Eric Hobsbawm. Introduction: Inventing Traditions // Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger (Eds.). The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge, 2013. P. 6.
55 Zemlia nashoho rodu // https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCejpddQOh1Y-
e32z89QqDCNg/about (last visit: July 13, 2015).
56 Vstavaite kozaky, ATO versiia // https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YTAqjoQ-2Jk 
(last visit: July 13, 2015).
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clear message of the clip is that the volunteers are the descendants of the 
early modern warriors, rising like the Zaporozhians before them in defense 
of Ukraine. This uprising began with the protests against Yanukovych and 
is reaching its culmination with the war in the Donbas. 

Such depictions are hardly isolated examples. During the protests against 
Yanukovych, many participants consciously drew parallels between the 
barricaded camp created on the Maidan and the early modern Zaporozhian 
Sich. The Russian-speaking Ukrainian writer Andrei Kurkov, for example, 
described the events on the Maidan as a “renewal of the Zaporozhian 
Sich, … a form of order, that is unconsciously inscribed into us. … If we 
do not agree with something, we build this Sich and defend or own values 
and own interests.” Certainly, the self-defense groups on the square were 
organized into “hundreds” (sotni), a term for a unit of Cossacks used in the 
early modern period.57 

The April meeting in Kholodnyi Yar demonstrates the different levels of 
Cossack memorialization. The contemporary otamany present themselves 
as heirs to both the Civil War otamany and the early modern Cossacks, 
just as the Civil War otamany created an identity based on the images of 
the Zaporozhians. The Civil War otamany have thus become embedded in 
the spasmodic efforts to invent tradition provoked by crises; having once 
been self-forming subjects, they have become objects of self-formation. At 
the same time, the appearance of the black-and-red flag of the OUN in the 
“Cossacks Arise, ATO version” is a reminder that in the one hundred years 
between the Civil War and the current conflict, the term “insurgent” has 
continued to acquire new connotations. Today, in the Ukrainian context, it 
evokes thoughts of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), the partisan force 
largely under the control of the OUN active during World War II. Refer-
ences to the OUN/UPA and their symbols are also extremely important for 
the self-formation of contemporary Ukrainian soldiers.58 Indeed, several 

57 Wilfed Jilge. Geschichtspolitik auf dem Majdan. Politische Emanzipation und nationale 
Selbstvergewisserung // Ostueuropa. 2014. Vol. 64. No. 5-6. Pp. 251-253. The quotation 
is on p. 253.
58 Nationalist groups, including Pravyi Sektor and Svoboda, which have their own vol-
unteer battalions, organized a “March of Heroes” to celebrate the foundation of the UPA 
on October 14, 2015. Den’ zakhysnyka Ukrainy v umovakh viiny // http://www.radios-
voboda.org/content/article/27306382.html (last visit: October 15, 2015). This date is the 
Intercession of the Theotokos, an important festival for the Zaporozhian Cossacks, which 
supporters of the Ukrainian nationalists designated as the symbolic (but not historical) 
founding day of the UPA. Since 2014, the day has been a Ukrainian public holiday, the 
Day of the Defender of Ukraine. The OUN/UPA and their symbols have also received
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UPA veterans took part in the April Kholodnyi Yar celebrations, underlining 
the attempt to present the Zaporozhian Cossacks, the Civil War otamany, 
the OUN/UPA and the volunteers as belonging to a single military tradi-
tion.59 However, the OUN itself sometimes used the memory of the Civil 
War partisans to legitimize its own proposals for insurgent warfare.60 This 
further underlines how, during each crisis and war, Ukrainian military men 
appealed to their imagined forbears to create an identity to suit the situation 
they faced. In turn, during later conflicts, they – alongside the earlier groups 
whose image they had once used – became part of myths developed by the 
members of Ukrainian armed formations to create their own new identities. 

Thus, one finds appeals to a Cossack identity among the atamany of the 
DNR and LNR and the otamany of the volunteer battalions. There is one 
difference here: they look to different groups of Cossacks as their models, 
the first to Russian hosts such as the Don Cossacks, the latter to the Za-
porozhians. Nevertheless, in both cases, the Cossack personae are examples 
of inventing tradition. The Zaporozhian Cossacks have not existed as an 
organized body for almost 250 years. Equally, in many cases, it seems en-
tirely doubtful how many self-proclaimed Don Cossacks are in fact on any 
list of registered Cossacks.61 Indeed, the re-created Russian Cossack hosts 
are, anyway, voluntarist communities, not defined by descent from earlier 
Cossacks, but rather their members’ willingness to become involved in the 
rebirth of Cossackdom.62

Another similarity – both between the contemporary warlords and their 
Civil War forbears, and between the autonomous forces of the breakaway 
republics and of Kyiv – is the self-image as the representative of the people 

a level of state recognition. For example, President Poroshenko, on the day of the Ukrai-
nian flag, stated that “From time to time, it [the yellow-blue Ukrainian flag] becomes 
red-black, darkened by the Ukrainian blood that the Russian aggressor spills on the black 
earth of Ukraine-Donetsk.” http://www.president.gov.ua/news/prezident-derzhavnij-
prapor-nash-svyashennij-oberig-znak-nas-35827 (last visit: October 15, 2015).
59 I poviiav ohon’ z Kholodnoho Yaru // http://svoboda.org.ua/news/events/00013650/ 
(last visit: October 15, 2015).
60 For example, the OUN activist Mykhailo Kolodzins’kyi wrote a work on “The Military 
Doctrine of the Ukrainian Activists,” which praised the Civil War otamany as relentless 
enemies of the Bolsheviks who defended the Ukrainian population and as a result had 
their uncompromising support. Mykhailo Kholodzins’kyi. Natsionalistychne povstannia. 
Rozdil iz pratsi “Voienna doktryna ukrains’kykh natsionalistiv” // Ukraina Moderna. 
2013. Vol. 20. Pp. 276-278.
61 Socor. Armed Formations. 
62 Kappeler. Die Kosaken. Pp. 87-90.
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against those in power. Thus, for example, Pavel Dremov, self-proclaimed 
major-general of the so-called First Cossack Regiment of a purported 31st 
District of the Don Cossack Host, made a video appeal to Vladimir Putin, 
calling on him to remove the “thief” Plotnitskii from power in the LNR.63 
As mentioned above, the image of vlast’ as thieves recalls the hatred of the 
1917–1922 otamany for speculators of all political shadings. On the other 
side, the Ukrainian volunteer battalions have also expressed their dissatis-
faction with the leadership in Kyiv. One British journalist found that many 
of the members of the Azov battalion dreamed of a second, nationalist 
Maidan that would bring a dictatorial and decisive government to power.64 
In February 2015, soldiers of the Aidar battalion protested against rumors 
of the disbandment by trying to break into the buildings of the president 
and government. They demanded Poroshenko’s resignation and protested 
against his conduct of the war.65

This populist self-image dovetails perfectly with the Cossack persona: 
one aspect of the Cossack myth is of the wild and free egalitarian war-
riors who oppose corrupt power.66 However, again, there is a difference. 
Whereas the Russian pseudo-Cossacks are happy to protest against the lo-
cal representatives of power, they nevertheless appealed to the “imperial” 
power center in Moscow. This reflects the Russian Cossack self-image as 
the Russian Empire’s best servants. The Ukrainian Cossack myth also has 
its state-building aspects, but here one sees it in the volunteer battalions’ 
desire to bring a national revolution back to the Ukrainian national power 
center in Kyiv. 

These attempts to create new identities represent only a few of the common 
self-images projected by the combatants in the Donbas. There are many other 
points of reference for the construction of identity. The image of Europe67 and 

63 Srochnaia novost’ LNR! Plotnitskii – vor! Est’ dokazatel’stva! Kazaki trebuiut ego 
otstavki! 29.12.14 // https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GEFTHvEVWM0 (last visit: 
July 3, 2015).
64 Shaun Walker. Azov fighters are Ukraine’s greatest weapon and may be its greatest 
threat // The Guardian. 2014. September 10. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/
sep/10/azov-far-right-fighters-ukraine-neo-nazis (last visit: July 13, 2015).
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the memorialization of World War II,68 for example, are both particularly 
important. As the name of the “Batman Fast Response Unit” reminds us, 
one should also not ignore the role of modern popular culture.69 While such 
components of identity have – unlike the self-image as heirs to the Cossacks 
or representatives of the people against those in power – little to do with the 
personae projected by the 1917–1922 otamany, the principle remains: both 
the historical and contemporary warlords were actively engaged in new iden-
tities in order to orient themselves within the new, postrevolutionary order. 

Conclusion

This article by no means offers a comprehensive picture of the warlords’ 
self-formation in the Donbas. Nevertheless, it suggests that a study of the 
contemporary warlords in the context of otamanshchyna is revealing in two 
ways. First, it shows how military men actively engage in the construction of 
identities and personae to make sense of their activity. Second, one can see 
how the current commanders have often drawn on a set of invented traditions 
similar to their Civil War counterparts, above all related to the early modern 
Cossacks. The Civil War otamany have, moreover, become incorporated 
into the invented traditions that they themselves were involved in creating. 
This suggests that the more static models of identity in Ukraine, which see 
the country divided into a Ukrainian-speaking, pro-European West, and a 
Russian-speaking, pro-Moscow East, need to take into account the dynamic 
identity projects undertaken during wartime. An important aspect of this is 
the situational factor: the individual cannot always determine freely what 
identity they will adopt and, connected to this, imposture often plays a role 
in self-formation. This approach might provide a fruitful basis for further 
research on the topic. 

SUMMARY

The article reviews some of the empirical and terminological problems 
associated with examining the autonomous military formations active in 

68 Guido Hausmann and Tanja Penter. Der Gebrauch der Geschichte. Ukraine 2014: 
Ideologie vs. Historiographie // Osteuropa. 2014. Vol. 64. No. 9-10. Pp. 35-50.
69 Here one can speculate that the unit, which has the role of a police force, chose the 
name “Batman” to project the image of a swift and merciless deliverer of justice, like 
the comic book character. 
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the current war in Ukraine. The article suggests that an understanding of a 
historical example of such independent bands – otamanshchyna during the 
Russian Civil War, 1917–1922 – might offer a means of studying the current 
participants in the war in the Donbas. This approach shows how military 
men actively engage in the construction of identities to make sense of their 
activity. It also reveals that the current commanders have often drawn on a 
set of invented traditions similar to their Civil War counterparts – above all 
related to the early modern Cossacks.

РезюМе

Статья посвящена обсуждению некоторых сюжетов и терминологи-
ческих проблем, связанных с феноменом независимых вооруженных 
формирований в современной российско-украинской войне. Для луч-
шего понимания того, что движет участниками войны на Донбассе, 
автор предлагает обратиться к историческому прецеденту подобных 
самостоятельных банд – “отаманщине” периода гражданской войны 
1917−1922 гг. Этот подход позволяет увидеть, как взявшие в руки 
оружие люди начинают конструировать собственную идентичность, 
пытаясь разобраться в смысле своих поступков. Статья также по-
казывает, что современные полевые командиры часто опираются на 
“изобретенные традиции”, подобно своим предшественникам времен 
гражданской войны – прежде всего, выбирая себе в пример историче-
ское казачество раннего Нового времени. 


