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    From the General Editor


    For over a decade now, Andreas Umland has edited the Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society (SPPS) book series. Thanks to Andreas’ extraordinary energies, skills, and dedication,[1] over 130 titles have been published in the series, which has developed into a valuable and richly comprehensive scholarly resource. The series has provided a home for original research on a diverse range of important but often under-studied topics, from neo-pagan political movements to corruption in higher education, to language policy and minority rights, through to state-sponsored youth patriotic associations, ultra-nationalism and hate crimes. Published as affordable paperbacks, SPPS books also reach audiences beyond the closed libraries of the wealthy Western research universities.


    The launching of this spin-off companion journal is aimed at continuing to grow this interdisciplinary platform for fresh and original research on the Soviet and post-Soviet world. Like the book series, the journal seeks to create a space for timely and in-depth analysis of the recent past and current affairs of the region, especially those aspects that have tended to remain below the radar of mainstream international research. The journal’s shape and content will be driven by contemporary developments in the region and in the scholarship, viewed from a variety of disciplinary perspectives.


    We launch this new journal in the wake of a year that offered a dramatic illustration of the urgent need for specialist knowledge on the post-Soviet region. One of the journal’s aims will be to provide a platform for current research and work-in-progress on important unfolding transformations in post-Soviet space. To this end we want to put in place a rigorous but rapid peer-review process with a view to enabling the timely publication of research that is relevant and engaged with contemporary events on the ground.


    JSPPS sets out to complement rather than rival existing journals. We want the journal to follow and build on the important and pioneering work done by projects like Ab Imperio and Kritika in terms of internationalising the scholarly conversation. We are especially keen to involve researchers from post-socialist countries, and to provide a new bridge linking the English-, Russian-, and German-speaking scholarly communities in particular. By accepting submissions in all three languages, we hope to further expand the dialogue enabled by one of the world’s best periodicals in the field—the magisterial German-language monthly Osteuropa.


    JSPPS will offer a home for quality texts that may be hard to place in the current academic publishing environment. These might be studies of non-standard length: shorter than book length and/or longer than the standard journal article. We want to publish the work of emerging early-career researchers as well as established scholars. We are happy to consider first-class graduate theses for publication in article form.


    In addition to publishing research articles, review essays, and conference reports, we are also open to ideas for submissions from non-scholarly actors in the region, such as civil society activists, artists, or journalists. We also invite proposals for guest-edited special thematic issues.


    Like the book series, the journal is published by ibidem Press in Stuttgart and Hannover, and distributed outside Europe by Columbia University Press in New York. In recent years, ibidem has become one of the most prolific East European studies publishers in Europe. Our journal will complement not only the SPPS book series, but also other ibidem publication series in the field: the journal Forum für osteuropäische Ideen- und Zeitgeschichte (Forum for East European Contemporary History and Ideas); and the book series Literatur und Kultur im mittleren und östlichen Europa (Literature and Culture in Central and Eastern Europe); Archiv der Forschungsstelle Osteuropa—Quellen zur Zeitgeschichte und Kultur (Archive of the Research Center for East European Studies—Sources on Contemporary History and Culture); Changing Europe (edited by the Research Center for East European Studies in Bremen), and Studien zur Ideen-, Kultur- und Zeitgeschichte (Studies in the History of Ideas, Culture, and Contemporary Times, with a focus on Eastern Europe).


    The journal sets out to meet high standards of excellence in terms of both scholarship and readability. We want JSPPS to become known for publishing creative, intelligent, and lively writing, tackling and illuminating important issues and capable of engaging wider educated audiences beyond the academy. We hope to offer a valuable new resource to researchers in the field of East European studies and welcome comments and suggestions.


    


    Melbourne, March 2015


    Julie Fedor

  




  

  


  [1] Everyone who has had any dealings with Andreas will have noted the prodigious volume of work that he performs as editor not only of SPPS, but also of Forum noveishei vostochnoevropeiskoi istorii i kul’tury and Russian Nationalism Bulletin, as well as his generosity in sharing knowledge, information, and opportunities, and creating and maintaining new global networks of scholars. We take this opportunity to acknowledge Andreas’ outstanding contribution to the ongoing invigoration and internationalization of the field and to thank him for his leadership and service to the research community.




  
    Introduction: Russian Media and the War in Ukraine[*]1


    Julie Fedor


    This collection of articles focuses on the Russian information war campaign that has accompanied and fueled the war in Ukraine. Of course, neither side has a monopoly on the use of propaganda and disinformation, and the latter are always present in any war.[1] But we have chosen to focus here on the Russian state media machine, as a phenomenon that not only looms especially large over the events of the past year but is also bound to continue to play a major role in shaping future developments in the region and beyond.


    Although the Russian government continues to deny its involvement in the war, Russian media have effectively been on a war footing since the spring 0f 2014. Consequently we have seen an extraordinary proliferation of “enemy images” of various kinds and in various genres, from lurid tabloid TV “documentary” films demonizing critics of Russian policy on Ukraine;[2] to hipster and enfant terrible Internet guru Yurii Degtiarev’s semi-ironic viral videos with their preoccupation with the scatological and the grotesque in their depiction of relations between Russia, the near abroad, and the West;[3] and through to TV news reports and talk-shows recounting phantasmic atrocities committed by “ukro-fascists”, from cannibalism to child crucifixion to the “genocide” of Russians in East Ukraine.[4] A more subtle take on events is presented to global audiences through vehicles such as RT, which deftly exploits the crisis of credibility currently afflicting Western mainstream media and liberal democracy by positioning itself as an alternative to US hegemony and hypocrisy.[5] Often, the depiction of Ukraine as over-run by US- and EU-sponsored neo-Nazis has been couched in the language of human rights, tolerance, and Holocaust remembrance, as in official reports based on the pseudo-monitoring of the persecution of ethnic minorities in Ukraine, such as the Russian Foreign Ministry’s White Book of Violations of Human Rights and the Principle of the Rule of Law in Ukraine (November 2013-March 2014).[6] Meanwhile, the Russian authorities have organized mass Twitter campaigns carried out by automated “bots”,[7] and employ armies of “trolls” paid to pollute the online information space with abusive comments and anti-Ukrainian and anti-Western memes, often viciously misogynist or racist.[8]


    The hatred and hysteria broadcast on Russian federal TV in particular have now reached alarmingly high levels.[9] The rising tide of aggressiveness and xenophobia across Russian state media more broadly has also gone along with an unprecedented and audacious disregard for journalistic standards of truth and accuracy.[10] While none of these are new features of the Russian media landscape, the conflict in Ukraine has acted as a catalyst that has greatly intensified them.


    The resulting toxic combination of discursive violence and disinformation has already had important consequences, from inspiring volunteer soldiers from Russia and elsewhere to travel to Ukraine to join the fighting,[11] through to hindering efforts to present a unified EU policy response to Russian aggression.[12] In Western countries, ignorance,[13] Orientalist prejudice,[14] and generalized skepticism and disaffection are all factors that provide fertile ground for Russian information campaigns aimed at undermining the credibility of information coming out of Ukraine and discrediting the new Ukrainian government.[15] A strong tendency towards mythologization of the events and actors in Ukraine, present in the pro-Russian and pro-Ukrainian coverage alike, has contributed to the sharp polarization of opinion on the war’s causes and nature, including amongst scholars of the region.[16] In Russia, media “manufacturing of enemies” serves to reinforce an increasingly prevalent siege mentality, and to foster a climate in which political murders and other forms of violence become unremarkable.[17] Elsewhere in post-Soviet space, the Russian media framing of the conflict in Ukraine as a struggle to protect the rights and lives of ethnic Russians has the potential to further destabilize the region.[18]


    One of the root metaphors used in the Russian media coverage on the events of the past year is the “Russian Spring”. This slogan heralds the “awakening” of Russians oppressed throughout post-Soviet space, but also more broadly a new dynamism in the Russian ideological and political landscape. Russian patriotic propagandists and political technologists claim a large share of the credit for enabling this regeneration via the twin achievements of breaking through the “information blockade” to project Russia’s narrative in the global information space,[19] on the one hand, and consolidating society around a new vision of Russian identity, on the other.[20] In this connection it is frequently claimed that the Russian state media apparatus has recently gone through a period of major qualitative change, a “serious evolutionary spurt both technologically, and most importantly, in terms of content”.[21] As the Russian Baltic diaspora activist Dmitrii Linter puts it, Russia now has new media instruments capable of finally “teach[ing] the world to interpret our victories in a manner profitable for us” and of “really supplying new meanings”.[22] There is a general consensus here that after decades of defeats on this front, Russia has finally gained the advantage in the global information war.[23] For all these reasons and more, the Russian state media machine and the messages it broadcasts are phenomena that demand special attention.


    What, then, are these “new meanings” that the Russian state media machine has been generating and disseminating in the course of the Ukrainian crisis? What are the stories that these resources are being used to tell, and what are the identities that they create and sustain? How has the new Russian information environment enabled and driven the events of the past year? The articles collected here offer some initial answers to these questions via the close analysis of a range of aspects of the Russian media discourse on Ukraine. They share a common focus on narratives and framing devices such as the metaphors and terminological labels used to classify and make sense of the events in Ukraine.[24] These are analyzed on the basis of Russian-language media content mostly from the spring and summer of 2014.[25]


    Edwin Bacon starts off with a fine-grained and carefully contextualized narrative analysis of Putin’s landmark programmatic Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014. Bacon highlights the ways in which the speech enacts subtle but telling shifts in the framing of Putin’s “public political narrative”—in particular, a move towards a greater emphasis on ethnicity, civilizational identity, and national unity and univocality. In Bacon’s reading, the speech “confirm[s] a decisive step-change in the story that the Putin regime tells about Russia and its place in the world”, heralding “a new complexity and uncertainty in Russia’s domestic, as well as international politics”. Bacon also sketches out the main reactions to the speech across the Russian political spectrum, highlighting especially the diversity of responses from different ethno-nationalist groups and the potential vulnerabilities that this opens up for Putin domestically.


    Next, Rolf Fredheim approaches the dominant Russian narrative about Western hostility to Russia, via an examination of an important but under-studied element of the Russian media landscape: the popular state-run translation web portals, InoSMI and InoTV. For the majority of Russians, these translation portals are the most likely point of encounter with the foreign press. The portals claim to act as a kind of mirror reflecting Western reporting on Russia, and their translations are often held up as primary evidence of endemic Western “Russophobia”. Fredheim argues that the portals should in fact be viewed as functioning as powerful filters for the state-controlled media system. He uses quantitative methods to demonstrate a clear selection bias in favor of translating articles on subjects “that can be easily absorbed into Russia’s dominant narrative about Western media” and which thus serve to reinforce the claim that Western mass media are monolithically and systemically hostile towards Russia. Fredheim also explores how Western media reports of various kinds are creatively re-purposed by these portals, and the ways in which the editors at InoSMI and InoTV endeavor to steer a course between translating usefully “Russophobic” texts and avoiding drawing attention to valid and well-substantiated Western criticism and analysis of Russian policies and realities. Fredheim’s methodology provides an innovative way of making visible the taboos and blank spots structuring the official Russian discourse (his graphs showing the dramatic dropping off of translations of Guardian articles on Russia during the Crimean crisis and after the downing of MH17 are especially striking here).


    Tatiana Riabova and Oleg Riabov also address the theme of the dominant media discourse on Russia’s place in the world, but they do so through a gender lens. Their article comprises an extended gloss on the popular Russian media tagline “Gayromaidan” and its political and ideological uses as part of what they call the “symbolic demasculinization” of Ukraine. Via the analysis of a diverse range of sources, they tease out the connections between gender, national identity, and security, showing how gender is used to “draw symbolic borders between Russia, Ukraine, and Europe”. As Riabova and Riabov demonstrate, the concept of “Gayromaidan” serves the primary purpose of providing a foil for a vision of Russian national identity based on the notion that the Russian state must act as a powerful guarantor of “normality” in the face of a degenerate West. The links drawn here between sexual and political “deviance” also offer a means of stigmatizing the political opposition in Russia.


    At one level the new meanings that are being forged by the Russian media coverage on Ukraine are being shaped out of existing materials, in particular, the fabric of the mythologized memory of the Great Patriotic War. [26] A strikingly high proportion of the basic categories and tropes used in the Russian media framing of the current conflict draw upon the Soviet war mythology. The next three articles share a focus on the instrumentalization of the Soviet war memory via the media framing of Ukrainians as “fascists”.


    Alexandr Osipian switches to a regional lens, and examines the special importance held by the Soviet Great Patriotic War mythology for the Donbass regional identity, and the ways in which related fears and prejudices have been exploited and amplified by the Russian mass media during the Ukrainian crisis and particularly during the Donbass insurgency of spring 2014. Osipian shows how these events were reported using historical categories borrowed from the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War, such that “value-judgments about these events are built into the very form in which the information is packaged”. He explains how a new myth of “Novorossiia” is being spun out of the old material of the Soviet Great Patriotic War myth, and he also traces the roots of the entrenched stereotypical image of the “Ukrainian fascist” back to the Party of Regions’ political rhetoric and sloganeering in the 2000s, aimed at building regional electoral support by creating a “phantom existential threat in the shape of ‘Ukrainian fascists’”.


    Like Osipian, Elizaveta Gaufman focuses on the media framing of Ukrainians as “fascists”, and investigates the ways in which this frame relies on cultural memory. As Stephen D. Reese observes, frames “don’t just arise as free-standing entities”; they are “embedded in a web of culture” and they “draw upon a shared store of social meanings”.[27] Gaufman argues here that the “fascist” frame is powerful because it resonates with existing features of post-Soviet Russian war memory and identity. She shows how the distinctive constellation of meanings and associations linked to “fascism” in the Russian context make this frame an especially effective tool for constructing a sense of existential threat. She also sets out to gauge and compare the prevalence of this frame across different forms of Russian media, with a focus on TV and social media platforms Twitter, LiveJournal and VKontakte. Her findings indicate a high degree of similarity between the framing of the Ukrainian crisis in “old” and “new” media. The key terms and tropes associated with the “fascist” frame were not confined to traditional state-controlled mass media but had likewise been taken up enthusiastically by social media users.


    Next, Tatiana Bonch-Osmolovskaya shifts focus onto strategies of resistance that have emerged in Ukraine in response to Russian information aggression. She begins by surveying the dominant pro-Russian media discourse, describing what she labels the “hate memes” circulating in Russian media and showing how this negative coding draws heavily upon imagery related to the Russian memory of the Great Patriotic War. She then examines some of the main online grass-roots initiatives that have arisen in an attempt to combat disinformation and to provide reliable alternative sources of independent information on events in Ukraine. Next, she explores two very different cultural responses to the war: Boris Khersonskii’s anti-war poetry, Mass in a Time of War, written during the early stages of the conflict in Ukraine and disseminated in the first instance online, via Facebook and LiveJournal; and the obscene anti-Putin chant, “Putin khu@lo”, also known as the “Ukrainian Folk Song”. Bonch-Osmolovskaya reads both of these as challenges to the dominant Russian narrative, and also as therapeutic responses to the stresses of war.


    The Russian state media framing of the war to date has been complex and dynamic, not least because the war itself remains undeclared, and the Russian troops in Ukraine disavowed.[28] The blurred nature of the identities of the combatants is seemingly deliberately built into the Russian military strategy employed here and arises out of the nature of “hybrid” or “non-linear war” involving multiple and overlapping sides, a war of “all against all”.[29] In the final article, Nikolay Mitrokhin guides us through the evolution of the conflict and the changing composition of the different Russian actors and forces involved, in a pioneering effort based on the painstaking compilation and analysis of the huge volume of disparate sources of information on the war that has been made available online by Russian independent investigations into the presence of Russian troops in Ukraine.


    We round off this special issue by giving the floor to the journalists who wrestle with the practical and ethical issues surrounding war reporting and propaganda on a daily basis. We are grateful to Rory Finnin, Director of the Cambridge Ukrainian Studies Programme, for kindly allowing us to include here the transcript of a panel discussion from the conference “Ukraine and the Global Information War”, held at the University of Cambridge in October 2014 and organized by the Cambridge Committee for Russian and East European Studies (CamCREES) jointly with the Legatum Institute in October 2014. The panel featured leading journalists and analysts who have been at the forefront of reporting on and interpreting the war in Ukraine for Western audiences. In this discussion, moderated by Anne Applebaum and Rory Finnin, the panelists share their experiences of reporting on Ukraine, and their reflections on the challenges posed by the Russian state’s foray into the Western news environment. As a follow-up, we then invited a number of specialists in post-socialist media to join this conversation by contributing their thoughts and reflections on the journalists’ panel discussion. These responses, which can be found following the transcript, offer a range of stimulating perspectives on the problems arising out of the information war over Ukraine and, we hope, represent the start of a deeper, ongoing conversation.

  

  


  [*]1 The research for this introductory essay was supported under the Australian Research Council’s Discovery Early Career Research Awards (DECRA) funding scheme (project DE150100838). The views expressed herein are those of the author and are not necessarily those of the Australian Research Council.


  [1] On Ukrainian information warfare, see Andreas Umland, “Lozh’ ne pomozhet ni Kievu, ni Moskve”, Novoe vremia, 27 January 2015, http://nv.ua/opinion/um

  land/lozh-ne-pomozhet-ni-rossii-ni-ukraine-31315.html; Marta Dyczok, “Mass Media Framing, Representations, and Impact on Public Opinion” in Ukraine’s Euromaidan: Analyses of a Civil Revolution, eds. David R. Marples and Frederick V. Mills (Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag, 2015), 77-94; Joanna Szostek, “The Media Battles of Ukraine’s EuroMaidan”, Digital Icons 11 (2014), http://www.digital

  icons.org/issue11/joanna-szostek/; and “Ukraine’s Media War: Battle of the Memes”, The Economist, 12 March 2015, http://www.economist.com/news/

  europe/21646280-russia-has-shown-its-mastery-propaganda-war-ukraine-stru

  ggling-catch-up-battle-web?zid=307&ah=5e80419d1bc9821ebe173f4f0f060a07. All URLs cited in this introduction were last accessed on 7 April 2015.



  [2] The most prominent of these was the NTV production 13 druzei khunty (24 August 2014), promoted under the subheading “Traitors for export”; http://www.ntv.ru/peredacha/professiya_reportyor/m720/o290376/.


  [3] These include Ya—russkii okkupant (February 2015), available here: Nastia Golubeva, “My Duck’s Vision: ‘Russkii okkupant’—eto my, zakazchiki sviazany s gosudarstvom”, Medialeaks.ru, http://medialeaks.ru/features/0403ng_my

  ducksvision.


  [4] See further Grani.ru’s “Budni telepropagandy” column, http://grani.ru/So

  ciety/Media/Television/m.236984.html; and journalist Aleksandr Ostashko’s crowd-sourced inventory of fictitious Russian media atrocity stories; “Ves’ bred rossiiskikh SMI za god”, Svobodnaia zona, 11 January 2015, http://www.szo

  na.org/ves-bred-rossijskih-smi-za-god/.



  [5] See Paula Schmitt, “Why I Quit ‘Russia Today’ and Why It Remains Necessary”, +972 Magazine, 23 December 2014, http://972mag.com/why-i-quit-russia-today-and-why-its-necessary/100402/; and Euan MacDonald, “Bordering on Lunacy: How Russia Defeated Western Journalism”, Blogspot, 8 September 2014, http://euan-macdonald.blogspot.com.au/2014/09/how-russia-defeated-western-journalism.html.


  [6] Belaia kniga narushenii prav cheloveka i printsipa verkhovenstva prava na Ukraine (noiabr’ 2013 – mart 2014) (Moscow: MID RF, April 2014), available at RF President’s official website, www.kremlin.ru/media/events/files/41d4da83

  f8a4e1696e94.pdf. See further on this topic Viacheslav Likhachev, “Lozhnaia informatsiia o ksenofobii v Ukraine—chast’ rossiiskoi propagandy, soprovozhdaiushchei vooruzhennuiu agressiiu protiv nashei strany”, Ukraine Crisis Media Center, 18 August 2014, http://uacrisis.org/ru/vyacheslav-likhachov/; and Maksym Yakovlyev, “‘Antimaidan’ posle Yevromaidana v sotsial’nykh setiakh: obraz vraga i opaseniia zhitelei vostoka Ukrainy”, Forum noveishei vostochnoevropeiskoi istorii i kul’tury 1 (2014), http://www1.ku-eichstaett.de/ZIMOS/forum/docs/forumruss21/07Yakovlyev.pdf.



  [7] For impressive and elegant visualizations of the Kremlin Twitter bot phenomenon, see Lawrence Alexander, “Social Network Analysis Reveals Full Scale of Kremlin’s Twitter Bot Campaign”, Globalvoicesonline.org, 2 April 2015, http://globalvoicesonline.org/2015/04/02/analyzing-kremlin-twitter-bots/#.


  [8] A number of banks of these ready-made images have recently been publicized broadly; see for example Shaun Walker, “Salutin’ Putin: Inside a Russian Troll House”, The Guardian, 2 April 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/world/

  2015/apr/02/putin-kremlin-inside-russian-troll-house.


  [9] For reflections on these features of Russian state media coverage, see Mikhail Yampol’skii, “V strane pobedivshego resentimenta”, Colta.ru, 6 October 2014, www.colta.ru/articles/specials/4887; Anatolii Akhutin, “Protiv chelovechnosti”, Radio Svoboda, 20 February 2015, www.svoboda.org/content/article/2683

  4354.html; and Arina Borodina’s comments on the responsibility borne by Russian TV for fostering hatred and aggression, cited “‘Strana prakticheski ischezla s ekranov televizorov’”, Colta.ru, 27 November 2014, www.colta.ru/

  articles/media/5515.


  [10] On the latter, see Peter Pomerantsev, Nothing is True and Everything is Possible: The Surreal Heart of the New Russia (New York: Public Affairs, 2014); and Mark Lipovetsky, “Anything Goes: How the Russian News Became a Postmodern Game without Rules”, The Calvert Journal, 10 March 2015, http://calvertjour

  nal.com/comment/show/3736/political-steampunk-postmodern-game-mark-li

  povetsky.


  [11] The point is made by Yegor Lapshov, “2014-1941. Pochemu auditoria goskanalov voiuet s fashistami”, Slon.ru, 7 November 2014, http://slon.ru/calendar/event/

  1180893/; and by Nikolay Mitrokhin in his article in this issue.


  [12] On which see further comments by the scholar of radical nationalism and xenophobia Viacheslav Likhachev, who points out that, for Western governments, “any doubts about the purity of the new Ukrainian government, including anything to do with accusations of xenophobia, are a wonderful pretext for inaction”; “Maidan i cherez sto let budet privlekat’ issledovatelei”, Historians.in.ua, 20 November 2014, http://historians.in.ua/index.php/en/

  intervyu/1348-viacheslav-lykhachev-maidan-y-cherez-sto-let-budet-pryvlekat-yssledovatelei.


  [13] As Sofi Oksanen has observed, “A people, which does not have an identifiable story outside its own language area, is a people which does not exist. It is easy to wipe from the map a country or language one cannot locate on a map”; cited Jukka Rislakki, The Case for Latvia. Disinformation Campaigns against a Small Nation: Fourteen Hard Questions and Straight Answers about a Baltic Country (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014), 219.


  [14] See Fabio Belafatti, “Orientalism Reanimated: Colonial Thinking in Western Analysts’ Comments on Ukraine”, Euromaidan Press, 27 October 2014, http://euromaidanpress.com/2014/10/27/western-commentators-should-rid-them
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    Abstract: President Putin’s Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 represents a pivotal moment in the development of the post-Soviet world. Marking the annexation of Crimea by Russia, the speech, whilst containing elements familiar from Putin’s discourse in recent years, simultaneously changed fundamental assumptions about Russia’s place in the world order. Analyzed from the perspective of political narrative, Putin’s speech shows marked differences from the standard narrative employed since he came to power in 2000. Aside from the momentous international impact that they represent, these differences have opened up a new complexity and uncertainty in Russia’s domestic politics.


    


    Foreign Minister Lavrov and I talked for a good six hours. And the conversation was very direct, very candid, frank, and I say constructive because we really dug into all of Russia’s perceptions, their narrative, our narrative.


    —John Kerry, US Secretary of State, March 2014


    


    On 18 March 2014 Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, gave a speech in the Kremlin’s grand St George’s Hall to an invited audience of State Duma deputies, Federation Council members, heads of Russia’s regions, and civil society representatives. The speech, which culminated in the signing of a treaty making Crimea and the city of Sevastopol subjects of the Russian Federation, represents a landmark statement of Putin’s—and Russia’s—worldview. Russia’s annexation of Crimea constitutes a pivotal juncture in the post-Soviet settlement. As detailed below, Russian newspapers from across the political spectrum immediately noted that this speech marked a sea change in Russia’s relations with the West. It is not simply that the incorporation of Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation was itself, in Mark Galeotti’s words, “a moment of absolute tectonic shift in terms of how the West and particularly Europe … begin to think about Russia”,[1] but also that the speech delivered by President Putin at the formalization of Crimea’s annexation presented to domestic and international audiences alike a sweeping narrative of Russia’s history and its relations with the West, which departed from previous official narratives in significant ways. Even months later, with armed conflict in south-eastern Ukraine in full flow and claiming thousands of victims, a leader in The Times newspaper remained captivated by Putin’s 18 March speech, portraying it as separate from, and in some ways even more concerning than, the act of incorporation itself:


    The Crimean gamble was on one level rational: it secured Sevastopol for the Russian Black Sea fleet and ruled out Nato membership for Ukraine as long as its borders were disputed. The speech in which he celebrated the annexation, however, was a chilling mix of paranoia and defiance.[2]


    In Russia itself, the press, both pro- and anti-Putin, immediately alighted on the significance of the president’s Crimea Speech. The next day’s newspapers reflected the fundamental shift which Putin’s re-cast narrative represented. Nezavisimaia gazeta’s front page lead compared Putin’s speech to Churchill’s era-defining “iron curtain” speech in Fulton Missouri in 1946, arguing that “one thing is clear so far: the history of the country—and, in a sense, the world—has been divided into two epochs: pre-Crimean and post-Crimean”.[3] Novoe vremia published two articles—one from a Russian perspective and one from a Western—under the rubric “the country after 18 March”.[4] According to Boris Yunanov, Putin’s speech was paradigm-shifting in like fashion to the assumption of power in France by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799, or by his nephew Louis-Napoleon in 1851. “The 18th March … became the 18th Brumaire: with one stroke of Putin’s pen the post-war Yalta system was destroyed”.[5] The oppositionist Novaia gazeta emphasized that “after Crimea we are dealing with a new reality”.[6]


    As ever, history will judge. Nonetheless, such elevated conceptualizations indicate a speech of uncommon import. Competently delivered, regularly interrupted by applause and supportively placed laughter, Putin’s Crimea Speech nonetheless does not gain its significance from oratorical flourishes, but from a conjunction of three specific elements: its occasion, its emotive force, and its narrative content. This article’s analysis focuses on the speech’s narrative content. First though, let us briefly consider the elements of occasion and emotive force.


    The significance of occasion requires little elaboration. At the end of his speech, President Putin formally signed documents incorporating Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation, sitting alongside co-signatories from the two new members of the Russian Federation. For the first time since the break-up of the Soviet Union, Russia had expanded its territory, taking under Moscow’s control 27 000 km² of a neighboring state. In so doing, it made the starkest of statements. This was no rhetorical swagger lacking substance. No attempt was made at diplomatic obfuscation—no “Russian protectorate” was created; no “special status” for Crimea was declared; there was no following the Abkhazian or South Ossetian path and recognizing Crimean independence notwithstanding the failure of any other state to do so. In short, Russia sought neither the political fig-leaf of leaving Crimea’s formal status ill-defined, nor the mere gaining of a bargaining counter for use in future international negotiations. Instead, Vladimir Putin presided over an official, elaborate, and televised ceremony culminating in the signing of a treaty on admitting Crimea and Sevastopol into the Russian Federation, and declaring this action to be “an historic turning point”.[7]


    The emotive force of Putin’s Crimea Speech stems partly from its occasion and setting, and partly from its evident personal significance to Putin himself. Watching the speech online reveals more of the occasion’s emotion than reading its text can do.[8] Its setting—the Kremlin’s St George’s Hall—is redolent of Russian imperial might. Russia’s president delivered a speech as evocative of Russian history and military glory as was its setting, and the combined effect undoubtedly stirred the patriotic feelings of his audience, and of many watching on television. So far as personal significance to Vladimir Putin is concerned, one commentator perceptively noted that:


    On this day in the St George’s Hall of the Kremlin, Vladimir Putin delivered the best speech of his presidential life. Best, because it was evident that he was not putting on an act, he actually believes in every word he uttered. These days in Russia such a thing happens about as often as honest elections.[9]


    1. The Narrative


    As exemplified in the epigraph to this paper, the concept of narrative has increasingly common currency in contemporary speech, both idiomatic and diplomatic. In relation to Western understandings and misunderstandings of Russia, US Secretary of State John Kerry’s observation that Russia has its narrative and the United States has a different one stands as a relatively mild expression of an apparent failure, if not refusal, in regard to the mutual comprehension of Russian and Western worldviews. Less publicly, and more succinctly, Germany’s Chancellor Merkel reportedly told US President Obama that President Putin was not in touch with reality and was living “in another world”.[10]


    From a more academic perspective, narrative analysis represents a useful methodological approach to identifying the framework within which political actors situate their actions. Such an approach has increasingly been applied to the study of Putin’s Russia.[11] I have argued elsewhere that:


    A public political narrative consists of a sequential account given by dominant political actors connecting selected, specific developments so as to impose a desired order on them. So the narrative of a state’s development, such as that employed by the Putin project in Russia, seeks to impose order on disparate events by selecting, connecting and interpreting them within the context of a developmental story, complete with causal links. … It creates too a normative conceptualisation of the world as the regime believes it is or ought to be, combining known facts with imagined wholes.[12]


    The insistence that the concept of narrative be strictly defined when it comes to academic analysis is shared too by Chatterje-Doody. She similarly focuses on the essential element of “sequential and consequential ordering” of events by a political actor/narrator, and argues for the analytical centrality of stories with plots and chronologies as superior to “methods that reduce narratives to themes”.[13]


    A distrust of abstract universalist metanarratives opens up the political field to more particularist sub-universalist accounts. The Communist collapse of 1989-91 did for the Marxist-Leninist metanarrative what the financial crisis of recent years appears to be doing for that of neo-liberal hegemony, leaving political leaders greater leeway to develop exceptionalist accounts of a regime’s beliefs about the past, present, and future. The narrative of Putinism has long disavowed ideological metanarratives and in so doing has validated a Russo-specific account of that country’s political path. Analysis of public political narratives does not primarily seek a normative critique of their content, but rather methodological motivation stems from a commitment to taking seriously what political actors say about themselves in order to gain insight into their Weltanschauung, since awareness of cognitive orientation informs our understanding of motivations and actions. Whilst there is validity in treating state narratives as propaganda providing a post hoc justification for a course of action,[14] the causal relationship also goes the other way. Merit exists in analyzing narrative content in order to uncover the underlying conceptualizations and constructs that shape policy choice.


    Taking Putin’s Crimea Speech, to read it from the perspective of propaganda privileges an entirely legitimate critical assessment of its claims in terms of veracity and consistency. For example, Putin said, in relation to Western powers, that “they have lied to us many times, made decisions behind our backs, presented us with an accomplished fact”, and declared that “we have always respected the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state, incidentally, unlike those who sacrificed Ukraine’s unity for their political ambitions”. Such declarations do not sit easily when set against the hasty incorporation of Crimea into Russia, following on from Putin’s statement at a press conference a fortnight earlier that the unification of Crimea with Russia was not under consideration.[15] Whilst not ignoring factual lacunae and normative assertions, however, the narrative approach seeks to identify and analyze the narrative parts—the motifs, temporalities, symbols, agents, plots and sub-plots—of which a political actor’s sequential account is made up.[16] Identifying the selective appropriation and interpretation of narrative parts facilitates a deep and holistic understanding of that actor’s political position.


    Putin’s Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 marks a step-change in the public political narrative of Russia’s ruling regime. The president identified the occasion as an historic turning point, and analysis of his speech’s narrative parts reveals significant developments from what has gone before. These developments speak complexity and uncertainty into Russia’s domestic politics in the coming years. Before addressing the question of their future political significance, however, this article develops an exposition of these narrative parts in order to identify the direction of the narrative of Putinism developed around and within events in Ukraine in 2014.


    2. Central motifs


    National unity and long-term stability have long been the central motifs of Putinism.[17] The authors of an approved dictionary of political terms for the Putin era asserted that “national unity is the central idea and starting point of the Putin plan”.[18] As with each of the narrative parts discussed here, there are elements of continuity in Putin’s Crimea Speech when it comes to the central motifs. At the same time though, there are new departures with the potential to take the official story in a new direction. Narratives by their nature progress. For much of the Putin era, the focus on national unity has been constructivist in nature. The story has been one of building national unity from out of the divisive chaos inherited, so the official narrative goes, from the Yeltsin years (1991-99).


    Now, in Putin’s third term (2012-18), emphasis shifts to the application, for a political purpose, of the national unity that has been created. In the Crimea Speech, this is expressed in the assertion that the resolution with which Russia’s stance in relation to Crimea was followed through drew on “the will of millions of our people, our national unity, and the support of our country’s main political and public forces”. In the past, President Putin has always been scrupulous when it comes to publicly asserting that the Russian state is multi-vocal in nature and aspiring to a multi-party future. Even on the occasion of what has previously been seen by many Western observers as his landmark, and pointedly anti-Western, foreign policy speech—the speech at the Munich Conference on Security Policy in 2007—Putin emphasized the place in Russian political life of forces whose “basic positions differ significantly”.[19] The Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 makes just one reference to the fact that not everyone in Russia thinks the same—“here, as in any democratic society, there are various points of view”. Even this single acknowledgment of plurality, however, is followed immediately by the qualification, “but the position of the absolute, I want to emphazise this, the absolute majority of citizens is also obvious”.[20] What is more, the qualified reference to plurality here contradicts both the burden of the speech as a whole, and the text of earlier sections. In the Crimea Speech, President Putin’s emphasis is on the unity of the Russian people, which melds with the position taken by the Russian state:


    


    Residents of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, the whole of Russia admired your courage, dignity and bravery. It was you who decided Crimea’s future. We were closer than ever over these days, supporting each other. These were sincere feelings of solidarity. It is at historic turning points such as these that a nation demonstrates its maturity and strength of spirit. The Russian people showed this maturity and strength through their united support for their compatriots. Russia’s foreign policy position on this matter drew its firmness from the will of millions of our people, our national unity and the support of our country’s main political and public forces. I want to thank everyone for this patriotic spirit, everyone without exception.


    


    Here the notion of different points of view is absent. It is “the whole of Russia … a nation … the Russian people … everyone … everyone without exception” who have united in support for the people of Crimea and have backed the position taken by Putin and his government. The corollary that follows from the assertion that all Russian people back President Putin’s policy—and in the Crimea Speech follows in the very next paragraph—is that to oppose this position is to not be part of, or to betray, the national collective called Russia.


    Obviously, we will encounter external opposition … Some Western politicians are already threatening us with not just sanctions but also the prospect of increasingly serious problems on the domestic front. I would like to know what it is they have in mind exactly: action by a fifth column, this disparate bunch of “national traitors”, or are they hoping to put us in a worsening social and economic situation so as to provoke public discontent?


    The sequential narrative unfolds with a storyline that seems to assert that, since all Russians support the state’s policy on Crimea, therefore opposition must be external, and should it be domestic then oppositionists are national traitors acting on behalf of that external opposition within Russia.


    What of the other long-standing central motif of Putinism, namely stability? Events in Ukraine—from Maidan, to Crimea, and beyond into armed conflict in the south-eastern regions of the country—clearly speak of instability rather than stability. In any case, the primary application of the motif of stability in Putinism has been, and remains, the concept of domestic political stability. As developed in more detail in the concluding section of this paper, support for instability in the form of contentious politics in Crimea undermines the regime’s long-standing objection to spontaneity and the politics of the street in Russia. Instead of domestic stability, however, the Crimea Speech focuses on the lack of international stability, bemoaning its decline since the end of “the bipolar system on the planet”—that is, the end of the Cold War. Putin then asserts that since Crimea is “a very important factor in regional stability”, it “should be part of a strong and stable sovereignty, which today can only be Russian”. Furthermore, ensuring the protection of the rights and interests of Russians and Russian speakers in Ukraine is identified as “the guarantee of Ukraine’s state stability and territorial integrity”.


    Considering the development of the long-standing central motifs of Putinism in the Crimea Speech, national unity remains to the fore and develops along ever more univocal lines, merging the notion of Russian patriotism with support for the policy of the Russian state and implying that to oppose Russia’s policy in Crimea is to place oneself outside of this national unity. Stability, scarcely surprisingly given the context of annexing the territory of a neighboring state, retreats into the background somewhat. However, it still remains identified with the Russian state. Global instability is said to stem from the decline of Russian power at the end of the Cold War; Russia is identified as the stable state of which Crimea should be part in order to aid regional stability; and Ukraine is seen as an unstable state existentially threatened should it fail to defend the interests of those Russians and Russian speakers living there.


    In addition to these central motifs, Putin’s Crimea Speech confirms the emergence of a third motif increasingly to the fore in the narrative of Putinism—namely the importance of ethnicity and civilizational identity. The narrative of Putinism has long been committed to the notion of a multi-ethnic society, and such a commitment remains present in the Crimea Speech. That said, however, the concept of ethnicity itself comes to the fore in a way unfamiliar to earlier iterations of Putinism, and is blurred together with the notion of civilizational distinctiveness tied to Orthodox Christianity. Putin identifies Crimea as the cradle of this civilization, where Prince Vladimir’s “spiritual feat” in adopting the Orthodox faith “predetermined the overall basis of the cultural, civilizational and human values that unite the peoples of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus”. The president’s arguments in relation to the annexation of Crimea, and its historical justification, repeatedly seek to make germane the ethnicity of a populace. For example, whilst lamenting the sufferings of “many millions” of Soviet people under Stalinist repression, he notes that Russians suffered more than most in this way; and, in echoes of his often misquoted assertion that the Soviet collapse represents one of the biggest geopolitical catastrophes of the twentieth century,[21] he refers to the Russian people as “one of the biggest, one could even say the biggest, ethnic group in the world to be divided by borders”.[22] Putin’s concern for the ethnic make-up of different regions—be it in lamenting the sufferings of the Russian people, or in promising respect for “the representatives of all nationalities living in Crimea”—is implicitly contrasted with that of “the Bolsheviks”, whom he accuses of moving parts of Russia into Ukraine “without taking into account the national composition of the population”. In broad continuity with the narrative of Putinism since its inception,[23] the Soviet authorities are criticized, both for the repression of millions and for an ideological stance which did not consider ethnicity important. The Crimea Speech makes clear the increasing significance of ethnicity, and a broader “Orthodox” civilizational identity, in the Putin narrative.


    3. Temporalities


    In narrative analysis, the temporal framing of the story represents a key choice to be made by the narrator(s). Constructing a public political narrative involves the selective appropriation of events and other elements that fit the story, alongside the concomitant rejection of those that do not. The standard structure of a story requires a beginning and an end, and in a political narrative these represent a key element of self-conceptualization. For most of the first decade and beyond of this century, the Putin regime began its narrative with the Yeltsin years and situated its completion at some unspecified future point, just out of reach. Sergei Prozorov memorably conceptualized the temporalities of the Yeltsin era (1992-99) as a “time out of time”, a period of “a paradoxical, permanently unstable regime, whose authority was only sufficient to ensure that nothing ever takes the vacant place of the Soviet order”.[24] Putin’s motifs of national unity and stability stemmed from that starting point—the divisive and chaotic Yeltsin years—and justified the sluggish progression to a more democratic, law-based system, which would assuredly be reached, but not yet and only after national unity and a stable system had restored Russian strength. In this way, the Putin narrative consisted of a developmental story which sought both to give good reason for a strong central state and to hold onto a democratic teleology, whose culmination lay beyond a future time-horizon. Although different in context and content, the temporalities of this previous narrative are redolent of early Soviet-era justifications for the dictatorship of the proletariat as the necessary foundation of progress towards Communism.


    The temporalities of the Crimea Speech differ from those of the earlier Putin narrative in two specific ways: first, the narrative’s dominant starting point is the end of the Cold War and the Soviet collapse, and second, there is an almost total absence of future orientation. A public political narrative seeks to explain policy choices by placing them within a (con)sequential context: because this happened, we had to do that; because the Yeltsin years resulted in a weak state, we had to build a strong state. The story’s start sets up its unfolding. In the case of the annexation of Crimea, President Putin’s speech provides a relatively comprehensive historical tour d’horizon, with one short section mentioning Prince Vladimir of Rus in the 10th century, before jumping to the Crimean War in the 1850s, and onto the battles of Sapun Ridge during the Second World War. As mentioned above, Putin also recounts the boundary changes in southern Ukraine during the Soviet years. However, the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991 undoubtedly stands as his speech’s pivotal temporal reference. Soviet-era boundary changes did not matter much at the time, as they occurred within the boundaries of a single state. It was only the Soviet state itself collapsing that set in train the events covered in the current narrative.


    Back then, it was impossible to imagine that Ukraine and Russia may split up and become two separate states … Unfortunately, what seemed impossible became a reality. The USSR fell apart.


    The Crimea Speech dwells at some length on the Soviet collapse. It sets out the alleged broken promises of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). In fact the CIS was envisaged by many of its members as a means to ensure the civilized divorce of the Soviet states, and Putin himself reportedly used to hold to this view too.[25] However, in the current Putin narrative the CIS was created to retain a single currency, single economic space, and joint armed forces, but these turned about to be “empty promises”. Furthermore, in Putin’s telling, from the Soviet collapse flowed “the blatant historical injustice” of Crimea being in Ukraine not in Russia, “the dissolution of the bipolar system on the planet”, and the expansion of NATO eastwards. Framing the narrative temporally around the end of the Cold War and dissolution of the Soviet Union justifies the “correction” of the “injustice” and errors identified, and more deeply calls into question the post-Cold War settlement.


    The Crimea Speech reasserts the Soviet collapse as the starting point for Putin’s narrative account of Russia’s place in the world. In going back to the end of the Cold War as the pivotal temporal moment, President Putin is drawing a line under what might be termed the post-Yeltsin years, closing off this sub-period, and laying claim to a temporally amalgamated post-Soviet era on whose behalf he now speaks. No longer does Putin’s narrative focus on his years in power as the antithesis of Yeltsinite chaos, but rather it restores the longer historical view. In so doing the assertion implicitly made echoes the amended notion of national unity analyzed above. Just as the Crimea Speech represents national unity as something now realized and therefore to be utilized, so the emphasis on a temporality encompassing the entire post-Soviet era asserts that the post-Yeltsin tasks of state restoration are now finished. That being the case, then the tasks facing Russia no longer relate to remedying the Yeltsin inheritance, but to rectifying the post-Cold War legacy.


    Having established the story’s beginning, the narrative of the Crimea Speech—in strong contrast to earlier versions of the Putin narrative—notably neglects to elaborate on its ending. An historical orientation dominates the speech, with only a single cursory reference to the importance of maintaining national unity in order to resolve “the tasks our country faces on the road ahead”. All other mentions of the future refer to an alternative future—of NATO dominance threatening southern Russia—stalled by the actions of the Crimean people, and to a potential future of an unstable Ukraine, should it neglect to defend the interests of its Russian and Russian-speaking inhabitants. In clear contrast to his major speeches in the past, Russia’s president does not, in the Crimea Speech, hold forth any sense of how current events will shape a desirable future. This lack of a future-oriented visionary element marks a notable departure from previous narrative temporalities, within which both Putin, and Medvedev during his presidency (2008-12), regularly used to set out the regime’s long-term aspirations.[26] Several interpretations of the absence of future in the Crimea Speech suggest themselves, although they remain somewhat speculative. At the level of narrative analysis, it may be that there is now a sense of culmination within the Putin regime, that the teleological quest for a restoration of the positional status quo ante, in the sense of a Russian state standing strong as a separate civilizational entity from the West, has been arrived at. More prosaic interpretations might suggest that the Crimea Speech reveals a president reveling in perceived present glory and unwilling to consider what might come next. Or that the absence of future is tactical, stemming from a wish not to reveal to an international audience the deeper and longer-term intentions of the Russian state represented by the annexation of Crimea.


    4. Symbols and Agency


    Public political narratives reinforce themselves through symbolic practice. The symbols of the Putin years have long sought to emphasize the central motif of national unity by bringing together elements from across Russia’s history and political spectrum. National Unity Day has replaced Revolution Day as the public holiday in early November. The official symbols of the state are drawn from pre-imperial, imperial, and Soviet periods. In one of his earliest acts as president, Vladimir Putin restored a State Council (abolished by the Bolsheviks in 1917) and the tune of the Soviet national anthem with new, post-Soviet, words.


    The symbolism of the Crimea Speech primarily went back to the imperial rather than the Soviet era. Its setting—the Kremlin’s St George’s Hall—was built in tsarist times, a two-hundred foot long marble and parquet hall intended to celebrate the growth of Russia’s empire. Its walls are adorned with white marble panels bearing the names, written in gold, of officers from the Knights of St George regiments. In Soviet times it was here that grand banquets and receptions were held for visiting foreign dignitaries, and, in May 1945, for Stalin to mark the Soviet victory over Nazi Germany.[27] On 18 March 2014, as the great golden doors were opened by two soldiers in dress uniform and a fanfare was blown, President Putin strode to the podium, adorned with the Russian double-headed eagle, and addressed an invited audience of Russia’s élite, along with a smattering of “honored representatives of the Republic of Crimea and Sevastopol”.


    Alongside symbols, narratives require the identification of principal characters. Who are the positively portrayed “heroes or victims” and who the “evildoers or fools”?[28] Not surprisingly, the standard Putin narrative has long portrayed the president, the regime, and the Russian people in the most heroic light, with the villains being oligarchs who had plundered Russia’s riches for their own gain, giving nothing back and signaling their disdain for Russia by placing what they value—chiefly their money and their families—abroad. In 2013, the Putin government pushed hard on the policy dubbed “the nationalization of the élite”, which saw laws passed banning government officials, members of parliament, and members of regional legislatures from holding foreign bank accounts. FSB officers were ordered to dispose of any property abroad.[29] Whilst government and parliament presented such moves as an anti-corruption drive, others see them—with the benefit of hindsight—as a pre-emptive protection of assets from Western sanctions.


    Although these hero-villain categories have not been revised per se during Putin’s third term, their emphasis has shifted and they have been expanded to encompass the ethnic and civilizational emphasis noted earlier. In the Crimea Speech, despite President Putin referring to them as “colleagues” and “partners”, the Western powers are the villains. In Putin’s narrative, they accuse Russia falsely, apply double standards, degrade “key international institutions”, act “irresponsibly and unprofessionally”, lie, fail to consult, ignore Russian interests, threaten, and pursue the “notorious policy of containment”. Putin also criticizes the present Ukrainian authorities—undermined with the epithet “so-called”—but again tying them closely to the arch villains of the narrative, the West, “the foreign sponsors of these so-called politicians”.


    The Crimea Speech steps carefully to identify such Ukrainian “villains” whilst firmly situating the Ukrainian people in general, alongside the Russian people and the inhabitants of Crimea, in the hero/victim category. Putin asserts that “our relations with Ukraine, with the fraternal Ukrainian people have always been and will remain of foremost importance for us”, expresses understanding for the motivations of the Ukrainian people in protesting against their ruling regime, and twice explicitly thanks the Ukrainian military for “refraining from bloodshed” in Crimea. The ethno-civilizational emphasis of the narrative seeks to include Ukraine and the Ukrainian people in the “we” on whose behalf Russia has brought Crimea into its territory:


    Otherwise, dear friends (I am addressing both Ukraine and Russia), you and we—the Russians and the Ukrainians—could lose Crimea completely, and that could happen in the near historical perspective. Please think about it.


    5. Plots and Subplots


    Analysis of public political narratives reflects the flexibility and nuance of political life in the acknowledgement that political actors “focus material into a single coherent story, albeit with subplots”.[30] To be successful, a political narrative requires longevity, since it functions at a level that is more elemental than mere policy preference. For example, in the narrative of national unity and stability, subplots of social-conservatism and liberal democracy facilitate the retention of a necessary dynamism, the capacity to react to events, and an ability to convince or attract different constituencies. Subplots are developed within a narrative, not in opposition to it.


    As set out in our analysis of central motifs and temporalities, the plot of the Putin narrative developed in the Crimea Speech of 18 March 2014 confirms a distinctive departure from that which has dominated official Russian discourse over the past decade or so. Despite elements of continuity, the speech embodies a shift in emphasis during Putin’s third term, with the central plot element situating itself far more in terms of dramatic assertions of identity, national pride, military glory, and separation from the international mainstream, and the former narrative of global community and international law retreating to become subplot. Just as the annexation of Crimea signifies a radically decisive step-change, so too does the switch of plot and subplot in Putin’s narrative.


    Before Crimea the narrative plot for Russian foreign policy consisted of an insistence on the primacy of international law, with the subplot hinting at the possibility of decisive, possibly military-backed, unilateral action to achieve Russia’s aims. After Crimea, the subplot of unilateral action has been enacted as plot, and the emphasis on international law has become subplot, a possible but less likely way forward. The assertion is that in the case of Ukraine “our Western partners have crossed the line”. The implication is that, since the United States prefers to be guided “not by international law, but by the law of force”, then Russia too has adopted this line. Nonetheless, the subplot of reliance on international law remains as a storyline which, although sidelined for now, could once more be developed and brought back to the fore.


    6. The Domestic Impact of 18 March 2014


    Political narratives, and analysis of the same, bring a clarity to complex political situations. The function of the narrative is to enable political actors to simplify, exemplify, and clarify their message. They seek to identify what matters, how events have developed, who are the “good guys and the bad guys”, and so on. Narratives are artificial constructs. They exclude facts and interpretations that do not fit the story. Their simple logic smooths the rough complexity of the real world. However, once constructed, political narratives are delivered to a polity and society which remain replete with contradiction and counter-argument. Narratives are deconstructed and reinterpreted. Their reception differs across the political spectrum. Their univocal account causes cacophonous reaction, playing out in multiple ways which cannot be foreseen by the political actor-narrator at their source.


    As the preceding analysis demonstrates, the narrative of Putin’s Crimea Speech, and the events which are contained within it, confirm a decisive step-change in the story that the Putin regime tells about Russia and its place in the world. Reactions to that shift in practice and narrative will be played out for years to come. All this article can offer by way of conclusion is a brief overview of the immediate reactive sorties from across the political spectrum in Russia, drawing on sources which include a survey of selected Russian political figures immediately after the speech of 18 March 2014.[31]


    The most significant narrative development identified in the foregoing analysis is the pivotal move towards a more nationalist-oriented discourse on the part of the Putin regime. Ethno-civilizational identity has come to the fore as a key motif, the people of the Russian Orthodox world are the “we” identified as heroes of the story, and the narrative’s central plot has become nationally oriented, subordinating internationalist variants to the role of subplot. Whilst Putinism has invariably been national-patriotic in its rhetoric, it has also been marked up until now by both a strong commitment to international law and by an under-reported but firm orientation against the extreme nationalism of the Russian far right. For the Russian state to incorporate ethnic nationalism into its discourse, albeit with clear caveats about respect for non-Russian ethnic groups, changes the political game for nationalist opponents of the regime as well as for the Putin regime itself.


    It might be assumed that Russian nationalists, including those on the far right, would approve of an expansionist Russian state absorbing territory under the slogan of defending Russians. However, this is far from straightforward. Ethno-nationalists in Russia by no means form a natural constituency of Putin supporters, rather they are long-standing oppositionists, critical of the rhetoric of a multi-ethnic state and of what they perceive as a failure of the Putin government to stand up for ethnic Russians in Russia. Indeed, on the fascist wing of Russian domestic politics, far right nationalists find common cause with their Ukrainian counterparts. For example, articles on the website of the Russian far right group the “Movement Against Illegal Immigration” (DPNI) praise the Ukrainian “Right Sector” for its fight against corrupt officials, and for its declared status as a “Christian order”.[32] A common reaction amongst such groups to events in Crimea is to accuse the Putin regime of exaggerating, if not inventing, the threat to Russians in Ukraine, and of adopting the rhetoric of ethno-nationalism without genuinely adhering to it. The leader of the “ethno-political union Russkie” (“Russians”), Dmitrii Demushkin,[33] argued that “all sane people supported the Maidan, since people have the right to get rid of thieves in power”. Following Putin’s Crimea Speech, Demushkin criticized the Russian state’s propaganda of “hoorah patriotism” which was “zombifying people by TV”, and accused the regime of “double standards”.[34]


    The use of the phrase “double standards” is particularly interesting, since that very accusatory phrase is commonly used in Russia’s official foreign policy discourse, when countering the Western powers’ criticisms of Russia in relation to such areas as human rights, political freedoms, and international law. In the Crimea Speech itself, President Putin compared the acceptance of Crimea into the Russian Federation with Kosovo’s declaration of independence from Serbia in 2008. He asserted, pushing the concept of double standards further than before, that the notion of Kosovo being a special case and therefore different from Crimea was “not even double standards; this is amazing, primitive, blunt cynicism”. However, the accusation of many nationalists in Russia is that the Putin government applies double standards in terms of its attitude to ethnic Russians, many “remain skeptical and grimly joke: so, why can we defend the interests of Russians in Sevastopol and Yalta, but can’t in Tverskaia oblast’?”.[35] The difficulty for the broad nationalist movement in Russia is that many agree with the acceptance of Crimea into Russia, even where they might argue with the rhetoric of Putin’s speech. Prominent nationalist commentator Yegor Kholmogorov, not always a Putin supporter, dismissed the “why in Crimea but not in Tverskaia oblast’” argument by branding nationalists who pose it as “fiery oppositionists, and not patriots”, and ironically referred to the strong links between some Russian and Ukrainian far right groups as a “nationalist Internationale”.[36]


    The accusation of double standards in terms of the way Russia’s government behaves and presents itself appeared fairly widespread in terms of domestic commentary after the Crimea Speech. Such an accusation represents a path forward for opposition groups which confirms their anti-regime stance but avoids their having to stand against the annexation of Crimea per se. Domestic opponents of Putin across the board proved supportive of Crimea joining Russia. The parliamentary opposition—the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, A Just Russia, and the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia—said as much relatively unequivocally. Extra-parliamentary opposition groups, on the other hand, deployed varying degrees of equivocation. Leading oppositionist Aleksei Navalny supported the idea of Crimea being part of Russia without supporting Putin’s policy, arguing that since the territory had previously been ceded to Ukraine, then Russia’s international obligations ought to count for something. Sergei Mitrokhin, leader of the Russian United Democratic Party “Yabloko”, supported the right of Crimea’s residents to self-determination, but rejected the deployment of troops and warned that recognizing the right of a region to secede from a state could create a precedent to be followed by regions of Russia, for example in the North Caucasus. The possibility that nuances in the degree of support for the actions of Russia’s government might undermine opposition groups became swiftly evident in Eduard Limonov’s “Other Russia” party. Some branches of the party opposed Limonov’s support for Russia’s policy in Crimea, even though it was couched in terms of the president finally coming round to Limonov’s long-held stance on Crimea being Russian territory.[37]


    All of these responses on the part of domestic opposition groups demonstrate the potential for accusations of double-standards, and allow opponents of the Putin regime to maintain a degree of consistency during a period where popular support for the president surged on a wave of Crimea-induced patriotism. To return to the central motifs identified in our narrative analysis, the newly emphasized element of ethno-civilizational identity can be seen as bringing some benefits to the regime by impinging on the ideological territory of nationalist opposition. However, it also brings dangers in relation to accusations of double-standards and debates over the blurred definitions implicit in the melding of ethnic and civilizational identity. It was notable that absent from the dignitaries in the Kremlin’s St George’s Hall on 18 March was the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church, which was represented instead by the oldest Metropolitan, Yuvenaly. The Patriarch himself reportedly had qualms, stemming from a desire for unity amongst Orthodox believers in Ukraine, about the wisdom of too overtly supporting the actions of the Russian government in Crimea.[38]


    Whilst the narrative motif of ethno-civilizational identity came to the fore in a new way in the Crimea Speech, the long-standing motif of stability retreated into the background. The Putin regime has long worked to counteract the possibility of popular unrest in Moscow, apparently fearing the prospect of events akin to a “color revolution”.[39] In his Crimea Speech, however, President Putin legitimated and lauded elements of street politics and their success in accomplishing a rapid movement to secession. As Eduard Limonov put it, “it’s curious that Crimea’s unification with Russia was demanded at the sort of peaceful unsanctioned meetings that in Russia people are put into police vans for participating in”.[40]


    7. Conclusions


    Despite the evident popularity in Russia of the decision to incorporate Crimea and Sevastopol into the Federation, the enduring nature of that surge in support for President Putin and his policy remains to be tested. Analysis of the Crimea Speech through the lens of political narrative highlights continuities and developments in the story that Russia’s ruling regime tells the Russian people, and the world, about itself. Just as the rapid and largely unforeseen incorporation of Crimea into the Russian Federation represents a dramatic shift in the post-Soviet settlement, the consequences of which will play out for years to come, so too do the changes in the narrative of Putinism open up a new complexity and uncertainty in Russia’s domestic, as well as international, politics. It is not going out too far on a predictive limb to suggest that the initial swell of popularity experienced by the Putin regime during the Ukraine crisis may decline significantly as the realities of the economic cost, international isolation, and cost in human lives of Russia’s policies towards Ukraine begin to bite. Even whilst mollifying some national-patriots in Russia, modifying the state’s narrative has also created new possibilities for opposition groups to question the ideological content and the selective application of the regime’s declared priorities.


    Uncertainty over the longevity of these priorities and their popularity matches too the unusual absence of future vision within the Crimea Speech. From the outset of the Putin years, the formal narrative has—whatever the empirical evidence surrounding it— posited a modernizing, democratizing Russia, on a path to becoming “a forward-looking young nation” integrated into the global economy.[41] Despite retaining elements of this vision within the subplot of the post-Crimea narrative, it is difficult to see how, in the short to medium term, Russia might be able to return to this path.
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    Filtering Foreign Media Content:

    How Russian News Agencies Repurpose Western News Reporting


    Rolf Fredheim


    Abstract: During the ongoing conflict with Ukraine, the Kremlin has limited and distorted the substance of Western media reports. State-run web portals dedicated to translating the foreign press claim to mirror Western reporting about Russia. In this article, I argue these portals filter the foreign press, selecting articles for translation that confirm and reinforce a stereotype of Western reporting about Russia as tendentious, opinionated, and irrationally hostile. I analyze output from two sites: RIA Novosti’s InoSMI, and, to a lesser degree, RT’s InoTV. In the first part of this article I explore a tension between two strands of research: many scholars emphasize the low quality of InoSMI’s translations, yet some Russian researchers draw on InoSMI’s translations as a data source for analysing the Western press. In the second half, I draw on quantitative methods and diverse data sources to analyze which Western texts were and were not translated during moments of high international tension, at the time of the Crimean referendum (March 2014), and the downing of flight MH17 (July 2014).


    1 Introduction: Translations as a Data Source


    In 2011 Tat’iana Kovaleva, a master’s (magistr) student at Tomsk State University, won a prize for her text “Strategies of Manipulation in the Information War”. Kovaleva’s article, published in the journal Politicheskaia lingvistika (Political Linguistics), exposed Western[1] media as systematically hostile to Russia during the 2008 Russian-Georgian conflict. Kovaleva’s text is of interest for a number of reasons: firstly, it demonstrates how cliché-laden some Western journalism about Russia is. Secondly, it demonstrates the degree to which Russians perceive the Western press as presenting a distorted picture of Russia. These translations fuel a perception of the West as “Russophobic”. Thirdly, and most importantly for this study, it shows that Russian students, researchers, and academics often take a selection of translated texts as representative of the Western media.


    Kovaleva’s article illustrates quite a common approach to analysing the nature and strategies of foreign media: she analyzes the foreign press exclusively by proxy of a Russian state-controlled portal, InoSMI. In this text I challenge the underlying assumption that state-controlled translation portals “reflect” the foreign press, and argue that these translation portals should be seen within the context of a state-controlled media system. I use data about Russian-language translations of Western reports about the Ukrainian conflict to argue that the view of the foreign press presented to Russians through the translation portals is systematically biased.


    Let’s return to Kovaleva’s argument: Western media eschew news reports containing information about events, preferring to “analyze, interpret, and evaluate”.[2] Western media, Kovaleva claims, employ various tools of manipulation to construct an image of Russia that is believable to the Western reader, despite the absence of fact. Faced by a barrage of emotionally laden content, the reader is invited to interpret the Russian-Georgian conflict through the prisms of deep-rooted stereotypes about Russia, along with the memory of previous Russian acts of aggression, e.g. in Chechnya. Consequently, Kovaleva argues, an image of Russia as “the absolute evil, inhuman Soviet totalitarian regime” is constructed.[3] The main device Western media use to construct this image is the myth, laden with “emotionality, tendentiousness, illusory rationality ... which presents reality in a simplified and distorted form; the myth is an axiom, accepted uncritically, not requiring evidence”.[4]


    In support of this argument, Kovaleva presents numerous examples of foreign articles where journalists combine evocative imagery and clichés about Russia’s Soviet past and authoritarian present. The first such example is a translation of the article “Raping Georgia”, published by the American tabloid New York Post:


    Yesterday, the world didn’t watch the Olympic opening ceremonies [sic] (the Chinese must be furious at the Russians). Instead, we saw images of Soviet—sorry, I meant Russian—aircraft pounding Georgian territory as Russian armor rolled over the Caucasus Mountains.[5]


    Passages such as these provide ample fuel for Kovaleva’s argument. In fact, her claim that Western media are consistently unreasonable and aggressive is backed up by numerous examples, and, based on the evidence presented, rings true. The bigger question is whether the evidence accurately reflects Western media.


    1.1 State-run Translation Portals


    This question is important, even fundamental: after all, Russia’s two most popular translation portals, InoSMI and InoTV are state-run. The former is run by RIA Novosti, while the latter is part of RT’s Russian language service. InoSMI has from its inception been a Kremlin-backed project: it traces its roots back to 2000 and an initiative by the Effective Politics Foundation (headed by Gleb Pavlovsky, who went on to work as Putin’s spin doctor and is known for the phrase “Managed Democracy”).[6] InoSMI expanded dramatically in 2004 when it was taken over by the state-owned news agency RIA Novosti. The leadership at InoSMI has been relatively stable: co-founder and editor Yaroslav Ognev led the project until September 2009, when he was replaced by Marina Pustil’nik. In February 2012 she left the publication, and was replaced by Aleksei Kovalev, who himself left in April 2014. RIA Novosti, by contrast, has recently undergone major structural changes. In December 2013 the agency was incorporated into a new agency Rossiia Segodnia, with Margarita Simon’ian editor-in-chief (she has the same role with RT, formerly Russia Today).[7] The managing director is Dmitrii Kiselev—a controversial figure, and the only journalist targeted by EU sanctions in April 2014.


    Ironically, when launched in 2005, Russia Today was backed by RIA Novosti as a Russian-style CNN to present “a more complete picture of life in our country.”[8] RT’s leadership claimed the outlet was independent and sought to distance itself from RIA Novosti.[9] Of the two translation portals, though, RIA Novosti’s InoSMI fulfills a less overtly ideological role than does RT’s InoTV. As the name suggests, InoTV’s emphasis is on television rather than print media, but the portal nonetheless often translates texts. Numerous other translation portals exist, though InoTV and InoSMI are both the most popular, and the most frequently cited by mainstream media. InoPressa, founded in 1999 and run by the NewsRu portal owned by exiled oligarch Vladimir Gusinskii, also provides translations of Western news articles. In many cases, InoPressa’s selection of texts deviates from that of RT and InoSMI, but during critical junctures such as the Crimea crisis, InoPressa has adopted publication patterns similar to the state-owned translation portals. InoPressa does not appear to print an “oppositional” selection of foreign media texts. A number of sites with a reputation for liberal content appear to endorse InoSMI by linking to their material; for instance, Echo of Moscow publishes InoSMI’s summaries of the Western press in its blog section.[10]


    InoSMI and InoTV are influential news sources. According to data for July 2014, as compiled by the media monitor Medialogia, InoSMI was the eighth most cited Internet resource in Russia, RT Russian was eleventh, while the arguably more independent Inopressa did not make the list of top thirty resources, and for this reason is not considered in the analysis that follows. In fact, InoSMI and RT’s lofty rankings are deceptively low.[11] When Rossiiskaia gazeta or Izvestiia cite foreign newspapers, they often paste translations directly from a translation portal, even when crediting the original source directly. InoSMI is widely cited by other news outlets, most often indirectly.[12] Of late RT’s Russian language service has emerged as the most popular source for quotes from Western media coverage, though some journalists still copy directly from InoSMI.[13]


    1.2 Overview of Russian Media Landscape


    In providing a steady stream of content that Russian newsmakers can cite when discussing foreign relations, the state-run translation portals act as filters. When they publish translations, they sanction the content for further dissemination. Russian journalists wishing to cite other content would not only have to identify, read, and translate relevant texts themselves, they would also have to check and evaluate whether the material was publishable. The translation portals, then, should be analyzed as part of a largely state-controlled media landscape, not as an extension or mirror of foreign opinion. The next paragraphs briefly reveal the contours of this landscape, in light of stricter state-control introduced since 2011.


    Independent voices are notoriously marginal in Russia. Scholars of Russian media give little credence to Putin’s 2006 claim, made in an interview with NBC’s Matt Lauer, that “there are more than 40,000 publications and we could not control them all even if we wanted to”.[14] Direct control may indeed be limited, but informal means of pressure ensure largely compliant media. Whereas in Soviet times there was an institutionalized censor (Glavlit),[15] currently no such institution exists. An important element here is the practice of appointing loyal editors-in-chief, responsible for ensuring satisfactory coverage and hiring journalists whose interests align with the owners’.[16] RT has hired journalists, who, according to Shaun Walker, “freely admit they have a one-sided view of the world.”[17] The media scholar Sarah Oates emphasizes that self-censorship is endemic in Russian journalism: “employees of all media outlets are well aware of the limits of what can be said on air or in print.”[18] Individual journalists or media outlets may be the subject of anti-corruption litigation, or intimidated through costly libel suits. Levitsky and Way argue these “legal” means “raise the cost of opposition activity (thereby convincing all but the boldest activists to remain on the side-lines) and critical media coverage (thereby encouraging self-censorship)”.[19] Simultaneously, the most influential media outlets are tightly controlled. Gehlbach and Sonin, for instance, cite reports from Russian Newsweek and New York Times claiming that television executives attend weekly meetings at the Kremlin, and that blacklists bar certain individuals from appearing on television.[20] If reports from March 2014 are to be believed, the Kremlin still issues weekly guidelines for television news broadcasts.[21]


    Independent media do exist, but as Lipman has pointed out, these outlets are “constrained or irrelevant”.[22] For most of the 2000s, this meant television was strictly controlled, but some independent print outlets were permitted. These outlets are “irrelevant” because few people can access them: print editions are limited to major cities, while rural areas have near universal television coverage. Moreover, price remains an off-putting, even prohibiting, barrier.[23] Online resources, on the other hand, have become more accessible as the proportion of Russians with Internet access has increased: according to the World Bank, the number of Internet users in Russia rose from 4.1% in 2002 to 53% in 2013.[24]


    Since the Russian elections of 2011 and 2012, the most popular online media, social media, and social-networking sites in Russia have been placed under oligarchic control, prompting Freedom House to express “concerns about the Russian Internet’s vulnerability to political manipulation”.[25] In March 2013, the merger of Vladimir Potanin’s Afisha-Rambler with SUP Media placed the main Russian Internet portals under the single ownership of Aleksandr Mamut. The merger affected the two most popular Russian online news portals, Gazeta.ru and Lenta.ru, as well as the popular blogging community LiveJournal. By late 2013, Gazeta’s political coverage had become less incisive. In March 2014, at the height of tensions between Russia and Ukraine, Aleksandr Mamut dismissed Galina Timchenko, editor of Lenta. Most of Lenta’s journalistic staff resigned in protest.[26] At this time, the Russian media watchdog Roskomnadzor blocked access to oppositional Internet portals such as grani.ru, kasparov.ru, and ej.ru (Yezhednevnyi zhurnal), as well as sites associated with the blogger and opposition activist Aleksei Navalny.[27]


    At present Russia does not block access to foreign language web-resources, which, one might think, could greatly diversify Russians’ news-diet. According to a recent Levada poll 11% of Russians “speak English more or less fluently.”[28] However, the percentage of Russians able to read news in English is certainly lower: a previous poll showed that only one in five of those declaring fluency were comfortable reading texts without a dictionary.[29] Most Russians, then, encounter the foreign press only in translation.


    Translation portals ensure that Russians are disproportionately likely to read a particular selection of foreign press articles. In this, their effect is similar to that of the phenomenon Eli Pariser termed a “filter bubble”: users of social media unwittingly create a personal filter by interacting with content on their news feeds:[30] if a user “likes” pictures of kittens, they will be shown more baby animals; if they ignore posts about the conflict in Ukraine, these will tend to disappear. Ultimately, the content people see can vary dramatically. The data scientist Gilad Lotan showed how during a recent flare-up in the Israel-Palestine conflict, Palestinian social media users tended to see stories about Palestinian victims, while Israelis saw accounts of Israeli losses. Social news feeds are dominated by types of content with which users have previously interacted; consequently the feeds tend to confirm what people already believe.[31]


    The filter bubble is influential even when we venture beyond it: although my Facebook and Twitter newsfeeds are not my only source of news, my views, say about the conflict in Ukraine, will still be influenced by posts and comments on my news feed, made by people I respect and whose opinions I value. When reading contradictory information, I evaluate that against what I already know or think I know. The speed at which the social news feed delivers new information means it will often be a user’s first point of contact with the news. These initial impressions take some overturning. The bubble created by the translation portals is similar: firstly, the credibility of opinion pieces in the Western press often derives from reporting and analysis printed by a news outlet. When evaluated through the prism of the translation portal, though, the Russian reader will accept or reject the opinion depending on whether it aligns with their view of “the facts”, not as portrayed by the foreign news outlets, but by domestic news providers. Likewise, readers deciding to go beyond Russian-language content and validate or augment translations do so from the starting point provided by InoSMI and RT.


    1.3 Mirroring the Foreign Press


    Former InoSMI editor Ognev liked to describe the portal as a “mirror” of the foreign press.[32] Kovaleva’s abstract, helpfully included in both Russian and English, shows that this function is widely accepted: the Russian abstract includes the phrase “diskursa InoSMI”, whereas in English we see “the discourse of foreign media.”[33] To the author, InoSMI refers not only to the state-owned translation portal, but also to “foreign mass media”, the literal meaning of the portal’s name. Throughout Kovaleva’s article, this second usage of “foreign media” dominates; InoSMI figures as a proxy for foreign media, while the author scarcely acknowledges that InoSMI is itself a media outlet with its own editorial priorities, let alone that the validity of her analysis is dependent on InoSMI accurately sampling and translating foreign media output.


    Kovaleva is not alone in equating InoSMI with foreign media: a number of other recent Russian-language academic texts use InoSMI in this way, without considering the accuracy of translation. Examples include Yuliia Kondakova’s analysis of the “Russian bear” image in the French press, Zhanna Timonina’s study of the “New Cold War” theme, and Sof’ia Parfenova’s analysis of foreign media coverage about the Eurasian Union.[34] In all three cases, the authors assume that InoSMI faithfully mirrors Western media output, and overlook the questions of translation quality and source selection.


    The most striking failure to consider these questions can be seen in a series of articles published on the portal E-generator in which a team of academics, then based at the Faculty of Philology at Orenburg State University, used criticism of Russia in InoSMI translations to construct a “Russophobia index” of the foreign press.[35] The study, written in scientific language, employed a content analysis methodology: statements about Russia were divided into three categories: positive statements, justified criticism, and unjustified criticism. Statements were graded on a scale from

    -3 to +2, where -3 was awarded if the statement included images of evil, attempts to expose hidden motivations, or irony. The score of +1 was awarded to positive characterizations of Russia’s historical and cultural heroes, while positive prognoses and attempts to take Russia’s side were awarded the grade +2.[36] In the original study, these scores were totted up to reveal Newsday and The Financial Times as the most Russophobic[37] foreign media. The 2010 study was especially jargon-laden, with the team calculating various metrics, including a “coefficient of positive/negative expression”.[38] The data were even presented through a series of scatter-plots. According to this study, The Guardian, The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Independent expressed the most consistently negative sentiments about Russia, while The Globe and Mail, Die Welt, and Le Figaro expressed the most positive sentiments.[39] Apparently sophisticated methodology aside, it is surprising that at no point did either study, written by academics attached to a philology faculty, consider the problem of translation[40] or source selection.


    1.4 Quality of Translation


    Most authors who have investigated InoSMI as a medium rather than a proxy for Western opinion have pointed to the site’s numerous poor or ideologically tendentious translations. In her 2009 book Translation, Manipulation, and Interpreting, Aiga Dukāte uses the example of an InoSMI text to illustrate how “the text handler’s negative attitude towards the things described” resulted in “ideological manipulation” as one idea was substituted for another (in her example, “all this rhetoric” was replaced by “Russia’s imperialistic escapades”).[41] Klára Klímová, in her 2012 dissertation about InoSMI, showed that InoSMI’s translations often lacked information present in the original, and sometimes included completely new information. Furthermore, she noted a tendency “towards neutralizing English expressions”[42] and numerous typos and factual errors. Klímová concluded: “the translations’ shortcomings cast doubt over InoSMI’s impartiality and objectivity.”[43] Her concerns were echoed by Yana Medvedeva’s analysis about how InoSMI translated French texts about the Syrian conflict: only 10% of translations were equivalent to originals in translation. The most common errors related to colorful language, which was toned down, exaggerated, or simply inserted, depending on how the translator sought to reshape the original message. Most damningly, Medvedeva concluded that texts were deliberately distorted: “the vast majority of content including errors or inaccuracies, was about Russia’s activity towards the Syrian conflict. These data allow us to claim that Russia's image is distorted, which directly influences both Russians’ self-perception [samovospriiatie], and their perception of the French press.”[44]


    Whilst texts invariably mean something subtly different after translation,[45] my impressionistic readings of InoSMI corroborate Medvedeva and Klímová’s findings: often when reading elegant, hard-hitting criticism of Russian policy, I wondered how InoSMI handled such passages. Upon investigation, it proved that in many cases such texts were left untranslated, but in others, the language was effectively neutralized, leaving the message awkward and toothless.


    In translation, opinionated texts expressing outrage about Russian actions are often exaggerated, making weak texts—already laden with cliché, emotional judgments, prejudice, and ill-considered Cold War analogies—appear even less coherent. The act of translation thus magnifies weak journalism. Another fact exploited by InoSMI is that the texts translated are typically written for a non-specialist Western audience, and therefore tend to include generalizations and simplifications that the author might omit if writing for a Russian readership. In Russian translation such texts are bound to sound simplistic and condescending, and consequently undermine the intended message. Furthermore, InoSMI’s format creates the impression that the West is only ever “writing bad things about Russia”, a claim The Guardian’s Shaun Walker says Russians put to him “about every seven seconds”:


    “Because they’re in Russia and they’re reading the Guardian’s reports on Russia, some people seem to sort of forget that outside the Guardian’s reports on Russia there are also the Guardian’s reports on the US, the Guardian’s reports on Britain, on every other country”.[46]


    The InoSMI model, then, inflates the prominence afforded to Russia in Western publications.


    Confidently identifying patterns in translation can be hard. As Choldin noted in an analysis of censored translations of Cold War political texts, “I sometimes wondered if I might not be imagining things, and I did discard a number of examples that I considered borderline at best”.[47] In an effort to remove subjective judgments from the equation, I will use quantitative methods to analyze which texts are selected for translation, rather than how they are translated.


    Tymoczko describes a number of factors that make comparing translations using quantitative methods a challenge:


    statistically significant quantitative analyses of data are often difficult to achieve ... because samples can be so diverse. Translated texts are seldom uniform in length, texture, genre, and so forth, thus making quantitative methods difficult to apply.[48]


    Using InoSMI as a data-source sidesteps these concerns: the quantity of text is ample, and, though diverse, the translations are largely uniform in length and genre. Most importantly, hyperlinks align translations with originals, making the otherwise complex task of identifying whether texts have been translated simple and definitive. For these reasons, I analyze selection rather than translation.


    1.5 The Problem of Selection


    Although many InoSMI translations are of a poor standard, the texts do tend to convey the general message of the original. The bigger problem is that of selection. In the mid-2000s, while edited by Yaroslav Ognev, InoSMI gained a reputation for selecting content especially critical of Russia and Putin.[49] Feklyunina argues that InoSMI fashioned a view of Western media as hostile towards Russia by translating critical texts, feeding “into the narrative of Russophobia.”[50] A few years earlier, Evgeny Morozov argued that the Kremlin actively encouraged a post-Soviet siege mentality, and sought to paint Western media as “ignorant, biased, and mired in opinion, not reporting”.[51] Morozov claimed that this was achieved by funding InoSMI, which selected “the most heinous articles, most of them full of bad reporting and stereotypes about Russia.”[52] In The Red Pencil (1989), Choldin described how the Soviet leadership attempted to limit the influx of foreign content: “Ideas of any kind are elusive, but the government has always taken the position that control of at least their written expression must nonetheless be attempted.” This involved intercepting “printed works from abroad ... at the borders.”[53] InoSMI, as a mediator of foreign ideas, functions differently: rather than stamping out criticism, poor examples of Western journalism are chosen by the state-controlled translation portals. The effect is that translations reflect badly on their origin (the West), not their subject (Russia).


    In a 2007 interview, Ognev stressed that InoSMI prioritized opinion pieces: “We translate only opinion, comment, analysis, and deliberately seek to not translate news, because it is ephemeral, whereas ideas, which interest us considerably more, are eternal, imperishable”.[54] Elsewhere, Ognev reiterated that InoSMI specialized in controversial and exciting content: “We translate outrageous articles … prickly articles … surprising articles… We don’t translate ‘bland’ articles: articles without character, boring, dead, silly, low-key”.[55] These statements specifically point to InoSMI as a site that is unconcerned with the mundane aspects of journalism. Yet, it is precisely the absence of fact-based reporting that Russian academics and journalists identify as a feature of the Western press. In the same interview where Ognev explained how InoSMI ignores bland articles, Konstantin Belousov, the lead researcher in the E-generator media studies, described Western journalism as “dominated by unverifiable and subjective criticism, based on prejudice, conviction, and the author’s opinions.”[56] Belousov, then, appears stubbornly oblivious to the way InoSMI selects texts. This is surprising given that the InoSMI site’s slogan “everything worthy of translation” acknowledges the process of selection.


    1.6 Distorting the Message


    InoSMI’s selection process reinforces the view of the Western press as tendentious and slipshod. As Ognev pointed out, InoSMI rarely translates investigative journalism, observer accounts, or conventional news reports. We can inspect how this selection process works by considering translations of the articles the Moscow-based American journalist Alec Luhn wrote for The Guardian in the period March-September 2014. Luhn published 99 reports from Kiev, Crimea, and Sloviansk, yet only three were translated by InoSMI, and two of the texts translated were about the humanitarian crisis in eastern Ukraine.[57]


    In practice, weak translations and tendentious source selection act in tandem to neutralize foreign criticism. A particularly clear example of this tendency can be seen in the Russian translations from a special issue of The Economist, published on 28 July 2014, under the title “A Web of Lies”. The editorial bearing the same name makes claims that, at least taken in isolation, appear both unjustified and unjustifiable. RT and InoSMI both translated this editorial, and both ignored the supporting articles in the edition proper. The language used in the editorial is colorful and provocative, but in translation it is even more so. For instance, the lead sentence includes the assertion that “Putin’s epic deceits have grave consequences”; in translation the line is rendered, as “the monstrous mendacity of Putin will lead to tragic consequences.”[58] Throughout, emotive language is generally ratcheted up, e.g. “disastrous” became “fatal” (pagubnyi), while sensitive details are toned down, e.g. “the shooting down of” flight MH17 became “the fall [padenie] of flight MH17.”[59]


    In the editorial, The Economist berates Putin and condemns Russian involvement in Ukraine:


    Mr Putin sets himself up as a patriot, but he is a threat—to international norms, to his neighbours and to the Russians themselves, who are intoxicated by his hysterical brand of anti-Western propaganda.[60]


    This assertion is followed by the claim that Russia was behind the MH17 tragedy:


    [Mr Putin] is the author of its destruction. A high-court’s worth of circumstantial evidence points to the conclusion that pro-Russian separatists fired a surface-to-air missile out of their territory at what they probably thought was a Ukrainian military aircraft.[61]


    The line “a high-court’s worth of circumstantial evidence” is picked up in the comments below the text:[62]


    “What evidence? If anyone knows, send the link”;[63]


    “[the article] did not present a single piece of evidence that Putin and Russia were to blame in the Boeing falling”;[64]


    “You refer to the newspaper ‘Pravda’, but write the same cheap sort of propaganda. You blame Putin but you constantly hedge your claims—“it would seem”, “probably”, etc. Congenital hypocrites.”[65]


    Opinions such as these dovetail with the projected view of Western media as high on opinion and low on fact.


    Readers seeking out information on RT’s translation portal InoTV would likewise find The Economist editorial, and would likewise not find the more measured and substantive write-up from inside the issue. RT’s reproduction of the editorial, however, is presented even less faithfully. Little attempt is made at translating the text as a whole; instead, a skeptical narrative voice joins the juiciest quotes and strongest claims: “Putin intentionally fosters an anti-Western mood among Russians and creates an image of the foreign enemy useful to him, thinks the publication The Economist”.[66] Then later:


    the publication assigns blame for the deaths and the destruction of the “Malaysia Airlines” plane to Putin personally. The author believes this was his intention. Referring to the presence of irrefutable evidence, he claims the “pro-Russian separatists” mistook the passenger plane for a military one, and fired a rocket at it. And then boasted about it on social media.[67]


    Summaries of this type are common, as is the practice of using quotation marks more to express sarcasm than to indicate citations.[68] Although the article itself was summarized, RT included translations of five comments written in response to The Economist text, broadly expressing the view that the publication should cease attacks on Russia, and needed to present real evidence.


    During moments of crisis, summaries of the foreign press repeat the charge that Western media ignore facts. Consider InoSMI’s first overview of the Western press after the Crimean referendum:


    paradoxically, the leading American media paid minimal attention to Ukraine’s real problems. The main topics of the past seven days were still Russia and the West’s actions in relation to events in Ukraine … Serious analysis about the situation in Ukraine was present exclusively in internet media.[69]


    On 18 August, amid claims that Russia had invaded Eastern Ukraine, RT’s InoTV announced that:


    the time of factual journalism has passed: when reporting the Kiev authorities’ punitive operation and tensions in relations with Russia, Western media only find room for emotions and conjecture. According to them, a convoy of Russian military equipment is crossing Ukrainian territory, and the militia [opolchentsy] are burning refugees alive. The absence of any proof whatsoever for these serious allegations is no longer of any concern.[70]


    InoSMI’s summary of the Western media following the MH17 tragedy also led with this familiar charge. When discussing Western reaction to the MH17 catastrophe, InoSMI chose the title “Who Needs Facts about the Downed Plane? It’s all Clear to the Americans Anyway”. The summary claims that:


    as usual, the leading American publications when covering the Ukrainian crisis devoted more attention to Russia than Ukraine, in every way attempting to prove how Russia was to blame for the events there.[71]


    In support of this statement, the author comments how American journalists “without any doubt or any sort of comment” quote Maidan activists. The texts about MH17 quoted in the summary are drawn from an unrepresentative sample of three: the web-site Antiwar, The National Interest, and The American Conservative.


    InoSMI’s selection process perpetuates a patchy view of the foreign press, though proving this is not straightforward: we have already seen how Putin dismissed notions that freedom of speech was under threat in Russia; in 2010 Margarita Simon’ian similarly batted away criticism leveled at RT: “When you read Western press you probably get a feeling that all Russian press is censored, there’s no freedom at all, we can’t say whatever [sic], which is absolutely, absolutely, completely untrue.”[72] Shortly before the 2011 parliamentary elections, an employee at InoSMI resigned in protest at RIA Novosti’s request that critical material about United Russia or Vladimir Putin not be translated, or at least kept off the front page.[73] The Guardian subsequently cited a RIA Novosti spokesperson who denied the employee’s charge, dismissing the accusation of censorship as a product of “his own fantasies,” despite the story being corroborated by leaked email conversations.[74] Neither InoSMI, nor RT, translated this Guardian article, or indeed any analysis of the incident printed in Western media.


    These examples illustrate how easy it is to dismiss claims of censorship or bias in news reporting. In the rest of this paper, I use quantitative methods to demonstrate how InoSMI and InoTV consistently present a significantly distorted picture of the foreign press.


    2 Quantifying Editorial Selection


    2.1 Data Collection


    In order to identify the translation portals’ selection process I draw on a range of data sources. The primary data source is a database of metadata—that is, information about author, date of publication, journal, etc.—from all articles translated by InoSMI and the Russian-language version of RT. The translation portals organize articles according to country of origin and subject, allowing the number of texts translated from different countries and about different subjects to be contrasted. When presenting quantitative data, I have drawn primarily on InoSMI’s publication record, as RT’s InoTV is a rapidly expanding resource, making time series comparisons unreliable.


    Second, I collected page ranks for each publication as compiled by the web traffic data provider Alexa—these data allow an approximation of a site’s popularity and relevance. Third, using the Wayback Machine, I collected data about which translations InoSMI placed on its front page. Finally, I collected Guardian articles about Russia, in order also to assess what content was not translated.


    I chose The Guardian for a number of reasons: firstly, The Guardian is the second-most frequently translated print media source both for InoSMI and RT. The Financial Times is the publication most often translated by InoSMI, for RT it is The New York Times; the online editions of both these publications, however, are behind a paywall. Consequently, originals are hard to access, both for Russian readers and for the purpose of data collection. Access to The Guardian, though, remains free. Furthermore, The Guardian’s archive is deep, meaning the originals of all articles translated by the Russian portals can be found. The left of center Guardian has printed a diverse range of opinions about Russia, ranging from the scathingly critical to apologetic. Finally, the number of texts The Guardian printed about Russia is large enough (1472 for the period January–August 2014) to make meaningful quantitative comparisons.


    2.2 The Data


    A feature of InoSMI’s translations in recent years has been a move away from texts about Russia. Figure 1 shows the number of texts translated by InoSMI each month including the words “Russia”, “Russian”, or “Putin”. It demonstrates that under Ognev’s editorship during the mid 2000s, publication levels were relatively stable, and the majority of translations at least mentioned Russia. Since Marina Pustil’nik took over in September 2009, InoSMI has translated a much larger number of texts that do not even mention Russia, and following the latest Russian electoral cycle and under Kovalev’s stewardship texts not mentioning Russia outnumbered those that did.
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    Figure 1: InoSMI’s publication record


    These translations, not about Russia, represent a tendency to translate texts about the West, from the West, in order to undermine the West. They vary widely in subject matter, from lifestyle and technology (Should you Eat Hamburgers?; What Will our Smartphones Do Next?)[75] to current affairs stories (Queen of the Netherlands Abdicates in Favor of Son),[76] with an especially strong focus on international relations and the Middle East. The clearest tendency, however, is to emphasize social issues, in particular racism (“Working like a Negro” or the Fight Against the Language of Racism);[77] anti-Semitism (Upsurge of Antisemitism);[78] (sexual) violence (A Rape a Minute, a Thousand Corpses a Year);[79] and gay rights (French National Assembly Debates Draft Law “Marriage for All”).[80]


    The mere fact that an article mentions Russia does not mean the article is about developments in Russia. Like many news outlets, InoSMI has divided its webpage into sections such as “World”, “multimedia”, “CIS-space”, etc. Figure 2 shows how articles about certain social ills are unevenly distributed across this organizational structure. Attention paid to the problems of racism and anti-Semitism was especially high in 2012-14. Western journalists often argue racism and anti-Semitism are profoundly problematic in Russia, whereas InoSMI has, especially since Kovalev was appointed editor in February 2012 and Putin’s re-election in March 2012, preferred to highlight examples of these issues in the West.
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    Figure 2: Texts (per month) mentioning “racism”, “anti-Semitism”, “dark-skinned” (chernokozhii), or “xenophobia”.


    InoSMI has printed a higher number of texts about racism in the West at times of Russia-West tension, though the peaks in text numbers tend to coincide with unrelated events. For instance, the peak in 2008, shortly after the time of the Russian-Georgian conflict, coincides with Barack Obama being elected president of the United States. Obama’s first term, roughly coinciding with Medvedev’s presidency, saw a “reset” and comparatively good US-Russian relations.[81] Figure 2 shows that InoSMI printed fewer translations about the social problems in the West in the period 2009-11. Since Putin’s re-election in early 2012, marked by a vertical line on the plot, the number of articles printed in the category “world” and mentioning racism has been especially high; the initial peak coincides with the Ukrainian parliamentary elections in October 2012, while the latter coincides with the annexation of Crimea on 16 March 2014. The consistently high number of translations about racism, filed in the “World” category, is a product of two trends: firstly, InoSMI has sought out texts that echo Russian rhetoric about Ukrainian fascists, and, secondly, they have singled out texts about racism as a problem of Western culture more broadly (“America is ready for authoritarianism”; “Islam—Is It a Threat?”).[82] InoSMI’s translations about Western social problems—a real, but relatively stable issue—are high in number at times of US-Russian tensions. This suggests strongly that InoSMI selects and translate texts that echo Russian state interests.


    2.3 Move to the Fringes


    The fact that InoSMI tailors its source selection is perhaps unsurprising: though the total number of articles translated is relatively constant—typically between 20 and 40 per day—the reservoir of potential texts is huge. Nonetheless, in order to identify texts that either align with the Russian message, or fit in with the narrative of Western Russophobia, InoSMI has increasingly moved from translating the main Western news-outlets to various fringe publications. In itself this should be self-evident from the examples cited above, including examples from the relatively unknown Colombian Otramerica and the Italian Lettera43. The data confirm this trend, and the move towards fringe publications can be seen in a broad reduction in translations from the largest Western outlets. To give an extreme example, in the period January–August 2014, a total of five texts from The Times, La Tribune, The Telegraph, and The Washington Times were translated, compared to the average of twelve texts per month for the period January 2010-December 2013.


    Conversely, in 2014 InoSMI regularly featured previously rarely-translated sources, such as the Chinese People’s Daily (China), La Nación (Argentina), and the anti-interventionist American Conservative. Equally, The Nation—the left-wing weekly in which Stephen F. Cohen printed a number of articles, was translated on a regular basis.


    Two trends are in evidence: firstly, there is a shift away from Anglophone outlets (in particular French and German newspapers have been preferred in 2014);[83] secondly, there is a tendency to select more radical sources: a number of the outlets listed in Table 1 are either strongly liberal or strongly conservative. Intuitively, the sources in Table 1 seem unlikely to provide a representative view of the foreign press. We can confirm this notion by considering the popularity of news portals from which stories are selected: the Alexa rank gives a broad indication of a site's popularity as measured by web traffic. For instance, popular sites such as bbc.co.uk and guardian.com are ranked highly, as 60th and 115th in the world respectively. Less well known sites have much lower ranks, e.g. the Czech portal reflex.cz has a rank of 22388.


    Table 1: Sources unusually frequently translated in 2014
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          229

        

        	
          27
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    Combining the Alexa rank of publications with data about InoSMI’s front-page articles allows for some startling observations about source selection: in 2014, the American news outlets with the most translations on InoSMI’s front page after The Washington Post (29) are The American Conservative (24) and The National Interest (19). But while The Washington Post has an Alexa ranking of 209, the latter two outlets are ranked 43664 and 20000. So while these publications are given virtually identical prominence on the InoSMI page, both in terms of number of articles translated and front-page presence, their significance as measured in online readership is not remotely comparable. There is nothing in InoSMI’s presentation to help users distinguish between fringe and popular news sources.


    Although InoSMI’s selection in 2014 as a whole has been characterized by a move to the fringes, this move is clearest during periods of sharp tension, and in particular Russian intervention. For instance, in the period running up to the Crimean referendum, Western reports from the peninsula documented how, in preparation for formal accession to the Russian Federation, Russian soldiers gradually seized military bases. Texts about Crimea, though, were rarely translated, while reportage never was. Thus if we repeat the experiment above, but limit the selection to articles that mention Crimea, the discrepancy between prominence in translation and popularity of the original widens further. Now the two publications with the highest number of articles on InoSMI’s front page are The National Interest and The American Conservative (12 and 9, compared to 8 for The Washington Post).


    Because of this move to the fringes, an imbalance emerged within the data: certain publications were translated, but primarily when discussing issues unrelated to Russian intervention in the Ukrainian crisis. Texts about Russia in respected outlets such as Die Süddeutsche Zeitung, The Washington Post, The Times, Reuters, and Le Figaro were in the period January–August 2014 translated a grand total of six times. The numbers for The Guardian tell a similar story: prior to 2014, InoSMI classified 30% of Guardian articles as about “Russia” or the “former Soviet space”; for the period January–September 2014 the figure dropped to 20%, Ukrainian crisis notwithstanding. Thus not only are many reputable publications less frequently translated, they also contribute an increasing proportion of general interest texts and a decreasing proportion of commentary about Russia.


    The reduction in priority afforded to Anglophone outlets’ Russia coverage can be illustrated by plotting when InoSMI translated The Guardian and The Financial Times. Figure 3 shows how the level of The Financial Times’ texts in the “World” category has been quite stable since 2009, but since late 2011 the number of translations about Russia has dropped precipitously, and almost disappeared in 2014. The situation is similar for The Guardian, where, at least since 2011 the number of texts in the “world” category has been stable, but the number of translations about “Russia” is edging towards zero. The conclusion here must be that InoSMI has not moved away from Anglophone sources per se—the level of texts about the World has been relatively constant—but rather their decline is the result of ignoring mainstream Anglophone publications’ articles about Russia.
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    Figure 3: InoSMI translations of Financial Times and Guardian articles


    2.4 Untranslated texts: The Guardian


    InoSMI translates a small proportion of the Anglophone press. What do they not translate? We can examine this by cross-referencing The Guardian’s articles about Russia with the InoSMI and InoTV databases. Figure 4 shows the distribution of all Guardian texts tagged as about “Russia”, as well as the number of Guardian articles translated by either portal.[84] The shaded area represents the most intense period of the Crimean Crisis, from the first reports of Russian troops seizing military bases on 26 February, to 27 March when a UN General Assembly declared the Crimea referendum held on 16 March to be invalid. Additionally, a vertical line denotes 17 July, the date Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 (MH17) was shot down in the Donbass. As we would expect, the number of texts written by The Guardian peaks strongly at these intervals, reaching 118 in the week MH17 was shot down. However, during the periods highlighted in Figure 4 the two portals’ output bears no relationship to The Guardian’s output. In the days following the Crimean Referendum on 16 March, not one Guardian article was translated. If anything, at moments of crisis, InoSMI is less likely to translate The Guardian.
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    Figure 4: When did InoSMI and RT translate Guardian articles? (number of articles translated per week)


    It is important to note how few articles were actually translated into Russian: in the period January–August 2014, only 9.1% of Guardian texts about Russia were translated by either portal. But, in what is now a recurring theme, the numbers are much lower if we look at periods of high tension or controversial subjects, such as the Russian annexation of Crimea. During March 2014, RT’s InoTV translated only two of the 167 Guardian articles tagged “Crimea”; InoSMI translated only four. The texts selected for translation illustrate how the portals cherry-picked Western opinion: alongside Jonathan Steele’s article “John Kerry and NATO Must Calm Down and Back Off” which declared the West’s reaction “hysterical”[85] (also translated by InoSMI), RT translated the text “Ron Paul Slams US on Crimea Crisis and Says Russia Sanctions are ‘an Act of War.’”[86] InoSMI additionally translated texts by Jonathan Freedland and Tariq Ali, both of whom argued that the Western response was an overreaction or a mistake.[87] The authors analyze Western reaction rather than Russian actions or even the events in Ukraine. At this moment of Russian isolation, RT and InoSMI both favored translations where Western journalists either defended Russia’s actions, or criticized the West’s response to the crisis, and both were apparently reluctant to translate substantiated or measured commentary.


    The coverage of the downing of MH17 was in many ways similar: of 137 articles on The Guardian tagged as about MH17, just two were translated by RT. These texts bore the titles “Let Putin Save Face”[88] and “A Russian Soldier’s ‘Ukraine Selfies’ are not Evidence, They’re War Art”.[89] Both articles, filed under The Guardian’s “Comment is Free” section, adopted positions close to the Russian line, contain more opinion than fact, and were translated well after the tragedy.


    The picture presented by InoSMI is more complex, but not much: InoSMI translated six of the texts (4%) tagged as about MH17. Again, not one Guardian article from the 17th was translated, and only one from 18 July was. In this text, Jonathan Freedland reflects on the horrors of the news and remains agnostic on who shot down the plane. “Let Putin Save Face” aside, the other articles translated by InoSMI were published later in July, and were concerned with other issues: one discussed the inquest into the death of Alexander Litvinenko,[90] two analyzed the then latest round of sanctions,[91] and one was a cautionary article, written by Simon Jenkins.[92] A clear theme emerges here: the diversity of opinion expressed in The Guardian allows the translation portals to select texts close to the Russian official line, while simultaneously maintaining the semblance of balanced source selection.


    Peter Pomerantsev and Michael Weiss argue that what they term the Kremlin’s disinformation campaign exploits the Western press’ commitment to balance. They cite the example of how John Pilger, writing for The Guardian, drew on evidence, subsequently revealed as faked:


    a Dr Rozovsky, who had claimed to have treated victims of a fire where tens of pro-Russian separatists died after a street battle with pro-Ukrainians in Odessa, was quoted by the high-profile journalist John Pilger in a Guardian piece, helping make Pilger’s argument that Putin was doing his best to stop a dangerous war.[93]


    Pilger’s article was one of relatively few translated back into Russian. Pomerantsev and Weiss’ argument that the Kremlin is exploiting the Western media’s commitment to printing opposing views, holds especially true when considering the image of the Western press fed back to a Russian audience.[94]


    2.5 Useful Apologetics?


    The prominence afforded to Western authors with a track record of defending Vladimir Putin, illustrates how InoSMI has sought out foreign-language texts that echo the Kremlin's rhetoric. These defenders may be identified easily enough: on the one hand, a number of authors such as Sławomir Sierakowski labeled a group of Western intellectuals, the most prominent being Stephen F. Cohen, “Putin’s Useful Idiots”.[95] On the other, Russian politologists such as Andranik Migranian lauded the same group of people as honorable exceptions to the dominant trend of “demonizing both Putin and Russia”: a group of


    clearheaded [trezvye] people, attempt to give a more objective and balanced assessment of events. These are people, such as Stephen Cohen (Professor of New York and Princeton), Thomas Graham (Special assistant to President George W. Bush on Russia)…[96]


    Such “clearheaded” experts figure in contrast to people “who still live in the Cold War era, such as senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham, Fox News’ analysts, and neoconservatives”.[97] In Migranian’s account, the dominant neoconservative voices are challenged by a minority of better informed but regrettably ignored experts. InoSMI and InoTV both selected texts that reinforce this message. Key to this are texts written by the—depending on who you read—“objective” or “pathetic” Cohen.[98]


    Cohen’s texts range from providing perspective in a media landscape dominated by stereotypes about Russia, to, in a column for The Nation, asserting that there is no “nation called ‘Ukraine’”, nor is there “a Ukrainian people”.[99] Similarly, Cohen argued that Putin sought to “restore Russia’s traditional zones of national security on its borders”, and that he did not “create this Ukrainian crisis. It was imposed on him and he had no choice but to react.”[100]


    Is Cohen’s defense “useful” to the Kremlin, as Sierakowski claims? Cohen’s status as “professor at New York and Princeton” was certainly convenient to Migranian. The InoSMI data corroborate this view, showing that in moments of crisis, Cohen’s articles are invariably translated. Consider the following: in the period January–mid-August 2014 (the point of writing), Cohen wrote six articles for The Nation, every one of which was translated by InoSMI.[101] RT translated four out of six texts.[102] In 2012 and 2013, though, InoSMI translated only four of (at least) eleven texts Cohen wrote in The Nation, and of the four, three were printed shortly after the US Senate’s passing of the Magnitskii Act in December 2012, another point of US-Russian tensions.[103]


    A single theme unites Cohen’s articles, a theme hinted at in Migranian’s juxtapositioning of American neoconservatives and enlightened experts: the rhetoric of US “hawks” is provoking a new Cold War. If “hawks” advocate a firm stance or even military intervention, “doves” favor peace and negotiations. The theme of American hawkishness, be that in the form of bellicose texts or dismissive rebuttals, is disproportionately frequently to be found in texts translated by InoSMI. In 2014, 10% of all translations were placed, however briefly, on InoSMI’s front page. However, if a text included the word “hawk”, in any context at all, its chance of front-page exposure was almost doubled: 17% of these texts were promoted in this way.


    The Alexa data tell a similar story: I split texts into two groups, based on whether or not they were published on a site ranked amongst the world’s top 1000 pages. This division allows an estimate of whether the number of InoSMI translations is commensurate with a site’s popularity. In 2014, 36% of stories on InoSMI's front pages came from outlets ranked by Alexa as amongst the top 1000 in the world (down from 43% the year before—more evidence of a move to the fringes). If, however, we consider stories that use the word “yastreb” (the Russian for “hawk”), the percentage drops to 16. In practice, this means that texts which include even passing reference to individuals or countries pushing for a tough stance against Russia—already more than 50% more likely than other articles to appear on the front page—are almost three times as likely to originate from fringe publications. This discrepancy is not evident for other terms: for instance, the percentage of front page texts drawn from the top 1000 sources for the terms “Putin”, “Russia”, “Crimea”, “NATO”, and “Stalin” were all near the average value of 36%.[104] Not only are numerous texts claiming American warmongering selected for translation, InoSMI also gives these translations much greater prominence than articles from the same publications would normally warrant.


    While texts about American warmongering were actively promoted, texts about the MH17 tragedy were demoted. If in 2014 17 of 101 (17%) articles using the term “yastreb” saw the front page, only 3 in 38 (8%) of translations mentioning the term “MH17” did. Thus InoSMI not only translated three times as many texts about “hawks” as about “MH17”, but they were also twice as likely to appear on InoSMI’s front page. This emphasis is fundamentally at odds with the foreign media InoSMI claims to mirror. Of all Guardian articles about Russia in 2014, 14 refer to Western, American, British, European or NATO “hawks”,[105] while almost ten times as many—137—mention MH17. Relative to the ratio in The Guardian, InoSMI was roughly thirty times more likely to translate a text if it mentioned “hawks” than if it mentioned “MH17”.


    2.6 Mapping Selection Bias


    We have already seen that certain topics are unlikely to be translated. The data collected also allow for an open-ended inquiry, an investigation of which subjects are most and least likely to be translated. This analysis is made possible by the tags used to categorize Guardian articles. The Guardian uses these tags to ensure relevant information is shown to viewers. For instance, the Simon Jenkins article cited above is tagged "World News, Malaysia Airlines flight MH17, Vladimir Putin, Russia, Europe, Foreign policy, Politics, UK news, United States, World news, Comment is free”. If I navigated to the “Russia” section, I would find this text due to the inclusion of a “Russia” tag. If, however, I looked at “Business”, this article would not be listed. While InoSMI uses categories to pigeonhole articles, tags allow articles to be assigned to multiple sections. Because each article is filed with a slightly different set of tags, at varying levels of generalization (a larger number of texts is tagged “World News” than “Russia”, for example), we can infer which tags are more or less likely to be translated.


    For instance, 44 Guardian articles are tagged “Russia” and “Plane crashes”; none of these were translated. In 2014, 51 Guardian articles were tagged “Russia” and “United Nations”; again, none of these were translated. Table 2 below shows the tag pairs least often seen in InoSMI or InoTV translations in the period 2010-2014. MH17 is near the top of the list, with only 4.3% of texts translated.


    There is a general tendency not to translate texts about Russia as an actor in international relations. If we instead look at the tags that regularly are translated (Table 3), there is a shift to domestic affairs.


    Table 2: Tag[106] combinations rarely translated


    
      
        	
          Tag combination

        

        	
          Translated

        

        	
          Not translated

        

        	
          Percentage

        
      


      
        	
          Plane crashes [and Russia]

        

        	
          0

        

        	
          45

        

        	
          0.0

        
      


      
        	
          Egypt [and Russia]

        

        	
          1

        

        	
          45

        

        	
          2.2

        
      


      
        	
          John Kerry [and Russia]

        

        	
          3

        

        	
          82

        

        	
          3.5

        
      


      
        	
          Australia [and Russia]

        

        	
          3

        

        	
          73

        

        	
          3.9

        
      


      
        	
          Malaysia Airlines flight MH17 [and Russia]

        

        	
          6

        

        	
          128

        

        	
          4.5

        
      


      
        	
          United Nations [and Russia]

        

        	
          11

        

        	
          215

        

        	
          4.9

        
      


      
        	
          Eurozone crisis [and Russia]

        

        	
          2

        

        	
          39

        

        	
          4.9

        
      


      
        	
          The NSA files [and Russia]

        

        	
          2

        

        	
          39

        

        	
          4.9

        
      


      
        	
          Iran [and Russia]

        

        	
          5

        

        	
          95

        

        	
          5.0

        
      


      
        	
          Chemical weapons [and Russia]

        

        	
          4

        

        	
          63

        

        	
          6.0

        
      


      
        	
          Bashar al-Assad [and Russia]

        

        	
          13

        

        	
          191

        

        	
          6.4

        
      


      
        	
          Press freedom [and Russia]

        

        	
          4

        

        	
          56

        

        	
          6.7

        
      


      
        	
          Turkey [and Russia]

        

        	
          4

        

        	
          53

        

        	
          7.0

        
      


      
        	
          Crimea [and Russia]

        

        	
          17

        

        	
          220

        

        	
          7.2

        
      


      
        	
          Edward Snowden [and Russia]

        

        	
          7

        

        	
          90

        

        	
          7.2

        
      


      
        	
          Obama administration [and Russia]

        

        	
          9

        

        	
          114

        

        	
          7.3

        
      


      
        	
          Israel [and Russia]

        

        	
          5

        

        	
          63

        

        	
          7.4

        
      


      
        	
          India [and Russia]

        

        	
          4

        

        	
          49

        

        	
          7.5

        
      


      
        	
          Journalist safety [and Russia]

        

        	
          3

        

        	
          37

        

        	
          7.5

        
      


      
        	
          US national security [and Russia]

        

        	
          6

        

        	
          73

        

        	
          7.6

        
      

    


    

  




  
    



    Table 3: Tag combinations often translated (threshold 35 articles)


    
      
        	
          
            
              	
                Tag combination

              

              	
                Translated

              

              	
                Not translated

              

              	
                Percentage

              
            


            
              	
                Alexander Litvinenko [and Russia]

              

              	
                22

              

              	
                25

              

              	
                46.8

              
            


            
              	
                Boris Berezovsky [and Russia]

              

              	
                19

              

              	
                28

              

              	
                40.4

              
            


            
              	
                South and Central Asia [and Russia]

              

              	
                136

              

              	
                211

              

              	
                39.2

              
            


            
              	
                Dmitry Medvedev [and Russia]

              

              	
                34

              

              	
                61

              

              	
                35.8

              
            


            
              	
                Religion [and Russia]

              

              	
                13

              

              	
                24

              

              	
                35.1

              
            


            
              	
                Comment is free [and Russia]

              

              	
                146

              

              	
                290

              

              	
                33.5

              
            


            
              	
                Dance [and Russia]

              

              	
                13

              

              	
                26

              

              	
                33.3

              
            


            
              	
                Life and style [and Russia]

              

              	
                14

              

              	
                31

              

              	
                31.1

              
            


            
              	
                Ballet [and Russia]

              

              	
                12

              

              	
                27

              

              	
                30.8

              
            


            
              	
                Mikhail Khodorkovsky [and Russia]

              

              	
                11

              

              	
                27

              

              	
                28.9

              
            


            
              	
                Belarus [and Russia]

              

              	
                10

              

              	
                26

              

              	
                27.8

              
            


            
              	
                Espionage [and Russia]

              

              	
                12

              

              	
                33

              

              	
                26.7

              
            


            
              	
                Bolshoi [and Russia]

              

              	
                10

              

              	
                28

              

              	
                26.3

              
            


            
              	
                Law [and Russia]

              

              	
                39

              

              	
                110

              

              	
                26.2

              
            


            
              	
                Communism [and Russia]

              

              	
                12

              

              	
                34

              

              	
                26.1

              
            


            
              	
                Internet [and Russia]

              

              	
                13

              

              	
                38

              

              	
                25.5

              
            


            
              	
                Foreign policy [and Russia]

              

              	
                26

              

              	
                78

              

              	
                25.0

              
            


            
              	
                William Hague [and Russia]

              

              	
                12

              

              	
                36

              

              	
                25.0

              
            


            
              	
                Chechnia [and Russia]

              

              	
                15

              

              	
                46

              

              	
                24.6

              
            


            
              	
                Stage [and Russia]

              

              	
                25

              

              	
                78

              

              	
                24.3

              
            

          


          

        

        	
          

        

        	
          

        
      

    


    The tag combinations in Table 3 point to subjects that can easily be absorbed into Russia’s dominant narrative about Western media. There is a strong emphasis on the realm of ideas, especially culture (Religion, Ballet, Dance), as well as texts about some high-profile Russians, including Alexander Litvinenko, Roman Abramovich, and Boris Berezovskii.


    Tabulating tag combinations will only reveal so much, because the number of possible co-occurring tags is so large. It would be more instructive to consider related tags together, e.g. “Vladimir Putin” and “Dmitry Medvedev”. This is especially useful for clusters of less common tags, for which individually data are sparse, but which may collectively be part of a trend. To illustrate this I mapped the pattern of co-occurring tags using a network illustration. Blue areas were frequently translated, red areas rarely translated, while white denotes subjects discussed relatively evenly. The data for InoSMI are shown in Figure 5:
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    Figure 5: Blank spots and areas of emphasis in InoSMI translations of The Guardian. A higher resolution version is available here: https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/23020355/inosmi/InoSMI.png.


    Consider first the areas in blue, denoting subjects often translated. Broadly speaking, the left side of the illustration contains domestic subjects: Putin and Medvedev, culture, history, Khodorkovsky, etc. Here it is interesting to note that Guardian articles about potentially controversial subjects such as “protests” and “Pussy Riot” are among topics InoSMI most often translated into Russian. At the top of Figure 5 is a cluster of country names, broadly coinciding with the near-abroad: Belarus, Kazakhstan etc. Again, texts about these subjects are often translated, as are texts about oil and gas (bottom). The large red area to the right in Figure 5 contains many foreign policy subjects, including US Politics, Syria, the UN, and Crimea. Guardian texts about Russia in conjunction with these subjects are rarely translated, confirming the tendency to avoid texts where Russia is presented as an actor in the international arena, especially beyond the post-Soviet space. InoSMI, then, selects texts that perpetuate a view of Russia as passive, as reacting to Western actions and threats (“the hawks”, NATO), while overlooking articles showing Russia as an independent agent in foreign relations. For instance, hardly any texts about Russia and India were translated, large weapons contracts notwithstanding.[107]


    Most interesting, though, are the red tags positioned in predominantly blue areas: these are subjects rarely translated yet thematically proximate to subjects often translated: for instance, texts about Russian Film and Culture were often translated, whereas texts about LGBT Rights and the Winter Olympics hardly ever were. Similarly, near the top of the graph, Guardian texts about Georgia (in relation to the 2008 Russian-Georgian conflict) were also rarely translated, although many texts about Russia and the post-Soviet space were. While Guardian articles about Freedom of Speech and Russian media are comparatively often found in translation, texts about Anna Politkovskaia, journalist safety, and blogging and censorship on the Internet are not. Right in the middle of the constellation is MH17, together with related tags such as plane crashes, Australia, and Tony Abbott. Again, texts with these tags were rarely translated.


    The analogous illustration for RT is largely similar, and therefore not included,[108] but it has one major area of difference: while InoSMI often translates texts about historical themes, such as World War Two and the collapse of Communism, these topics are rarely found in RT. Perhaps surprisingly, RT often translated texts about the Sochi Olympics and LGBT rights. This discrepancy is due to the different formats used by the portals: RT’s tendency towards summaries with a strong authorial voice allows inconvenient details to be cut, leaving the perfectly palatable essence that the West is forever going on about gay rights.


    An RT translation of a text printed in The Telegraph shortly before the Sochi Games illustrates how this works. At a press conference, Putin was asked about his attitudes towards homosexuality. In The Telegraph’s account, his response was prefaced by reference to the heads-of-state who had decided to boycott the games:


    President Barack Obama and a host of world leaders have said they will not attend the Games owing to Russia’s policies against homosexuality. But he [Putin] said he did not “care about a person’s sexual orientation”.[109]


    In translation, though, this passage was redacted, leaving the following “when asked about homosexuality Vladimir Putin answered as follows: ‘this is beyond my professional interests and I cannot give a qualified reply.’”[110] While The Telegraph printed only part of Putin’s response, the RT text in this place put a verbatim copy of Putin’s statement. In cases such as this, it is evident that RT’s lax norms regarding accuracy of translation allow any uncomfortable statements to be neutralized or excised. The Telegraph’s original title “Vladimir Putin: ‘We Haven’t Seen any Big Incidences of Corruption in the Sochi Games’” was replaced by Putin’s provocative claim that “In Russia Gays are Treated Better than in Many American States”.[111] Such editorial flexibility allows RT to mold any message to suit its purpose.


    3 Conclusions


    Evidence presented in this article shows that RIA Novosti’s InoSMI and RT’s InoTV should be analyzed within the largely state-controlled media system, and not seen as providing a window to or mirroring the foreign press.


    InoSMI’s slogan is “everything worth translating”.[112] During the Ukrainian crisis, texts meeting this criterion were very often sympathetic to Russia’s cause, and, in many cases, printed in fringe publications from Lithuania, Finland, Iran, and even Ecuador.[113] At moments of high Russia-West tension, InoSMI avoided Western outlets that presented investigative journalism, balanced analyses, and reports from Ukraine. Instead, two types of articles dominated: on the one hand, texts—high on adjectives, historical analogies, and sweeping simplifications—that criticized Putin and Russia; on the other, texts that exculpated Russia.


    Fluctuation in the type of material present on InoSMI and RT’s InoTV is determined more by the state of Russia-West relations than by changes in foreign reporting. The translation portals greatly exaggerated the extent to which Western journalism about Russia is dominated by stereotypes, clichés, and simplifications. During 2014, InoSMI rarely translated the most reputable Anglophone newspapers, and showed a preference for fringe publications. Mainstream outlets were translated only when content was useful or supportive of the Russian position. The selection process used by InoSMI and InoTV favors controversial and opinionated content; at the same time, the portals’ editors describe Western media as a whole as prejudiced and out of touch, and as handmaidens of the US government.


    While Western publications printed a diverse range of opinions, the same cannot be said for InoSMI. In fact, the diversity of content printed by The Guardian played into the hands of editors seeking to exaggerate the degree of reasoned support for the Russian position on the one hand, and the level of warmongering on the other. At moments of high international tension, Western apologetics are especially valuable, and projected inwards, at a Russian audience. Authors such as Stephen F. Cohen are held up as an enlightened minority that bravely tells the truth in the face of the dominant neoconservative paradigm. Actual reportage from Ukraine was consistently overlooked, except for cases that exposed suffering in rebel-held territories. When translating The Guardian, meanwhile, the portals ignored few subjects as consistently as MH17 and Crimea: they are both among the ten tags least often translated in the period 2010-14.


    The Western analyses selected for translation tell a story that jars with reporting seen on Russian television. Consequently, the absence of facts and detail in foreign opinion pieces appears conspicuous and baffling, and the author’s argument is perceived as tendentious and politically motivated. Translations of opinion pieces, even if they include scathing criticism, thus reinforce the official Russian message. In Russian translation the Western media appear Russophobic and engaged in an information war against Russia, whilst small pockets of freedom, often on the Internet, present a counter-hegemonic narrative. Through this selection bias a view of the foreign press as high on opinion, low on evidence emerges. This view serves to reinforce the perception that Russia is under siege and surrounded by enemies. Ultimately, the methods used to filter foreign reporting by Russian state portals can only further increase the sense of Russian alienation.
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    Abstract: This article examines the gender dimension to representations of the Ukrainian crisis in the hegemonic Russian media discourse, via an analysis of the ways in which images and metaphors associated with the gender order are used to describe events in Ukraine. It focuses in particular on the term “Gayromaidan” (Geiromaidan), a label that has been actively applied to the Euromaidan by the latter’s opponents. The article begins with a discussion of the theoretical aspects of the study of gender discourse as a factor in international relations. It then proceeds to sketch out the context to this issue, setting out the ways in which the gender problematic is included in the representation of contemporary Europe. Next, the article examines how the supporters of European integration for Ukraine have been represented in media gender discourse throughout the period under study. Finally, the authors analyze the methods used in the symbolic demasculinization of Ukraine in Russian media, applied within the framework of the politics of national identity pursued during Vladimir Putin’s presidency.


    


    


    


    This study takes as its starting point the term “Gayromaidan” (Geiromaidan), a label that has been actively applied to the Euromaidan by the latter’s opponents. The term is derived from the concept “Gayrope” (Geiropa), which has enjoyed increasing popularity in recent years in Russian political rhetoric, first and foremost in the Russophone segment of the Internet. “Gayrope” is used to signify the specificities of the gender order currently characteristic of contemporary West European societies, which in current Russian public discourse is associated primarily with the legalization of same-sex marriage and the crisis of the traditional family. Attitudes towards these processes are mixed in Western Europe, too, where they have been the subject of ongoing protest movements, and the same can be said of countries aspiring to European integration, such as Ukraine. The Russian case differs, however, in that here greater significance is lent to this theme: the contemporary European gender order is discussed using rhetoric devoted not only to gender relations per se, but also more broadly to problems of Russian national identity, Russia’s place in the world, international politics, and legitimation issues.[2] The theme of the “deviant” nature of “Gayrope”’s gender order has become especially popular in light of the discussions surrounding the Ukrainian crisis, which is often framed in terms of a civilizational choice between Europe and Russia. In the highly emotional charged polemics on this issue, “Europe” and “Russia” are presented as absolute polar opposites representing an either/or choice for Ukraine. Thus, representations of Russia’s gender order are created against the background of the gender order characteristic of EU member countries, and vice versa.


    This article sets out to examine the gender dimension to representations of the Ukrainian crisis in Russian media, via an analysis of the ways in which images and metaphors associated with the gender order are used to describe events in Ukraine.[3] Our analysis here is focused exclusively on the hegemonic discourse. According to this discourse, the new government in Ukraine came to power via an unlawful and Western-backed coup, and Crimea has re-joined Russia as a legitimate manifestation of the local popular will. Anti-Western rhetoric more broadly is another key characteristic feature of this discourse. These views on Ukraine are typical not only of pr0-Kremlin media but also of nationalist and communist media.[4] Alternative views on both the Russian position on Ukraine and gender relations in European societies are expressed on occasion, mostly by supporters of the liberal opposition, but at present for the most part these have only a marginal status. Our focus is on printed and online media, together with popular blogs and Internet forums. We begin by addressing the theoretical aspects of the study of gender discourse as a factor in international relations. Next we describe the context to this issue, setting out the ways in which the gender problematic is included in the representation of contemporary Europe. We go on to examine how the supporters of European integration for Ukraine have been represented in media gender discourse throughout the period under study. Finally, we analyze the methods used in the symbolic demasculinization of Ukraine in Russian media, applied within the framework of the politics of national identity pursued during Vladimir Putin’s presidency, a process that we call the “re-masculinization of Russia”.


    Gender Discourse as a Factor in International Relations


    As a system of relations between and within the sexes, gender is a crucial element of the social order. Gender discourse also plays a role in creating a picture of the world in general and in organizing social relations between different social groups (nations, classes, cultures) in particular, as well as between human beings and the natural world.[5] Gender has broader relevance and significance beyond the scope of sexual relations for a number of reasons.


    First, gender discourse plays a role in the politics of identity. The social anthropologist Fredrik Barth has shown that social borders between communities are created with the help of ethnic markers or diacritics—elements of culture selected by group members themselves in order to distinguish themselves from others. Examples of such markers might include clothing, language, or lifestyle.[6] Building on these ideas, Nira Yuval-Davis has suggested that gender symbols should be interpreted as “symbolic border guards” that, alongside other markers, identify people as members or non-members of a given community.[7] “Symbolic border guards” of this kind are especially effective because stereotypical views on the qualities of men and women and the picture of relations between the sexes can easily be correlated with an individual’s personal experience. As a result, they lend themselves to being presented as obvious, understandable, and thus legitimate.[8]


    An additional, equally significant factor is the role that gender discourse plays in the interpretation of power and subordination. Gender identifiers not only help us to define “us” and “them” and self and Other, but also shape our systems of evaluations and preferences. As the historian Joan Scott has noted, gender is both “a constitutive element of social relationships… and… a primary way of signifying relationships of power”.[9] Gender discourse not only polarizes the “male” and the “female”, but also places them in a hierarchy. This has bearing first and foremost on social relations between men and women, characterized by a privileged position for the former. In addition, the hierarchy of masculinity and femininity as values exerts an influence on the hierarchy of social subjects. The latter are marked as “feminine” or “masculine”, and consequently particular qualities linked to these, and a particular place in the social hierarchy, are assigned on this basis. In this manner, gender metaphors become efficient mechanisms for the production of hierarchies. The treatment of the feminine as second-rate determines the main (though not the only) form of gender metaphorization: the masculinization of “us”, and the feminization of “them” or the Other.[10]


    Gender discourse occupies a special position in the ideology of nationalism, enabling the national community to be “humanized”, bringing it closer to the individual’s everyday experience. In particular, the analogy with the family is an efficient means of positioning the national community as natural. In addition, the metaphor of the family serves to underpin both the individual’s subordination to the state and the individual’s willingness to sacrifice his life in the name of the nation. Thus, gender discourse plays an obvious role in collective identity-making practices associated with post-Soviet Ukrainian nationalism. As Tatiana Zhurzhenko has noted,


    the Ukrainian woman is represented in contemporary political discourse as “the other”, different from the Western woman thanks to her “natural” altruism, and her devotedness first and foremost to the interests of the family and the nation. On the other hand, the Ukrainian woman is simultaneously presented as … less limited by patriarchal norms and institutions compared to the Russian woman. In this way, the image of Ukraine as a nation that has “historically” placed a high premium on women, the family and motherhood is counterposed to “patriarchal” imperialist Russia.[11]


    In other words, gender discourse is used here for the drawing of symbolic borders and attainment of a positive identity.


    Relations between nations are likewise represented with the help of gender discourse. Analysis of international relations discourse shows that gender-differentiated images are frequently employed in foreign policy with the aim of legitimating or discrediting particular positions.[12] Rivalry on the international stage frequently takes the form of competitive shows of masculinity, which also explains the use in international relations discourse of gender and sexual metaphors actualizing all possible aspects of relations between the sexes. International relations themselves in turn constitute a discursive space where the gender order is produced.[13]


    “Gayrope” in Russian Media Information Policy


    The issue of the changing West European gender order has taken on acute significance in Russia, and is widely discussed in the context of problems such as demographic policy, the political system, Russia’s place in the contemporary world, and Russia’s relations with other states. Prominent and influential politicians and experts issue statements on the topic, and leading media outlets publish articles that in turn attract voluminous comments from Internet users.


    Russian anti-Western discourse represents European civilization as currently undergoing a process of degeneration. “Perversion of the normal gender order” is cited as obvious proof in support of this claim. With its negative evaluation of Europe, the concept of “Gayrope” carries out a compensatory function for Russian identity, not only helping to rehabilitate the notion of Russianness but also engendering a new version of the messianic idea of Russia as the bulwark of Christianity and bastion of traditional values, called upon to save Europe and the world. In addition, “Gayrope” is involved in the legitimation of the political order, since the changes in the European gender order are depicted as representing a threat to Russia, which enables the current authorities to position themselves as the rightful custodians of the country’s “normality”.[14] In this context political opposition is marked in Russia as a manifestation not only of national treachery, but also of gender deviance. The masculinity and femininity of the “creative class” are treated as perverted and therefore illegitimate. It is not unusual for oppositional political activities to be explained away as linked to the gender abnormality of the activists in question.[15]


    The concept of “Gayrope” is a factor also in the legitimation of gender relations in Russian society, since it helps to enable differentiation between gender norms and deviance to be established. In the political and national planes dissidents are marked as Other when it comes to gender. Non-traditional sexual relations are depicted in Russian anti-Western discourse as posing a threat not only to the traditional gender order, but also to national identity, national security, and political and social stability.


    Finally, the concept of “Gayrope” also intersects with the geopolitical discourse regarding Russia’s policy towards the EU. Here a lack of manliness and consequently of military and political force is attributed to “gender-deviant” Europe. In the course of the Ukrainian crisis the notion of the EU’s weakness was expressed in the conviction that the EU was incapable of presenting a serious response to Russian actions in Crimea.[16] Transvestite Conchita Wurst’s victory in the Eurovision Song Contest, for example, was viewed, by many Russian journalists and politicians as yet another testimony confirming Europe’s moral decline and military weakness.[17] Thus, one of the comments on an article devoted to Poland’s role in the “crusade” against Russia: “As if you’re crusaders! You’re Conchitas, goddammit!”[18]


    Ukraine’s European Integration in Russian Mass Media Gender Discourse


    When discussing the geopolitical choices of post-Soviet states, Russian commentators (politicians, journalists, Internet users) often invoke the issue of homosexuality. For example, Aleksei Pushkov, Chair of the RF State Duma Committee for International Affairs, is cited by Izvestiia as having stated that Moldova “was ordered to arrange to hold regular gay parades” as a condition for signing the EU association agreement.[19] The image of “Gayrope” is constantly exploited also in connection with the subject of European integration and Ukraine.


    It should be noted that Ukrainian opponents of European integration have also been extremely active in utilizing this element of gender discourse. In September 2013 Ukrainian communists released a publicity clip in which a little girl, symbolizing the EU, demands that a boy, symbolizing Ukraine, “meet the standards”, namely to dress and wear lipstick like a girl. A voice-over explains: “Joining the EU is a bad game. This is something that even children understand”.[20] A rally held in Khar’kov in October the same year to oppose the signing of the EU Association Agreement took place under the slogan “We Don’t Need Gayrope!”.[21] At a demonstration in support of the Party of Regions, held a month later, participants also protested against the EU agreement, using slogans such as “Good-bye Gayrope!” and “Euro=homo”.[22] At the “Anti-Maidan”, a rally organized by the Ukrainian authorities in December 2013 as a counterweight to the “Euromaidan”, Ukrainian Prime Minister Nikolai Azarov stated: “The opposition leaders are telling fairy stories about how we’ll sign the agreement on association with the EU, and tomorrow we’ll be travelling to Europe without a visa. [But] we still have to fulfill a whole series of conditions: we have to legalize same-sex marriage, we have to pass a law on equality for sexual minorities”.[23] This statement was widely reported and commented upon in both the Ukrainian and the Russian press.[24] The theme was actively discussed by bloggers and commenters on Internet-forums. A series of related articles were published, with headlines like “Gayromaidan”, “Gayromaidan as a Reflection of the Euromaidan”, and others in a similar vein.[25] The hashtag #gayromaidan [#гейромайдан] spread on Twitter.[26] In the course of the discussion of the problem, a derivative of the concept also emerged, as a signifier for supporters of a European path for Ukraine: “Gayromaidowns” (as in “Down’s syndrome”).[27] A similar line became important in the rhetoric employed by the “Narodnyi sobor” movement. At one of its rallies, held in July 2014, participants carried posters with slogans such as “‘Narodnyi sobor’ opposes Eurosodom’s values!”, “Let’s defend the Orthodox faith” (Image 1). The photograph shows the famous image of Mother-Motherland from Iraklii Toidze’s Great Patriotic War era poster. Here this image functions as a symbol of both the Orthodox faith, and the gender


    norm.
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    Image 1: Participants of a “Narodnyi sobor” rally with a poster “‘Narodnyi sobor’ Opposes EuroSODOM’s Values”.[28]


    


    The poster “Hello, Gayrope! Mother Ukraine is Calling!” can serve as another illustration of this idea (Image 2). In the new Ukraine the motherland will be symbolized by a gay-pride marcher.
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    Image 2: Poster “Hello, Gayrope! Mother Ukraine is Calling!”[29]


    Russian media began actively using the “Gayrope” theme even before the pro-European integration protests at the Maidan began. On 7 November 2013 Aleksei Pushkov tweeted: “After Timoshenko is freed the EU will demand that Ukraine expand gay-culture. And instead of Victory parades in Kiev there will be gay-parades”.[30] Thus, the spread of gay-culture is presented as a threat to fundamental values and sacred traditions. It is depicted as a threat not just to the gender order in Ukrainian society, but also to national identity.


    The term “Gayromaidan” was used in the very first Russian newspaper reports from Kiev, in November 2013.[31] Journalists actualized this theme in numerous publications.[32] One Komsomol’skaia pravda article about the German Foreign Minister’s visit to Ukraine was titled “Gay-Fuel for the Maidan Bonfire: Ukraine Beckoned to Europe by Nationalists, Anti-Semites, Neo-Nazis and Homosexuals”.[33] Reports of this kind emphasized that gay-communities lobbying for privileges for themselves were among the most active supporters of joining the EU. Victory for “Gayromaidan” would mean that same-sex marriage would be legalized and Ukraine could expect to meet all the “wonders of Gayrope”—a theme that was taken up in a wide range of visual materials.[34]


    Euromaidan leaders also received attention in this connection. On the one hand, the fact that some of them sympathized with gay-culture was used to reinforce one key idea: those who supported European integration did so not only because they were traitors to the values of Slavic brotherhood and the shared Russian-Ukrainian history, but also because they were gender deviants. Thus, for example, many Russian media outlets ran stories about the Klichko brothers’ photo shoot for a gay magazine.[35] Meanwhile, however, Russian media also emphasized the fact that Ukraine still fell far short of modern European standards and that it was too early for Ukraine to think of joining the EU. A significant number of the protesters at Maidan were “cave-man nationalists” from far-right organizations deeply hostile to European ideals, including tolerance towards sexual minorities.[36] We might note, however, that this by no means prevented the media from drawing a link between right-wing parties and non-traditional sexual orientation too. Thus, the term pravoseki, derived from a pejorative term for homosexual and the title of the Ukrainian nationalist organization “Pravyi sektor” (Right Sector), became widespread. This term, whose connotations are instantly recognizable, even began to be used in news and current affairs programs on the leading television channels.[37]


    Such usages of the “Gayrope” image in Russian representations of the Euromaidan were aimed not only at Ukrainian audiences, but also audiences at home in Russia. The notion that Ukraine’s orientation towards European integration would inevitably lead to the country’s destruction provides one means of communicating to Russian citizens the message that the Putin government is the only force capable of maintaining “normality” and preventing a similar scenario in Russia.


    The “Gayrope” image has remained useful under the new pro-European government in Ukraine too. First and foremost, the image is used in order to discredit members of the government as gender-deviant. Thus, for example, rumors regarding the sexual orientation of certain Ukrainian politicians, such as Oleg Liashko and Arsen Avakov, are a Russian media staple.[38] Here it is important to emphasize that the stereotype of male homosexuality present in such coverage implicitly attributes to its object a lack of the qualities associated with the stereotype of “real manliness”, and thus a lack of power. “Instead of a victory parade in Sevastopol, Ukraine will have to hold a gay-parade in Kiev”—this is how high-ranking Russian official Dmitrii Rogozin responded to the news that Ukrainian authorities were planning to take back Crimea.[39] A Komsomol’skaia pravda report on the Ukrainian Independence Day parade on 24 August 2014 included a sarcastic comment lamenting the lack of a gay presence in the military parade.[40]


    Engagement with the “Gayromaidan” theme also serves to legitimize Russian policy on Ukraine and also the “Novorossiia” project centered on the self-proclaimed Luhansk and Donetsk People’s Republics. Noteworthy here is one particular demotivator[41] (Image 3), devoted to Ukrainian events, though its heading “At the Dawn of a New World” makes reference to the fate of all mankind. Putin features in the center of the image, dressed in the style of James Bond, in tuxedo and bow tie.[42] During the Cold War Bond functioned as a symbol of traditional masculinity and gender order more broadly, and Putin fulfills an analogous symbolic role here. At Putin’s left is Crimean procurator Natal’ia Poklonskaia, embodying traditional femininity, and on the right is one of the most colorful commanders of the Donbass armed forces, Aleksandr Mozhaev, personifying military masculinity. Putin acts here as guarantor of normality for all mankind, and we might view the image itself as an allegory of gender normality as imagined by many Russians.
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    Image 3: “At the Dawn of a New World”.[43]


    Opponents of European integration in south-east Ukraine have actively used a similar vision of the world with a view to legitimizing their political actions and constructing their own emerging collective identity. In April 2014, for example, protestors in Luhansk released a “rap” featuring the lyrics “We don’t need your NATO // And we don’t want gay-parades for our children”.[44] Again, Conchita Wurst’s Eurovision victory was also widely discussed.[45] This narrative’s mobilizational drive is evident, for example, in one demotivator rallying people to vote in the referendum on independence for the Donbass: “Ukraine—you wanted to join Europe? Conchita is waiting for Ukraine![46] Either you go to the referendum, or Bluebeard will come for you” (Image 4). Russian politician Vladimir Zhirinovskii declared that Conchita Wurst’s Europe could have nothing in common with the Donbass: “Can you really imagine Donbass together with such a Europe? It’s the Russian flag that will fly over Donbass!”.[47]
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    Image 4: Poster calling upon residents of the Donbass to vote in the independence referendum.[48]


    Symbolic Demasculinization of Ukraine in the Russian Media


    The symbolic demasculinization of supporters of European integration via their linking to “Gayrope” has been a characteristic of the hegemonic Russian media discourse for the course of several years now. But it also reflects a broader tendency. The demasculinization of Others is part of a remasculinization of Russia, that is of the politics of identity waged in Russian society throughout the 2000s. This process has two dimensions: the production of positive images of national masculinity, on the one hand, and the creation of an image of Russia laden with masculine connotations such as power, independence, rationality, and so on, on the other.[49] In the view of David Campbell, just as “identity is constituted in relation to difference”, so too is “[d]ifference… constituted in relation to identity”.[50] An important element in the politics of identity is the representation of Others which in turn enable definition of the desired self-image. As outlined in social identity theory, the striving for a positive identity is a basic human need which is realized through enhancement of one’s own self-image and denigration of the image of the Other.[51]


    In hegemonic Russian media discourse Russia’s post-Soviet neighbor states are depicted as “fraternal countries” linked to Russia by immutable natural bonds. Meanwhile, these states are excoriated for “flirting” with the West, and here mechanisms of symbolic demasculinization are frequently brought into play. In particular, the policies of these countries are described using terminology with feminine connotations. Thus, for example, qualities such as emotionality, irrationality, inconsistency, indecisiveness and scattiness are frequently attributed to Ukraine. In this way, Ukraine is disassociated from the male stereotype, namely: military and political power, sovereignty, responsibility, order. Other Central and East European countries are represented in analogous manner, as weak and dependent, especially against the backdrop of the power of the “Russian bear”.[52] Thus, for example, a collage published by the popular weekly Argumenty i fakty (2005)[53] depicted the leaders of the Baltic states and Georgia in the embrace of a giant bear towering above the Moscow city skyline, in an image reminiscent of the iconic Hollywood image of King Kong tenderly holding the fragile movie starlet in his powerful grip.[54]


    One striking feature of the Russian media representations of these countries is the tendency to depict their geo-political choices as driven exclusively by material self-interest and a willingness to sell themselves to the highest bidder. The theme of Ukrainian “venality” and “parasitism” has become especially prominent of late. Thus, for example, in February 2014 the Russian political scientist Fedor Luk’ianov wrote: “Ukraine has to all intents and purposes transitioned into a parasitical form of existence, expecting foreign powers to solve her problems in exchange for promises to make the ‘correct’ geo-political choice”.[55]


    A young Ukrainian female poet’s verse titled “Never Shall We Be Brothers” resonated widely both in Russia and in Ukraine, and prompted a series of Russian responses, many of them also executed in verse.[56] One such response proclaimed: “Never shall we be brothers, We share neither motherland nor mother. / What kind of family can traitors be? You have no family; customers are all you have. / You measured friendship in greenbacks. / You made your choices for profit”.[57] Another response put it even more bluntly: “As a whore once said to her mother: / ‘Never shall we be brothers!’”.[58]


    The metaphor of Ukraine as self-interested and grasping mistress is a recurring motif in Russian media. This image can be traced back as far as the “gas wars” of January 2006, during which Ukraine was frequently depicted as a fickle (and invariably female) lover. Protestors outside the American embassy in Moscow calling upon the US to pay off Ukraine’s debt to Russia held posters reading “A gentleman always pays for the lady”.[59] In 2009, in a statement criticizing Ukrainian policy during another gas crisis, Putin compared the gas transit countries to an overly choosy prospective bride: “These transit countries need to drop their illusions. The girls should drop their illusions; the suitors have a choice here, and they [the girls] have to grasp this”.[60]


    In the course of the 2013-14 Ukrainian crisis the rhetoric and imagery employed in this connection has become even more aggressive in tone. In the comments on one July 2014 article about the role of hetman Ivan Mazepa[61] in the Battle of Poltava the theme of Ukrainian prostitution was a central focus. In their discussion of this historical event, Russian Internet users wrote that Ukraine had “always chosen her own master” and even that she “was always spreading her legs for someone or other”.[62] Texts describing relations between Crimea, the Donbass and Kiev via gender and family metaphors are commonplace on the Internet. Thus, for example, “A Crimean Fairytale” recounts how, in the post-Soviet period, matchmakers began offering up Ukraine, “like a virgin for sale, to various prospective ‘husbands’, one after another”.[63] In another text, the independence referenda in the two south-east Ukrainian regions are described as a divorce between the Donbass and Ukraine. The Donbass was demanding this divorce because:


    it was so frigging tired of the whoring around by its “spouse” who was willing to jump into bed with any old foreigner off the street, not even for cash, just for nothing, for empty promises. It was fed up with loony Ukraine’s endless hysterical attacks on Mother Russia. It was fed up with footing the bill for the country-bumpkin-“love children” she kept bringing home after playing around with the Pole next door.[64]


    This theme has also inspired a richly voluminous visual discourse. A typical example is Andrei Dorofeev’s “The Beauty is Led Away”, published on the cover of Argumenty i fakty (2005) (Image 5). Here Ukraine is depicted as a young woman who, albeit with evident reluctance, is walking towards the West, following US President George W. Bush down a path lined with American dollars.
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    Image 5: Collage by Andrei Dorofeev, “The Beauty is Led Away”.[65]


    Demotivators have become much less diplomatic in recent months.[66] The prostitution metaphor, traditionally used to signify political inconstancy, unreliability, fickleness, a lack of firm values and integrity, and venality, has long been a staple of Russian political rhetoric (the Stalin-era labeling of Trotsky as a “political prostitute” is perhaps the best-known example here). This metaphor is used widely both in domestic political discourse and in representations of international affairs.[67] Various East European countries are a particularly common target of criticism in this vein. Włodzimierz Marciniak has argued that the image of Poland as a prostitute is the most prevalent Russian stereotype of Poland. Marciniak views this stereotype as shaped by the Russian worldview, according to which only great powers have the right to a voice in world affairs; small and medium states are insignificant and have no choice but to sell themselves.[68] The prostitute metaphor is also frequently employed in representations of the Baltic states. Thus, in one 2007 caricature these countries are depicted as three “ladies of the night” vying for the attentions of Uncle Sam, since the Russian client has run out of money.[69]


    In the Ukrainian case, this tendency is also fueled and reinforced by the widespread stereotype about the prevalence of Ukrainian women amongst Moscow prostitutes.[70] This stereotype was actualized during the discussions surrounding a campaign launched by Ukrainian female journalists in 19 March 2014 under the slogan “Don’t Give It Up to a Russian”. In this campaign, journalists appealed to their Ukrainian sisters to abstain from sexual relations with Russian men in a gesture of protest against Russian actions in Crimea.[71] It should be noted that boycotts of this kind are a widespread means of activating gender discourse for the purpose of political mobilization. The underlying drive here is to boost the cohesion of “us”, and to delegitimize the masculinity of the Other.[72] The Ukrainian journalists’ campaign prompted a response from Russian Internet communities under the slogan “Don’t Pay the Khokhlushka” (khokhlushka being a pejorative term for a Ukrainian woman). This counter-campaign drew upon the above-mentioned stereotype of Moscow prostitutes as predominantly Ukrainian. It was widely reported on in a range of Russian media.[73] Curiously, the newspaper Moskovskii komsomolets responded to its Ukrainian colleagues’ campaign by conducting a poll on attitudes to the campaign amongst Ukrainian “ladies of the night” working in Moscow,[74] thereby effectively equating Ukrainian female supporters of the Euromaidan with prostitutes.


    Conclusion


    Gender discourse plays a prominent role in Russian media representations of the Ukrainian crisis. Most importantly, it is utilized as part of the process of drawing symbolic borders between Russia, Ukraine and Europe, and of establishing hierarchies (both international and domestic) with a view to positioning Russia as a powerful and attractive country with a bright future ahead of it. The media coverage of Ukraine is aimed at convincing Russian and Ukrainian audiences that European integration would mean joining together with a civilization that is not only alien but also currently undergoing a process of rapid and inevitable degeneration. The “unnatural new gender norms” testify to the “unnatural” nature of Ukraine’s choice of “Gayrope” as its key partner.


    Such representations of Ukraine and Europe also play an important role in legitimizing the current Russian government, since they enable the latter to be depicted as the custodian of national sovereignty and conventional gender norms. Meanwhile, the demasculinization of “Gayromaidan” also reflects a broader tendency towards the demasculinization of Ukraine in twenty-first-century Russian media. This is manifested both in the attribution of feminine characteristics to Ukrainian politicians and policies, and in the use of various metaphors, most prominently the metaphor of prostitution. These representations of supporters of European integration and of Ukraine in general are to a significant degree shaped by the new Russian identity, linked as it is with the politics of remasculinization of Russia that have been such a key feature of Putin’s presidency.
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    Abstract: This article examines the use of the Soviet Great Patriotic War myth by Russian journalists in the news coverage of events in the Donbass in spring 2014. It begins by setting out the key aims pursued by Russian policy and propaganda in the course of the 2013-14 crisis in Ukraine. Next, it explores the ways in which the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War has been instrumentalized in the Russian media portrayal of Ukraine, with a particular focus on its use in the construction of enemy images and on the specificities of the reception of these images in the Donbass region. Finally, it traces the genealogy of such imagery back further, to the Party of Regions’ deliberate creation of the image of the “fascist/banderite” threat in the Donbass for the purposes of electoral mobilization and manipulation over the past decade.


    Introduction


    With each new stage of the “Ukrainian crisis”—the mass anti-government protests in Kiev (the “Euromaidan” or the “Second Maidan”); the flight of President Yanukoyvch; annexation of the Crimea; the anti-Maidans in the South-East; and the separatist uprising in the Donbass—Russia’s intervention in Ukraine’s domestic affairs has increased. This process has been supported by Russian mass media, which, over the past decade, have been definitively transformed into a vehicle for Kremlin propaganda. The Russian mass media coverage of the events in Ukraine has been dominated by tropes and categories adapted from the Soviet cultural memory of the “Great Patriotic War”. This article examines the use of the Soviet Great Patriotic War myth by Russian journalists in the Donbass in spring 2014. It also traces the genealogy of such imagery back further, to the Party of Regions’ instrumentalization of the war memory and creation of the image of the “fascist/banderite” threat in the Donbass over the past decade. In addition to examining online, TV and press materials and political speeches, the article also draws upon the author’s personal first-hand observations as a resident of Kramatorsk who has been studying the dissemination of rumor and hearsay in the Donbass region throughout the course of the crisis.


    The Aims of Russian Propaganda


    Ukraine is an important factor shaping both foreign and domestic policy in Russia, as well as issues surrounding Russian identity. From 2004 onwards, events in Ukraine have played an especially crucial role in the evolution of contemporary Russian identity. Indeed, paradoxical as it may seem, the main aims of Russian policy and propaganda on Ukraine are geared towards manipulating the internal political situation within Russia itself.


    The primary aim being pursued here is to discredit the idea of popular protest. The Russian leadership views the mass protests that took place in Moscow in December 2011-March 2012[1] as a Western attempt to overthrow the Russian government by organizing the latest in a series of “color” revolutions including the 2004 “Orange Revolution” in Ukraine and the so-called “Arab Spring” of 2011.[2] The Russian leadership perceives any large-scale liberal/democratic protest in Russia as sponsored from outside, primarily by the US, and this is also how such events are reported in Russian state-controlled mass media. The Euromaidan in Kiev, and the subsequent flight of President Yanukovych, are viewed by the Kremlin as indicating the likely scenario to be followed in the event of a future attempt to overthrow President Putin. Therefore, from the very beginning of the protests in Kiev, Russian propaganda undertook deliberate efforts aimed at discrediting the protesters with a view to convincing Russians that the protesters represented a pernicious alien force and that no Maidan must be permitted to occur in Russia.


    The fact that the Kiev protests began after a sharp turning point in Yanukovych’s foreign policy—his decision to refuse to sign the EU Association Agreement “in favor of moving closer” to Russia—made it easier for Russian mass media to present the Euromaidan as sponsored and orchestrated by the “devious” and inherently anti-Russian and Russophobic West. This task was made easier still after additional Maidans followed in L’viv and several other cities in West Ukraine. The protesters were depicted as “extremists”, “radical nationalists”, “banderites”, “neo-Nazis”, and “fascists”.[3] The fact that the Ukrainian Maidans have been condemned as anti-Russian and Russophobic effectively renders any attempt to carry out similar protests in Russia unthinkable. Meanwhile, any Russians speaking out in support of the Ukrainian Maidan are automatically classed as Russophobes and traitors.


    Russian mass media coverage further sought to delegitimize the Ukrainian protests by presenting the events that followed Yanukovych’s flight from Kiev as the collapse of Ukrainian statehood.[4] Right up until Petro Poroshenko’s election as the new president of Ukraine in early June 2014, Putin continued to declare repeatedly that Yanukovych remained the de jure legitimate president.[5] Hence, the government in Kiev was illegitimate.


    Russian mass media constantly drove home the notion that anarchy and chaos now reigned in Ukraine, and that the Ukrainian state no longer existed.[6] This thesis was taken up enthusiastically by many Russian nationalists, both on the right and the left, to the point where some of them began to describe the country as “the former Ukraine”.[7]


    An additional aim pursued here was redirecting the attention of Russians (and pro-Russian Ukrainians) away from Yanukovych’s corrupt regime and the social justice demands put forward by Maidan protesters, and towards an invented “geopolitical” conflict. The social component of the Ukrainian protest movement was not reported by Russian mass media, presumably because of fears that this might prompt a sympathetic response from people dissatisfied with the corrupt authoritarian regime at home in Russia. The pro-European orientation of the Maidan and its categorical rejection of any rapprochement with Russia via the Customs Union or the Eurasian Economic Community made it possible for Russian propaganda to present the Euromaidan as a manifestation of “geopolitical” conflict involving the clash of Russian and Western interests, rather than as a social movement.


    The line of argument used here in Russian mass media ran as follows: since “neo-Nazis” and “Russophobes” had seized power in Kiev, the rights and indeed the lives of Russians in Ukraine were now under threat, and since Ukrainian statehood had ceased to exist, the Russian state and Russian people (both individually and collectively) must do everything possible to defend ethnic Russians, Russian-speakers and “compatriots”, defined in the broadest possible terms, from Ukrainian “neo-Nazis” (“banderites”, “Right Sector”). As a result, the potential for protest subsided in Russia and there was a boost in loyalty for the ruling regime, which shared the goals of protecting Russians in Ukraine and preventing the manufacturing of externally sponsored chaos in Russia. As a result, both the liberal/democratic and the nationalist wings of the domestic Russian opposition to the Putin regime were successfully split and definitively marginalized.


    Russian propaganda has also sought to legitimize the Russian-sponsored separatist cause. This aim has been pursued via the creation of the “Novorossiia” myth which in turn, as we shall see below, is also entwined with and dependent on the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War. Various Russian leading officials have declared in one way or another that Ukraine’s attempt to move closer to the West would end in the inevitable break-up of the country, and this line has also been promoted heavily in Russian mass media. As early as on 13 December 2013, for example, Prime Minister Medvedev predicted an impending “tectonic crack” in Ukraine.[8] Later, after the regime change in Kiev and the annexation of Crimea, the Kremlin launched the “Novorossiia” propaganda myth. As early as on 17 April 2014, Putin, speaking live on TV and radio, referred to South-East Ukraine as “Novorossiia”.[9] The timing of the introduction of this new term was surely intentional and tactical, coinciding as it did with the Geneva talks between the US, Russian, Ukrainian and EU foreign ministers, and coming only a few days after Russian fighters led by Igor’ Girkin (“Strelkov”) seized Slaviansk/Sloviansk and Kramatorsk, on 12 April.


    The campaign to “rescue Russians” in Ukraine and to “return the ancient Russian lands” via the efforts of the Russian state and the Russian people (nationalist parties, humanitarian aid organizations, the so-called “self-defense” and “militia” organizations, and so on), was conducted within the framework of the “Russian Spring” propaganda campaign.[10] It would appear that initially the intention was to transform Ukraine into a non-viable federation similar to Bosnia and Herzegovina, comprising two completely autonomous subjects. According to the Kremlin’s “federalisation” proposal, Ukraine was to consist of two equal parts: “Ukraine” proper (West and Central Ukraine) and “Novorossiia” (South-East Ukraine), with the Russian annexation of Crimea accepted as a fait accompli.[11]


    When it became clear, following Poroshenko’s victory in the presidential elections on 25 May 2014, that this plan was not feasible, the pro-Russian separatists’ propaganda changed tack and began instead to call for the South-East to break away from Ukraine entirely and for “Novorossiia” to be created as a satellite of Russia. Propaganda materials began to be issued which claimed that “Novorossiia” had never had anything to do with Ukraine and that Lenin/the Bolsheviks had incorporated the region into the Ukrainian SSR as an arbitrary and malicious act. Accordingly, it was claimed that “returning” the region to Russia in one form or another would be, as in the case of Crimea, an act of restorative historical justice.


    The Russian Federation is a country that is plagued by a whole series of separatist threats. But at the same time, the Russian leadership openly encourages separatism at its own borders—in Transnistria, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Crimea, and “Novorossiia”. How might such a paradox be resolved without harming Russian interests? In each of these instances, the separatist movements that Russia supports have been presented as essential for defending against a Western-sponsored nationalist/Nazi regime,[12] and in this connection the Soviet-era cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War has proved to be an extremely useful propaganda and policy instrument.


    Instrumentalizing the Cultural Memory of the

    “Great Patriotic War”[13]


    In the Kremlin’s information warfare, “Novorossiia” is counterposed to the “fascist junta” in Kiev, which is sending “karateli”, roughly translatable as “members of death squads”, against “Novorossiia”. For many Russian and Ukrainians, especially the older and middle generations, the term karateli is associated with events from World War II, and specifically with the actions carried out by the Gestapo and SS subdivisions against partisans and civilians in the occupied territories. Karateli was the conventional term used in Soviet war literature, memoirs and films for Gestapo and SS troops, who played an especially prominent role in the Soviet enemy image of the “German-fascist occupiers”. Thus, in using the term karateli, both pro-Russian separatists and fighters, and the Russian journalists who echo them from time to time, have sought to insert the current events into the framework of the Soviet myth of the Great Patriotic War, in which absolute good (the USSR) is pitted against absolute evil (Nazi Germany and its allies). This is done with the aim of relieving the television viewer of the burden of thinking for himself when it comes to making sense of the events in Ukraine. Instead, value-judgments about these events are built into the very form in which the information is packaged. The Ukrainian crisis is presented to the viewer using historical categories. Karateli are enemies, carrying out brutal and unlawful acts on foreign soil.


    Here the new “Novorossiia” myth is merged together with the tried and tested myth of the Great Patriotic War, previously the cornerstone of late Soviet historical mythology, and subsequently a quasi-ideology that has been built into the Putin regime’s foreign and domestic policy doctrine.[14] As a result of this symbiosis, the Ukrainian authorities—the current “fascist junta” in Kiev and its “karateli”—are depicted as the direct successors of the “banderites” and “fascist accomplices” of World War II, against whom a “holy war” is being waged by the “militia of Novorossiia”—heroic successors of the “Soviet liberator-soldier”. The St George’s ribbon which is worn by the “militia” as a marker of their identity has, as a result of commemorative practices in Russia in recent years, been transformed into the main symbol of the memory of the Great Patriotic War. The DNR/LNR fighters also use the “Victory Banner”, alongside the flags of the DNR and LNR, the Russian Federation, the Russian Empire, “Novorossiia”, and the USSR. Naturally, Russian officials commenting on these events use more neutral and circumspect terminology; instead of using the term “karateli”, they talk of “siloviki” (security operatives or officials), “Kiev-controlled troops”, or the “Ukrainian National Guard”, for example. Meanwhile, however, all manner of “geopolitical experts”, “political scientists”, “people’s mayors”, “people’s governors”, and “field commanders” use language that is actively and openly aimed at creating an enemy image.[15] In the formation of this enemy image, a special role has been assigned by Russian mass media to Pravyi sektor and its leader, Dmytro Yarosh.


    Pravoseki: Constructing the Enemy Image


    Pravyi sektor appeared during the Euromaidan in Kiev as an association of marginal Ukrainian nationalist organizations.[16] Pravyi sektor activists were distinguished by their radicalism and played the most active part in the clashes with the “Berkut” Interior Ministry special police force in January-February 2014. But the majority of the protesters in Kiev did not support Pravyi sektor’s radical platform. Thus, for example, of the 42 “Maidan self-defense” companies, only one (the 23rd) was formed by Pravyi sektor.


    Nevertheless, from the beginning of the mass protests in Kiev, Russian mass media worked to create the impression that it was precisely Pravyi sektor that was the leading nucleus of the Maidan, and that all the protesters shared its radical-nationalist program. By equating the Euromaidan with Pravyi sektor, Russian mass media demonized the Maidan in the eyes of TV audiences in Russia and also in the south-east regions of Ukraine.[17]


    In this media coverage, the Maidan was represented as a mob of extremists, paid by the “perfidious West”, which was bent on “tearing Ukraine away from Russia”. Since Pravyi sektor members glorified the OUN-UPA and Stepan Bandera,[18] they were labeled “banderites”, “neo-Nazis”, and even “fascists” by Russian media. As the Maidan was radicalized and during the clashes with the “Berkut” in late January–February 2014, Pravyi sektor came to be represented in Russian mass media as an organization made up of brutal Russophobic thugs who would stop at nothing in pursuit of their aim of overthrowing the lawful Ukrainian government. President Yanukovych’s flight from Kiev, and then from Ukraine to Russia, was presented in Russian mass media as the result of a coup in which Pravyi sektor had seized power in Kiev.[19]


    Subsequently a campaign was waged in Russian mass media and in pro-Russian social media groups aimed at whipping up fear and panic around claims that “cut-throats” and “neo-Nazis” from Pravyi sektor were planning to travel out to the south-eastern regions and Crimea,[20] to carry out reprisals against the Russian-speaking population. This media campaign was assisted by the spate of topplings of Lenin monuments in late February (on 22 February in the cities of Kherson and Nikolaev neighboring Crimea, and on 24 February in the small Crimea town of Zuia). Since a significant number of residents of the south-eastern regions of Ukraine, especially amongst the elderly, feel nostalgic for the Soviet period, many of them experienced the toppling of the Lenin monuments in highly personal terms and felt distressed and threatened by these events.


    The demonized images of Pravyi sektor and the Euromaidan and the panic that had been spread by Russian mass media were used by the Russian leadership as a pretext for intervening in Ukraine’s domestic affairs in order to “defend” “compatriots” or “people of Russian culture”, as justification for the annexation of Crimea and for supporting those fomenting unrest in East Ukraine.[21] On 5 March 2014 the Russian Federation’s Investigative Committee launched a criminal case against Pravyi sektor leader Dmytro Yarosh.[22] Pravyi sektor was now marked out by the Russian mass media as Russia’s chief enemy in Ukraine and as posing the chief threat to Russian speakers in Ukraine. This is an aspect of the Russian propaganda campaign that appears to have been broadly successful in the Donbass region in particular. When asked the question “Do you agree that Pravyi sektor is… a major military formation exerting influence over the government and representing a threat to citizens and to the country’s integrity?” during an opinion poll conducted in April 2014, 73% of respondents in the Donetsk region and 63% in the Luhansk region answered in the affirmative.[23]


    Two months passed, however, and still the “cut-throats” from Pravyi sektor failed to materialize in the Donbass. Most Pravyi sektor activists remained in Kiev on the Maidan where they were in fact by this stage demanding the resignation of Defense Minister Igor’ Teniukh and Interior Minister Arsen Avakov for their inaction in response to the Russian annexation of Crimea.


    Around this period rumors began to circulate in Sloviansk and neighboring towns about alleged sightings of “Pravyi sektor fighters” in local forests.[24] These rumors were enthusiastically picked up and disseminated by many locals, evidently in the hope that President Putin would soon send Russian troops to Donbass to “defend” civilians from the “pravoseki”, as he had only just done in Crimea.[25] It was precisely the alleged presence of “pravoseki” in neighboring forests that was cited by the separatists to justify their seizure of local militia stations and arms and the erection of road-blocks on the outskirts of cities in the north of the Donetsk region. The group of Russian fighters under the command of Girkin/“Strelkov” likewise positioned themselves as defenders from this supposed threat. This strategy could not be sustained indefinitely, however; sooner or later, the specter of the pravoseki presence in the Donbass would have to be given substance. Over time, there was an increasingly urgent need to back up and lend credibility to these claims by reporting on some concrete manifestations of the “neo-Nazi” threat to the Donbass.


    This is the context in which the alleged Pravyi sektor attack on a checkpoint near Sloviansk took place on the night of 19-20 April 2014—a incident that has become notorious for the widely ridiculed Russian media claims that “Yarosh’s business card” had been found miraculously intact amongst the burnt remains of one of the jeeps destroyed in this incident.[26] Among the other items supposedly retrieved from the wreckage following the checkpoint attack and displayed on Russian television as proof of Pravyi sektor’s involvement were a German World War II-era MG42 machinegun. The self-proclaimed “People’s Mayor” of Sloviansk Viacheslav Ponomarev commented in this connection in a press-conference devoted to the incident, “Our opponents continue to wage their fascist ideology, and not only by using the weapons of their teachers”.[27] Ponomarev now called upon Putin to send Russian troops to Ukraine. In his video-appeal, which was broadcast on LifeNews,[28] Ponomarev declared that “the [Ukrainian] national guard wants to turn us into slaves” and that the Kievan authorities were sending “fascists” against the small town, as well as “imperialists” from across the globe, armed with “NATO weapons”.[29] Ponomarev appealed to Putin to send “peace-keeping troops to defend the civilian population from Pravyi sektor attacks”.


    The Russian LifeNews reports on the night battle near Sloviansk, which seems most likely to have a primitive provocation,[30] pursued several goals. These include convincing the residents of Sloviansk and other Donbass cities that the threat to their lives was genuine, since Pravyi sektor fighters were now at large in the Donbass. The incident also served to justify the actions of the separatists who had seized power, and of Girkin’s Russian fighters, who must now defend the city’s residents from armed “Nazis”. By the same token, the incident discredited the new government in Kiev by showing it to be unable and/or unwilling to “restore order” and disarm the “Nazis” from the Maidan. The incident gave the Russian Foreign Ministry grounds for accusing the Ukrainian government of having broken the Geneva agreements, and it provided the separatist leaders with a pretext for appealing to Putin to send Russian troops to Ukraine. Finally, the incident served to demonstrate to TV audiences in Russia and Ukraine that the Ukrainian civil war, discussions of which had dominated Russian airtime for so long, had finally begun in earnest.


    The Ukrainian “National Guard”: “Nationalist Reptiles” and “Men in Black”


    As the prospect of genuine Pravyi sektor attacks on the Donbass faded, the focus of the Russian media propaganda and of the rumors disseminated by the separatists shifted to the Ukrainian National Guard (Natsional’naia gvardiia or Natsgvardiia), the Interior Ministry forces that were reconstituted in March 2014. From May 2014, the National Guard became the main object of demonisation, as the Ukrainian “anti-terrorist operation” (ATO) moved to launch combat actions in the north of the Donetsk region. The pro-Russian fighters and their supporters quickly dubbed the new forces the natsgady or “nationalist reptiles”,[31] a label with an obvious strong negative connotation aimed at dehumanizing the adversary.


    Here once again references to the Soviet and post-Soviet imagery associated with the Great Patriotic War played a prominent role, and the specter of karateli, recalling the SS troops who conducted brutal punitive (karatel’nye) operations against the civilian population on the Nazi-occupied territories while Wehrmacht troops fought at the front, came to the fore-front once again. This connection was frequently suggested via media references to “black uniforms”, an image which, for Soviet and post-Soviet populations raised on the Great Patriotic War myth, immediately evokes the black uniforms worn by SS troops. Russian mass media reports on events in the Donbass, as well as rumors circulating by word of mouth in the region, often placed an emphasis on sightings of “men in black uniform”. As a rule, these reports and rumors also featured references to the Natsgvardiia or Pravyi sektor, with a tendency towards the gradual substitution of natsgady for pravoseki from May onwards. Thus, for example, on 18 May 2014, when the Ukrainian military passed through Kramatorsk via the military aerodrome located on the outskirts of the city, the Russian TV channel Zvezda embroidered the story with new (and entirely unsubstantiated) details:


    A column of armored vehicles is moving towards Kramatorsk comprising six APCs which are attempting to break through to the city council building. The militia are holding back the onslaught of military vehicles and are not permitting the armored vehicles to enter the city center. According to a representative of the people’s militia, each military vehicle is carrying around 10 fighters in black uniform without insignia, as well as several security operatives wearing camouflage. These are assumed to be members of the national guard or radicals from the extremist group “Pravyi sektor” [my emphasis—AO].[32]


    On the same day, Russian and separatist-controlled mass media also broadcast several fake reports of “battles” in Kramatorsk. For example, it was falsely reported that:


    Troops from the Ukrainian National Guard have begun moving from the aerodrome in Kramatorsk towards the city administration building, and armed clashes are taking place. The coordinator of the Kramatorsk militia has informed RIA Novosti of this by telephone.[33]


    This appears to have been an intentional fabrication, since no such armed clashes in fact took place in the area at this time.


    Separatist and Russian mass media propaganda made various attempts to draw a distinction between the “brutal” Natsgvardiia and the “good-natured” Ukrainian Armed Forces (Vooruzhennye sily Ukrainy, or VSU). Thus, while the former were “karateli”, the latter comprised “conscript soldiers” who were being forced to fight against their will.[34] The aim here was evidently to sow mistrust and discord between the Natsgvardiia and the VSU, and also to stimulate protests by the families of conscripts and reservists demanding that their sons not be called up into the VSU and sent to the ATO zone.


    False rumors that conscripts had been executed by Natsgvardiia fighters for refusing to fight against the DNR and LNR (or to “shoot at their own people”) were actively disseminated by word of mouth[35] and in media reports such as this example from the pro-separatist website Antifashist.com:


    The bodies of ten Ukrainian soldiers, shot by their fellow servicemen for going over to the side of the militia, are being buried on the outskirts of Kramatorsk. A representative of the self-defense staff headquarters provided this information to “Interfax”. According to his account, the executions of the conscript-soldiers were carried out on the territory of the military unit. According to the agency’s source, “the boys were put up against the wall right there on the territory of the unit and then they opened fire on them”. Previously it was reported that ten Ukrainian military servicemen wished to go over to the side of the militia, but were executed by the Natsgvardiia.[36]


    No reliable evidence of these claims based on anything other than unsubstantianted anonymous hearsay has ever been provided.


    The Party of Regions and the Formation of the Myth of “Ukrainian Fascism”


    It is generally acknowledged that propaganda is most effective when it confirms existing opinions and beliefs.[37] In the case of Russian propaganda on “Ukrainian fascism”, one reason why this propaganda appears to have been particularly successful in the Donbass region is because fertile ground had been long prepared here by the rhetoric employed in regional political struggles which, in turn, drew upon beliefs, prejudices and fears linked to the highly distinctive regional Donbass identity.[38] The pre-history of the “Ukrainian fascist” enemy images as used in Russian mass media over the past year can help to explain why so many residents of the Donbass were apparently willing to accept the Russian mass media image of the Euromaidan as a “mob of radicals and neo-Nazis”, and the new Turchynov-Yatseniuk government as a “fascist junta”.


    Demonization of political rivals has a long tradition in Ukraine. There are substantial regional differences linked primarily to different views on recent history, and these differences are deliberately used by Ukrainian politicians during elections in order to mobilize the electorate and guarantee victory.[39] The differences are especially marked amongst the residents of two regions in particular, Galicia/Galychyna and the Donbass, where regional identity is especially strong.


    The Galician regional identity has its roots in the late-nineteenth-century myth of Galicia as the “Ukrainian Piedmont” in the avant-garde of the struggle to create a Ukrainian state. It is this Galician model of Ukrainian identity (culture, views on history, and so on) that has predominantly been held up as the standard for the entire country. Galicians are especially proud of their ancestors’ struggle for independence, and particularly that of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (the OUN, created 1929) and the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (the UPA, created 1942). When the Soviet Army entered Galicia in summer 1944, the OUN-UPA responded by launching an armed struggle which continued until the early 1950s. In Soviet historiography and propaganda, the OUN and its leader Stepan Bandera were declared the accomplices of the German occupiers. Bandera’s followers were known as “banderites”.[40] In Soviet historiography the term “banderites” became a heavily loaded term carrying strong negative associations, and was equivalent to such labels as “Ukrainian bourgeois nationalists”, “collaborators”, and “accomplices of the Nazi occupiers”. Over time the term banderovtsy (and its variants benderovtsy and bandery) came to be used more broadly. Many residents of the Donbass used these terms to refer to people from West Ukraine; moreover, their use of the term was not necessarily pejorative, and often merely referred neutrally to cultural differences.


    The regional identity in the Donbass is also strongly developed and distinctive. Unlike the Galician regional identity, however, the Donbass regional identity is based not on ethnic or confessional factors or on the idealization of traditional culture, but on a sense of belonging to a community forged through the industrialization and urbanization of the Donets coal basin from the 1860s onwards. The formation of a distinct Donbass identity was completed during the “socialist industrialization” of the 1930s, when the official propaganda created the image of the Donbass as a leading industrial/proletarian region. The Donbass identity is based on the myth of the Donbass as the most developed region of Ukraine, and the associated notion that Ukraine’s entire economy rests on Donbass industry. Within the framework of this myth, West Ukraine, which was incorporated into the USSR in 1939-45, is viewed as a backwards agrarian region and a hotbed of aggressive Ukrainian nationalism. As early as during the 1970s, however, the first signs began to appear pointing to the decline of the economic model put in place in the Donbass in the first half of the twentieth century. The collapse of the USSR and new global economic trends only served to further exacerbate the region’s economic decline. Nevertheless, the myth that “the Donbass feeds the whole country” remains very much in place in the consciousness of the local population.[41]


    Sociological polls conducted every five years in L’viv and Donetsk, the two poles of the Ukrainian electoral map, show that in Donetsk (more broadly, in the Donbass) in 2004, on the eve of the Orange Revolution, 47.8% of respondents agreed with the statement that “My region’s development would improve if it separated from Ukraine”. In L’viv (more broadly, in West Ukraine), by contrast, only 6.6% of respondents shared this view.[42]


    The received view on Ukraine as divided into “two Ukraines” overlooks the specificity of the Donbass region in particular, but a strong case can be made for the need to view the Donbass region as a separate category. It was only in the Donbass (the Donetsk and Luhansk regions) that pro-Russian campaigns and actions resulted in armed rebellion. This is the case despite the fact that similar actions were attempted in Kharkiv and Odessa, for example. Consequently, we can assume that the Donbass also differed in terms of the motivations driving the actions of pro-Russian separatists, as well as the greater degree of support offered to the separatists by the population.


    Prior to the 2014 crisis, Ukrainian and foreign researchers alike paid little attention to the issue of the specificity of the Donbass region, and in particular, to the mutual interaction of its socio-economic structure, regional identity and political culture.[43] As a rule, scholars (mostly political scientists and sociologists) have tended to discuss Ukraine’s regions using the basic categories east/west, or west/center/south/east, and hence the specifics of the Donbass region and the Crimea have been dissolved into (actually far from homogeneous) “east” and “south” respectively. The events of 2014 have demonstrated that it would be more accurate to divide Ukraine into the following six regions: west; center; south; east (Zaporizhia, Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv); the Donbass; and Crimea.


    Many residents of the Donbass view their region not as an ordinary part of Ukraine, but as a unit equal to Ukraine. This is one of the reasons why it was precisely among residents of the Donbass that the sense of the differences between “west” and “east” Ukraine proved powerful enough to lead to a splitting of the country as a result of the Maidan and the change of government in Kiev. Thus, according to the results of a poll conducted in March 2014, 57.7% of respondents from the Donbass agreed that there were deep contradictions between the western and eastern regions of Ukraine, capable of leading to the breaking up of the country. This indicator is substantially lower even in the eastern regions neighboring the Donbass—Zaporizhia, Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv—where 35.9% felt this way, and in the “south” (including Crimea, essentially no longer part of Ukraine by this point), where the figure was 48%, compared to only 19.8% in the “west”, and 15.4% in the “center”.[44]


    The Donbass regional identity has frequently been used by the Party of Regions in order to gain and retain voter support. During election campaigns, the Party of Regions has often used the Donbass identity to set up an opposition between the Donbass and Ukraine,[45] using slogans such as “we work, while they go to protest marches”, or “Donbass plows, while they wave their fists around” (Donbass pashet, a oni kulakami mashut).[46]


    In the 2000s, the Party of Regions consolidated voter support in the Donbass by presenting itself as the only defender of the interests of the population of this industrial region, since most of the Party’s deputies were owners of the region’s major enterprises. But the Party of Regions’ success in gaining full control over the central government structures in 2010 did not bring the promised benefits for the Donbass population. On the contrary, economic decline and deteriorating living standards meant that Donbass voters became increasingly disillusioned with the Party of Regions and with Yanukovych. In order to win the 2012 parliamentary elections and, in particular, the 2015 presidential elections, stronger medicine was required to stimulate the Party of Regions’ traditional electorate to remain loyal to the party in spite of this disillusionment. The remedy ultimately chosen here was the creation of a phantom existential threat in the shape of “Ukrainian fascists”.


    The Party of Regions never had its own ideology; instead, it adopted the historical mythology that had been put in place in neighboring Russia. During Putin’s presidency the “Great Patriotic War of 1941-45” had been transformed into the founding myth of the new Russian identity and political mythology. Russian leaders and foreign policy officials had also transformed this myth into an important foreign policy instrument in their dealing with western neighbors, that is, with the countries of the former socialist camp, and especially with the Baltic states and Ukraine.[47] This myth was also the primary material used by the Party of Regions in its struggle against its political opponents.


    The Party of Regions made its first moves towards constructing the mythical existential threat of “Ukrainian fascism” in late 2004, during the Orange Revolution. After the second round of voting results in the presidential elections were falsified in favor of Viktor Yanukovych, mass protests known as the “Maidan” began in Kiev and in many cities of West Ukraine. A repeat vote was scheduled for 26 December as a compromise option. Yanukovych and the Party of Regions had never enjoyed serious support in Kiev, and therefore Yanukovych and his team now traveled to the Donbass so as to offer their electorate there an explanation as to why the “new president” Yanukovych had not been recognized in Kiev and to set a course for future action. In December, the Party of Regions organized a series of rallies at which its leaders, predominantly the owners and directors of large enterprises, told the Donbass population that a coup had taken place in Kiev and that the “orange plague” was now heading for the Donbass.[48] The phrase “orange plague” was a borrowing adapted from the “brown plague”, a Soviet propaganda label used to designate fascism and Nazism. The notion of an “orange plague” coming from the west was intended to engender a sense of mortal danger—invisible, incomprehensible and thus all the more terrifying. (In fact, those few groups of activists from the Kiev Maidan who were brave enough to travel to the Donbass to agitate ended up being brutally beaten by thugs linked to the Party of Regions).


    After the Orange Revolution and the coming to power of Viktor Yushchenko, the situation did not change—as the result of a deal struck between the political elites, the Party of Regions retained the Donbass as its fiefdom. Politically and culturally, the Donbass was isolated from the rest of Ukraine, and a single-party system essentially continued to operate here, with the Party of Regions effectively replacing the communists. Meanwhile, the capital city Kiev failed to fulfill its function of integrating the different regions of the country. The politicians speaking on behalf of Ukraine’s western regions, and the provocative statements made by “Svoboda” politicians in particular, only served to encourage greater self-isolation on the part of the majority of the Donbass population.


    The construction of the enemy image of the “Ukrainian fascist” developed further in the spring of 2011, when competing historical myths clashed in the course of the preparations for the “Victory Day” (9 May) celebrations, sparking hysterical responses in the government- and oligarch-controlled mass media. Victory Day had been an important day in the official commemorative calendar since 1965. The 2011 controversy was sparked by the official introduction of a new commemorative symbol that year: the “Victory Banner”, that is, the red banner of the 150th Rifle “Idritskaia” division (Order of Kutuzov 2nd class), that was raised over the Reichstag in Berlin on 1 May 1945. On 7 May 2007 a law had been passed in Russia making it legal to display copies of the Victory Banner on buildings on Victory Day alongside the Russian state flag. The Party of Regions and the Communist Party of Ukraine now launched a initiative to adopt the same practice in Ukraine, and subsequently, in the wake of heated debate, a similar law was passed in Ukraine. In Galicia, however, regional and city councils refused to obey the law, since this would have meant using Soviet symbols that had been decisively rejected by the majority of residents of West Ukraine.


    Both the passage of the law itself and the subsequent even more furious political debates in April-May 2011 were elements of the Party of Regions strategy aimed at artificially escalating conflict and increasing hostility towards the rest of the country on the part of the population of the south-east regions of Ukraine, where the Party of Regions was the dominant political force. In the Donbass region, this conflict over the memory of the war was viewed by many as yet another manifestation of West Ukrainian “fascist” tendencies. During the war years, the population of West Ukraine had been the “accomplices of the German fascists”, and it was for this reason that their descendants did not wish to celebrate Victory Day and chose to honor the “OUN-UPA Nazi accomplices” instead.


    Provocations were now organized using the marginal pro-Russian national organizations “Russian Unity” (Russkoe yedinstvo) (Crimea) and “Motherland” (Rodina) (Odessa). Activists from these organizations were bused into L’viv on 9 May 2011 with the aim of provoking clashes with local Ukrainian nationalists. A strong police presence guarding the pro-Russian activists meant that serious violence was avoided, but journalists (both Ukrainian and Russian) nevertheless gathered sufficient visual material to put together a vivid picture of “clashes between Ukrainian Nazis and anti-fascists” that was well-suited to the TV news format. This was followed up by the creation of the “International Anti-Fascist Front” shortly thereafter.[49] All these organizations aimed to equate contemporary Ukrainian nationalism to neo-Nazism and to link it also to the “fascism” of the World War II era.


    The Party of Regions seemingly decided to avoid provoking fresh conflicts around Victory Day in 2012, perhaps out of a desire to avoid damaging the country’s image ahead of Ukraine’s co-hosting of the European Championship football tournament in June 2012, especially at a time when the Ukrainian population was being accused by some Western (especially British) media of high levels of xenophobia and neo-Nazism. But after this brief pause, and as the 2015 presidential elections drew closer, the construction of the image of “Ukrainian fascists” reached a new level. The logic behind these political technologies was simple: the aim was to convince Yanukovych’s disillusioned electorate that fascism was gaining strength in Ukraine, that only Yanukovych was capable of protecting ordinary people from this threat, and that therefore it would be best to vote for Yanukovych rather than for his likely main rival, “Svoboda” leader Oleh Tyahnybok.


    In the lead-up to Victory Day 2013, the Party of Regions organized a Ukraine-wide Memory Watch campaign entitled “We’re Proud of the Great Victory”.[50] Later, the Party also initiated a series of rallies under the slogan “Into Europe—Without Fascists” (V Yevropu—bez fashistov). The rallies started off in various regions of the country on 14 May and culminated in a final march accompanied by mass brawls on Sophia Square in Kiev on 18 May.[51] On 17 May, around 20 thousand people gathered for a rally in Donetsk under the slogan “Donbass against Neo-Fascism”.[52] When speaking in other regions of Ukraine, Party of Regions politicians tended to be quite circumspect and limited themselves to vague hints, but at a rally in Donetsk the party leaders stated explicitly that there were “fascists” in Ukraine. Deputy chair of the Party of Regions’ Donetsk Regional Organization Nikolai Levchenko announced in his speech:


    We have gathered here to make sure that all of our country, that all of Europe knows that Ukraine is a society in which manifestations of xenophobia, racial intolerance and nationalism cannot remain unpunished. We call all this neofascism. Fascism was taken care of by our grandpas in faraway ’45, but today we face a new threat, no less terrible. This is the threat of neofascism. The Supreme Council [the Ukrainian parliament] has been penetrated by a neofascist gang—the Ukraine-wide organization “Svoboda”. But even back in 2004 Tiagnibok, Farion and their comrades had joined together in the Social-National Party of Ukraine. Hitler headed up the National-Socialist Workers’ Party of Germany. The names are similar, don’t you find? Their symbol was the “wolf-hook”, borrowed from the SS “Das Reich” tank division. When this band adopted these symbols, it also adopted all the anti-values linked to these symbols. The Nazis burned books and destroyed monuments. But who’s destroying monuments in our country today? Did you all see it on television? Illegally, without agreeing this with the local authorities, without the agreement of the people living in those cities, they are destroying monuments…[53]


    Likewise, in his concluding address, the deputy chair of the Party of Regions Donetsk Regional Organization and chair of the Donetsk Regional State Administration Andrei Shishatskii declared,


    The parade salutes have rung out, but the politicoes who are trying to change history force us to sound the alarm and to say a decisive “NO” to neofascism. What, would we betray our memory, our glory and our victory?! Long live our native Donbass—fascism will not pass! [my emphasis—AO][54]


    As these examples show, high-ranking politicians from the Party of Regions frequently referred to their political opponents from “Svoboda” openly as “fascists” and “neo-fascists”.


    The aim being pursued through this rhetoric and the celebration of the 1945 victory is obvious. Voters were being told “we beat [the fascists] then, we’ll beat [the neo-fascists] now”, with a view to preparing for the next presidential elections and the likely face-off between Yanukovych and Tyahnybok. Thus, long before the tragic events of 2014, the Party of Regions was impressing upon its Donbass electorate the notion that the party’s opponents were “Ukrainian neo-fascists”.


    The Donbass population’s readiness to believe in the reality of the “Ukrainian neo-fascist” threat in the spring of 2014 might also be linked to (partly unconscious) fears that Ukrainians elsewhere in the country might now move to “take revenge” on the Donbass. For ten years the Donbass had voted for Yanukovych and the Party of Regions who, once in power, robbed the country, lived in luxury, used the militia and criminal elements to suppress protest, and were even prepared to shoot dead several dozen Euromaidan activists in February 2014. In the circumstances it is unsurprising that many people in the Donbass feared reprisals. When Russia annexed the Crimea in March 2014, several military units from other regions and a supplementary contingent of borderguards (mostly from West Ukraine) were sent to East Ukraine to defend the border against potential military invasion. Even at that point, thanks to the rumors being spread by the Party of Regions, many Donbass residents feared that these actions marked the beginning of a “punitive operation” to be carried out against the Donbass population with the complicity of local authorities and law-enforcement agencies, and undertook attempts to block the troop movements and the unloading of military hardware with a view to preventing this.


    The “Crimean Factor” and Pro-Russian Moods in the Donbass in the Spring of 2014


    For the course of a month—from late February through to 21 March 2014—TV viewers in Russia and Ukraine were able to watch the great epic of “the return of Crimea” on Russian TV channels. For many residents of the Donbass, the example of Crimea’s rapid and bloodless departure from Russia proved highly appealing. Sixty-eight percent of residents of “the east” did not support the Maidan in Kiev. They did not trust the new government, because they believed that a coup had taken place in Kiev, bringing chaos and the impending collapse of the country. The annexation of Crimea convinced many of them that the Russian propaganda thesis positing that Ukraine no longer existed as a state was correct. Sociological polls from 14-26 March 2014 indicate that 73% of residents of “the east” were expecting Ukraine’s economic situation to worsen in 2014.[55] Therefore the Crimean population’s choice at the referendum on 16 March in favor of joining with Russia (as this event was depicted by Russian mass media) seemed entirely logical to many people in the Donbass—from their point of view, Crimea was fleeing Ukraine’s political chaos and economic decline and joining a stable, strong and prosperous Russia. Only 25.7% of residents of Donetsk region and 26.8% in Luhansk region (surveyed on 10-15 April 2014) agreed with the statement that the Crimean events represented “unlawful annexation”. On the contrary, 62.9% and 58.1% in Donetsk and Luhansk regions respectively considered this to be “the result of the free expression of the will of the residents of Crimea”.[56]


    Consequently, many of them viewed the Crimean events as a kind of blueprint for the future development of the situation in the Donbass in the framework of the “Russian Spring” campaign. According to a survey conducted on 10-15 April 2014, 27.5% and 30.3% of residents of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions respectively held the opinion that their “regions should separate from Ukraine and join Russia”. Moreover they would prefer this to happen in a peaceful manner, since only 19.3% of those surveyed in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions supported the idea of deploying Russian troops in Ukraine. Even fewer viewed this as a realistic option: only 12.6% and 11.7% in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions respectively were planning “to welcome the entry of Russian troops” in the event of their “invasion [vtorzhenie] of South-East Ukraine”. And only 3.5% and 2.5% of respondents in the two regions declared an intention to “join the RF army”.[57] Thus one can conclude that the Russian mass media succeeded in convincing this section of the Donbass population that the process of separating their region from Ukraine would be easy and rapid, as in the Crimean case.


    The results of a survey conducted on 14-26 March 2014 show the confusion of the Party of Regions’ traditional electorate regarding participation in the presidential elections scheduled for 25 May 2014. Twenty-two percent of those polled in East Ukraine were unable to say how they were planning to cast their vote. Fourteen percent stated that they were not going to vote. Another 13% said that they would vote “against all”. Taken together, these three categories comprise almost half (49%) of those surveyed. Only 20% intended to vote for a candidate from the Party of Regions—for Tigipko (11%), Dobkin (8%) or Korolevs’ka (1%).[58] Notably, Tigipko is a representative of the “Dnipropetrovsk” clan, while Dobkin is a member of the “Kharkiv” clan. The “Donetsk” clan, which comprised the nucleus of the Party of Regions, failed to put forward a candidate. Thus, after Yanukovych’s unexpected flight and the split of the Party of Regions, a political vacuum formed within the party’s long-time fiefdom, the Donbass. This vacuum now began to be filled by representatives of marginal pro-Russian groups—by all imaginable kinds of self-proclaimed “people’s mayors” and “people’s governors”[59]—and also by figures arriving from Russia,[60] who now tried to incite “civil war against the Kiev junta” in the Donbass.


    On the other hand, it is important to note that these expectations of a repeat of the “Crimean scenario” in the Donbass were overwhelmingly passive in form. Many people would not have been opposed to joining Russia, but only provided that they need not make any effort to bring this about; they would welcome Russian troops, but they were not willing to fight themselves. And even those 2-3% of respondents who did express a willingness to fight couched this in terms of readiness “to join” the Russian army, but not to fight independently against the “junta” and the “karateli”. This aspect of the local situation was quickly grasped by the self-proclaimed “DNR Defense Minister”, Russian FSB Colonel Igor’ Girkin, who seized the city militia departments in Sloviansk and Kramatorsk on 12 April. In his video-address to Donbass residents on 17 May 2014, Girkin reproached them for having failed to join his army despite the fact that he had sufficient weapons to arm them.[61] It was partly with a view to mobilizing the Donbass population for this recruitment drive that the Russian mass media made every possible effort during this period to create the false impression that large-scale military actions had already begun. References to the Great Patriotic War were aimed at winning over TV viewers, both in Russia and in the Donbass, by lending the rebellion the image of a “just” and “defensive” war.


    ***


    Thus, in the information war of spring 2014, active use was made of both the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War constructed in the Soviet period, and the established “anti-fascist” rhetoric of the Party of Regions, which in turn drew upon specificities of the Donbass regional identity and socio-economic situation. In May 2014 DNR/LNR fighters succeeded in almost completely removing any alternative to Russian mass media in the region now under their control. They used methods of intimidation and coercion in order to achieve this, including taking Ukrainian journalists captive and seizing TV broadcasting facilities.


    On the whole, Kremlin-controlled Russian mass media succeeded in achieving their goals. They made skillful use of the Donbass population’s phobias and fears of “Kiev” and “Ukraine”; they created panic in the region; they convinced local residents that “civil war” was inevitable; and they even screened episodes from this “war” on their TV screens, long before the real war actually began. This false understanding that “war had already begun” in turn shaped the actions of people in the Donbass, thus effectively serving to help drag the region into large-scale military conflict. The “civil war” frame used by Russian mass media from the outset enabled Putin to constantly increase the scale of the military confrontation as required, sending over the border fresh detachments of Russian nationalists and Cossacks, increasing volumes of military hardware and, finally, in late August, regular units of the Russian army.

  

  


  [1] On which see D. Volkov, “Protestnye mitingi v Rossii kontsa 2011–nachala 2012: zapros na modernizatsiiu politicheskikh institutov”, Vestnik obshchestvennogo mneniia 2 (2012): 73-86; and D. Volkov, “Protestnoe dvizhenie v Rossii glazami yego liderov i aktivistov”, Vestnik obshchestvennogo mneniia 3-3 (2012): 141-185.


  [2]In his Address on 18 March 2014, Putin stated that “There has also been a whole series of managed ‘color’ revolutions… As a result, instead of democracy and freedom, [these revolutions bring] chaos, explosions of violence, chains of coups. The ‘Arab spring’ was followed by the ‘Arab winter’”; “Obrashchenie Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii”, 18 March 2014, President of Russia official website, http://news.kremlin.ru/transcripts/20603. See also an earlier speech: “In recent years we have seen how attempts to impose on other countries an ostensibly progressive model of development have in fact ended in regression, barbarity and bloodshed. This is how it was in an entire range of countries in the Near East and North Africa. A dramatic situation of this kind also took shape around Syria”; “Poslanie Prezidenta Federal’nomu Sobraniiu”, 12 December 2013, President of Russia official website, http://news.kremlin.ru/

  transcripts/19825. All websites cited in this article were last accessed in March 2015.


  [3] See for example Putin’s speech of 18 March 2014: “those who stood behind the …. events in Ukraine were pursuing different goals: they were preparing the latest in a series of state coups, they were planning to seize power, and would stop at nothing in doing so. They brought terror, and murder, and pogroms into play here. The main instigators of the coup were nationalists, neo-Nazis, Russophobes, and anti-Semites. It is precisely these people who to a large degree continue to define life in Ukraine to this day”; “Obrashchenie Prezidenta”.


  [4] See for example Putin’s statement that “It is also clear that a legitimate executive government has yet to be put in place in Ukraine, there is nobody to talk to [there]. Many state organs have been usurped by imposters [samozvantsy]; moreover they don’t control anything in the country, and they themselves—I want to emphasize this—are often under the control of the radicals”; “Obrashchenie Prezidenta”.


  [5] See for example Putin’s comments, “Priamaia liniia s Vladimirom Putinym”, 17 April 2014, President of Russia official website, http://news.kremlin.ru/

  transcripts/20796.


  [6] This propaganda line was echoed by, for example, Russian film director Karen Shakhnazarov; see “Priamaia liniia”.


  [7] See for example Eduard Popov, “Byvshaia Ukraina na poroge neonatsistkoi revolutsii”, Geopolitika.ru, 2 April 2014, http://www.geopolitica.ru/article/

  byvshaya-ukraina-na-poroge-neonacistskoy-revolyucii#.VQOsbzRgtKp; and Mikhail Deliagin, “Byvshaia Ukraina: klubok global’nykh initsiativ”, Tsentral’noe informatsionnoe agentstvo Novorossii, 23 June 2014, http://novorus.info/

  news/economy/24064-byvshaya-ukraina-klubok-globalnyh-iniciativ.html. The “Novorossiia” Information Agency’s website includes a section titled “The Former Ukraine”; http://www.novorosinform.org/themes/id/17.


  [8] “Ukrainian society is facing, it seems to me, the challenge of dealing with the tectonic crack that has formed within it. A crack that threatens the stability of the state and the very existence of the state. We are watching with great alarm, of course, the emotions being demonstrated by civil society in Ukraine”; “Medvedev prorochit Ukraine ‘tektonicheskii razlom’”, Prestupnosti.NET, 13 December 2013, https://news.pn/ru/politics/93319.


  [9] Putin said “this is an issue of guaranteeing the lawful rights and interests of Russians and Russian-speaking citizens in south-east Ukraine—let me remind you that if we use the terminology dating to tsarist times, this is Novorossiia: Khar’kov, Lugansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Nikolaev, and Odessa were not part of Ukraine in tsarist times, these are all territories that were transferred to Ukraine by the Soviet government in the ‘20s. God only knows why they did this. All this happened after the relevant victories of Potemkin and Catherine the Great in the famous wars centered on Novorossiisk. And hence the term Novorossiia”; “Priamaia liniia”. Previously, in his speech of 18 March 2014 on the Russian annexation of Crimea, Putin called south-east Ukraine “the south of Russia” (the term used in the late imperial period): “After the revolution, the Bolsheviks, for various reasons, let God be their judge, incorporated significant territories from the historical south of Russia into the Ukrainian Union Republic. This was done without taking into account the national composition of the residents, and today this is the contemporary south-east of Ukraine”; “Obrashchenie Prezidenta”.


  [10] Despite the fact that the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics (henceforth DNR and LNR respectively) had declared themselves to be “independent states” with their own governments and armed forces, they did not have their own websites. Information support for the DNR and LNR was provided by a specially created “Russian Spring” website (http://rusvesna.su), and also by the following Russian far-right nationalist sites: “Third Rome”, http://3rm.info; “Novorossiia”, http://novorus.info; and “Malorossiia”, http://malaya-russia.blogspot.com.


  [11] “Lavrov: Rossiia budet nastaivat’ na federalizatsii Ukrainy”, RBK.ru, 29 March 2014, http://top.rbc.ru/politics/29/03/2014/914346.shtml. See also Alina Polyakova, “Ukrainian Long Division. Three Ways to Split It, and Which Russia Prefers”, Foreign Affairs, 20 April 2014, http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/

  141311/alina-polyakova/ukrainian-long-division.


  [12] Charles King, “Ukraine’s Breakaway Region is Becoming a De Facto Country”, Washington Post, 16 September 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/

  monkey-cage/wp/2014/09/16/ukraines-breakaway-region-is-becoming-a-de-facto

  -country/.


  [13] Key works on cultural memory include: J. Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); and A. Assmann, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization: Functions, Media, Archives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). On the instrumentalization of the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War in Ukrainian politics, see W. Jilge, “The Politics of History and the Second World War in Post-Communist Ukraine (1986/1991-2004/2005)”, Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 54 (2006): 50-81; D. Marples, “Anti-Soviet Partisans and Ukrainian Memory”, East European Politics & Societies 24, no. 1 (2010): 26-43; A. Osipian, “Ethnic Cleansings and Memory Purges: The Ukrainian-Polish Borderland in 1939-1947 in Modern Politics and Historiography”, Ab Imperio: Studies of New Imperial History and Nationalism in the Post-Soviet Space 2 (2004): 297-328 (in Russian); A. Portnov, “The ‘Great Patriotic War’ in the Politics of Memory in Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine: Some Comparative Observations”, Ukraina moderna 15 (2009): 206-18 (in Ukrainian).


  [14] On the non-ideological nature of post-Soviet authoritarian regimes, see I. Krastev, “Paradoxes of the New Authoritarianism”, Journal of Democracy 22, no. 2 (2011): 5-16.


  [15] See for example the first press interview given by Girkin/“Strelkov”, which he said: “we don’t want to stop at what has been achieved so far, we want to go further and to liberate Ukraine from the fascists”; and “nobody’s going to unleash war over Ukraine, because this is a failed state engaged in brainwashing its own citizens”; cited Aleksandr Kots and Dmitrii Steshin, “Komanduiushchii samooboronoi Slavianska Igor’ Strelkov: Zaderzhannye nabliudateli—kadrovye razvedchiki”, Komsomol’skaia pravda, 26 April 2014, http://www.kp.ru/

  daily/26225.7/3107725/.


  [16] The following organizations joined together to form Pravyi sektor: “Stepan Bandera’s Trident”; the “Ukrainian National Assembly—Ukrainian National Self-Defense” (UNA-UNSO); the “Social-National Assembly”; “Patriot of Ukraine”; and “Liberty” (Volia).


  [17] People in South-East Ukraine are almost three times more likely to watch Russian television news than people in the West and central regions. According to a public opinion survey conducted in March 2014, Russian TV serves as a source of information about Ukrainian events for 14% of respondents in West Ukraine; 16% in Central Ukraine; 47% in South Ukraine (including Crimea); and 44% in East Ukraine; “Public Opinion Survey Residents of Ukraine”, International Republican Institute, 14-26 March 2014, http://rating

  group.com.ua/ru/products/politic/data/entry/14086/. We can compare these statistics to regional perceptions of the Maidan protests. The proportion of respondents describing the protests as “chaos” was 30% (South Ukraine) and 19% (West Ukraine); and as a “state coup”: 27% (South Ukraine) and 26% (West Ukraine). That is, 57% of residents of South Ukraine (including Crimea) and 45% in the East adhere to the evaluation of these events offered up by Russian television.


  [18] On the OUN-UPA and Stepan Bandera, see S. Kudelia, “Choosing Violence in Irregular Wars: The Case of Anti-Soviet Insurgency in Western Ukraine”, East European Politics and Societies 27, no. 1 (2013): 149-181. On the historical memory of the OUN-UPA and political debates on the status of OUN-UPA veterans in Ukraine, see D. Marples, Heroes and Villains: Constructing National History in Contemporary Ukraine (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2007); D. Marples, “Anti-Soviet Partisans and Ukrainian Memory”, East European Politics and Societies 24, no. 1 (2010): 26-43; O. Shevel, “The Politics of Memory in a Divided Society: A Comparison of Post-Franco and Post-Soviet Ukraine”, Slavic Review 70, no. 1 (2011): 137-64; and E. Narvselius, “The ‘Bandera Debate’: The Contentious Legacy of World War II and Liberalization of Collective Memory in Western Ukraine”, Canadian Slavonic Papers 54, no. 3-4 (2012): 469-90.


  [19] As demonstrated by the presidential elections of 25 May 2014, Pravyi sektor did not acquire broad popularity amongst Ukrainian voters even after the Euromaidan’s victory. Dmytro Yarosh, the unofficial leader of Pravyi sektor, won only 0.7% of the vote (127 772 votes); see Ukrainian Central Electoral Commission official website, http://www.cvk.gov.ua/.


  [20]See for example, “‘Pravoseki’ edut ustraivat’ krovavuiu provokatsiiu na Yugo-Vostoke”, Novoross.info, 17 April 2014, http://www.novoross.info/happens/25188-pravoseki-edut-ustraivat-krovavuyu-provokaciyu-na-yugo-vostoke.html; and “Pravoseki pereodenutsia v armeiskuiu formu RF”, Tretii Rim, 6 May 2014, http://3rm.info/main/46605-provokacii-pravoseki-pereodenutsya-v-armeyskuyu-formu-rf.html.


  [21] In his address on 18 March 2014, Putin referred in somewhat veiled terms to these invented threats as one of the motivations for the annexation of Crimea: “Those who had resisted the putsch immediately began to be threatened with repressions and punitive operations. And first in line here was, of course, Crimea, Russian-speaking Crimea. In this connection the residents of Crimea and Sevastopol’ appealed to Russia to defend their rights and their very lives, not to allow what was happening, and what is indeed still happening now in Kiev, Donetsk, Khar’kov, and several other cities in Ukraine”; “Obrashchenie Prezidenta”.


  [22] A. Levkin, “Stsenarii: SK protiv Yarosha”, polit.ru, 12 March 2014, http://polit.ru/

  article/2014/03/12/al12314/.


  [23] The poll was conducted by the Kiev International Institute of Sociology (KMIS), 10-15 April 2014. It was commissioned by the weekly Zerkalo nedeli; “Mneniia i vzgliady zhitelei Yugo-vostoka Ukrainy: aprel’ 2014”, Zerkalo nedeli, 18 April 2014, http://zn.ua/UKRAINE/mneniya-i-vzglyady-zhiteley-yugo-vostoka-ukrai

  ny-aprel-2014-143598_.html.


  [24] Similar rumors were also circulating elsewhere in towns across South-east Ukraine at the time.


  [25] This statement is based on my own personal observations and conversations with residents of Kramatorsk, Sloviansk, and several other towns in the region.


  [26] The BBC Russian Service has conducted a detailed independent investigation of the incident and its media coverage. The BBC report identifies five “classic” propaganda techniques used in the LifeNews coverage: identifying a scapegoat for the unrest in Ukraine (Pravyi sektor); suggesting foreign sponsorship of the opposing side; labeling the opposing side as “fascists”; accusing the opposing side of acts of “sacrilege”; and using the incident to legitimize calls for (Russian) military intervention; see “‘Vizitka Yarosha’, ili Piat’ punktov TV-propagandy”, BBC Russkaia sluzhba, 22 April 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/russian/internatio

  nal/2014/04/140422_russia_ukraine_propaganda_5points. See also on this incident Maksym Yakovlyev, “‘Antimaidan’ posle Yevromaidana v sotsial’nykh setiakh: obraz vraga i opaseniia zhitelei vostoka Ukrainy”, Forum noveishei vostochnoevropeiskoi istorii i kul’tury 1 (2014): 78-93.


  [27] Cited “‘Vizitka Yarosha’”.


  [28]LifeNews is a Russian TV channel that was founded on 2 September 2013; http://lifenews.ru.


  [29] In support of these claims, a bundle of crisp hundred-dollar bills allegedly found at the scene was also displayed on Russian TV.


  [30] See further the Ukrainian Security Service’s statement describing the attack on the checkpoint as a “cynical provocation” by “armed delinquents and saboteurs [diversanty]” that had been “stage-managed” so as to look like an “external attack”; “Perestrelku v Slavianske SBU i ‘Pravyi sektor’ nazyvaiut provokatsiei”, Ukrains’ka sluzhba Bi-Bi-Si, 20 April 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/ukrainian/

  ukraine_in_russian/2014/04/140420_ru_s_slaviansk_shooting.shtml.


  [31] The prefix nats (short for natsional’nyi) has been translated here as “nationalist” rather than the literal “national” in an attempt to come closer to capturing the negative associations carried by this prefix, and which again reinforce the link to “fascism”. The term natsgady also obviously plays on the similarity of gady/gvardiia.


  [32] “V Kramatorske obstreliali zavod i vzorvali avtobusnuiu ostanovku”, Teleradiokompaniia Zvezda, 18 May 2014, http://tvzvezda.ru/news/vstrane_i_

  mire/content/201405182007-iga5.htm.


  [33]“18 maia. Khronika sobytii”, Antifashist, 18 May 2014, http://antifashist.com/

  item/hronika-sobytij-18-maya.html#ixzz3A4MplKuC.


  [34]In actual fact, in spring 2014 the greater part of the soldiers fighting in the VSU were contract soldiers.


  [35] Based on the author’s personal observations and conversations with local residents.


  [36]“18 maia. Khronika sobytii”.


  [37] David Welch, “‘Opening Pandora’s Box’: Propaganda, Power and Persuasion”, in Propaganda, Power and Persuasion from World War I to Wikileaks, ed. David Welch (London & New York: I. B. Tauris, 2014), 11.


  [38] Additional (and inter-related) regionally specific factors at work here include: the regional preference for Russian rather than Ukrainian television; a strong sense of disillusionment with Ukrainian politics in the context of deep economic decline and falling living standards; and mistrust in Ukrainian mass media, especially as a consequence of the Kuchma regime’s harsh control over TV news.


  [39] See T. J. Colton, “An Aligning Election and the Ukrainian Political Community”, East European Politics and Societies 24, no. 1 (2011): 4-27; Alexandr Osipian and Ararat Osipian, “Regional Diversity and Divided Memories in Ukraine: Contested Past as Electoral Resource, 2004-2010”, East European Politics and Societies 26, no. 3 (2012): 616-42; and Alexandr Osipian, “The Overlapping Realms of Memory and Politics in Ukraine, 2004-2012”, Interstitio. East European Review of Historical and Cultural Anthropology (special issue on “Politics and Practices of Memory in Eastern Europe”) 4, no. 1-2 (7-8) (2012): 39-60.


  [40] As distinct from the “Mel’nykovites” who supported Andrii Mel’nyk following the 1940 split in the organization.


  [41] Based on the author’s personal observations and conversations with local residents.


  [42] Tablytsi odnovimirnykh rozpodiliv trendovoho sotsiolohichnoho doslidzhennia, “L’viv-Donets’k: sotsiolohichnii analiz hrupovykh identychnostei ta ierarkhii suspil’nykh loial’nostei—1994, 1999, 2004 rr.” (Uporiadkuvav Viktor Susak), in “L’viv-Donets’k: sotsial’ni identychnosti v suchasnii Ukraini”, Spetsial’nyi vypusk chasopysu Ukraina moderna (Kyiv-L’viv: Kritika, 2007).


  [43] Amongst the few studies devoted specifically to the Donbass to date, the contribution of German sociologist Kerstin Zimmer is especially noteworthy. Zimmer has examined the socio-economic specifics of the Donbass; formation of the regional elite; and cultural stereotypes and regional identity; K. Zimmer, “Das ukrainische Donbass in den stählernen Fesseln der Schwerindustrie”, in Kultur als Bestimmungsfaktor der Transformation im Osten Europas. Konzeptionelle Entwicklungen – empirische Befunde, Höhmann, Hans-Hermann (Hg.) (Bremen: Edition Temmen, 2001), 236-251; K. Zimmer, “Die Bergarbeitergewerkschaften im Donbass zwischen ukrainischer Unabhängigkeit, Regionalismus und sowjetischem Erbe”, Mitteilungsblätter des Instituts für soziale Bewegungen 37 (2007): 149-175; K. Zimmer, “The Donetsk Factor”, Transitions Online, 17 December 2004, http://www.tol.org/client/

  article/13186-the-donetsk-factor.html; K. Zimmer, “Die Kohle, der Clan und die Macht. Zur politischen Anatomie des Gebiets Donec’k”, Osteuropa 55, no. 1 (2005): 34-49; K. Zimmer, “Eine Region und ihre Partei. Die Partei der Regionen als Donezker Elitenprojekt”, Ukraine-Analysen 3 (2006): 11-13; K. Zimmer, Machteliten im ukrainischen Donbass - Bedingungen und Konsequenzen der Transformation einer alten Industrieregion (Münster: LIT, 2006); and K. Zimmer, “Trapped in Past Glory: Self-Identification and Self-Symbolisation in the Donbass”, in Re-Constructing the Post-Soviet Industrial Region: The Donbas in Transition, ed. Adam Swain (London: Routledge, 2007), 97-121. For studies examining issues surrounding the Donbass regional identity and its utilization for political purposes, see also A. Wilson, “The Donbass Between Ukraine and Russia: The Use of History in Political Disputes”, Journal of Contemporary History 35, no. 2 (1995): 265-89; and Alexandr Osipian and Ararat Osipian, “Why Donbass Votes for Yanukovych: Confronting the Ukrainian Orange Revolution”, Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 14, no. 4 (2006): 495-517.


  [44] “Chy vlastyvi ukraintsiam nastroi separatyzmu—zagal’nonatsional’ne opytuvannia”, Fond Demokratychni initsiatyvy imeni Il’ka Kucheriva, http://dif.org.ua/ua/polls/

  2014_polls/chi-vlastivi-ukraincjam-nastroi-separatizmu_-.htm.


  [45] Based on the author’s personal observations and conversations with local residents.


  [46] “Donetskie regionaly mitinguiut protiv fashizma pod portretom Tiagniboka”, Kommentarii: Donbass, 17 May 2013, http://donbass.comments.ua/news/79252-donetskie-regionali-mitinguyut-protiv.html.


  [47] On the transformation of the “Great Patriotic War” myth into a Russian foreign policy instrument see E. Levintova and J. Butterfield, “History Education and Historical Remembrance in Contemporary Russia: Sources of Political Attitudes of Pro-Kremlin Youth”, Communist and Post-Communist Studies 43, no. 2 (2010): 139-66; M. V. Liñan, “History as a Propaganda Tool in Putin’s Russia”, Communist and Post-Communist Studies 43, no. 2 (2010): 167-78; E.-C. Onken, “The Baltic States and Moscow’s 9 May Commemoration: Analysing Memory Politics in Europe”, Europe-Asia Studies 59, no. 1 (2007): 23-46; and T. Saarts, “The Bronze Nights: The Failure of Forced Europeanization and the Birth of Nationalist Defensive Democracy in Estonia”, Eurozine 10, no. 10 (2008).


  [48] Based on author’s personal observations.


  [49] The International Anti-Fascist Front was created in Kiev on 9 September 2011. According to Wikipedia this was the initiative of more than thirty different NGOs, including veterans’ groups, military groups and peacekeeping groups from Ukraine and abroad, and the Ukraine-wide NGO “Human Rights’ Public Movement ‘Russophone Ukraine’”. The URL for the group in the Russian segment of Wikipedia (www.antifashyst.org) does not appear to be operational.


  [50] “V Zaporozh’e sostoialas’ samaia masshtabnaia v Ukraine voenno-istoricheskaia rekonstruktsiia vremen Velikoi Otechestvennoi voiny”, Party of Regions official website, 14 October 2013, http://partyofregions.ua/project/511cfaaa3fcad0bb73

  0000d3/news/525be701c4ca423d6f0000a6.



  [51] “Draka v tsentre Kieva glazami ochevidtsev”, Korrespondent.net, 20 May 2013, http://korrespondent.net/ukraine/1560673-draka-v-centre-kieva-glazami-ochevidcev.


  [52] “Donbass protiv neofashizma!”, Party of Regions official website, 18 May 2013, http://partyofregions.ua/news/51975c4fc4ca42047c000320.


  [53] “Donbass protiv neofashizma!”


  [54] Ibid.


  [55] “Public Opinion Survey”.



  [56] “Mneniia i vzgliady”.


  [57] Ibid.


  [58] “Public Opinion Survey”.


  [59] These included Valerii Bolotov—self-proclaimed governor of Luhansk; Pavel Gubarev—self-proclaimed governor of Donetsk; Viacheslav Ponomarev—self-proclaimed mayor of Sloviansk; Andrei Purgin—a founder of the “Donetsk Republic” group, who later became chairman of the so-called “People’s Council of the DNR”; and Denis Pushilin—deputy chairman of the so-called “People’s Council of the DNR”.


  [60] Such as Igor’ Girkin/“Strelkov”—Russian FSB colonel and self-proclaimed DNR Defense Minister; Aleksandr Borodai—a Russian journalist connected to the FSB, active participant of the Crimean annexation, and self-proclaimed DNR Prime Minister; and Nikolai Kozitsyn—leader of the Russian Don Cossack host, whose armed Cossacks invaded Ukraine on 3 May 2014 and took under their control Krasnyi Luch, Sverdlovsk, Alchevsk and several other towns in the Luhansk region.


  [61] “Strelkov: muzhchiny Donbassa ne khotiat srazhat’sia za DNR”, pressorg24.com, 17 May 2014, http://pressorg24.com/video/4223.




  
    Memory, Media, and Securitization:

    Russian Media Framing of the Ukrainian Crisis[1]
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    Abstract: This article uses securitization theory as a lens for analyzing the Russian media framing of the Ukrainian crisis as a struggle against “fascism”. It argues that the distinctive shape of the post-Soviet Russian collective memory is a crucial factor enabling the successful use of the “fascism” frame. The article combines “big data” and qualitative analysis of the Russian media discourse in the spring and summer of 2014. It compares the prevalence of the fascist frame in different forms of media: Pervyi kanal news reports; mass media more broadly; and social media (Twitter, VKontakte, and Zhivoi Zhurnal), and finds that there is a high degree of similarity across “old” and “new” media in the categories and terms used to narrate the conflict in Ukraine.


    Introduction


    From the outset, the Euromaidan was viewed as a threat by the Russian authorities. For the Russian elite, these events called up an alarming parallel with the 2004 Orange Revolution:[2] not only had the possibility of Ukraine moving into the “West”’s sphere of influence reared its head once again, but so too had the threat that of a Ukrainian revolutionary movement spreading to Russia. As the confrontation between the protesters and supporters of President Yanukovych deepened, the Russian official position on Ukraine became increasingly hostile. This position was mirrored in the Russian mass media coverage, where the conflict in Ukraine was framed as a clash between the forces of good and evil, and as a noble struggle against the “fascist” Western-sponsored Ukrainian nationalists intent on carrying out a “genocide” of Russians in Ukraine.[3] What purposes does this framing serve, and how successful has it been in shaping the agenda and discourse across different forms of media in Russia, including social media? This article sets out to offer some preliminary answers to these questions, based on both “big data” and qualitative analysis of the Russian media discourse on the conflict in Ukraine.


    In this study, I use securitization theory as a lens for analyzing media commentary on Ukraine. The Copenhagen school of security studies have developed the concept of securitization as a framework for understanding how security is constructed.[4] While securitization theory was conceived as an instrument for the study of democratic systems, it also constitutes a useful approach for the analysis of similar processes operating in the context of hybrid and authoritarian regimes like Russia,[5] since the basic mechanisms at work here are the same.[6]


    The Russian media framing of Ukraine can be viewed as an example of a “securitizing move”, that is, as an attempt to depict a given phenomenon as an existential threat, thereby enabling the legitimization of extraordinary measures ostensibly aimed at combating this threat. In order to be successful, a securitizing move must be supported by public opinion.[7] Russian social media can offer us valuable insights into the state of Russian public opinion,[8] and the findings set out in this article indicate widespread popular support for the securitization of the discourse on the situation in Ukraine. It is not only state-controlled television channels that are using the discourse of “Ukrainian fascism”; social network users also refer to Ukrainian supporters of European integration and the Poroshenko government as “banderites” and “fascists”, and thereby participate in constructing the Ukrainian side of the conflict in special categories which serve to justify the use of extraordinary measures.


    In this article I argue that post-Soviet Russian collective memory is a crucial factor enabling the successful securitization of the Ukrainian crisis. It is the distinctive shape of this collective memory that fulfills the condition that the securitization discourse be “embedded”, that is, capable of resonating with existing constructions, in this case, with constructions present in collective memory.[9]


    I begin by sketching out the key salient features of Russian collective memory that lend themselves to being pressed into the service of this securitization campaign. I then present my findings on the prevalence of the “fascism” frame across different forms of media, based on an examination of Pervyi kanal news reports (representing the standard, officially sanctioned pro-Kremlin narrative); Russian mass media more broadly; and Cyrillic segments of the social networks Twitter, VKontakte and Zhivoi Zhurnal.


    Online material was gathered using the social media archiving tools developed by Amit Agarwal,[10] and analyzed using voyeurtools.org, which enables visualization of word frequency in big data samples. The Integrum World Wide database was used to analyze the frequency with which particular terms were used in Cyrillic mass media.[11] I primarily examine the period from the Crimean crisis of March 2014 through to August 2014, with a particular focus on the July-August period, which was characterized by heightened military hostilities.


    Russian Collective Memory of Fascism


    The specificity of Russian collective memory of the Great Patriotic War has been a key factor shaping society’s response to the “fascism” media frame and helping to build popular support for measures aimed at combating this existential threat, which has been consistently described and constructed using categories and tropes drawn from the Soviet Great Patriotic War lexicon.


    For a number of reasons, the memory of the war is especially immediate and emotionally charged in Russia. In this context, “fascism” is not simply a dry term describing distant events and existing only on the pages of history textbooks. It is a highly evocative term that calls up a series of vivid images that are saturated with distinctive meanings and associations, and that have deep contemporary relevance, touching on issues at the very core of the post-Soviet Russian identity. In this context the “fascism” frame is thus an especially powerful tool for constructing a sense of existential threat. The well-established, multi-layered and heavily mythologized meanings associated with the Russian memory of “fascism” serve to increase the likelihood that Russian audiences will accept and support securitizing moves that employ this frame.[12]


    The Russian memory of the war has a number of distinctive features. First, the struggle with fascism is closely interlinked with Russia’s national identity as a “great power” and as the “liberator of Europe”.[13] As Tatiana Zhurzhenko has noted, by condemning “neo-fascism” in the Baltic states and Ukraine, Moscow not only positions itself as the true defender of European values, but also relives its moment of “geopolitical triumph”.[14] This memory is cherished especially dearly in the context of the international order that was formed with the end of the Cold War and the emotions linked to the perceived fall in status that came with the demise of the Soviet Union.[15]


    Second, the vitality and prominence of the Russian collective memory of the Great Patriotic War in part represent the fruits of decades of work by ideologists, from the Soviet period onwards,[16] including recent renewed and intensified efforts aimed at capitalizing on the growing popularity of Victory Day.[17] The Great Patriotic War represents one of the few events in Russian history capable of uniting the overwhelming majority of Russians,[18] and precisely for this reason, the memory of the war was actively used for identity-making purposes in the late 1990s and 2000s.[19] The revival of the Victory parade on Red Square in 1995,[20] numerous patriotic commemorative initiatives by pro-government organizations, the use of the St George’s ribbon as a visual commemorative symbol, and the large volume of cinematic works on the war[21] all testify to the activization of the war memory during this period, often with the direct involvement of securitizing actors from Russian government structures.[22]


    Some degree of mythologization and glorification of the national past is an essential element of all nation-building,[23] but this is especially important for post-Soviet Russia, which has been experiencing an ongoing identity crisis since the collapse of the USSR.[24] Recently, the Russian memory of the war has reached a new level of mythologization: numerous legislative bills banning criticism of the role of the Red Army in the war and calling into question the rulings of the Nuremberg Tribunal essentially officially equate such criticism to blasphemy.[25] In this context, it is hardly surprising that one of the main bogeymen used as part of the process of constructing the Euromaidan as an existential threat should be the controversial figure of the Ukrainian nationalist Stepan Bandera. While the trajectory of Bandera’s career was complex and included periods of Nazi imprisonment as well as periods of Nazi collaboration,[26] he figures in Soviet and post-Soviet official Russian historiography unambiguously as a “fascist accomplice”.[27]


    Third, the Russian memory of the war differs from its European and North American counterparts in its lack of emphasis on the memory of the Holocaust.[28] For Russians, the memory of fascism is associated first and foremost with the immense suffering of the Soviet population, especially the civilian population in the occupied territories. As Maksym Yakovlyev writes, the primary chain of associations evoked by the Red Army’s victory over fascism focuses on atrocities perpetrated against Soviet women and children.[29] This is the standard chain of associations evoked by the concept of “fascism” for the average Russian citizen, who, even if he or she paid little attention in school history classes, will at least have watched a few movies about the war, and whose family will also have been touched directly by the war experience in one way or another. In the Soviet drama and demonology of the war, the perpetrators of atrocities against Soviet civilians function as the embodiment of absolute evil, and as we shall see below, this aspect of the Russian war memory has proved especially useful for framing the current events in Ukraine.


    In addition, the Soviet and Russian historiography on the war employs a distinctive lexicon which is in some respects especially supple and broad, thus lending itself to wider application beyond this concrete historical instance. Thus, for example, the term “Nazi” is used only infrequently in Soviet/Russian discussions on the Great Patriotic War, and then generally only with reference to contemporary neo-Nazi movements. This is a convention dating to the Soviet period, and may possibly reflect a reluctance to draw undue attention to the fact that the Nazi or National Socialist German Workers’ Party was at least nominally a “socialist” and a “workers’” party. Consequently “fascism” is the label more commonly used in Russia for German National Socialism.[30] In Soviet historiography the prevalence of the stock phrase “German-fascist occupiers” meant that fascism almost invariably implied its German variant. In the contemporary Russian usage, by contrast, “fascism” and “Germany” have largely become decoupled,[31] with the exception of the occasional joke bumper stickers displayed on German-made cars reading “To Berlin!” or “Trophy Car”.[32] In general, as Stanley Payne has noted, the term “fascism” is notoriously hard to define and is sufficiently broad and vague as to encompass a range of different movements and ideologies.[33] This flexibility, combined with the strong stigma associated with the term, opens up wide possibilities for its abuse for propaganda purposes, as in the current case, where it is freely re-applied to Ukrainian nationalists (“banderites”) and their “US sponsors”.


    Russian Mass Media Framing of the Ukrainian Crisis


    Vlad Strukov has flagged up the need for scholarly debate on the ramifications of the convergence of mass media in post-communist states, and on the associated transmedia practices in the region, that is, on the ways in which “old” and “new” media interact.[34] In this article I examine this relationship by analyzing and comparing materials both from traditional mass media (especially Pervyi kanal TV broadcasts) and from social media, with a view to investigating what differences and similarities might be observed in the use of terms and categories referring to events in Ukraine. On the whole, as set out below, I found that the framing of the conflict was remarkably similar across different media, with the same discursive features present on federal state TV and in social media alike.


    The television framing of the conflict is especially significant given that the majority of the Russian population relies primarily on federal TV news broadcasts as their main source of information.[35] According to sociological polls conducted in June 2014, 94%(!) of the Russian population acquires most of its information about the world from TV.[36] Let us, then, briefly survey how the events in Ukraine have been framed and narrated in TV broadcasts.


    Perhaps the most obvious feature of the Russian TV coverage of the protests in Ukraine was the emphasis placed on the role of radical right-wing Euromaidan activists. The labeling of this group as “fascists” can be viewed as a bid to activate and instrumentalize the collective memory of the Great Patriotic War. This was especially noticeable in Pervyi kanal news reports,[37] which frequently included video footage of armed men wearing Pravyi sektor arm-bands,[38] and abundant references to Stepan Bandera.[39] Indeed, practically every report on the Euromaidan on Pervyi kanal featured references to “fascism”. The Integrum World Wide database enables us to map the frequency with which particular words are used in Russian mass media. On Graph 1 below we can see a clear upsurge in references to “fascism”, essentially from the beginning of the Euromaidan. This is markedly different from previous years, where the frequency of “fascism” references was generally linked primarily to the war’s key anniversary dates (9 May and 22 June).[40]
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    Graph 1: Frequency of references to “fascism” in Russian mass media. Graph produced using Integrum World Wide.


    As we can see on the graph, in January 2014 the frequency of references to “fascism” reached a level roughly equivalent to that of June, that is, the month when Nazi Germany’s invasion of the USSR is most actively commemorated. The next rise in frequency came in March, that is, at the time of the Russian annexation of Crimea; and in April-May, during the armed conflict between pro-Russian fighters and the central Ukrainian authorities. In general the variations in the frequency of references to “fascism” map closely against the dynamic of the conflict.


    The nature of the TV reporting changed after the Crimean annexation and the beginning of the Ukrainian government’s “anti-terrorist operation” in South-East Ukraine. It was at this point that the terms “Novorossiia”, “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DNR) and “Lugansk People’s Republic” (LNR) appeared in the Pervyi kanal lexicon.[41] However, the latter two terms subsequently temporarily disappeared in the wake of the shooting down of Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17 on 17 July 2014, an event which occurred, according to Pervyi kanal, “over Ukrainian territory”, even though the territory in question was under the DNR’s control at the time.[42]


    The terminology used in narrating the conflict in Ukraine is heavily loaded and indicates immediately where one’s sympathies lie. The Russian mass media signal a positive attitude towards the pro-Russian militarized groups in East Ukraine by using the term employed by the fighters themselves, namely “militia” (opolchentsy).[43] This term calls up a chain of associations linked not only to the Great Patriotic War and the popular resistance to fascism, but also back further, to the militia led by Minin and Pozharskii during the seventeenth-century Time of Troubles, and, in turn, to the celebrations marking the end of the Troubles on the “Day of National Unity” (Den’ narodnogo yedinstva) (4 November).[44] It thus serves to create a positive image associated primarily with the notion of defending one’s homeland from foreign invaders.


    When it comes to describing the Ukrainian side, the brutality and inhumanity of the forces fighting the pro-Russian militia is constantly underlined. Moreover, on occasion, instances of such brutality have been simply invented by Russian journalists. The most notorious example here is the Pervyi kanal report on the “execution of the small son and wife of an opolchenets” on Lenin Square in the center of Slaviansk/Sloviansk. According to this report, a three-year-old boy had been “nailed like Christ” to a noticeboard on the square.[45] Subsequent investigations found that the “refugee” who had allegedly witnessed the “executions” was not really from Sloviansk; and that there is in fact no Lenin Square in Sloviansk.[46] The obvious point of this fictitious report was to show the “barbarity” of the pro-Ukrainian side.[47]


    Finally, the term karatel’ is also frequently used on Pervyi kanal.[48] The word karatel’ is another borrowing from the Great Patriotic War lexicon. It has no direct equivalent in English.[49] It is conventionally used for describing the perpetrators of Nazi (and especially SS) atrocities against civilians on occupied territory.[50] The use of the term karateli with reference to pro-Ukrainian forces thus creates yet another clear discursive parallel with fascism, further reinforcing the notion that these forces represent an existential threat.[51]


    Russian Social Media on the Ukrainian Crisis


    While television is the major information source for the overwhelming majority of Russians, there are also around 68 million Internet users in Russia, 56 million of whom use the Internet on a daily basis.[52] Given that Russia is currently ranked in 148th place on the World Press Freedom Index,[53] such that the significance of alternative online media is increased, and given the rapid and ongoing growth in the number of Russian Internet users and social media users in particular,[54] it would be difficult to over-estimate the importance of new media in the Russian context.


    Judging by the legislative measures that have been adopted with a view to controlling online media in Russia,[55] and the massive resources that have been invested in regulating and penetrating the Russian blogosphere,[56] the Russian leadership is also keenly aware of the influential role played by new media in shaping public opinion. The government’s general attitude towards new media would appear to be encapsulated by the famous phrase used in early 2012 by Stanislav Govorukhin, then head of Putin’s election campaign staff, who described the Internet as “a rubbish-dump controlled by GosDep [the US State Department]”.[57] During the 2011-12 elections, DDoS attacks on oppositional websites, seemingly with state involvement, were registered by numerous independent organizations.[58] The 2012 “Kremlingate” scandal also showed that the Russian authorities had in fact gone much further than merely obstructing oppositional media, and that millions of rubles had been spent by the government with the aim of channeling online discussions in the desired direction.[59] The hacked correspondence between then head of the Agency for Youth Affairs Vasilii Yakemenko and his deputy Kristina Potupchik demonstrated that a significant amount of budgetary funds were being spent on paying an “army of bots”—people paid to write “correct” online comments and posts on themes of interest to the government.[60] These online warriors reportedly take their cue at least in part from the current discourse on RT and Pervyi kanal.[61]


    For this study, I decided to focus on three social media platforms: Zhivoi Zhurnal, VKontakte, and Twitter. All three play an important role in the Russian media landscape. As Roesen and Zvereva have observed, in recent times Russian Internet users’ preferred genre for online communications has shifted away from blogs and towards social networks.[62] In the early 2000s Zhivoi Zhurnal (Livejournal.com) was the most important online platform, but by the mid-2010s social networks had overtaken blogs, and “liking” and “sharing” posts had become the most common methods for communicating online.[63] The social network VKontakte has become especially popular in post-Soviet space, and VKontakte has played an important role in the discursive war over Ukraine.[64] While the Twitter microblog service was not widely popular amongst ordinary Russians (as at 2014),[65] it was and is used quite often by Russian officials and pro-government mass media outlets.[66]


    Having established the prevalence of the “fascism” discourse in traditional mass media, I then carried out preliminary monitoring of Twitter, VKontakte and Zhivoi Zhurnal by performing keyword searches for “Ukraine” and “fascism”. Next, I archived tweets from July-August 2014 containing the term “fascism” (almost 28 thousand tweets), and conducted an analysis of the most frequently used words. For Zhivoi Zhurnal, I analyzed the comments on the most popular posts on the Ukrainian issue. For VKontakte, I explored the most popular communities linked to the Ukrainian issue with a view to analysing related visual and news resources posted by these communities. The results of this “big data” and qualitative analysis confirm that the “fascism” discourse is highly prominent in online discussions of events in Ukraine.[67] Thus, social media discussions feature the same terminology and phrasing as Pervyi kanal reports, referring to “fascists” and “karateli”.[68] Like the mass media reports on the topic, social media posts on “Ukrainian fascism” often mention “atrocities” (zverstva) and “torture” (zamuchit’).


    The following tweets are typical examples of the online pro-Russian discourse:


    


    senko: “on how fascism is rearing its head, on how insane karateli are shooting civilians with large-caliber choppers in Slaviansk” (16 July 2014)[69]


    VKartashov31: “Moment of truth. Ukrainian fascism. (2014). Bloody provocations in Mariupol’ and atrocities in Odessa. Bombings of Donetsk and Lugansk. Beatings and kidnap…” (19 July 2014)[70]


    berkut_crimea: “Ordinary fascism: communist brutally tortured at National Guard post in DNR / Fascist atrocities on occupied… htt…” (24 July 2014)[71]


    As these examples illustrate, in social media the “fascism” discourse is manifested in distilled and concentrated form, which may arguably make its impact especially powerful, particularly when consumed together with the graphic “adults only” videos with titles such as “atrocities of the karateli” (zverstva karatelei) that are circulated widely in VKontakte and elsewhere.[72]


    We can trace the growing intensity of the social media discussions on Ukraine over time by comparing the use of language across 2014. During the February 2014 events on the Maidan the words most frequently used in comments included “revolution”, “regime” (vlast’), and “Russia”; that is, at this point commentators discussed the situation in Ukraine without making particular reference to “fascism”.[73] Indeed, prior to the Russian annexation of Crimea, “fascism” was not discussed on a mass scale in Zhivoi Zhurnal. This corresponds to the Integrum data, which also show a rise in the use of the term “fascism” in March 2014.


    An analysis of references to “fascism” on Twitter in July-August 2014 produces the following picture:
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    Figure 1: Word cloud showing the frequency and distribution of “fascism” and associated terms in the Russophone segment of Twitter in July-August 2014. Figure produced using the Voyeur web-based text analysis tool (http://voyeurtools.org).


    As Figure 1 shows, in July-August 2014 the overwhelming majority of Russian tweets containing “fascism” or “#fascism” were used in the context of the crisis in Ukraine. While the “fascist” label was used by both pro-Russian and pro-Ukrainian Twitter users, various elements of this picture, such as the popularity of hashtags “#novorossiia” and “#junta”, reflect the predominantly pro-Russian orientation of Twitter users posting on the topic of Ukraine.


    When it comes to individuals mentioned in connection with fascism, two names stand out: “Hitler” and “Putin”. The relative frequency with which these two names were mentioned in connection with “fascism” in tweets from June-August 2014 is mapped on Graph 2 below.
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    Graph 2: Frequency of references to “#putin” and “hitler” in tweets about fascism in the Russophone segment of Twitter, June-August 2014. Graph produced using the Voyeur web-based text analysis tool (http://voyeurtools.org).


    President Putin’s name was used here in both pro-Russian and pro-Ukrainian tweets, testifying to how closely he is personally identified with the conflict by all parties concerned.[74] Pro-Ukrainian commentators frequently drew a parallel between Putin and Hitler and accused Putin of being a “fascist”[75]—a charge that has also long been characteristic of Russian oppositional discourse, where Putin is often called “Putler” and pro-Kremlin young organizations (such as “Nashi”, “Molodaia Gvardiia Yedinoi Rossii” and “Idushchie vmeste”) have often been labeled the “Putinjugend”.[76] Pro-Ukrainian commentators also used the word Rashizm. Derived from Rasha (from the English “Russia”), combined with the Russian fashizm, and perhaps best translated as “Ruscism”,[77] this term is designed to highlight Russian expansionism and also to re-claim the anti-fascist discourse that the Russian state has sought to appropriate and monopolize, and to turn this anti-fascist discourse back against the Putin regime.[78]


    The term “#junta”, which occupies a quite prominent position in the word cloud, is one of the terms most commonly used by pro-Russian bloggers with reference to the post-Euromaidan Ukrainian government. The term was first used to designate the temporary Ukrainian government put in place after Yanukovych’s flight to Russia, and was subsequently “inherited” by the Poroshenko government. The term “junta”, of course, has strong negative associations. According to Artem Krechetnikov, Putin was the first to use this term with regard to the Ukrainian government, in his address at a media forum in Petersburg in April 2014, when he said: “This is a junta, some kind of cabal [klika]”.[79] Despite the fact that Putin later met with Poroshenko and officially recognized the new government in Ukraine, Russian social network users have persisted in calling the Ukrainian government a “junta”.[80]


    The pro-Russian discourse is exemplified by the following tweet from 28 July 2014:


    DVladimir70 The “work” of Ukrainian artillery http://t.co/0LpByCkVYq #warcrimes #fascism #artillery #junta #Lugansk #warinUkraine.[81]


    Тhis example illustrates the typical chain of semantic associations linking atrocities against civilians and the “fascism” narrative to events in Ukraine. Such tweets also frequently reinforce the Ukraine-fascism nexus via visual methods, such as links to ultra-violent photographs or videos and hashtags flagging up “fascist” motifs.[82]


    The “Ukrainian fascism” narrative dovetails with various conspiracy theories currently circulating on Russian social media, and again, often also fueled by federal TV programs.[83] One particularly prominent theme here is that of US and EU involvement in the events in Ukraine, which is often articulated with the fascist motif. Thus, for example, numerous collages depicting President Obama with a Hitler moustache have appeared since the beginning of the Ukrainian crisis.[84] Here, then, the US is constructed as the underlying source of the “fascist” existential threat.[85] This notion of the US as a crypto-fascist state can be traced back to the Cold War era, when it was a prominent trope in Soviet propaganda. In the post-war period, caricatures by the Kukryniksy group[86] and other artists featuring propaganda images of “West German fascists” in cahoots with the American military occupy an important place in the “picture memory” (visual collective memory) of Russians.[87] Meanwhile the US role as part of the anti-German coalition and one of the victors of the war is for the most part completely ignored.


    Conspiracy theories reached their apogee after the downing of Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17 on 17 July 2014. The day after the disaster, Pervyi kanal reported that the Ukrainian military may have “confused” the Malaysian plane with Putin’s presidential plane, and that the two planes had crossed paths somewhere near Warsaw.[88] Given the obvious absurdity of this theory even from a geographical point of view, it is surprising how persistently it was reported on Pervyi kanal and Rossiia 1[89] and later also in social media. The TV reports on the MH17 disaster strongly implied that the Ukrainian authorities bore responsibility for this event.[90]


    On Twitter and VKontakte, discussion of the MH17 disaster resembled quite closely the official discourse in its more conspiratorial interpretations of the event. Users commented, for example, that it was “taking too long for the black boxes to be decoded”,[91] and that “the ukry [a pejorative term for “Ukrainians”] and the US will have to answer for the fallen Boeing”.[92] The wildest conspiracy theory was offered by one of the then leaders of the DNR, Igor’ Strelkov, who speculated that the Boeing may have been carrying corpses, and that it was shot down by the Ukrainian military as part of a plot aimed at framing Russia and the militia (opolchentsy).[93] This theory was widely circulated in Zhivoi Zhurnal and VKontakte, and also appeared in Komsomol’skaia pravda.[94]


    Of course, any aviation disaster prompts a wave of online conspiracy-theorizing. What is distinctive about this case is its articulation with the “fascism” discourse. The following is a typical example of the response on Twitter:


    


    Igor’ Vialov Unclear who’s to blame? Look for who profits! http://t.co/5v2KGTUIKO #Fascism #Zionism[95] #Plane #Victims #Boeing #Ukraine #USA #Provocation #Buk.[96]


    Here the influence of the discourse of “fascist atrocities” can clearly be discerned. According to this logic, the “fascist” Ukrainians will stop at nothing, not even the cold-blooded murder of people with no connection to the conflict. We might also note here a merging of the “Zionism” and “fascism” frames, most likely reflecting the collective memory of the Soviet-era representation of Israel as an imperialist and fascist state.[97]


    In the Cyrillic segment of Zhivoi Zhurnal (ZhZh), as we might expect, the Ukrainian conflict is a highly divisive topic. Even a brief mention of Ukraine in a post can sometimes be sufficient to (albeit temporarily) elevate a blogger from obscurity into the ranks of the most popular ZhZh authors, perhaps partly because the “Kremlin-bots” pay such close attention to any discussion on this theme. Indeed, the so-called “Top ZhZh” ranking system,[98] whereby the most popular posts are ranked on the basis of total number of views, surely serves to further polarize opinions amongst ZhZh users, since even users with no interest in the topic of Ukraine cannot avoid seeing it in their newsfeed. Nevertheless, the “top ZhZh” authors consistently represent a reasonably wide spectrum of opinions on the Ukrainian crisis, from Mal’gin’s strongly pro-Ukrainian position (lj avmalgin) and condemnation of the militia’s activities in South-East Ukraine (lj mi3ch, lj drugoi, lj dolboeb) through to “patriotism” (lj miss_tramell). The “patriotic” segment of the spectrum also ranges from support for Russia’s annexation of Crimea (lj fritzmorgen) to conspiracy theories about the Western colonization of Ukraine (lj colonelcassad, lj el-murid).


    Some top ZhZh bloggers have tried to take a more objective position on the Ukrainian crisis by limiting their posts on the topic to photo-journalism accompanied only by brief commentary. These include reports from the Maidan by Artemii Lebedev (aka lj tema)[99] and Il’ia Varlamov (aka lj zyalt)—the latter produced a series of photographic reports from Ukraine, including a chronology of the Euromaidan and the presidential elections.[100] But attempts at relatively “neutral” reporting on Ukraine of this kind likewise invariably prompted floods of intense and aggressive pro-Russian comments. Here, for example, are some typical comments on one of Il’ia Varlamov’s attempts at an “objective” post on the Maidan, from 23 February 2014:


    


    lj bronfenb: gutter trash. Looks like you, Il’ia, are frightened to speak out against the Maidowns[101]—after all they might kill you ) Democrats))


    lj prohogy_i: Right on... It’s not just a matter of “right sector”’s ambitions, chaos is also coming for Ukraine. Despotism. This is an inevitable component after the victory of any revolution


    lj display: First the west brings the fascists to power, later the west will show the whole world that fascism is flourishing in Ukraine and Russia[102]


    Visual Online Media: The Case of “Young Eurasia” Agitprop


    Social media platforms like VKontakte are also used for circulating visual propaganda materials. In this section I examine some examples of “anti-Maidan” visual materials, circulated online by the organization “Young Eurasia” (“Molodaia Yevraziia”), and sharing in common a clear connection to the memory of the Great Patriotic War.


    The “Young Eurasia” movement can be viewed as an example of a securitizing actor. Its members work in a pro-government, “anti-Maidan” direction, and play an active role in online discussions about the Ukrainian crisis. The organization’s headquarters are based at the Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO), under the leadership of Yurii Kofner.[103] While there are no firm data on the organization’s funding sources, the very fact of its existence within the walls of MGIMO indicates that the movement is tolerated by the Kremlin. Originally known as the “MGIMO Eurasian Club”, “Young Eurasia” essentially from the time of its creation in 2011 has dissociated itself from Dugin’s Eurasianist movement, but nevertheless adheres to a very similar ideological line based on anti-Americanism, “Gumilevism”, anti-Westernism and Orthodox Christianity.[104]


    Prior to the crisis in Ukraine, “Young Eurasia”’s VKontakte page was mostly dominated by posts dealing with organizational matters such as the creation of new branches throughout the countries of the CIS, and by general phrases on the importance of a “non-Western” path for Russia. Since the crisis began, the page has been almost completely reoriented towards reporting and commenting on the armed struggle in Ukraine.[105]
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    Image 1: “To Spite Our Enemies, To Make Mom Happy”. Source: “Molodaia Yevraziia” VKontakte page, http://vk.com/yeurasia.


    In the first example (Image 1) the connection to the war memory takes the form of the “Motherland-Mother” statue from the memorial complex in Volgograd. Here the statue has decapitated the Statue of Liberty “to spite our enemies, to make mom happy”. Thus Mother Russia is conflated with the struggle against (and Victory over) fascism, which is in turn linked to anti-Americanism.
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    Image 2: “Russian Spring! Let’s Bring Back the Real Ukraine!”. Source: “Molodaia Yevraziia” VKontakte page, http://vk.com/yeurasia.


    Image 2 is obviously designed to resemble Great Patriotic War maps of the Nazi-Soviet confrontation, now “modernized”, with the arrows rendered in the colors of the St George’s ribbon. This black-and-orange striped ribbon is currently not only the single most prominent symbol of the memory of the Great Patriotic War, but also a marker of support for Russian aggression against Ukraine. During the Soviet era the St George’s ribbon featured on Victory Day greeting cards, for example, and on medals “For the Taking of Berlin”. In the mid 2000s the “Nashi” pro-Kremlin youth movement began actively promoting and distributing the St George’s ribbon with the aim of strengthening the memory of Victory in the war and thus the identity of Russia as a Great Power.[106] In the context of the current Ukrainian events, the use of the St George’s ribbon online, in social media, has become increasingly politicized. The St George’s ribbon has been successfully re-purposed and monopolized by supporters of the annexation of South-East Ukraine to Russia.[107] The ribbon came to be used here to lend legitimacy to Russian policy on Ukraine and to reinforce the notion of the current Ukrainian government as “fascist”, by referring back to the collective memory of the Soviet war-time struggle against fascism.[108]


    Incidentally, the emergence of the black-and-orange St George’s ribbon as a key marker signifying a pro-Russian position also led to the invention of another meme: kolorady (Colorado potato beetles, whose black-and-orange stripes resemble the ribbon), a pejorative used to refer to supporters of the pro-Russian side. This term, which was reportedly coined by Russian oppositional Zhivoi Zhurnal blogger Andrei Mal’gin,[109] essentially operates in the same way as the anti-Ukrainian labels discussed above—that is, it serves to dehumanize the Other, and to construct the Other as an existential threat. As Sam Keen has shown, references to insects are very commonly used in constructing enemy images.[110] Beetles and other insects are of course generally viewed with disgust in European and more narrowly in Russian cultural space, and so this image of a Colorado beetle carries a strong negative association. The emergence of the term kolorady resonated broadly, prompting widespread outrage in the blogosphere, at least in part because many viewed the term as an insult to the nation’s war memory.[111]
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    Image 3: Left panel: “A Smoker’s Ukrainian Patriotism: Nazism; Fascism; Banderitism; Westernism”. Right panel: “A Healthy Person’s Ukrainian Patriotism: Eurasianism; Slavophilism; and Memory of the Great Victory”. Source: “Molodaia Yevraziia” VKontakte page, http://vk.com/yeurasia.


    Image 3 presents a series of binaries. Here we see that “memory of the Great Victory” features as the antonym of “Westernism”, while “Nazism” and “fascism” are the opposite of “Eurasianism”. The two sets of binaries in turn represent “good” and “evil”, a connection that is further underlined by the images and symbolism, with the left panel showing what appears to be a Russian flag that has been trampled upon, and the right dominated by the purple color of the Eurasianist flag.[112] We might also note that in the contrast set up here between the “diseased” and the “healthy”, “memory” is depicted as integral to the path of “health”.[113]


    Conclusions


    The article has shown the importance of collective memory for the process of securitization. In the context of the crisis in Ukraine, new and old Russian media have acted as transmitters for securitizing discourses that construct the Maidan protest movement and the Ukrainian military operation in the Donbass using categories of existential threat which in post-Soviet space are closely linked to the powerful and highly emotionally charged collective memory of the Great Patriotic War. The Euromaidan has been branded fascist, and the Ukrainian “Anti-Terrorist Operation” has been depicted as a series of brutal and chaotic acts of violence committed by “banderites” and “ukro-fascists” against the civilian (Russophone) population. This instrumentalization of Russian war memory appears to have been remarkably successful in stigmatizing and demonizing the Ukrainian side in the conflict.


    The article has also analyzed the interaction of “old” and “new” media. Despite the fact that television serves as a main source of news for the overwhelming majority of the Russian population, online media and social media in particular have become a supplementary arena for promotion of the discourse on fascism, which has served to facilitate further homogenization of public opinion on the Ukrainian crisis. Overall, social media data confirm the findings of sociological surveys indicating that the majority of Russians approve of the Russian policy on Ukraine.[114] The data analyzed here enable us to speak about a strong emotional response to the narrative of fascism by Russian social media users, which, with the support of “old media”, often metastasized into conspirological discourse on social media. The materials gathered showed the transmedial nature of Russian information space—a factor which makes it easier for securitizing actors to promote particular discourses. Although a wide spectrum of opinion is present on social media, these data confirm that attitudes to the Ukrainian crisis are a key polarizing marker dividing contemporary Russian society.
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    Abstract: This article provides a preliminary survey of key strategies of information resistance that emerged in 2013-14 with the aim of combating Russian propaganda and disinformation and meeting the demand for independent sources of information on events in Ukraine. It focuses in particular on volunteer initiatives that have emerged spontaneously from below with the aim of withstanding Russian information aggression. The article begins by sketching out the basic contours of the Russian-Ukrainian information war and surveying key features of the pro-Russian media discourse, before moving on to examine four main categories of grass-roots information resistance, namely: online initiatives aimed at combating disinformation; online initiatives aimed at providing reliable independent information; literary interventions; and carnivalesque responses such as the obscene anti-Putin chant that went “viral” in the summer of 2014.


    Introduction


    Ever since the current Russian-Ukrainian conflict began, analysts and commentators have struggled to find a language to define and describe it. The conflict has been variously labeled a “hybrid war”;[1] an “information-psychological war”;[2] “non-linear warfare”;[3] “the world’s first semantic war”;[4] and a “chekist” or “Lubianka war”.[5] These epithets all share an emphasis on the key significance of the information component in this conflict. As many analysts have pointed out, the power to control how this war is reported, narrated and understood has in many ways been even more important than the military dimension of the conflict.[6]


    This is asymmetrical information warfare, with the Russian advantage admitted by both the Russian and Ukrainian sides.[7] The Russian narrative of the war is disseminated aggressively both regionally and globally by a wide range of media including state-controlled Russian federal TV channels, local and online newspapers, and social media, dominated with the assistance of an “army” of paid pro-Kremlin Internet trolls.[8] These media actively disseminate a version of events that is often not only heavily distorted but apparently knowingly false and fabricated, aimed, among other things, at justifying the separatist actions in the east of Ukraine, and discrediting and paralyzing the new Ukrainian statehood.[9] This information warfare campaign, which is arguably unprecedented in its scale and aggression, has prompted the development of new strategies of information resistance, aimed at combating Russian propaganda and disinformation and meeting the demand for independent sources of information on the war. This article examines some key examples of such strategies, with a focus on volunteer initiatives that have emerged spontaneously from below in response to Russian information aggression.


    My focus on grass-roots civil society media strategies is dictated in part by the relative lack of Ukrainian official state initiatives in this area. The new Ukrainian government inherited the media landscape and infrastructure from the Yanukovych era, with Russian federal TV channels transmitting on Ukrainian territory for the Ukrainian audience and pro-Russian journalists broadcasting heavily tendentious, misleading, and sometimes entirely fabricated reports out of Ukraine. In recent months the Ukrainian authorities have taken measures aimed at rectifying this situation, but these have so far had only limited success.[10] Given this, and in the context of the difficult and fast-changing economic, political and military situation, the current lack of a coherent and well-developed official Ukrainian media policy is understandable.


    While it is generally acknowledged that the Ukrainian state response to Russian information aggression has been slow and uncoordinated, the war has set off a flowering of activity and innovation at the grass-roots level. Pro-Ukrainian civil volunteer groups and individuals have devised an impressive array of creative defensive information strategies and methods. New volunteer groups and organizations are working to aggregate accurate factual information, and to disseminate it rapidly and widely via the independent press, the Internet and particularly social networks, as well as through public lectures, performances, and other media events. These efforts being made to fill the gap in the need for an information response to the Russian information aggression can be read as markers of the growth of a new Ukrainian civil society and the beginnings of a new media landscape.


    This article sets out to conduct a preliminary survey of some of the key strategies of information resistance that have appeared during the course of the conflict. The examples considered here have been selected for their capacity to meet the urgent demand for independent factual information and analysis in the context of pro-Russian information and military aggression. This demand for alternative sources of information also has an important (though often overlooked) emotional and psychological dimension, and some of these new media initiatives can be read as attempts to combat the harmful psychological effects of the war for those living through it and/or struggling to understand and come to terms with it. As the confrontation is still ongoing, this is by necessity only a preliminary and partial study of this topic. The article does not set out to assess or measure the impact and effectiveness of these strategies. The challenges of conducting a more thoroughgoing detailed analysis of these actions and their public reception are research tasks for the future. I should also point out that the observations presented here are those not of a media scholar, but of a literary scholar.


    The article begins by sketching out some of the basic contours of the Russian-Ukrainian information war and surveying some key features of the pro-Russian media discourse, before moving on to examine four main categories of grass-roots information resistance. First, I look at initiatives aimed at combating disinformation by monitoring and checking the authenticity of media reports, and investigating and exposing instances of disinformation. These activities have been led by groups of Ukrainian volunteers who have mobilized and use crowd-sourcing methods in order to aggregate and investigate fabricated media stories on websites such as Stopfake.org, set up in response to Russian information warfare. Second, I examine initiatives designed to provide people in Ukraine, Russia and world-wide with reliable independent factual information from the occupied Ukrainian territories and zones of military conflict; this is fulfilled in particular by Dmitrii Tymchuk’s Information Resistance. Third, I explore the transnational role played by prominent public intellectuals and cultural figures in providing moral support for the Ukrainian cause. I argue that the online writings and social media presence of hommes de plume such as Boris Khersonskii have been crucial in creating and sustaining a sense of community, solidarity and shared experience that helps to counteract the disorienting, alienating and traumatic effects of the war. Finally, I analyze the case of the so-called “Ukrainian folk song”, the anti-Putin football chant that went viral globally from June 2014. I read this phenomenon here as an instance of the Bakhtinian carnival, desacralizing the Russian leader’s image via the culture of laughter and simultaneously providing an outlet for nervous tension.


    An Undeclared War: A Preliminary Note on Terminology


    Both the Russian and the Ukrainian sides, together with global media networks and foreign heads of state, have studiously avoided referring to the current Russian-Ukrainian conflict as a “war”. Instead, all parties have preferred to use Orwellian euphemisms.


    From the official Russian point of view, these events represent a case of “popular self-determination” manifested in the “Crimean referendum”[11] and the Donetsk and Lugansk “People’s Republics”.[12] The crisis is consistently coded as an internal Ukrainian problem, as the Russian side denies the presence of its army in the east of Ukraine[13] though it did eventually admit the presence of Russian troops in Crimea “to help people express their opinion” in March 2014.[14] At the same time, however, a contradictory thesis is also put forward as part of the Russian narrative: Crimea, and also the Donetsk and Lugansk territories, are claimed as parts of the historical “Russian world” (russkii mir).[15] The contradiction between these theses is not a concern of the pro-Russian media, engaged as they are in creating an artificial rhetorical space, appealing to emotions rather than aiming to provide an accurate presentation of the situation.


    The Ukrainian official name for the conflict is the “anti-terrorist operation” (ATO). This term was introduced on 7 April 2014 when Ukrainian Acting President Oleksandr Turchynov announced the launching of an anti-terrorist operation against separatists who had taken over government buildings in Luhansk, Donetsk and Kharkiv.[16] The Ukrainian government’s reluctance to use the term “war” is partly due to the fact that in the event of the declaration of a pan-Ukrainian state of emergency and in conditions of wartime the results of presidential, parliamentary and local elections would be rendered invalid.[17]


    Nevertheless, whether it is called a war or not, the confrontation between Russia and Ukraine has already brought about the deaths of hundreds and by some estimates thousands of people,[18] many of them civilians. Moreover, as various analysts have argued, this confrontation also threatens to spill beyond the Ukrainian-Russian borders.[19] Gaining an understanding of how this war is being reported, justified, fueled and resisted is therefore crucial.


    Language of Communication: Memes of Hate


    In recent years Russian mass media have largely abandoned the language of tolerance, in favor of the language of social aggression and hatred. As the sociologist, professor at the Moscow Higher School of Economics and former director of the now-closed Independent Institute for Communication Studies, Iosif Dzialoshinskii has argued, contemporary Russian mass media are pervaded by hate speech, which has come to be broadly accepted by the Russian public as a normal part of everyday political and social life.[20] Research conducted in peacetime, before the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, found that about 40% of Russian media materials “were clearly intolerant, and in some cases extremely aggressive”.[21] Dzialoshinskii identifies a number of distinctive manifestations of this intolerance such as the search for enemies, the rejection of any kind of dissent, and a tendency to use external factors to explain economic difficulties.[22] All these features of Russian mass media content have become even more prevalent in the course of the Russian-Ukrainian crisis.


    From the beginning of the crisis, Russian federal television, radio, print and online media outlets have strengthened and developed a language of hate, with special memes depicting the Ukrainian side. With the rebranding of RIA Novosti into the international information agency Russia Today (Rossiia Segodnia) in December 2013,[23] its top manager and TV presenter Dmitrii Kiselev became the Russian state’s mouthpiece of hate, with access to Russian-speaking audiences numbering in the millions.[24] The messages sent by Russian TV channels are highly emotionally charged and are repeated relentlessly, on a seemingly endless loop. The style of presentation is extremely aggressive: graphic visual images of corpses and blood are accompanied by gruesome stories of the opponent’s atrocities, many of them since definitively exposed as fabrications.[25] In some cases, individuals interviewed by Russian media and presented as eyewitnesses and/or victims of such atrocities have been caught out assuming multiple identities and playing a series of different roles on various sides of the conflict.[26] In other cases genuine footage has been repackaged with a view to presenting a misleading version of events.[27]


    The media also spread fear by apparently manufacturing and disseminating false reports about imminent pogroms. Thus, for example, in February 2014 there were widespread media reports that Right Sector was organising “punitive expeditions” under the guise of a “friendship train” bringing Ukrainian nationalists to Crimea to counteract its separation from Ukraine.[28] This news helped to fuel rumors about imminent nationalist pogroms, rumors that were further widely disseminated online in alarmist articles and blog posts under headlines proclaiming that “They’re Coming to Kill You”.[29] This particular rumor became one of the pretexts for the armed seizure of administrative buildings in Crimea.[30]


    Georgii Pocheptsov, a Ukrainian media studies scholar, argues that one characteristic feature of the current Russian information warfare is the “constant re-interpretation of events”, whereby language and meaning are endlessly redefined, including with the expert help of public relations specialists, to suit the shifting aims of the war.[31] In this way, a new Orwellian reality appears in front of the TV audience. Pocheptsov illustrates his point with examples of the radical redefinition of language enacted in Russian coverage of the war and evolving in response to events. Especially noteworthy here is the Russian media usage of the phrase “polite people” (vezhlivye liudi) as a euphemism for the unidentified Russian special and military forces operating in Ukraine. The phrase was first used with regard to the organized groups of armed men in camouflage without military uniform or insignia, who appeared in Crimea in late February 2014, taking control of administrative buildings and other important strategic points.[32] Another euphemistic term for the unacknowledged Russian armed forces operating in Ukraine, the “little green men” (zelenye chelovechki), plays with the notion that the identity of these men is mysterious and unknown.[33] Despite Putin’s eventual recognition of these forces as Russian,[34] the terms “polite people” and “little green men” have not fallen out of use, but spread to become widely recognizable memes and objects of popular culture.[35]


    Pro-Russian information providers use a key set of standard negative tropes in their coverage of Ukraine. Many of these, such as “fascists”, “Nazis”, “Banderites”, and “punitive expeditions”, draw upon imagery related to the Russian memory of the Great Patriotic War.[36] The use of these labels to describe the contemporary Ukrainian political landscape is misleading and inaccurate in the extreme. As Pocheptsov has pointed out, these labels are instances of the striking prominence of “the virtual” in the Russian media coverage of the war, of “metaphors, images, symbols: the constant use of symbols: fascists, neo-Nazis, Banderites, backed up not by real phenomena, but by powerful negative associations”.[37] Such associations are commonly invoked via these labels, used by Russian media with reference to Ukrainian politicians, military forces and civilians[38] with the support of Russian official spokesmen, including Putin.[39] Justifying the use of this imagery, the Russian media accuse Ukrainian politicians of Nazism,[40] convincing their audience that Russians are the potential future victims of Ukrainian “Nazi aggression”.


    This negative coding was intensified immediately after the tragedy in Odessa on 2 May 2014, when dozens of people died in a fire in the Trade Union House, in circumstances that remain unclear.[41] Russian media quickly labeled this event the “second Khatyn’” in an analogy to the emblematic Nazi massacre of Soviet civilians in the Belarusian village of Khatyn’ in 1943. The day after the Odessa fire, Pervyi kanal reported that “Journalists and bloggers are already calling [the Odessa events] the new Khatyn’. Then, during the times of the Great Patriotic War, fascists burned alive the residents of an entire village. History is repeating itself with horrifying precision”.[42]


    The abovelisted memes (“fascists”, “Nazis”, “Banderites”) carry a strong emotional charge. By introducing them into the contemporary information space, Russian officials and media refer back to the Soviet war experience, and, in the case of “the junta”, another term for the new Ukrainian statehood that was put into circulation personally by Putin,[43] to Cold War-era solidarity with South American popular liberation movements. In this way, the image of the new enemy, Ukraine, becomes a substitute for the image of the old, the hated and defeated Nazis, and Cold War-era right-wing dictators. When it comes to the Nazi analogy in particular, a large reservoir of Soviet memories and associations is activated: every Russian has ancestors who fought and died during the war. We do not yet fully understand the mechanisms of the hereditary burden of this trauma, but it is certainly the case that it provides a set of emotional triggers that lend themselves readily to easy exploitation in today’s information warfare.


    Additional memes and neologisms express contempt and disgust for Ukrainian people. These include for example maidaun,[44] derived from “Maidan” and the Russian for “Down’s syndrome”. Another popular pejorative term for “Ukrainian” is ukrop,[45] also meaning “dill” and intended to underline Ukrainian stupidity and passivity.[46] Nasty as they are, these memes nevertheless carry less conceptual weight than the World War II-related memes. Other memes combine World War II references with nationalism to form new concepts such as the paradoxical “Jewish banderite” (zhidobanderovets), a compound image that blends together anti-Semitic and anti-Ukrainian stereotypes in a single figure.[47]


    The vocabulary of the information war also features labels for those Russians who speak out against the state propaganda machine, namely, “national traitors” (natsional-predateli) and “the fifth column” (piataia kolonna). The term “national traitor” first appeared in Putin’s speech on Crimea on 18 March 2014.[48] Since then it has become a popular and recognizable label that has been widely applied to a range of oppositional figures.[49] As Mikhail Yampol’skii has commented, the term “national traitor” functions by conjuring up a blurred image emptied of real historical content but carrying strong emotional associations linked to the memory of Nazism on the one hand and the idea of the nation on the other.[50]


    On 31 March 2014, the pro-Kremlin site politonline.ru followed Putin’s cue and published a list of the “top 20” media outlets deemed to be “anti-Russian” in their coverage of Ukraine. Different media outlets were awarded points based on a lexical and semantic analysis of the terminology used in reporting on events in Ukraine between 28 February and 31 March 2014, that is, during the Crimean crisis. The criteria used in compiling the list offer a useful inventory of the keywords and conventions of the Russian propaganda line. Thus for example, instances of the use of the terms “polite people”, “unification” and “support for Crimea” were counted as markers of a positive attitude towards Russia, while using the terms “annexation” and “Anschluss” was counted as negative. In this way, the politonline.ru analytics formalize simple criteria for outer or inner censorship, providing a list of terms deemed to be taboo for “loyal” media.[51]


    Several of the most prominent opponents of Russian policy on Ukraine were subsequently targeted by an ongoing propaganda campaign against “national traitors”. On the morning of 11 April 2014, a seven-meter banner with images of five key oppositional figures over the slogan “The Fifth Column, Aliens among Us” appeared on the facade of a major book store in central Moscow.[52] A glossy website dedicated to naming and shaming “national traitors” was created in May,[53] and an NTV documentary, 13 Friends of the Junta was screened on 24 August.[54] These are only some of the more prominent examples in what has been an ongoing campaign to discredit Russian critics of the war in Ukraine.


    A positive tone in pro-Russian media coverage of Ukraine is reserved exclusively for content dealing with the Russian language, the “Russian world”, the “People’s Republics” on Ukrainian territory, the “People’s militia” in these breakaway republics, and related concepts and topics. Coverage on these themes is generally characterized by high levels of mythologization, irrespective of the specific context. Addressing the Russian Federation Council on 18 March 2014 on the occasion of the approval of the annexation of Crimea, for example, Putin proclaimed that Russian people’s souls were “hurt by what is happening now in Ukraine” because Russians and Ukrainians were “essentially, <…> one nation”, and that this was the reason that Russia would “always defend their interests by political, diplomatic and legal means”.[55] In his speech, Putin also employed the Soviet phrase “fraternal Ukrainian people”,[56] his choice of language here pointing to the older generation as the probable key target of this message.


    An indication of the high importance attributed to the information component of this confrontation by the Russian government is provided by the official decoration of 300 journalists with state medals for “high professionalism and objectivity in covering events in the Republic of Crimea” in April 2014.[57] The high rank of the awards in question further confirms this.[58] According to Vedomosti newspaper, the Presidential Press Service has confirmed that Presidential Decree 269 “On Conferring Russian Federation State Awards” was signed on 22 April 2014, though this decree has never been released into the public domain.[59]


    The impact of Russian information aggression is significant, as surveys conducted by Levada-Center demonstrate that an absolute majority of Russian citizens trust federal TV channels as providers of information.[60] The addressees of this information, namely, Russian society, and Russian-speakers in Ukraine and throughout post-Soviet space and beyond, are responding patriotically to this information warfare. Once convinced of the messages, these audiences, including a large segment of the Russian intelligentsia, support the idea of Russian state revanche and the re-unification of “fraternal nations”. The late Boris Dubin, a leading Levada-Center sociologist, commented in spring 2014 that:


    A process of the decomposition of society is underway. I used to think that there were still some levels of collective existence in Russia, which were unaffected by the process of decay. But today I think there is no corner that is not affected by this decay. Seemingly sane people are willing to believe the most unthinkable nonsense, to defend a view that they would never before in their life have considered their own, to fly into a rage, to lose their head and their ability to think critically. Not to mention the loss of human solidarity and the desire to understand the other.[61]


    How, then, to challenge these state-sponsored memes of hate? In the next section I will outline various initiatives undertaken by individuals and volunteer groups with the aim of withstanding Russian state-sponsored information aggression.


    Ukrainian Actions and Actors


    In an effort to guard against Russian information aggression, the Ukrainian state has made attempts to stop the transmission of propagandistic Russian TV channels. On 25 March 2014, the first restrictions were placed on the Ukrainian broadcasting of four Russian TV channels,[62] pending a court ruling on this issue. Nevertheless, Donetsk and Luhansk TV transmitter operators did not comply with this order.[63] In September, more channels were added to the prohibition list.[64] The Russian Foreign Ministry expressed its concern over this decision, calling it an attack on media freedom.[65] It is worth noting in this connection that the shutdown and ban on broadcasting arbitrarily imposed on Ukrainian channels in Crimea in March 2014 prompted no expressions of concern from the Russian Foreign Ministry.[66] Meanwhile, other Russian TV channels continue to broadcast to Ukrainian audiences and to Russian-speaking audiences elsewhere in post-Soviet space.[67]


    The next logical step was to move to challenge and refute the pro-Russian narrative. Here new media offered the opportunity to reach potentially huge audiences quickly and efficiently, as well as to mobilize large numbers of volunteers to help with the task of detecting discrepancies and inaccuracies in the facts presented by the pro-Russian media. A number of online projects have been set up to pursue these aims.


    On 11 February 2014, the formation of a Maidan Cyber-battalion (Kibersotnia) to fight pro-Russian media messages online was announced.[68] The organizers of the group presented themselves as “patriots who for various reasons are not able to take part in the Maidan Self-defense or to be physically present as volunteers at the Maidan in Kyiv”, and who had therefore decided “to create a civil community of Internet activists” in support of the Maidan. They noted media abuses involving the “distribution of cynical and false information” for the purposes of anti-Ukrainian propaganda, and proclaimed the aim of “taking advantage of the Internet within the legal field … to get honesty, respect and justice for everyone”.[69] The personnel of this group was not disclosed, and its activity later decreased. In April 2014, the group ceased to exist, and came to be substituted by other groups performing similar tasks.[70]


    Later, on 2 March 2014, a Ukrainian group of graduates and students of the Mohyla School of Journalism created the Stopfake.org web-site, together with mirrors in social media: Facebook, Twitter and VKontakte. This is an open group set up “to check and refute misinformation and propaganda distributed by the media about what is happening in Ukraine”, with the stated aim of “preserving Ukraine as an autonomous and independent state”.[71]


    The Stopfake.org project focuses in particular on tracking down the original sources for images circulating in the media and purporting to document the conflict in Ukraine. The site offers evidence that many photographs allegedly documenting the conflict in Ukraine were in fact taken elsewhere in the world[72] or had been staged as part of feature film shoots.[73] Stopfake.org also presents technical and practical instructions for the layperson on how to identify online disinformation.[74]


    The next task of the media on the pro-Ukrainian side of the information war was to provide independent factual information, including information from the war zone itself.[75] To answer this need, the independent Information Resistance (Informatsionnoe Soprotivlenie; sprotyv.info) was created. Like Stopfake.org, this project was launched on 2 March 2014, at a time when, with the beginning of the Russian annexation of Crimea, the need for accurate and independent information had become especially acute. While Stopfake.org is primarily a journalists’ initiative, Information Resistance has its origins amongst former military and intelligence officers.


    Information Resistance was created on the initiative of the Center for Military-Political Studies, an independent NGO opened in Ukraine in 2008 in the wake of the Russo-Georgian war.[76] The chief coordinator is Dmitrii Tymchuk, a former military officer, whose daily Facebook posts about the events in Ukraine came to attract a great deal of attention among Ukrainians, particularly as of the Crimean crisis of February-March 2014.[77] Tymchuk’s posts, opening with the words “Brothers and sisters, a brief summary of the day ...”, have been reposted by thousands of readers since the beginning of the Crimean annexation on 1 March 2014.[78] The posts offered detailed and informative reports and analysis of the military and civilian situation and played an especially vital role during the initial confusion that accompanied the Russian annexation of Crimea.[79]


    Information Resistance was formed partly as a response to the lack of Ukrainian state-level initiatives in the field of counter-propaganda. In an interview with the Ukrainian newspaper Focus,[80] Tymchuk has explained that the Information Resistance project began in February 2014, when the Center for Military-Political Studies prepared a memorandum for the Ukrainian Council for National Security and Defense calling for an information resistance center to be created urgently under the auspices of the Council in the face of the intensification of the Russian propaganda campaign over Crimea. The Council rejected this recommendation on 2 March 2014, indicating that this was a task for the state media agencies instead. At this point Tymchuk and his colleagues moved to create Information Resistance as an independent volunteer project. The group’s title is deliberately intended to suggest a historical parallel with the Resistance movement in Nazi-occupied Europe.[81]


    Initially Information Resistance gathered its information primarily via the extensive personal networks of the three coordinators within the military and special services.[82] The project relies on maintaining strict anonymity of sources, and rigorous fact-checking procedures.[83] Information Resistance only posts information that has been checked via a minimum of two, or usually three independent and unconnected sources. In the case of particularly crucial information, Information Resistance also cites eyewitnesses or/and participants of the event in question.[84] Information Resistance is a volunteer organization with a complex military-style structure.[85] It treats information as a matter of national security, to be handled using methods and expertise borrowed from the military.


    The information provided by Information Resistance is often more detailed and up-to-date than the offerings of the official and mainstream Ukrainian media. This is especially the case when it comes to its coverage of local conditions in Crimea. But the most unique feature of the coverage provided by Information Resistance is its regular military updates, based on intelligence gathered within the warzone. These updates are professionally produced: terse, informative, and clear. Information Resistance also provides blunt and well-informed criticism of the Ukrainian authorities’ conduct of the military campaign.[86] It is this combination of military professionalism, timeliness of response to the changing situation, honest criticism, engagement, conviction, and confidence in Ukraine’s future victory that makes these reports so popular. In July 2014, according to Focus newspaper, Information Resistance’s daily reports in Facebook were being read by more than 160 thousand people, and this number was fast increasing.[87] Information Resistance has also spawned spin-off initiatives such as a Facebook group designed to function as a giant crowd-sourced filter for truthful information; detailed and sophisticated guidelines have been developed in an effort to facilitate this.[88]


    A series of online initiatives aimed at raising global awareness of Ukrainian issues have also arisen. These include Euromaidan Press, an online newspaper specializing in translations of materials from local Ukrainian news outlets, founded in January 2014;[89] Voices of Ukraine, a volunteer translation project set up in December 2013;[90] the Ukraine Crisis Media Center, which appeared in early March 2014;[91] and the English-language version of Stopfake.org.[92] These projects have mobilized volunteers world-wide, particularly from the Ukrainian diaspora, which has provided volunteer translators into English and other languages. One particularly important aim of these projects is to provide alternative sources of information for Western journalists such that they need not rely exclusively on Russian media outlets such as Russia Today.


    These are only the most prominent of the online information resistance initiatives. Other notable examples include: InfoResist.org;[93] and the Facebook groups: We are against interference in the internal affairs of Ukraine;[94] Events for peace in Ukraine, against intervention and war;[95] Donbas—that’s us!;[96] Mother Russia! You are deceived!;[97] Act together, Donetsk;[98] and Antipropaganda: analysis of the news.[99]


    Boris Khersonskii: Speaking Russian on the Ukrainian Side


    According to the famous line by poet Yevgenii Yevtushenko, “in Russia a poet is more than a poet”,[100] and indeed, writers still play a highly significant role in both Russian and Ukrainian public space. In connection with the Ukrainian conflict, there are a number of commentators whose active political opinions reach wide audiences in Ukraine, Russia and worldwide, their influence determined to a large degree by their status as cultural figures. Some of the most prominent literary figures engaged in information resistance over Ukraine include the poet and psychologist Boris Khersonskii; journalist, artist and psychologist Andrei Bil’zho; poet and publicist Lev Rubinshtein; and artist and detective writer Boris Akunin. They express their opinions via independent media resources such as Ekho Moskvy radio,[101] during public Q&A sessions,[102] and especially in their social media blogs.


    Andriy Portnov has observed that with the advent of the war in Ukraine, Russophone Ukrainian literature in particular has become a topic of acute political and cultural relevance.[103] As Tanya Zaharchenko has pointed out, “Ukraine’s Russian-speakers are suddenly at the forefront of defining and voicing their country’s interaction with Russia—and they are doing so with an assertiveness quite unexpected by less perceptive observers”.[104] In this section I focus on the case of Boris Khersonskii—one of the most prominent representatives of Russian literature in Ukraine, who has also been one of the most powerful voices speaking out against Russian aggression in Ukraine.


    Boris Khersonskii (b. 1950) is a distinguished Russian poet,[105] essayist and translator; a clinical psychologist and a psychiatrist by profession, he resides in Odessa.[106] Since the war began, he has published a running commentary and reflections on the conflict in the form of poetry and other writings, particularly on his Facebook page.[107] Despite being subject to vitriolic attacks in the pro-Russian media, where he is routinely denounced as a “traitor” and an “enemy”, and despite the bombing of his apartment in February 2015, the day after his latest media interview condemning Russian aggression in Ukraine,[108] Khersonskii is undeterred and continues to provide a calm, measured, and honest perspective on developments in his writings and interviews.


    In May 2014, Khersonskii’s poetry collection Mass in a Time of War was published in St Petersburg.[109] Written during the early months of the war in Ukraine, Mass in a Time of War can be ranked among the modern classics of anti-war literature, and has been named by critics as one of the best poetry publications of 2014.[110] In these poems, everyday accounts of the moral catastrophe unfolding in Ukraine are presented in a diverse range of forms, from parables to nursery rhymes, from personal diaries to historical accounts, from phantasmagoria to prayer. The poems reflect on human destructiveness, and the contagious nature of violence and hatred.


    The collection’s title is a reference to Joseph Haydn’s Missa in tempore belli (1796), and the title poem also takes its six-part structure from the Catholic Mass. But instead of praise for the Divine, for the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Khersonskii manifests the human being awaiting death in war:


    


    Have mercy on us, O Christ,


    especially if our hours are numbered;


    


    (Помилуй нас, Христе,


    особенно, если наши часы сочтены)[111]


    


    and the war dead:


    


    Glory to God in Heaven, and on the Earth are bodies


    with arms outstretched;


    


    (Слава в вышних Богу, и на земле—тела


    с раскинутыми руками) [112]


    


    In lines reminiscent of the final scene in Abel Gance’s 1919 film J’accuse,[113] he imagines the resurrection of the war dead:


    


    … And the skeletons will rise up, and in front of all


    they will gain muscles, and skin,


    and they will stride across the battlefields as if raving.


    


    (И скелеты подымутся, и у всех на виду


    обрастут мускулатурой, а вот и кожный покров,


    и по полю боя пройдут как будто в бреду)[114]


    


    


    


    While Mass in a Time of War explores universal aspects of warfare and humanity and the global history of total war, some of the poems in the collection also highlight the connection between the current war and the violence of the Soviet period, as in these lines from “Anti-War Verse”:


    And the tyrants’ tombs still stand on our squares.


    And their mummies glow with power from beyond the grave.


    Once only their horses and wives were buried with them.


    Today they drag entire nations down into their graves.[115]


    Mass in a Time of War was subjected to fierce criticism in the pro-Kremlin “patriotic” literary newspaper Literaturnaia gazeta, where Nikolai Beketov accused Khersonskii of slandering Russia, and his publisher of supporting Russia’s enemy. Beketov compared Khersonskii to Goebbels and expressed outrage that the book should have been published in Russia, especially in wartime.[116]


    Throughout the Ukrainian crisis, Khersonskii has maintained an active online presence,[117] interspersing new and old poems with incisive analysis of the conflict. In these notes, Khersonskii applies his civic position as a Ukrainian patriot as well as his professional psychiatrist’s knowledge to the analysis of the situation and of Russian propaganda in particular.


    In August 2014, for example, Khersonskii posted a series of reflections on the nature of contemporary Russian propaganda and its relationship to its Soviet antecedents. He argued here that Putin’s propaganda was aimed not at distorting reality, but at creating an entirely “new reality”, and more precisely, “substituting for reality a phantasy world, in which the main protagonists are not facts, but symbols and metaphors. This world is polarized and simplified; it operates according to the principle of binary oppositions: black-and-white; good-and-evil; fascism-patriotism.”[118] Here, then, Khersonskii’s opinion coincides with communications scholar Pocheptsov’s ideas quoted above.


    In this series of posts Khersonskii further analyzed Soviet-era “folk” anti-Ukrainian discourses, arguing that these had provided “fertile soil for propaganda” in the Putin era, but that the latter had also seen new additions to the anti-Ukrainian repertoire in the form of tropes such as the figure of the maidaun.[119] He also set out brief reflections on the conspiratorial worldview inherent in Putin-era propaganda, its Manicheanism and its infantilism,[120] its “black-and-white” keywords and the imaginary geography that it brings into being.[121]


    Khersonskii noted that while some continuity could be made out in the ideological uses of the memory of the Great Patriotic War in the Soviet and post-Soviet periods, the Putin regime’s propaganda machine had gone further, taking the unprecedented step of re-activating these memories and translating them into the present, attempting to “reconstruct” the war and to transform it from the past into the present. He claimed that the Putin regime’s propaganda had “convinced a huge number of people that the war with Ukraine is not a new war, an essentially imperialistic war for territory and resources, but a continuation of the Great Patriotic War… more than this: an eschatological clash between Good and Evil”.[122]


    Khersonskii’s ideas are presented with the serenity of a patriarch and the sophisticated insights of a psychiatrist. Khersonskii helps the people who read his notes to understand themselves, their situation, and their anxiety and fears brought on by the war. The key message of his book Mass in a Time of War is that even the noise of war cannot interrupt our prayers and hopes of peace.[123] Judging from the appreciative comments that accompany his posts, many readers find his writings to be an immensely valuable source of reassurance and comfort, both calming them and convincing them that a positive resolution of the situation is a genuine possibility. At the time of writing, Khersonskii’s Facebook page had almost 10 thousand followers.[124] His Facebook notes are not limited to the analysis of the political situation, but also include newly written poems, some of which later appeared in Mass in a Time of War. Khersonskii’s followers on Facebook are thus in the privileged position of being the first readers of his poetry, like the readers of Pushkin’s handwritten manuscripts, or readers of typewritten samizdat in the Soviet era.


    Khersonskii has been outspoken in calling for recognition of the existence of Ukraine’s Russian-speaking population, and facing up to the problems that this language issue presents in Ukraine, and to the dangers that the Russian-speaking population may be used as an “object for political speculations”.[125] He has also argued that through its failure to take timely measures aimed at, for example, improving the quality of its Russian-language TV news production, Ukraine had lost the information war and had effectively abandoned its Russian-speaking population, particularly the older television-watching generation, to Putinist propaganda.[126]


    It is worth noting here that many of the individuals engaged in resisting Russian information warfare are Russian-speaking and/or bilingual Ukrainians, and also Russian citizens who disagree with the official Russian position on Ukraine.[127] Far from fuelling a divisive ethno-nationalism, their actions can be said to support the concept of proximity and affinity between Russians and Ukrainians, long connected by shared cultural codes and historical backgrounds,[128] as well as ties of family, friendship, and business. From the Russian imperial period to the Soviet era and through to the present, the Russian language has been widely used in Ukraine,[129] and Russian and Ukrainian cultures are deeply interwoven, from the Ukrainian-Russian writer Nikolai Gogol to contemporary popular rock-music.[130] The current conflict, imposed on both sides at the will of external politicians, undermines and distracts people from this closeness.


    The “Ukrainian Folk Song”, or khu@lo ad astra


    The final approach to counter-Russian information warfare to be considered here is de-sacralization of the enemy in the sense of a Bakhtinian carnival.[131] This approach comprises one of the two extreme poles of the spectrum of approaches to information resistance, which I term the “alarmist” and the “carnival” approaches. The alarmist approach, exemplified by the writings of Andrei Illarionov,[132] combines informative reporting and analysis with shock tactics aimed at forcing the audience to realize the potential ramifications that this conflict may have for their own future wellbeing. At the other end of the spectrum, the carnival approach ridicules the opponent, thereby helping to deflate the image of a monstrous and invincible foe, and relieving the emotional stress caused by the war.


    Carnival culture, according to Bakhtin, is characterized by comic action: “the feast of the fools”, “the feast of the donkeys”, as well as comic texts, songs and performances. All aspects of life, including the sacred, were derided in these performances. Carnival images, typically with an emphasis on “the apertures or the convexities, the open mouth, the genital organs, the breasts, the phallus, the potbelly, the nose”,[133] differ from the classical, static and harmonious concept of the world, and bring in the idea of historical change. The “culture of folk carnival humor” is defined by Bakhtin as comprising:


    1. Ritual spectacles: carnival pageants, comic shows of the marketplace.


    2. Comic verbal compositions: parodies both oral and written, in Latin and in the vernacular.


    3. Various genres of billingsgate: curses, oaths, popular blazons.[134]


    In the carnival, the usual norms are discarded, and an emphasis is placed on the moment of change, the moment of new birth and the renewal of the world. This figurative system, typical for the folk mocking culture, is caused by the people’s belief in their immortality as a nation:


    In the whole of the world and of the people there is no room for fear. For fear can only enter a part that has been separated from the whole, the dying link torn from the link that is born. The whole of the people and of the world is triumphantly gay and fearless.[135]


    Below I demonstrate how all the characteristic features of carnival culture: derided performance, an emphasis on the genitals, fearlessness and faith in the immortality of the nation and historical change, are applicable to the “Ukrainian Folk Song”— the obscene anti-Putin football chant that gained worldwide fame in the summer of 2014.


    The carnival as a means of bringing relief from emotional stress has long been known to the authors of satirical anti-war literature, many of whom have used the carnival in order to caricature the concept of war as such and to deprive it of its sacred or romantic aura. Examples from the history of literature include Jaroslav Hašek’s World War I satire, The Good Soldier Švejk and His Fortunes in the World War (1923); Voltaire’s Candide, or Optimist (1759), which parodies the Romantic cliché of the Seven Years’ War (1754-1763). We might also reach further back, for example to von Grimmelshausen’s adventure novel Simplicius Simplicissimus (1668), set during the Thirty Years’ War (1618-48); or even to the anonymous Batrachomyomachia, or Battle of Frogs and Mice (5 c. BC), the ancient Greek parody on The Iliad. In these texts, the position of a naïve observer opposing the cruel world saves the protagonist’s sanity at a time of widespread violence. This applies to the current Ukrainian situation as well: even if this war’s satirical novel has yet to be written, recognizable instances of carnival culture fulfilling this function have already appeared.


    An extreme example of this carnival culture is the “Ukrainian Folk Song PUTIN KHU@LO”[136] in which Putin is mocked as a khu@lo—a vulgar Russian and Ukrainian term for the male genital organ.[137] The meme first appeared on 30 March 2014, when a video of a procession of Kharkiv football fans was uploaded to YouTube with the comment “This is Kharkiv, baby! Putin— khu@lo! Metalist + Shakhter Donetsk, UKRAINE IS UNITED”.[138] In this video, Kharkiv football fans march accompanied by drums and chanting the said phrase. The chant has a history: in 2010, Kharkiv Metalist fans had marched the streets with the same message for the President of the Football Federation of Ukraine, “Surkis khu@lo”.[139] However, that was a matter for football fans only, and the phrase itself did not receive wide dissemination at the time.


    This changed in 2014, after the football chant was adapted and re-directed towards Putin. Popular verbal aggression was now recast as a response to Russian state aggression. This was realized in the form of a Bakhtinian carnival and “feast of the fools”[140] as a march on city streets and collective chanting of an obscene phrase. The chant is very simple, featuring hardly any melody and just one phrase, with the “La-La-La-La” chorus repeated several times in a mantra style which features a carnival derisive performance with the emphasis on genitals. In its simplicity, brevity, and repeatability the use of this message might be compared to the methods employed by the pro-Russian media sources when they repeat day after day the same emotional terms, “fascists”, “junta”, “banderites”. In this case, however, the impact is amplified emotionally through the use of obscene language, which actualizes the statement and transforms it into the “culture of folk carnival humor” as described by Bakhtin. In accordance with this concept, the action of the “Ukrainian Folk Song” happens on the streets and town squares, originally in the form of singing while marching accompanied by loud drumming music, and consists of multiple repetition of a billingsgate word, evoking laughter amongst onlookers.


    This chanting makes it possible to concentrate and express dislike for the Russian president in the most vulgar and profane form. This kind of information resistance, basic or even primitive as it may seem, is remarkably powerful. Notably, it presents an especially difficult challenge for Russian federal channels of information, which are unable to respond symmetrically as they are not allowed to use obscene language.


    In a few weeks, the expression together with its performance evolved into a slogan widespread on the Internet, becoming a meme known by its euphemistic title “The Ukrainian Folk Song”. The song has now been remixed by many singers and in many genres. On Lukomore.org, an ironic online encyclopedia, numerous of “the song” are collected,[141] in the style of rock, punk, rap, chanson, cartoon, military band, drum and bass, dubstep, and others. “The Song” has been performed in different musical styles, sometimes blending “The Song” together with the existing video-clips of popular musicians, and has also inspired numerous playful memes riffing on the phrase “Putin khu@lo”.[142]


    The expression has now entered popular parlance in Ukraine and Russia. Journalist Andrei Zubets reported in May 2014 that a protester had been arrested in Moscow’s Red Square for holding a banner with a single word: “khu@lo”. This news item recalls the old political joke known from at least the early 1900s about the man who was arrested for saying “fool” on the street,[143] and upon which Zubets’ fake story is surely based. The punchline is also the same: in Zubets’ version, the protester is taken to the nearest police station and charged with “insulting the president”. To the detainee’s statement that he had not named any names, a police officer simply answers: “Everyone knows who ‘khu@lo’ is!”[144]


    It was in June 2014, however, that “The Song” really caught the attention of global media, in connection with the scandal over Acting Ukrainian Foreign Minister Andrei Deshchytsia’s use of the phrase. The incident occurred during Deshchytsia’s attempt to calm a crowd gathered in front of the Russian Embassy in Kyiv on 14 June, protesting against Russian aggression. The crowd was growing increasingly restless when Deshchytsia came to talk to them, and he was filmed saying: “Am I saying anything against the protest? I’m for it. I'm ready to stand here with you and say: ‘Russia, hands off Ukraine!’” When asked, “What about Putin?”, Deshchytsia instantly answered, “Yes, Putin is a khu@lo, yes”, sparking cheers and a collective singing of “The Song”. [145]


    Within a few days, all the Russian federal TV channels had presented this as an insult of the Russian president by a major Ukrainian politician, and as further evidence of the “low cultural level” of the new Ukrainian authorities.[146] Russian reports on the incident stopped short of specifying exactly what Deshchytsia had said, however, and ultimately the Russian coverage of the incident can be said to have backfired. Here the total coverage of Russian television played against it: the vagueness of the reports only intrigued audiences, prompting speculation as to precisely what phrase Deshchytsia had used; audiences wanted to know more, and so they went to the Internet, where they found the video-clip in question together with the original song. As a consequence, the video on Youtube was viewed hundreds of thousands times in the first few days, and has now been viewed over two million times.[147]


    Wikipedia pages on “The Song” have been the subject of ongoing edit wars[148] and repeated vandalism in the English, Russian and Ukrainian versions of Wikipedia. Such pages are currently available in 26 languages,[149] notably excluding Russian.[150] The Ukrainian Wikipedia page was the most-viewed page in June 2014 (see Figures 1 and 2) below), ahead of the articles about World Cup-2014 and the newly-elected President of Ukraine Petro Poroshenko, and had been viewed 209,942 times at the time of writing.[151]
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    Figure 1: Rating of the most popular pages in Ukrainian Wikipedia (June 2014). Source: https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/Вікіпедія:Віківісник/2014-07.
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    Figure 2. Ukrainian Wikipedia traffic statistic for “Putin – Khu@lo” for 21 May–19 August 2014, with peak at 24 June 2014. Source: Wikipedia Article Traffic Statistics, http://stats.grok.se/uk/201407/Путін — хуйло.


    Statistics for the English Wikipedia article give 79,895 views (at the time of writing), with a peak of 16,373 on 17 June 2014. These are obviously far from record levels but are certainly respectable and demonstrate a significant degree of fascination with the subject.


    By this point, the phenomenon of “khu@lo” had become so prominent as to prompt in-depth reflection, and Radio Liberty’s journalist and philologist Yelena Fanailova devoted a short linguistic study to the term.[152] She found that the meaning of “khu@lo” was extremely negative, derogatory and demeaning, due to the morpheme “lo” which marks the transformation of the object’s gender from the masculine into the neuter, that is, into the zone of uncertainty. Fanailova noted that to use the neuter form for a human, to refer to him or her as “it”, was an expression of contempt that served to dehumanize the person in question. She noted that the degree of contempt expressed by this phrase was “simply murderous” when compared to the closest Western equivalents of nicknames and caricatures mocking political leaders.[153]


    Following the demand of the Russian Foreign Ministry, on 19 June 2014 the President of Ukraine dismissed Deshchytsia from his post, though according to press reports, the Ukrainian Rada bid him farewell with applause and choral chanting of “The Song”.[154] However, despite Deshchytsia’s dismissal, “The Song” has already spread throughout the world. The interest in “The Song” constantly grew, and it has been covered by influential press around the globe.[155] The expression has become close to appellative, such that by now an involved person does not even need to denote the subject, and need only hum the chorus to attain understanding.


    This process of ridiculing and desacralization is difficult to predict and plan, but its results are dramatic: people around the world are now familiar with the message addressed to Putin; and President Putin, while carefully maintaining his macho image, must now take account of the possibility that he will be greeted by this song when appearing in public. During a visit to Vienna, Putin heard the song in a live performance for the first time.[156] No information on his reaction is available.


    “The Song” traveled further once its reputation was enriched by additional commentary. On 17 June 2014, conceptualist poet and essayist Lev Rubinshtein posted on his Facebook page:


    This phrase, short, but known to the whole world and slightly mysterious for a foreigner, consisting of only two words, which begins with the letter “P” and ends with the letter “O”, easily rhythmically fits the tune of the first sentence of fifth symphony of Beethoven: “Pa-pa-pa-PAM”. This is fate knocking on the door.[157]


    Here Rubinshtein invokes the notion of fate, thereby changing the perspective from the short-term, in which Putin is a powerful president of the country, to the long-term judgment of the highest court of history, where which he will feature as no more than a rather pathetic “khu@lo”. In a similar vein, allusions to the song feature in anonymous online satirical posters which play with the contrast between the language of the grand epic historical tradition and that of the song.
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    Image 1: Image from the JoyReactor collection of Internet memes. The caption reads: “There is a long tradition in Kyiv of giving nick-names to Vladimirs: Vladimir the Great, Vladimir Monomakh, Vladimir Khu@lo”.[158]


    To reach higher, the next step was to leave the ground. On 3 July 2014, the appearance of the star “Putin-Khu@lo!” was announced by the Nikolaevskii obozrevatel’ newspaper.[159] This was the initiative of a group of Ukrainian and international astronomers, who chose to “adopt” white dwarf star KIC 009696936 for this purpose.[160] The symbolic choice of a white dwarf from the entire stellar spectrum represents another move in the information war. Important here, again, is the conceptualization as the image of “khu@lo”, now assigned a mythological status, nailed forever, like the names of the ancient Greek heroes, to the heavenly horizon. As Time Magazine journalist Nolan Feeney put it, this was “one small step for man, one giant leap for galactic name-calling”.[161]


    To date, as an Internet meme, the “Ukrainian Folk Song” has come down from its peak of popularity, but unlike most flash-in-the-pan memes, it is still recognizable—as a perpetual irritant to the Russian authorities and a refreshing element of folk laughing culture for supporters of the Ukrainian cause.


    Numerous additional instances of the use of carnival culture and popular humor as a response to the conflict might be cited here. For example, Aleksandr Prokhanov, writer, journalist, chief editor of the national-patriotic newspaper Zavtra, and currently pro-war ideologue, was widely ridiculed after he wrote that “the black sperm of fascism has spilled onto Kyiv, the mother of Russian cities”.[162] This extreme metaphorical image attracted the attention of the Russian opposition and the Ukrainian media, who took it up and turned it into an Internet meme. Reposted by popular blogger Andrei Mal’gin,[163] the image was then repeated in Radio Svoboda’s May 2014 review of discussions in social media.[164] The Prokhanov image inspired various satirical responses, such as reports that an “afro-banderovets” could be seen in the background of Pervyi kanal TV news program from Paris in August 2014.[165] The meme was retweeted hundreds of times and inspired numerous variations playing with the racist connotations of the phrase, references to oil, the DNR and LNR militias, Orthodox monks in their black robes, and so on.[166]


    Concluding, the phrase PUTIN KHU@LO is a low, vulgar humorous expression, an example of what is also called barracks humor. The simplicity of its message is a powerful asset, especially in wartime conditions of extreme stress. Sung in public, in unison, the song frees the participants of their fears of the powerful enemy who has invaded and is terrorizing their country, bringing them into a transcendental playful, carnival state. In this low genre, carnival laughing culture is manifested, and in line with Bakhtin’s theory, it demonstrates the singers’ faith in the immortality of the people. The song can be read as one of many indications of the birth of a new Ukrainian identity, alongside more elevated manifestations of this such as the proud wearing of embroidered shirts, and collective chanting of the Ukrainian national anthem. Carnival culture, as unpredictable and unregulated as it is, demonstrates the underlying processes taking place in the national consciousness.


    Summing up, the inequality of the Russian-Ukrainian information war should be emphasized. This is asymmetrical information warfare, with a long period of preparation and a broad front of active operations on the part of the Russian state, compared to relatively uncoordinated actions by individual and non-governmental organizations on the Ukrainian side. Pro-Russian federal media are better prepared, and they act first, massively and aggressively seizing the initiative. The rapidly changing military situation demands a rapid media response. As the Russian federal TV channels work in coordination with the military forces and have the resources to develop ideological support for ongoing operations very quickly, while independent pro-Ukrainian authors are placed in the position of constantly having to respond in the wake of unpredictable and frequently shocking events, where there is frequently no time to reflect in order to arrive at a considered position.[167]


    As defensive actions, the information resistance strategies outlined here are only partly effective, as they always and inevitably come too late, once the original messages have already done their damage. Nevertheless, these are brave actions fulfilled sometimes under life-threatening conditions in the warzone, or under threat of state pressure[168] and interference,[169] and in the context of the massive baiting of the Russian “fifth column”.[170] Overcoming these obstacles with the aim of disseminating truthful information to people in Russia and around the world is essential work, for the sake of today’s civil society and for the court of history.
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    Infiltration, Instruction, Invasion: Russia’s War in the Donbass[1]


    Nikolay Mitrokhin


    Abstract: This article surveys and analyzes the evidence on the nature of the Russian military presence and the changing composition of the “separatist” forces in the armed conflict in the Donbass region of Ukraine throughout the period of April-August 2014. It identifies three distinct phases in the conflict, each of which was characterized by the involvement of a different set of actors and forces operating on the pro-Russian side. It argues that the available evidence demonstrates conclusively that the new “republics” in the Donbass received vital assistance from Russia in the form of military manpower and materials throughout this period, including regular soldiers sent to the region from August 2014.


    Introduction


    In late August 2014, oppositional Russian journalists and bloggers informed the citizens of their country that there was now abundant reliable evidence that Russian soldiers were fighting and dying on the territory of Ukraine.[2] While Russian involvement in the hostilities in Ukraine has long been clear to informed observers, the new evidence gathered and made available within Russia has now dispelled any remaining doubts about this. In this article, I survey and analyze the available evidence on the nature of the Russian military presence and the changing composition of the “separatist” forces, with the aim of reconstructing the logic of the process whereby Russian soldiers were drawn into this war. I draw upon a range of sources, from journalistic and other civil investigations to data gathered from the separatists’ own reports and data. This evidence confirms what has been clear to many people for some time: the viability of the project aimed at creating separatist “republics” in the Donbass is dependent on the constant supply of new materials and military manpower from Russia. Furthermore, the evidence points to the fact that Russia’s reserves of “volunteers” now appear to have been exhausted. Consequently, in mid-August 2014, Russia began to send regular soldiers to Ukraine. These latest reinforcements are fighting not for ideological motivations or material incentives, but on the direct orders of their military superiors.


    In this article, I divide the armed conflict in the Donbass region that began in spring 2014 into three distinct phases, each of which was characterized by the involvement of different actors and forces on the pro-Russian side. The first phase began in April 2014, when special forces (spetsnaz) troops and secret service officials supported criminals from the Donbass region and Russian nationalists who had traveled in from Russia with the aim of seizing power in several cities in the Donbass region, as part of a Russian special operation aimed at destabilizing Ukraine. In the second phase, from mid-May, huge numbers of former fighters from the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya and politicized supporters of Russian neo-imperialist organizations recruited by conscription officers in Russia streamed into Ukraine. When the Ukrainian army nonetheless managed to interrupt the supply line from Russia to Ukraine, Moscow sent in regular soldiers, in the second week of August. This marked the beginning of the third phrase. Russian regular soldiers fought back against the Ukrainian army and forced a (very fragile) ceasefire, formalized in the Minsk Protocol of 5 September. From a military perspective, this was a victory for Russia. From a political perspective, the outcome of the war remains completely open.


    Phase 1: “Armed Uprising”


    A political movement calling for the Donbass region to be annexed to the Russian Federation has existed in the region since the late 1990s. This movement was previously made up numerous small, non-influential and disparate groups with diverse ideological and cultural orientations, including Cossacks, paratroopers (desantniki), Orthodox activists, neo-Nazi-neo-pagans, and supporters of neo-fascist publicist Aleksandr Dugin.[3] In March-April 2014, these ideologically motivated “separatists”, to use the Ukrainian terminology, were pushed out of the political arena by the “militia” (opolchentsy)—to use the term favored by Russian state media. In my view “pro-Russian fighters” is a more appropriate label and this is the term that I generally use in this article.


    These new actors who now appeared on the scene in the Donbass were largely unknown quantities, with no track record in politics or in public life more broadly. They proceeded to use violence as the primary means of solving political problems and eliminating their political opponents.


    In the first phase, marked by the armed seizure of power in several cities in the region from 12-20 April 2014, the pro-Russian fighters comprised several different groups. The main strike forces were primarily made up of gangs of minor criminals who purchased support amongst the stratum of disaffected and disadvantaged young people known colloquially as gopniki. These criminals had an interest not only in escaping prosecution by the Ukrainian authorities but also in displacing the old mafia bosses dominating the region. The billionaire Rinat Akhmetov is frequently mentioned in connection with the latter. The economic and political elite in the Donbass region, who are closely associated with Akhmetov and who formed the core support for the Party of Regions, clearly did not want the Donbass region to be annexed to Russia, as this would undoubtedly have undesirable ramifications for them, including the redistribution of assets. The lower-level ranks of the criminal and semi-criminal world, on the other hand, from gang leaders through to the corrupt militia officials linked to them at the district (raion) level, had much to gain from a radical upheaval of this kind.


    The example of Crimea was an influential model here. If a minor crime boss such as Sergei Aksenov (a.k.a. “Goblin”)[4] could become Prime Minister of Crimea, then why shouldn’t Valerii Bolotov, who was part of the group surrounding Aleksandr Yefremov, head of the Party of Regions faction in the Ukrainian parliament, and who was in charge of overseeing the illegal mines in the Donbass region, try to become Prime Minister of the Luhansk People’s Republic?[5] Why shouldn’t a minor official like Igor’ Bezler (a.k.a. “Bes”, or “Demon”), who was in charge of the burials department in the municipal administration in Gorlovka, become boss of that city of 300,000?[6] And why shouldn’t Aksenov’s old school friend, the former officer and failed entrepreneur Sergei Zdriliuk (a.k.a. “Abver”, from the German Abwehr or “defense”), be put in charge of Kramatorsk, a city with a population of 150,000?[7]


    Other examples of lower-tier officials and criminals who rose to positions of power in this period include Vasilii Nikitin, failed entrepreneur and swindler who was LNR “prime minister” from 18 May to 7 July 2014, the first of four successive prime ministers in the space of just four and a half months.[8] Information on the biography of the current head of the DNR Aleksandr Zakharchenko is especially hard to come by. We know only that having failed to complete a tertiary education course, he worked in “small business” and ran “coal industry collectives”.[9] After the Maidan events, by his own account, Zakharchenko “grabbed a spade and dug up my personal machine-gun from under the flower-bed. Apart from the machine-gun I also had two pistols, a crate of grenades and a sniper’s rifle there”.[10] The provenance and intended purpose of these weapons is unclear.


    But the rebel leaders were not all minor crime bosses and third-rank officials. Some of them, at least, are officers or residents of the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) or the military Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU), and are also citizens of Russia. While very little detail is generally known about their biographies, piecing together the fragmentary information that is available in the public domain enables us to identify two key characteristics that they all have in common.


    First, all of them have served in the Soviet and/or Russian army, some of them as officers, and many are linked to veterans’ organizations (partly those representing the airborne forces). Second, all of them are also either newcomers to the Donbass region, having first arrived there at some point over the past decade, or natives of the Donbass region whose biographies also include substantial spells of residence in Russia in the 1990s-2000s. This applies to Igor’ Bezler, officially a GRU Lieutenant Colonel and part of a GRU special forces group in Sloviansk and former head of the Association of Veterans of Airborne Forces in Gorlovka;[11] and to Valerii Bolotov, veteran of the Soviet war in Afghanistan and former head of the Association of Veterans of Airborne Forces in the Luhansk region. It likewise applies to Igor’ Plotnitskii, the founder and commander of the Zaria battalion and Minister of Defense of the Luhansk People’s Republic, who worked in the heavily criminalized fuel trade in the Russian city of Penza in the 1990s after completing specialist artillery training and was later a minor official responsible for the quality control of fuels.[12] Aleksandr Zakharchenko’s father lived his whole life in Russia. Zakharchenko himself studied at the Interior Ministry’s Donetsk Juridical Institute and has described himself as a “military man” (kadrovyi voennyi).[13]


    The pattern also fits Sergei Zdriliuk, who underwent military training first in Ukraine, and later in Russia; Viacheslav Ponomarev, the “People’s Mayor” of Sloviansk (March-June 2014), another Afghan veteran, who moved to Sloviansk from Kiev just a few years ago; Pavel Dremov, “Commander of the Garrison to Defend Severodonetsk”, a veteran of the conflict in Chechnya[14] with a criminal record for serious violent offenses in Ukraine;[15] and Aleksei Mozgovoi, leader of a large rebel unit in Lysychansk, whose previous activities include working as a military recruitment officer, and later as a construction laborer in Moscow. The abovementioned LNR “prime minister” Vasilii Nikitin has not done military service but is a native of Russia who moved to Ukraine after completing school.[16]


    Second, the group with the least military significance but a high degree of political significance in April 2014 was the local pro-Russian activists, representing a large range of small to very small organizations. It was their presence that made it possible for the storming of local administrative buildings to be depicted as a “spontaneous” and “popular” uprising, as a kind of Donbass regional variant of the Maidan, rather than an event with external backing.


    For example, on 2 April, a “Civic Coordination Council” made up of representatives of a few dozen pro-Russian groups was founded in Luhansk. On 21 April, a “Popular Regional Assembly” elected Valerii Bolotov People’s Governor and passed a resolution to hold a referendum on the territorial status of the region. However, on 27 April, the Coordination Council published a declaration of sovereignty for the Luhansk People’s Republic, and on 29 April the “Army of the Southeast”—a military formation under the command of Bolotov—stormed the most important administrative buildings in Luhansk and several other cities in the region. Since 21 June, a Civic Council made up of approximately fifty different pro-Russian groups has been “attached to the Prime Minister of the Luhansk People’s Republic”.[17] In some cases, these activists have also been involved in violent actions. Before the seizure of Sloviansk, for example, the fighters were assembled at the local Orthodox cultural center that was run by a dyed-in-the-wool Russian nationalist, the priest Vitalii Veselyi.[18]


    The fate of the most famous of the ideologically motivated separatists, Pavel Gubarev, is eloquent testimony to their real significance. Gubarev became famous in March 2014 as leader of the rallies at the Donetsk Regional Administration, which saw him “elected” as the region’s “people’s governor”. He was soon arrested by the Ukrainian Security Service and after being exchanged for captured soldiers in May he was appointed head of the DNR Defense Ministry’s Department for Mobilization—a low-ranking post but one that is well-suited to his skills and experience as a “rent-a-crowd” showman. In September he was forced to flee to Moscow. Upon attempting to return to the region in October, in hope of taking part in elections for the head of the “republic”, his car came under fire not far from the border, and Gubarev himself was wounded and evacuated to Russia. The only representative of this first and quite small wave of ideological separatists to occupy a position of power in the newly formed republics is Andrei Purgin, who currently heads up the DNR Supreme Council.


    The third major group of fighters who took part in the first phase of the “Donbass revolution” in April 2014 comprised special forces (spetsnaz) and GRU and FSB officers (as opposed, that is, to the undercover agents and residents of these same agencies mentioned above). Some of them took part personally in the storming of administrative buildings, while others provided technical and military support to the occupiers.[19] It was members of this group that were responsible for the first two Ukrainian helicopters shot down over Sloviansk on 2 May using MANPADs (surface-to-air defense missiles) manufactured by Russia.[20]


    Once some of the airborne forces and spetsnaz troops killed in action could be identified, it became clear that April 2014 had not been the first time that they had visited Ukraine undercover, posing as Ukrainian citizens. Some of them had even posted photos of themselves wearing the uniform of the Ukrainian special police force Berkut on their social network pages. This would suggest that they may already have been operating in Ukraine from late 2013, and opens up the possibility that they may even have been involved in the shooting of the demonstrators on Maidan; certainly, they played a role in the occupation of Crimea.[21] On the whole this tactic of initiating and fueling an armed “popular uprising” is part of the covert “hybrid warfare” identified by the General Staff of the Russian army as a key priority, since at least early 2013.[22] This strategy was framed as a response to the presumed role of the USA in the “color revolutions”. As far back as spring 2013, the Ministry of Defense was setting up units for special operations that were primarily to be carried out in neighboring countries.[23]


    The fourth group to be involved in the uprising in eastern Ukraine as early as in April 2014 comprised ideologically motivated Russian nationalists who, crucially, were also veterans of various wars and who had been mobilized during the events in Crimea. The best-known figure in this group is the retired FSB colonel Igor’ Girkin from Moscow, known as “Strelkov”, a historical reenactment enthusiast with a particular passion for the 1918-20 Civil War period. Self-styled successor to a White General, he came to Ukraine accompanied by Cossacks from the radical right-wing organization Volch’ia sotnia (the “Wolves’ Company”—a title that also has a connection to the Civil War period,[24] and also to a World War Two Nazi collaborationist Cossack unit) from the city of Belorechensk in the Krasnodar region.


    The head of intelligence in Girkin’s group, and later also DNR deputy defense minister (i.e. Girkin’s deputy) for intelligence was Sergei Petrovskii, described in a series of propaganda clips showcasing “DNR volunteers” as a “GRU colonel”. Judging by his accent, Petrovskii is a native of the Donbass region.[25]


    The most numerous subgroup amongst the nationalists were the Cossacks, operating primarily under the command of Ataman Nikolai Kozitsyn. Kozitsyn is both a Russian citizen and a native of the Donbass region. In the pre-perestroika era he worked as a guard at one of the region’s prison colonies, and later became a prominent figure within the Cossack movement in Russia. The Cossacks played a key role in the seizure of cities in the Luhansk region near to the Russian border, and claimed the city of Antratsit as their Cossack “capital”.[26]


    After seizing the administrative buildings, the fighters were also able to add a number of civilians to their ranks by distributing weapons from the stocks taken from the Ukrainian militia and army to all of those who declared themselves willing to join the fight. Several thousand civilians were recruited and armed in this way. Their motives included a long-standing hatred for Ukraine[27] and, in the case of veterans, the memory of the “good old days” of the battles in Afghanistan or Chechnya. Their goals included boosting the profile and position of the Donbass region and implementing a redistribution of oligarchs’ assets among the “ordinary people”. Of course the prospect of free access to weapons and the opportunity to steal and plunder with impunity also had the unintended effect of attracting many criminal elements.


    The journal Ekspert’s correspondent Marina Akhmedova sketches out in one of her feature stories a portrait of what seems to me to be a typical junior commander of the fighters. Identifying ethnically as a “Don Cossack”, her subject, a man by the name of Miron, lives in the city of Makeevka in the Donetsk region. Miron graduated from a military academy in Perm’, fought in Karabakh, and later moved to Ukraine. When he failed to find work in the army there, he began working in the mines, something that he considers a downward move socially. He is clearly unhappy about the fact that the authorities treat “teenagers” from the Maidan as patriots of Ukraine, while disregarding tax-payers and decorated military servicemen like himself (although at the same time, he also supports annexing Ukraine to Russia). He is embroiled in a generational conflict with his daughter, a university student who supports the Maidan. And despite all this, he remains unable to connect his own actions as a fighter to the fact that his own mine has now been destroyed (by Ukrainian forces, during the storming of the city).[28]


    Phase 2: Fanatics, Adventurers, Soldiers


    The second phase of armed conflict started in mid-May 2014. At this point, the Ukrainian army recovered from its initial collapse and moved to act against the pro-Russian fighters. It was at this point that it became apparent that the latter had much less real support in the region, and that their influence was confined to much smaller areas than some dreamers in the Kremlin had hoped. The project for a “New Russia” (Novorossiia) comprising the entirety of eastern and southern Ukraine, the brainchild of “experts” from Konstantin Zatulin’s Institute for CIS Countries in Moscow, had already clearly failed by the end of April.[29] The failed anti-Ukrainian putsch in Odessa on 2 May 2014 marked the definitive end of the Novorossiia project.[30]


    Even in the Donbass region, the influence of the hastily thrown together people’s republics over parts of the Luhansk and Donetsk regions was limited. Effectively the pro-Russian fighters only controlled the urban agglomerations which stretched over 200 kilometers from Donetsk in the south to Krasnodon in the north, together with three industrial towns outside of this zone: Mariupol’ in the south of the Donetsk region, and Sloviansk and Kramatorsk in the north. The northern half of the Luhansk region and some districts in the region’s southeast, together with the western and southern parts of the Donetsk region, including the outlying suburbs of Donetsk itself, did not support the calls to occupy the administrative buildings. These areas remained under the control of the government in Kiev.


    Moreover, even in the regions controlled by the pro-Russian fighters, the population did not behave as expected of them. Across the entire regions of Donetsk and Luhansk, only roughly a third of the population supported the idea of becoming part of Russia; another third were satisfied with autonomy for the Donbass region; and a third were in favor of maintaining the status quo.[31] In the regions controlled by the pro-Russian fighters, support for becoming part of Russia was certainly higher, in the cities in particular. Evidence of this was provided not least by the fact that in the first phase of the conflict some groups of residents had set groups of Ukrainian tanks against the pro-Russian fighters. Only very few, however, were willing to go into battle for their convictions and sit in the trenches under artillery fire.[32]


    But even in Sloviansk and Kramatorsk the initial burst of euphoria and war enthusiasm was shortlived, and as early as 18 May the leader of the fighters, Igor’ Girkin, appealed to the “citizens of the People’s Republic” in desperation, complaining of an acute shortage of military manpower and calling on men and women to join his troops.[33]


    By this point, structures had already been put in place in Russia enabling the recruitment and transportation of soldiers willing to go to Ukraine to fight for the “Russian world”. Particularly important here was the network of military conscription offices or voenkomaty, which were able to track down veterans of the wars in Afghanistan, Chechnya and Georgia, many of them then living in highly straitened circumstances.[34] The ideal candidate was a seasoned and battle-hardened veteran who was now eking out a living as a security guard, in construction or as a driver, preferably with debts and/or an unhappy home life; or alternatively, a young man who had recently completed his military service and was experiencing difficulty in re-adjusting and finding a niche in the civilian world.[35] They were promised remuneration far exceeding their current incomes.[36] These were the kind of men who now began to operate the heavy weaponry with which Russia began supplying the fighters from early June, once it became clear that Girkin’s men would not be capable of stopping the Ukrainian army’s tanks and artillery, even with the surface-to-air and anti-tank missiles brought over from Russia in April.


    The second major group to join the pro-Russian forces in this second phase comprised politicized “volunteers” who were attracted by the flame of the stubborn resistance in Sloviansk and the reports of victorious battles on social networks. The whole gamut of neo-imperialist organizations, from the “Limonovtsy”[37] and publicist Sergei Kurginian’s neo-Stalinist sect Sut’ vremeni (The Essence of Time) through to the neo-Nazi organization Russkoe natsional’noe yedinstvo (Russian National Unity, RNE), formerly the largest neo-Nazi group in the country but now divided into several subgroups;[38] and the circle around the known anti-Semite and former GRU officer Vladimir Kvachkov, prosecuted for an assassination attempt against Anatolii Chubais in 2005 and imprisoned on charges of planning an armed rebellion in 2013;[39] on to the “Eurasianists” working with Aleksandr Dugin; the White historical re-enactment enthusiasts;[40] and of course, the Cossacks—all of these groups now called upon their members to come to the Donbass region to fight and to recruit others sympathetic to the cause. The list of the members of these organizations killed in the fighting in eastern Ukraine includes: Aleksandr Stefanovskii, a communist-Kurginian supporter from Perm’;[41] Il’ia Gur’ev, a Natsbol from Tol’iatti;[42] Konstantin Rusakov, a former member of the Altai regional parliament with connections to the émigré organization Narodno-trudovoi Soiuz;[43] nationalists from St. Petersburg;[44] and Don and Kuban Cossacks. In addition to the volunteers who came to Ukraine from Russia in the name of the “Russian Cause”, the fighting also attracted members of other, non-Russian ethnicities with combat experience—predominantly Chechens and Ossetians—to come to serve (and earn money) in the Donbass region as soldiers.[45] But the Russian Federation was not the only source of fighters. Russian nationalists, supporters of the “Russian World” project and mercenary adventurers traveled to the Donbass region from as far afield as Belarus, Latvia, Serbia, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Poland, Germany and even Israel.[46]


    Evidently the majority of the volunteers initially traveled to the Rostov region, where an entire network of camps was set up to receive and accommodate them. Once they had been vetted by the FSB, the prospective fighters then underwent a brief period of training in another camp in the municipal area of Rostov, before ultimately being assembled at military premises owned by the Ministry of Defense to be divided into groups earmarked for transport to Ukraine. Here they were also equipped with weapons and ammunition that had been seized in Crimea. All of the volunteers were promised large sums of money and generous compensation in the event that they were wounded. They were required to surrender all of their personal documents and mobile phones before setting off for Ukraine.[47]


    The commanders from Russia used the influx of volunteers to top up their troops. The reinforcements also enabled them to move to combat the rapidly deteriorating reputation enjoyed by the pro-Russian fighters, who were increasingly being seen by the population as criminals. On 24 May, Girkin (Strelkov) announced that two commanders in his unit had been shot as marauders, and on 9 June, he arrested the “People’s Mayor” of Sloviansk, Viacheslav Ponomarev—the man who had previously officially invited Girkin and his troops to come to defend the city.[48]


    Events followed a similar trajectory in Donetsk. A de facto coup took place there on 15-16 May, when the local political activists who were formally (with strong support from their Russian backers) in charge of the Donetsk People’s Republic were ousted from power. A Russian nationalist, Moscow political technologist Aleksandr Borodai, now became prime minister. Previously Borodai had been responsible only for coordinating and liaising between various groups of fighters and their Moscow backers. His old acquaintance Girkin now became Minister of Defense, although he remained in Sloviansk. On 29 May, the “Vostok” battalion made up primarily of volunteers from Russia drove the criminal groups out of the regional administration buildings that they had occupied since the storming by the pro-Russian fighters in early April.[49] In so doing, Borodai effectively seized power over Donetsk, although many pro-Russian groups outside of the city refused to recognize this. The conflict reflected the fact that these groups were now ever more frequently being viewed as criminal gangs—even by the leadership of the People’s Republic itself.


    A similar sequence of events was repeated in Luhansk, where Moscow political technologist Marat Bashirov was named Prime Minister of the People’s Republic on 3 July. Prior to this, Bashirov, who had started his career as an employee of the Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs, had no known links to Ukraine.[50]


    The influx of volunteers and voenkomat recruits was very high in May and July but this flow apparently dried up quite abruptly in early August. There were several reasons for this. One was the obvious military failure against the strengthened Ukrainian army. A further reason was the fact that, at this point, it seemed evident that the Russian leadership had abandoned the “project”—the People’s Republics had not been recognized following the referendum in April, and a large number of the special commandos had been withdrawn.[51]


    On the night of 4-5 July, Girkin and his group, which had swelled to 1500 men, left Sloviansk and Kramatorsk and gave up almost half of the territory previously controlled by the pro-Russian fighters in the Donetsk region. They withdrew from all of the rural districts—an action further indicating a lack of support from the Russian-speaking Ukrainians there. These developments sparked a crisis of confidence in Girkin as a military strategist and de facto leader of the “Russian Spring”.[52]


    The decline in the influx of new forces was also one of the reasons why many of the volunteers and mercenaries met with a nasty surprise when they tried to leave Ukraine again. Many of them had planned to leave once their summer holidays were over, and others became very keen to go home once they realized the extent to which their lives were in danger. But towards the end of July it became clear that returning to Russia would not be such a simple matter, since Girkin had ordered that measures be taken to keep them in Ukraine. Volunteers and mercenaries alike had been required to surrender their passports before being deployed to Ukraine. But now that they needed their passports in order to get back to Russia, they were told that their passports would only be returned by approval of their commanding officers. The latter, of course, had no desire to lose fighters with combat experience. Many of them also had no intention of paying out the large sums of money that the fighters had been promised.


    As a result, by mid-August, there were around 20 to 25 thousand troops fighting on the side of the pro-Russian fighters in the Donbass region. Of these, only 40-45 percent were “locals” from the Donbass region. The proportion of local fighters was definitely declining, and forced recruitment was already being used amongst the local population.[53] In July the vast majority of the male population of fighting age fled the cities controlled by the pro-Russian fighters, prompting repeated angry diatribes on the part of the desperate leaders and field commanders of “New Russia”.[54]


    Thus, a large number of soldiers with combat experience were now fighting on the side of the pro-Russian fighters. Many of them had formerly worked for the Soviet or Russian security services or special units under the command of men such as Girkin, Bezler, Ponomarev, Dremov, Arsenii Pavlov (aka “Motorola”) with experience of fighting in Chechnya or Afghanistan. From the start of July, immediately after the surrender of Sloviansk, the pro-Russian fighters began to receive new weapons and ammunition from Russia, including modern artillery and rocket launchers,[55] in addition to logistical and strategic support from military advisors, and this significantly changed the military situation.[56]


    On the Ukrainian side, it was predominantly reservists who had never been to war before who made up the dilapidated regular army. Even the troops belonging to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, now referred to as the “National Guard”, had no combat experience. This was even more the case when it came to the rapidly assembled volunteer battalions.[57]


    The Ukrainian troops were therefore very slow to take on the pro-Russian fighters. Nevertheless, they did manage to take the strategic initiative. In June and July, they very successfully put their efforts into surrounding the pro-Russian groups at a distance and cutting off the supply lines to the cities in which they were holed up. The groups of Cossacks, who were comparatively numerous but lacking in resolve, tended to abandon their positions at the first sign of shelling.[58] The “Army of Donetsk and Luhansk” was also being eaten away from within by infighting between the various field commanders and units. In addition, some groups preferred robbing the local population to fighting the Ukrainian army.


    Under these circumstances, even the new modern weaponry now being supplied by Russia failed to tip the balance in favor of the pro-Russian side.[59] In the first week of August, the Ukrainian army managed to create a siege all of the way around Donetsk and Luhansk—albeit in a circle which was not completely closed. Recapture of the area seemed to be inevitable. The Ukrainian army, which was under constant artillery and rocket fire from Russian territory, knew that it would not be able to close the entire border with Russia, thereby cutting off all of the opposing troops from their supply line. They therefore concentrated on bringing the most important transport routes for heavy arms and ammunition within the Donbass region under control. Despite heavy losses, they succeeded almost completely in achieving this.[60] On 9 August, Ukrainian units interrupted the final major transport route from Donetsk into the Luhansk region (and therefore to Russia), and even conquered part of the city of Krasnyi Luch. However, they were fought back after a number of hours. But before this happened, the leaders of the pro-Russian fighters and the FSB agents positioned in the Donbass region had communicated the complete surrounding of the pro-Russian fighters to Moscow and requested urgent support.[61] This marked the start of the third phase of violent seizure of power in the Donbass region.


    Phase 3: Entry of the Army


    Between 7 and 14 August, once the Ukrainian army appeared to have succeeded in cutting off the pro-Russian fighters’ supply lines completely at the end of the first week of August 2014, the situation changed dramatically. On the one hand, the political leadership of both “People’s Republics” changed simultaneously. In just a week, the two Muscovites Borodai and Girkin, Bolotov (from the Luhansk region) and a number of less important figures all resigned. They were now replaced by “respected” field commanders holding Ukrainian citizenship. But this change seems to have been made merely for propaganda purposes. It would appear that, unlike their predecessors, the new leaders no longer had any real influence or power. In the city of Krasnodon, near to the border with Russia in the Luhansk region, a type of “coordination center” had now been set up, and it was apparently here that the movements of fighter detachments began to be coordinated with those of the regular Russian troops who were preparing for the impending attack.[62]


    An analysis of the lists of Russian citizens killed in the Donbass that have been compiled via the independent public campaigns aimed at gathering information on this subject enables us to obtain a basic (albeit still quite rough) picture of the dynamic of the Russian military participation in the conflict. Up until 9 August, only isolated cases of the involvement of Russian regular troops have been established. Thus, for example, Armen Davoian and Aleksandr Voronov from the reconnaissance battalion of the 9th Motorized Rifle Brigade (Nizhnyi Novgorod/Dzerzhinsk) were killed near Luhansk at some point in the first half of July.[63] On 11 July, Sergei Volkov from the 76th Guards Air Assault Division (Pskov) was killed, seemingly in Ukraine. His grave was discovered by journalists one and a half months later at the now sadly notorious cemetery in the village of Vybuty, 17 km from Pskov.[64]


    From 9 August onwards Russian soldiers began to be killed on Ukrainian territory practically on a daily basis, and in large groups. The 18th Motorized Brigade based in Chechnya suffered especially badly. Nine men from this brigade, mostly reconnaissance soldiers and predominantly members of North Caucasian nationalities, were killed on 9 and 11 August, supposedly at a training ground in Rostov region.[65]


    On 12 August Marsel’ Araptanov, a professional soldier serving with the 17th Motorized Brigade (also based in Chechnya), was killed.[66] On 13 August at least three additional soldiers serving under contract in the 18th Motorized Brigade were killed a day after they entered Ukrainian territory. These were Anton Tumanov, Robert Arutiunian and Rustam Gusamov.[67] There are conflicting data on the location and number of these deaths. According to his family, Rustam Gusamov was killed near Luhansk together with 26 fellow servicemen. According to Tumanov’s relatives and fellow servicemen, who were questioned at length by Novaia gazeta correspondents, Tumanov and Arutiunian were among 120 men killed in Snizhne, a town that was strategically significant for breaking through the Ukrainian encirclement. They had been dispatched on the Russian side of the border on 11 July and had twice crossed the border into Ukraine disguised as “people’s militia”, once in late July and once in early August. In the last message that Anton Tumanov’s family received from him on 11 August, he said that he had been deployed to Ukraine for two months “to help the people’s militia”.


    On 16-19 August major casualties (several dozen deaths) were suffered by a company from the 104th regiment of the 76th Guards Air Assault Division (Pskov). Ukrainian troops seized this unit’s car near Luhansk together with various personal documents belonging to paratroopers.[68] It was the news of these deaths that sparked the beginning of sustained journalistic investigations in Russia. Despite these losses, in the course of a week, from 9-16 August, Russian troops beat the Ukrainian army back and reopened the supply lines to Donetsk.[69]


    On 16 August, the new “Prime Minister of the DNR”, Aleksandr Zakharchenko—the former head of the Donetsk “Oplot” “fight club”, presented as a “respected field commander”—openly declared that his forces had received help from Russia in the form of 150 tanks, and that over the course of four months 1,200 men had received military training in Russia.[70] In this press conference, Zakharchenko also announced that there were plans for these new troops to attack Novoazovsk—an event that duly came to pass on 25 August. It is now clear that this attack was carried out by Russian troops. Judging from the lists of those killed and captured, these were mostly paratroopers from Ul’ianovsk (31st Guards Airborne Brigade) and Kostroma (98th Division).[71] There is some evidence that the real goal of the humanitarian convoys from Russia was to supply these units with petrol and food. Certainly it is the case that the convoys organized by the Ministry of Defense in Moscow reached the Donbass region at precisely the point at which the attack was carried out.


    The Ukrainian army was not prepared for an invasion of this type. It was unable to mobilize sufficient soldiers and provide sufficient equipment, weapons and ammunition to secure the borders of the liberated territory.[72] A relatively small number of soldiers who marched in from Russia in “tactical battalion groups”—numbering an estimated 3,000-4,000 men—together with the battalions of pro-Russian fighters were able to cause heavy losses to the Ukrainian army, avert the impending closure of the ring of siege and occupy significant parts of the region of Donetsk.[73] There is also a large amount of evidence pointing to the conclusion that Russia would have further strengthened the invading troops had they met with greater resistance.


    The domestic political benefits that Putin has sought to obtain by occupying Crimea and using Russian citizens and Russian propaganda to unleash civil war in the Donbass are obvious. Putin has succeeded in dramatically boosting his popularity within Russia, and has channeled the population’s attention away from real economic, political, and social problems towards an artificial conflict with “Ukrainian fascists”. But another consequence of this war will be a sharp increase in the influence of radical Russian nationalists within Russia itself. In Ukraine they are acquiring experience in combat and diversion. They have been learning how to create their own rebel mini-state, and how to destroy the bonds linking yesterday’s loyal citizens to the state. Their dreams of a “popular uprising” supported by heavy armored combat vehicles are now taking shape in the form of real practice and real skills.


    Previously, social media networks and historical reconstruction clubs were the only outlet for the energies of hundreds, if not thousands of “couch warriors” from all over Russia. Boys and (often tertiary-educated) young men adhering to nationalist views could only dream of fighting in a real-life war. Now they are becoming real fighters. They are forming powerful fraternal combat bonds and networks with men whom they would otherwise never have met. And obviously, after the Ukrainian campaign is over, they will return to Russia. Here they will undoubtedly be joined by others, fleeing charges for acts of criminal violence committed in Ukraine.


    None of these people will have any incentive to return to civilian life. On the contrary, it is clear that they view the Ukrainian campaign as the first phase in the construction of a real “nationalist” (i.e. essentially totalitarian and fascist) dictatorship on the territory of the former USSR. Such people have always been and will remain to the right of Putin; they were hostile to him prior to the annexation of Crimea, and even now they accuse him of having betrayed their war in the east of Ukraine. What will the Russian authorities and Russian society do about this phenomenon? What is the next foreign project that this newly formed rebel community will decide to pursue after Ukraine? These are additional important and open-ended questions that are raised by the conflict in the Donbass.


    Conclusion


    The only way that Russia was able to prevent the defeat of the pro-Russian fighters in the Donbass region was by sending in soldiers from the regular army—something that could no longer be concealed. Hundreds of soldiers from Russia have lost their lives in this undeclared war. From a military perspective, Russia achieved a victory. From a political perspective, the outcome is completely open. The wording of the agreements concluded in Minsk on 5 September 2014 with the aim of achieving a (very fragile) ceasefire is far from the official goals of the leaders of the two People’s Republics of Donetsk and Luhansk. The separatist entities are not recognized in the agreements and do not extend to the entire territory of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions but rather solely to the regions held by pro-Russian fighters and Russian soldiers. Instead of annexation to Russia or the creation of their own mini-states, the only thing the pro-Russian fighters received by way of a promise on paper was that Kiev would grant a number of districts (raiony) in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions a temporary special status, which the Ukrainian parliament can revoke after three years.


    It is therefore also entirely unclear whether Russia’s war against Ukraine has come to an end.[74] A large number of Moscow politicians have unofficially declared that Russia is withdrawing, and some of the known fighters from the pro-Russian ranks have left the Donbass region and headed back towards Russia. But battles continue to rage—initially with a lower intensity, but becoming heavier from early October 2014.


    Unlike in Transnistria, where the infrastructure was not destroyed during the military conflict in the early 1990s, large sections of the Donbass region have been destroyed. The factories and coalmines have either been destroyed or shut down by disruption to the electricity and water supplies and railway connections. The reconstruction of the basic infrastructure alone will cost huge sums of money that even Russia cannot easily provide. Certainly, the example of a “dead land” of this type is hardly likely to stimulate other regions within Russia’s neighbor states to strive to “return to Mother Russia”.


    Nevertheless (or perhaps precisely for this reason), in view of the slow and inconsistent reaction by the EU and NATO and their refusal to send any military support to Ukraine, it is more than likely that Russia will push on and attempt to conquer the entire territory of the two regions of Donetsk and Luhansk and possibly even other regions in southeast Ukraine. The certain prospect that thousands of Russian and Ukrainian lives would be lost in the process is unlikely to act as a deterrent here.


    


    Translated from the German by Nicki Challinger.[75]
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    ***


    Rory Finnin: I want to start this panel with a very basic question: does a specific knowledge of Ukraine matter in reporting this war? In other words: did you know much about Ukraine before this crisis began, and if so, how have the events of the past year changed your mind about the country?


    James Marson: I’ll start with your first question. I’ve been jotting down some notes as other people have been speaking, and I think one very important point to make about the Western media is that it is in a deep crisis at the moment. It has very limited funds because of its years-old advertising economic model which is not working any more, there is less money, and this impacts on what’s happening on the ground. Very, very few publications or news agencies have bureaus in Kyiv [Kiev].


    Now, I was down in Kyiv for four or five years from 2007-8 until 2012, well before any of this kicked off. Was it important? Yes: that time was absolutely crucial for me to be able to actually contextualize what was happening and not to fall prey to some of what could be seen as convincing arguments that are made from outside.


    Now, what do I mean by that? I mean that a lot of journalists come down to cover Ukraine from Moscow. In Moscow, the overriding narrative, which we’ve discussed at length here [at the Cambridge conference “Ukraine and the Global Information War”], is that this is a battle between Russian speakers and Ukrainian speakers, pro-Russians and pro-Europeans, etc., etc., dividing the country in this way.


    Now, having lived in Ukraine and traveled around Ukraine, east, west, north, south for years, I know this idea of Russian speakers wanting to fight Ukrainian speakers—and the idea of language itself as a major political topic—didn’t really exist. It never really existed; you couldn’t mobilize people around the theme of Russian language. So knowing that before this conflict began really enabled me to understand the root of the conflict in a more complex and thorough way.


    Sabra Ayres: I would generally agree—wholeheartedly, actually. I have a very long history of coming to Ukraine. Our host Rory Finnin and I were Peace Corps Volunteers in Ukraine, almost twenty years ago. So I’ve been coming in and out of the country during that time, as both a journalist and as someone who just comes to visit their Ukrainian friends. I’ve watched this thing evolve before my eyes in just complete disbelief that this was happening in a country that I felt that I knew very well.


    I was also a Moscow correspondent for four years, and never really related to Russia the way I related to Ukraine. I learned Russian in Ukraine, and Russians told me I spoke with a Ukrainian accent. [Laughter in the hall.]


    Look, all of us who have enough experience in journalism have done this thing called “parachute journalism” where you get sent somewhere without much knowledge of the place. We’ve all done it. I’ve done it in countries that I was not an expert in. We have to do it; it’s part of our job. It’s our job to understand the country as best we can when we get there. I think a lot of Western journalists did parachute into Ukraine and saw it as part of—and somehow still a part of—the Soviet Union, the Former Soviet Union. They took that perspective. I don’t want to fault them for doing that.


    James and I could probably both say that getting a by-line and a dateline out of Ukraine for most of the last twenty years has been a struggle. Your editor will just say, “Hmm, Ukraine… What about Chernobyl? What’s going on in Chernobyl?” [Laughter] It was really hard to sell a story about Ukraine, and now all of a sudden we’re writing stories from these little tiny towns, like Sloviansk. Who ever cared about Sloviansk? Sorry if anyone is from there. [Laughter]


    So yes, it can be a problem. I do think a lot of journalists have now started to learn more about Ukraine: what makes it different, why it is not Russia. It often is a struggle for us to also convince our editors that it’s not Russia.


    James Marson: Can I interject on that point? This idea of selling stories to editors is obviously more of an issue you encounter as a freelancer. I was a freelancer in Ukraine for a long time. Someone on an earlier panel mentioned this idea that “fascism is sexy”, “the Nazis are sexy”. It’s a story that sells.


    So, if you’re a freelancer, you’re pitching a story to an editor—let me just be clear, I’m not talking about my publication now, I’m talking more generally—and everyone is interested in this [fascist, Nazi] story. I saw one headline recently on a Western website saying, “Why are swastikas hot in western Ukraine?” But it had no evidence that swastikas were hot in western Ukraine.


    As we discussed in earlier panels, the far right in Ukraine is a fair topic. But a real problem during this crisis has been this “sex sells” mentality.


    Sabra Ayres: Yes, I think that one of the mistakes we’ve made in the Western media is really pumping up this idea of this far right, this neo-Nazi stuff. I think a lot of us have really misrepresented that element in this conflict.


    Rory Finnin: Simon, how about you? Had you been to Ukraine before this war started?


    Simon Ostrovsky: I first came to Ukraine ten years ago, during the Orange Revolution. I was working for Agence France Presse at the time as a junior reporter. They sent me down to Kyiv first, and then they sent me around to the other areas of the country. My assignment was to go down to Crimea and to Donetsk to gauge what the pro-Russian sentiment was like. It was all very clear-cut at that time: there were some specific blue (i.e. pro-Yanukovych) regions, and then there were orange (pro-Yushchenko) regions.


    Then, after that they sent me to Lviv to cover the orange region, and there was no sort of cross-over. There was a very monolithic view. The maps that we were using didn’t show any cross-overs of any kind. I only spent a few weeks in Ukraine during the Orange Revolution, but now I’ve been there over the last five or six months, and I’ve got a lot more in-depth perspective of what the country is like. It’s been an education for me. The surprising thing was to realize that so many of the fighters on the Ukrainian side and in the volunteer battalions were Russian speakers. That kind of blew my mind, initially. Then I just sort of got used to it. But the thing I noticed is that on the Ukrainian side there was much more plurality in who was fighting against the pro-Russia forces. You had people of all sorts, both Ukrainian and Russian speakers.


    On the pro-Russian side there weren’t any Ukrainian speakers at all. It was much more monolithic. Basically I think that’s the main thing that I learned, especially coming from Dnipropetrovsk. One of the first dispatches I did from there was about the fact that this is a Russian-speaking city, a totally Russian-speaking city, but somehow it’s very, very firmly on the Ukrainian side of the conflict. I think that’s something that people abroad didn’t realize. But I’m sure everybody here does.


    So even me, a person who had a lot of experience in the Former Soviet Union—I’d been to Ukraine previously, I just hadn’t been to all of those small places—did not realize that the mix was much greater than was portrayed. In fact, I think in the Donetsk region the language map was really interesting; in the cities it’s all primarily Russian speakers, but just a few miles outside of the city, you suddenly encounter Ukrainian speakers, even in the most eastern parts of the country. So I think it’s also very much an urban versus countryside thing, the language issue.


    So yes, there is no clear-cut East-West divide in Ukraine. I think that it’s artificial, and I had to learn that the hard way.


    Rory Finnin: It’s important to note that Ukrainian politicians, not simply Russian ones, have been making a real political issue of language, and using it as a kind of electoral cudgel, for quite a long time. The consensus here at this table is that the language issue is an amplified one. So has your reporting and your communication with editors changed this [language-orientated] narrative, or is it too entrenched to change?


    James Marson: Obviously I can only speak from personal experience, but thankfully, we [The Wall Street Journal] have a very large bureau in Moscow with several experienced reporters. We have people in our New York office, our head office, where people have, for instance, worked for the Moscow Times, so they know the region very well. Has our reporting changed what they now think about [Ukraine and the language issue]? Of course it has. But thankfully we have, largely, a bottom-up system, where we will tell editors what is happening, and they listen to us. Of course, they’ll have ideas about what our readers want to hear and about what themes are interesting to them. But they will listen to us.


    Simon Ostrovsky: I agree with that. I think that a lot of people imagine that how the news world works is that there is this big editor in a top hat sitting in an office telling everybody what to do. But in reality editors are desperate for content and want you to pitch as many story ideas as possible. If you have one that sounds okay to them, they’ll say, “All right, let’s run with it.” Especially if you’re a staff writer, and they want to try and engage you as much as possible and keep you working. You’ve been hired to feed them the ideas, not the other way around.


    Anne Applebaum: I was just thinking, “When was the first time I spent any time in Ukraine?” It was 1990-91, and I spent a big chunk of time in mostly western Ukraine, in different cities. The first two people that I knew in Ukraine were a Pole and a Russian-born woman born in Leningrad, so I had a multinational vision of Ukraine from the beginning.


    I was also going to say that I think the coverage of Ukraine actually has changed a lot in the last six months, and it’s changed for the better. I do think there have been some rigid op-ed writers and so on who don’t know the region and continue to make mistakes, but actually the reporting on the ground has improved a lot.


    There is quite a well-known BBC reporter who I was on a program with, right at the beginning of the Crimean invasion, right as it was happening, who asked our panel, “Is Ukraine a country?” This was her perspective as a former Moscow correspondent, so we had to waste five minutes talking about whether Ukraine was a country before getting on to the issue. I saw her again six months later, and she had a completely different perspective. She was much more sophisticated in the way that she was talking about the region. People have learned during the conflict. I think the point about Ukraine being out of the news and somehow not an important part of the geopolitical argument for a long time meant that people didn’t invest in learning about it. Once they did, even the people who started out being prejudiced, they changed quite a lot. I think there has been some excellent reporting from Ukraine, from a pretty wide variety of publications, including some that have been historically fairly hostile to it, like the New York Times.


    The three of you have just given an excellent description of what it’s like to write about Ukraine on the ground and how your perceptions have affected it. There is another question, though: how has information coming from Moscow affected both you and what you think and see, but also your readers? How is Moscow shaping the story? You all are providing news from the ground, but there is another source of information, which is news from Moscow. We haven’t figured out whether it’s “propaganda” or “anti-news” or “disinformation”, but how does it shape people’s views of the story, both journalists and the public?


    I’m asking because Peter [Pomerantsev] and Michael [Weiss] have just written a really spectacular paper [“The Menace of Unreality: How the Kremlin Weaponizes Information, Culture and Money”].[1] The two of them have been working for a couple of months trying to describe and explain Russian tactics and the way that Russia has—not just about Ukraine, but in general—begun to try and shape the Western news environment, not just the Russian one. Peter?


    Peter Pomerantsev: I don’t want to repeat what others have explored so well already, so maybe I’ll try to come at this issue from a slightly new angle, and maybe then the reporters on the ground can say whether they’ve noticed this from their perspective.


    I’ve spent the last two months burying myself in Russian military strategic writing, which gets churned out by the general staff in Russia. I had to go through the looking glass to see how the Kremlin is looking at the campaign. It’s funny: we’re all still talking about a “point of view”, or “information”, or “propaganda”. This is not how the Kremlin is looking at any of this; it’s not thinking about public relations. It’s using information mainly as a weapon. So they talk about this ability to divide and conquer, demoralize, confuse. They talk a lot about contemporary “active measures”, a 1970s term for polluting the Western media space to make any kind of discourse impossible. They talk about “reflexive control”. Reflexive control is a technique in which you put an idea into Western media discourse, which then starts affecting Western behavior, which will then be militarily advantageous to Russia.


    They’re not talking about this as “propaganda” in the sense of persuasion or communication. It’s got nothing to do with that. This is part of military psy-ops. It’s part of what they call “asymmetric war”. They developed their idea of asymmetric war out of 2004. It’s based on the premise that Russia is weaker than the West and that it can’t confront the West militarily, but it can be cleverer than the West by using the West’s strengths against it. The West’s strengths are openness of information, openness of markets, openness of culture. So this is a very, very difficult thing for us, a challenging thing to get our heads around. We always think that freedom of information is great—obviously it is sacrosanct; we’re all First Amendment fundamentalists here—but what do you do with an enemy who is using freedom of information to wage a war on information? This is not an “information war” in which two parties from different sides have an argument. [The Kremlin] is using information to break down the very possibility and power of information.


    There is an overriding philosophy around this; what they’re trying to say is, “There is no such thing as truth.” This is the overall idea that they keep on implanting. So when Simon Ostrovsky writes something, this is also propaganda; when the Wall Street Journal writes something, this is also propaganda. You do propaganda, they do propaganda, no truth is possible, you have no opinion. That’s the overall philosophy the Kremlin is applying.


    What the Kremlin is doing now will be imitated by others, from authoritarian states and non-state actors to terrorist groups and corporations. So we need to start dealing with this problem. I think the first thing that we need to do is start breaking down the whole channel of communication from misinformation, disinformation, all the way through to public diplomacy, and start categorising it a bit. Organisations that use forms of miscommunication that are off the scale would then be censured as such. This would be a kind of Transparency International for disinformation. So you’d start rating news organisations, and then we’d see that VICE gets a surprising 8 out of 10 on the disinformation scale, while other Kremlin-run media operations, which shall not be named because they’re so bloody obvious, will get a 1 out of 10.


    Michael Weiss: We’ve talked about “disinformation”, “misinformation”, “propaganda”, “misdirection”, which is I think is a huge part of what the Kremlin and its state-backed organs are trying to do. And their principal vehicle for doing this is indeed the Western media.


    Putin is very clever at seconding major news outlets on the basis of their total transparency, their fairness, their objectivity. When the Russians took Crimea nobody knew this was taking place. Even Anne [Applebaum] and I both wrote articles saying, “Well, they wouldn’t have to do it, because they already have a huge military garrison there.” Even the CIA came out and said, “We don’t see any kind of Russian aggression taking place in Ukraine.” Putting insignia-less “little green men” on the peninsula and moving around conventional military convoys and such, it confused everybody: “What’s going on?” In that moment of confusion, while everyone was trying to figure out what was going on, the Kremlin was executing an invasion and full annexation.


    Another example: the white “humanitarian” convoys. This is the total fusion of KGB “active measures” and what we’re now calling, maybe a little too glibly, “hybrid warfare”. Everybody was looking at the white trucks, the news on Twitter. “This is a Trojan horse”; “there’re Russian weapons in the trucks”; “what’s in the trucks?” Then, lo and behold, every journalist descended upon that part of Russia to follow the convoy. Fortunately, Shaun Walker [of The Guardian] and Roland Oliphant [of The Telegraph] managed to see, whilst looking in another direction, Russian military vehicles pouring across the border.


    But the idea was very simple, “Let’s get everyone’s attention over here, so they won’t look over here.” The West tends to fall for this trick time and time again. We are completely incorrigible and un-educatable about learning Putin’s tricks and methods.


    James Marson: It was a failed operation though, because Shaun and Roland noticed those tanks and military vehicles literally two miles away from the official check point where the white trucks were supposed to cross…


    Michael Weiss: I think that was just an accident. It was happenstance and luck. You had two very good reporters on the ground. What I mean is that everyone in new digital journalism was focused on the trucks, and again, the idea was that this [humanitarian convoy] was sort of a Trojan horse.


    A few more examples. The word “de-escalate” should be banned from the lexicon of all headline writers, especially when they talk about anything to do with Putin’s Russia. Every time I see a headline saying, “Putin seems to be de-escalating” or “Putin softens his tone”, that means to me that Russia is about to do something really, really naughty, and that means to me that, again, we have fallen for this trick. Whenever we see a headline that suggests that there is some kind of conciliatory effort or ceasefire, we should be looking elsewhere. Nobody should have said that there is going to be a ceasefire here. Not when you have God knows how many thousands of Russian military operatives on the ground, covert and, frankly, semi-overt by now.


    When the Federation Council of Russia revoked the war measures everyone said, “Oh, this is interesting: that means they don’t really want to go to war.” Nobody bothered to notice in the details of that revocation that the so-called “People’s Republic of Luhansk” and the “People’s Republic of Donetsk” were not considered “Ukraine”. So military operations could technically, even according to their own definition, continue to take place there.


    Given the amount of energy and time you have to pour into even seeing these little details, I’m convinced that they’re having a laugh, they’re taking the piss. This is a joke. “Let’s see how many people we can hoodwink today.”


    Then there is this phenomenon of top-down control, which yes, fortunately, the Wall Street Journal and other outlets are somewhat immune to. But the tabloid press is very much susceptible to editors saying, “Well, we keep hearing this stuff about Nazis in Ukraine, fascists in Ukraine. Oh yes, we know it’s all propaganda, we know it’s all lies and misinformation, but we keep hearing it, so you know what? We’d better send someone out to the field to go find some Nazis.” And guess what? If you go looking for Nazis—you could go looking for them in London, you could go looking for them in New York—you’re going to find them. That’s not to say that Ukraine doesn’t have a problem with ultranationalism, but again, the news cycle, the metanarrative of the conflict, has been shaped and mis-shaped and misinformed by what’s coming from Moscow.


    I’ve done a bit of reporting in Ukraine, but not nearly as much as everyone else on this panel, and I’d defer to them. But I have done a great deal of analysis; I’ve seen how the sausage gets made, as we like to say. And I’ve seen, too many times, that we keep falling into this trap.


    This applies to Ukraine as well, by the way. The Ukrainian government makes mistakes and puts out wrong information, and I find myself often correcting them, because this just plays into the Kremlin playbook. Actually, what Peter said is very applicable in this case, the Kremlin wants to lump “us” with “them” and convey that “it’s all propaganda, it’s all lies, everyone has a story to sell”.


    Just a final point. Everyone wants to write and cover Ukraine in the context of this conflict. What gets lost in that story is that Ukraine as a country has discovered, or re-discovered, a national identity. Ukraine is a country with its own civil society and an economy that’s trying to be reformed and reconstituted. When you go to Kyiv the thing that impresses you the most is not what the government is doing and saying, it’s what civil society is doing— essentially what the people on prior panel are doing, starting the Ukraine Crisis Media Center,[2] launching Hromadske[3] and EuroMaidan PR.[4] There’s also a great group called Livemap UA,[5] which charts all of the developments in the country by city. This is the spontaneous creativity of the Ukrainian people. Things like this lead to technological development and economic booms later on. People should be paying more attention to this story and looking at Ukraine in and of itself, not as a reflection of this terrible war and Russian invasion. So I think that’s another way the Kremlin has pulled the wool over our eyes. Because again, if Ukraine is hopelessly divided, if it’s in a state of siege and peril, then it will never have any chance of success.


    Rory Finnin: Following on from Anne’s earlier question: how has the Kremlin’s disinformation apparatus affected you on the ground, Simon and Sabra and James? Does it affect you?


    Simon Ostrovsky: Well, there was a story that was read on NTV[6] about me in particular. I was kidnapped in April by pro-Russian forces and held for three days and four nights in a basement [in Sloviansk]. When I came out of that basement, I noticed that there had been a lot of stories that didn’t seem too accurate written about me in the Russian press. One of them, on the NTV website was headlined, “American journalist turns out to be Right Sector spy.” [Laughter in the hall.]


    In the text of the story there was not a single citation of who said that I was a Right Sector spy, but somehow it managed to creep into the headline. Then, a couple of months later I got a phone call from somebody at NTV asking me if I could share the phone number of the relatives of Mark Paslawsky, who was the American fighting in the Donbas battalion. He was a volunteer, and they wanted to write something about him and wanted me to put them in touch with his relatives. I said, “Well, you know, if you take the story down, I might consider that,” and he was like, “Okay, I’ll get back to you on that.” [Laughter in the hall.]


    Rory Finnin: Did they ever take it down?


    Simon Ostrovsky: No, it’s still there. So that’s how it’s affected me personally, and obviously that puts you into a lot of danger. I think that’s the other horrible result of this conflict: not just that it’s set Ukrainians and Russians against each other, but it’s also set Ukrainian and Western journalists against Russian journalists. People who used to hang out in the same bars in Moscow now won’t even speak to each other and threaten to do each other in. That’s actually happened in eastern Ukraine. You’ve had Russian journalists who have, for obvious reasons, much better connections with the rebel leaders there, reporting on journalists whose line they don’t like to the authorities, leading to some of them getting beaten up or kidnapped etc., etc. That’s actually a crime in a police sense, because you’re putting people’s lives in danger.


    Publishing stories that claim that foreign reporters are “agents of the enemy” is putting them in danger with the general population as well. That’s something that I experienced a long time ago in Russia during Beslan, when the Chechens took the school hostage there. The Russian media were reporting that there were Western agents involved, and so suddenly you had local residents who were, for very good reasons, terrorized by what happened—everybody had a family member in that school—actively looking for enemies among the community and tackling people who didn’t look local. That happened to me as well; literally, when I was walking down the street, three guys jumped me. They later told me that they’d heard on the news that foreigners were to blame and were still out and possibly dangerous. So that’s been going on in Russia for a long time and it really affects people on the ground.


    Sabra Ayres: When it comes to just simply reporting what’s happening in eastern Ukraine, we need to talk to those that support this idea of the Donetsk People’s Republic. Obviously part of the job is to get their side of the story, and a lot of the Ukrainian journalists can’t get out there. We do have access.


    The stuff that they believe is really, really hard to—it’s hard to interview them, because they will spew out things that they’ve been told on the media. It’s just so unbelievable and also really anti-American. I’m American, obviously, as you can tell from my awesome accent. [Laughter in the hall.] They just respond automatically: “I don’t want to talk to you; you’re American, you are all lying, this is Obama’s fault.” It’s really hard, after a while. In the beginning, I went out to the east in March, right after Crimea was annexed. I took a train to Donetsk, and naively wrote the story, “This will never be like it is in Crimea”. And then three weeks later they took over the buildings.


    So at first you wanted to know what their perspective was, and then I’ve just watched it, since March, just get terribly worse. It’s just really hard to listen to what they’re saying now. But that’s my job, to get their perspective and then explain their perspective to the rest of the world.


    In eastern Ukraine, there are a lot of people who felt disenfranchised by Kyiv for whatever reason. But I also argue, having spent a lot of time in Ukraine, that all of Ukraine was poor and affected by corruption and pissed off and angry at their politicians. So this propaganda that the east was treated unfairly, I personally think that it was treated just as unfairly as the rest of Ukraine. In any case, with all the media that [the pro-Russian locals] have been affected by, it’s really hard to reason with them and conclude, “Okay, I can kind of understand why you think this”—


    Anne Applebaum: And their rhetoric is coming from Russian media? Where’s it coming from?


    Sabra Ayres: Basically a lot of it is verbatim what you hear from Russian politicians. It’s just repeated by the rebels and their leaders. You can hear them say the same things over and over again, and you think, “Okay, how can I really find out why you’re standing on this block post? What is it that you’re really about…?” They just reel off in reply, “Fascists, they’re all fascists [in Kyiv]”. And then you try to say, “Well, what do you mean by fascism?”


    James Marson: I definitely agree with what both Simon and Sabra have said, that actually the biggest problem with the Kremlin lie is actually first and foremost the physical threat to you as a journalist. The first question that people have when you go to talk to them, be it locals, be it people standing at the checkpoints with guns, is, “Which channel are you from, and why are you lying?” You say, “Well, how do you know I’m lying, because you clearly don’t speak English?” “Well, I saw it on the TV that the Western channels are lying.”


    The other thing I’d like to mention is that the main aim of Kremlin propaganda is not to convince people that they’re correct, as Peter has mentioned. It is simply to muddy the waters. The perfect example of this is what happened with Flight MH17. Very quickly we had a story about how Putin’s plane was flying somewhere in the air—it was somewhere near, they said, intimating that it was probably the Ukrainians shooting at Putin’s plane.


    Now, if you look into this, it’s very clear that Putin’s plane was a long way away. They had some photographs of the planes looking similar or something. A couple of days later they threw out this idea that there was a second plane [which shot down MH17]. In this incredible Doctor Evil kind of room, they presented this military analysis, as they called it, with the top military brass in Russia saying that it was probably a Ukrainian plane. But of course the plane that they named was actually one that can’t fly at that height.


    I was at a conference in Kyiv where Jimmy Wales, the founder of Wikipedia, was talking about how someone changed the entry on Wikipedia for this second mystery plane, saying that it could fly above that height. They traced it back to an IP address linked to a Russian governmental organization.


    So the idea is that the Kremlin puts out many different competing narratives. I live in Moscow, and so when I have a conversation with people, they say, “Well you know, they were shooting at Putin” or “Well you know, there was another plane,” such that there are so many confusing narratives that the most likely one just gets totally lost.


    Anne Applebaum: The Interpreter, which Michael edits, was one of the best sources on MH17 in the hours after the plane crash. Michael, can you talk a little bit about what you did in order to prove that the obvious story was in fact true?


    Michael Weiss: Yes, so for us, the tell-tale sign was—and this itself is quite controversial because now the Kremlin and the separatist line has changed—but Igor Strelkov [Igor Girkin], the leader of the military forces of the self-declared Donetsk People’s Republic, posted a remark on a VKontakte page that’s not in his own name, but a page he used throughout the conflict to disseminate various statements. The remark was: “We have successfully shot down another Ukrainian cargo plane. We warned them, ‘Don’t fly in our skies’”. He named the exact location where MH17 was said to have either gone down, or I think it was where the missile had been fired from. That post was then erased from the page, but we saw it and we published it. Then there was this controversy: “Well, it didn’t have a certain imprimatur that Strelkov likes to use when he’s speaking himself, so somebody just made this up and attributed it to him.” But the separatist media had already published a report based on the VKontakte remark in any case, and this report was then picked up by the Russian state-owned press. To this day you can access certain websites essentially corroborating this Strelkovian account of what had happened.


    Pieces then began to fall into place. Once leaked intelligence relayed that it had been a Buk [missile], we (and other websites) actually geo-located Buk systems and saw one actually travelling through the area where MH17 had been shot down, missing a missile.


    Look, for all the time and energy it takes to establish the facts and the truth, it takes only 30 seconds to not only create a lie, but to propagate it and make it go viral around the world. In the 1970s one of the KGB’s “active measures” was to suggest that the CIA murdered John F. Kennedy. They planted this story in an Italian newspaper, and I think it was the District Attorney of Dallas who thought, “Ooh,” and this wound up in JFK, the Oliver Stone film. The whole thing was KGB agitprop and disinformation.


    Imagine the effort that went into doing that: finding a sympathetic journalist, planting the story, and then making sure seamlessly that an Italian newspaper would be read in the United States, much less in Texas, where the President had been killed. Today, it takes RT maybe three to five minutes to write a story saying, “Yes, the CIA invented Ebola”. It is then quickly published, leading to 1,000 retweets, 10,000 retweets, because there are gullible, susceptible people who are prone to conspiracy theories. Or even if they’re not, they are hostile anti-Americans who believe that, “We need to support Russia by any means necessary. If it means putting lies out there, then by all means, let’s do it.” So the difficulty is that there is such an easy circulation of misinformation, disinformation, propaganda, which takes great effort and time to debunk or refute. You have to prioritize things.


    And at the same time we are seconded as accomplices, whether we like it or not, because we do have to report what the Russian Foreign Ministry says. This is where we can actually, I think, make a change to the way things are done. I’ll give you one example: the chemical weapons attack in Damascus in August of 2013. MH17 conspiracy theories have nothing on Ghouta chemical attack conspiracy theories. There are so many of them, and they all contradict each other.


    One of the ones that emerged was courtesy of Aleksandr Lukashevich, the spokesman for the Russian Foreign Ministry, who said, “Aha, we know that this whole thing was staged, because the YouTube video, one of the first YouTube videos showing the victims of this so-called attack, was put on YouTube before the alleged attack.” Now, YouTube’s time is based on California time, not Damascus time. Mr Lukashevich and the Russian Foreign Ministry apparently do not know that the earth moves around the sun, which is itself a newsworthy story. But when that gets circulated online—“The Russian Foreign Ministry says it’s staged”—people start to think, “Oh, maybe there is something here to look into, maybe we’re not getting the full truth, maybe the US is on a drum beat towards war.” So it has a psychological effect.


    By the way, The Interpreter was founded essentially as a resource for journalists. Rather than having to do all of this hard work themselves, journalists can see that we’ve crossed this theory off the list, that theory off the list. They can be spared from having to debunking all this propaganda.


    Peter Pomerantsev: What we’re actually talking about is the crisis of Western journalism. We almost need to reinvent the profession. The myth buster, the New Yorker speed-addled fact-checker—we need armies of these people. The New Yorker is probably the last place that still tortuously fact-checks. Nobody else does.


    This is what, actually, the Kremlin can manipulate—the fact that we’ve lost that base of fact-checking. We almost need to create massive NGOs that will do this. We are talking about a systemic crisis being exploited.


    There’s another idea that Michael has mentioned: having anti-propaganda editors, people at places like The Interpreter who will filter out information. It’s one thing to give two sides, it’s another thing to become a transmitter of dezinformatsiia, that old KGB term for polluting and manipulating and spinning the West. “Disinformation” is something slightly different. So we need people who will just make sure this stuff doesn’t get into the information flow.


    I’ll give you another example about how Western media gets spun. I was just in Estonia, which the Kremlin likes to sabre-rattle. The Kremlin media start talking about Russian-Estonians as victims of Estonian Nazis. Officials close to the Kremlin say, “Oh, we could take Tallinn in two seconds; the Americans will never protect them.” The Estonians don’t think the Russians are actually going to invade, but what happens is that the story is nonetheless relayed in the Western press, the Estonian stock market dives. So these are the sorts of games being played.


    Rory Finnin: Before we move on, you had something to say about on the MH17 story, Sabra.


    Anne Applebaum: Yes, how did you all fact check it?


    Sabra Ayres: I was actually in Donetsk when it happened, and so the first stories we did were breaking news stories: plane falls, dead bodies, horror. But then the next morning we went to the plane site again, and the locals from that region had already watched their Russian news. They were just, again, verbatim, repeating what they had just heard. It was really unbelievable. I asked, “So tell me, did you hear the plane crash? Did you hear something?” “Yes, yes, yes, we heard— well first, we saw two planes, and then one of them shot it and they both turned around.” “Oh, okay, where were the planes coming from?” “Yes, well, they were from Dnipropetrovsk. It was Kolomoiskii.” (Laughter). That’s just one example in which I saw the “information war” unfold right in front of my face.


    Simon Ostrovsky: I wasn’t actually at the plane crash site, I was in Kramatorsk where the Ukrainian Army has its base now. We had a cameraman down at the MH17 crash site, and we actually managed to cause a scandal in Holland by accident, because a still frame from our footage of somebody appearing to scavenge at the site and to take a ring out of a box and put it into his pocket made it into the Dutch media. It was a really big story, because obviously Holland was affected worse than any other country by the crash. So they ran this story about local people looting the crash site. I got a call from a Dutch journalist asking me if I could corroborate, but I actually had no idea that this had taken on a life of its own from our footage.


    When you look at the video a second time, not just the still frame, then you can see that this person is just taking something from one place and putting it into another box, and that they’re cleaning up the site and putting things onto trucks, which was the story that we were focusing on. We were interested in the fact that there were people there wearing Emergency Ministry uniforms of Ukraine, and others were without uniforms at all, basically just picking up all of the wreckage from the site and driving it away, before any international experts could get there, which I think was a very important story.


    There were a lot of stories that came out as well, accusing people of stealing make-up from the site. There was a mini Instagram scandal, about a girl who was allegedly posing with some make-up that she found with an Amsterdam label on it. I have no idea how true any of that stuff is. I’m willing to believe that there were some Ukrainian bloggers out there who created that kind of scene to enrage and energize people in the rest of the country, because that happens a lot too.


    Sabra Ayres: The first people we saw at the plane crash were literally some local guys from the village. The plane crash site was six miles long; the plane dumped bodies and pieces across this whole swathe of territory. We got to this field, and there were these guys just picking up pieces of the metal and putting it in their car. I don’t think they were doing it maliciously or to manipulate the investigation. I think they were just local guys who thought, “I could totally use this piece of metal in my workshop.”


    This is the Western media also engaging in sensationalism. I got a call from, I can’t remember, CNN or some other outfit, and they asked me, “What can you tell us about the looting that’s happening at the site?” I thought, “Looting? There are 300 dead bodies here.” There was an overreaction to this looting, and it wasn’t the story.


    Peter Pomerantsev: Right: “Are there any fascists doing some looting!?”


    Sabra Ayres: Yes. [Laughter] It’s the Right Sector!


    Michael Weiss: This is another thing: the moment the world wakes up to a crisis or a war that’s been going on for quite awhile, because an international scandal or tragedy has occurred. The clock is set back to zero. People think: “The conflict in Ukraine started with MH17.”


    I do a lot of work on Syria. Everyone is speaking up now on Syria because an American journalist has been beheaded, but it’s been going on for three years. Countless Syrians have been beheaded. It can be frustrating when you analyze it, this sensationalized, salacious coverage.


    With MH17, the thing that strikes me is that 300 people, most of them Europeans, were blown out of the sky. Now—mysteriously—the story has gone cold. Nobody is paying attention to it any more, the aftermath, the follow up…


    Anne Applebaum: I actually disagree in this sense. Again, I write op-eds and try to make narratives or metanarratives, whatever you want to call them. Right after the plane crash happened, I had a call from Dutch TV because of a column I wrote in the Washington Post. And then I did a long interview on their equivalent of Newsnight, which had a viral life greater than any interview I’ve ever done.


    Really all I did was say, “Step back, look at this in a broader context. What happened? Isn’t this about the fact that Putin created chaos in Ukraine? That he deliberately created a lawless environment where this kind of thing can happen?” I’m aware that now, in the Netherlands, because of this story, the view of the story, the view of Ukraine, and actually the view of Russia itself have all changed quite dramatically. [For many in the Netherlands] this had been a faraway conflict about which little was known, but people did begin to understand, I think, that whatever the details of what had happened, the real cause of the crisis was this illegal invasion and the chaos of Ukraine. It had an enormous effect on Dutch public opinion, the Dutch Foreign Minister giving a very emotional speech at the UN, the Dutch response to sanctions, etc.


    I think it also had an impact in Germany; I think it had an impact in France and elsewhere in Europe. When people stood back from the story and asked, “What was the fundamental cause of this whole thing?”, I think MH17 did change people’s minds about the situation there.


    Michael Weiss: Just to follow up on that point: let’s not forget that Western government policy often dictates the news cycle. When the United States has a policy that has shifted and has now focused somewhere, everyone has to write about it. Coming back to the uses and abuses of language, then: the US State Department is not allowed, no official is allowed, to say the word “invasion” [vis-à-vis Ukraine] publicly, even after 1,000 [Russian] troops recently poured into Donbas. They can, however, say, “anschluss”, which is weird.


    In fact, a reporter from a major American broadsheet was told by US government officials, “Why don’t you stop using the term ‘pro-Russian separatist’? These guys are Russian soldiers; it’s time to call them something else.” The journalist responded, “Well, if the US government doesn’t call them that, what gives me license to?”


    This is where I think media and government get a little too comfortable. This is as much an exercize in self-criticism as it is in criticism, right? We can all be a little bit better. Everything that I’ve said, everyone else is guilty of too. I always lapse into the same euphemisms and clichés and inadvertent Putinisms when talking about this crisis. You can’t help but do it.


    Sabra Ayres: The separatists are particularly hard to describe, because they’re not identical. They are motivated by different things, and they’ve changed over time…


    James Marson: Right: earlier in the conflict you had a lot of the guys on the checkpoints who were local. A lot of them were local riffraff who’d been given guns, and they were told to stand there. As a Western journalist you’d go and speak to those guys, and you’d get their quotes about how tough their life was etc., etc.


    But actually, a lot of the fighting was being done by mobile Russian units, be they Chechen or whoever. If you went to the checkpoint the next day and spoke to the locals about it, they’d say, “Oh yes, the Chechens arrived, and we kicked the Ukrainians’ ass, and they cleared off.”


    Again, that just shows how difficult it is, because it’s dangerous to go into a warzone. If you just turn up when it’s peaceful, as it were, then the guys on the checkpoints will often be the local Ukrainians, not the mobile fighters from Russia, so what do you then do? What do you write?


    Peter Pomerantsev: As I was writing this paper [“The Menace of Unreality”], I realized we don’t actually have institutions that can analyze exactly what is going on here. Some research is being done. In Bulgaria, someone looked at what percentage of stories about MH17 in the Bulgarian media are just replicated Russian stories, and it was something like 80%. He asked journalists, “Why are you using the Russian stories?” The response: “Because they’re better stories; they’re more fun, they sell more papers.”


    Then, in Germany, a brilliant young PhD student looked at the guests on talk shows about the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. 78% of guests were pro-Russian, in various forms, for various reasons. Part of the reason was that Russians have journalists in Germany and Ukrainians don’t, so German producers always ask the Russian guy.


    We need much more of this kind of research.


    Rory Finnin: I particularly like Peter’s last point about the need for research, which puts the ball in our students’ hands. Let’s open up the floor for questions; we’ll take three or four first.


    Question 1: I’m a post-doc at the University. I have a question about the Kremlin propaganda machine. Russian news propagates this image of the Western press as irrationally hostile, partly by translating the Western press back to Russians through portals such as Russia Today’s translation service. Are you aware of your own texts being translated back and used in ways you might not necessarily like, as part of the Russian argument?


    Question 2: I’m from Belarus. Having read news on Russian sites and then the news about Ukraine on BBC and Western sites, I feel that Western journalists are incapable of telling readers what exactly happens in simple terms. They like to present two sides of the story, but then you are really confused about what’s actually going on. They don’t stress the important points about the story. For example, when Putin was speaking about Crimea before the annexation, he said there were no Russian soldiers there. When Putin was speaking to the Russian media after the annexation he said, “Oh yes, there were Russian soldiers.” This wasn’t on the BBC; it wasn’t anywhere. Why don’t the Western media pick this up and say, “Look, this is really important?” rather than say, “Russians say this, Ukrainians say this, so we don’t know.”


    Question 3: I’m a journalist from Russia. And I’m asking you, why is this story not on the front pages of all the newspapers every day from dawn until dusk? Why is society not reacting to this crisis?


    James Marson: I feel like I’m back on a checkpoint in Donbas. [Laughter in the hall] I must say, I’m a little surprised to hear those last few questions. I’ll take all three questions in reverse.


    I will say that I don’t agree with what you said; my newspaper and a lot of other newspapers I know of have had [Ukraine] on the front page consistently for the past 12 months or 11 months or however long it’s been. You can probably tell from the bags under my eyes: I’m very tired. [Laughter] We’re all very tired. Producing front page copy non-stop, day after day after day. Ukraine has been a top story on the website, day after day after day. We’ve been on the story from the beginning to end.


    What the reaction of society is, the reaction of government is, that’s not a question for us. Everyone on this panel has been bringing everything that has been happening in Ukraine in the past year to our audiences in the best way we can. You know, when we spoke about MH17 there was a lot of talk about diplomacy, about everybody faking this, faking that. Actually some of the most powerful stories I read about MH17 were the people who went there and spoke to the villagers who had the bodies of children fall into their gardens. Those were very powerful stories, and they were very difficult stories for us to do, and we did them, all along. Okay, that’s the third question.


    The second question was about the BBC not being very good. Well, I’m not going to answer for my colleagues, but this idea of presenting two sides equally: I agree, to an extent. But what are we trying to do as journalists? We’re trying to get a full picture of what has happened. Are we trying to be as objective as possible, or are we taking sides? This is a big question.


    On the first question, which was about whether we are aware of our texts being translated into Russian: yes. Anything that looks bad for Ukraine immediately makes it onto RT, etc., etc.


    


    Simon Ostrovsky: I think the whole “one side and the other side” thing really stems from the fact that you can’t be everywhere and you can’t see everything. You can’t say something has actually happened unless you’ve actually seen it with your own eyes or seen evidence with your own eyes. Or you have to go to people who have seen it, and then accept that people will present different evidence. There is no work around that.


    In our VICE News dispatches we try to give an analysis of the overall situation and some context. But mainly we’re just showing what we saw that day, as we were reporting. The reason that we’re able to do that and to follow stories through in deeper depth is because we don’t have the same deadlines. We don’t have deadlines, period. We can spend as long as we want following an interesting character, or an interesting event, or a protest, until we feel like we’ve got the story and we’ve got the narrative. Then we go back and edit it, and that takes a day or two, and then we put it out. We don’t terribly mind that all of the other media have already reported that the results of the election were such and such. We want to tell the story of how that election happened, with some characters to give some real context and texture, so that when people see it, instead of getting a table of figures for which party has won, they almost feel like they were there and they know how it happened.


    I think maybe that’s part of the reason why our stories are very believable. It’s not because our process is different from the other journalists; it’s that we’re showing the process. We’re showing how the sausage is made, during our reports. When we start out, we don’t know what the answer to the question is, but a lot of the time, when you see a report on TV, they’re telling you the headline at the very top, and they’ve already made their analysis. That’s where they start from. We work through a story by asking questions and doing the same things that the other journalists do, but we’re also showing you everything as that’s happening. And then we get to the end of the narrative and maybe provide some contextualization. So our stories work the other way around.


    Michael Weiss: Your point about why isn’t society reacting—it’s a very good question, and it comes back to what I think I said earlier. In our rhetoric, there are internal inconsistencies and contradictions. We can’t say “invasion”, but we still talk about giving Putin an “off ramp” to get out of the crisis. Putin invades a country and we say, “How can we help you from going further down this path of misadventure? What can we do to keep you safe from yourself?”


    You know, let’s be honest, European countries, even those who have proceeded with sanctions, can’t wait to get out of them and go back to business as usual with Russia. You can talk to any Foreign Minister of any country about this. I think this is the problem; society follows suit. One of the clichés about foreign policy in general is “no appetite”. The public has “no appetite” for war in Syria. The public has “no appetite” for sending arms to Ukraine.


    In terms of what to do about Ukraine, well that’s a debate worth having, but so far the US has said, “We’re all about pursuing peace.” So as long as that continues to be the case, why should Americans line up and cheer and wave the yellow-and-blue flag? Again, we don’t think of Ukraine as its own country. We think of it as an East versus West conflict; this is America versus Russia, and Ukraine is just the battlefield on which this great geopolitical struggle is being played out. I quite agree that the answer to this is to increase the level of journalism about Ukraine as its own entity, as its own society with its own agency and its own destiny, completely distinct from the United States and from Russia.


    Sabra Ayres: I think your question is not so much, “Why isn’t Ukraine more on the front page?” It is, “Why isn’t the world responding more to Putin’s aggression?”


    I can’t answer that question. What we said earlier was that the coverage of Ukraine has started to change and has started to mature, in the sense that I think journalists now are becoming more aware of what Ukraine is. I think that’s a good thing. But it’s a slow process.


    This is a difficult story to stay objective about. I’ve basically watched this country be taken over by its neighbor. But my job is to show you what I’ve seen and let you make a decision, based on the facts I’m going to present you. I’m going to give you a little bit of analysis of what that means, and what that could mean going forward.


    


    Anne Applebaum: I really do think that—certainly at the highest levels—the metanarrative, as I was saying before, is being understood. The Dutch understand it, and the Germans understand it at some level. But understanding it and wanting to do something about it are different things.


    A friend of mine has this formula: when Problem A requires Solution B, and when you don’t want to do Solution B, then what’s your reaction? It is to immediately question whether Problem A is a problem. And that’s a big issue with this crisis.


    So if we take seriously the idea that Putin is really a threat to NATO, and that Russian policy is really a threat to the post Cold War order and to all the institutions that we’ve created since 1945—if you take that seriously, then you need to be doing very major, very big things, right now. Spending a lot of money, re-thinking policy. There are a lot of very powerful reasons why people don’t want to do that.


    These are not minor issues. There is not only enormous inertia, but also enormous pushback against making these kinds of really profound changes in the way we do business with Russia, in the way we run European institutions, and in the way we think about the whole post Cold War European political architecture. So don’t underestimate what an enormous challenge this is, and what kinds of forces and genuine interests are impeding these big changes.


    I think that’s what’s happening right now. I wouldn’t blame journalism for it. I think actually that the big story is understood. The BBC may be particularly irritating with this “on the one hand, on the other hand” thing, but I don’t think everybody does it.


    Rory Finnin: One last round of questions. Let’s take one or two more.


    Question 4: I’m not sure whether this is a question or a comment, but academics are not as well heard as journalists, so I was hoping, or urging, or maybe asking that in your work you could continue to help us debunk the myth of two Ukraines divided between East and West.


    Question 5: I’ve just come back from interviewing Russian university students. The fact that Russia is portrayed generally very negatively over here, it actually supports, in a way, the Russian state’s narrative, which is that in the West, nobody takes Russia seriously. In the West, Russia is only seen as hostile. What do we hope will happen? Do we hope that Russia will change, domestically? Because I don’t see much chance of that. If Putin goes, is he going to be replaced by someone more liberal? I don’t think so, somehow. So, this kind of, “make sure Russia is seen as [being as] hostile as possible”, where does this take us? How does it help?


    Simon Ostrovsky: I think as journalists we shouldn’t really try to over-think our job, and make sure that we’re getting the right information from the right sources and really thinking about who they’re coming from. I think our job is just to report on events; we’re not here to build Ukraine, to make people think that Ukraine is a country that exists or doesn’t exist and so forth, we’re just supposed to go there, see what’s happening and then tell people about it. It’s very simple. We’re not on a mission to take down the Russian propaganda machine, either, and we’re not on a mission to build up the Ukrainian propaganda machine.


    I think as reporters all we have to do is our job; the rest isn’t our responsibility.


    James Marson: It is a very, very important point, actually; it’s very easy to misunderstand what—the question seems to betray a misunderstanding of what our role is as journalists. Our role as journalists is to take what we see and to present that.


    Before we started this panel, Rory was talking about what appeared sometimes to be the indiscriminate shelling of civilian areas, which was widely blamed on Ukrainian artillery. That wouldn’t fit with the narrative that might suit Kiev, that might suit the West, but we report on it. It’s very important. We report on it consistently. There were also reports at the same time that the rebels were shelling the towns themselves from the inside, so we try to get into those stories as well.


    Why did I mention that? Because we’re not presenting Russia in the blackest possible terms. It’s not that we want Putin to be overthrown. We are presenting events as we have found them, from the sources that we have available. They may be as we want them, they may be as we don’t want them, but we present what we find them.


    Michael Weiss: I think, in the course of this conversation and panel we went from saying, “How can we better tell the truth?” to saying, “How can we combat Russian propaganda machines such that Ukraine comes out in a better light, or that people are more interested in Ukraine?” Look, Anne and Peter and I do more I think opinion journalism, or analytical writing on subject matter. You’re not going to read any of us on any day of the week and not know what we think. The subjectivity in our work is there, even if, I should hope, it’s grounded in evidence and fact.


    So there is a difference between foreign correspondents who are just there to say, “This is what happened, when it happened, and how it happened,” and those who are trying to shape opinion and inform the population and actually put forward a case. So again, it’s a debate; does Ukraine matter to the United States? Should the United States take a more robust stance on this? Is this just one war among many, and shit happens?


    Again, my concern, and where I see a threat, is when people are misinformed to such a degree that they become accomplices to an agenda they don’t even realize they’re accomplices to. That, to me, is what I see. By the way, we’ve all been using the word “Russia” and “pro-Russian” as though that itself is a monolithic entity. Right now there is 12% of the population that did not vote for Putin and does not support him; who are these people? What do they think about Ukraine and everything else? So there is a give-and-take here. Russians don’t necessarily agree with what their government is doing.


    Peter Pomerantsev: Firstly, I am Russian, so the idea that I’m doing anti-Russian propaganda I find [odd]. Quite the opposite; I think that the analysis that we try to put forward is very much centered on the idea of truth, not on being anti-Russian in any way. But I’d like to take you up on that, because there’s an interesting thing going on, back to this wonderful issue of “reflexive control”.


    So Russia—the Kremlin—worked out around 2008 that it could play the Bogeyman against the West on purpose, in order to set itself up as the “Other” that was standing up to the gay, decadent West. So it has tried to draw the fire, quite purposefully, of Western journalism.


    This was very, very clear in the anti-gay laws. Putin does not care about homosexuality. The laws were conceived, firstly, to have an enemy within society, to change the discourse in the society from anti-corruption, anti-Putin, to one about homosexual sex.


    It was also done to draw the fire of Western criticism in a certain way, so suddenly you have Stephen Fry saying, “Oh my God, he hates gays,” as a response. Now the Kremlin can go, “Look at the West, they’re so weird, they’re obsessed with homosexuality.”


    So this was very much playing the Bogeyman on purpose, being the bad guy in a certain way that was very convenient for the Kremlin. I would differentiate a real analysis of what the Kremlin is doing, and these kinds of various narrative games they’re playing, which are often very counterintuitive.


    So be very careful with the way the Kremlin is portrayed. They’re playing a very, very clever game. They’re very good spin doctors. When Peter Mandelson goes to Moscow, he comes home going, “Oh, my God, can you really do this?” They’re on a different level in Moscow.


    Rory Finnin: Let’s conclude our discussion. I want to underscore that these journalists have done really great work, so buy their publications, click on their links, spread them online, follow them on Twitter.


    I won’t even attempt to tie the 1,056 threads that we have pulled out from the fabric of Ukrainian politics amid this information war, but I would like to say that it was important for us here at Cambridge to make sure that we had civic activists, scholars, and journalists talking about these issues together and starting a conversation. I’d like to thank you all for being a part of it.


    ***


    Comments


    Kevin M. F. Platt:[*] My reaction to this transcript can be summed up in a short statement: Contemporary Russian media culture presents a problem to which, so far, neither Western journalism nor state policy has adequate answers. This is a striking turn of historical events. Twenty-five years ago, Soviet elites placed far more faith in Western media than in their own. Today, the majority of consumers of Russian media, both in and outside of the Russian Federation, are the dupes of clever campaigns of misinformation designed by the Kremlin and its supporters and propagated via Russia’s massive, state-controlled media machine. Others in the Russian media audience, it seems, are simply willing to buy into these campaigns out of a misguided and cynical sense that in a “postmodern” world all media fabricate their views and so “it’s better to support our lies than theirs.”


    In some part, this situation is a reflection of the fading prominence and authority the world over of traditional journalistic institutions, which are harder and harder to discern in the sea of alternative and often sensationalistic news sources. What is to be done? Certainly, as suggested by Peter Pomerantsev, new investments in fact-checking and in institutions that monitor and rate news sources for reliability can help to shore up the authority of traditional journalistic institutions. Furthermore, with all due respect for the correspondents on this panel who defend their focus on reporting facts on the ground, leading Western journalistic institutions as a whole must offer more engaged analysis of global media on a regular basis. For the benefit both of Western audiences, who are too often unaware of competing views of the world, and of the significant global audience for Western media, it is imperative to do more than merely present “the view from New York.” Even simply debunking falsehoods is an insufficient response to coordinated campaigns of misinformation such as Russia’s. Coverage of the conflict in Ukraine must treat the information war with as much journalistic intensity as it does the real war. The audience needs to know how, why and by whom misinformation is created and disseminated.


    Yet for all that, it must be acknowledged that the information crisis surrounding Ukraine derives less from the failings of Western journalism than it does from the successes of the Russian state-directed media machine. Clearly, there is little that can be done to alter the media institutions of the Russian Federation from abroad. Yet Western societies and institutions are not entirely powerless. Russia’s instigation of conflict in Ukraine has depended on the weakness of reliable alternative news sources in Russian, both in Ukraine and elsewhere in the Russian-speaking world. Western societies must invest heavily in alternative Russian journalistic institutions located in the larger Russian-speaking world—not merely state-financed operations such as Svoboda, the BBC Russian Service, and new investments in Russian programming in the Baltic States, but also non-state news sources such as NEWSru and Meduza. These investments should take the form not only of financial support (some of which is already flowing), but also professional development and aid in building institutions. The Russian audience desperately needs authoritative sources of independent, professional reporting. This will not resolve the problem of Russian state media, but it will provide essential support to those Russians who seek information and analysis from beyond the Kremlin monopoly.


    


    Vera Zvereva:[*] The panel discussion “Ukraine and the Global Information War” touched on a number of issues which help shed light on the difficulties currently faced by Western journalism when covering events in Ukraine. In continuing this conversation, I would like to add a few words on some other aspects of what has been described as “the Information War”.


    As we have already seen, an intensive struggle is now taking place in the Russian, Ukrainian, European and American media over coverage of the conflict in Ukraine, over how information about that conflict is conveyed and how events in the conflict are interpreted. So far, in this discussion, this information battle has been examined primarily as a struggle between two opposing sides—that of “the Kremlin”, engaged in a propaganda campaign, and “the West”—in the shape of media audiences, journalists, analysts and politicians who have either fallen under the influence of this propaganda or fought against it. But these camps are not, in fact, monolithic entities; and this considerably complicates the ways in which information is circulated in the media.


    The media audience in Western countries are diversified. For example, in Europe and in the UK, many consumers of media information believe that the BBC and their own national TV channels and press have adopted a pro-American point of view on the European events, and condemn what they consider to be the ideological dependence of the European press on the United States. As a result, some viewers have taken an interest in alternate coverage of current events in the global media and displayed a positive attitude towards the information presented on RT (formerly Russia Today). Viewers have been turning to RT as an “independent” source, providing a much-needed alternative to the pro-American stance of their own media. Those viewers who tune in to RT expect to learn “inconvenient truths” about politics within their own countries, and, at the same time, to get a different perspective on events in Ukraine, one which is impossible to find in the European and American media. As a global channel, RT is now using this niche to compete with the Western media on their own territory.


    In addition, we have seen European and American right-wing parties and movements, proponents of traditionalism and opponents of the EU, approving of various aspects of the actions of the Russian authorities and, in turn, drawing support from them (for example, Marine Le Pen made a number of statements to the media expressing admiration for the policies of the Russian president, which had, as she put it, returned a sense of pride and patriotism to the Russian people). These different channels and messages form something of a political counterbalance within the Western media. Given this state of affairs, the message of the pro-government Russian media, which aims to “open the eyes” of Western viewers and readers to the unjust position of their adopted by their own countries, has met with some success. There may be attempts to censor information put out by unreliable, pro-Kremlin channels; however, without a careful analysis of the reasons for the demand for alternative information among Western media audiences and the changes taking place within the Western media, it is unlikely that these will achieve their desired aim.


    Without wanting to dwell specifically on this issue, we should stress that media audiences in Russia and Ukraine are no less heterogeneous. This plurality has been enhanced by the advent of digital media. In the age of social media, the very concept of information warfare has become significantly more complex. Information does not simply travel to and fro from one side to another, because the realm of the media is no longer confined to two distinct sides: now there are a multitude of perspectives, as every Internet user has the potential to create a media event or to provide an interpretation that affects the direction of global debate.


    Before going into this subject in more detail, I should make a caveat regarding the framing of the debate. In the panel discussion, certain Russian media propaganda techniques have already been described, such as the emphasis on the fact that the truth is neither “black” nor “white”, and the impossibility of establishing a single “truth”. It is important that we place these techniques in a broader context. They are, in fact, nothing new in the Russian media culture, and this makes it more difficult to deconstruct them. Spin doctors (“polittechnologi”) have been experimenting on the Russian media consumer with techniques of this sort since the second half of the 1990s (a fact reflected in Russian culture of the time—the novel Generation “P” by Victor Pelevin, was read and studied by a Russian readership during the same period). Coverage by the Russian media of certain tragic events which remain ambiguous, such as the explosions in Moscow apartment blocks in 1999, the Nord-Ost and Beslan terrorist attacks in 2002 and 2004, and the war with Georgia in 2008, has involved perfecting the technique of concealing genuine causes and effects behind information “noise”. As a result, this way of handling information has, over the years, come to be accepted as normal by the Russian-speaking audience. While this audience has not lost the desire to find out “the truth” from the media, this desire now coexists with the notion that all media is, by necessity, “venal”, and that it has a legitimate right to manipulate information. In other words, what is significant now is not so much what the Kremlin spin-doctors think about events in Ukraine or what they want to say about it, but rather how Russian and Ukrainian consumers—who in the age of the digital media, have themselves become producers of media “reality”—have now come to view the very phenomenon of media information.


    To return to the new conditions of information warfare: back in the 2000s, an important distinction could still be drawn between the Russian television and state-run media on the one hand, and the Internet, where the voices of “liberals”, the Russian “left”, “patriots” and other users could be heard, on the other. But since 2012, the Russian authorities have made a significant effort to control the Internet as an information and communication environment. A huge push in this direction has resulted in the creation of new and unrecognizable institutions of information warfare which no longer resemble familiar, straightforward institutions such as the State News Agency, or Channel 1 TV. A huge flow of “information” is now processed through these new channels—fake intelligence agencies, “Kremlin bloggers” and the “Kremlin bots”, hackers, spammers and trolls. The importance of this should not be underestimated. The rules of the digital information war have changed, and completely new types of “warriors” have now appeared alongside professional journalists.


    As a result, the Kremlin’s information warfare is currently directed not only at the West but to a significant extent at Russians, residents of the post-Soviet states, and Ukrainians who are opposed to the government in Kiev. Work is being carried out on a massive scale to engineer political, social and cultural values and beliefs all around the world. Thousands of Russians and Ukrainians, as well as members of the Russian-speaking in the post-Soviet States and in the West have become active participants in the Kremlin campaign. These people are doing more than passively accepting the particular point of view promoting by the pro-Russian media; they themselves are taking an active part in information warfare. On the basis of their own experience, people with a certain ideological stance are attacking their political opponents, conducting investigations, reproducing their own versions of events, and generating a huge amount of hatred for their “enemies”. It is this, in my opinion, that is the most significant result of the information war: that it has brought about mass participation among people who were formerly “non-combatants”, and thoroughly contaminated all participants in the conflict with hatred. The digital information war has a very complex structure. One important aspect of that structure is the replication of the general contamination of war at a micro-level. And this micro-contamination does not disappear in an instant with the cessation of hostilities, but leaves a lasting legacy, like the effects of radiation.


    


    Natalia Rulyova:[*] I have the advantage of commenting on the coverage of the Ukrainian conflict from a different vantage point from the participants of the round table because it has been five months since the round table took place. The time factor plays a crucial role because narratives of the conflict keep changing. The most significant event that has recently transformed the narratives of the conflict is the documentary Crimea—the Way Home that was broadcast by Channel One News in Russia in March 2015. It was aired while Putin was not yet back from his mysterious disappearance. Before re-appearing in flesh, Putin emerged before the nation in this almost two and a half hour-long film, in which Putin gave his own version of the events related to the annexation of Crimea. For the first time, Putin publicly confessed that he summoned the heads of Russian special services and the Defense Ministry and ordered them to protect the life of the Ukrainian president. He also confirmed that he had been prepared to go as far as using nuclear weapons in case of military escalation. In addition, he accused the Americans in acting as masterminds of the Ukrainian coup and blamed them for helping train Ukrainian nationalists.


    This marked a new stage in the discourse about the conflict—an openly aggressive stage. This discourse is inspired by the Cold War rhetoric, its binaries, and the hatred of America. Pro-government Russian media have long been using the media as a “weapon” in their antagonizing the West, as discussed in the article by Pomerantsev and Weiss. Recently, the pro-government Russian media have developed further sophisticated tools not only to directly project aggression but also to measure aggression in the coverage of Russia by international media. RIA Novosti now publish a graph showing the index of aggression on their webpage Infografika.[7] Ukrainian media unsurprisingly demonstrate the highest aggression levels: Ukraine’s aggression index is 20, the USA follows Ukraine with 11.4, in the third place is Latvia with 10. The UK, as a country, is in 17th position, which is fairly low. On the other hand, when the index is applied to individual newspapers, the UK broadsheets The Times and The Guardian have received the highest aggression rating among Western newspapers (it should be noted though that the US newspapers do not show in the graph and that the rating was recorded during the period when the Litvinenko trial was being held in London—coverage of the trial had a high aggression score attached to it, according to the website). By reporting on the levels of hostility towards Russia in the world, RIA Novosti legitimize their own hostility towards the west.


    This information war has recently been encouraged by the West too. There have been conversations about creating a Russian-language TV channel to counter the propaganda disseminated by RT, a Kremlin-funded English-language TV channel created to articulate the pro-Putin government agenda and to challenge the perceived US dominance in political and cultural spheres. TV still perhaps provides the main source of information for most Russian citizens but its influence is set to diminish. My recent research into news consumption in Russia provides evidence that young people (the research on news consumption is focused on university students) tend to watch the news on TV only when they happen to watch it with their parents. Predominantly, they rely on the news that they find on the Internet often through social media websites, and radio, especially news releases on music channels. In the provinces, students who took part in the research by keeping news diaries recorded more local news items than national. My research into news consumption is still under way and I can’t yet summarize the results, but the evident trends noticed so far show that if politicians and others want to reach out young people they need to engage with social media and the Internet as widely as possible.


    


    Margarita Akhvlediani:[*] The war in Ukraine has effectively set off a parallel war no less devastating—the information war, where, some say, Ukraine media have been pitted against their Russian counterparts. I see it as a war between Western media and Russian media. And it worries me a lot.


    The wording of headlines like “EU plans to counter Kremlin information war over Ukraine” seems a great problem to me. My dream is to see Ukrainian or Western media provide coverage featuring sources and opinions from all sides, including Russia itself, and Crimea, and the self-declared DNR and LNR. All the populations and societies involved—one way or another—in this conflict could benefit greatly from media coverage reflecting different backgrounds and opinions with equal consideration and respect, from a media source serving as a platform for sharing stories and information instead of trying to persuade audiences of the rightness of one side and guilt of the other.


    Unfortunately, the West’s promised “counteraction” of the Kremlin’s information war against Ukraine seems to be on the verge of descending into overt propaganda. Even the wording used by experts writing on the issue is borrowed from military terminology. Here are some recent headlines: “Is Russia Outgunning Ukraine in ‘Information War’?”; “The EU will Launch its First Operation to Combat Russian Propaganda”; “The US is Losing to Russia in the ‘Information War’ over Ukraine”. It’s a shame that even prominent professional media, such as Radio Liberty, have all too often ended up covering complicated events as information warriors rather than information providers.


    I doubt that those involved in information war can actually win. In my experience, people don’t like to be targets, but they do like to read and watch different opinions. Also in my experience, when people don’t have an access to a multi-source media platform, they mainly move to reading and watching a media outlet that at least reflects their own views.


    I feel that this global, cosmic-scale information war over Ukraine will not attain the result it hopes to achieve. The information warriors don’t have many chances to win many new followers, I want to say, but the journalists and editors, from one side, and readers/viewers from the other, will continue to persuade one another of the correctness of the views that they already hold. However, I fear that this global information war will attain another result—it will eventually kill my profession, journalism. This will be a sad and dangerous result.


    


    Renaud de la Brosse:[*] The conflict taking place today in Ukraine has an important media dimension, and from this point of view, the lessons of a decade of war propaganda in the former Yugoslavia and Kosovo in particular, can be informative. Of course Ukraine is not Kosovo, yet the same control strategies of communication and information control are at work. There is one significant difference in 2015: the new technologies of information and communication have multiplied tenfold both the number of players involved, and the risk of manipulation of information by each side.


    In the former Yugoslavia, where most of the media acted as go-betweens, nationalist political propaganda prepared and conditioned public opinion for the war. It is established that in this way, the media contributed to fostering the worst atrocities perpetrated in furtherance of the ethnic policies. At the time, only a few rare media professionals, witnesses at the center of events, were the first to be unsettled by this. Such was the case with Nenad Pejic, former Sarajevo TV program controller until April 1992, who believes that “without the media, and especially without television, war in the former Yugoslavia is inconceivable”.[8]


    What happened during the Kosovo war illustrates this fact quite well.


    One must remember that in the crisis which preceded the war and during the war itself, every effort by Slobodan Milosevic’s regime went into strengthening national cohesion around an authoritarian power discredited by its failure in previous wars. At the time, Belgrade used a communication strategy already tried and tested in the past, which was to work against independent journalists but also against the opposition. This was true for both foreign and Serbian journalists to whom all free access to information on what was really happening in Kosovo was denied. In the same way, the media controlled by the authorities, which was the great majority of media in the national landscape, were all busy denouncing “enemies”, both internal (the political and media opposition to Milosevic) and external (NATO and the Western press). Serbian citizens were to be gradually classed into two categories, patriots or traitors, according to whether they supported or criticized the authorities.


    In the months before the start of air strikes on 24 March 1999, four radio stations and one television channel were banned and Nasa Borba, a leading daily newspaper in Serbia, stopped publishing. Refusing to bow to the “reading list” relating to events in Kosovo which the Minister for Information attempted to impose on journalists of the free press on 10 March 1998—the date they were summoned to report to the police—Nasa Borba and later Danas or Dnevni Telegraf would not survive the adoption of a new law on information the following October introducing very high fines for dissonant voices.


    As of the first air strikes a de facto censorship would be imposed on all the media, which, because of the heavy penalties in force since the press law was passed in October 1998, now merely reproduced the official communiqués from the government and army general staff. Soldiers were posted in the offices of each media company to ensure that the reports on Kosovo matched the ideology and official directives communicated to the press by the Ministry for Information. The first NATO strikes were to be the opportunity for the regime to close Belgrade’s Radio B92, the last independent media broadcaster in Serbia. A few days later, on 11 April 1999, the owner of Dnevni Telegraf, Slavko Curuvija, who had been close to the regime and had “defected” some months earlier, was assassinated in the streets of Belgrade, shortly after being described by a local daily newspaper as a “traitor” who had “to be dealt with”. This was reiterated by Serbian Radio Television. In Kosovo itself, the local independent press also disappeared, like Koha Ditore, the main Albanian language newspaper which was to stop printing on 23 March 1999.


    Closing down or bringing into line the few remaining independent media, none of which, it must be recalled, had national coverage, was designed to preclude any version differing from that of the propaganda media responsible for spreading the official truth. This unique press situation explains why Serbian citizens saw the massacres and pillage committed against the Kosovar population as the destruction of KLA bases during “pacification operations” and the exodus of that very population as unfortunates fleeing not the violent acts of politicians and soldiers but the “NATO bombing”.[9]


    Serbian public opinion, which had not been informed of the violence committed in Kosovo or the evidence of refugees, was fed effective propaganda whose main support was Serbian Radio Television which played on nationalist sentiment and reduced the air strikes to an international plot against Serbia. “The propaganda is intense”, wrote Natalie Nougayrède, special envoy of Le Monde who was still in Belgrade the day after the first strikes. “The bulletins are quite frequent, interrupted with musical interludes, videos to the glory of the armed forces or films on the resistance of Serbian anti-Nazi fighters during the Second World War”.[10] The connection made between Bill Clinton and Adolf Hitler and the showing of Charlie Chaplin’s cult film The Dictator allowed the Serbian public to believe, for example, that it was once again the victim of Nazi aggression and therefore threatened in its very being.


    This war propaganda, based on hatred of an enemy with many faces, was the extension of the propaganda which accompanied the collapse of the former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. The priority of Milosevic’s regime was therefore to convince public opinion that NATO was waging a war with the Serbian people and not with his regime and war machine.


    That observation explains how the Serbian media continued to ignore the tragedy of the Kosovars and how the regime, which refused to allow NATO journalists to report on the war, expressly organized a convoy for them in order to show them the wreck of an American F-117 stealth bomber, which had either crashed because of a technical problem or had been shot down by anti-aircraft defense. The slightest “collateral damage” caused by NATO aircraft was exploited in the media for both external and internal consumption in order to try to substantiate the idea that it was indeed a war against the civilian population.


    The regime’s propaganda generally ignored the facts and constructed its own “reality”, as demonstrated inter alia by the meeting broadcast by RTS between Slobodan Milosevic and the Kosovar leader Ibrahim Rugova, who was taken out of his monitored residence in Pristina for the occasion. The main purpose of this strange and surreal meeting was to make people believe that the Serbs wanted to re-launch negotiations at a time when ethnic cleansing operations in the field were increasing.


    Therefore, from the moment the first air strikes hit to the time the peace plan was announced, the Serbian media were to put out propaganda which replaced the simple truth of the facts, while the silencing of independent voices—the only evidence might have enlightened Serbian public opinion—made it impossible to process honestly and fairly any information on the Kosovo conflict and NATO’s intervention.


    At the same time that the national press was being brought under control, foreign journalists were denied access, or at least full access, to information about what was happening on the ground in Kosovo and Serbia once the NATO air strikes began because the Serbs completely limited their ability to report on the news.


    After the first air strikes, the Serbian police in Belgrade arrested about thirty western journalists who were interrogated and then expelled, mostly from Yugoslavia. This was the case of inter alia the correspondents from Libération and Le Soir, the ABC News producer and the journalist from the Washington Post. Also at that time, the Serbian authorities attempted to block the free circulation of broadcast images by shutting down the satellite European Union Radio Broadcasting Network (EUR) and ordering that Serbian television not allow CNN to use its technical resources to distribute its reports.


    It was in Kosovo and its capital Pristina that repressive measures were applied against foreign correspondents the most strictly. Paul Watson of the Los Angeles Times was the only independent journalist who succeeded in slipping through the net. He was able to travel throughout Kosovo during the approximately 78 days of air strikes whereas the other foreign correspondents were forced to move to Macedonia, Albania or even Montenegro from where they could report only about the refugee problem.


    In practice, the conditions necessary for a minimum of transparency in respect of information were completely lacking. Freedom of movement was eliminated which made verifying facts or interviewing witnesses on-site impossible. Statements could not be cross-checked; investigations could not be carried out. The impact on the very essence of the journalist’s work was tremendous: information could not be collected, facts could not be checked and cross-checked, processing could not take place. All this was denied to foreign journalists by the Milosevic regime. The fact that journalists were unable to gather and process information explains why they were forced to rely on second-hand sources with all the concomitant risks of error and imprecision. This was even more so when it came to reporting about the ongoing ethnic cleansing, since the journalists were made dependent on what they heard instead of what they saw with their own eyes, in a Kosovo that had been closed off to the media.


    Sarah Oates:[*] This discussion reveals so much about how journalists perceive their role in covering a conflict—and how these perceptions are so internalized that it is difficult for the journalists themselves to see their power. At the same time, we see through this discussion just how difficult it is for journalists to attempt to do their jobs in a challenging and dangerous situation. Yet, they continue to do this job, despite being constantly lied to, enduring attempts at manipulation, being threatened, or even kidnapped and locked in a basement for three days. Things are very bad in Ukraine; I would argue that without Western journalists to stand witness things would be much worse.


    The panelists offer in-depth and valuable insight into Kremlin media policy. What emerges here is that Russia is simply playing a different game than what Westerners would label media policy, a far more aggressive strategy that undermines the entire point and principle of Western media as a watchdog in service of the public. This is unsurprising in that objectivity or balance have never been part of the Russian media system (just as it was never part of the Soviet system). Rather, the Russian media work in the interest of the elites. The evidence offered here on the savage nature of the Kremlin to work pro-actively to discredit Western and Ukrainian media is particularly illuminating. It calls on the Western media to stop pretending that this is a level playing field (or battleground, as a more apt metaphor in this case). While it would be inappropriate and wrong for the Western media to descend to the Kremlin level of aggressive war propaganda, it does make sense for Western journalists (and hopefully audiences) to stop acting as if Russian disinformation was equivalent to news or even public relations as it is understood in the West. The comment by Peter Pomerantsev that there should be a rating system of reliability for sources is very useful.


    Unsurprisingly, the panelists find themselves at an impasse when it comes to professional standards in a shifting landscape. As the people who have to deal day after day with the effect of war propaganda on the ground, it becomes very difficult for them to do their jobs. With salacious propaganda of outrageous lies on one side and attempts at balanced, nuanced reporting on the other, the voice of reason can be quickly lost. The panelists are to be commended for both their personal courage in carrying out acts of journalism on a daily basis, as well as their professional integrity in articulating the need for telling different sides in a very complex story. A member of the audience challenged the journalists on this, pointing out that telling two sides of story isn’t helpful when one side is lying deliberately. But journalists have to keep trying to tell the impossible stories because they are witnesses to a confusing, terrible situation. Russia no longer has a free media, and we’ve all seen the consequences of that. The difficult, often thankless work of journalists is the difference between autocracy and—at least a chance—for democracy.


    


    Maksym Yakovlyev:[*] I think this is the first time that I can say as a Ukrainian, coming originally from the very east of Ukraine, i.e. Donetsk, that “the Westerners finally got it”: there is no actual division of the country by the language its citizens speak; there is only a marginal group of people that can be “labeled” the very far right and their role in the Ukrainian politics has been extremely exaggerated; and there is also a real “informational poisoning” of the pro-Russian supporters who watch the Russian propaganda/disinformation on TV and, as Sabra Ayres puts it, “spew out the things they’ve been told in the media”. As I was reading the transcript I was just asking myself: “Why couldn’t this understanding of Ukraine have come a bit earlier?” and an obvious follow-up speculation was: “How many of the bad things that have already happened to Ukraine could have been avoided if the West had understood us better?” As a scholar I understand the limits and actually the threats that wishful thinking speculations like that are capable of producing, and thus I decided to stick to the very positive and promising, albeit somewhat idealistic, quality of any science—its ability to change the future for the better.


    Having traveled around Europe presenting on the Ukrainian situation at different events, both at universities and to broader audiences, I’ve come to realize just how little the general public knows about Ukraine and what is now called “the Ukrainian crisis”. On the other hand this also gave me the opportunity to trace back the roots of that lack of knowledge—and this really did assure me of the power of the Kremlin propaganda machine. Its task is exactly as James Marson puts it—not to provide any sort of truth but “to muddy the waters”, to put forward a number of even contradictory narratives to confuse the public. In my experience there is only one effective way to “clear the waters”, namely, to provide people with facts and figures. A great quote, attributed to Mark Twain, Carroll D. Wright and a number of other prominent people, says: “Figures don’t lie, but liars do figure”. In my experience, once you show people the map of Ukraine with the actual 3% of the territory in the east of the country occupied by the pro-Russian separatists with the military support of Russia, they start at least re-considering their “knowledge” of the “Ukrainian crisis” as a civil war between the Russian-speaking East and the Ukrainian-speaking West of Ukraine. I believe it is an important task both for journalists and for academics to work on deconstructing the myths, checking the facts, and taking anti-propaganda measures, as the discussants also suggested.


    Last week, on 25 March 2015, the Kiev International Institute of Sociology (KIIS) and its Laboratory for Sociological Assistance to Information Security presented its Russian Propaganda Efficiency Index (RPE) aimed at evaluating “changes over time in [Russian] propaganda efficiency” and at comparing “harm caused by Russian propaganda to people from different regions and from different social-demographic groups.” The results of the first Ukrainian nation-wide public opinion poll for this index are available in English, Russian and Ukrainian on the KIIS website.[11] I find this to be an initiative of great importance because it is a good example of a scholarly investigation into how the Kremlin’s information politics actually works in Ukraine. I would also very much welcome similar survey initiatives in the rest of the world—in order to be able to counteract one needs to have a solid knowledge of how the “weaponization of information”, as noted during the discussion, works “in the field”. I do believe that by uniting the efforts of scholars and journalists in providing facts and figures on the actual political, social, economic, and military developments in Ukraine it will be possible to counteract the Kremlin propaganda’s very real ability to undermine the global security of the modern world as we know it.
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    Ukraine Crisis—Where From, Where To?


    Richard Sakwa, Frontline Ukraine: Crisis in the Borderlands, London: I.B. Tauris, 2014. 220 pp.


    Andrew Wilson, Ukraine Crisis: What it Means for the West, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014. 248 pp.


    For over a year now, the crisis in Ukraine has caused European turmoil. Political statements and media reports have been plentiful, yet academic analyses of the crisis remain scarcer. However, in two recent books Richard Sakwa and Andrew Wilson bravely seek to illumine the causes and consequences of a conflict that is rapidly creating divisions in Europe. While neither book is flawless, together they offer a helpful idea of the divided frameworks within which the Ukraine crisis is currently seen.


    Whose crisis is it anyway?


    Sakwa consistently views the Ukraine crisis within a structural framework. Guiding his work is the notion that Russia “demands that the leading powers abide by the mutually established rules of the international system”.[1] This idea echoes Mearsheimer’s claim that the West provoked the crisis by turning Ukraine against Russia.[2] On Ukraine, Sakwa is clear that “there are certain fundamental realities facing a country neighbouring a great power or caught between two powerful blocs”.[3] For Sakwa, ignoring such structural realities of the international system only leads to tragedy. Yet while Sakwa’s focus on international stability is well-meant, he risks overlooking regional specifics. As Gnedina and Sleptsova have cogently pointed out, Russian great power-thinking is caused by agency, not by structural imperative.[4] This is also Wilson’s point on Vladimir Putin’s Russia, where “The Kremlin won and succeeded in squeezing the oligarchs—not out of politics, but out of political manipulation” which was then used against Ukraine,[5] not least to prevent Ukraine’s political turmoil from upsetting Russian domestic power hierarchies.[6] Similarly, Wilson helpfully details how in Ukraine “collectively the old oligarchy was at least temporarily stronger” following the onset of the crisis.[7] Wilson might at times be guilty of downplaying the effect of popular as opposed to elite sentiment—especially among Crimeans, the attitudes of whom have elsewhere recently received some attention[8]—yet his analysis more consistently than Sakwa’s reminds us of the very local circumstances guiding the conflict.


    The idea of a crisis?


    For Sakwa, in Ukraine the crisis is motivated by two clashing views of Ukrainian statehood. As he describes it, “The first is monist nationalism, driven by the idea that after several centuries of stunted statehood the Ukrainian nation has had to seize the opportunity to join the front ranks of nation states…the second paradigm of Ukrainian state development… I call the pluralist to denote its appeal to broad principles of national inclusiveness.”[9] Sakwa thus correctly highlights that we are not simply dealing with Ukrainians clashing for material resources. Russian strategy in Ukraine has indeed taken local identities and beliefs into consideration,[10] while on Russian elites themselves, Sakwa points out that following Western sanctions, “The targeted individuals were only reinforced in their view that Ukraine was but a proxy for deep-seated resentment against Russia’s refusal to ‘embrace defeat’”.[11] Indeed, Sakwa could go even further in emphasizing how Western sanctions might inspire a recalcitrant Russian elite to develop international financial institutions competing with the West,[12] despite temporary material costs. Sakwa’s claim to the importance of ideas seems further strengthened by his lengthy discussions on the fascism present in Ukrainian “monism”, yet as Wilson shows “The Soviet narrative of ‘anti-fascism’ was first revived during the 2004 presidential election and the subsequent Orange Revolution, when the seemingly pro-Western Viktor Yushchenko was depicted as somehow both ‘Bushchenko’—a stooge of US President George Bush—and a little Hitler”.[13] Fascism in Ukraine (and in Russia) there may be, yet clearly its appearance often has disguised, instrumental purposes—not least for Sakwa’s book, whose clash between “monism” and “pluralism” in Ukraine at times strays close to a simplified clash between “naughty” and “nice”. In this case, Sakwa’s book might have been better served by staying at the international level, perhaps exploring the importance of international norms for gradual acceptance—or lack thereof—of Russian conquests in Ukraine.[14] Of course, in addition to such ideas the domestic and international crises have also been impacted by material factors—particularly the practical limits of Russian (and Western) capacity,[15] just as Wilson is right in stating that “[t]he key tipping point is the exposure and condemnation effect if public violence is seen on global TV or transmitted online by smartphones” and that this factor partly decides domestic revolts against authoritarian states such as Viktor Yanukovych’s Ukraine.[16] Ultimately, though, the ideas through which such tipping points are approached is of primary analytical value, and here Sakwa’s focus—if not necessarily his analysis—is to be applauded.


    What can be done?


    In recent years, relations between Russia and the EU, in particular, have repeatedly been characterized as a clash between hard and soft power. Wilson emphasizes this clash when stating that “Post-modern Europe has to learn how to cope with old-fashioned hard power. It also has to devise forms of soft power that work, including in competition with hard power”.[17] Yet while the application of EU soft power has indeed been weak and confused during the Ukraine crisis, Wilson does not really engage with the confusion—and possible obsolescence—of Russian hard power. The flaw is not so much in the methods used by Russia as in Russian aims for a great power status, which may well have had its day.[18] When Wilson discusses how “Europe after the end of the ‘post-’ Cold War period has many unprotected states, and no real pan-European security architecture. Something will have to give”,[19] we do transcend Sakwa’s dated notion of a European “cold peace”, in which Ukraine passively suffers from a proxy war between US and Russian hegemonies.[20] Sakwa also stresses the subordination of the EU, which “had never before encountered opposition from an external power to its enlargement plans, and simply lacked the experience and language to maintain dialogue with a power that challenged the advance of the Brussels-centric Wider Europe”[21] and here perhaps Sakwa and Wilson find some common ground in deploring EU inability to handle the crisis. Yet both authors could do more in exploring the impact that the EU could have in future—such as by further sanctioning Russian elites’ access to Western goods and services.[22] Quite possibly, sanctioning individuals without a direct influence on Russian aggression in Ukraine is neither morally nor practically feasible, yet an evaluation of all options available would have been welcome. Additionally, neither Sakwa nor Wilson truly engages with the impact on international power regimes following the crisis. What will for instance happen to the normative power of the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons following the invasion of Ukraine by a Russia to whom it had returned nuclear weapons for territorial guarantees?[23] And will international legal practice be amended to reflect the permissibility of land grabs or, conversely, to further reflect the responsibilities as opposed to the rights of an occupying power?[24] Clearly, on such developments much work remains to be done.


    What should be done?


    Such long-term developments are not necessarily salient to the Ukraine crisis of today. And Sakwa and Wilson really come into their own when arguing the values at stake here, adding to existing debates precisely by daring to be subjective. On the whole, Sakwa is much more understanding of Russian involvement in Ukraine. In particular, he warns that Western critique of Russia “is not a policy but an attitude. It is immune to rational argument or the practices of diplomacy. Based on an essentialist reading of history, it treats Russia as the eternal enemy…This is a dangerous fundamentalism”.[25] Undoubtedly, Western actions should not remain limited to confrontation with Russia—more sophisticated long-term policies based on clarified Western values are required.[26] Yet to ensure European security opposition to current Russian actions—as opposed to Russia as such—must be a central part of such policies. Wilson is thus perfectly sensible in asking “Why would Russia stop at Crimea, when it had incurred so few real costs for its action, and when it had defined such a broad agenda? Putin had started on a lot of unfinished business, attacking the entire post-Soviet settlement”.[27] This does not necessarily mean comparing Putin and Russia to Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany[28]—a tenuous connection at best—yet it does mean denouncing the idea that some states are more equal than others with Russia having legitimate interests in Ukraine, “as if ‘legitimate interests’ included such unprecedented interventions”.[29] Certainly, Russia is not led by villainous masterminds, but by individuals partly guided by self-interest and partly by past experiences of hardships,[30] which have guided a resurgent Russia to repel neighboring societies through often unintended arrogance.[31] To remedy this, Russian leaders must be reminded—and convinced—of the values of international and national democracy; not encouraged in their conduct of deeply flawed elections such as on Crimea, about which Sakwa claims “it is reasonable to assume that even in perfect conditions a majority in Crimea would have voted for union with Russia, and in Sevastopol the vote would have been overwhelming”.[32] Whether Sakwa is right or not is besides the point—here, the missing value of democratic process certainly trumps outcome in the bid to socialize Russia (and Ukraine) into Europe.


    Where to for Ukraine, Russia and Europe?


    Of course, whether such socialization—or even lasting stability—is now possible for Ukraine, Russia and Europe remains an open question. Certainly, the appearance of conflict was not predetermined and, to their credit, neither Sakwa nor Wilson believes that the Ukraine crisis was unavoidable. For Sakwa, “The repudiation of the 21 February deal marked the moment when protest turned into revolution”,[33] while Wilson is more concerned with the choice of violence or lack thereof by the regime. Indeed, “if Yanukovych had sat out the protests, he may well have survived. That said, his use of violence away from the Maidan was double-edged; on the one hand, it worked…because it worked, many activists felt it was time for one last push while they still had the chance”.[34] And, of course, if Yanukovych had remained in power, Russian incursion into Ukraine might well have been minimal or completely absent. Previously, when Russia had tried to seize the island of Tuzla east of Crimea, then Ukrainian president “[Leonid] Kuchma stood firm, there was no real response from Russian nationalists in Crimea, and Russia backed off”.[35] And even Yanukovych was never expected by Moscow to give way on territorial sovereignty.[36] Yet today’s reality is that the Yanukovych regime did fall, Russia did intervene in a weakened Ukraine, and the precedence created by the annexation of Crimea in particular may well have changed the international landscape for decades to come,[37] irrespective of Western wishes, pressure or threats.[38] Sakwa claims that “Ultimately both the Ukrainian and the Ukraine crises can only be resolved by imaginative political leadership and a willingness to engage in dialogue on all sides”,[39] and perhaps he is right. Yet even if the crisis in Ukraine was not preordained it still exists in the context of long-building Russian-Western distrust based on jointly developed, if perhaps unintentional, logics of confrontation.[40] And the question of how to circumvent such conditions remains, for now, unanswered.


    Rasmus Nielsen

    University of Copenhagen
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    Reviews


    


    Karen Dawisha, Putin’s Kleptocracy: Who Owns Russia? New York: Simon & Schuster, 2014. 445 pp.


    Once in a while a book appears that changes our conceptualization. Karen Dawisha’s book Putin’s Kleptocracy is such a work. Its outstanding achievement is to answer the old question: “Who is Mr. Putin?” posed in Davos by the US journalist Trudy Rubin. Dawisha’s answer is that he represents a fusion of secret police and organized criminal elements. After her book, most serious scholars are likely to define Putin’s regime as a kleptocracy.


    This is a book about Vladimir Putin. Its structure is chronological with seven chapters. The first is an introduction and the last is a conclusion, while the five others are chronological covering the period 1985-2000. In effect, the book ends soon after Putin became president. It is not a book about what Putin accomplished during his 15 years as Russia’s ruler but rather where he came from and what kind of system he has established.


    The main achievement of this book is that it shows what kind of a system that Putin has created. It does so by digging up virtually all the credible evidence of Putin’s actions from his early years 1985-2000. The more you read, the more disturbed you become. In the first half of the 1990s, St. Petersburg was Russia’s crime capital, and Putin made his career in the most criminal part of that city, namely its foreign trade and investment department.


    What Dawisha brings out is an early merger between the remnants of the KGB and organized crime, whose epitome is Putin. A critical reader might dispute one or a few pieces of evidence, but Dawisha is astute with her sources. She clarifies what is true or possible, whereas she leaves the implausible aside. When the truth is not evident, she offers the evidence often in a footnote and leaves the judgment to the reader.


    The great advantage of this approach is that the reader feels that he or she is part of the investigative process. Dawisha allows us to judge for ourselves what is credible or not. All too often, they are sharks or sting rays. More documentary than judgmental, Dawisha goes through Putin’s career, and even a keen student of him becomes surprised by how many major organized crime activities occurred around his march to power and how many related people happened to end up dead. Questions remain unanswered as to whether he possibly had some connection with them. Sensibly, Dawisha does not try to answer those questions, but the pile of corpses does appear suspicious.


    Today, we know the reality of post-Soviet Russia quite well thanks to abundant information, but the information has been spread out and not properly analyzed. Dawisha has compiled all the terrible information about Putin and his friends and subjected it to ordinary source criticism. She is a highly conscientious scholar.


    The big conclusion of her research is that Putin and his friends were corrupt all along. They only became more powerful and wealthy over time. Indirectly, Dawisha implies that they were thoroughly morally rotten from the beginning, rendering this the most devastating book about Putin ever written. The idea of an honest KGB officer does not arise in this book. Indeed, secret police are ideally suited for organized crime, as so many spy stories have taught us.


    For anybody who has dealt with Putin for a long time, it is obvious that Dawisha presents the truth. Tellingly, it was not Putin who tried to have her book stopped but Cambridge University Press (my long-time publisher) which dropped it. Yet, I would not blame CUP but the British libel law. Reporters without Borders have just ranked the United Kingdom as 34th in their 2015 World Press Freedom Index, and the United States as now 49th! Even the daring and financially powerful Simon & Schuster has not been sufficiently emboldened to publish this book in Britain as yet. It is a shame that dictators and their henchmen are allowed to keep their names out of scandals in English print, when they are the scandal. Both the UK and the US need to introduce the freedom of scholarship and media.


    Dawisha has told us in no uncertain terms the pervasiveness of Putin’s kleptocracy. The much celebrated Russian film Leviathan illustrates the current Russian reality of lawless rule. The worst argument that can be made against this book is that it is heavy reading, but it is a far easier read than the highly documentary Putin book The Corporation (2008) by Yuri Felshtinsky and Vladimir Pribylovsky. Masha Gessen presented the same view of Putin in her book The Man without a Face: The Unlikely Rise of Vladimir Putin (2012), but her book is journalistic and her evidence much weaker. Fiona Hill and Clifford Gaddy have written a readable book about Mr. Putin (2013), but somehow they have bypassed his authoritarianism and corruption, as used to be the case until Putin’s Kleptocracy.


    After a long-lasting dispute, a broad scholarly consensus has arisen on “Who Is Mr. Putin?” Dawisha’s success is that she has elegantly caught this new consensus that Putin combines organized crime and secret police. Her book lends credence to previous books by Anna Politkovskaya and David Satter that many readers considered excessively critical of Putin. Dawisha deserves praise also for her personal courage and persistence in getting this book published.


    Putin’s Kleptocracy is a highly scholarly book. It has already changed the Washington elite view of Putin’s regime. It should become compulsory reading for both undergraduate and graduate students in Russian and related studies.


    


    Anders Åslund


    Georgetown University


    Washington, DC


    

  




  
    



    David R. Marples, Frederick V. Mills (eds.), Ukraine’s Euromaidan. Analyses of a Civil Revolution. Stuttgart: ibidem, 2015. 292 pp.


    


    David Marples, an experienced expert in the region, and his younger colleague from the University of Alberta Frederick Mills have compiled 13 articles into a book that examines some peculiarities of the recent Ukrainian revolutionary upheaval and, to a lesser degree, its domestic background and international repercussions. Like any book written during or shortly after the examined events, it predictably lacks a broader perspective and attempts at synthesis—even though David Marples does his best to reduce this deficiency in a short but apt and informative introduction. It has another advantage yet—since many authors provide a first-hand account of the events. Some of them carried out their field research on the Maidan in December 2013–February 2014; others closely followed the events in real time in their home countries.


    The former set of the contributions is probably best represented by Olga Onuch’s “Maidans Past and Present: Comparing the Orange Revolution and the Euromaidan”—a comprehensive analysis of mass mobilization during the both 2004 and 2013 Ukrainian revolution, based in the second case on personally collected sociological data. She refutes, in particular, a widespread assumption that most protesters came to Kyiv from Western Ukraine. The survey data she collected on the Maidan indicate that “a significant proportion came from central and eastern oblasts. Moreover, many of the most radical protesters, including the leaders of Pravyi Sektor, came from eastern oblasts” (40). In general, notwithstanding some prevalence of the westerners, ethnic Ukrainians, Ukrainophones, and younger and more educated persons in the Maidan, its composition largely reflected the demography of the country. The international media tended to exaggerate Ukraine’s ethnic and linguistic divides and therefore “overlooked the fact that in both 2004 and even more so in 2013–14, the majority of demonstration placards and posters focused on the regime’s corruption and on Yanukovych and his cronies’ criminal behavior” (50).


    Even though “the mass mobilization and the crisis resulting from Euromaidan lasted longer, the general mobilization process was much longer, better coordinated, and better planned in 2004 than in 2013–14” (55). Thus, Olga Onuch concludes, “the self-organizing ordinary Ukrainians are central to distinctions between the Euromaidan and the Orange Revolution. The grassroots, self-organized protestorate came out en masse in 2013 compared to 2004” (49).


    Four other first-hand accounts from the Maidan include William Risch’s “EuroRevolution: A Historian’s Street-Side Observations”; Olesya Khromeychuk’s “Gender and Nationalism on the Maidan”; Natalia Otrishchenko’s “Beyond the Square: The Real and Symbolic Landscapes of the Euromaidan”; and Anna Chebotariova’s “‘Voices of Resistance and Hope’: On the Motivations and Expectations of Euromaidaners”.


    Tanya Zaharchenko, a native of Kharkiv and graduate of Cambridge, published a kind of a manifesto of Ukraine’s Russians and Russophones—“A Ukrainian Thesaurus in Russian”, to boldly emphasize an important role the speakers of the Russian language have assumed in Ukraine’s new semantic landscape—“one at the forefront of the nation’s response to international discord” (95).


    “In an intriguing turn of events, those closest to Russia—by virtue of language, culture, or both—now stood at the vanguard of formulating a response to its policies. Many of the Russophone voices that began to appear in the mass media and on personal websites turned out to be fiercely protective of Ukraine's independence ... [T]hroughout recent developments, the feelings of many Russophone residents of Ukraine towards their home nation have been revealed to be nothing short of powerful. Something important is happening in Ukraine in this regard. Or perhaps it took shape a long time ago, and is now revealing its voice. We are witnessing a phenomenon whose layers analysts have yet to address fully” (96).


    “Scholars and journalists may continue to discuss recent events in the languages of nation, post-colonialism, politics, patriotism, or cultural memory. But it is the vocabulary of sentiment that hits closest to explaining developments in Ukraine today. Russian and Russophone Ukrainians alike (the former are ethnic Russians living in Ukraine, the latter are Ukrainians whose native language is Russian) are vocal in refusing military protection from the Russian Federation. This issue has adopted, and is now framed by, the discourse of dignity” (98).


    Tanya Zaharchenko touches on a very important issue that deserves further elaboration—the civic character of the Ukrainian nation and the value-based character of Ukrainian identity revealed and strengthened by the Maidan. This means, in particular, that all Putin’s references to common “blood and soil”, and all his claims that Ukrainians and Russians are “almost the same people” remain shallow and obsolete as long as Russia stays anti-Western and authoritarian, committed to the values that Ukrainians consider increasingly unattractive.


    There are two more articles in the volume that might eventuate into a book-length study, by virtue of both their scope and their weight: Taras Kuzio’s “Vigilantes, Organized Crime, and Russian and Eurasian Nationalisms: The Case of Ukraine”, and Marta Dyczok’s “Mass Media Framing, Representations, and Impact on Public Opinion”. Both essays are rich in empirical observations and theoretically empowered, yet both from the limited space within which they are contained. Kuzio’s article deals mostly with Yanukovych’s state capture and the criminal character of his regime but not much with the equally interesting and under-researched issue of Russian/Eurasian (one might add also East Slavonic) nationalism in Ukraine. Dyczok’s piece is a promising introduction to a broader topic of the pending Russo-Ukrainian propagandistic war and its international spillover.


    The remaining four chapters—Svitlana Krasynska’s “Digital Civil Society: Euromaidan, the Ukrainian Diaspora, and Social Media”; Aya Fujiwara’s “Canada’s Response to Euromaidan”; Uladzimir Padhol’s and David Marples’ “Belarus and Euromaidan: Lukashenka’s Response”; and Frederick Mills’ “Understanding the Euromaidan: The View from the Kremlin”—represent good and appropriate case studies. Perhaps only Fujiwara’s text suffers a bit from a rather simplistic view of Ukrainian “nationalism” and allegedly “nationalistic” Ukrainian organizations in Canada. At some points, it is closer to the traditional Soviet (and today’s Kremlin) approach than to a more balanced contemporary understanding of the complexity of the phenomenon.


    In sum, all the deficiencies and limitation notwithstanding, the book basically meets the goal outlined in the introduction by its co-editor—to “provide valuable and essential insights into events” (26). The Euromaidan and all that followed thereafter have apparently ushered a new epoch not only in Ukraine but also in the whole post-Cold War Europe. Any contribution to our knowledge of these dramatic changes goes far beyond a purely academic curiosity.


    


    Mykola Riabchuk
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