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Vladimir Sazonov, Andres Saumets

INTRODUCTION: THE BACKGROUND 
AND ANATOMY OF RUSSIAN MILITARY 

AGGRESSION IN UKRAINE

Vladimir Sazonov and Andres Saumets

The current volume entitled “The Background and Anatomy of Russian 
Aggression” is the first volume of the announced series “Putin’s war in 
Ukraine” which will discuss issues and topics related to Putin and Russian 
military aggression in Ukraine, especially focusing on the background of 
this largescale war which Russia launched on 24 February 2022. However, 
the Russian war against Ukraine started back in 2014 (annexing Crimea 
and  creating the terrorist quasistates the Donetsk People’s Republic and the 
Lugansk People’s Republic in the Donbass region).1 No war has been this large, 
caused this much destruction or forced this many people to live as  refugees 
since 1945, after the Second World War ended in Europe.

The war unleashed by Russia’s authoritarian leader (essentially a  dictator) is 
unprecedented in today’s world. Russia has been preparing for it for a long time, 
probably for years, if not decades. We saw that the socalled  Russian media 
(controlled by the Kremlin) has been conducting massive dis information 
campaigns to discredit Ukraine, its people and govern mental institutions. 
Russia most probably attacked Ukraine with the aim of  con quering and 
 asserting control over it, at least over its eastern and  southern parts. The 
Kremlin desired to replace power in Kyiv and,  apparently, their aim was to 
establish a puppet government in Ukraine, headed by someone  obedient to 
the Kremlin (possibly Ukrainian expresident Viktor Yanukovych).2

1  Current volume published with the support of project 253 (O014) “Strategic Narrative as 
a Model for Reshaping the Security Dilemma” (Estonian Military Academy). For more see, 
e.g., Howard, C.; Puhkov, R. (eds.) 2014. Brothers Armed. Military Aspects of the Crisis in 
Ukraine. Minneapolis: East View Press; Pynnöniemi, K., Rácz, A. 2016. Fog of Falsehood: 
Russian Strategy of Deception and the Conflict in Ukraine. FIIA – The Finnish Institute of 
International Affairs; Rácz, A. 2015. Russia’s Hybrid Warfare in Ukraine: Breaking the Enemy’s 
Ability to Resist, The Finnish Institute of International Affairs. June 16, available at https://
www.fiia.fi/wpcontent/uploads/2017/01/fiiareport43.pdf  (visited 20.12.2022).
2  Davidzon, V. 2022. A Putin puppet government will fail. – UnHerd, 4 March. https://
unherd.com/2022/03/aputinpuppetgovernmentwillfail/ (visited 19.12.2022).

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
https://www.fiia.fi/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/fiiareport43.pdf 
https://www.fiia.fi/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/fiiareport43.pdf 
https://unherd.com/2022/03/a-putin-puppet-government-will-fail/
https://unherd.com/2022/03/a-putin-puppet-government-will-fail/
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An interview with Kremlin ideologist and political technologist Vladislav 
Surkov on 26 February 2020 underlined that Ukraine does not exist. “There 
is no Ukraine... There is a brochure “Samostiyna Ukraina” [Independent 
Ukraine], but there is no Ukraine.” The fact that Ukrainians and Russians 
are one and that there is no Ukrainian nation has also been stated in propa
ganda speeches by dictator Putin. Surkov stresses that Russia’s relations with 
Ukraine have always been difficult and that “forcing it into fraternal relations 
is the only method that has historically been proven to be effective towards 
Ukraine.” Surkov’s imperialist and warjustifying concepts are being applied 
in Ukraine by Putin’s regime, including through war, terror and genocide 
(especially in 2022), which Vladislav Surkov has justified and which he has 
called, among other things, “the constant expansion of Russia”.3 For example, 
proKremlin journalist Andrey Medvedev claimed to his 150,000 followers 
on social media that “the Ukrainian nation does not exist, it is only a poli ti
cal orientation. /…/ All this can be stopped only through the liquidation of 
Ukrainian statehood in its current form.” According to analysts at the Insti
tute for the Study of War, the “genocidal rhetoric” of prowar commentators 
and politicians is “openly exterminatory and dehumanizing and calls for the 
conduct of a genocidal war against the Ukrainian state and its people, which 
notably has pervaded discourse in the highest levels of the Russian political 
mainstream.”4

Influencing activities can be considered a type of military activity in 
the modern security environment, which the Russian Federation has used 
extensively since 2014 in escalating the crisis and then war in Ukraine to 
support the Kremlin’s military actions.5 The largescale war launched against 
Ukraine in 2022 is a consequence of the gradual escalation of longterm 
 Russian  influence. To justify the war and war crimes against Ukraine and the 

3  Украинская правда 2022. Сурков заявил, что “Украины нет” и что для Донбасса 
быть в ней – “унижение”. Украинская правда, 26.02.2020. https://www.pravda.com.ua/rus/
news/2020/02/26/7241702/ (visited 20.12.2022).
4  Ellyatt, H. 2022. Putin’s supporter call for the liquidation of Ukraine as ‘genocidal rhetoric’ 
swells. – CNBC, Europe Politics. November 25. https://www.cnbc.com/2022/11/25/putins
supporterscallfortheexterminationofukraine.html (visited 20.12.2022).
5  Ramsay, G.; Robertshaw, S. 2019. Weaponising News: RT, Sputnik and Targeted Dis
information. London: King’s College London; see also Hinck, R. S.; Kluver, R.; Cooley, S. 
2018.  Russia Reenvisions the World: Strategic Narratives in Russian Broadcast and News 
Media  During 2015. – Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 10(1), pp. 21–37; Mölder, H.; 
 Sazonov, V.; Kerikmäe, T.; Chochia, A. (eds.). 2021. The Russian Federation in the Global 
Information Warfare. Influence Operations in Europe and Its Neighbourhood. Springer Nature.

https://www.pravda.com.ua/rus/news/2020/02/26/7241702/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/rus/news/2020/02/26/7241702/
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/11/25/putins-supporters-call-for-the-extermination-of-ukraine.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/11/25/putins-supporters-call-for-the-extermination-of-ukraine.html
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Ukrainian people, the Russian Federation continues to use various propa
ganda narratives and messages in its influence activities. Russian information 
war narratives are largely based on Russia’s opposition to Ukraine and, more 
broadly, the Western world (United States, Europe) and its institutions (EU, 
NATO, etc.).6

An important tool for information influence is strategic narratives. Laura 
Roselle, Alister Miskimmon and Ben O’Loughlin have argued that the soft 
power of the 21st century is strategic narratives. Strategic narratives are  stories 
disseminated to the public that are used by political actors (e.g., various 
organizations, states, etc.) as a means of shaping the common past, present 
and future of international politics to shape the perceptions and behavior 
of domestic and international actors.7 A. Antoniades et al. have argued that 
strategic narratives are representations of a sequence of events and identities, 
a communicative means by which the political elite seeks to give purposeful 
meaning to the past, present and future in order to achieve political goals.8 
Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle stress that strategic narratives can affect 
the following dimensions:

• the international system, expressing how a political actor (state or inter
national organization(s), interest group, etc.) shapes perceptions of the 
organization of international relations;

• policies (e.g., the desire of political actors to influence international arms 
control negotiations or, for example, interfere in political disputes over the 
management of armed conflicts);

6  Ventsel, A.; Hansson, S.; Madisson, M.-L.; Sazonov, V. 2021. Discourse of fear in stra
tegic narratives: The case of Russia’s Zapad war games. – Media War & Conflict, Vol. 14(1), 
pp. 21−39; Mölder, H. 2021. Culture of Fear: the Decline of Europe in Russian political imagi
nation. – Krouwel, A.; Önnerfors, A. (eds.). Europe: Continent of Conspiracies. Conspiracy 
Theories in and about Europe. London: Routledge, pp. 231−252; Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V. 
2020. Kremlin Information Campaign in the Baltic States During the COVID19 Pandemic 
Escalation of Spring 2020. – Modern Management Revue XXV, Vol. 27(4), pp. 83−97. [Mölder, 
Sazonov 2020]
7  Roselle, L.; Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B. 2021. Strateegiline narratiiv: pehme jõu uus 
käsitlus. – Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), No. 17, pp. 13–32. See more on 
strategic narratives Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. 2013. Strategic Narratives: 
Communication Power and the New World Order. Routledge.
8  Antoniades, A. et al. 2010. Great Power Politics and Strategic Narratives. Global Political 
Economy Center of Sussex University, p. 5.
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• identity, i.e., how political actors want to project their identity in interna
tional relations.9

The strategic narratives created and disseminated by the Russian Federa
tion are aimed at various target groups, including antiUS, antiEU groups 
and other movements, establishments, etc. In spreading these kinds of stra
tegic narratives, several populist political movements and politicians in the 
 Western world are also exploited. As a revisionist and imperialist power, 
Russia is  trying to influence not only the postSoviet space (including the 
 Baltic States, Ukraine, Central Asia, etc.) but is also trying to shape opinions 
outside the postSoviet space.10 During this war in Ukraine, the Kremlin has 
not changed its strategy and is continuing to try influence the Western world 
and to harm the EuroAtlantic security architecture. For this purpose, various 
strategic narratives have been created by Kremlin and proKremlin forces that 
would amplify or shape perceptions of the world and political preferences in 
accordance with the foreign policy goals of Russia and its imperialistic agenda.

The Kremlin’s strategic narratives have tried to dehumanize Ukrainians, 
and their aim is to justify the Russian aggression against Ukraine. Therefore, 
 Russian information campaigns spread hatred and ethnic division, essentially 
calling for war among its own domestic audience. 

In addition to the information war and all its components, Moscow has 
used its entire arsenal of hybrid warfare to destabilize Ukraine, including 
espionage, political and economic pressure and blackmail, threats, bribery, as 
well as terrorist actions, etc.11 

9  Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. 2013. Strategic Narratives: Communication 
Power and the New World Order. Routledge; Roselle, L.; Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B. 
2014. Strategic Narrative: A New Means to Understand Soft Power. – Media, War & Conflict 
2014, Vol. 7(1), 70–84; Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. (eds). 2018. Forging the 
World. Strategic Narratives and International Relations. University of Michigan Press.
10  Mölder, Sazonov 2020.
11  See, e.g., Sazonov, V.; Saumets, A.; Mölder; H. (eds.) 2016. The Crisis in Ukraine and 
Information Operations of the Russian Federation. – Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military 
Studies), No. 2; Müür, K.; Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V.; Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, P. 2016.  Russian 
Information Operations Against the Ukrainian State and Defense Forces: April– December 2014 
in Online News. – Journal of Baltic Security, Vol. 2(1), pp. 28–71; Westerlund, F.;  Norberg, J. 
2016. Military Means for NonMilitary Measures: The Russian Approach to the Use of Armed 
Force as Seen in Ukraine. – The Journal of Slavic Military Studies, Vol. 29(4), pp. 576–601; 
Тымчук, Д.; Карин, Ю.; Машовец, К.; Гусаров, В. 2016. Вторжение в Украину: Хроника 
российской агрессии. Киев: Брайт Стар Паблишинг; Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V. 2018. Infor
mation Warfare as the Hobbesian Concept of Modern Times – The Principles, Techniques, 
and Tools of Russian Information Operations in the Donbass. – The Journal of Slavic Military 
Studies, Vol. 31(3), pp. 308–328.
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Therefore, this volume will examine Russia’s hybrid activity in Ukraine 
and more broadly in the West, along with Russian military preparations (e.g., 
reforms). This first issue (Vol. 1) will introduce and analyse the historical, 
politicalstrategic, ideological, religious and information war background 
of Russia’s military aggression and invasion in Ukraine, along with the first 
implications of war in the abovementioned spheres.

The collection begins with an article written by Dr. Viljar Veebel, 
Dr.  Illimar Ploom and Dr. Vladimir Sazonov about Putin’s mad man strategy. 
The article is entitled HOW TO OUTPLAY A “MAD MAN” STRATEGY: 
 LESSONS FROM RUSSIAN AGGRESSION IN UKRAINE. This article 
focuses on the hypothesis that Russian authoritarian leader Vladimir Putin 
is a rational person who is behaving like the Russian version of a “mad man”. 
In this case, the mad man strategy and other game theory models could be 
used to force Russian leaders to comply with Western demands, with analysis 
of which advantages and disadvantages the Russian version of the mad man 
strategy would offer to Russia and how the West could respond to it. Why did 
Putin eventually choose to act in this manner, and does the West have other 
more beneficial or less violent options on the table? These and other questions 
are discussed in this article.

The second article in this issue, RUSSIAN CAPABILITIES IN CON-
VENTIONAL HIGH INTENSITY WARFARE. LESSONS FROM THE 
2022 INVASION OF UKRAINE written by Dr. Anton Paier is an insight 
into the Russian Federation’s ability to conduct highintensity warfare. The 
author shows that Russia is one of the world’s largest military powers today 
for which strategic nuclear forces are the most important component of the 
Russian military machine. But conventional forces are also a key factor in 
Russia’s defense and strategic policy, and this article briefly describes the post
Soviet development of Russia’s conventional forces and their capabilities and  
effectiveness in the light of the RussianUkrainian war of 2022. One of the 
themes of the article is that current war operations in Ukraine have shown 
major shortcomings in Russia’s organization and combined arms tactics,  
suggesting that reforms in the Russian military have only been partially  
successful. They also suggest that problems inherited by today’s Russian 
armed forces from their predecessors persist, which may be linked to their 
historical military legacy and to aspects of Russian society that go far back 
into the past.

The article by famous Ukrainian political scientist and expert in hybrid 
warfare Dr. Yevhen Mahda, THE MAIN WAR OF THE CENTURY: PRE-
LIMINARY RESULTS focuses on the initial results of the RussiaUkraine war, 
as well as on a pilot analysis of a new phase that began on 24 February 2022 
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with a largescale invasion. The author of the article describes and explains 
the main features of the confrontation between Russia and Ukraine, high
lighting propagandistic and diplomatic components as well as the humani
tarian aspect of the biggest and bloodiest war of the early 21st century. 

Dr. Mahda’s article is followed by a study from famous Ukrainian researcher 
Prof. Georgy Pocheptsov who, in his article RUSSIAN  PROPAGANDA 
WARS: RUSSIAUKRAINE 2022, examines Russian propaganda against 
Ukraine in the context of the RussiaUkraine war. 

In the article entitled POLAND AS A FRONT-LINE NATION IN THE 
WAKE OF RUSSIAN AGGRESSION IN UKRAINE, Colonel (ret.) Prof. 
Zdzislaw Sliwa points out that the outbreak of Russian aggression against 
Ukraine has created an existential threat for Poland. This article discusses 
 specific aspects of Poland’s developing awareness of Russia as an aggressive 
state that uses military force to alter existing state borders, violates inter
national law and human rights principles, and commits war crimes against 
the civilian population.

The collection continues with a discussion concerning the role of the 
Russian Orthodox Church in this Russian hybrid war against Ukraine, and 
conflict between Russian and Ukrainian Orthodox churches. These issues 
are brought into focus by Dr. Alar Kilp in his article PATRIARCH KIRILL 
AND METROPOLITAN HILARION ON RELIGIOUS CONFLICT AND 
SECULAR WAR IN UKRAINE: A DIACHRONIC STUDY OF RELIGIOUS 
LEADERS’ MESSAGES.

Last but not least, this volume terminates with an article from  Estonian mili
tary historian Dr. Igor Kopõtin about the FOCAL POINTS OF  UKRAINIAN 
HISTORY. In this article, Dr. Kopõtin discusses how Vladimir Putin is using 
his interpretation of Ukrainian history to justify Russia’s  military aggression 
against Ukraine.

Russia’s (military) aggression against the Ukrainian state and Ukrainian 
people has been going on for years (and in the informational environment 
even for decades), as is evident from the articles in this collection. Russian 
aggression is multidimensional and has been planned for years. To this end, 
Russia has carried out military reforms in its own country,  subjugating the 
media as well as the writing of history to the central Kremlin propaganda 
machine and to the ambitious imperialistic plans of authori tarian Putin’s 
regime. And all this has been done by Russia with a single aim: to increase 
Russia’s influence in the region, and, more narrowly, to swallow up Ukraine 
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and destroy Ukrainian statehood. This is why our European and, more 
 specifically, our Estonian security environments have a lot to learn from 
 Russia’s military aggression and the hybrid war against Ukraine (and the West 
more broadly) that the Kremlin is waging with the aim of destroying Western 
unity.

Wishing you pleasant reading and cogitation,

Vladimir Sazonov and Andres Saumets
Editors



HOW TO OUTPLAY A “MAD MAN” STRATEGY: 
LESSONS FROM RUSSIAN 
AGGRESSION IN UKRAINE

Viljar Veebel, Illimar Ploom, Vladimir Sazonov

Abstract. To choose an effective strategy to stop Vladimir Putin and Russia’s 
 aggressive ambitions and imperialistic policy, Western political and military leaders 
first need to understand Russia’s modus operandi and strategic logic of the Kremlin 
and Putin’s regime goals. The current article focuses on the hypothesis that Putin 
is a rational person who is behaving like the Russian version of a “mad man”. In 
this case, the mad man strategy and other game theory models could be used to 
force Russian leaders to accept Western demands and analyse the advantages and 
 disadvantages that the Russian version of the mad man strategy would offer to  Russia 
and how the West could respond to it. Why did Putin eventually choose to act in this 
 manner, and could the West have other more beneficial or less violent options on the 
table? What went wrong in terms of Russian strategy, and how could this be used 
to force Russia to abandon its aggressive ambitions in Ukraine and in neighboring 
countries in the postsoviet space? What else can be expected from Putin and his 
circle, and how should the West respond to Russia’s maneuvers, aggressive policy 
and Kremlinbacked security threats? The article also contributes to the discussion 
of how  similar “mad man” situations might be interpreted and resolved in future 
international  conflicts. 

Keywords: Vladimir Putin, war, Russia, Ukraine, “mad man” strategy, Kremlin’s stra
tegic logic, Russia’s modus operandi, Russian imperialistic policy, Western response

1. Introduction

Since February 24th (2022), most people around the world, particularly in 
Western countries, have probably been wondering if Russian authori tarian 
leader Vladimir Putin has gone completely insane for starting the war in 
Ukraine. Experts may have added a game theory dimension and asked if 
Putin is simply employing the “mad man” strategy.1 The extremely  brutal and 

1 This article is published with the support of project 253 (O014) “Strategic Narrative as 
a Model for Reshaping the Security Dilemma” (Estonian Military Academy). For more on 
Putin’s mad man strategy see Rachman, G. 2022. Putin, Ukraine and the mad man theory 

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 20, 2022, pp. 14–40.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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costly military invasion of Ukraine by Russian troops, as well as the  bombing 
of civilians in Ukrainian cities, and terror and genocide against the people of 
Ukraine, appears to be the behavior of a lunatic.  Furthermore, absurd narra
tives and propaganda based on perverse interpretations of history, outright 
lies and fabrications about Ukraine2 spread by Russia’s  political elite and the 
Russian media constantly make one wonder if living in a  completely dif ferent 
informational space has pushed the entire nation into a parallel universe. Who 
could seriously believe that Ukraine planned to provoke Russia with chemi
cal components delivered by the United States, or that a dirty nuclear bomb 
was being built in Chernobyl? Russian propaganda narratives accentuate that 
the Ukrainian government is a fascist junta and that Ukrainian neoNazis 
(including soldiers) regularly murder women, children and commit genocide 
in the Donbas against the local Russophone people?3 Accusing the Ukrainian 

of diplomacy. – Financial Times, 7 February. https://www.ft.com/content/3d8b94e90db7
4aa5ac6a9fef2ce43ab6 (accessed on 28 February 2022); Braw, E. 2015. Putin is ‘Playing the 
Mad man’ to Trick the West. – Newsweek, 1 April. https://www.newsweek.com/2015/04/10/
impeccablelogicbehindputinsmadmanstrategy318529.html (accessed on 3 August 2022). 
2  For more information on the main narratives of Russian disinformation see, e.g., U.S. 
Department of State 2022. Fact vs. Fiction: Russian Disinformation on Ukraine. https://
www.state.gov/factvsfictionrussiandisinformationonukraine/ (accessed on 22 August 
2022). See Ventsel, A.; Hansson, S.; Madisson, M.-L.; Sazonov, V. 2021, Discourse of fear in 
strategic narratives: The case of Russia’s Zapad war games. – Media War & Conflict, Vol. 14, 
No. 1, pp. 21−39; see also Madisson, M.-L.; Ventsel, A. 2020. Strategic Conspiracy Narra
tives: A Semiotic Approach. Routledge; Veebel, V.; Vihmand, L. 2019. Living in confronting or 
 parallel strategic narratives? The reasons behind the missing security dialogue between Russia 
and the Baltic States. – Journal on Baltic Security, Vol. 5(2), pp. 1−12 [Veebel, Vihmand 2019]; 
Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V. 2020. The Kremlin’s Strategic Narratives on the Baltic States During 
the COVID19 Crisis. – Belonna Qarterly, Vol. 4, pp. 35–54. See also Sazonov, V.; Ploom, I.; 
Veebel, V. 2022. The Kremlin’s information influence campaigns in Estonia and the Estonian 
response in the context of RussianWestern relations. – TalTech Journal of European Studies, 
Vol. 12 (1), pp. 27−59. 
3  For more on these proKremlin antiUkrainian narratives and Russian hybrid war in Ukraine 
see Sazonov, V.; Mölder, H.; Müür, K.; Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, P.; Kopõtin, I.; Ermus, A.; 
Salum, K.; Šlabovitš, A.; Veebel, V.; Värk, R. 2016. Russian Information Campaign against 
the Ukrainian State and Defence Forces. Riga: NATO Strategic Communications Centre of 
Excellence. https://www.ksk.edu.ee/wpcontent/uploads/2017/02/Report_infoops_08.02.2017.
pdf (accessed on 2 September 2022) [Sazonov et al. 2016]; Snegovaya, M. 2015. Putin’s Infor
mation Warfare in Ukraine: Soviet Origins of Russia’s Hybrid Warfare. USA: Institute for the 
Study of War; Westerlund, F.; Norberg, J. 2016. Military Means for NonMilitary Measures: 
The Russian Approach to the Use of Armed Force as Seen in Ukraine. – The Journal of Slavic 
Military Studies, Vol. 29, No. 4, pp. 576–601. See also how Russia uses international law in its 
hybrid warfare – Voyger, M. 2018. Russian Lawfare – Russia’s Weaponisation of International 
and Domestic Law: Implications For The Region And Policy Recommendations. – Journal on 
Baltic Security, Vol. 4(2), pp. 35–42. 
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state and government of Nazism is a major  narrative of Russian propaganda 
and is being done at all levels, including Putin  accusing Ukraine of Nazism.4

However, the systemic nature of Russia’s strategic (imperial) narratives 
over the last 15–20 years speaks against Putin’s sudden bout of madness. 
 Russia’s accusations against Ukraine and Western countries in general did 
not emerge overnight but were carefully developed and intentionally culti
vated both domestically and globally over decades, laying the groundwork 
for  Russia’s war in Ukraine and for the current confrontation with the West. 
More over, for years Russia’s political elite has systematically exploited the 
 Russian people’s historic fears of Western Nazism, as well as cultivating the 
idea of the uniqueness of the Russian civilization. The ideological concept 
known as the Russian World, Russkyi mir (Pax Russica), had already been 
introduced before the 2008 war in Georgia5. All of this demonstrates well
calculated actions dating back decades, calling into question the notion that 
Vladimir Putin has suddenly gone mad. Instead, one could argue that hopes 
for greater strategic gains in competition with the West appear to be present 
when consistently pursuing a mad man strategy. Although most of  Russia’s 
narratives have been disseminated to Westerners, they have worked well for 
many years, strengthening the commitment of some groups to the Kremlin’s 
current propaganda model that promotes Russia’s special role in the “Russian 
World”. Thus, for his Russian supporters, Putin’s behavior might actually be a 
sign of full commitment to his longterm goals. Therefore, this might actually 
be the “calculated” madness of Vladimir Putin, following the historic example 
of a mad man strategy used by President Richard Nixon in the 1960s against 
the Soviet bloc.

Regardless of whether Putin is mentally ill or attempting to profit from 
a Russian version of the “mad man” model, the worstcase scenarios that 
 Western analysts predicted materialized in Europe in February 2022 when 
Russia attacked Ukraine.

4  Interfax 2022. Путин заявил, что российские войска воюют на Украине с неонаци
стами. – Interfax.ru, 03.03.2022. https://www.interfax.ru/russia/826103 (accessed on 27 Au gust 
2022).
5  Pax Russica was introduced in Putin’s Russia 2006–2007: Rossyiskaya Gazeta 2007. Посла
ние Федеральному Собранию Российской Федерации Президента России Владимира 
Путина. – Российская газета, 27.04.2007. http://www.rg.ru/2007/04/27/poslanie.html 
(accessed 12 June 2021). Сычева, Л. 2007. Русский мир, русская культура, русский мир. – 
lsycheva.ru. https://lsycheva.ru/books/culture/culture_7407.html (accessed on 2 October 
2022). Reuters 2022. Putin approves new foreign policy doctrine based on “Russian World”. – 
Reuters, 5 September. https://www.reuters.com/world/putinapprovesnewforeignpolicy
doctrinebasedrussianworld20220905/ (accessed on 8 September 2022).

http://Interfax.ru
https://www.interfax.ru/russia/826103
http://www.rg.ru/2007/04/27/poslanie.html
http://lsycheva.ru
https://lsycheva.ru/books/culture/culture_7407.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/putin-approves-new-foreign-policy-doctrine-based-russian-world-2022-09-05/
https://www.reuters.com/world/putin-approves-new-foreign-policy-doctrine-based-russian-world-2022-09-05/


17HOW TO OUTPLAY A “MAD MAN” STRATEGY

According to this article, the West is challenged with a trilemma of 
 choosing a strategy to stop Putin’s aggressive ambitions. One option is to 
employ a rational approach which relies on credible deterrence and the logic 
of increasing the level of pain on Russia in order to persuade the Russian 
political elite to comply with Western demands. A second option is to declare 
that President Putin has gone insane, with a respective medical diagnosis, the 
solution which would include measures similar to those of psychologists and 
psychiatrists. A third option would be to treat President Putin as a rational 
person who is behaving like a Russian version of a “mad man”. In the latter 
case, the mad man strategy and other game theory models could be used to 
force Russian leaders to comply with Western demands. 

The current article focuses on the third option, attempting to analyze 
which advantages and disadvantages the Russian version of a mad man 
 strategy would offer to Russia and how the West could respond to it. Why did 
Putin eventually choose to act in this manner, and could the West, or even 
China, have other more beneficial or less violent options on the table? What 
went wrong in terms of Russian strategy, and how could this be used to force 
Russia to abandon its ambitions in Ukraine and in neighboring countries? 
What else can be expected from President Putin, and how should the West 
respond to Russia’s maneuvers and threats? The article also contributes to 
the discussion of how similar “mad man” situations might be interpreted and 
resolved in future international conflicts. Although there are some lessons 
to be identified and learned, the focus of the current study is on policy and 
security recommendations for assessing the risks of conflict escalation and 
finding a way out of stalemate situations.

The importance of Ukraine to Putin

Ukraine is important to Russia because it fits into the Kremlin’s propaganda 
concept of the Russian World, Russkyi Mir.6 In the Russian Federation this 
concept, which is actually an old Russian imperial legacy, has been developed 

6  Ukraine’s sovereignty and Ukraine in the Western sphere of influence would be a big shock 
for Russia’s political elite as it represents a major defeat of Moscow’s historical strategy of exer
cising control over the geopolitical space around Russia’s borders. According to Z. Brzezinski, 
the loss of Ukraine diminishes the Kremlin’s possibilities of having influence over the Black Sea 
region. For many centuries, Ukraine and the Kyivan Rus have historically been a significant 
part of Russia’s nationbuilding narrative. Kyiv has traditionally been regarded in Moscow as 
the “mother of all Russian cities”. (see Brzezinski, Z. 1997. The Grand Chessboard: American 
Primacy And Its Geostrategic Imperatives. New York: Basic Books 46; Sazonov, V.; Mölder, H. 
2017. Why did Russia attack Ukraine? – EMA Occasional Papers, Vol. 6, p. 28).
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into an ideological narrative since the late 1990s.7 Since 2001, Vladimir Putin 
has publicly used the term Russkyi Mir on various occasions to refer to the 
mythical ideal of Russian culture and the Russian language;8 however, it has 
gradually evolved into the idea that Russia should protect and support anyone 
who identifies as Russian and considers Russia to be his or her cultural center.

This culturalpropagandistic concept clearly aims to mobilize large masses 
of Russianspeaking people mostly in the former Soviet Union and in  Central 
and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, and to persuade them of Russia’s global 
ideological supremacy.9 The geopolitical focus of Russkyi Mir was on the 
 former Soviet Union republics and on regions with large Russianspeaking 
populations, referring primarily to countries that Russia considers to be in its 
sphere of influence or “near abroad” regions, as well as to Russia’s socalled 
compatriot policy in general.10 However, this focus has gradually expanded 
over time and has come to consist of Central and Eastern Europe and the 
Russian diaspora in distant countries as well. As Vladimir Putin succinctly 

7  The ideological concept of Russkyi Mir is not a new phenomenon and it was not invented in 
Putin’s era. While the concept of a Russkyi Mir does indeed derive from the medieval Kiyvan 
Rus’ state, in reality the concept of a Russkyi Mir is a much more recent phenomenon. It is 
reasonable to argue that the concept of Russkyi Mir originates in the Slavophile movement of 
the 19th century Russian Empire and its perceptions. It is also important to mention one of the 
founders of Slavophilism, Aleksei Khomyakov (1804–1860) who has referred to the “Russian 
spirit” and to Russian philosophers, in particular Vladimir Solovyov (1853–1900) and Nikolai 
Berdyaev (1874–1948) who spoke of the “Russian idea” (see Laruelle, M. 2015. The “Russian 
World” Russia’s Soft Power and Geopolitical Imagination. Center of Global Interest, p. 3). The 
Russian philosopher Vladimir Solovyov argued: “The Russian empire, isolated in its abso
lutism, is only a threat of struggle and endless wars. A Russian empire that wishes to serve the 
ecumenical church and the goal of social order, to take them under its protection, will bring 
peace and blessing to the family of nations” (Соловьев, В. 1999. Спор о справедливости. 
МоскваХарьков, http://www.vehi.net/soloviev/russianidea.html (accessed on 27 October 
2022)). Here we see talk of ‘taking under its protection’ which is also used today by the Putin 
regime which claims to protect Russianspeaking people outside Russia. Under the banner of 
protecting Russians, Russia invaded Ukraine on 24th February 2022 and is carrying out geno
cide and terror there.
8  The ideology and its historical roots are further explained, e.g., in Sazonov, V. 2016. The 
ideology of Putin’s Russia and its historical roots. The concept of the Russian World. – Sazonov 
et al. 2016. [Sazonov 2016]
9  Iovu, A. 2021. Russkyi Mir in the Black Sea region. – Middle East Institute: Frontier Europe 
Initiative, July. https://www.mei.edu/sites/default/files/202107/0712%20Russkyi%20Mir%20
in%20the%20Black%20Sea%20Region%20%20Andrei%20Iovu.pdf (accessed on 27 August 
2022). [Iovu 2021]
10  Sazonov 2016, see footnote 2.
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revealed, “Russia’s border doesn’t end anywhere”.11 The ideology of the Russian 
World is also supported by Russia’s selfdefinition and selfreflection of the 
Kremlin as a “Third Rome”, referring to historical parallels from the 15th–17th 
century when Moscow declared itself as the sole legitimate successor of the 
Eastern Roman Empire. Currently, Russia employs this argument to justify 
the expansionary nature of its foreign policy and to legitimize its claims in 
Eurasia.12

Thus, the protection of those who identify as Russians (often Russian 
speakers with mixed ethnic background—Russians, Jewish people, Tatarians, 
and Ukrainians) has been the center of gravity for many of Russia’s ideologi
cal narratives for many years. To quote, for example, former Russian Prime 
Minister and President Dmitry Medvedev: “Protecting the rights and interests 
of Russian citizens abroad remains our most important task”.13 The Russian 
Federation used this justification both in 2008 after it launched an  invasion 
to support the two mostly Russianspeaking provinces of Georgia (by  arguing 
that Russia protects “its own interests, especially when they coincide with the 
security of Russian citizens”14) as well as in 2014 after Russia occupied Crimea15 
(“Millions of Russians and Russian-speaking people live in Ukraine and will 
continue to do so. Russia will always defend its interests using political, diplo-
matic and legal means”16). Furthermore, in Crimea Putin used the argument 

11  Iovu 2021, see footnote 3.
12  Sazonov 2016, see footnote 2, pp. 24–25. The ideologues of the Moscow principality in 
late Middle Ages postulated: Moscow is the third Rome, two have already fallen (the Roman 
Empire and Byzantine Empire) and the fourth Rome will not come. The narrative of the third 
Rome did not only mean that Moscow is the legal, historical successor of the Roman Empire 
and Byzantium, but also that Moscow is the last Rome because there will not be a fourth; 
the end of the world will come instead. It was, in a sense, an apocalyptic teaching (Kupp- 
Sazonov, S.; Sazonov, V. 2022. Su kiri on täis koera haukumist – valik Ivan Julma läkitusi. 
Tallinn: Äripäev, p. 44).
13  Estonian Public Broadcast (ERR) News 2016. Medvedev: Russia will “protect its citizens” 
always and everywhere. – ERR News, 30 August. https://news.err.ee/118920/medvedevrussia
willprotectitscitizensalwaysandeverywhere (accessed on 22 August 2022).
14  Kendall, B. 2008. Meeting Russia’s new “Number One”. – News BBC, 27 August. http://
news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/7583450.stm (accessed on 22 August 2022).
15  For more on the annexation of Crimea in 2014 see Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V.; Värk, R. 2015. 
Krimmi Venemaaga liitmise ajaloolised, poliitilised ja õiguslikud tagamaad. II. – Akadeemia, 
Vol. 1, pp. 77−104; Mölder, H.; Sazonov, V.; Värk, R. 2014. Krimmi Venemaaga liitmise aja
loolised, poliitilised ja õiguslikud tagamaad. I. – Akadeemia, Vol. 12, pp. 2148−2161.
16  Prague Post 2014. Full text of Putin’s speech on Crimea. – Prague Post, 19 March. https://
www.praguepost.com/eunews/37854fulltextofputinsspeechoncrimea (accessed on 
2 September 2022). [Prague Post 2014]
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of protecting Russians in Ukraine in the most cynical way possible, stating 
that “Russians, just as other citizens of Ukraine, are suffering from the constant 
political and state crisis that has been rocking the country for over 20 years”.17 In 
this way, he blamed Ukrainians for the suffering of Russians caused by insta
bility created to a large extent by Russia itself. Moreover, Russian politicians 
and diplomats also tend to accuse other countries of Russophobia, particu
larly the former Soviet republics, claiming that they discriminate against local 
Russian speakers. At the same time, Russia itself repressed civil society and 
democratic opposition in Russia, closed local human rights groups, restricted 
freedom of expression, and brutalized and arrested participants of peaceful 
demonstrations in Russian cities. 

In this light, by relying on the argument that those who “think like 
 Russians” need to be protected, the Kremlin manipulates its diaspora, and 
any country with a sufficiently large share of a Russianspeaking population 
can be potentially targeted by it. In Ukraine, Russians are the secondlargest 
 ethnic group (about 78 percent of the total population are Ukrainians and 
17 percent are Russians). In addition, Russian is the second most common 
language after Ukrainian, as 24 percent of the population speak it as their first 
language.18 At the same time, the proportion of Russians differs across regions 
in Ukraine. Thus, Putin had a theoretical reason to believe that a significant 
share of people living in Ukraine would support Russia’s military invasion or 
that it would at least help him divide the Ukrainian society and create internal 
chaos, resulting in the separation of some regions in Ukraine. 

Another argument as to why Russia chose Ukraine as a primary  target lies 
in the way in which the former defines its security strategy. Russia has, for 
decades if not centuries, associated its security with the longterm  security 
of its frontiers. Physical territory is important to Russia, as shown by  Russia’s 
“borderization” policy19 which took effect in the case of Georgia. Russia 
appears to rely on a geopolitical reading of its identity as it perceives itself as 
a traditional land power, which necessitates maintaining physical  control and 
a sphere of influence over its border regions to guarantee safety and security. 

17  Prague Post 2014.
18  World Population Review 2022. Ukrainian Population 2022, Live. https://worldpopulation
review.com/countries/ukrainepopulation (accessed on 1 August 2022).
19  Referring to Russia’s constant efforts to expand already illegally occupied zones even  further 
in Georgia. For further information see, e.g., Seskuria, N. 2021. Russia’s “hybrid aggression” 
against Georgia: The use of local and external tools. – CSIS.org. https://www.csis.org/analy
sis/russiashybridaggressionagainstgeorgiauselocalandexternaltools (accessed on 
10 August 2022).
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As Russia’s political elite view the country’s role in the world, Russia has its 
“privileged interests and status” or “unique” or “historically specific”  relations 
with some neighboring or partly Slavic–populated regions due to this 
 reading.20 This applies to Ukraine, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova,  Kazakhstan, 
but also to Finland, Sweden, and the Baltic countries. So far, Russia has used 
all possible means to either take control over its neighbors (like in Belarus), 
to control conflicts between neighbors (as shown by the protracted conflict 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan, or the frozen conflicts in Georgia and in 
 Transnistria, Moldova), to offer military support (like to Kazakhstan), to deter 
them (Finland, Sweden, and the Baltic states), or to develop good relations 
with them (like with China). 

In circumstances when, according to Putin’s speech on the 24th of Feb
ruary 2022 “all diplomatic options have run out,” the decision of Russia to 
attack Ukraine does not sound like the decision of a mad man. Instead, 
 gaining  control over its neighbor’s territory, resources, infrastructure, stra
tegic locations and military capabilities sounds like a rational strategy from 
a geo political perspective, in order to avoid the situation where “enemies” 
(global AntiRussia mostly in the form of the NATO Alliance) gain control 
over Russia’s bordering countries. It was increasingly difficult for Russia to 
increase its control over Ukraine after the Euromaidan events in 2013–2014, 
as well as due to the dynamics of the conflict in Donetsk and Luhansk that no 
longer show any positive trends for Russia. It must be acknowledged here that 
the Kremlin’s decision to shift from soft to hard policies in Ukraine in 2014 
exacerbated, if not started, the process by which control over Ukraine slipped 
from its grasp. As a result, President Putin most likely decided that because 
Russia no longer had control over some border regions, it needed to use force 
against Ukraine even though there was no real risk that either Ukraine or 
the West would attack Russia. Nevertheless, Putin deliberately mixed fears 
and actual risks by talking about this “perfectly real threat” in his speech on 
Crimea in 2014: 

Let me note too that we have already heard declarations from Kiev about Ukraine 
soon joining NATO. What would this have meant for Crimea and  Sevastopol in 
the future? It would have meant that NATO’s navy would be right there in this 

20  Berls, R. E. 2021. Strengthening Russia’s influence in international affairs. Part II: Russia 
and its neighbours: A sphere of influence or a declining relationship? – NTI, 13 July. https://
www.nti.org/analysis/articles/strengtheningrussiasinfluenceininternationalaffairspart
iirussiaanditsneighborsasphereofinfluenceoradecliningrelationship/ (accessed on 
1 August 2022).
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city of Russia’s military glory, and this would create not an illusory but a perfectly 
real threat to the whole of southern Russia.21 

Intriguingly, the demand for security guarantees was already stressed by 
 Russia before the 2008 war in Georgia, as well as before the 2022 war in 
Ukraine. Russia’s leaders demanded, almost unanimously, that Western coun
tries provide immediate security guarantees, then and now. This is reflected, 
for example, in Vladimir Putin’s speech at the Munich Security Conference 
in 200722 and in public statements from Putin and Sergey Lavrov in late 2021 
and early 2022.23 However, because Western countries assumed this was just 
another clown show put on by Russia in the international arena, they failed 
to recognize the warning signs of the chaos and destruction that ensued in 
Ukraine. As a result, it cannot be ruled out that some sort of assurance from 
the West that Russia’s neighboring countries will remain neutral is something 
Russia actually wants from the West. 

In addition to that, the Russian political elite believes that the West is 
actively pursuing the overthrow of Russia’s current regime; the latter regards 
only superpowers as true actors in international relations. It is in this  context 
that Russian statements regarding Ukraine’s lack of full sovereignty make 
sense. This also explains why, for many years now, Russia’s clear strategy has 
been to engage in dialogue only with other “real sovereign states” and “super
powers” but not with its small (and often critical and suspicious) neighbors. 
Hence, Russia might actually believe that Ukraine and other similar countries 
are puppet states of NATO or the US, and that they could be used in con
frontations with other global powers without getting into direct conflict with 
them on their own territory. The only thing that smaller countries can do 
is unite against Russia while also seeking powerful allies in the global arena 

21  Prague Post 2014, see footnote 10.
22  A speech delivered at the MSC 2007 by the President Vladimir Putin – Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s Speech at the 2007 Munich Conference on Security Policy 2007. – The 
International Relations and Security Network. https://is.muni.cz/th/xlghl/DP_Fillinger_
Speeches.pdf (accessed on 2 September 2022). See also Kupp-Sazonov, S. 2012. Vladimir 
Putini Müncheni kõne tõlkimisest ja tõlgendamisest Eesti ajakirjanduses. – Sõna sõjast ja sõda 
sõnast. Tekste ja tõlgendusi. KVÜÕA toimetised, Vol. 16, pp. 57−72.
23  See, for example, Eckel, M. 2021. Putin Demands That West Provide Russia With  Security 
Guarantees ‘Immediately’. – RadioFreeEurope, 23.12.2021. https://www.rferl.org/a/russia
newsconferencesecurityguarantees/31622197.html (accessed on 12 August 2022). Nilsen, T. 
2021. Lavrov demands ‘clear answer’ from Nordic neighbors on security guarantees. – The 
Barents Observer, 1 February. https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/security/2022/02/lavrov
asksnordicneighborsaboutsecurityguarantees (accessed on 2 September 2022).
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that Russia fears. This applies particularly to Ukraine, and the United States 
and the EU which Russia has accused of escalating the conflict. China, on 
the contrary, seems to be the one and only global player that Russia currently 
admires. In 2014, Putin expressed his special gratitude to China in his speech 
on Crimea, saying “we are grateful to the people of China, whose leaders have 
always considered the situation in Ukraine and Crimea taking into account the 
full historical and political context”24. 

2. Theoretical considerations: Why is it critical  
for President Putin and the Russian political elite  

to take the initiative, to strike first and asymmetrically?

What are the justifications for using the “mad man” game when discussing 
Putin’s war in Ukraine in 2022? Analysts have already been using game theory 
models for decades to study international relations and conflict escalation. 
The best example of this is the period of the Cold War when game theory 
models were applied to predict the dynamics of the confrontation between 
the East and the West. The key element of the Cold War, particularly in 1980s, 
was the nuclear arms race. At that time, politicians and researchers debated 
intensely over the threat of the US and Soviet use of nuclear weapons leading 
to mutually assured destruction. They went on to discuss whether it would 
be reasonable to strike first with nuclear weapons in order to paralyze the 
opponent. Game theory models consisting of key concepts like the  prisoner’s 
dilemma, perceptual dilemma, mad man strategy, and variations thereof 
were used to model military conflicts.25 For example, the RAND Corpo
ration used the prisoner’s dilemma in their studies in the 1950s.26 Since the 
current  confrontation between Russia and the West is similar to the Cold 
War in nature, it is reasonable to use this strategic thinking today to explain 
and  predict the dynamics of the war in Ukraine, as well as the confrontation 
between Russia and the West in general. 

24  Prague Post 2014, see footnote 10.
25  See, for example, Plous, S. 1993. The Nuclear Arms Race: Prisoner’s Dilemma or Perceptual 
Dilemma? – Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 30, No. 2. https://www.socialpsychology.org/pdf/
jpr1993.pdf (accessed on 28 August 2022). [Plous 1993]
26  Morgan, M. 2001. The curious case of the prisoner’s dilemma: model situation? Exemplary 
narrative? https://www.researchgate.net/publication/30526286_The_curious_case_of_the_
prisoner’s_dilemma_model_situation_Exemplary_narrative (accessed on 28 August 2022). 
[Morgan 2001]

https://www.socialpsychology.org/pdf/jpr1993.pdf
https://www.socialpsychology.org/pdf/jpr1993.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/30526286_The_curious_case_of_the_prisoner's_dilemma_model_situation_Exemplary_narrative
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/30526286_The_curious_case_of_the_prisoner's_dilemma_model_situation_Exemplary_narrative
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The prisoner’s dilemma describes strategic decisionmaking in a  situation 
where opponents have to choose between cooperation to prevent war or 
 striking first with the risk that they destroy each other.27 In principle, the 
 prisoner’s dilemma suggests that arming with more weapons is a strictly 
 dominant strategy, which is the best response to every strategy of the oppo
nent, that both sides are better off arming regardless of what the opponent 
chooses to do, and that, ideally, both sides prefer to arm while the other 
disarms. In that way, armament gives a clear advantage if the opponent dis
arms, and arming keeps both opponents equal and eliminates the risk of 
military inferiority, should the opponent decide to arm as well. The most 
crucial moment here is that if both sides choose to arm, they will be worse 
off compared to the situation where they had both chosen to cooperate and 
disarm.28 Furthermore, based on the prisoner’s dilemma, some researchers 
and  politicians at that time advocated for a preventive first nuclear strike 
against the opponent.29 Another relevant game theory approach, the percep
tual dilemma, suggests that while both opposing superpowers ideally prefer 
unilateral armament, each party also prefers arms reduction to all options 
available. However, they want to avoid disarming while the opponent arms 
and, thus, perceive that the other side prefers unilateral armament. Even if 
both sides actually prefer disarmament, they also believe that their own dis
armament leads the other side to arm, and this again leads to an arms race 
that is interpreted as further evidence of the opponent’s intention to arm. 
Disarmament is possible only if both opponents succeed in convincing each 
other of their actual preferences.30 

In the light of these game theory models, Russia’s behaviour—such as the 
occupation of South Ossetia, the annexation of Crimea (2014), military inter
vention in the Syrian civil war (2015), constant accusations that the NATO 
Alliance and West pose a direct security threat to Russia, and demonstrations 
of Russia’s “superweapons”—and the country’s extremely aggressive rhetoric 
with regard to Russia’s “enemies” start to make sense. This conduct follows 
the logic of the prisoner’s dilemma and of the perceptual dilemma that defines 
armament by all means as a strictly dominant strategy, with striking first as 

27  United States vs Soviet Union: Prisoner’s Dilemma 2015. – Cornell University: Networks, 
11 September. https://blogs.cornell.edu/info2040/2015/09/11/unitedstatesvssovietunion
prisonersdilemma/ (accessed on 1 August 2022).
28  Plous 1993.
29  Morgan 2001.
30  Plous 1993.

https://blogs.cornell.edu/info2040/2015/09/11/united-states-vs-soviet-union-prisoners-dilemma/
https://blogs.cornell.edu/info2040/2015/09/11/united-states-vs-soviet-union-prisoners-dilemma/
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a one and only utilitymaximizing strategy if the country actually does not 
care whether it causes damage to itself and to others or not. From a different 
perspective, politicians have long debated whether the NATO Alliance should 
deploy fewer troops along the NATO Eastern Flank to avoid escalation with 
Russia. In any case, based on the prisoner’s dilemma, it would only have been 
in the best interests of Russia if the Alliance had decided on disarmament. 
This conduct follows the logic of aggressive realism whereby the actors are 
within a zerosum anarchic environment and it is rational to seize the oppor
tunity to strengthen one’s security.

However, the mad man strategy appears to be the most relevant game 
 theory approach in describing President Putin’s motivation when  waging war 
in Ukraine in 2022. One empirical and historical example of mad man  strategy 
is the first presidency of Richard Nixon in the 1960s.31 Nixon’s aim was to con
vince the Soviet Union that he was irrational and emotional enough to initiate 
an allout nuclear war so that, as a reaction, the Soviet Union would pressure 
Vietnam to capitulate. One could also argue that President  Donald Trump 
employed a similar kind of “image creation” during his recent  presidential 
term32. 

Within game theory models, being mad (irrational or unstable) is, in 
principle, an element of strategically relevant uncertainty. Again, assuming 
one party acts irrationally, the other party may believe that war will cause 
more damage because the opponent is unconcerned about their own losses. 
In theory, equilibrium would be for the second player to pull back in order to 
avoid massive damage. Furthermore, this would also allow the “insane” player 
to fold as well, so that equilibrium for both sides would actually be to fold.33 
Drawing parallels with some recent events, to some extent the decision of the 
US administration to withdraw US troops from Afghanistan in 2021 could 
potentially be based on calculations that enormous damage caused by a mad 
man (i.e., the Taliban) should be avoided and therefore a foldfold solution 
should be preferred. 

31  Carroll, J. 2005. Nixon’s mad man strategy. – The Boston Globe, 14 June. http://archive.
boston.com/news/globe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2005/06/14/nixons_madman_strategy/ 
(accessed on 26 October August 2022).
32  Naftali, T. 2017. The Problem With Trump’s Mad man Theory. – The Atlantic, 4 October. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/10/madmantheorytrumpnorth
korea/542055/ (accessed on 18 October 2022).
33  Mad man Strategy and its Application to Game Theory 2017. – Cornell University Net
works, 10 September. https://blogs.cornell.edu/info2040/2017/09/10/30860/ (accessed on 
28 August 2022).

http://archive.boston.com/news/globe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2005/06/14/nixons_madman_strategy/
http://archive.boston.com/news/globe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2005/06/14/nixons_madman_strategy/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/10/madman-theory-trump-north-korea/542055/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/10/madman-theory-trump-north-korea/542055/
https://blogs.cornell.edu/info2040/2017/09/10/30860/
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To summarize, it appears understandable and rational, based on game 
theory models, that President Putin and Russia wanted to use their strategic 
advantage as crazy and unpredictable players to initiate something sufficiently 
insane, looking to scare off Western countries and force them to fold their 
positions and options. From Putin’s viewpoint, he simply had no choice but to 
take the initiative and attack because he had strongly established the message 
to the Russian people that Russia would regain its former glory. Furthermore, 
there was also no reason for President Putin to wait for any kind of trigger 
from NATO’s side since the Alliance consistently confirmed that it had no 
intention of threatening or attacking Russia. Military action against Ukraine 
is clearly insane in terms of the risks it entails for the initiator and Putin has 
succeeded in shocking everyone in this regard. 

What has also made Russia’s choice of a mad man strategy rational is the 
fact that, after the loss of the Soviet empire, Russia is a revisionist state (see 
Putin’s assertion in 2010 that “the demise of the Soviet Union was the  greatest 
geopolitical catastrophe of the [20th] century”)34 and a significantly lesser 
player compared to its previous posture against its collective com petitor, the 
West, or its individual competitor, the United States. In terms of economic 
capabilities and competitiveness, Russia is falling far behind the West and 
the United States. It has, however, maintained and nurtured a remarkably 
large and effective military. However, because Russia’s economic development 
 trajectory will not allow it to remain in the global competition for long, the 
military’s usefulness will gradually diminish. As a result, if it has immediate 
security goals it must act sooner rather than later. Furthermore, because it 
cannot dominate in every military domain, it must choose its techno logical 
niches.35 Likewise, its aim with those niche capabilities is to be able to cause 
as much damage to the opponent as possible. Most importantly for this dis
cussion, as a lesser power with specific niche capabilities, Russia needs to 
keep the initiative and act asymmetrically. Thence comes also its stress on 
nuclear arms as this is an already available capability (compared to the need 
to be success ful in the 4IR), the use of which is considered unacceptable (thus 

34 NBC News 2010. Putin: Soviet collapse a “genuine tragedy”. – NBC News, 4 August. https://
www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7632057 (accessed on 28 August 2022).
35 Bendett, S.; Boulègue, M.; Connolly, R.; Konaev, M.; Podvig, P.; Zysk, K. 2021. Advanced 
military technology in Russia Capabilities and implications. London: Chatham House. https://
www.chathamhouse.org/2021/09/advancedmilitarytechnologyrussia (accessed on 28 August 
2022). [Bendett et al. 2021]

https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7632057
https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7632057
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/09/advanced-military-technology-russia
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enabling asymmetry and allowing it to harness the mad man strategy).36 Its 
nuclear strategy of escalatetodeescalate is a mechanism which allows Russia 
to claim its mad man posture while also managing the risks involved. It claims 
that it will only escalate in order to deescalate. As a result, the opponent will 
be discouraged from engaging in the escalation. In the context of revisionism, 
Russia’s economic, technological, and military capabilities provide yet another 
reason for it to employ the mad man strategy. 

3. Are the events and reactions that followed  
in accordance with the game theory models  

and expectations of the Russian leaders?

In hindsight, taking a look at the first month of the war, President Putin has 
obviously also made some serious miscalculations. First and foremost, he 
failed to forecast how the war would be received in the West. On the one hand, 
this relates to the political and economic sanctions that have been imposed 
against Russia. Based on previous responses by the West such as those after 
the 2014 annexation of Crimea, it is highly likely that Putin expected the 
West to fold again. This expectation was also expressed in his speech which 
threatened all parties interfering in Ukraine with unprecedentedly serious 
consequences.37 The extensive sanctions against Russia, such as the removal 
of selected Russian banks from the SWIFT messaging system, setting restric
tive measures on the Russian Central Bank, imposing individual sanctions 
against Vladimir Putin and Russia’s elite, closing the airspace of the European 
countries to Russian planes, and other restrictive measures that the United 
States, the United Kingdom, the EU, Japan, and many other countries have 
imposed on Russia, is clearly something that Putin had hardly expected from 
the Western countries. Furthermore, repeated statements by Western firms 
that they were ceasing operations in Russia and leaving the country represent 
a huge moral blow as well as a significant economic loss to Russia in terms 
of high unemployment, lower tax revenues, shortages of commodities, high 
inflation, and so on. 

When considering the ways in which both President Putin and the  majority 
of Russian society identify themselves through the concept of Russkyi Mir, 

36 Bendett et al. 2021.
37 Putin orders special military operation for Ukraine 2022. – Bloomberg, 24 February. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/20220224/putinordersspecialmilitaryopera
tionforukrainevideol00nw4qc (accessed on 28 August 2022).

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2022-02-24/putin-orders-special-military-operation-for-ukraine-video-l00nw4qc
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2022-02-24/putin-orders-special-military-operation-for-ukraine-video-l00nw4qc
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Putin’s miscalculations could also be associated with twisted selfreflection 
and mirroring. To mention a few examples, Putin and his companions have 
widely shared the view that Russia intends to act as a key security provider in 
the region; Russia’s political elite justified the annexation of Crimea by relying 
on the common historical legacy of Crimea and Russia; they also argued that 
no violation of international law had taken place related to Ukraine in 2013–
2014 and called on other countries to understand Russia’s actions based on 
their own historical experience, and so on.38 Furthermore, Stoicescu (2015) 
argues that Putin constantly accused the West of provoking Russia politi
cally and economically and of interfering in Russia’s internal affairs. Stoicescu 
concludes that the main aim of this narrative is to exploit Western fears of 
war and to increase the readiness of Western countries to make compromises 
with Russia.39 It is likely that, after many years of intensive propaganda,  Russia 
thought that the Western audience had also internalized these narratives and 
would not dare to challenge Russia’s perceived right to occupy Ukraine. 

The same strategy that Russia used during the occupation of Georgian 
territories in 2008 and during the occupation of Crimea in 2014 has  suddenly 
proven ineffective. Despite the fact that Russia’s current aggression against 
Ukraine has refocused on aggressive threats and mystification of its iden
tity as an unstoppable “war machine”, reality has revealed that Russia lacks 
 strategic political leadership and the ability to efficiently conduct large mili
tary operations on foreign territories. This was also the case even in the early 
stages of confrontation. Russia was unable to mobilize the support of the 
 Russianspeaking community in Ukraine and use it to its own benefit because 
those who supported Russia had most likely already departed Ukraine for 
Russia. Those residents who were previously critical of Ukraine and mainly 
neutral toward Russia have likely recognized that Russia has nothing more 
to offer than their own fears (corruption, political persecution, economic 
stagnation, and so on) as a result of the current actions in Ukraine. Further
more, the  Russianspeaking community in Ukraine had no respected leader 
behind whom all Russianspeaking Ukrainians could unite. The best that 
President Putin could come up with was an attempt to pull a political zombie, 
former Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych, into the international arena 
to oppose the  current Ukrainian administration. This indicates a significant 
underestimation of the Ukrainian reality, or mere hubris.

38  Veebel, Vihmand 2019.
39  Stoicescu, K. 2015. Vene oht Läänemere piirkonna julgeolekule. – RKK/ICDS publications 
“Taustapaberid” (available only in Estonian). https://icds.ee/wpcontent/uploads/2015/Kalev_
Stoicescu__Vene_oht_Laanemere_piirkonna_julgeolekule.pdf (accessed on 28 August 2022).
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4. How could Russia’s miscalculations be used  
to force Russia to withdraw from Ukraine?

How could Putin be stopped in Ukraine? What can we learn from Putin’s logic 
of aggression against Ukraine that is currently being deployed?  According 
to the logic of the prisoner’s dilemma, escalation is a dominant strategy and 
the one who folds suffers the most. Thus, folding and acquiescing to  Russian 
demands in Ukraine (and in other places like Georgia, Finland, Sweden, the 
Baltic countries, and so on) should not be the preferred strategy for Western 
countries as it would not give any further superiority over Russia in the long 
term. Instead, the West should maintain its initiative and further exert pres
sure on Russia. In the eyes of the West, there are two fundamental options: 
either cause as much indirect harm to Russia as possible and then wait for 
Russian “machinery” to destroy itself, or actively contribute to Russia’s regime 
change. The main difference between these options is the risk of a nuclear con
flict with Russia. Also, the happy medium of causing indirect harm appears 
to be the best balance within the powersecurity dilemma. Russia’s mad man 
tactics are in essence a means to balance aggressive and defensive postures. 
Either Russia wants to communicate that it is defensive but has nothing to 
lose and thus can be aggressive in applying its defensive policy, or Russia is 
being subtly aggressive while demonstrating that its actions are intended to 
be defensive responses to other countries’ aggressive moves.

The measures that the West has used so far have been targeted to under
mine Putin’s regime from the inside, such as economic pressure on Russia. As 
Putin’s statement in the meeting with Russian entrepreneurs right after the 
announcement of the war in Ukraine shows, he clearly did not expect such 
powerful economic sanctions: 

Russia remains part of the world economy, and to the extent that it remains part, 
we are not going to inflict damage on the system we feel ourselves to be a part 
of. We are not going to damage the system of the global economy that we are in, 
to the extent that we are in it. So, I think our partners should understand this 
and should not try to force us from this system. Nonetheless, restrictions will be 
imposed, even for political considerations.40 

The most telling part of this quotation is the last sentence that reveals that 
Putin expected only mild sanctions that would allow the West to maintain its 
“face” in the international arena, but nothing more. In practice, he could not 

40  Kremlin.ru 2022. Meeting with representatives of Russian business circles. – Kremlin.ru, 
24 February. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67846 (accessed on 28 August 2022).
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have been more mistaken. As a reaction to the aggression in Ukraine, Russia 
has been extensively excluded from the global economic system and  markets, 
and private companies have also strongly reacted to the war in Ukraine. As 
a result, economic turbulence within Russia is high, owing not only to eco
nomic contraction and insecurity but also to reputational and psychologi
cal consequences. Whatever happens in the Russian economy in the coming 
weeks and months, economic isolation will have a longterm impact on 
 Russia. Although Russia declares that it will survive and rebuild its economy, 
the reality will not be so pleasant for the Russian people due to the lack of 
knowhow and financial resources in Russia. Thus, heavy economic pressure 
is something that has surprised Putin and the initiative should be maintained 
in this area. In this respect, regular revisions of the “sanction packages” of the 
EU, the United Kingdom, the United States, and other countries on Russia 
are powerful tools. 

However, while economic and financial sanctions against Russia have been 
effective, the assumption that Russia can tear itself apart appears to be some
what dubious. At first glance, it seems to be a reasonable expectation as it 
already happened at the end of the Cold War. However, this expectation might 
not materialize since some present circumstances are different compared to 
those earlier times. About 30 years ago, the collapse of the Soviet Union was 
triggered by economic chaos, inadequate and weak political  machinery, and 
strong aspirations of some of the former Soviet republics to regain their inde
pendence. At least in the Baltic countries, the process was initiated on a grass
root level by establishing civil society organizations and public movements. 
Both local politicians and the cultural elite led these movements and large 
numbers of people were mobilized to support the aspirations of  sovereignty 
and freedom. Not all of these conditions are met in Russia today. Because of 
economic and financial sanctions, Russia is on the verge of economic chaos. 
However, Russia’s current political leadership is unlikely to repeat Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s mistake of allowing people in the Soviet Union to freely express 
their opinions and criticize the ruling elite. Moreover, there are no “ republics” 
(or independent ethnic groups) in Russia that would publicly lead this  process, 
demand freedom and expect the collapse of Putin’s regime (except perhaps 
some administrative units in Siberia and Far East Russia, but they are too far 
away from Moscow to change the “game”). Furthermore, the former Soviet 
republics had a clear goal of sovereignty in mind decades ago. It is unclear 
now what should be the longterm aim of those Russians currently protesting 
against the ruling elite. It is one thing to demand an end to the war in Ukraine, 
but it is quite another to define what Russia should look like once Putin’s 
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regime is deposed. In the 1990s, Russians already had a bad experience when, 
despite their high hopes, democracy did not turn out well in Russia. Today, 
the country has turned into an unsavory form of dictatorship compar able 
to the Soviet period. It is unclear what could guarantee that democracy will 
succeed in Russia this time. As a result, while it cannot be ruled out,  Russian 
society does not appear to be prepared for a fundamental political shift. 

In this light, since current internal processes in Russia are not particularly 
favorable to the collapse of Putin’s regime in general (even if Putin himself 
will be removed from power at some point in time), it seems reasonable for 
the Western countries to apply more active measures on Moscow to force 
 Russia to change its course. The question is, what kind of measures should be 
put in place? Public statements by Western politicians condemning Russia’s 
aggression, or phone calls from some European political leaders to Vladimir 
Putin expressing their dissatisfaction with the current situation have not only 
failed but have even encouraged Putin and his associates to accuse other 
 countries of either not taking Russia’s security concerns seriously enough 
or of  posing a direct security threat to Russia. One alternative to diplomacy 
would be to engage in a military confrontation with Russia. Western elites like 
to amuse themselves about Russia having lost a significant share of its military 
capabilities in the conflict with NATO—as Putin would like to present it to 
 Russians—before NATO has actually even entered the conflict. However, the 
reality is that Russia’s airstrikes occur in Ukraine, and NATO has little control 
over them. The recent incidents of not sending MiG29 fighters to Ukraine 
and not responding to Russia’s airstrike against a military base very close to 
the Polish border are unfortunate in showing how limited NATO’s current 
toolbox is. The situation has deteriorated to the point where the aggressor, 
who is employing severe violence and brutality against one country, is simul
taneously threatening other countries to stay out of the conflict. 

This brings us to the main vulnerability in why the West is not  credible 
enough in the eyes of Russia in terms of deterrence. It mostly concerns NATO 
(and its larger members) constantly declaring that the Alliance’s military 
forces “are not and will never be involved in the conflict in Ukraine”.41 In 
this way, the Alliance explicitly admits that it has resources but will never 
use them to defend its friends and neighbors. The more victims there are in 

41  NATO’s statements on the current security order are summarized, e.g., in NATO 2022. 
Speech by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg at the Ottawa Conference on Security 
and Defence. – NATO, 9 March. https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_193055.htm 
(accessed on 28 August 2022).
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Ukraine’s war in the coming weeks and months, the more difficult it becomes 
for individual NATO countries to look in the mirror and see themselves as 
protectors of humanitarian values, peace, and the world’s security order. 

All of this points to taking more risks in order to deter Russia. If sending 
Alliance troops to Ukraine to fight alongside Ukrainians is still too radical 
for the Alliance today, it would also help if the NATO Alliance developed a 
straightforward strategy with a primary focus on military elements to protect 
Ukraine instead of the current “dowhatyouwant” policy. First and fore
most, Ukraine must be provided with new military capabilities that are most 
harmful to Russia, as well as humanitarian corridors in Ukraine. It also would 
not hurt to communicate this much more loudly to Russia by stating, for 
example, that NATO is using military tools to protect humanitarian corridors 
in Ukraine, and so on. So far, NATO’s public communication has stressed 
the sanctions that Western countries have imposed on Russia and avoided 
openly talking about the military contributions that the Alliance has made to 
Ukraine. Military capabilities certainly have an important role to play in the 
dynamics of this war in Ukraine and straightforward communication that 
Russia does not have supremacy in this respect could also help to deter Russia 
in the future. At the very least, the West should not be afraid to speak in terms 
of red lines, to be committed to them while remaining flexible about where 
exactly they lie and what would trigger military intervention. 

5. How to create ruptures in the concept of the Russian World?  
Conclusions and practical recommendations

Russia’s military aggression and adventurism in Ukraine, the subsequent 
political isolation, and the economic disaster brought about by Western eco
nomic and financial sanctions have created favorable conditions for cracking 
the spine of the Russian World, even in the eyes of Russians. If stores are 
empty and even basic products are missing, travel abroad is restricted, the 
currency has lost significant value, people are out of work, and everyone out
side your homeland considers you a pariah, ordinary Russian citizens should 
have doubts about the Russian world as an ideal place sooner or later. How
ever, there are some further steps that the Western countries could consider 
to force Russia to scale down its aggressive ambitions and to give up the hope 
of its “beloved” Russkyi Mir worldwide.

First, since Russia seems to be obsessed with taking control over its border 
regions, and its socalled sphere of influence, one of Russia’s weaknesses seems 
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to be associated with Ukraine’s EU integration. It was precisely  Russia’s fear 
that Ukraine would be interested in EU (or even NATO) membership that 
triggered the 2014 annexation of Crimea. Since then, Russia has constantly 
asked the West for guarantees that Ukraine will not be a member of Western 
alliances, based on the argument that Russia feels threatened. Hence,  offering 
Ukraine accession to the EU ruins Putin’s plan of expanding the  Russian 
sphere of influence in the former Soviet republics. Similarly, it would also 
oppose Russia’s strategic narrative of Ukraine as a highly corrupt country that 
commits genocide against people in Donbas and is developing its own nuclear 
weapons.42 Furthermore, risks to the EU are not very high when straight
forwardly declaring that Ukraine will be an EU candidate country, stres
sing at the beginning of negotiations that the accession procedure relies on 
 concrete criteria that should be fulfilled by Ukraine before joining, and that it 
is completely up to Ukraine itself whether negotiations will be success ful or 
not. Ukraine has made a bold (and somewhat irrational) move by requesting 
“rapid” EU accession. Some political leaders in EU member countries have 
backed this idea, claiming that Ukraine deserves it for its staunch opposition 
to Russia. However, the EU has clearly failed in its communication of rejecting 
Ukraine’s “fast” accession, because the EU’s public statement was difficult to 
follow and could be interpreted in a voluntarist manner by anyone.43 It seems 
that EU leaders have almost forgotten the much broader significance of their 
decision to both Ukraine and Russia. Spending hours arguing about the pos
sibility of nonexistent “fast accession” is quite nonsensical, especially as that 
time could have been spent encouraging Ukraine, finding common ground 
on how Ukraine could be somewhat integrated into EU’s activities already 
setting a preliminary timeline for a negotiation procedure, and so on. Finally, 
Russia’s favorite narrative of being besieged by the West frequently takes the 
form of the West extending its influence primarily through soft measures and 
waging hybrid wars against Russia, with the EU being the usual perpetrator. 

Second, in a very calculated way, pressure should be put both on  Russia’s 
political and military elite, as well as Russians in general, to force Vladimir 
Putin to be removed from power. This recommendation is driven by the view 
that Putin can only hold power as long as he is worth more alive than dead 

42  BBC News 2022. Ukraine crisis: Vladimir Putin address factchecked. – BBC News, 22 Feb
ruary. https://www.bbc.com/news/60477712 (accessed on 28 August 2022).
43  See, for example, Brzozowski, A. 2022. EU leaders tone down Ukraine’s membership plan. – 
EurActive, 11 March. https://www.euractiv.com/section/europeseast/news/euleaderstone
downukraineseumembershipplan/ (accessed on 28 August 2022).
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to his companions in the FSB and other administrative organs with repres
sive or military backgrounds. So far, the Western countries have publicly 
 condemned Putin’s actions in Ukraine, Georgia and other places, however 
none of them has talked about his removal from power. Putin, on the other 
hand, has  frequently demanded that legally elected heads of state (such as 
Mikhail  Saakashvili or Volodymyr Zelenskyy) be deposed. Considering 
the current hysterical situation in Russia, it is highly probable that Putin’s 
 companions have started searching for alternatives to get rid of sanctions and 
make their life easy again. This would mean, first and foremost, that Putin 
should be replaced by somebody else, otherwise it would be difficult to save 
face. How ever, on the one hand, Putin’s successor cannot be somebody who is 
included in the list of sanctioned persons because this would not change the 
game from the perspective of Western countries. On the other hand, Putin’s 
successor cannot be somebody outside the current system either because, in 
that case, it would be difficult for Putin’s current companions to trust him 
(since only they can be the initiators of a regime shift). They know what 
they are going to get with Putin. At first glance, the situation appears to be 
beyond  salvaging from the outside. However, there is something the West 
could do in this regard. Today, Western sanctions are not linked to specific 
demands or developments that Western countries would like to see in Russia 
before removing the sanctions. This clearly works in favor of Putin as it allows 
him to show that he is the one who is protecting his companions and the 
whole nation from the West’s aggressive ambitions. However, if Putin and his 
 political allies were removed from power and replaced by someone capable 
and reasonable enough to end the war in Ukraine, accepting responsibility 
for Russia’s actions, sanctions would be lifted and financial and moral sup
port would be offered not only to Ukraine (which appears to be the actual 
 reality) but also to Russia to rebuild the country. This would change the pic
ture completely as it would make it difficult for Putin to justify his existence 
in the eyes of the Russian people. 

Even within Western countries, many people use the argument that it is 
neither fair nor reasonable to pressure ordinary Russian people because they 
do not desire the war in Ukraine. Fighting for their freedom, on the other 
hand, is something that only Russians can do. As tragic as it may be,  public 
opinion polls in Russia confirm that the majority of Russians support Putin’s 
regime.44 Furthermore, tens of thousands of Internet trolls in Russia report 

44  Further information on public opinion polls in Russia is available here: Levada Analytical 
Center 2022. https://www.levada.ru/en/ (accessed on 28 August 2022).

https://www.levada.ru/en/
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to their troll “factories” every morning with the goal of twisting history and 
justifying Putin’s actions. These are ordinary people in Russia who accept, 
support, and praise Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. In this respect, the West 
should also clearly understand that the question is not about changing merely 
the Putin regime, but also about changing the mindset of the majority of 
 Russian citizens (and even of those living in the nearby regions of Russia). All 
of this should be considered when increasing emotional pressure on Russia. 

Last but not least, the West must not overlook its relations with Russia’s 
neighbors. This applies not only to Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia which 
have suffered the most as a result of Russia’s aggressive policy, but also to 
Belarus. On the one hand, pressure should be put on the ruling elite of Belarus 
because they offer a physical platform for Russia’s attacks against Ukraine as 
well as support and justification for Russia’s military actions in Ukraine. In 
this regard, the Belarusian political elite should be sanctioned in the same way 
that the West sanctions Russia. Furthermore, all available measures should 
be taken to economically and physically remove Belarus from the conflict, 
 making it extremely difficult for Belarus to assist Putin. In addition, more 
emphasis should be placed on cooperation with China. Western countries 
have a lot to offer to China, owing primarily to their large and financially 
sound markets. So far, Western countries have been alarmed by China’s rise 
to promi nence in the global arena, and they have grossly underestimated 
the country’s political, economic, and military capabilities. Furthermore, in 
 Russia’s eyes, China is clearly “the new” West—the one that Russia would 
like to see as an ally. In this light, it appears that, rather than China having to 
choose between Russia and the West, it is the West that must decide whether 
to include or exclude China. The latter may offer shortterm benefits, but in 
the long run, this may unnecessarily divide the globe. As recent highlevel 
meetings between diplomats from China and the United States have shown, 
the reorganization of economic and political power centers in the global arena 
has already begun and, to Russia’s immense frustration, the future global 
power center is located in China, not Russia. 
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RUSSIAN CAPABILITIES IN CONVENTIONAL  
HIGH INTENSITY WARFARE. 

LESSONS FROM THE 2022 INVASION OF UKRAINE

Anton Paier

Abstract. The Russian Federation is today one of the world’s major military  powers. 
The most important component of the Russian military machine is the nuclear 
Strategic Forces, but conventional forces are also key actors in Russia’s defense and 
stra tegic policy. The present article will briefly describe the postSoviet evolution of 
 Russian conventional forces and their proficiency and effectiveness in the light of the 
2022 RussoUkrainian War. The armed forces inherited from the Soviet Union in the 
1990s faced a struggle to maintain even modest capabilities. After Boris Yeltsin handed 
power to Vladimir Putin in 1999, sustained attempts were made to increase their 
capabilities. Extensive reforms were made to improve personnel conditions and profi
ciency, organization and equipment. The Russian military involvement in the Syrian 
Civil War and in the 2014–2022 Donbas conflict seemed to indicate that  substantial 
progress had been achieved. When Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine in Feb
ruary 2022, military experts expected that the reformed Russian  military machine 
would overwhelm their outmanned and outgunned foes.  Contrary to expectations, 
the Russians suffered decisive setbacks, and despite partial successes in Southern and 
Eastern Ukraine they are presently embroiled in slow, costly  attritional warfare. The 
operations in the current conflict have evidenced serious shortcomings in organiza
tion and in combined arms tactics, suggesting that the reforms have only been partially 
successful. They also suggest the persistence of problems that the modern  Russian 
armed forces inherited from their predecessors, and this may be rooted in their his
torical military heritage and in aspects of Russian society that go back a long way in 
the past. The present conflict offers an opportunity for the military organizations of 
the Western world to learn important lessons and readdress their defense policies.

Keywords: Russian military reforms, command philosophy, military proficiency and 
sociocultural heritage, Russian invasion of Ukraine

1. Introduction

Over the last two decades, Russian armed forces have seen an apparent renais
sance under the political leadership of Vladimir Putin. Extensive and well 
publicized reforms have, on paper at least, achieved significant  modernization 
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of the Russian military machine, particularly in its capability to conduct con
ventional warfare, which has generated considerable alarm among members 
of the NATO alliance. The invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has however 
revealed unexpected weaknesses and flaws in Russian conventional forces. 
Based on an analysis of secondary sources, this article argues that these weak
nesses do not originate only from specific technological or doctrinal issues, 
but also from old patterns inherited from Soviet and even Tsarist  pre decessors. 
These patterns are grounded in sociocultural aspects of Russian society, like 
the authoritarian tendencies that are still evident in 21st century Russia.

The Russian Federation was born in 1991 upon the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. At that time the conventional forces inherited by the new Russian 
state were in a state of disarray. The conditions of near bankruptcy of the 
 Russian Federation prevented attempts to address the deficiencies of its mili
tary apparatus for many years. Due to the political turmoil and economic 
crises of the 1990s, it was only a shadow of its Soviet ancestor both in size 
and  effectiveness. Some tentative steps towards reforms had already been 
proposed before the collapse of the USSR to address perceived weaknesses 
in the army (Mobile Force Concept).1 The dismal Russian military perfor
mance during the first Chechen War (1994–1996) evidenced serious flaws 
in  training, equipment and organization. The forces initially fielded in that 
conflict were an improvised patchwork of different formations deployed with 
their peacetime TOE and unused to operating together. Furthermore, the 
decision to decrease the number of conscripts, taken in 1993, also led to a 
shortage of NCOs, the backbone of every army, who in the old Soviet system 
were promoted from the ranks and generally lacked the professionalism of 
their Western counter parts. The war also evidenced deficiencies in equip
ment, for instance the vulner ability of the T80 MBT to light AT weapons 
in urban combat. The Air Force was powerful on paper, with a number of 
advanced fourth generation fighters, but was handicapped by a scarcity of 
pilots and fuel shortages that reduced the amount of flying hours for  training. 
After this conflict, the humilia tion experienced by the Russian military led 
to more active steps to improve the situation. The defence minister, Pavel 
Grachev, was replaced by Igor Rodionov in 1996. The Air Force and the Air 
Defence Force were merged in 1997, a step towards the implementation of 
the Aerospace Force. A new tactical formation, the Battalion Tactical Group, 
was created. The BTG is a modular tactical formation created with the 

1  Barrie, D.; Hackett, J. (eds.) 2020. Russia’s Military Modernization. IISS. London: Arundel 
House, p.16.
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 combatready elements of an Army  brigade principally intended to quickly 
deploy wellequipped and trained forces in limited conflicts.2

2. Reforms under Vladimir Putin

After Vladimir Putin became acting president (1999) and then president 
(2000) of the Russian Federation, efforts to address the weaknesses of the 
armed forces were intensified with the aim of regaining, at least partially, 
the status of Russia as a preeminent military power. Progress was slow. The 
 Russian victory in the Second Chechen War (1999–2002), which saw the first 
employment of BTGs, was achieved more by the use of overwhelming force 
than by tactical finesse, resorting to traditional “steamroller” tactics and level
ling builtup areas in enemy hands with massive fire power.3 The reforms con
tinued to be hampered by a shortage of funds and by the conservative  attitude 
of the military leadership. Starting from 2001, under the direction of the 
new defense minister Ivanov, the proportion of  volunteers in the Army was 
increased and the length of the draft shortened, being  progressively reduced 
to 12 months. However, it was only after the brief conflict with  Georgia in 
August 2008, which again evidenced shortcomings in Russian military per
formance, that the political leaders of the country (at that time Putin was 
prime minister and Dmitry Medvedev president) were able to start a process 
of real modernization under the guidance of Defense Minister Serdyukov 
and Chief of General Staff Makarov. One of the solutions adopted to improve 
effective ness and readiness was a switch to an allbrigade  structure (New Look 
army).4 It was planned that every brigade would provide two BTGs ready 
for im mediate employment. After Sergei Shoigu became defense  minister in 
2012, a number of divisions were reformed5, but most with only two or three 
manoeuvre regiments. This may reflect a reorientation towards high inten
sity warfare, however other aspects of the SerdyukovMakarov reforms were 

2  Fiore, N. J. 2017. Defeating the Russian Battalion Tactical Group. – Armor Magazine. 
https://www.benning.army.mil/armor/eARMOR/content/issues/2017/Spring/2Fiore17.pdf 
(30.03.2022). [Barrie, Hackett 2020]
3  Galeotti, M. 2017. The Modern Russian Army 1992–2016. New YorkOxford: Osprey Pub
lishing, pp. 16–18. [Galeotti 2017]
4  Barrie, Hackett 2020, pp. 23–26.
5  Ibid., p. 33; Galeotti 2017, p. 28.

https://www.benning.army.mil/armor/eARMOR/content/issues/2017/Spring/2Fiore17.pdf
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maintained, particularly the progressive increase of contract personnel (kont
rakt  niki)—paid volunteers who sign to serve for a few years.6

Excluding independent units, the typical organizational structure of 
the ground Forces is: Army => Brigade/ Division (2–5 regt.) =>  Battalion/ 
BTG. On the eve of the Ukrainian invasion, the Russian ground Forces 
on all  theatres comprised at least 100 brigades (incl. combat support and 
 service support) and 10–11 divisions, capable of fielding a total of almost 
150 BTGs.7 As  mentioned above, the BTG answered the need to have available 
 combatready tactical formations, but it could also have been an adaptation 
to personnel shortage.8 In fact, it is the basic tactical formation employed 
in Ukraine during the first phase of the war. Most BTGs comprise two or 
three MR and one tank  company, plus support and combat support elements. 
They are semi permanent units, in contrast to the US Army Combined 
Arms  Battalion (CAB).9 On paper, at least, they are only manned by  contract 
 soldiers. In theory, each brigade should man and equip two BTGs (and each 
regiment one) drawn from their organic battalions and support units. Even 
if brigades and regiments are not at full strength, they should thus be able 
to speedily form one or two effective tactical formations. One drawback of 
these formations, however, is that they leave the rest of their parent forma
tions without followon, combatready and proficient elements. Another 
problem faced by the modern Russian Army is that the reduction of draft 
service to one year has left the army with conscripts who, after basic training, 
have only a few months left to serve in active formations. Moreover, despite 
attempts to improve recruits’ living conditions and to fight the old practice 
of “dedovshchina” (abuse of new recruits by their older comrades), military 
service remains rather unpopular and draft evasion is still quite widespread, 
compounding the problem of personnel shortage.10 Other objectives of the 
New Look reforms included the reduction of military districts to four, and 
their transformation into Joint Strategic Commands, the merging of military 

6  Ibid., pp. 40–41.
7  Harris, C.; Kagan, F. W. 2018. Russia’s Military Posture: Ground Forces Order of Battle. 
Washington, DC: ISW and CTP. https://www.criticalthreats.org/wpcontent/uploads/2018/03/
RussianGroundForcesOOB_ISWCTP.pdf (02.06.2022). Hackett, J. (ed.) 2022. The Military 
Balance 2022. IISS. London: Arundel House, p. 194
8  Barrie, Hackett 2020, p. 70.
9  U.S. Army Combined Arms Battalion 2016. – Battle Order. https://www.battleorder.org/
usacab2016 (15.04.2022).
10  Galeotti 2017, pp. 37–38.

https://www.criticalthreats.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Russian-Ground-Forces-OOB_ISW-CTP.pdf
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higher institutions into ten combined universities, and the outsourcing of 
rear support functions to civilian organizations.11 Airborne Forces and Special 
Forces have retained the prominent role that they played in the old Soviet 
Army, and efforts have been made to increase the number of contract 
 per son nel in these units too. 

The reforms tried to revitalize the air forces as well. Besides equipment 
modernization, there has been reorganization around the “Air Base” or “Air 
Station” concept, merging air regiments or squadrons with auxiliary and 
 support elements at the same site where they are based. While this  decision 
was partly reversed under Defense Minister Shoigu, the main logistical 
aspects of this reform were maintained. In 2015, the Air Force and the Aero
space Defence Force were merged into the Aerospace Force (VKS).12

The Navy was not ignored in the Russian rearmament program but eco
nomic constraints have limited the growth of naval strength. The attempt to 
create a powerful carrier force has been for the moment set aside, and the only 
vessel of that type in the Russian inventory is the Admiral  Kuznetsov, presently 
undergoing repairs. The submarine force is one of the most  important compo
nents of the Navy, and a new class of nuclear, fifth  generation  multipurpose 
submarines (Project 545, Husky Class)13 is currently planned. The naval forces 
have always been the junior branch of the Soviet military and, despite efforts 
to build a true oceanic Navy with global capa bilities, this lower status persists 
even today. Russia is a continental power, and  geographical constraints—
requiring the division of the fleet between the Baltic, the Arctic, the Black 
Sea, and the Pacific—have always been an obstacle to the oceanic ambitions 
of the Kremlin.

As mentioned above, equipment modernization has been a key part of the 
reforms. Innovative AFV designs have been developed and some are now in 
service. The new T14 Armata MBT, first displayed in public during the 2015 
Victory Day (fig. 1), is the first vehicle of that type with an unmanned  turret. 
The BMPT Terminator is a new type of AFV designed for support roles, 
particu larly in urban scenarios. New drones and UAVs, whose importance in 
modern warfare is growing, have also been designed. Advanced UAVs, like an 

11  Barrie, Hackett 2020, p. 26.
12  Myers, N. 2018. The Russian Aerospace Force. – Security Forum, Vol. 2(1), pp. 91–103.
13  Russia is currently designing Husky-class fifth generation of submarines 2020. – Navy 
Recognition, Naval Technology, March 23. https://www.navyrecognition.com/index.php/
focusanalysis/navaltechnology/8194russiaiscurrentlydesigninghuskyclassfifthgener
ationofsubmarines.html (31.07.2022).

https://www.navyrecognition.com/index.php/focus-analysis/naval-technology/8194-russia-is-currently-designing-husky-class-fifth-generation-of-submarines.html
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upgraded version of the S70 Okhotnik, are in an advanced phase of develop
ment.14 Russia has also entered the “stealth race” with the SU57 fighter which 
is undergoing the flighttest program but is not yet fully operational, even if 
Russia claims it has been used in combat in Ukraine.15

Hypersonic technology is another field in which Russia has made 
 sub stantial progress, with the Kh47 ASM Kinzhal already in service and the 
AShM Tsirkon performing advanced tests with the Navy.16

Problems with costs, production and maintenance have, however, greatly 
hampered equipment modernization efforts. Some of the new weapon 
 systems have only been produced in small numbers or are still affected by 
teething problems. For instance, the T14 is still in preproduction phase and 
delays have hampered SU57 development. There are also doubts among the 
Western intelligence community about the technical soundness of some of the 

14  Larson, C. 2021. Russia’s Upgraded Okhotnink Unmanned Aerial Vehicle Just got a lot 
Stealthier. – The National Interest, December 15. https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/
russia%E2%80%99supgradedokhotnikunmannedaerialvehiclejustgotlotstealth
ier198028 (01.06.2022). Hackett 2022, p. 169.
15  Kadam, T. 2022. 4 Russian Su57 Jets, Operating In Stealth Mode, Identified & Destroyed 
Ukrainian Air Defense Systems – Decoding Claims. – The Eurasian Times, July 3. https://
eurasiantimes.com/4russiansu57jetsoperatinginstealthmodeukrainian/ (15.07.2022).
16  Hackett, 2022, p. 171.

Figure 1. T-14 Armata MBT, Victory Parade, Moscow, 9 May 2015 (author’s collection).
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https://eurasiantimes.com/4-russian-su-57-jets-operating-in-stealth-mode-ukrainian/
https://eurasiantimes.com/4-russian-su-57-jets-operating-in-stealth-mode-ukrainian/


47RUSSIAN CAPABILITIES IN CONVENTIONAL HIGH INTENSITY WARFARE

new designs. For instance, the effectiveness of the stealth suite of the SU57 
has been questioned.17 The backbone of the Russian arsenal is still made up 
of improved models of older weapon systems like the SU27/35 fighter  family, 
the 2S19 SP howitzer, the BMP2/3 IFV, and the Ka50, Ka52 and Mi28 attack 
helicopters (fig. 2). Tanks have always played a central role in the Soviet and 
Russian ground forces, but today the most advanced MBT in active service is 
still the T90, an evolutionary upgrade of the venerable T72. The T80, once 
considered the best tank in the Soviet army, suffered serious losses in the 1994 
Chechen conflict, and its turbine engine is plagued by  unreliability issues. Even 
if dieselpowered versions, T80 U and UD, were subsequently  developed, it 
was decided that an improved T72, designated T90 in 1992, was more reli
able and cost effective. In 1996, after the  experience in Chechnya, the T90 
was selected as the new Russian standard MBT.18 Despite being based on the 

17  Su-57: A Worse Fighter Russia Ever Produced. 2021. – GDC, October 9. https://www.
globaldefensecorp.com/2021/10/09/su57aworsefighterrussiaeverproduced/ (01.07.2022). 
Hollings, A. 2021. Why Russia’s Su57 Fighter Jet Is Ranked Last for Stealth. – The National 
Interest, June 6. https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/whyrussia%E2%80%99ssu57
fighterjetrankedlaststealth186900 (01.07.2022).
18  Bishop, C. (ed.) 2006. The Encyclopedia of Tanks. Hoo: Grange Books, p. 339.

Figure 2. Mil Mi-28 Havoc attack helicopters, Victory Parade, Moscow, 9 May 2015 (author’s 
collection).
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T72, a tank that performed poorly in the Middle East in 1982 and 1991, the 
T90 should not however be easily dismissed in comparison to Western tanks. 

The T72 apparently was no match for the Israeli Merkava in  Lebanon in 
1982 or the US M1A1 Abrams and the British Challenger during Desert Storm. 
However, it should not be forgotten that those vehicles were “ downgraded” 
export versions in the hands of illtrained crews, facing the very best equip
ment that the West could field. Former Warsaw Pact tanks tested after the end 
of the Cold War revealed much better protection levels than expected.  Further 
improvements in passive and active defenses and in ammunition quality on 
the T90 have probably made this vehicle close to its Western counter parts 
in protection and firepower. The real advantages of Western tanks, and other 
weapon systems as well, generally lie in superior  electronics and fire  control, 
and better crew training. The losses that Russian AFVs have suffered in 
Ukraine so far appear to be due more to a failure in employing  combined 
arms tactics than to technological inferiority. The same lesson seems to apply 
to the losses suffered by Saudi M1A2s and Turkish Leopard 2 A4s in the 
 Middle East.19

Apart from the technical reforms, in the last decade the regime has also 
tried to improve the image of the military among the public, and to foster 
 patriotism and national pride in Russian society. One example is the  massive 
celebrations for the 70th anniversary of the victory in 2015 with a public 
 display of military hardware, including historical vehicles from the “Great 
Patriotic War”. (fig. 3, 4)

Russia’s efforts to improve its military machinery have been paralleled by a 
weakening of the conventional capabilities of several Western countries. After 
the end of the Cold War, the European members of NATO made sub stantial 
cuts to their military budgets and the size and readiness of their armed forces. 
After the start of the socalled “War on Terror”, Western militaries focused 
on counterinsurgency and “peace keeping operations” at the expense of con
ventional, highintensity warfare. In the early 2000s, some pundits claimed 

19  Roblin, S. 2019. Turkey’s Leopard 2 Tanks are Getting Crushed in Syria. – The National 
Interest, November 9. https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/turkeysleopard2tanksareget
tingcrushedsyria95396 (30.07.2022). It must be pointed out that the most sensitive details 
about modern weapon systems, like tank armour, are classified. Much of the information avail
able on the Internet simply comes from speculation and is not reliable. It is, however, generally 
agreed by military experts that the electronics in most Western weapon systems are more 
advanced than in their Russian counterparts.
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Figure 3. The iconic T-34 tank displayed during a military parade in Petrozhavodsk, 2019 
(author’s collection).

Figure 4. Russian children dressed in WW2 military outfit, Moscow, May 2015 (author’s 
collection).
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that the age of traditional warfare between nation states was over.20 Improve
ments in the conventional forces of China and Russia and increasing tension 
between these powers and the Western alliance show the folly of such an 
assumption. 

The performance of Russian forces employed in the Syrian civil war and 
in the Donbas after the “Maidan Revolution” seemed to confirm that a real 
improvement in Russian military capabilities had taken place, and in recent 
years gloomy predictions have been made in the West about NATO’s odds in 
facing a hypothetical invasion of the Baltic countries.21

3. The 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine

Contrary to previous assessments, the performance of the Russian  military 
in the initial phase of the Ukrainian war suggests that their program of 
 rearmament and modernisation has not been very successful. The initial 
drive against Kyiv was a complete failure. Operations in the south and the 
east were more successful but, despite the apparent disparity of forces, the 
 invaders have become enmeshed in slow, grinding attritional warfare. While 
at the  beginning of Putin’s “special military operation” it was feared that the 
 apparently much weaker Ukrainian military machine would be overwhelmed, 
the successes of the Ukrainian defenders and the high losses inflicted on 
 Russian AFVs following the invasion have surprised many experts.22

20  The following essay is just one example of the opinion expressed by some commen tators 
after the proliferation of nonconventional and antiinsurgency warfare in the early 21st 
 Century, especially in Iraq and Afghanistan: Dharfizi, A. D. 2011. Conventional Warfare is 
Obsolete in the 21st Century – An Assessment with Empirical Evidence and with Reference to 
Recent and/or Contemporary Conflicts (Grad. Thesis). University of Malaya.
21  BNS/TBT Staff 2016. Report: NATO would lose against Russia in invasion of Baltic 
States. – The Baltic Times, February 4. https://www.baltictimes.com/report__nato_would_
lose_against_russia_in_invasion_of_baltic_states/ (01.08.2022). Episkopos, M. 2021.World 
War III: If Russia Invaded the Baltics NATO Couldn’t Stop Them. – The National Interest, 
March 15. https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/worldwariiiifrussiainvadedbalticsnato
couldntstopthem180303 (01.08.2022).
22  Copp T.; Tucker, P. 2022. Five Reasons Why Russian Forces Are Struggling in Ukraine. – 
Defense One, Threats, March 1. https://www.defenseone.com/threats/2022/03/fivereasons
whyrussiastrugglingukraine/362636/ (15.05.2022). Feng, J. 2022. China Surprised by 
Russia’s Military Failures in Ukraine: CIA Director. – Newsweek, May 10. https://www.news
week.com/chinataiwanrussiaukraineciadirectorwilliamburns1705087 (02.08.2022).
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Russia launched the invasion on February 24th following almost one year 
of military buildup near the Ukrainian border, but without an extensive 
mobilization of reservists. According to the Ukrainian journalist and military 
commentator Yuri Butusov, one week before the invasion the Russians had 
assembled forces drawn from eight Combined Armies and one Tank Army 
divided into nine groupings, including 64–70 BTGs, about 15 of which were 
deployed in Belarus.23 The Donbas secessionist territories contributed one 
Army Corps each.

The invasion was launched on several axes along the Ukrainian border 
from Belarus in the north to the Donbas in the east and Crimea in the south. 
The push against Kyiv was accompanied by “special operations” carried out by 
infiltrators, mercenaries and special forces, likely intended to decapitate the 
Ukrainian political leadership. These attempts were thwarted by  Ukrainian 
security forces, assisted by local militia. The advance on Kyiv soon stalled 
on the northern and eastern outskirts of the capital. The most  successful 
advances were achieved in the south where Russian units from Crimea 
 steadily pushed back the enemy in the Kherson and Zaporizhia Oblasts. By 
the end of March, the Russians had apparently conceded their failure against 
Kyiv and started redeploying their forces to the East. A renewed offensive in 
the Donbas in April soon degenerated into a slow attrition match, with the 
Russians  achieving only modest gains against a dogged Ukrainian defence. 

It has been evidenced by military analysts and commenters that the 
 Russians were often unable to make effective use of combined arms tactics. 
Tanks, if inadequately supported by infantry, are vulnerable to ambush by 
enemy infantry equipped with ATGMs and LAWs, and this has been shown 
in many instances during the invasion. The use of inexperienced and unmoti
vated conscripts in Northern Ukraine could have been a contributing  factor to 
the failure of the Russian offensive on that front. In theory, by law,  conscripts 
cannot be fielded in theatres of war outside national borders unless they 
 volunteer, and even then they are not supposed to be employed in BTGs. In 

23  Butisov, Y. 2022. Отвода войск РФ от границ Украины нет, а замечена новая актив
ность врага – Бутусов. КАРТА (There is no withdrawal of Russian troops from the borders 
of Ukraine, but a new activity of the enemy has been noticed – Butusov. MAP). – Censor.
net, February 18. https://censor.net/ru/news/3317188/otvoda_voyisk_rf_ot_granits_ukrainy_
net_a_zamechena_novaya_aktivnost_vraga_butusov_karta (01.05.2022). The exact Russian 
order of battle is difficult to establish and sources differ in their estimates. Elements from 
many divisions, brigades and regiments have been identified (but many of them are logistic and 
support units with no combat role). Ukrainian land forces at the onset of the war consisted of 
about 21 Army field brigades, 3 territorial defence brigades, and 4 National Guard brigades.

http://Censor.net
http://Censor.net
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war, however, reality often diverges from theory, and there exists the suspicion 
that officers may coerce recruits to “volunteer” themselves.24 The presence of 
unwilling Russian conscripts in Ukraine has been highlighted by the media. 
Optimistic assumptions about a quick collapse and lack of willingness to 
resist on the part of the Ukrainians may have played an important role in the 
apparent lack of adequate planning and preparation for an offensive against a 
determined and welltrained opponent, at least on the Kyiv and northern axis 
of the advance. According to some military commentators, Russia has been 
“shaping the battlefield”, setting the conditions for a decision in the east, and 
have even speculated that the offensive against Kyiv was just a diversion.25 

While this hypothesis may be too far off, the Russians have shifted their 
main effort to Eastern Ukraine with the apparent intent to encircle the best 
Ukrainian units deployed in the Donbas. They have also continued to feed 
units to the front, but their efforts so far have not been very successful and a 
sort of stalemate has ensued. By early June the number of Russian BTGs had 
increased to about 100. More have joined the battle since then, but some of 
those deployed earlier have been withdrawn due to losses. The BTGs remain 
the basic tactical units, assigned as needed to the front. This ad hoc organiza
tion enhances flexibility but lacks the mass and power of the old Soviet army 
doctrinal Ground Forces units. In this war we are not seeing huge Russian 
mechanized formations “barrelling” to the Dnepr as their Soviet ancestors 
were expected to do in Germany (some Cold War analysts thought that a 
massive Soviet mechanized onslaught could reach the Rhine in less than a 
week). It is relevant that the BTGs constitute, as said, the basic tactical units 
in the invasion force. Before the invasion it was thought likely that in a major 
war Russia would employ its combat forces along traditional lines (divisions, 
brigades, regiments, battalions) instead of relying on the BTGs as the pri
mary tactical organization.26 This, of course, would presume a major mobi
lization. The fact that Russia has launched the offensive without a general 
mobi lization, mainly relying on BTGs formed from the peace army, suggests 
that it did not expect a major, protracted conflict. The conclusion is that the 
Russian leadership made a major miscalculation. Being now embroiled in a 

24  Galeotti 2017, p. 38.
25  The Silksworth Post 2022. The West Misled the Public on Russia’s War Strategy, and the 
Results are Starting to show in Donbass. – Indian Defence Review, April 30. http://www.indian
defencereview.com/thewestmisledthepubliconrussiaswarstrategyandtheresultsare
startingtoshowindonbass/ (03.07.2022).
26  Barrie, Hackett 2020, p. 70.
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major war of attrition, and unable for political reasons to declare a full mobi
lization, it seems that Russia is trying to continue operations by improvised, 
makeshift means. According to the Institute for the Study of War, Russia 
launched in July a vast recruiting campaign for volunteer battalions with men 
aged between 18 and 60, even without previous military experience.27 This 
 initiative indicates the struggle that Russia is facing to pursue a costly war of 
 attrition without general compulsory mobilization.

According to the monitoring site “Oryx”, during the first month of ope
rations Russia lost over 80 MBTs, over 130 IFVs and APCs, and scores of 
other AFVs were destroyed, not counting damaged and captured vehicles.28 
While that source is probably not completely accurate, it gives an idea of the 
rate of material attrition of the Russian ground forces in the initial phase of 
the war. Material and personnel attrition has continued at a high rate, and so 
far there is no evidence of major changes in Russian tactical performance and 
in their ability to use combined arms tactics. In order to reduce the vulner
ability of their vehicles against antitank weapons, especially the topattack 
Javelin ATGW, makeshift addon armour is being used but its effectiveness 
is doubtful.29 There has been an increased reliance on the use of artillery, 
which is a traditional Russian strength and has been used in past conflicts to 
compen sate for tactical shortcomings. Are Russians aware of their weakness 
in combined arms warfare? It is possible that the Russian leadership was aware 
of the tactical flaws of its military organization and tried to compensate for 
it with technological solutions. For instance, the BMPT Terminator has been 
developed as a unique type of AFV specialized for supporting tanks, particu
larly in urban warfare. But can this really compensate for weak  com bi ned 
arms tactics and insufficient infantry training?

The Russian Aerospace Force has deployed at least 300 of its combat air
craft (out of a total inventory of about 1500 aircraft, of which 1172 combat 
capable)30 within the range of the Ukrainian theatre of operations but has not 

27  Stepanenko, K.; Barros, G.; Kagan, F. W. 2022. Russian Volunteer Units and Battalions. – 
ISW, July 16. https://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russianvolunteerunitsand
battalions (02.08.2022).
28  Mitzer, S.; Janovsky, J. 2022. Attack On Europe: Documenting Russian Equipment Losses 
During The 2022 Russian Invasion Of Ukraine. – Oryx, February 24 (updated). https://www.
oryxspioenkop.com/2022/02/attackoneuropedocumentingequipment.html (30.03.2022).
29  Desperate Russian army is attaching wooden logs as armor with trucks and tanks 2022. – 
GDC, April 10. https://www.globaldefensecorp.com/2022/04/10/desperaterussianarmyis
attachingwoodenlogsasarmorwithtrucksandtanks/ (05.07.2022).
30  Hackett, 2022, p. 200.
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employed them as intensively as many military analysts expected.31 The scar
city of air support for Russian ground formations has been one of the factors 
that have allowed successful Ukrainian resistance on the ground. However, 
Russia still seems to hold the advantage in the air. The small Ukrainian air 
force fielded about 100 combat aircraft at the beginning of the invasion, with 
Sovietera vintage fighters (Mig29 and Su27) lacking modern standoff AA 
missiles. Ukrainian fighters are equipped with medium range semiactive 
radar homing missiles and shortrange IR missiles. The former require that 
the fighter keep illuminating the target after the weapon is launched, thus 
exposing the aircraft to retaliation. The latter require a fighter to close the 
distance to dogfight range. Modern Russian fighters, like the Su30 and Su35, 
are equipped with fireandforget missiles that allow the airplane to disengage 
after launching its weapons. This gives Russia a considerable advantage in 
air combat and, together with the presence of advanced Russian antiaircraft 
missiles, has resulted in significant Ukrainian losses in fixedwing combat 
aircraft.32

Ukrainian interdiction and ground support aircraft (Su24 and Su25) 
are also older models compared to those fielded by the enemy. Russia fields 
newer, more capable versions of the Su25, and the Su34 is vastly superior 
to any strike aircraft in the Ukrainian inventory. Standoff missiles in certain 
 circumstances can also allow Russian aircraft to fire their weapons without 
leaving friendly air space, thus decreasing their exposure to hostile threats. 
Some claims made by the Ukrainian authorities about enemy losses remain 
unsubstantiated and some are just myths spread by the media (“Ghost of 
Kyiv”). A scarcity of smart weapons in their inventory33, and probably an 
unwillingness to expose precious air assets, have however been a limiting 
 factor in the intensity of Russian air operations. There has also been insuffi
cient coordination between air and ground forces, contributing to the lower 
than expected air support for the Russian offensive. 

31  Roza, D. 2022. Where is the Russian Air Force? Experts break down why they might be 
hiding. – Task & Purpose, March 3. https://taskandpurpose.com/news/howbigistherussian
airforce/ (02.06.2022). [Roza 2022]
32  Axe, A. 2022. Ukraine’s Pilots Are Flying Into Battle With Old, Dumb Missiles. It’s 
One Reason They Get Shot Down. – Forbes, April 30. https://www.forbes.com/sites/
davidaxe/2022/04/30/ukrainespilotsareflyingintobattlewithpoormissilesitsonerea
sontheygetshotdown/ (01.06.2022).
33  Plopsky, G. 2022. Analysis of Russian airpower deployment in Ukraine by Guy Plopsky. – 
HushKit, March 22. https://hushkit.net/2022/03/22/analysisofrussianairpowerdeploy
mentinukrainebyguyplopsky/ (01.08.2022).
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On the other hand, despite considerable Western military aid,  Ukrainian 
prospects of improving the balance in the air are in doubt. Deliveries of spare 
parts, ordnance and aircraft are certainly useful for keeping the  Ukrainian 
air force in the fight. However, the delivery of advanced missiles and  fighters, 
even if politically feasible on the part of NATO members, would create 
consider able problems with training and logistics. Russia, of course, also has 
the option to send reinforcements of uncommitted air assets, but this capa
bility depends on the grade of readiness of their air force and on  logistical 
issues, as well as on political will. These factors are at present diffi cult to 
assess. Russian pilot training has improved compared to the 1990s. Today, 
Russian combat aircraft pilots average around 100 flying hours per year.34 
The decline of flying hours spent by NATO pilots in the past decades has 
narrowed the training gap that existed in the late 20th century and should be 
a reminder to avoid overoptimistic assumptions about Western qualitative 
superiority. In any case, in the first months of war, Russia managed to achieve 
a slightly favourable loss ratio in fixedwing aircraft: as of early July 2022, it 
had lost a little over 30 fighters and fighterbombers against roughly 40 lost by 
Ukraine, according to independent analysts35. In general, however, it can be 
said that the Russian air forces have not performed as well as military experts 
expected on the eve of the invasion.

4. Issues about Russian military performance in Ukraine

One of the reasons for the problems facing the Russian military in their 
“Ukrainian special operation” is that the military reforms were principally 
aimed at improving the readiness of the standing Army for limited ope
rations, while the Ukrainian invasion has turned into a highintensity con
flict of  attrition. This kind of war requires extensive mobilization which the 
Moscow regime cannot afford for political and economic reasons. Another 
possible factor is that the military reforms were in part aimed at improving 
the image of Russian military might rather than addressing its weaknesses. 
Some of the Russian improvements may have been “cosmetic”, i.e., more for 
propaganda purposes than for real effectiveness. History offers examples of 
military organizations that paid more attention to their image than to true 

34  Roza 2022.
35  Ibid. See also: Mitzer, S. 2022. List Of Aircraft Losses During The 2022 Russian Invasion 
Of Ukraine. – Oryx, March 20 (updated). https://www.oryxspioenkop.com/2022/03/listof
aircraftlossesduring2022.html (05.06.2022).
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military effectiveness. One classic example is the armed forces of Fascist Italy, 
ineffective despite the bellicose rhetoric of the regime.36

Furthermore, the setbacks suffered by the Russian armed forces may indi
cate that these weaknesses depend in part not on contingent factors but on 
historical patterns inherited from the military system of the Soviet Union, 
or even of the old Tsarist Army. They may be even a reflection of Russian 
society as a whole. The relationship between the performance of military sys
tems and the societies to which they belong is an important topic37 which 
deserves more attention. As USMC Major Henric G. Hansen wrote: “One 
cannot divorce the soldier from origins. The soldier is, in fact, a reflection of his 
society and he therefore mirrors its mores and spirit.”38 Since at least the 19th 
century it has become clear that modern armies need soldiers who are well 
educated and motivated, rather than “automatons” inured to blind obedience 
through brutal discipline. The latter system, which had certain advantages 
for the armies of the absolute monarchies of the 18th century, creates serious 
problems in modern military organizations where individual initiative and 
skills in the use of complex weapon systems are paramount.

Historically, Russian soldiers have always been praised for their stead
fastness, their sometimes suicidal bravery and their ability to operate with 
minimal comforts and logistical support. These qualities, while still relevant, 
have become less decisive in modern times, especially in the highly sophisti
cated military organizations of the 20th century, and particularly of the post
WW2 era. In the late 19th century, Germany led the world towards a new 
philosophy of warfare that stressed missionoriented tactics, initiative and 
professional leadership.39 Tsarist Russia and its successor the Soviet Union 
remained strongly committed to a system based on directive command.

The Soviet Union, partly due to its ideological background, tended to 
 consider warfare as a science. Organization and planning were based on 
deterministic principles. According to this doctrine the unknown elements 
of  warfare were to be minimized by meticulous planning and adherence to 

36  Hansen, E. G. 1998. The Italian Military Enigma. Quantico, VA: Command and Staff 
 College Education Center, Marine Corps Combat Development Command. [Hansen 1998]
37  See the interesting analysis of Eric Quellet, particularly about the concepts of “power dis
tance” and “uncertainty avoidance” in the Russian society: Ouellet, E. 2020. Russian command 
dynamics – A sociological primer. – Contract Report. Defence Research and Development 
Canada. North York, Ontario: Royal Military College of Canada. [Quellet 2020]
38  Hansen 1998.
39  Brouwer, J. J. 2021. The German Way of War. A Lesson in Tactical Management. Barnsley: 
Pen & Sword Books. Creveld, M. van. 1982. Fighting Power. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.
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preset rules, leaving little space for the initiative of subordinate leaders. This 
system had some advantages, especially in armies made by relatively low 
educated conscripts raised in a society based on authoritarian prin ciples, and 
it allowed the commander to bring in its assets with precise timing without 
the need to guess what subordinates might do at any given time.40 It created, 
however, a rigid system illsuited to respond to the rapid changes and uncer
tainties of the modern battlefield. Since the 1970s there has been a debate 
among Western militaries, particularly in the US Army, about the advantages 
of missionoriented command—a term which is generally used as a  synonym 
of the German word Auftragstaktik. The US army officially adopted this com
mand philosophy in the 1980s41, with mixed results.42 The aftermath of the 
Gulf War of 1991 led to debate on the ability of the US armed forces to really 
implement this concept. Some analysts claimed that Operation Desert Storm 
reflected the “military revolution” of the 1970s and 1980s, while others judged 
that the US Army had failed to really understand and implement the principles 
of mission command.43 Some experts claimed that Auftragstatik is a German 
philosophy that can only be fully understood and implemented in the frame 
of the German military culture as it existed in the 19th and 20th centuries.44 
It has also been argued that the concept of mission command has become a 
dogma in the West and is not the panacea claimed by some proponents.45 For 
instance, some past failures of the German armies—like the  German offen
sives in 1918—may be due to a tendency to emphasize and prioritize tactics 
at the expense of operational planning46. Sometimes  independent decisions 
taken by commanders led to negative outcomes, like Gen. von Kluck’s deci
sion to change the axis of First Army advance in September 1914. 

40  Ouellet 2020, pp. 13–15. Hooker, R. D. 1993. Maneuver Warfare: An Anthology. Presidio 
Press, p. 44. [Hooker 1993]
41  Antal, J. 1987. Mission Tactics. – Armor Magazine, May–June, pp. 9–11.
42  Eisel, G. W. 1992. Befehlstaktik and the Red Army Experience: Are there Lessons for Us? 
Fort Leavenworth, KS: School of Advanced Military Studies.
43  Leonhard, R. R. 1991. The Art of Maneuver. Novato, CA: Presidio Press.
44  Gunther, M. J. 2012. Auftragstaktik: The Basis for Modern Military Command? Fort 
Leaven worth, KS: School of Advanced Military Studies. Cedergren A.; Mattsson P. A. (eds.) 
2003. Uppdragstaktik (Swedish). Forsvarshogskolan, Stockholm, Vallingby: Elanders Gotab 
AB, pp. 157–174.
45  Hendrix, S. N. 2014. Toujours Auftragstaktik. Cuyahoga Community College. https://www.
academia.edu/9334028/Toujours_Auftragstaktik (03.11.2021).
46  Paier, A. 2019. The German Offensives, 1918. An Analysis of Operations and Leadership 
(I, II). – Security Forum, Vol. 3(2), pp. 131–159.
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In any case, while modern Western armies have been increasingly praising 
initiative and flexibility, at least in words, the Soviet Union followed a dif ferent 
approach. The scientific approach to warfare led Soviet military theoreticians 
to focus on the operational art of war, which can be considered as the domain 
of warfare between tactics and strategy, even if there are dif ferences between 
Western and Russian armies regarding the definition of this  concept.47 
Unfortu nately, meticulous operational planning and rigid  adherence to orders 
become less effective the more one proceeds down to the tactical levels of 
warfare. The tempo of combat operations and the uncertainty due to contin
gent local factors increase where small units are concerned, requiring junior 
leadership—and even rank and file—to be able to take prompt independent 
decisions that may involve disregarding orders when they are deemed to be 
inadequate for the changing conditions of the battlefield.48 Is it to be noted 
that today’s Russian army is aware of the criticality of this time factor and has 
tried to reduce the tempo of decision making,49 but other factors like over 
centralization and excessive restrictions to the freedom of decisionmaking 
given to subordinates limit the effectiveness of such attempts?

The necessity on the part of authoritarian regimes to hold firm control 
over the armed forces further exacerbates a climate of fear. The pervasive fear 
of authority and retribution by superiors have a paralyzing effect. Officers 
who act under this psychological strain may tend to follow instructions to the 
letter even when it is evident that the everchanging conditions on the battle
field make them no longer appropriate. Also, a system where subordinates 
must be “kept in their place” which regards them as merely tools in the hands 
of their superiors does not reinforce trust—an essential factor for effective 
command50—and may result in vital information and intelligence not being 
shared to the lower echelons of command. Officers and soldiers who have not 
been trained to use their own initiative and have not been made fully aware 
of their superiors’ intent may find themselves paralyzed when unexpected 
situations arise on the battlefield. It seems that this kind of problem exists, to 
an even greater degree than in Russia, in the armies of most Arab countries, 

47  Grau, L. W.; Bartles, C. K. 2017. The Russian Way of War. Force Structure, Tactics, and 
Modernization of the Russian Ground Forces. Fort Leavenworth, KS: Foreign Military Studies 
Office (FMSO), p. 39. [Grau, Bartles 2017]
48  Leonhard, R. R. 1994. Fighting by Minutes. Westport, CT: Praeger, pp. 107–124. See also: 
Hooker 1993.
49  Grau, Bartles 2017, pp. 51–58.
50  Cedergren, Mattsson 2003, p.13.
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as has been evidenced by the analysis of Kenneth Pollack.51 One effect of this 
attitude is also that subordinates may lie to their superiors in their reports for 
fear of being punished or of “losing face”, as often happened in the Iraqi Army 
of Saddam Hussein. It may be argued that modern realtime communications 
can make the directive command style still prevalent in the Russian military 
easier to apply. However, in reality there are many situations where initiative 
and quick thinking are still necessary. For example, the commander of an 
ambushed platoon or company needs to react instantly and independently. 
Pollack described, for instance, how in the Iraqi Army senior generals and 
the General Staff often had to micromanage lower echelons and provide them 
with detailed scripts of the operations because of the lack of initiative and the 
incompetence of their subordinates.52 This kind of micromanagement and 
inflexibility is not very conducive to efficiency and effectiveness, yet it has 
often been a feature in Russian military history.53 In general, the Russian mili
tary in this war is still showing a lack of flexibility and difficulty to adapt. And, 
as RAF Air Marshal Ed Stringer recently said: “He who adapts quickest wins”.54

The drawbacks coming from these historical roots, and in particular from 
Soviet heritage, without the material and numerical might possessed by the 
Red Army resulted in the poor performance in the early wars of the Russian 
Federation, as described above. The SerdyukovMakarov reforms initiated 
in 2008 seemed to herald real change, but so far they appear to have failed to 
pass the test of battle in Ukraine.

The qualitative and organizational flaws of the Russian military, however, 
should not lead to excessive optimism about the Ukrainian chances to win 
the war, if their victory goal is the recapture of all Ukrainian territory lost 
after 2014 or even after February 2022. As described above, after the failed 
attempt on Kyiv, the Russians have concentrated their attention on the East 
and the South. As of early September they control the Kherson and Luhansk 
Oblasts, much of Zaporizhia and Donetsk Oblasts, and part of the Kharkiv 
Oblast. They failed to trap significant parts of the Ukrainian army in the 

51  Pollack, K. M. 2004. Arabs at War. Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press.
52  Ibid., pp. 212–213, 220–221.
53  According to an American analysis of the Cold Warera Soviet Army “The Soviet  perception 
of initiative involves finding a correct solution following normative patterns.” Soviet  tactical 
 flexibility increased with the rank of the commander and the size of its forces, and there 
was little flexibility under regiment level: The Soviet Army: Operations and Tactics 1984. 
FM  10021. Washington: Headquarters Department of the Army, 212.
54  Allison, G. 2022. Russian Air Force ‘desperate’ says RAF Air Marshal. – UKDJ, July 18. 
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/russianairforcedesperatesaysrafairmarshall/ (15.08.2022).
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SevierodonetskLysychansk pocket and the front has not seen any dramatic 
changes in the last couple of months. Of course, we cannot know the exact 
intents of Putin and the Russian leadership; however, if their army managed 
to occupy the rest of Donetsk Oblast they could perhaps claim with some 
credibility to have achieved the goals of their “special operation”, namely the 
“liberation” of the two Donbas oblasts and the land bridge with Crimea. This 
could be presented at home as a reasonable victory, and we cannot exclude the 
 possibility that Russia has the capability to achieve these limited objectives. 
The quote “quantity has a quality all its own” holds some truth. Even without 
total mobili zation, Russian resources vastly outweigh those of Ukraine. Russia 
is now deeply committed and has paid a high price so far, which means it will 
probably try to achieve at least these limited objectives. Western sources have 
revealed that Russia is moving reinforcements to the Donbas front, sending 
even older equipment held in storage to make up for losses.55

If the only acceptable goal for Ukraine is the total liberation of their 
country and the reestablishment of borders as they existed before 2014, it is 
not certain that such an outcome would be achievable. Even if the  Russians 
decided to stop any further advances and switched to the defensive, the 
Ukrainian military may still find itself in an awkward situation. It is an old 
principle of war that, unless the attacker has a huge qualitative superiority, 
they require numerical and material superiority over the defender. While the 
Ukrainian army has so far been relatively successful on the defensive and even 
in local counterattacks, how good are their chances to expel Russian forces 
from all of their lost territory?56

55  Nardelli, A. 2022. Russia Turns to Old Tanks as It Burns through Weapons in Ukraine. – 
Bloomberg, June 14. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/20220614/russiaturnsto
oldtanksasitburnsthroughweaponsinukraine (02.08.2022).
56  According to Col. M. Grosberg, head of the Estonian Defense Forces’ Intelligence center, 
in a recent interview on ERR, Ukraine has only a short eight to tenweek window to launch a 
major counteroffensive before the onset of winter, and it is “unlikely that Ukraine will be able 
fulfill President Zelenskyy’s wish of liberating its entire territory from Russian troops in such a 
short timeframe”. ERR, September 02. https://news.err.ee/1608703642/estoniancolonelnot
convincedukrainecanliberateterritoriesbyyearend. 
In a previous article from the same broadcasting channel, security expert Rainer Saks warned 
that Russia may be planning a long war of attrition, and that “There is speculation that Russia 
might want to stage a major offensive in various parts of Ukraine to retake the initiative”. Luts, J; 
Libe T. 2022. – ERR, August 8. https://news.err.ee/1608693877/rainersaksrussiamight
switchtolongerwarofattrition (01.09.2022). On September 6th Ukraine launched a counter
offensive in the Kharkiv Oblast. This operation has made initial gains and is still ongoing.
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We do not know how a long, drawnout war, which seems likely right now, 
might affect the Russian home front and internal support for the regime. But 
on purely military grounds, despite all its flaws, the Russian military is still a 
formidable opponent against a mediumsized country with limited economic 
resources like Ukraine. 

5. Conclusion

The picture of the Russian military machine that emerges from the present 
war in Ukraine is a mixed one. Undoubtedly, there has been some progress 
after the 2008–2009 reforms. The relatively few Russian units employed in 
the Donbas in support of the separatists between 2014 and 2021, and in Syria 
in support of the Assad regime have been at least moderately  successful. Old 
patterns and weaknesses remain, however, as clearly evidenced by the 2022 
operations in Ukraine. The Ukrainian Army, on the other hand, has also made 
significant improvements in the past years thanks to Western  assistance. As 
mentioned above, it appears that Russia has underestimated the capability and 
resolve of their enemies, which may be one explanation for the  inadequate 
planning and preparation before the invasion. Whether this depends on 
faulty intelligence or selfdeception on the part of the Russian political and/
or  military leadership is difficult to assess. C3 failures are also evident, with 
weaknesses in communications and coordination in the command chain.57

It is likely that the persistent problems apparent in Russian performance 
during the present conflict are very deeply rooted and go beyond military 
doctrine and organization. Complex problems can seldom be traced back to a 
single simple cause. Military performance and effectiveness depend on many 
factors, some of them, like all issues involving human activities and enter
prises, being riddled by confounding factors that make analysis difficult. It is, 
however, reasonable to assume that the military of a country in part reflects 
the society it belongs to, which in turn is affected by socioeconomic, cultural, 
and historical factors that can go back a long way into the past.  Russian  society 
has always been authoritarian. While before the 19th century, and often long 
after, all European societies were authoritarian compared to the present, this 
was particularly true for Tsarist Russia. The despotism and brutal discipline in 

57  Jones, S. G. 2022. Russia’s IllFated Invasion of Ukraine: Lessons in Modern Warfare. – 
CSIS, June 1. https://www.csis.org/analysis/russiasillfatedinvasionukrainelessonsmodern
warfare (07.07.2022).
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the Russian Imperial Army, particularly before 1874, was legendary, and well
known to historians.58 The Soviet Union that emerged from the 1917 revo
lution was probably even more authoritarian than its predecessor. Control by 
the authorities and the party was strict, and this extended to the military too. 
In fact, the very power of the armed forces in the Soviet Union made them 
a potential threat to the political elites. Thus, strict control was necessary, as 
proved by the presence of political officers at all levels of command. This also 
led to a tendency to prioritize qualities of dedication and loyalty over compe
tence among officers and military personnel,59 while military effectiveness 
depends to a high degree on the initiative and proficiency of subordinate 
leaders and even of simple privates. It seems that fear of authority is deeply 
rooted in Russian society, and the present authoritarian regime, albeit milder 
than its Soviet predecessor, likely has not ameliorated this tendency. Russian 
leaders have been aware of the problems plaguing their armed forces, hence 
the several attempts at reforms. However, it seems that the fundamental prob
lems coming from the Russian concept of authority and other sociocultural 
patterns have remained. To introduce a new doctrine emphasizing the need 
for initiative is not the same as being able to apply it in the real world within a 
system that is still pervaded by old values and mentality—which the authori
tarian developments in Putin’s Russia have probably contributed to keeping 
alive. 

Seeing the problems described above, it appears unlikely that the  Russian 
military would be able to dramatically improve its proficiency in the 
 immediate future. Furthermore, Russia’s prospects of victory are hindered by 
the fact that it is trying to fight a major war “with one hand tied behind its 
back” because political constraints prevent a full mobilization.

The present war is undoubtedly providing invaluable lessons to the 
 Western alliance. The problems of NATO unreadiness are largely self
inflicted. The war in Ukraine suggests that the new Russian army is not the 
juggernaut that was previously believed. But decades of dramatic cuts in mili
tary budgets have left the conventional forces of NATO’s European countries 
in a seriously weakened state. Even the German Army, the backbone of NATO 
in Central Europe during the Cold War, has fallen to a low level of readiness, 

58  Pintner, W. M. 1987. The Imperial Russian Army: Society, Politics, Economics, and Revo
lution. – The Russian Review, Vol. 46, No. 4, October, pp. 439–446.
59  Ouellet 2020, p. 15.
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as evidenced by the media in the past years.60 Only some Eastern European 
countries have been an exception to this trend. It appears that the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine has marked a reversal of this tendency, with several Euro
pean countries announcing increases in their military budgets. It is, however, 
too early to predict the outcome of these efforts.
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THE MAIN WAR OF THE CENTURY:  
PRELIMINARY RESULTS

Yevhen Mahda1

Abstract. This article is devoted to the preliminary results and pilot analysis of the 
RussianUkrainian war, the next phase of which, in the form of a largescale invasion, 
began on 24 February 2022. The author describes and explains key features of the 
confrontation between Russia and Ukraine, emphasising the propaganda, diplomatic 
components and the humanitarian aspect of the most significant and bloody war of 
the beginning of the 21st century.

Keywords: Volodymyr Zelenskyy, Vladimir Putin, dehumanisation, propaganda, 
war

1. Introduction

Today’s information space presents predominantly publicising assessments of 
the ongoing war between Russia and Ukraine. Obviously, the most objective 
ones will be given by future historians who will have the possibility to see the 
situation from a particular retrospective viewpoint. But analysing events in 
the heat of the moment is also important, laying the foundations for under
standing what is happening.

The aim of this article is to capture the state of affairs of Russian Ukrainian 
relations under circumstances where both countries are in a state of unde
clared war. The term “special military operation”, coined by Vladimir Putin2, 
has lost its relevance six months after Russia’s fullscale invasion of Ukraine. 
The announcement of a “limited” mobilization in September 2022 opened a 
new phase of the  RussianUkrainian war and revealed its largescale nature 
to millions of  Russian citizens.3

1  Dr. Yevhen Mahda works at Igor Sikorsky National Technical University of Ukraine. See 
more about the author: https://orcid.org/0000000157928713; rozumaha@gmail.com.
2  Баранец, В. Чем специальная операция в Донбассе отличается от войны. 24.02.2022. 
https://www.kp.ru/daily/27368/4550179/.
3  Указ “Об объявлении частичной мобилизации в Российской Федерации”. 21.09.2022. 
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69391.
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This article is one of the first attempts to analyse the preliminary results 
of the war. Sources for this article were official documents (like decrees of the 
Russian President), periodicals, and Internet media publications. 

Although the active phase of the military confrontation continues and 
prospects for its end remain dim, some conclusions can already be drawn 
today. Recalling that the Russian Federation is a presidential republic, the 
peculiar “role reversal” between the presidents of Russia and Ukraine is also 
worth noting. In Russian transcription—Vladimir—they are  namesakes, 
but in Ukraine it is customary to use the Ukrainian one—Volodymyr. How
ever, this is not the only difference. Volodymyr Zelenskyy, who had no 
 political experience before his election, after 24 February became a sym
bol of  resistance in Ukraine and one of the most popular politicians in the 
world4. Vladimir Putin, who has been in power for more than 20 years as 
prime  minister, president, ‘national leader’ and president again, is seriously 
deteriorating and becoming politically passive. The Kremlin master finds it 
increasingly difficult to respond to the challenges that life throws at him, and 
his speech at the Valdai Discussion Club is the best proof of this5. It can be 
argued that the relationship through distant dialogue between the leaders of 
Russia and Ukraine reflects the trends in Russian and Ukrainian society. 

With the beginning of the largescale invasion of Russian troops on 
24 February 2022, the hybrid conflict with lowintensity combat operations 
between Russia and Ukraine entered a new phase—largescale combat ope
rations ( battles, etc.) using all kinds of troops. It is necessary to note the high 
intensity of hostilities and the close relationship between the hostilities and 
events in the sociopolitical life of both parties to the war and the world at 
large.

2. Peculiarities of the Russian-Ukrainian war

On 24 February 2022, the most thorough and longterm war of the 21st cen
tury stepped into its next, more slaughterous phase. It was characterized not 
only by a particularly bitter confrontation but also exposed the shortcomings 

4  Зеленский стал самым влиятельным человеком Европы по версии POLITICO. 
23.03.2022. https://ukraine.segodnya.ua/ukraine/zelenskiystalsamymvliyatelnymchelove
komevropypoversiipolitico1610263.html.
5  Путин на Валдайском форуме. Прямой эфир. 27.10.2022. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=duUL8bFTf64.
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of the global security system. Clearly, the end of hostilities will signal a radical 
change in the international security system.

Russia’s largescale aggression, which began in February 2022, has moved 
the confrontation, which began its armed phase at the end of  February 2014 
with the capture of Crimea by the “green men”, into its next phase. The  Russian 
Federation felt strong enough to attempt to subdue Ukraine6. Contrary to the 
predictions and assessments of numerous Western experts, Ukraine man
aged to withstand and repel the aggressor. As a result, instead of the  Russian 
 Blitzkrieg anticipated by a number of influential centres of  influence, the 
region of Central and Eastern Europe was plunged into a bloody conflict, 
causing the region to be referred to as a “bloody land”.

The status of  “the former republics of the USSR” held by both parties 
to the Russian Ukrainian war does not fully capture the full extent of the 
contra dictions between Russia and Ukraine as the former played the role of 
 metropolis in Muscovy/Russian Empire/Soviet Union, while Ukraine was not 
simply  colonised by its neighbour but acted as a donor for its development 
over the centuries7. However, the nature and scale of the confrontation  suggest 
that the end of the war will be a watershed moment for the postSoviet space. 
Russia’s dominance is coming to an end, a fact that is becoming  increasingly 
 apparent. Developments in the South Caucasus, where  Azerbaijan and 
 Armenia are increasingly seeking ways to reconcile8, and the appearance of 
Tajik President Emomali Rahmon at the RussiaCentral Asia summit calling 
on the Kremlin to respect the Central Asian states9 are significant signals of 
the decline of Russia’s authority.

The scale of the confrontation is exacerbated by the use of nuclear threat. It 
is not just a matter of Ukraine giving up the third largest nuclear arsenal in the 

6  Matthews, O. 2022. Inside Putin’s bunker: how he kept the plan to invade Ukraine secret. 
03.11.2022. https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/howputinkepttheplantoinvadeukrainea
secretnlw087729.
7  Економічна історія України: Історико-економічне дослідження: в 2 т. 2011. Т. 1. 
696 с.; Економічна історія України : Історико-економічне дослідження: в 2 т. 2011. Т. 2. 
608 с.
8  Неверова, А. 2022. Азербайджана провели переговоры в США. 08.11.2022. https://
www.dw.com/ru/glavymidovarmeniiiazerbajdzanaproveliperegovoryvssa/a63687131; 
Армения и Азербайджан ведут переговоры о мире на фоне обвинений в расстреле 
военнопленных. 3.10.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/news63123894.
9  Rahmon tells Putin: We want to be respected. 14.10.2022. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=k0plRt5eUE.

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/how-putin-kept-the-plan-to-invade-ukraine-a-secret-nlw087729
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/how-putin-kept-the-plan-to-invade-ukraine-a-secret-nlw087729
https://www.dw.com/ru/glavy-midov-armenii-i-azerbajdzana-proveli-peregovory-v-ssa/a-63687131
https://www.dw.com/ru/glavy-midov-armenii-i-azerbajdzana-proveli-peregovory-v-ssa/a-63687131
https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-63123894
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0plRt5-eUE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0plRt5-eUE
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world in the early 1990s, which has been transferred to Russia10. The ineffec
tive and declarative nature of the Budapest Memorandum11 became common
place. Russia seized the Chornobyl and Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plants in 
the first weeks of the war12. The Chornobyl NPP is  perhaps the most famous 
nuclear facility in the world, long since decommissioned;  Zaporizhzhia is 
the most powerful nuclear power plant in Europe. The  Russian  government 
did not limit itself to power games with the nuclear plant. However, it could 
not prevent an International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) delegation from 
 visiting the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant in Enerhodar13. Vladimir 
Putin’s decree on transferring ownership of Zaporizhzhya NPP14 (the  largest 
nuclear power plant in Europe) to Russia became an example of the most 
significant and baldfaced theft ever carried out in public. 

However, it is worth noting that Russia did not limit itself to these actions. 
Accusations of Ukraine’s preparation of a “dirty bomb” were made shortly 
after the largescale aggression began15. They did not have the desired effect 
for the Kremlin, so a largescale information and psychological operation 
was  carried out in October 2022. Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu16, 
 Foreign  Minister Sergei Lavrov17 and State Duma Speaker Vyacheslav 

10  Memorandum on security assurances in connection with Ukraine’s accession to the 
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons. 05.12.1994. https://treaties.un.org/
Pages/showDetails.aspx?objid=0800000280401fbb.
11  Крамар, О. 2022. Будапештский меморандум: что пообещали Украине в 1994 году 
и как Киев хочет использовать это в свою пользу. 27.02.2022. https://hromadske.ua/ru/
posts/budapeshtskijmemorandumchtopoobeshaliukrainev1994goduikakkievhochet
ispolzovatetovsvoyupolzu.
12  Военный конфликт и АЭС Украины: угроза взрыва и утечки радиации. 5.03.2022. 
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/03/1419282.
13  МАГАТЭ: на Запорожской АЭС нарушены все семь обязательных компонентов 
ядерной безопасности. 06.09.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/news62811953.
14  Путин поручил принять в федеральную собственность объекты Запорожской 
АЭС. 5.10.2022. https://tass.ru/ekonomika/15964877.
15  Мельникова, А. 2022. МАГАТЭ не нашло в Украине следов разработки “грязной 
бомбы”. 3.11.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/inspekciamagatenenaslavukrainepriznakov
razrabotkigraznojbomby/a63641262.
16  Keskin, O. Шойгу обсудил тему о “грязных бомбах” Украины с коллегами из Индии и 
КНР. 26.10.2022. https://www.aa.com.tr/ru/мир/шойгуобсудилтемуогрязныхбомбаху
краинысколлегамиизиндииикнр/2721223.
17  Лавров назвал опровержения Запада о “грязной бомбе” голословными. 24.10.2022. 
https://ria.ru/20221024/bomba1826359359.html.

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/showDetails.aspx?objid=0800000280401fbb
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/showDetails.aspx?objid=0800000280401fbb
https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/budapeshtskij-memorandum-chto-poobeshali-ukraine-v-1994-godu-i-kak-kiev-hochet-ispolzovat-eto-v-svoyu-polzu
https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/budapeshtskij-memorandum-chto-poobeshali-ukraine-v-1994-godu-i-kak-kiev-hochet-ispolzovat-eto-v-svoyu-polzu
https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/budapeshtskij-memorandum-chto-poobeshali-ukraine-v-1994-godu-i-kak-kiev-hochet-ispolzovat-eto-v-svoyu-polzu
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/03/1419282
https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-62811953
https://tass.ru/ekonomika/15964877
https://www.dw.com/ru/inspekcia-magate-ne-nasla-v-ukraine-priznakov-razrabotki-graznoj-bomby/a-63641262
https://www.dw.com/ru/inspekcia-magate-ne-nasla-v-ukraine-priznakov-razrabotki-graznoj-bomby/a-63641262
https://www.aa.com.tr/ru/ìèð/øîéãó-îáñóäèë-òåìó-î-ãðÿçíûõ-áîìáàõ-óêðàèíû-ñ-êîëëåãàìè-èç-èíäèè-è-êíð/2721223
https://www.aa.com.tr/ru/ìèð/øîéãó-îáñóäèë-òåìó-î-ãðÿçíûõ-áîìáàõ-óêðàèíû-ñ-êîëëåãàìè-èç-èíäèè-è-êíð/2721223
https://ria.ru/20221024/bomba-1826359359.html
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 Volodin18, one after another in different venues, accused the Ukrainian leader
ship of  preparing to use a nuclear bomb. The purpose of these actions was to 
damage Ukraine’s credibility worldwide and to portray Ukraine as a terrorist 
state. However, the results of the IAEA inspection have refuted the insinua
tions of Russian VIP propaganda19, only confirming its criminal nature.

There is another factor that experts sometimes overlook. The Russian
Ukrainian war is a confrontation between states with major Orthodox 
denominations. The Russian Orthodox Church occupies an exclusively 
 progovernment position20, but the situation in Ukraine is somewhat  different. 
The recently created Orthodox Church of Ukraine and the  Ukrainian 
 Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate are in opposition. It is, let 
me remind you, the most significant part (in terms of people and money, 
of course) of the Russian Orthodox Church21. The nature of the confron
tation and the actions of the opposing sides suggest that the situation in global 
Orthodoxy will change significantly once the fighting is over.

3. Russian aggression in Ukraine and international relations

Elaborating on this thought, I would like to point out that the established 
format of the multipolar world, which Russia’s actions have challenged, will 
also radically change after the end of the RussianUkrainian war. Its scale and 
ferocity suggest a significant transformation of the format of global inter
national relations in the near future. Ukraine has solved the issue of its geo
political survival on the battlefield, proving its viability as a state. At the same 
time, the low effectiveness of the OSCE and the International Committee of 
the Red Cross has unfortunately become evident to all.

The situation at the United Nations is paradoxical. The vote in the UN 
General Assembly on the issue of pseudoreferendums, which Russian 

18  Володин счел США и ЕС пособниками ядерного терроризма из-за помощи Киеву. 
24.10.2022. https://www.rbc.ru/politics/24/10/2022/63561eee9a794730c7b9c5e9.
19  Инспекторы МАГАТЭ не обнаружили на ядерных предприятиях в Украине 
никаких признаков незаявленной активности. 3.11.2022. https://news.un.org/ru/
story/2022/11/1434282.
20  Смерть в Украине смывает все грехи? 27.09.2022. https://ru.euronews.com/2022/09/27/
webpatriarchkirillonukraine.
21  Лученко, К. 2022. Независимость или раскол. Какими станут отношения  Украинской 
и Русской православной церкви. 30.05.2022. https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87212.

https://www.rbc.ru/politics/24/10/2022/63561eee9a794730c7b9c5e9
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/11/1434282
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/11/1434282
https://ru.euronews.com/2022/09/27/web-patriarch-kirill-on-ukraine
https://ru.euronews.com/2022/09/27/web-patriarch-kirill-on-ukraine
https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87212
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authorities led in the occupied territories of Ukraine22, demonstrated the 
attitude of the world community to Russia’s actions. The latter managed to 
put together a “coalition of outcasts” in support of itself—only the Russian 
 Federation, Nicaragua, Syria, Belarus and the DPRK23 opposed said reso lution 
(in March 2022 Eritrea voted for a UNGA24 resolution condemning the inva
sion of Ukraine, but Nicaragua did not)25. Iran is also a fullyfledged partici
pant in this coalition, supplying Russia with kamikaze drones which it uses to 
attack the critical infrastructure in Ukraine26. On the other hand, meetings of 
the UN Security Council, in which Russia abuses its veto power27, are rapidly 
losing procedural meaning and are thus intensifying the debate on the need 
to reform the United Nations. 

The global community has responded to Russia’s actions with at least two 
asymmetric, and therefore effective, steps. On the one hand, on the  initiative 
of the USA and its NATO partners, the “Ramstein format”28 was created on 
26 April 2022, which allows us to discuss the prospects of  strength ening 
the Ukrainian Armed Forces and agree on the need for new supplies. The 
 presence of all NATO members in the process of ratifying documents on 
 Finland and Sweden joining the Alliance promotes discussion about the 
 continuing leadership of NATO in its role of ensuring international  security. 
Also noteworthy is the reanimation of the LendLease procedure by the 
United States which was marked by the realisation of the US leadership’s own 
 ability to use informational techniques to influence Russia. The United States 
is informed almost weekly that a new batch of military aid has been made 
available to Ukraine.

22  Генеральная Ассамблея ООН потребовала от Москвы отменить решения по ста-
тусу отдельных районов Донецкой, Запорожской, Луганской и Херсонской областей 
Украины. 12.10.2022. https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/10/1433377.
23  Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (editor’s comment).
24  The United Nations General Assembly (editor’s comment).
25  Гостев, А. 2022. Друзья, с какими и врагов не нужно. Кто в мире остался с Путиным. 
06.05.2022. https://www.svoboda.org/a/druzyaskakimiivragovnenuzhnoktovmire
ostalsyasputinym/31836348.html.
26  Иранские дроны в небе Украины. 22.10.2022. https://ru.euronews.com/2022/10/22/
iraniandronesinukrainianskies.
27  Совет Безопасности ООН: Россия наложила вето на резолюцию,  осуждающую 
аннексию территорий Украины. 30.09.2022. https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/ 09/1432952.
28  DeYoung K.; Timsit, A. 2022. ‘Putin never imagined’ global rally of Ukraine support, 
defense secretary says. 26.04.2022. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/04/26/aus
tinputinukrainesupportmilitaryrussia/.

https://news.un.org/ru/story/2022/10/1433377
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Before discussing the military component of the confrontation, I would 
like to elaborate on the propaganda component of the RussianUkrainian 
war. After the First World War, information support for combat operations 
became a necessary element of warfare. Here, it is necessary to dwell on the 
key messages of Russian and Ukrainian propaganda:

The basic messages of Russian propaganda are as follows:

• The priority of Russian propaganda can be said to be the dehumanisation 
of the enemy. This trend has been developing since at least 2014 with the 
story of the “crucified boy in Sloviansk”29, the Ukrainian Defence Forces 
being referred to in propaganda messages as “nationalists” and “Zelenskyy 
militants”30, and being attributed to a variety of military actions and war 
crimes. In violation of the Geneva Convention, Russian propagandists are 
forcing Ukrainian POWs to publicly “repent” in their own interests31.

• The term “special military operation”32 adopted by the Kremlin and the 
Russian media on 24 February 2022 proved ineffective. The ideological 
construct “special military operation” was supposed to appease Russian 
public opinion, but it failed in its objective as reality proved unpredictable 
for the Russian leadership. 

• The concepts of “denazification” and “demilitarization” were not under
stood by Russian citizens when applied to the realities of the Russian
Ukrainian confrontation. They were not reflected in informal commu
nication in Russian society, despite the fact that it was consistently pumped 
full of tales of the “glorious history of the Russian army and navy” and of 
the muchtalkedabout Ukrainian collaboration with the Nazis during the 

29  Калашник, П. 2021. Автор фейка о “распятом мальчике” сожалеет о своих словах и 
жалуется на плохое отношение в России. 12.04.2021. https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/avtor
fejkaoraspyatommalchikesozhaleetosvoihslovahizhaluetsyanaplohoeotnosheniev
rossii.
30  Боевики Зеленского нанесли удар по Энергодару – ВГА Запорожья. 28.07.2022. 
https://crimea.ria.ru/20220728/boevikizelenskogonanesliudarpoenergodaruvga
zaporozhya1123983234.html.
31  Пленный боевик “Азова” рассказал о лжи Зеленского про оборону Мариуполя. 
17.10.2022. https://iz.ru/1411216/20221017/plennyiboevikazovarasskazalolzhi
zelenskogoprooboronumariupolia.
32  СВО идет по плану – сатанисты из “цивилизованного мира” будут разбиты: мне-
ние. 24.10.2022. https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2022/10/24/svoidetpoplanusatanistyiz
civilizovannogomirabudutrazbitymnenie.
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https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/avtor-fejka-o-raspyatom-malchike-sozhaleet-o-svoih-slovah-i-zhaluetsya-na-plohoe-otnoshenie-v-rossii
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Second World War, labelling the Ukrainian Armed Forces “Nazis” 
33. As 

an aside, there came no answer to the obvious question about the con
nection between the “denationalization” of Ukraine and the nationality 
of the Ukrainian President, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, who is Jewish. In this 
matter, Russia can only count on the growth of domestic antiSemitism. 

• Another aspect of the dehumanisation of the enemy is the desire to show 
Ukrainian servicemen as adherents of Nazi ideology. The Azov regiment, 
banned in Russia, is perceived by Russian propaganda as part of a Nazi 
military structure. It is no coincidence that a show trial was being prepared 
for captive Azovstal defenders in Russianoccupied Mariupol34. Although 
Azovstal’s defense leaders escaped Russian captivity during an exchange in 
September 2022, it cannot be entirely claimed that the idea of such a trial 
has lost its relevance.

• Foreign servicemen of the Ukrainian Armed Forces whom Russian forces 
have taken prisoner have received particular attention. We are referring 
primarily to the marines who were sentenced to death by the “court” of 
the selfproclaimed DNR35 but returned home as a result of the exchange. 
In violation of the Geneva Convention, Russian propagandists publicly 
showed footage of prisoner interrogations in which they gave testimony 
required by the Russian authorities. 

• It should be noted that the topic of the possible use of weapons of mass 
destruction by Ukraine was not limited to the aforementioned “dirty 
bomb” reports: General Igor Kirillov, Chief of Chemical, Bacteriological 
and Radiation Defense Troops of the Russian Army, publicly and regu
larly voiced insinuations about the possible use of toxic substances by 
The Armed Forces of Ukraine36. I would like to point out that the Russian 
 general’s public assumptions have not been objectively confirmed.

33  Украинские нацисты ударили по жителям Херсона, которые ждали своей очереди 
для эвакуации на другой берег Днепра. 5.11.2022. https://www.1tv.ru/news/202211
05/440964ukrainskie_natsisty_udarili_po_zhitelyam_hersona_kotorye_zhdali_svoey_
ocheredi_dlya_evakuatsii_na_drugoy_bereg_dnepra.
34  Родионов, М. “Следователи дадут отмашку”. Как идет подготовка к трибуналу над 
“Азовом”. 10.08.2022. https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2022/08/10/15249038.shtml.
35  Верховный суд так называемой “ДНР” приговорил к смертной казни трех ино-
странцев, воевавших в составе украинской армии. 09.06.2022. https://www.currenttime.
tv/a/dnrsudnadtremyainostrantsami/31890855.html.
36  Брифинг начальника войск РХБ защиты ВС РФ генерал-лейтенанта Игоря 
Кириллова по угрозам радиационной безопасности. 24.10.2022. https://function.mil.
ru/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12442898@egNews.

https://www.1tv.ru/news/2022-11-05/440964-ukrainskie_natsisty_udarili_po_zhitelyam_hersona_kotorye_zhdali_svoey_ocheredi_dlya_evakuatsii_na_drugoy_bereg_dnepra
https://www.1tv.ru/news/2022-11-05/440964-ukrainskie_natsisty_udarili_po_zhitelyam_hersona_kotorye_zhdali_svoey_ocheredi_dlya_evakuatsii_na_drugoy_bereg_dnepra
https://www.1tv.ru/news/2022-11-05/440964-ukrainskie_natsisty_udarili_po_zhitelyam_hersona_kotorye_zhdali_svoey_ocheredi_dlya_evakuatsii_na_drugoy_bereg_dnepra
https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2022/08/10/15249038.shtml
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• The supply and use of Western weaponry by the AFU can also be called 
a sore point for Russian propaganda. Since the start of  deliveries of 
155 calibre howitzers to Ukraine, which are in service in NATO  countries 
and have the necessary ammunition, Russian propagandists have been 
 trying to prove that American and European guns are incapable of 
 influencing the situation on the frontline37. Even the Kremlin’s main ally 
Alexander Lukashenko has been involved in promoting this thesis38. The 
situation has been aggravated by deliveries of HIMARS to Ukraine, which 
have demonstrated their high effectiveness. The Russian media reported 
the destruction of the “transport and loader unit for HIMARS” in the 
summer of 2022, ignoring that a transport and loader unit for this type 
of weapon does not exist. Russian Defense Ministry spokesman General 
Igor Konashenkov reports on “HIMARS missile interceptions” almost 
daily. However, there is not a single objectively confirmed instance of the 
destruction of an MLRS39 launcher of this type. 40

The Kremlin has succeeded in diluting responsibility for its own actions 
in several ways. Firstly, the Russian media actively uses the phrase “allied 
forces”41 to refer to the Russian army and the illegal armed groups created in 
2014 in the terrorist quasistates of the DNR and LNR, and in 2022 in other 
occupied regions of Ukraine. I should note that the units created by  Ukrainian 
citizens are often not formed voluntarily. Another fact is equally telling: the 
situation in the occupied regions is commented on by local collaborators 
rather than Russian officials. Interestingly, among Russia’s fellow travelers 
are not only exparliamentarians Yevgeny Balitsky42 and Vladimir Saldo43, 

37  Спецоперацию на Украине не поможет остановить ни одно западное оружие – 
эксперт. 06.09.2022. https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2022/09/06/specoperaciyunaukrainene
pomozhetostanovitniodnozapadnoeoruzhieekspert.
38  Лукашенко считает, что французские САУ Caesar уничтожат сразу после доставки 
на Украину. 21.07.2021. https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnayapanorama/15279785.
39  Multiple launch rocket system.
40  В Пентагоне говорят, что РФ не смогла уничтожить ни одной установки 
HIMARS из переданных Украине. 05.11.2022. https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/rus/
news/2022/11/5/7150093/.
41  Союзные силы России и ДНР начали наступление под Бахмутом. 29.09.2022. https://
iz.ru/1403343/20220929/soiuznyesilyrossiiidnrnachalinastupleniepodbakhmutom.
42  Балицкий Евгений Витальевич. https://rus.lb.ua/file/person/815_balitskiy_evgeniy_
vitalevich.html.
43  Биография Владимира Сальдо. 05.10.2022. https://tass.ru/info/15958209.

https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2022/09/06/specoperaciyu-na-ukraine-ne-pomozhet-ostanovit-ni-odno-zapadnoe-oruzhie-ekspert
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but also the antivaccinationist Kirill Stremousov44, known for his statements 
during the COVID19 pandemic. The latter died (or was probably killed) on 
9 November after Sergei Shoigu ordered Russian troops to leave Kherson45. 
This state of affairs did not change even after the pseudoreferendums on the 
annexation of the occupied territories of Ukraine to Russia had taken place.

At the same time, the actions of Russian troops in the occupied territories 
of Ukraine were often reported on the basis of the work of Soviet propa
gandists during the “limited contingent of Soviet troops” in Afghanistan in 
the late 70s and early 80s of the twentieth century46. If reports from  Russian 
propagandists are to be believed, the Russian military does nothing but 
 distribute humanitarian aid, take children to school, plant flowers and water 
trees.

Ramzan Kadyrov can safely be called a favourite of Russian propaganda 
in Ukraine. The head of the Chechen Republic not only skilfully imitated 
direct participation in combat operations but also sent three of his underage 
sons to Ukraine, posing with weapons in their hands47. It is worth noting 
the  alliance between Kadyrov and Vagner’s PMC handler, Yevgeny Prigozhin, 
who entered the public sphere by recruiting Russian prisoners to participate 
in combat operations in Ukraine48. This KadyrovPrigozhin alliance has been 
intensely critical of Russian generals49. This tandem is becoming increasingly 
visible in the Russian political landscape.

44  Довженко, О.; Білоусенко, О. 2021. Проросійський трикстер, конспіролог і ватажок 
антиваксів. Хто такий Кирило Стремоусов. 31.08.2021. https://ms.detector.media/trendi/
post/28056/20210831prorosiyskyytryksterkonspirologivatazhokantyvaksivkhtotakyy
kyrylostremousov/.
45  Замглавы оккупационной администрации Херсонской области Кирилл Стремоу-
сов погиб в ДТП – RT и ТАСС. 09.11.2022. https://theins.info/news/256839.
46  Рамм, А. 2022. Область мира: как сегодня живет Херсон. В регионе налаживаются 
мирная жизнь и работа предприятий, а экономика постепенно переходит на рубли. 
23.09.2022. https://iz.ru/1338333/alekseiramm/oblastmirakaksegodniazhivetkherson.
47  Безменова, Е. 2022. “Одних на убой, а своих детей – в рекламу”. Зачем сыновья Кады
рова ездили в Украину. 25.10.2022. URL: https://www.kavkazr.com/a/odnihnauboya
svoihdeteyvreklamuzachemsynovjyakadyrovaezdilivukrainu/32094770.html.
48  Пригожин – о вербовке заключённых на войну: “Либо зэки, либо ваши дети”. 
15.09.2022. https://www.svoboda.org/a/prigozhinoverbovkezaklyuchyonnyhnavoynu
libozekilibovashideti/32035673.html.
49  Азаров, Д. 2022. Кадыров и Пригожин регулярно (и подозрительно синхронно) 
критикуют российскую армию. Чего они добиваются? Мы попытались это выяснить. 
4.10.2022. https://meduza.io/feature/2022/10/04/kadyroviprigozhinregulyarnoipodozri
telnosinhronnokritikuyutrossiyskuyuarmiyuchegoonidobivayutsya.
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YEVHEN MAHDA78

It is also interesting how Russian propaganda seeks to internationalise the 
conflict in Ukraine. In spring there was speculation about the  possible entry 
of the Armed Forces of Ukraine into unrecognised Transnistria, which turned 
out to be fake50, while in autumn the Russian media accused the  Moldovan 
President Maia Sandu of preparing for war51. The protests in Moldova 
 organised by the “ȘOR” party are no less actively covered in Russia52. 

Another state that has borders with both Ukraine and Russia is  Belarus. 
Since the autumn 2020 presidential election, the results of which are not 
recognised by much of Europe, its selfproclaimed president Alexander 
Lukashenko has been in the orbit of the Kremlin’s influence. In February 2022 
he predicted the imminent defeat of Ukraine53, accused NATO of aggressive 
actions54, and promoted the favourite Russian thesis of “brotherly peoples”55. 
It should be borne in mind that, since 24 February, the territory of Belarus has 
become a bridgehead for Russian aggression against Ukraine, a  logistics base 
for Russian troops, and a hospital for wounded servicemen of the  invading 
forces. In the autumn of 2022 Putin and Lukashenko agreed to form a regional 
grouping of Russian and Belarusian troops.56

Coverage of the actions of Russian troops in Ukraine has two components. 
On the one hand, official videos of the Ministry of Defence are posted on 
various information platforms. Let me remind you that in Russia the media 

50  Фейк: Украина планирует захватить крупнейший склад с боеприпасами в 
Приднестровье. 26.04.2022. https://www.stopfake.org/ru/fejkukrainaplaniruetzahvatit
krupnejshijskladsboepripasamivpridnestrove/.
51  Пока Санду готовит военную мобилизацию в Молдове, Лукашенко намерен 
“мобилизовать всех”. 4.10.2022. https://www.sovsekretno.ru/news/pokasandugotovit
voennuyumobilizatsiyuvmoldovelukashenkonamerenmobilizovatvsekh/.
52  Сторонники партии “Шор” проводят пикет у суда Кишинева. 05.11.2022. https://ria.
ru/20221105/moldaviya1829341946.html.
53  Интервью Александра Лукашенко Владимиру Соловьеву – полная версия. 
07.02.2022. https://sputnik.by/20220207/intervyualeksandralukashenkovladimiru
solovevupolnayaversiya1060122998.html.
54  Лукашенко: НАТО и Украина готовят нападение на Белоруссию, но мало им не 
покажется. 10.10.2022. https://eadaily.com/ru/news/2022/10/10/lukashenkonatoiukraina
gotovyatnapadenienabelorussiyunomaloimnepokazhetsya.
55  Лукашенко: почему мы позволили столкнуть лбами три братских народа? 
01.09.2022. https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenkopochemumypozvolilistolknut
lbamitribratskihnaroda5215222022/.
56  Лукашенко и Путин договорились о развертывании совместной региональной 
группировки войск. 10.10.2022. https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenkoiputin
dogovorilisorazvertyvaniisovmestnojregionalnojgruppirovkivojsk5282862022/.
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is legally prohibited from using unofficial sources of information about the 
“special military operation in Ukraine”57. However, this does not in any way 
hinder the activities of a group of war correspondents whose practice was 
proven as far back as Donbas and Syria during the previous years of  Russian 
aggression58. It should be noted that such “doublebarrelled” information 
works mainly in situations where there is no alternative because, since the 
largescale invasion of Ukraine, Russia has taken a number of measures to 
close its information space from foreign influence59.

It is strange to observe that Russian propaganda has failed to find a crea
tive approach to their “limited” mobilisation, which has resulted in the distri
bution of a significant number of summonses to military conscripts. Since a 
number of the mobilised were captured in Ukraine or killed within a month of 
the mobilisation being announced60, the question arises: what is hap pening in 
the Russian army and what is the state of the reserves if soldiers and sergeants 
are deployed to the war zone without minimal training? Russian propaganda 
has failed to answer this question.

At the same time, a remarkable trend should be noted: even the Kremlin’s 
system of unifying information about aggressive actions from the Russian 
army failed to prevent information circulating about the shooting of fellow 
servicemen by Tajiks due to their lack of respect for Islam61, the demands of 
mobilized men from Chuvashia to pay them the promised material aid62, and 
other manifestations of crises in the Russian army. Putin’s formal statements 

57  Госдума приняла закон об уголовной ответственности за фейки о российской 
армии. 04.03.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/news60615902.
58  “Военкоры” – новый тип российских пропагандистов. Во время войны они 
набрали огромную популярность, а теперь яростно критикуют власть и Минобороны 
РФ. 13.09.2022. https://meduza.io/episodes/2022/09/13/voenkorynovyytiprossiyskih
propagandistovvovremyavoynyoninabraliogromnuyupopulyarnostateperyarostno
kritikuyutvlastiminoboronyrf.
59  Чурманова, К. 2022. За что в России запретили Meta и можно ли пользоваться 
Facebook и Instagram. 28.03.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/features60903909.
60  Болезни, драки, суициды. Мобилизованные в России погибают, не добравшись 
до фронта. 12.10.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/news63227622.
61  Расстрел под Белгородом: что известно о подозреваемых таджикистанцах. 
12.10.2022. https://rus.azattyq.org/a/32089008.html.
62  В Ульяновской области мобилизованные устроили массовую акцию протеста 
из-за отсутствия обещанных выплат. 2.11.2022. https://meduza.io/news/2022/11/02/v
ulyanovskoyoblastimobilizovannyeustroilimassovuyuaktsiyuprotestaizzaotsutstviya
obeschannyhvyplat.
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about his heightened attention to the mobilized men were a response to it63. It 
should be noted that as far back as 8 March 2022, the president of the Russian 
Federation assured everyone that “reservists will not be drafted”64. 

After 10 October 2022, the official Russian media (RIA Novosti, TASS) 
began to cover in detail the results of massive missile strikes on peaceful 
 targets in Ukraine aimed at destroying critical infrastructure and facts about 
declaring air raids on Ukrainian megacities and regional centres65. This is 
far from indicative of the effectiveness of Russian propaganda but of its 
 criminal nature, which should be legally assessed after the end of the Russian 
Ukrainian war.

4. Ukrainian propaganda in the context  
of the Russian invasion

After the largescale Russian invasion, many popular Ukrainian TV channels 
(both private TV holding companies and the parliamentary TV channel Rada 
and Public Broadcasting Suspilne TV) united to run the “Unified News” TV 
marathon. Its creation was a forced step, and its functioning is only sometimes 
effective. It is not surprising that the professional community criticised the 
“United News” marathon’s production66. That being said, Minister of Culture 
and Information Policy Alexander Tkachenko is convinced that the current 
format of news presentation must remain until the war ends67.

Three television channels close to former president Petro Poroshenko 
(Pryamiy, Pyatiy, and Espresso) were disconnected from digital television 
broadcasting while retaining the ability to broadcast via satellite, YouTube, 
and other digital platforms. Attempts to find those responsible for this 

63  Путин планирует лично обсудить с россиянами ситуацию с поддержкой мобили-
зованных. 07.11.2022. https://www.interfax.ru/business/871369.
64  Поздравление российским женщинам с 8 Марта. 08.03.2022. http://kremlin.ru/events/
president/news/67937.
65  На Украине объявили воздушную тревогу в четырех областях, сообщили СМИ. 
06.11.2022. https://ria.ru/20221106/svo1829419647.html.
66  Кравець Р. Телевізор і влада. Як працює телемарафон зсередини та хто його курує. 
21.06.2022. https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2022/06/21/7353715/.
67  Марафон “Єдині новини” має продовжувати своє існування і не загрожує свободі 
слова – Ткаченко. 06.10.2022. https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/newstkachenkomarafon
svobodaslova/32066666.html.
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 contraversion within the Ukrainian government system were unsuccessful68. 
At the same time, it should be noted that all three TV channels have main
tained their position of support for the state of Ukraine and have not resorted 
to indiscriminate criticism of their attackers.

The format of daily video appeals to the people of Ukraine chosen by 
 Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s team has been a success. Among other things, they 
provide an antidote to claims from Russian propaganda about the fleeing 
President of Ukraine which constantly appear in the information space69. 
Zelenskyy’s TV appeals to the parliaments of primarily EU and NATO states, 
and other TV initiatives of the Ukrainian head of state have also proven to be 
quite successful.

The decisions of the Ukrainian authorities to apply for membership of the 
European Union and NATO, mentioned above, are also among them. They 
make it possible to designate reference points for the country’s future develop
ment, to create an image of a “bright future” that is technologically necessary 
for millions of citizens experiencing the most extensive trials of their lives, 
regardless of age and level of wealth. “Return to civilization” is how we can 
characterise Ukraine’s European and EuroAtlantic vectors, designed for the 
prospect of implementation. The perspective of implementing these foreign 
policy initiatives will be discussed below.

An essential component of the information confrontation is video foot
age shot by the Ukrainian military and other security agencies’ employees in 
direct combat conditions. Their volume and information saturation are quali
tatively higher than those that Russian propaganda offers to its consumers. It 
is interesting to note that Ukrainian journalists covering the course of combat 
operations prefer not to call themselves “war correspondents”. 

We report on the number of dead defenders of Ukraine and the active 
 horizontal interaction between Ukrainian citizens and representatives of 

68  “Шо ого?” Як на парламентському комітеті шукали винних у відключенні 5 каналу, 
Прямого і “Еспресо” (СТЕНОГРАМА). 13.05.2022. https://detector.media/infospace/
article/199186/20220513shoogoyaknaparlamentskomukomitetishukalyvynnykhu
vidklyuchenni5kanalupryamogoiespresostenograma/.
69  ФЕЙК: Владимир Зеленский сбежал из Украины после вторжения России. 
11.03.2022. https://voxukraine.org/ru/fejkvladymyrzelenskyjsbezhalyzukraynyposle
vtorzhenyyarossyy/.
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sympathising states.70 Various mass actions71 are not the only elements of 
soli darity; there is also fundraising in Lithuania and Poland to purchase 
 Bayraktar UAVs for the needs of the Armed Forces of Ukraine72. 

One aspect of Russian propaganda against which there is still no  effective 
counteraction can be called anonymous telegram channels controlled by 
Russian special services73. Their integration into Ukraine’s information 
space began in 2018–2019, creating an impressive base of subscribers. Today, 
these instruments of influence are focused on forming an alternative reality, 
 creating preconditions for the growth of capitulating sentiments and streng
thening Russian influence in Ukraine. It is doubtful that they have any impact 
on the decisionmaking process. Still, they are able to influence the mood in 
Ukrainian society, which is important if we take into account the democratic 
nature of Ukrainian society. 

It should be emphasised that the decisions in 2015–2017 to restrict the 
broadcasting of Russian TV channels and the spread of Russian social net
works in Ukraine74, coupled with the closure of proRussian TV channels in 
February 202175, have significantly increased Ukraine’s information security. 
At the same time, mechanisms of state censorship have not been officially  

70  В Украине почти семь тысяч человек считаются пропавшими без вести, – Маляр 
(видео). 02.11.2022. https://focus.ua/voennyenovosti/535492vukrainepochtisemtysyach
chelovekschitayutsyapropavshimibezvestimalyarvideo.
71  От Тбилиси до Лиона: в Европе прошли массовые митинги в поддержку Украины. 
05.03.2022. https://dumskaya.net/news/ottbilisidolionavevropeproshlimassovye
mi160756/.
72  Крамар, О. 2022. Міноборони України нагородило литовського журналіста, який 
організував збір коштів на “Байрактар” для ЗСУ. 9.08.2022. https://hromadske.ua/posts/
minoboroniukrayininagorodilolitovskogozhurnalistayakijorganizuvavzbirkoshtivna
bajraktardlyazsu; Ще один Байрактар для ЗСУ: Україна знову отримає безпілотник 
безкоштовно. 20.07.2022. https://fakty.ua/404894ecsheodinbajraktardlyavsuukraina
snovapoluchitbespilotnikbesplatno.
73  СБУ обнародовала список Telegram-каналов, которые координируют спецслужбы 
рф. 21.03.2021. https://www.unn.com.ua/ru/news/1969004sbuoprilyudnilaspisoktelegram
kanalivyakikoordinuyutspetssluzhbirf.
74  Ромашенко, С. 2020. Украина продлила на три года блокировку российских соцсетей. 
15.05.2020. https://www.dw.com/ru/украинапродлиланатригодаблокировкуроссий
скихсоцсетей/a53445829.
75  Комарова, О. 2021. Вимкнули “канали Медведчука”: перші пояснення та реакції в 
соцмережах. 03.02.2021. https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/kanalymedvedchuksankciyzelen
skiytv112ziknewsonezaborona/31082909.html.
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https://dumskaya.net/news/ot-tbilisi-do-liona-v-evrope-proshli-massovye-mi-160756/
https://dumskaya.net/news/ot-tbilisi-do-liona-v-evrope-proshli-massovye-mi-160756/
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https://www.dw.com/ru/украина-продлила-на-три-года-блокировку-российских-соцсетей/a-53445829
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launched. Paradoxically, this situation is helped by the Ukrainian population’s 
low media literacy level, many of whose citizens are satisfied with the quality 
of information from the “Unified News” telethon.

5. Quantity vs Quality: Military Aspects of  
the Confrontation between Russia and Ukraine

Considering the military component of the confrontation between Russia and 
Ukraine, it is necessary to note the following facts:

• Russia gambled on an attempt to quickly seize Kyiv76, to change the 
Ukrainian government, and thus bring chaos to the defensive actions of 
the Armed Forces of Ukraine. In this way, the Russian authorities not 
only managed to mark allied relations with Belarus in the most obvious 
way, but also to save time and resources. The failure of this plan made the 
 RussianUkrainian war more protracted.

• The successes of the invasion forces include the rapid capture of Kherson, 
which became the only regional centre captured by Russia after  24 Feb
ruary 2022. In this context, it is necessary to consider the restoration of 
the water supply to Russianoccupied Crimea and the Kremlin’s desire to 
maintain control over this territory.

• In March–April 2022, Ukrainian forces regained control of the Kyiv and 
Chernihiv regions77. This not only liberated previously occupied territories 
but also eliminated the threat of capturing Kyiv and Chernihiv—defence 
of the latter was also strategically important.

• In September 2022, the AFU, having indicated its desire to advance in 
the Kherson region, carried out a swift offensive in the Kharkiv region, 
almost completely liberating it and creating the conditions to put pressure 
on the Luhansk and Donetsk regions. The threat of capturing Kharkiv 
was eliminated and the intensity of shelling in the megalopolis was signi
ficantly reduced.

76  Harris, S.; DeYoung, K.; Khurshudyan, I.; Parker, A.; Sly, L. 2022. Road to war: U.S. strug
gled to convince allies, and Zelensky, of risk of invasion. 16.08.2022. https://www.washington
post.com/nationalsecurity/interactive/2022/ukraineroadtowar/?fbclid=IwAR0fW6RyBvjo
boiy4aOtpg3dpmeFkEK3egnYli6kA7r9TlkJIxjv9xQggGE.
77  Оккупанты ушли от Киева и Чернигова для захвата Донбасса – РФ готовится к 
затяжной войне. 03.04.2022. https://www.segodnya.ua/strana/podrobnosti/okkupantyushli
otkievaichernigovadlyazahvatadonbassarfgotovitsyakzatyazhnoyvoyne1612684.html.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-road-to-war/?fbclid=IwAR0fW6RyBvjoboiy4aOtpg3dpmeFkEK3egnYli6kA7r9TlkJIxjv9xQggGE
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-road-to-war/?fbclid=IwAR0fW6RyBvjoboiy4aOtpg3dpmeFkEK3egnYli6kA7r9TlkJIxjv9xQggGE
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/interactive/2022/ukraine-road-to-war/?fbclid=IwAR0fW6RyBvjoboiy4aOtpg3dpmeFkEK3egnYli6kA7r9TlkJIxjv9xQggGE
https://www.segodnya.ua/strana/podrobnosti/okkupanty-ushli-ot-kieva-i-chernigova-dlya-zahvata-donbassa-rf-gotovitsya-k-zatyazhnoy-voyne-1612684.html
https://www.segodnya.ua/strana/podrobnosti/okkupanty-ushli-ot-kieva-i-chernigova-dlya-zahvata-donbassa-rf-gotovitsya-k-zatyazhnoy-voyne-1612684.html
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• It is worth noting that Russia failed to establish air supremacy despite 
its numerical advantage in planes and helicopters and the refusal of 
 Western countries to supply Ukraine with fourthgeneration aircraft. The 
 Ukrainian air force demonstrated high training and dedication. 

• Russia was forced to change its tactics: it switched from using high 
precision Kalibr missiles and a single use of hypersonic Kynzhal missiles 
to massive use of Kh55 and Kh555 missiles in the summer of 2022. In 
autumn it gambled on attacks on Ukrainian critical infrastructure with 
kamikaze drones78. This suggests that the Russian Federation’s initial plans 
for a blitzkrieg in Ukraine have failed.

• A separate episode in the RussianUkrainian war was the destruction 
of the Moskva missile cruiser by the Ukrainian Armed Forces79. Two 
 Ukrainianmade Neptun missiles delivered a fatal blow to the flagship of 
the Russian Black Sea Fleet, having a powerful military and psychological 
effect. The obvious superiority at sea played a cruel joke on the Russian 
military. In late October 2022 Ukraine used drone boats to attack Black 
Sea Fleet ships in Sevastopol Bay, triggering a panicked reaction from 
 Russian authorities80.

• Since 24 February, the Armed Forces of Ukraine have demonstrated high 
combat skills and readiness for independent action, managing not to lose 
control in the face of a massive invasion by Russia. The creation of the 
 Territorial Defense Forces of the Ukrainian Armed Forces made it possible 
to promptly resolve the issue of increasing the numerical component of the 
Ukrainian Armed Forces.

• The Russian army proved unable to use the factor of a relative surprise 
attack to its full extent; its technical equipment and tactical training did 
not allow it to act successfully against Ukrainian forces. The actions of the 
Ukrainian forces offset the successes of the first days of the invasion. 

78  Книпп, К. 2022. Дроны в Украине – свидетельство похожих взглядов РФ и Ирана. 
21.20.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/kommentarijdronyvukrainesvidetelstvopohozih
vzgladovrfiirana/a63520590.
79  Гибель российского крейсера “Москва” в Черном море: пять важных вопросов. 
15.04.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/news61121371.
80  Иванова, А. 2022. Черноморский флот в Севастополе атаковали беспилотники.  
29.10.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/cernomorskijflotvsevastopoleatakovalibespilot 
niki/a63592758.
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• It can be said that the course of military operations in Ukraine has refuted 
numerous assumptions from Western military experts who predicted the 
collapse of the AFU and the collapse of Ukrainian statehood in the event 
of a Russian attack. Their calculations were based on the assumption that 
confrontation between Russian and Ukrainian armies would be a war of 
similar armies of different sizes. It turned out, however, that the Ukrainian 
Armed Forces which had been gaining combat experience since 2014 were 
much more effective than the Russian Army.

The dramatic changes in international relations provoked by Russian aggres
sion against Ukraine were reflected in various diplomatic moves. An analysis 
of their dynamics during the 250 days after Russia’s largescale invasion allows 
us to draw disappointing conclusions for the Kremlin.

6. International aspects of Russia’s war against Ukraine

The start of fullscale aggression was accompanied by three rounds of talks 
between representatives of Russia and Ukraine on the territory of Belarus 
(February 28, March 3 and 7)81. Among the concrete results of this process 
was the preservation of diplomatic relations between Ukraine and Belarus 
despite Russian troops invading Ukraine from its territory. 

The result of these talks was the draft Istanbul communiqué, presented 
by the Ukrainian side on March 29 during the talks in Turkey. It implied a 
number of compromise positions on the part of Ukraine. Still, the course 
of military actions in the vicinity of Kyiv promptly changed the Ukrainian 
authorities’ position. The war crimes of the Russian occupants in Bucha, 
Irpen, and Borodyanka that became known made further negotiations with 
Russian representatives senseless and politically dangerous for Zelensky’s 
team. Since August 2022, the restoration of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, 
including Crimea which Russia occupied in 2014, has been the main goal of 
the confrontation between Ukraine and Russia at the official level82. 

81  Переговоры между Россией и Украиной: есть ли прогресс и насколько близко 
соглашение? 21.03.2022. https://www.bbc.com/russian/news60822040.
82  Наш шлях – це шлях незалежності, територіальної цілісності, інтеграції з 
цивілізованим світом, шлях РФ – поразка й ганьба – звернення Президента України. 
30.09.2022. https://www.president.gov.ua/news/nashshlyahceshlyahnezalezhnostiteritori
alnoyicilisnost78197.
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It is worth noting that the selfproclaimed president of Belarus,  Aleksandr 
Lukashenko, was practically the only ally of Russia not to hide relations with 
the aggressor. The other subjects of international relations—arms  suppliers 
like Iran83 or China and India84 who buy Russian raw materials at a geo political 
discount—prefer not to flaunt their allied contacts with the  Kremlin. This 
suggests that the process of Russia’s demythologisation continues  unabated 
and that it is losing its status as a predictable partner and authoritative partici
pant in international relations.

• One interesting diplomatic element of the RussoUkrainian war was the 
grain agreement signed in Istanbul on 22 July 202285. It is worth noting 
that its signing became possible after the destruction by Ukrainian armed 
forces of the flagship of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, the missile cruiser  
the Moskva, and the deoccupation of the Island Zmiinyi (Snake Island) 
in the Black Sea86. Russia was forced to sign the grain agreement to save 
its international reputation. It is indicative that Russia’s attempts to uni
later ally block implementation of the agreement in November 2022 caused 
Turkey’s dissent, forcing the Kremlin to change its position.

• Russia’s aggression forced the U.S. and the EU to apply economic sanctions 
against it, which together turned out to be the largest sanctions package 
in history87. Its main components are not the cutting off of some Russian 
banks from SWIFT88 or the EU’s refusal to buy Russian crude oil, which 

83  Цветаев, Л. 2022. “За несколько месяцев до СВО”. Иран подтвердил поставки дронов 
в Россию. 05.11.2022. https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2022/11/05/15736129.shtml.
84  Nihon Keizai: КНР и Индия увеличивают закупки нефти из России. 10.06.2022. 
https://www.vedomosti.ru/economics/news/2022/06/10/926046knriindiyauvelichivayut
zakupkineftiizrossii.
85  Опубликован текст зернового соглашения, подписанного сегодня в Стамбуле. 
22.07.2022. https://ukragroconsult.com/ru/news/opublikovantekstzernovogosoglasheniya
podpisannogosegodnyavstambule/.
86  Левченко, А. 2022. Шантаж голодом и месть изуверов: как деоккупация Змеиного 
нарушила планы Кремля. 13.07.2022. https://realist.online/politika/shantazhholodomi
mestizuverovkakdeokkupatsijazmeinohonarushilaplanykremlja.
87  Боррель, Ж. 2022. Санкции против России работают. 17.07.2022. https://www.eeas.
europa.eu/eeas/санкциипротивроссииработают_ru?s=177.
88  Кулик, А. 2022. Всем SWIFT: кто из российских банков еще в системе и какие есть 
альтернативы. 15.08.2022. https://newretail.ru/business/ekonomika/vsem_swift_kto_iz_
rossiyskikh_bankov_eshche_v_sisteme_i_kakie_est_alternativy1744/.
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will come into effect in December 202289. Much more important is the loss 
of Russia’s status as a predictable and effective partner, capable of being an 
adequate participant in the international economy.

• In the same context, we should consider the sabotage of the NordStream 
gas pipeline in the Baltic Sea. It is well known that the second phase of 
this ambitious project was not implemented90, while Gazprom stopped 
the first one after a series of political speculations91. The explosions on the 
branches of NordStream92 which took place on 26 September 2022 have of 
course given rise to conspiracy theories but investigations into their nature 
are still ongoing. It should be noted that this did not prevent EU countries 
from filling their storage capacities by November 2022 in volumes that 
would practically rule out any problems with the passage of the heating 
season. Even Russia had to admit this93. This situation suggests that the 
EURussia energy relationship (an important element of inter national 
politics in recent years) will change once and for all. 

• One interesting and revealing fact: despite the fierce nature of hostilities 
between Russia and Ukraine, the latter continues to act as a transit country 
for Russian energy resources. The reason for this is simple: stopping the 
transit would cause the proRussian lobby within the European Union 
to strengthen its position, which could lead to a decrease in support for 
Ukraine from the European Union.

The scale of the confrontation between Russia and Ukraine makes the role 
of peacemaker, able to stop the bloodshed with his own efforts, attractive. 
It is clear that Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who has repeatedly 
stated his desire to bring Russia and Ukraine to the negotiating table, has 

89  Вакуленко, С. 2022. К чему приведет эмбарго ЕС на российскую нефть. 8.06.2022. 
https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87269.
90  Гурков, А. 2022. ФРГ остановила СП2. Что будет с трубой, газом и ценами? 
23.02.20222. https://www.dw.com/ru/frgostanovilasevernyjpotok2chtobudetstruboj
gazomicenami/a60891439.
91  “Газпром” полностью остановил “Северный поток” на неопределенный срок. 
02.09.2022. https://www.rbc.ru/economics/02/09/2022/63122f949a7947dde66915e7.
92  Вакуленко, С. 2022. Аварии на “Северных потоках”. Что о них понятно, а что – нет. 
30.09.2022. https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/88050.
93  Евросоюз заполнил газовые хранилища на 90 процентов. 4.10.2022. https://lenta.ru/
news/2022/10/04/kachaut/.
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the upper hand in this matter94. Pope Francis95, French President Emmanuel 
Macron96, and Austrian Chancellor Karl Nehammer97 have been less active in 
their mediation efforts. The nature of the confrontation between Russia and 
Ukraine seems to leave little room for such a role. 

Against the background of the continuing demythologization of Russia and 
the decline of its authority in the international arena, it is interesting to note 
Ukraine’s progress in achieving its main foreign policy goals. On  February 28, 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, together with Prime  Minister Denys Shmygal 
and Parliament Speaker Ruslan Stefanchuk, applied for Ukrainian member
ship in the European Union98. We should emphasize the political will of the 
European Union which managed to consider the application promptly and 
grant Ukraine the status of candidate for EU membership99.

• It is worth noting a number of fundamental points. Ukraine obtained 
candidate status in the EU together with Moldova (Moldova and  Georgia 
applied for EU membership at the beginning of March 2022100, but 
 Georgia’s application was not supported in Brussels). Such a decision 
from the European Union requires Ukraine to build good neighbourly 
relations with Moldova and to act in tandem with European integration. 
In addition, it should be recognised that the EU has its own rami fications 
in granting Ukraine the status of candidate for EU membership. Thus, the 
issue of extracting Ukraine from the “Russian world” is being resolved, 

94  Куса, И. 2022. Союзник, посредник или разрыв. Какие перспективы у отношений 
Украины и Турции. 26.09.2022. https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87998.
95  Папа Римский Франциск обратился к главам РФ и Украины с призывом положить 
конец конфликту. 02.10. 2022. https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnayapanorama/15932657.
96  Неверова, А. 2022. Макрон призвал Украину и РФ вернуться к  переговорам. 13.10.2022. 
https://www.dw.com/ru/makronprizvalukrainuirossiuvernutsakperegovoram/a63421209.
97  Марков, З. 2022. Канцлер Австрии Нехаммер призвал Россию и Украину  вер нуться 
за стол переговоров. 10.10.2022. https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/news/2022/ 10/10/18763591.
shtml.
98  Неверова, А. 2022. Евросоюз начал рассматривать заявку на вступление  Украины. 
07.03.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/evrosojuzpristupilkrassmotrenijuzajavkina
vstuplenieukrainy/a61045245.
99  Савицкий, А. 2022. Киев в восторге: Украина – кандидат на вступление в ЕС. 
24.06.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/kievvvostorgeukrainakandidatnavstupleniev
es/a62254714.
100  Грузия и Молдова подали заявки на вступление в ЕС в ускоренном порядке. 
03.03.2022. https://www.svoboda.org/a/gruziyaimoldovapodalizayavkinavstupleniev
esvuskorennomporyadke/31734721.html.

https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87998
https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/15932657
https://www.dw.com/ru/makron-prizval-ukrainu-i-rossiu-vernutsa-k-peregovoram/a-63421209
https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/news/2022/10/10/18763591.shtml
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and prerequisites are being created for Brussels to step up efforts to rebuild 
Ukraine after the end of the RussianUkrainian war. President of the Euro
pean Commission Ursula von der Leyen has already stated that the EU is 
ready to be the agent of Ukraine’s recovery101. This process is highly likely to 
become an economic impetus for the development of the European Union.

Ukraine has responded to Russia’s pseudoreferendums in occupied  Ukrainian 
territories on joining the Russian Federation with an announcement from 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy on 30 September 2022 of an “accelerated application” 
to join NATO102. This information impulse allowed Ukraine to reduce the 
negative effect of Russia’s actions. Still, it did not allow it to seriously expect to 
join the North Atlantic Alliance before a real end of hostilities between Russia 
and Ukraine. The reason is obvious: there are enough states within NATO not 
ready to extend the principle of collective security of the Alliance to Ukraine, 
which continues to wage war against Russia in possession of a nuclear arsenal.

The diplomatic component of the RussianUkrainian war has become 
an essential component of the confrontation between the two countries. 
The dynamics of events allow us to assert that Russia is consistently losing 
 credibility in the international arena while remaining a member of the nuclear 
club and a permanent member of the UN Security Council. At the same time, 
Ukraine is leaving the “grey zone” between the “Russian world” and Western 
civilisation at a brisk pace, opting for the latter.

7. The humanitarian component of the Russian-Ukrainian war

It is impossible to talk about the war between Russia and Ukraine without 
mentioning losses on both sides. Obviously, there is an element of military 
propaganda in mentioning the number of dead and wounded servicemen on 
the opposing sides; one only has to look at the statement by Russian Defence 
Minister Sergey Shoigu103. However, there is another point to consider: thou
sands of Ukrainian civilians have been killed and wounded in hostilities. This 

101  Шевчук, С. 2022. Платформу для восстановления Украины должны создать до 
конца года – глава Еврокомиссии. 25.10.2022. https://forbes.ua/ru/news/platformudlya
vidbudoviukrainimayutstvoritidokintsyarokugolovaevrokomisii251020229270.
102  Ukraine Applies for Accelerated NATO Membership. 30.09.2022. https://www.eurointe
gration.com.ua/rus/news/2022/09/30/7147833/.
103  Шойгу рассказал о потерях армий РФ и Украины за время спецоперации. 
21.09.2022. https://www.ng.ru/armies/20220921/2_8545_army.html.

https://forbes.ua/ru/news/platformu-dlya-vidbudovi-ukraini-mayut-stvoriti-do-kintsya-roku-golova-evrokomisii-25102022-9270
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https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/rus/news/2022/09/30/7147833/
https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/rus/news/2022/09/30/7147833/
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fact is indisputable proof of the criminality of this Russian aggression against 
Ukraine.

Another critical point is the refugee factor. Millions of Ukrainian citizens 
have been forced to leave their homes, and the prospect of their return today 
looks far from clear104. We are dealing with the biggest migration crisis of the 
21st century, the consequences of which will still affect both the  development 
of Ukraine and the functioning of the Ukrainian diaspora in various  European 
countries. 

This process also has a downside: after Vladimir Putin announced par
tial mobilisation in Russia, approximately 700,000 people left the country105. 
 Ukrainian political philosopher Volodymyr Yermolenko noted that this is the 
first time in history that citizens of an aggressor state, rather than of a country 
that has been a victim of aggression, have left the country. Demographic dif
ferences are also evident. While it was mostly women, the elderly and children 
who left Ukraine, men of conscription age left Russia in an emergency. Their 
coexistence in European refugee camps is hardly an example of reconciliation 
between the two nations in the foreseeable future.

Ukraine has demonstrated selforganisation skills by effectively  developing 
a volunteer movement, turning confrontation with Russia into an element 
of a national idea. Largescale donations by citizens for the needs of the 
 Ukrainian Armed Forces, the complicity of almost all Ukrainian oligarchs 
in this process, and the existence of a number of foundations engaged in the 
procurement of necessities for Ukraine’s defenders are a reality in 2022. At 
the same time,  Russia favours the use of cripples from the behavioural model 
of its opponents, betting on administrative resources. However, this “partial” 
mobilisation has exposed the problems in the Russian army: xenophobia and 
disrespect for national minorities caused a bloody incident in the Belgorod 
region106. Riots by mobilised servicemen demanding payment of promised 
wages have also become a familiar element of Russian reality107.

104  Число беженцев из Украины со статусом временной защиты в Европе достигло 
почти 4,2 млн, в лидерах Польша, Германия и Чехия – ООН. 02.10.2022. https://
ru.interfax.com.ua/news/general/862590.html.
105  Россию после 21 сентября покинули около 700 000 граждан. 04.10.2022. https://www.
forbes.ru/society/478827rossiuposle21sentabrapokinuliokolo700000grazdan.
106  2 attackers opened fire on volunteer troops preparing to deploy to Ukraine. 15.10.2022. 
https://www.npr.org/2022/10/15/1129321544/russiasoldiersshootingtrainingbelgorod.
107  В Ульяновской области мобилизованные устроили массовую акцию протеста 
из-за отсутствия обещанных выплат. 20.11.2022. https://meduza.io/news/2022/11/02/v
ulyanovskoyoblastimobilizovannyeustroilimassovuyuaktsiyuprotestaizzaotsutstviya
obeschannyhvyplat.

https://ru.interfax.com.ua/news/general/862590.html
https://ru.interfax.com.ua/news/general/862590.html
https://www.forbes.ru/society/478827-rossiu-posle-21-sentabra-pokinuli-okolo-700-000-grazdan
https://www.forbes.ru/society/478827-rossiu-posle-21-sentabra-pokinuli-okolo-700-000-grazdan
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In the autumn of 2022, the Russian military struck at Ukraine’s energy 
infrastructure, damaging it significantly108. This was a violation of the laws 
and rules of war aimed at destabilising the situation in Ukraine. However, the 
blackouts have not provoked mass protests in Ukraine. 

A litmus test for the width of the divide between Russia and Ukraine was 
the reaction of Ukrainian society to the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize 
to Memorial (Russia), imprisoned founder of the human rights organisa
tion “Viasna” Ales Belyatski (Belarus) and the “Centre for Civil Liberties” 
(Ukraine)109. This suggests that the notion of “good neighbourliness” will not 
return to RussianUkrainian relations in the foreseeable future and that the 
phrase “friendship of peoples” lies buried under the ruins of Ukrainian towns 
and villages and in the graves of the innocent victims of Russian aggression.

8. Conclusions

Russia’s largescale invasion of Ukraine, which began on 24 February 2022, 
has not allowed the Kremlin to achieve its goals; we have seen the degradation 
of Russian foreign policy and the escalation of problems in the economy and 
public life of the Russian Federation.

• Contrary to numerous predictions, Ukraine has proved to be an internally 
resilient state, capable of resisting an aggressor;

• international support of Ukraine for countering Russia’s actions has been 
formalized;

• the war between Russia and Ukraine is far from being over.

At the same time, it can be argued that it has not only acquired the character 
of a bitter confrontation but has defined the prospect of an end: only the 
victor will be able to preserve the structure of the state and its possibilities 
for development. The loser will have to come to terms with a deep political 
crisis and disintegration within the country. The position of NATO countries, 

108  Ржеутская, Л. 2022. Энергетический фронт: как украинцы экономят электроэнер
гию. 22.10.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/energeticeskijfrontkakukraincyekonomat
elektroenergiu/a63518853.
109  Лукавое нобелевское “братство”. Как первую нобелевку Украины омрачило одно-
временное присуждение премии мира лауреатам из РФ и Беларуси. 07.10.2022. https://
nv.ua/ukraine/events/pochemunobelevskayapremiyamira2022vozmutilaukraincev
obyasneniekomitetaireakciyaobshchestva50275191.html.
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publicly voiced by the Secretary General of the Alliance Jens Stoltenberg110, 
suggests that Ukraine will win this war. Although the criteria for victory are 
still in the process of being determined, this is inevitably becoming apparent 
to a growing number of people around the world. 
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СБУ обнародовала список Telegram-каналов, которые координируют спец-
службы рф. 21.03.2021. 

 https://www.unn.com.ua/ru/news/1969004sbuoprilyudnilaspisoktelegram
kanalivyakikoordinuyutspetssluzhbirf.
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Цветаев, Л. 2022. “За несколько месяцев до СВО”. Иран подтвердил поставки 
дронов в Россию. 05.11.2022. 

 https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2022/11/05/15736129.shtml.
Число беженцев из Украины со статусом временной защиты в Европе 

достигло почти 4,2 млн, в лидерах Польша, Германия и Чехия – ООН. 
02.10.2022. 

 https://ru.interfax.com.ua/news/general/862590.html.
Чурманова, К. 2022. За что в России запретили Meta и можно ли пользоваться 

Facebook и Instagram. 28.03.2022. 
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 https://forbes.ua/ru/news/platformudlyavidbudoviukrainimayutstvoritido

kintsyarokugolovaevrokomisii251020229270.
Шойгу рассказал о потерях армий РФ и Украины за время спецоперации. 

21.09.2022. 
 https://www.ng.ru/armies/20220921/2_8545_army.html.
“Шо ого?” Як на парламентському комітеті шукали винних у відключенні 

5 каналу, Прямого і “Еспресо” (СТЕНОГРАМА). 13.05.2022. 
 https://detector.media/infospace/article/199186/20220513shoogoyakna

parlamentskomukomitetishukalyvynnykhuvidklyuchenni5kanalu
pryamogoiespresostenograma/.
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товно. 20.07.2022. 
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RUSSIAN PROPAGANDA WARS: 
RUSSIA-UKRAINE 2022

Georgy Pocheptsov

Abstract. Modern wars rely heavily on working with the mass consciousness of 
both compatriots as well as foreigners. A combating party aims to prove the justness 
of their actions. Going into war against Ukraine, Russia allegedly tried to achieve 
 demili tarisation and denazification, but in addition to failing to contrive the attack, 
they also never achieved the desired level of popular support. Propaganda wars 
resolve what cannot be achieved in the physical world. They can accentuate victory 
while losing in reality. Propaganda is a virtual space into which its creators are pushed 
from the physical and informational space. The Soviet experience of propaganda 
warfare is difficult to repeat today because total propaganda cannot work when the 
population has access to other sources of information. Contemporary world is not 
without propaganda; instead, we have a world of multiple propaganda where every
one can find something to prove their individual perception.

Keywords: Russia, Ukraine, war, propaganda 

Propaganda takes its strongest forms in times of crisis, and war is crisis1. The 
propaganda toolkit of contemporary Russia has been shaped, on one hand, 
by both the power and volume of past Soviet propaganda which at that time 
accompanied a person from birth to death, and on the other hand by two 
events in postSoviet Russian history: the election of Boris Yeltsin and the 
election of Vladimir Putin. They demonstrated the power that has strength 
in nonviolent methods of ruling. These were also critical events. Yeltsin 
was elected when he was seriously ill and not even able to appear on TV. 
The phrase uttered by Boris Yeltsin’s press secretary S. Yastrzhembsky who 

1  This article was translated from Russian to English by Sirje KuppSazonov. See more on 
propaganda: Potšeptsov, G. 2009. Propaganda trummipõrin. Uus külm sõda ja infokonfliktid 
postsovetlikus ruumis [Drums of Propaganda: Information Conflicts on PostSoviet Territory]. 
Tallinn: Olion; Fedchenko, Y. 2016. ‘Kremlin Propaganda: Soviet Active Measures by Other 
Means’. – StopFake, 21 March 2016. https://www.stopfake.org/en/kremlinpropagandasoviet
activemeasuresbyothermeans/ (accessed 30 November 2022); Pikulicka-Wilczewska, A.; 
Sakwa, R. 2015. (eds). Ukraine and Russia: People, Politics, Propaganda and Perspectives. 
Bristol: EInternational Relations Publishing.

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 20, 2022, pp. 102–122.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.stopfake.org/en/kremlin-propaganda-soviet-active-measures-by-other-means/
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explained Yeltsin’s absence with the sentence “The president works with docu
ments and his handshake is firm”2 became a wellknown meme.

Putin was elected because of the characteristics that people wanted to see 
in their future president, but which in reality he did not possess.  According 
to film director V. Mansky, who is the author of documentaries about 
Putin,  voters had to be convinced that Putin had such qualities. In these 
two cases Russian propaganda demonstrated its victory over the collective 
 con sciousness by carefully managing all the information. It was a propaganda 
war against its own people.

One interesting feature of propaganda wars is the use of words with no 
reality behind them. When a Soviet propagandist said “all of progressive 
humanity supports us” he used one of such fictitious objects ‘progressive 
humanity’ because it is impossible to determine what it is or how strongly it 
actually supports anybody.

Propaganda wars can be distinguished from the usual information wars 
and they form a separate type because of the following characteristics:

• Difference in the size of the audience: the information war seeks to  narrow 
down its target audience, thus trying to increase its effectiveness. The 
propaganda war targets the entire population of the country;

• Information war is short-term, propaganda war is a long-term  phenomenon: 
it covers an increasing number of tools, topics and people as it develops;

• Substantial changeability: the propaganda war changes its set of narra
tives as its objectives are transformed. The information war, having 
achieved its goal, may end.

Propaganda war is always evolving and continuing. Information war, having 
more specific goals, often ends, switches to other goals, or stops for a while. In 
that sense, propaganda war is endless. Only a change of political regime can 
stop it or give it a completely different content.

Today we live in a world of information availability; in the past, infor
mation was a scarce resource. This is the reason why people used to watch 
 television news more intensely than they do today. Then, a person was  looking 
for the information; today it is the other way around—information is looking 
for a person.

2  Ivanov, M. 2007. Survival Russian. Enlarged second edition. Montpelier: Russian Infor
mation Services, Inc., p. 89.
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The civilization is developing towards the predominance of open systems 
over closed ones. This applies to everything in general. The work of the media, 
the work of the government, and business structures are also more successful 
outside of rigid rules. Countries with strict governance such as North Korea 
are at the bottom of the list of successful ones.

Tough governance also requires tough propaganda. Both rely on a system 
of punishing dissenters, which also slows down development of the  country. 
China combines soft and hard methods. The former help the country to 
develop and the latter keep order, which is important for a country with a 
huge population. This is not so good for urban dwellers, but perhaps it is the 
only way to effect transition to democratic development.

One can admit that the USSR had strong propaganda because it had the 
ability to make it total. Everything relied on its narratives: media, cinema, 
literature, education and science. This meant that there was no other model 
of the world than the one propaganda gave. In fact, the collapse of the USSR 
coincided with the period when the jamming of Western radio programs was 
abolished.

Political information (политинформация in Russian) was also present 
in schools and children had the newspaper Pionerskaya Pravda, analogous 
to the main newspaper of the country Pravda. Children had ‘pure faith’; they 
absorbed everything all at once and completely. What is more, they had their 
own pantheon of children—the pioneers (also called the heroes). That being 
said, all Soviet heroes of that time, both children and adults, immediately lost 
their heroic characteristics when they disagreed with Soviet ideology, e.g., 
from Pavlik Morozov to Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya. In their real biographies 
we can trace how propaganda selects and strengthens the necessary charac
teristics in the image of a person, cutting off the unnecessary ones that could 
possibly destroy a desirable image. The first Soviet heroes appeared during 
the catastrophe of the Chelyuskin steamship and the rescue of its crew and 
passengers3. Thus, a fundamentally negative event was transformed into a 
positive one, a feat which can be considered the highest aerobatics of propa
ganda—the negative of the physical world is replaced by the positive of the 
virtual world.

War is always a time for heroes and propaganda, since without it the tran-
sition from human to hero is almost impossible. Propaganda is strong in the 
sense that no one dares to argue, since no one can directly oppose the state. 

3  See this disaster for an example: Shipping Wonders of the World. The “Chelyuskin” 
 Rescue. https://www.shippingwondersoftheworld.com/chelyuskin.html.

https://www.shippingwondersoftheworld.com/chelyuskin.html
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Only when time passes can heroes obtain different characteristics, sometimes 
of an opposite nature. The crisis ends and censorship eases.

For example, fifty years after the war the heroic deed of Soviet partisan 
Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya began to crumble. She turned out not even to be 
a partisan, as she had been presented before, but a military spy sent to burn 
down villagers’ houses in the Moscow region so that the Germans would have 
no place to live. But as the peasants’ houses were disappearing at the same time 
they detained her and, as a result, she ended up in the hands of the Germans. 

А. Bilzho wrote that she was mentally ill: 

the historical truth is this: Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya was repeatedly taken to the 
psychiatric hospital named after P. Kashchenko. She had another seizure, caused 
by the powerful shock associated with the war. But it was a clinic, not a heroic 
deed of Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya, who had been suffering from schizophrenia 
for a long time.4

As a result, a wave of criticism unfolded simultaneously, which is also under
standable5. No hero who entered your memory in childhood can stop being 
a hero when you become an adult. Your child’s ‘alphabet’ of heroes stays with 
you for a lifetime.

А. Bilzho said in his defense: 

Myths are possible during war, but not later. War – it is tragedy, blood and mud. 
And corpses, corpses, corpses. We must remember, but only the truth. Only the 
truth! Behind many heroic deeds, there was treachery, cowardice and  stupidity. 
Heights were often conquered in order to report. People were not spared.  Generals 
were evacuated, and they abandoned their soldiers.6

In this conflict there is a clear rule: about sacred things one can speak only 
positive words or nothing at all. The opposite process is also painful for 
official propaganda when they want to turn not a hero but an enemy into 

4  Сидорчик А. 2016. Диагноз доктора Бильжо. Чем болела Зоя Космодемьянская? 
13.12.2016. https://aif.ru/society/history/diagnoz_doktora_bilzho_chem_bolela_zoya_kosm
odemyanskaya.
5  Кононенко, М. 2016. Диагноз по переписке: правда и мифы о Зое Космодемьянской. 
https://ria.ru/20161213/1483497480.html; Беляев, И. 2016. Врачмозговед и диагноз 
недели. 15.12.2016. https://www.svoboda.org/a/28177469.html; Богомолов, А. 2017. Два 
лица Зои Космодемьянской. https://www.kp.ru/daily/26132.3/3023039/.
6  Директор Музея Космодемьянской опровергла утверждение Андрея Бильжо о 
психической болезни разведчицы. 13.12.2016. https://www.newsru.com/russia/13dec2016/
declineschizo.html.

https://aif.ru/society/history/diagnoz_doktora_bilzho_chem_bolela_zoya_kosmodemyanskaya
https://aif.ru/society/history/diagnoz_doktora_bilzho_chem_bolela_zoya_kosmodemyanskaya
https://ria.ru/20161213/1483497480.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/28177469.html
https://www.kp.ru/daily/26132.3/3023039/
https://www.newsru.com/russia/13dec2016/declineschizo.html
https://www.newsru.com/russia/13dec2016/declineschizo.html
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 ordinary person. Thus, today the authorities resist the rehabilitation of the 
soldiers of Vlasov’s army who fought on Hitler’s side7. Similarly, the authori
ties are reluctant to move forward in condemning Stalin’s repressions. As a 
result, Stalin’s view of the war of 1941–1945, created not only by history but 
also by propaganda, remains dominant.

Wellknown journalist E. Kiselyov joins this discussion with the conclu
sion:

Democracy, freedoms and human rights and other values of Western civilization, 
that they tried to establish in the country during President Yeltsin (about that one 
can find information in the Yekaterinburg Center named after the first president 
of Russia, the center was fiercely critizised by Mikhalkov) somebody can consider 
almost the same evil as Nazi ideas. If not evil, then at least garbage. However, the 
ideological paradise means fighting against the West with its spiritual principles, 
Orthodox, nationalism, sacred canonical history and autocracy in the person of 
the president for life of all Russia – that is the saddest part of all.8 

It was because of such discussions that Kiselyov left to work in Ukraine. 
The website newsru.com where this statement was published, with 3 million 
 readers in a month, was closed down in 2021 ‘for political reasons’9. This 
means that the cleansing of the Russian information field began long before 
the war, whereas propaganda decided to, instead of war, call it SMO—a  special 
military operation.

Recently, the concept of a ‘foreign agent’ was introduced in Russia. Such a 
reference must accompany the author’s name in the media if they have ever 
received royalties from abroad. For anyone, this resembles the status of ‘enemy 
of the people’ from the Stalin era. However, since not everyone who needs to 
be punished has received royalties from abroad, the expression ‘under foreign 
influence’ has been added, which is both difficult to prove and disprove.

Russia thus cleanses its information field in order not only to prevent the 
triumph of propaganda from being disturbed, but also to make other jour
nalists or political analysts understand what they can expect. It is such a pin
point method, but in the end it reaches anyone who writes. This method of 

7  Историк “Ельцин Центра” подаст к Михалкову иск о клевете. 12.12.2016. https://
www.newsru.com/russia/12dec2016/nikitasokolov.html.
8  Евгений Киселев: Ельцин, Михалков и Кончаловский. 12.12.2016. https://www.
newsru.com/blog/12dec2016/mihalkov.html.
9  Спасибо всем, кто был с нами в течение 21 года. 31.05.2021. https://www.newsru.com/
russia/31may2021/newsrucomoutoforder2.html.

http://newsru.com
https://www.newsru.com/russia/12dec2016/nikitasokolov.html
https://www.newsru.com/russia/12dec2016/nikitasokolov.html
https://www.newsru.com/dossiers/37946/
https://www.newsru.com/blog/12dec2016/mihalkov.html
https://www.newsru.com/blog/12dec2016/mihalkov.html
https://www.newsru.com/russia/31may2021/newsrucomoutoforder2.html
https://www.newsru.com/russia/31may2021/newsrucomoutoforder2.html
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‘internal censorship’ was very strong in Soviet times when everyone perfectly 
understood that it was better not to write or say anything at all.

One can see how internal propaganda crushes any discussion, because one 
understands that it will be followed by a rejection of the ideological framework, 
which Putin inherited from the Soviet era.

Propaganda wars take place inside and outside of the country. Russia 
 successfully uses the propaganda of the past Soviet era against Ukraine as 
well. Since Russia and Ukraine share a Soviet past, these kinds of information 
strike often achieve their targets.

There is the same situation with history. Putin found himself at the end of 
his reign in charge of history, which was due to the need to set the stage for 
the war in Ukraine. And his perceptions have nothing to do with mainstream 
history.10

The U.S. State Department has identified five basic themes of Russian 
propaganda, including historical11: Russia is an Innocent Victim; Histori
cal Revisionism; The Collapse of Western Civilization is Imminent; Popular 
Movements are U.S.sponsored ‘Color Revolutions’; Reality is Whatever the 
Kremlin Wants It to Be.

One can use these strategic narratives12 in order to explain many current 
events to the collective consciousness. Almost all of them (including all five 
of the abovementioned topics) have been used to justify the war in Ukraine.

10  Yermolenko, V. (ed.) 2019. ReVision of history. Russian historical propaganda and 
Ukraine. Kyiv: К.І.S. https://ukraineworld.org/storage/app/media/Re_vision_2019_block%20
eng.pdf.
11  Russia’s Top Five Persistent Disinformation Narratives. U.S. Department of State. https://
www.state.gov/russiastopfivepersistentdisinformationnarratives/.
12  Editor’s note: One of the important tools of this information influence are strategic narra
tives. Laura Roselle, Alister Miskimmon and Ben O’Loughlin (Roselle, L.; Miskimmon, A.; 
O’Loughlin, B. 2021. Strateegiline narratiiv: pehme jõu uus käsitlus. Sõjateadlane, No. 17, 
pp. 13–32) have argued that the soft power of the 21st century is strategic narratives. Strategic 
narratives are stories disseminated to the public that are used by political actors (e.g.,  various 
organizations, states, etc.) as a means of shaping the common past, present and future of inter
national politics to shape the perceptions and behavior of domestic and also international 
actors (see more Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; Roselle, L. 2013. Strategic Narratives: Com
munication Power and the New World Order. Routledge. Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B.; 
Roselle, L. (eds). 2018. Forging the World. Strategic Narratives and International Relations. 
University of Michigan Press.). The author accentuates (G. Pocheptsov): “We often live in the 
real world and the virtual world at the same time. In the real world there may be some winners 
and losers, while in the virtual world there are others. Narratives describe both situations. And 
on the narrative level future defeats can hide because narratives are part of our thinking, an 
essential part, and we follow them, treating them as certain cognitive constructs. A narrative is 

https://ukraineworld.org/storage/app/media/Re_vision_2019_block%20eng.pdf
https://ukraineworld.org/storage/app/media/Re_vision_2019_block%20eng.pdf
https://www.state.gov/russias-top-five-persistent-disinformation-narratives/
https://www.state.gov/russias-top-five-persistent-disinformation-narratives/
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It is not so important that the themes of ‘denazification’ and ‘demilitari
zation’ are inadequate in relation to Ukraine. They can also be applied in the 
same way to Russia itself. In principle, they are inadequate for the modern 
world and the situation in Europe.

The war in Ukraine, like any other war, requires not only weapons but 
also words that act as weapons. One of such heralds of propaganda was 
T.  Sergeytsev, who wrote:

Denazification can be carried out only by the victor, which implies (1) his 
un conditional control over the process of denazification and (2) the power to 
ensure such control. In this respect, the denazified country cannot be  sovereign. 
The denazifying state – Russia – cannot proceed from a liberal approach to 
 denazification. The guilty party undergoing denazification cannot dispute 
the denazifier’s ideology. Russia’s recognition of the need for denazification of 
Ukraine means the recognition of the impossibility of the Crimean scenario for 
Ukraine as a whole.13

There is even the following remark: “The timeframe of denazification can in 
no way be less than one generation, that must be born, grow up and reach 
maturity in the conditions of denazification.”

It became an example of a new, or wellforgotten, propaganda genre that 
has been adequately evaluated. 

Sergeytsev’s radicality did not go unnoticed – the text has more than a  million 
and a half views. In Wikipedia articles appeared in eight languages devoted 
to the text. Bundestag deputy Thomas Heilmann filed a complaint with the 

a mental structure by which we can understand exactly how our thinking proceeds, how it is 
structured. Narratives come from literary studies where they were used to describe the struc
ture of a narrative. It is a network of cause and effect relationships, revealing what follows and 
from what. Narratives set the causes of warfare to justify it in the eyes of their population and 
the world. Russia set its goals in the war in Ukraine as “demilitarization” and “denazification”. 
But they were too weak and vague to make its population go to war. They were completely 
undeveloped as narratives and weakly applicable to Ukraine. This led not only to failures in 
the war itself, but also to the mass flight of citizens abroad during the announced “partial 
mobilization”. Only 200 thousand people fled to Kazakhstan, while the declared number of 
mobilized people was 300 thousand. And the total number of those who escaped reaches up 
to 700,000.” (Фoрбс: с начала мобилизации из России уехали 600-700 тысяч человек. 
04.10.2022. https://meduza.io/news/2022/10/04/forbessnachalamobilizatsiiizrossiiuehali
600700tysyachchelovek; МВД Казахстана сообщило о 200 тыс. прибывших россиян с 
начала мобилизации. 04.10.2022. https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5594283.)
13  Сергейцев, Т. 2022. Что Россия должна сделать с Украиной? 03.04.2022. https://ria.
ru/20220403/ukraina1781469605.html.

https://meduza.io/news/2022/10/04/forbes-s-nachala-mobilizatsii-iz-rossii-uehali-600-700-tysyach-chelovek
https://meduza.io/news/2022/10/04/forbes-s-nachala-mobilizatsii-iz-rossii-uehali-600-700-tysyach-chelovek
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5594283
https://ria.ru/20220403/ukraina-1781469605.html
https://ria.ru/20220403/ukraina-1781469605.html
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Berlin prosecutor’s office and accused Sergeytsev of instigating genocide, and 
 Ukrainian President Vladimir Zelensky called the text “evidence for a future 
tribunal against Russian war criminals”. On 3 June 2022 the European Union 
put Sergeytsev on its sanctions list.14

At the same time, it is known that the Ukrainian party of this type enjoys the 
approval of one percent of voters.

In the past Sergeytsev was also ‘noticed’ as a screenwriter, although also in 
the propaganda field:

Timofey Sergeytsev is listed among the screenwriters of the 2012 feature film 
Match, about the soccer ‘death match’ between the Kiev players and the Luftwaffe 
team in the occupied Ukrainian capital in the summer of 1942. In this film, 
starring Sergey Bezrukov and Yelizaveta Boyarskaya, many local residents are 
shown as negative characters. Because of this, in 2014 the film was even banned 
from being shown in Ukraine as “the most odious example of modern Russian 
propaganda directed against the Ukrainian people.”15 

Sergeytsev’s text is called ‘the manifesto of Russian fascism’16.
We overestimate the opponents’ thoughts; in fact, their reading does not 

go beyond popular books. The conventional bureaucrat does not have time 
to read books, especially serious ones; those are written for different reader. 
Politicians do not read scientific treatises, but popular books.
А. Morozov, for example, emphasizes: 

Putinism relies on books by Nikolay Starikov and Sergey Kara-Murza, i.e., 
the stream products of political mythology. The Kremlin is firmly based on the 
 foreign and domestic policy textbooks for the Higher School of the KGB (now the 
FSB), and then inscribes whatever fits into its scheme. All forms of ‘complicated 
and excessive patriotism’ Putin keeps at hand, scoffs, and considers entirely from 

14  Лебедева, О. 2022. Немецкий депутат подал иск к автору статьи в РИА “Новости”. 
08.04.2022. https://www.dw.com/ru/nemeckijdeputatpodalisknaavtorastatiodenaci
fikaciiukrainyvrianovosti/a61404136; see also Венявкин, И. 2022. Человек, который 
придумал деукраинизировать Украину. История Тимофея Сергейцева – методолога, 
политтехнолога и идеолога войны. 10.06.2022. https://holod.media/2022/06/10/sergeitsev.
15  Окончательное решение украинского вопроса? Российское госагентство 
опубликовало пугающую статью – рассказываем подробнее. 06.04.2022. https://news.
zerkalo.io/cellar/12257.html; see also В Украине запрещен скандальный фильм “Матч”. 
https://glavnoe.in.ua/news/n193772.
16  Зарипов, И. 2022. “Явка с повинной”. Рунет читает “манифест российского фашизма”. 
05.04.2022. https://www.svoboda.org/a/yavkaspovinnoyrunetchitaetmanifestrossiyskogo
fashizma/31786412.html.

https://www.dw.com/ru/nemeckij-deputat-podal-isk-na-avtora-stati-o-denacifikacii-ukrainy-v-ria-novosti/a-61404136
https://www.dw.com/ru/nemeckij-deputat-podal-isk-na-avtora-stati-o-denacifikacii-ukrainy-v-ria-novosti/a-61404136
https://holod.media/2022/06/10/sergeitsev
https://news.zerkalo.io/cellar/12257.html
https://news.zerkalo.io/cellar/12257.html
https://glavnoe.in.ua/news/n193772
https://www.svoboda.org/a/yavka-s-povinnoy-runet-chitaet-manifest-rossiyskogo-fashizma/31786412.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/yavka-s-povinnoy-runet-chitaet-manifest-rossiyskogo-fashizma/31786412.html
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the perspective of ‘recruitment’. [...] Very crude myths drive large contingents. 
These are the very ones that constitute the intellectual source of Putinism. This 
must be remembered when we read about the influence of Alexander Zinoviev 
or Nikolay Berdyaev, Georgy Shchedrovitsky or Lev Gumilev. Otherwise, both 
Russian intellectual history and the description of the Kremlin ‘myth machine’ 
will be distorted.17

It is clear that, to justify its invasion, Russian propaganda used a set of old 
motifs introduced and rooted in Soviet propaganda, since everything comes 
from ‘childhood’—in this case from a Soviet one.

Man needs a meaningful worldview which makes his life easier, helping 
him to make decisions. The state, with the help of its propagandists and by 
giving the label of ‘foreign agents’ to its opponents, is trying to hold onto 
its narratives, not allowing anything ‘hostile’ to catch the attention of the 
 col lective consciousness.

Propaganda is a mechanism for the collective consciousness for under
standing situations. With propaganda narratives, anyone—not just a political 
scientist or journalist—can construct an algorithm for justifying any deci
sion of the state. In addition, it is a conversation directly with the collective 
 consciousness bypassing individual consciousness.

Today the system seems to have changed, and it likes officials who look 
completely modern but who are, inside, still in the same humble position in 
front of the authorities. 

S. Medvedev describes this new reality of governance:

In the morning these state officials in Gucci suits return to their homes on Old 
Square, turn on their computers and open not Bloomberg news or oil quotes, they 
open Facebook. Because that is the Russian government, for them it is important 
what the intelligentsia writes. That is, I do not understand at all why people who 
rule billions of dollars, decide the matter of life and death, need all this /…/ It 
is not only about dependence on the system, it seems to me that everything is 
deeper – in the structures of identity. Putin and the war have given people an 
identity they have not had for decades. One can like Pelevin or not, but he says 
brilliant things. He said 15 years ago: Russia has found its national idea – Putin. 
I am afraid he is right about many things. Putin’s strength – and we should 

17  Морозов, А. 2022. Жмых путинизма. 11.06.2022. https://novayagazeta.eu/arti
cles/2022/06/11/zhmykhputinizma [Морозов 2022]; on Sergeytsev see also: Захаров, Д. 
2022. Манифест роснацизма: кто в Кремле написал программный материал об 
уничтожении Украины. 05.04.2022. https://apostrophe.ua/article/politics/20220405/
manifestrosnatsizmaktovkremlenapisalprogrammnyiymaterialobunichtojenii
ukrainyi/45202.

https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/06/11/zhmykh-putinizma
https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/06/11/zhmykh-putinizma
https://apostrophe.ua/article/politics/2022-04-05/manifest-rosnatsizma-kto-v-kremle-napisal-programmnyiy-material-ob-unichtojenii-ukrainyi/45202
https://apostrophe.ua/article/politics/2022-04-05/manifest-rosnatsizma-kto-v-kremle-napisal-programmnyiy-material-ob-unichtojenii-ukrainyi/45202
https://apostrophe.ua/article/politics/2022-04-05/manifest-rosnatsizma-kto-v-kremle-napisal-programmnyiy-material-ob-unichtojenii-ukrainyi/45202
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call things by their proper names, recognizing the strength of the opponent – is 
that this man is really manipulating the world with little resources. As Dmitry 
 Muratov told Open City [Открытый город], Putin spins the nuclear button on 
his finger like the keys to a car, he now spins the whole world with oil prices, with 
food prices, with American inflation unseen in the last 40 years, etc.18

In propaganda wars, it is fundamental to distinguish between primary and 
secondary goals. The secondary goals can be seen on the surface and the 
primary ones are hidden. Therefore, denazification or demilitarization are 
secondary goals, while the primary goal is to take Ukraine into its sphere of 
influence, because without it Russia becomes not a European but an Asian 
power, and in principle loses its power.

They are looking for powerful roots in Russian ideology today. But, in fact, 
there can be none since Putin does not read books—he listens to them in the 
car while travelling. Listening to books is not equivalent to reading.

А. Morozov emphasizes that:

In reality there are no direct sources. Putinism relies not on them, but on 
‘ secondary mythology’, i.e., various classical concepts that have already been 
 vulgarized, i.e., assimilated, digested and expelled by someone and then eaten 
a second time.19

Propaganda builds fast routes for its messages; they run everywhere with 
 terrifying speed, hitting literature, film, education and even science. All to 
the glory of propaganda. It is popular because it gives clear answers to every 
question.

Propaganda relies on sociology, so it must be sensitive to the movements 
and thoughts of the collective consciousness. Otherwise, its efforts will go to 
waste.

At the same time, it is interesting that Russian authorities have lately begun 
to react to ‘miniconflict’ situations without allowing them to become the sub
ject of debate. For example, Conversations about Important Things was a new 
subject introduced in schools on September 1st. This was meant for discussing 
the war in Ukraine with schoolchildren. However, after some parents refused 

18  Фаст, Т.; Вигман, В. 2022. Русская обида придумана политтехнологами. Интервью 
С. Медведева. 16.08.2022. https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/08/16/russkaiaobidapridu
manapolittekhnologami.
19  Морозов 2022. 

https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/08/16/russkaia-obida-pridumana-polittekhnologami
https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/08/16/russkaia-obida-pridumana-polittekhnologami
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to let their children attend those ‘classes’, the topic of the war was removed 
from discussion with children.

It is too quick a reaction for one to assume that the teachers themselves 
dared to do this. We are facing a clear recommendation from above, and it is 
an order for the bureaucracy below.

The Ministry of Education has updated the methodological materials for the 
class ‘Conversations about important things’, which is planned for September 
12th. All references to Ukraine, ‘special operations’, and NATO as well as the 
slogan ‘it’s not scary to die for the homeland’ were removed from the ready-made 
materials for the class.20

On the other hand, monumental propaganda has picked up—a monument 
to Prince Nevsky21 is being erected in occupied Mariupol. According to 
 Stalinist propaganda, he once fought the German knights somewhere. How
ever,  modern historians have discovered that there was actually no battle, but 
there was a small scuffle. In addition, Alexander Nevsky collected tribute to 
the Golden Horde,  meaning that he was not such an inveterate patriot that 
they want to portray him. Putin simply began to associate his struggle with 
NATO through this image, and the monument was erected. In addition, this 
is on the initiative of the authorities of St. Petersburg. Small bureaucrats are 
always happy to please big bureaucrats. Therefore, each region gives not only 
its battalions, but also its monuments.

Propaganda wars accentuate new types of concepts to be studied and used. 
Thus, nowadays there has been increased attention on narratives, which have 
become a subject of propaganda from literary studies. It is kind of a ‘strange’ 
term but, working with flows of texts, modern propaganda is in search of its 
own tools.

What does propaganda do? It amplifies the characteristics necessary for 
the ‘right’ worldview and silences those that contradict it. Therefore, power 

20  Рабочая программа курса внеурочной деятельности “Разговоры о важном” для 
1–4-х классов. 2022. https://koncpekt.ru/nachalnyeklassy/raznoe/7190rabochayapro
grammarazgovoryovazhnom14klass.html; Минпросвещения внесет изменения в 
программу “Разговоров о важном”. 07.09.2022. https://newizv.ru/news/society/07092022/
minprosvescheniyavnesetizmeneniyavprogrammurazgovorovovazhnom.
21  Матяш, Т. 2022. Росіяни встановлюють в окупованому Маріуполі пам’ятник 
Олександру Невському. 12.09.2022. https://lb.ua/society/2022/09/12/529133_rosi
yani_vstanovlyuyut_okupovanomu.html; Власти Петербурга установят в Мариуполе 
памятник Александру Невскому. 25.08.2022. https://www.svoboda.org/a/vlastipeterburga
ustanovyatvmariupolepamyatniknevskomu/32004755.html.

https://koncpekt.ru/nachalnye-klassy/raznoe/7190-rabochaya-programma-razgovory-o-vazhnom-1-4-klass.html
https://koncpekt.ru/nachalnye-klassy/raznoe/7190-rabochaya-programma-razgovory-o-vazhnom-1-4-klass.html
https://newizv.ru/news/society/07-09-2022/minprosvescheniya-vneset-izmeneniya-v-programmu-razgovorov-o-vazhnom
https://newizv.ru/news/society/07-09-2022/minprosvescheniya-vneset-izmeneniya-v-programmu-razgovorov-o-vazhnom
https://lb.ua/society/2022/09/12/529133_rosiyani_vstanovlyuyut_okupovanomu.html
https://lb.ua/society/2022/09/12/529133_rosiyani_vstanovlyuyut_okupovanomu.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/vlasti-peterburga-ustanovyat-v-mariupole-pamyatnik-nevskomu/32004755.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/vlasti-peterburga-ustanovyat-v-mariupole-pamyatnik-nevskomu/32004755.html
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and the necessary worldview begin to live in symbiosis. According to this 
worldview, all decisions of the authorities seem ideal and the only possible 
ones. Hence came the war with a neighboring country, which in Europe 
seems to be forgotten.

It is also necessary to explain a misconception about why so many people 
in Russia support the war. The common answer is that this is the result of 
propaganda. However, propaganda is only a tool of understatement or exag
geration. That is to say, it is a certain, or rather distorted, map of what is 
already in the collective consciousness. If the collective consciousness was 
against the war with Ukraine it would be difficult for propaganda to achieve 
such ‘brilliant’ results. Propaganda is not only a map of what is, but also a map 
of what could be, and only from the point of view of the authorities. There are 
no ‘ghosts’ there, but the frequency of occurrence of events in real life and in 
propaganda are not the same. There could have been happiness on the face of 
a man at the opening of the monument to Alexander Nevsky in the TV report, 
but propaganda presents this happiness of one as the happiness of the masses. 

Propaganda wars target the collective consciousness of their country. 
The authorities are their source, the collective consciousness is the recipient, 
and they belong to the same country. Information operations are more often 
directed at foreign countries. However, this is the ideal situation; in reality 
there may be other combinations.

The authorities are always stronger, since they have all the resources, but 
the opposition is often more inventive in creating its propaganda product. 
However, the authorities defeat with sheer volume; the opposition product 
is not universal. The authorities’ product is massively replicated, while the 
opposition product is not.

Propaganda not only accompanies politics, but also often precedes it. 
A. Åslund has noted Putin’s constant ‘irritation’ with Ukraine. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin is obsessed with Ukraine – or, rather, with 
pretending that Ukraine doesn’t exist. In his annual call-in show on June 30, he 
claimed, “Ukrainians and Russians are one.” He then published an article aimed 
at justifying that ‘conviction’ by tracing the two countries’ shared history. It is 
a masterclass in disinformation – and one step short of a decla ration of war.22

22  Аслунд, А. 2021. Опасный Путинский нарратив об Украине. 14.07.2021. https://www.
projectsyndicate.org/commentary/putindenialofukrainianindependencecouldleadto
warbyandersaslund202107/russian?barrier=accesspaylog.

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/putin-denial-of-ukrainian-independence-could-lead-to-war-by-anders-aslund-2021-07/russian?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/putin-denial-of-ukrainian-independence-could-lead-to-war-by-anders-aslund-2021-07/russian?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/putin-denial-of-ukrainian-independence-could-lead-to-war-by-anders-aslund-2021-07/russian?barrier=accesspaylog
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Nevertheless, even this did not lead to a coherent narrative from Russia to 
Ukraine and the world about the purpose of this war. The shock of the inva
sion was simply replaced by the shock of the war.

This ambiguity persists to this day: 

The political purpose of the Russian invasion of Ukraine was not clearly 
articulated. In preparation for and immediately after the invasion, various 
represen tatives of the Russian leadership voiced many different political goals, 
many of which were quite vague and even contradictory. Among them were 
‘demili tarization and denazification’, terms that no one has deciphered clearly. 
‘ Protection of the population of Donbass’ was a completely different task that 
required completely different preparation. The annexation of the Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions is one thing, but an external guarantee of their independence is 
 completely different thing.23

The same vague situation turned out to be for military purposes. For example, 
the Washington Post in its investigation quoted an American official with 
access to classified information about Russia: “They set up an entire war effort 
to seize strategic objectives that were beyond their means. Russia’s mistake 
was really fundamental and strategic”24. 

Despite the fact that preparation for the war had already taken place 
in 2015, T. Sergeytsev argued in his article from that period that “the fight 
against Russia is declared and begun. With the help of and through Ukraine. 
Ukraine is only one of the bridgeheads of this struggle, but the one where 
we already have firing contact with the enemy, where military propaganda 
works, where there is the actual military regime of social management, but 
where legal establishment of the military regime in the absence of law is not 
required. All political efforts of the Ukrainian leadership are aimed exclu
sively at increasing the military and technical capabilities of aggression and 
its propaganda and ideological support. The economic efforts are just as 
exclusively aimed at personal enrichment, which is the payment for service. 
This activity of the Ukrainian authorities is fully and unconditionally sup
ported and directed by the United States, their Eastern European agents, and 
Old Europe. The socalled ‘sanctions’ against Russia are the economic part of 

23  Аксенов, П. 2022. Невыученные уроки “Стратегии” Свечина. Разбираем войну в 
Украине при помощи классического военного труда. 12.09.2022. https://www.bbc.com/
russian/features62757109.
24  Miller, G.; Belton, C. 2022. Russia’s spies misread Ukraine and misled Kremlin as war 
loomed. August 19, 2022. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2022/russiafsb
intelligenceukrainewar/.

https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-62757109
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-62757109
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2022/russia-fsb-intelligence-ukraine-war/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2022/russia-fsb-intelligence-ukraine-war/


115RUSSIAN PROPAGANDA WARS: RUSSIA-UKRAINE 2022

the aggression, are military in their nature, designed not only to weaken the 
economy of Russia and the fall of the ‘Putin regime’, which is declared openly, 
but above all to prepare a deployed comprehensive aggression against Russia, 
including the military”25.

The illusion of kinship. We are supposedly brothers and sisters, one family. Even 
if we are, family conflicts sometimes reach the level of murder. However, it is not 
about the metaphor of the family, although there are many and deep relation-
ships. Nevertheless, they did not stop the revolution in Russia, and neither did 
faith in God. For several centuries, Slavic internecine warfare has fed on our 
princes’ proximity of blood. The fact is that we cannot believe in the betrayal of 
the whole nation. Yet there is nothing unexpected and impossible. And everyone 
has the same fate here: the one who betrays betrays first of all himself.26

Today, so much attention has been drawn to Sergeytsev, that the unofficial 
head of methodologists P. Shchedrovitsky even had to ‘justify himself ’ when 
he left Sergeytsev out of the Moscow Methodological Circle: 

Sergeytsev is not a native of the Moscow Methodological Circle, he represents the 
population that came in during the movement of games. I do not know any of 
his methodological works. However this baggage [left over from the games] he 
used in his consulting and political technology practice. By the way, he worked 
in Ukraine for a long time.27

Then Shchedrovitsky even compared Sergeytsev’s text to Mein Kampf:

If one compares [Sergeytsev’s text and Adolf Hitler’s book], there is no notable 
difference, there are no discoveries. Simply, [in Hitler’s book] there are Jews, and 
[in Sergeytsev’s] Ukrainians. What else one can say about it? I can say that the 
man has lost his mind. Maybe his mother dropped him as a child, I don't know. 
In this sense, this is already the internal structure [of his consciousness], but it 
has nothing to do with methodology at all. 

25  Сергейцев, Т. (sine anno). Что будет с Украиной? Что будет с нами? http://www.odnako.
org/almanac/material/chtobudetsukrainoychtobudetsnami/.
26  Ibid.
27  “Быть лоялистом уже недостаточно. Надо ходить в пионерском галстуке и 
салютовать” Интервью “методолога” Петра Щедровицкого Михаилу Зыгарю (sine 
anno). https://meduza.io/feature/2022/06/22/bytloyalistomuzhenedostatochnonadohodit
vpionerskomgalstukeisalyutovat.

http://www.odnako.org/almanac/material/chto-budet-s-ukrainoy-chto-budet-s-nami/
http://www.odnako.org/almanac/material/chto-budet-s-ukrainoy-chto-budet-s-nami/
https://meduza.io/feature/2022/06/22/byt-loyalistom-uzhe-nedostatochno-nado-hodit-v-pionerskom-galstuke-i-salyutovat
https://meduza.io/feature/2022/06/22/byt-loyalistom-uzhe-nedostatochno-nado-hodit-v-pionerskom-galstuke-i-salyutovat
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As one can see, methodologists experimented a lot while working with 
 consciousness, and ‘created’ a dangerous supporter. He can be denied, but he 
will not change...

Propaganda also experiments, changing themes, accents, sometimes 
 leaving the danger of its communications. In the case of the propaganda war, 
withdrawal is just as important since the work is with millions. The latest 
example of such a propaganda “retreat” is the introduction of ‘Conversations 
About Important Things’ into the school curriculum, where children were 
supposed to be told about a ‘special military operation’. 

They began to treat children in the spirit of ‘if you love your homeland, you 
should give your life for it’. Third-graders were already supposed to remember or 
teachers were supposed to remind them of proverbs like ‘It is not terrible to die 
for the homeland.’28

However, when some parents announced that they would not let their 
 children to take part in this, a ‘miracle’ happened: 

On September 5th the materials of ‘Conversations about important things’ for 
September 12th were removed from all websites where they had been posted. At 
6 p.m. on September 6th they were restored, but without the military part. With-
out proverbs about death for the homeland, without ‘special military operation’, 
without patriotic feats.29

It naturally frightened parents when such propaganda came to their homes. 

That same day parents decided to talk to their youngest son, who is in a different 
class, to find out what his first lesson was about. According to Natalia, her son 
answered “about patriotism”. We asked, “What is patriotism?” He answered, 
“Well, I guess it is love of war”. “That was the last straw,” Natalia said. The 
woman declared that her children would not spend one more minute in that 
school and transferred them to home schooling.30

28  Виноградская, М. 2022. Дела идут неважно. Почему “специальная военная операция” 
пропала из “Разговоров о важном” в российских школах. 12.09.2022. https://novayagazeta.
eu/articles/2022/09/12/delaidutnevazhno.
29  Ibid.
30  “Не надо его расстреливать – коленки прострелить, и пусть его катают в коля-
ске”: чему учат на “Разговорах о важном”. 08.09.2002. https://newtimes.ru/articles/
detail/221509.

https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/09/12/dela-idut-nevazhno
https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/09/12/dela-idut-nevazhno
https://newtimes.ru/articles/detail/221509
https://newtimes.ru/articles/detail/221509
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Propaganda shows clearly that the world is words—many, many right words. 
Physical reality becomes secondary and begins to adjust to words when they 
resonate with the elite and collective consciousness. We more often live in the 
informational and virtual world, not in the physical world.

Russia also fights propaganda wars in the West with the hands and lips of 
Western citizens, though with Russian funding. Not only specific politicians 
are paid for but, of course, information campaigns as well. The money trans
fers were massive: 

As US intelligence has learned, front companies, foundations, think tanks, the 
Russian embassy and state enterprise accounts, and other ways were used for 
the transfers. Funding came in the form of cash, wire transfers, cryptocurrency, 
and expensive gifts, and transactions were controlled by Russian agencies, 
 including the FSB, private individuals, and businessmen. According to officials, 
 entre preneur Yevgeny Prigozhin and Deputy Chairman of the Russian State 
Duma Alexander Babakov were involved in the financial schemes.31

Information is also massively spread on social media where the Russian troll 
factory operates. Finnish journalist Jessikka Aro has researched the Russian 
‘troll factory’ and published the book Putin’s trolls translated into more than 
10 languages. She discovered troll attacks on Finns: 

As soon as a Finnish expert wrote about Russian aggression, especially in 
Ukraine, he was attacked by furious troll commentators. This was the case with 
cyber security expert Jarno Limnéll and former Finnish Defense Minister Carl 
Haglund, among others. Their accounts were flooded with offensive and false 
comments. I also interviewed ordinary Finnish Internet users who had encoun-
tered the aggression of Russian trolls. The results were depressing – many stopped 
writing about Russia as early as 2014, fearing cyberbullying, and some left social 
networks altogether.32

31  США рассекретили данные разведки о том, как Россия тайно финансировала 
политиков по всему миру С 2014 года она потратила на эти цели 300 миллионов 
долларов. ? https://meduza.io/feature/2022/09/14/ssharassekretilidannyerazvedkiotom
kakrossiyataynofinansirovalapolitikovpovsemumiru; see also Merchant, N. 2022. US: 
Russia spent $300M to covertly influence world politics. September 14, 2022. https://apnews.
com/article/russiaukraineputinbidenpoliticspresidentialelections03d0ae84fb34833b78b
1753d0a9602db.
32  Аро, Дж. 2022. “Садясь в машину, я должна была проверять, не заминирована ли 
она”. 13.09.2022. https://holod.media/2022/09/13/jessikkaaro/.

https://meduza.io/feature/2022/09/14/ssha-rassekretili-dannye-razvedki-o-tom-kak-rossiya-tayno-finansirovala-politikov-po-vsemu-miru
https://meduza.io/feature/2022/09/14/ssha-rassekretili-dannye-razvedki-o-tom-kak-rossiya-tayno-finansirovala-politikov-po-vsemu-miru
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-biden-politics-presidential-elections-03d0ae84fb34833b78b1753d0a9602db
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-biden-politics-presidential-elections-03d0ae84fb34833b78b1753d0a9602db
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-biden-politics-presidential-elections-03d0ae84fb34833b78b1753d0a9602db
https://holod.media/2022/09/13/jessikka-aro/
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Propaganda is propaganda when it is successful, and in it at least the  majority 
of the population should find answers to their questions. According to 
 Russian data, 20% of the population does not support the war. There is also a 
sociological portrait of these people:

They are mostly young people, residents of Moscow or other major cities, who 
get their information from the Internet. Sociologists have recorded a majority 
of those who oppose the war only among those who historically supported the 
opposition, participated in protest rallies, and travelled in Europe more often.33 

In 2014, only 10% of Russians opposed the annexation of Crimea.
There is one more parameter of the success/failure of propaganda, not 

according to sociologists, but linguists. M. Yevstigneyeva said: 

The efficiency of the language technologies of propaganda can be understood 
by analyzing public opinion with the help of opinion polls or field studies (to see 
how people react in spontaneous situations of communication). The success of 
language technologies can also be judged by the prevalence of propaganda clichés 
in people’s speech. For example, the expression ‘where have you been for eight 
years?’ is widely disseminated. But if one analyzes public opinion by the reactions 
of people on the Internet, then one should take into account that these can be the 
comments of bots, but not of real people.34

Propaganda often has to praise what does not exist and hide what does, 
because telling the whole truth is not one of its tasks. It must whisper about 
defeats, finding new and more subtle formulations.

Propaganda wars allow what one cannot achieve in the physical world. 
They can accentuate victory while in reality there is defeat. Propaganda is 
a virtual space into which its creators are driven from physical and infor
mational space. Its slogan is ‘don't believe your eyes’ but believe our words. 
Nevertheless, any world built by propaganda has an expiration date, it is 
never eternal. Even if it is built by the best specialists and spread by the most 
 modern of technologies. The truth is always stronger.

33  Центр Карнеги опроверг заявления Кремля о консолидации общества вокруг 
Путина после начала войны в Украине. 07.09.2022. https://www.agents.media/consolida
tion/.
34  “Мы”, обесценивание и высмеивание – как пропаганда влияет на язык и эмоции? 
Отвечает социолингвист. 22.07.2022. https://paperpaper.ru/myobescenivanieivysmei
vaniek/.

https://www.agents.media/consolidation/
https://www.agents.media/consolidation/
https://paperpaper.ru/my-obescenivanie-i-vysmeivanie-k/
https://paperpaper.ru/my-obescenivanie-i-vysmeivanie-k/
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POLAND AS A FRONT-LINE NATION  
IN THE WAKE OF RUSSIAN AGGRESSION  

IN UKRAINE

Zdzisław Śliwa

Abstract. The outbreak of Russian aggression toward Ukraine has created an existen
tial threat for Poland, including a reminiscence of the historical struggle imposed by 
the Russian Empire and Soviet Russia to safeguard sovereignty. The war has further 
transformed the perception of the Russian Federation into seeing it as an aggressive 
nation striving to recreate its spheres of influence. This has been seen especially over 
the last two decades. This paper* will discuss specific aspects of Poland’s  evo lution of 
awareness of Russia as an aggressive nation using military forces to change  existing 
national borders, violating international law and human rights principles, and com
mitting war crimes against the civilian population. This paper is based on official 
documents and current data about the conflict, but it also reflects changes in  Polish 
public opinion and military support for Ukraine when fighting for freedom and 
 sovereignty. 

Keywords: War in Ukraine, Poland, Russian Federation aggression, NATO Eastern 
Flank

1. Introduction

For Poland, Ukraine is a very important nation, and it has many dimensions. 
Historically, Poland was the first country to recognise Ukraine’s independence 
in 1991, followed in 1992 by the signing of a Treaty on Good Cooperation 
and Mutual Neighbourly Relations.1 Both nations share a history linked with 
facing similar pressure from Russia’s interventions and its desire to build an 
empire. This included a constant drive from Russia to expand territorial gains 
and extend national borders. Both nations were, in respective parts of their 

* The opinions expressed in the paper are the author’s personal stance and do not reflect the 
official position of the Baltic Defence College and its Framework Nations. 
1  Poland and Ukraine – Thirty Years of Partnership and Friendship 2022. – Warsaw: Web
site of the Republic of Poland 18 May 2022. https://www.gov.pl/web/southafrica/polandand
ukrainethirtyyearsofpartnershipandfriendship (15.11.2022).

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 20, 2022, pp. 123–140.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.gov.pl/web/southafrica/poland-and-ukraine---thirty-years-of-partnership-and-friendship
https://www.gov.pl/web/southafrica/poland-and-ukraine---thirty-years-of-partnership-and-friendship
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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history, part of the czarist empire or the Soviet Union, embedded into it or 
existing as fully dependent entities. Geography is another important factor 
as the PolishUkrainian border is 535 km long, naturally making Ukraine a 
buffer zone between Poland and the Russian mainland. This aspect is of great 
importance from a security point of view and the current war is  proving this 
factor. The war in Ukraine has undoubtedly shown that the threat the Russian 
Federation is posing toward its close neighbours is no longer just imaginary; it 
is based on the dream to recreate an empire following the historical narra tive. 
This dream is founded on President Putin’s sick obsession to rewrite  history 
and recreate the nation’s prestige after the collapse of the Soviet Union. This 
‘tragedy’, or rather a historical fact, has become the motto of his presidency 
and leadership of the nation. The notion is supported by his hawkish close 
 circle and, in reality, also by the majority of the population  poisoned by propa
ganda imposed over the last decades. The war in Ukraine has again revealed 
the aggressive nature of Russia for which war is part of political discourse, thus 
endangering former Soviet republics and nations politically and mili tarily 
subordinated to the Soviet Union, among them Poland. The fate of Ukraine 
is very important for Polish people not only due to shared borders but also 
for historical relations, although there have still been some un finished debates 
and disputes. The brutality toward Ukraine presents clearly what could be 
Poland’s destiny if attacked by Russia, e.g., how  Polish people would be treated 
when seen by Moscow and the Russian population as enemies and historical 
adversaries. The symbol of hate toward Poland was the estab lishment of the 
National Unity Day by the Kremlin, celebrated for the first time on 4 Novem
ber 2005. It was linked with the expulsion of  Polish troops from Moscow in 
November 1612. The drive to erase Poland from maps was visible among the 
major aims of the 1920 PolishSoviet War in which decisive defeat was never 
forgotten by Stalin. The brutal aggression and the desire to destroy Ukraine as 
a nation triggered multidimensional support from the Polish population and 
government, driven by terrible historical memories and the reality of Russian 
behaviour towards a sovereign nation which was claimed by the Kremlin to 
be a ‘brother’. 

For many years, Polish authorities and the Baltic nations have warned 
partners from the European Union and NATO that Russia poses a real threat 
and may begin a military conflict to pursue its national interests. At the 
same time, Poland criticized the governments of some European countries 
for too reckless policy towards the Russian Federation and dependence on 
Russian resources (e.g., the Nord Stream 2). So, Russia’s attack on Ukraine 
did not come as a complete surprise in Poland. PolishRussian relations 
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have  traditionally been difficult, linked to their geopolitical proximity and 
historical experiences. These are still playing decisive roles today; therefore, 
 overcoming PolishRussian antagonism in bilateral relations is not possible in 
the short term. Already after regaining full independence, achieving mutual 
understanding and reconciliation between Warsaw and Moscow has always 
been problematic. Prejudices and stereotypes rooted in history and cultural 
conditions have put a visible mark on the perception of Russia and Russians 
inside Poland, as well as Poland and Poles inside Russia.2 The current Russian 
aggression against an independent and sovereign Ukraine will harm bilateral 
relations for years to come, and no trust could be regained soon. Historical 
memories combine with present political and economic disputes to further 
diminish any prospect of improvement in bilateral relations. 

This paper is focused on the variety of support provided to Ukraine 
by Poland, recognizing distinctly that the collapse of Ukraine will present 
a direct and evident threat to national sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
The study is based on available official documents and data examined with 
primary and secondary research, allowing analysis and synthesis of specific 
aspects of bilateral relations and Poland’s approach towards active support 
for Ukraine as an attacked nation. The structure of the text will relate to the 
NATO construct of instruments of power: Diplomatic, Information,  Military 
and  Economic (DIME), also covering the social dimension.3 The first part will 
focus on societal aspects and political decisions, followed by threat per ception 
and the military support Poland is delivering to Ukraine, recog nizing the 
longterm consequences if Russia achieves its desired end states. The conclu
sions will summarise major findings reflecting the complexity of the security 
situation, Poland’s role, and the challenges the nation is facing. 

2. Social and political awareness of the war in Ukraine

The Centre for PolishRussian Dialogue and Understanding published three 
reports on public opinion under the title “PolandRussia. Social Diagnosis” 

2  Czynnik historyczny w stosunkach Polski z Rosją: wymiar społeczny i kulturalno-nau-
kowy 2017. – Warsaw: Polskie Towarzystwo Studiów Międzynarodowych, pp. 2–3. https://
ptsm.edu.pl/wpcontent/uploads/2018/01/czynnikhistorycznywstosunkachpolskizrosja
wymiarspolecznyikulturalnonaukowy.raport.pdf (03.11.2022).
3  Instruments of Power could also use the Political, Military, Economic and Civil (PMEC) 
construct. Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive Interim V 3.0.  Allied Command 
Operations, Mons 15 January 2021, p. 2–12.

https://ptsm.edu.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/czynnik-historyczny-w-stosunkach-polski-z-rosja-wymiar-spoleczny-i-kulturalno-naukowy.-raport.pdf
https://ptsm.edu.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/czynnik-historyczny-w-stosunkach-polski-z-rosja-wymiar-spoleczny-i-kulturalno-naukowy.-raport.pdf
https://ptsm.edu.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/czynnik-historyczny-w-stosunkach-polski-z-rosja-wymiar-spoleczny-i-kulturalno-naukowy.-raport.pdf
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in 2012, 2014, and 2020. Those reports included the results of research on 
the opinions of Poles about Russia and Russians, as well as PolishRussian 
relations. The vast majority of Poles assess Russia’s attitude towards Poland 
as definitely or somewhat unfriendly (80% in 2012, 82% in 2014, and 79% in 
2020).4 The annexation of Crimea caused trust toward Russia to fall to 46%, 
which then increased in six years to 64% positive responses based on the belief 
that the Russians’ attitude towards Poles could be friendly. However, this was 
related to Russia as a nation and the Russian people, but not to its political 
and military leadership. Although the two nations were seen as ethni cally 
 distant, associations with the word ‘Russian’ were generally  positive or  neutral, 
highlighting Slavic identity, hospitality, and other  similarities and  cultural 
 closeness. Negative associations were linked with alcohol, the ‘poor’ Russian 
nation, and ‘bad’ government. The latter was based on  perceiving Russia as 
an  authoritarian country (74%), undemocratic (11%) and unfriendly (45%) 
towards neighbours (2020).5 Some 60% of respondents were critical of the 
Kremlin’s actions, imperialism, and expansionism poisoned by propaganda, 
lies, and manipulation by state authorities. Few respondents held a positive or 
neutral opinion on Russian foreign policy, based on the  Russian  authorities’ 
efforts to promote aggressively the national narrative and  interests. The 
aggression in Ukraine has significantly changed the perception of Russia, 
and not only its leadership, as expressed by Poland’s political leaders. In April 
2022, as many as 79% of Poles recognized that “the war in Ukraine  threatens 
the security of our country”, according to the Public  Opinion Research 
 Center’s survey; in 2020 there were only 42% of negative opinions.6 Next, 
80%  supported a ban on Russian gas and oil imports.7 The threat assessment 
by poli tical elites and the population caused a stronger cohesion of  society, 
which also has historical connotations related to aggressive and expansionist 
Russia. This threat perception proved to be realized by the of whole society 
and, again, history was a reminder of the Russian approach toward Poland. 
The outcome of this was societal support for Ukraine to underpin those who 
left the country and to directly support an effort to fight for freedom and 
 territorial integrity. 

4  Polska–Rosja diagnoza społeczna 2020. 2020. – Warsaw: Polish–Russian Centre for Dia
logue and Understanding, p. 9.
5  Ibid., pp. 12, 16. 
6  Stosunek do innych narodów 2020. – Warsaw: Research Communique No 31/2020, Public 
Opinion Research Centre, March 2020, pp. 3–4.
7  Polish Public Opinion 2022. – Warsaw: Public Opinion Research Centre, April 2022, pp. 1–2.
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What has been critical is that Poland welcomed the largest number of refu
gees from Ukraine. From February to May, an estimated 3.296 million  people 
came to Poland through border crossings from Ukraine8, mainly women 
and children. It should be emphasized that in Poland there was no need to 
establish refugee camps (which is a constant practice during migration  crises) 
because of the generosity of Polish society. Therefore, most  people found 
shelter in Polish families’ homes or those provided by Ukrainian friends and 
families already living in Poland. Before the war in Ukraine, some 1.4  million 
Ukrainians were living and working in Poland, recognizing oppor tunities 
there. This number significantly increased when war broke out. The com  mit
ment of local governments, volunteers, and the Polish government was also 
visible. In April 2022, the Sejm passed regulations accelerating the registration 
of Ukrainian citizens in the PESEL system (or Personal Identification Code). 
Next, supplies of medicines were enabled to be delivered by the Governmental 
Strategic Reserves Agency, including the creation of a Help Line to speed up 
the process of donations of medicines, hygiene products, food, clothes, and 
other necessary commodities. Moreover, special bank accounts were opened 
allowing financial support in three currencies: PLN, EUR, and USD.9 During 
the same period, the Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego was allowed to grant 
guarantees for the repayment of loans or other liabilities incurred by business
persons. The number of war refugees is still increasing as until November 
2022 as many as 7.37 million people had crossed the PolishUkrainian 
 border according to The Polish Border Guard, of whom 5.96 moved back to 
Ukraine.10 Again, these refugees have still mainly been women and children 
escaping the war nightmare. This number is thought to rise in the coming 
months as the coming winter will create an additional challenge for the popu
lation, closely linked with the constant Russian terrorist attacks against critical 
infrastructure, especially power plants and water supplies. 

The historical connotations of the negative perception of Russia in Poland 
are also the result of the instrumental use of history using propagandabased 
interpretations. Politicians, especially those radical ones, operationalized 
tragic episodes and historical processes to place the other nation under the 

8  Official announcement of the Border Guard on May 10. 2022. Warsaw, May 2022. https://
twitter.com/Straz_Graniczna (25.10.2022).
9  Rządowa Agencja Rezerw Strategicznyc 2022. – Warsaw as of 24 November 2022. https://
www.rars.gov.pl/ (26.10.2022). 
10  Ilu uchodźców z Ukrainy jest w Polsce 2022.– 300GOSPODARKA 16 November 2022. 
https://300gospodarka.pl/news/uchodzcyzukrainywpolsceliczba (16.11.2022). 

https://twitter.com/Straz_Graniczna
https://twitter.com/Straz_Graniczna
https://www.rars.gov.pl/
https://www.rars.gov.pl/
https://300gospodarka.pl/news/uchodzcy-z-ukrainy-w-polsce-liczba


ZDZISłAW ŚLIWA128

pillory of international opinion.11 History played an important role  during 
the war in Ukraine as Russia distorted the truth by reinterpreting it, as was 
the case when denying that Stalin ordered the massacre of Polish officers in 
1940. However, in 2010 the Lower House of the Russian parliament approved 
the declaration that “Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin personally ordered the Katyn 
massacre of Polish officers in 1940”12 and thenPolish premier Tusk and 
 premier Putin honoured Katyn’s victims during a ceremony. The events of 
the last two decades, which have demonstrated Russian expansionism, have 
reinforced the preexisting historical and cultural fixations held by the  Polish 
political elites throughout the period after 1989. The most notable events were 
Russian aggression against Georgia in 2008, the presidential plane crash in 
Smolensk in 2010, and Russian aggression against Ukraine in 2014. The use 
of military power by Russia in the postSoviet area has traditionally sparked a 
harsh response from Polish political elites. From the beginning of the  Russian 
invasion, the Polish government called for the introduction of hard sanctions 
against the Russian Federation, including a ban on natural resources which 
have been fuelling the Russian war machine. Such resources still allow it to 
rebuild some elements of the armed forces, representing a longterm threat. 
Such a decisive stand has been constantly presented in international fora, 
specifi cally during NATO, European Union, and United Nations  sessions. 
Just after twenty days after the outbreak of the war, Polish Prime Minister 
Mateusz Morawiecki, together with the Prime Ministers of the Czech Repub
lic and Slovenia, was the first among European leaders to visit Kyiv to express 
support and solidarity with Ukraine.13 It is worth underlining that the  Polish 
Ambassador Bartosz Cichocki stayed in the capitol during the initial  Russian 
attack and massive bombardment of the city. Politically, Poland has been 
very direct in condemning the Russian aggression and this was explicitly 
expressed on international forums, asking NATO, EU, UN and other entities 

11  Zięba R. 2018, Główne problemy w stosunkach polskorosyjskich / Main Problems in 
 PolishRussian Relations. Stosunki Międzynarodowe – International Relations No 3 (Vol. 54), 
pp. 15–18.
12  Russian parliament admits Stalin ordered Katyn massacre 2010. RFI, 26 November 
2010. https://www.rfi.fr/en/europe/20101126russiaadmitsstalinorderedkatynmassacre 
(03.11.2022).
13  Prime Ministers of Poland, the Czech Republic and Slovenia met in Kyiv with the Prime 
Minister and President of Ukraine 2022. – Warsaw: Website of the Republic of Poland, 23 
March 2022. https://www.gov.pl/web/primeminister/primeministersofpolandtheczech
republicandsloveniametinkyivwiththeprimeministerandpresidentofukraine 
(03.11.2022).
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to act  decisively. This request was based on recognizing Russia as an existen
tial threat to Poland. President Duda, during his visit to Kyiv in May 2022, 
emphasized the importance of international support for Ukraine and high
lighted that only Ukraine is in a position to decide its future. He was the first 
head of state who provided the address to Ukraine’s parliament (Verkhovna 
Rada) since the start of Russia’s war; he stated, “the free world today has the 
face of Ukraine!”.14 This was not the first visit as in April the presidents of 
Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia—Andrzej Duda, Alar Karis, Egils Levits 
and Gitanas Nausėda—visited Kyiv and met President Volodymyr Zelensky. 
The Ukrainian President recognized the importance of such an engagement 
as being “particularly important as a show of European support in our struggle 
for freedom” and of symbolic, material, and political value15. In this context, 
it is worth recalling the visit of President Lech Kaczyński to Georgia in 2008 
as a symbol of solidarity with an attacked nation. He condemned the Russian 
aggression against Georgia and warned against further aggressive steps from 
Russia towards its neighbours, saying “Today Georgia, tomorrow Ukraine, the 
day after tomorrow the Baltic states, and then, perhaps, the time will come for my 
country, Poland”.16 Such words were a prophetic vision, so Ukraine is “now” 
and the question is which nation could be the next target. One good example 
of cooperation and solidarity has been the Lublin Triangle, founded on 28 July 
2020. This tripartite format aimed to reintroduce the historic ties between 
Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine, referring to the 1569 Union of Lublin. The 
forum has been very actively supporting Ukraine during the war, as expressed 
in the “Joint Statement of the Foreign Ministers of the Republic of Lithuania, 
the Republic of Poland and Ukraine on the second anniversary of the Lublin 
Triangle” in July 2022. It condemned Russian aggression and emphasized “the 
unanimity of the Republic of Lithuania, the Republic of Poland and Ukraine 
regarding the need to hold Russia accountable for the crime of aggression, for 
war crimes, crimes against humanity and the crime of genocide committed on 

14  Speech by the President of Poland, Andrzej Duda at the Verkhovna Rada, May 22, 2022 
(VIDEO). 2022. – Kyiv: Kyiv Post, 23 May 2022.
15  Tilles, D. 2022. Presidents of Poland and Baltic states visit Kyiv to show support for Ukraine. – 
Fundacja Notes from Poland, 13 April 2022. https://notesfrompoland.com/2022/04/13/presi
dentsofpolandandbalticstatesvisitkyivtoshowsupportforukraine/ (05.11.2022).
16  Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Ukraine appeal to Russia over Georgia 2008. – The Baltic 
Times, 08 August. 2008. https://www.baltictimes.com/poland__lithuania__latvia__ukraine_
appeal_to_russia_over_georgia/ (15.11.2022).
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the territory of Ukraine”.17 These three nations proved their unity based on 
their threat assessment. 

The Russian threat is not new, as was recognized and highlighted in the 
past decade as defined in Poland’s Defence Ministry ‘Concept of Defence of 
Republic of Poland’ in 2017, leading to the conclusion that “the scale of threats 
resulting from the Russian aggressive policy had not been adequately assessed 
in the past”.18 It acknowledged Russia, taking into consideration the annexa
tion of Crimea in 2014, as a future major threat, followed by a destabilized 
 Middle East and North Africa, leading to a migration crisis and activities from 
 terrorist organizations. It assumed that security is evolving regionally and 
globally, directly influencing the EU as an international actor and Poland as 
a regional one. One chapter ‘Aggressive Policy of the Russian Federation’ was 
dedicated to Moscow as “it poses a threat mainly for Poland and other countries 
in the region, but also for all other nations desirous of a stable international 
order”19 in the longterm until 2032, underpinned by the Kremlin’s foreign 
policy, the modernization of armed forces and the utilization of other orches
trated instruments of power. It was discussed in terms of the modernization 
of armed forces, ‘snap exercises’, and political rhetoric, which were increasing 
tensions and uncertainty about security and stability.20 It was assumed that 
this nation directly influences the near neighbourhood, particularly Georgia, 
Ukraine, Moldova and Central Asia nations. Such estimates have been valid, 
as proven by the military aggression against the independent Ukraine. 

3. Military concerns and active support

Poland has been cooperating very closely with Ukraine, contributing to 
the reform and evolution of Ukrainian armed forces to reach the West’s 
military standards. The joint Lithuanian–Polish–Ukrainian Brigade 

17  Joint Statement of the Foreign Ministers of the Republic of Lithuania, the Republic of 
Poland and Ukraine on the second anniversary of the Lublin Triangle 2022. – Website of the 
Republic of Poland, 28 July 2022. https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/jointstatementofthe
foreignministersoftherepublicoflithuaniatherepublicofpolandandukraineonthe
secondanniversaryofthelublintriangle (15.11.2022).
18  The Concept of Defence of the Republic of Poland 2017. – Warsaw: Ministry of Defence, 
05 May 2017, p. 8.
19  Ibid., pp. 21–24.
20  Jacob, A. 2017. Defense Opportunities in Poland, MultiLingual, MultiLingual Computing, 
Inc., January/February 2017. https://multilingual.com/pdfissues/20170102.pdf (15.11.2022).
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( LITPOLUKRBRIG), created in 2014, has been supporting such training 
missions through exercises and military exchanges.21 Moreover, the Polish 
Task Force made up of soldiers of selected Polish brigades entered the Joint 
Multinational Training Group—Ukraine (JMTGU). Similarly, Polish special 
operations troops from, e.g., the Commando Military Unit and the Special 
Forces Component Command trained Ukrainian partners. General Rajmund 
Andrzejczak, Chief of the General Staff of the Polish Armed Forces, recog
nized the Armed Forces of Ukraine as the “most important partner outside 
NATO” and stated that “bilateral military cooperation is a priority”.22 Polish 
experience and commitment were recognized in October 2022 by the Euro
pean Union when Major General Piotr Trytek was selected as commander of 
the Military Assistance Mission in support of Ukraine (EUMAM Ukraine) to 
“boost the country’s military capability”.23 The recent National Security Strategy 
of the Republic of Poland reinforced the political elite’s preoccupation with 
aggressive Russian behaviour.24 The strategy placed the neoimperial policy 
of the Russian Federation, along with its willingness to use military force, as 
the most serious threat to Poland’s security. Assessing the threat from the 
Russian Federation, the nation sees it through the prism of its offensive mili
tary potential and hybrid activities below the threshold of war. Perception 
of the actions of the Russian Federation as a real military threat to Poland’s 
security contributed to the consensus of the Polish political elite on the need 
to strengthen Poland’s defence potential in the national dimension, within 
NATO, and in bilateral cooperation with the United States. Therefore, Poland 
is currently organising territorial defence forces (the aim is to have 50,000 
strong forces) and acquiring antiaccess/area denial operational capabilities to 
increase the possibilities of independent defence with these facts in mind. In 
parallel, it is involved in shaping the adaptation of the North Atlantic Alliance 
and activities aimed at strengthening the security of NATO’s Eastern Flank. 

21  The Lithuanian-Polish-Ukrainian Brigade 2022. – Website as of 16 November 2022. 
https://litpolukrbrig.wp.mil.pl/en/ (16.11.2022).
22  Kowalska-Sendek M.; Zalesiński, Ł. 2021. In the Only Right Direction. – Warsaw: Polska 
Zbrojna 15, September 2021. http://www.polskazbrojna.pl/home/articleshow/35292?t=In
theOnlyRightDirection (16.11.2022).
23  Polish general chosen to lead EU training mission for Ukrainian troops 2022. –  Reuters, 
28 October 2022. https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/polishgeneralchosenleadeu
trainingmissionukrainiantroops20221028/ (16.11.2022).
24  The National Security Strategy of the Republic of Poland 2020. – Warsaw: The President 
of Poland Website, 12 May 2020, p. 6. https://www.bbn.gov.pl/ftp/dokumenty/National_Secu
rity_Strategy_of_the_Republic_of_Poland_2020.pdf (16.11.2022).
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At the same time, the presence of US combat units in Poland, and Central 
and Eastern Europe is a key deterrence factor against the Russian threat. The 
development of stronger national resilience and developing a holistic govern
mental approach to defence will underpin the joint national effort to face 
“threats, including hybrid ones, ensure the universal nature of civil defence and 
protection of the population as well as build-up and maintain the capacity to 
recover the necessary resources”.25 

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Polish Parliament passed a 
new law on the defence of the homeland which unified a large part of mili
tary law. The law allowed for the establishment of the Armed Forces Support 
Fund—a new financial mechanism that is to accelerate the modernization 
process of the Polish Armed Forces. Defense Minister Mariusz Błaszczak also 
announced that from 2023 at least 3% of GDP will be allocated to defence and 
250,000 activeduty personnel will be reached in the future26. This is based on 
the assessment that Russia is and will be an existential threat if not stopped 
by a decisive and united effort, especially from NATO and the EU. Therefore, 
the country is ready to pay the price of such commitments, which was already 
economically evident when Russia cut gas supplies as an economic instru
ment of power to punish with nonmilitary ways of waging war.

The location of Poland in Europe between the East and West has been 
an important factor influencing internal policy and international relations 
throughout the centuries. Now it is playing a specific role as a critical transi
tion point for delivering military support to Ukraine, allowing it to continue 
combat operations. That factor will continue, boosting Poland’s status within 
international organizations while at the same time necessitating the develop
ment of its reliable military and nonmilitary potential. This status is always 
related to the need to possess significant capabilities for selfdefence sup
ported by political and economic solidarity with other European and non
European nations. Poland has been among those nations delivering reasonable 
military support to Ukraine from the beginning of the War. This was shown 
by the fact that the country has been among the top three nations delivering 
support to Ukraine in terms of percentage of GDP. According to the World 
Economy Institute, Latvia allocates 0.92% of its GDP to bilateral cooperation 
with Ukraine, Estonia 0.85%, and Poland 0.49%. Lithuania assigns 0.43%, and 

25  Ibid., pp. 15–17. 
26  Ustawa o obronie Ojczyzny – fundament nowej siły Wojska Polskiego 2022. – Warsaw: 
Website of the Ministry of Defence. https://www.gov.pl/web/obronanarodowa/ustawaoobro
nieojczyznyfundamentnowejsilywojskapolskiego (25.10.2022).
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Norway 0.38% of GDP.27 In terms of pure numbers, the largest contributor has 
been the USA—0.25% and some 53 billion Euros—with mainly military aid 
being a gamechanger in the course of the war, allowing Ukraine to defend 
itself effectively.

Polish support for Ukraine was immediate from the very beginning, 
 showing solidarity with an attacked nation and recognizing the threat to 
Poland and the whole of Europe. Poland has been one of the main countries 
to supply weapons to Ukraine, including T72M/M1 tanks28, BWP1  infantry 
fighting vehicles, BM21 ‘Grad’ 122 mm multiple rocket launchers, 2S1 
‘Gvozdika’ selfpropelled howitzers and shortrange air defence systems29. The 
Polish authorities also wanted to deliver MIG29 aircraft, but this project did 
not materialize due to disputes within NATO. Moreover, the topic proved to 
be too public, causing unnecessary discussion; usually, such critically impor
tant donations are made without publicizing them. Poland has also become 
a major hub for the transport of weapons to Ukraine due to the long border 
with Ukraine and good logistics. The civilian airport located in the town of 
Rzeszow has become one of the major hubs for military transports guarded 
by Patriot missile batteries against potential threats. 

Polish weapon systems are very appreciated by the Ukrainian defence 
forces, being tested in real combat when fighting Russian aggression. Pro
duced by Mesko, the Polish defence technology company Piorun’s man
portable airdefence system (MANPAD) was very effective in shooting 
down rotarywing platforms (e.g., Mi24 and Ka52), unmanned aircraft 
(e.g., ‘Orlan10’) and combat aircraft such as Su34 and Su25.30 The newest 
versions of the ‘Grot’ rifle produced by the Radombased Łucznik factory 
received positive feedback, highlighting such characteristics as ergo nomics, 
comfort of use and reliability when operating on challenging terrains and 

27  Wsparcie dla Ukrainy w stosunku do PKB. Polska w ścisłej czołówce 2022. – Money.pl, 
12 October 2022. https://www.money.pl/gospodarka/wsparciedlaukrainywstosunkudo
pkbpolskawscislejczolowce6822171297897280a.html (03.11.2022).
28  Palowski, J. 2022. Upgraded exPolish T72s Spotted in Ukraine. – Defence24, 04 May 2022. 
https://defence24.com/armedforces/landforces/upgradedexpolisht72sspottedinukraine 
(03.11.2022).
29  Pacholski, Ł. 2022. Ponad 200 czołgów T72 trafiło z Polski na Ukrainę. – Rzeczpospolita 
30, April 2022. https://radar.rp.pl/rosja/art36213761ponad200czolgowt72trafilozpolski
naukraine (03.11.2022).
30  Reszczyński J. 2022. Ukrainian Media Praise the Polish Piorun MANPADS. – Defence24, 
05 August 2022. https://defence24.com/armedforces/ukrainianmediapraisethepolish 
piorunmanpads (16.11.2022).
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in difficult weather. As part of military assistance, Poland has donated 18 
pieces of the NATOcompatible AHS 155mm selfpropelled tracked howit
zer ‘Krab’ produced by the Huta Stalowa Wola. It was a useful donation as the 
 howitzer proved its value in Ukrainian soldiers’ hands. ‘Krab’ was very reliable 
in  difficult terrain and weather conditions due to its speed, high degree of 
automation, wellthoughtout design, and reliable fire control system. In June 
2022, Ukraine decided to purchase 54 AHS ‘Krab’ selfpropelled  howitzers, 
being the first large export order for Polska Grupa Zbrojeniowa holding in 
the last decade31. Poland proposed another option for NATO countries to 
buy AHS Krab selfpropelled howitzers from it and donate them to Ukraine.

Geographical location raised the question of reliance on communication 
systems to move forces and equipment using land lines of communication 
considering the growing threat from the East. Among the topics under discus
sion, road and rail movement has been cited as critical to deploy and  sustain 
NATO troops when relocated closer to the Eastern Flank and remains a chal
lenge. The situation is especially complicated when considering the  Baltic 
nations as the Polish rail system uses the European rail gauge, while the 
 Baltics still use the Russian gauge (which is different due to a Soviet decision 
to prevent invaders from using Russian railroads). Timeconsuming cargo 
transfer in Lithuanian railway stations is therefore required. In the future, 
projects such as ‘Rail Baltica’ and ‘Via Baltica’ will improve the situation as 
the Baltic States’ gauges will be replaced to meet European standards. Never
theless, cooperation between NATO (‘NATO Schengen Zone’) and the Euro
pean Union (PESCO ‘Military Mobility’) is important to speed up project 
execution to adapt railroads and highways for the transport of oversized cargo 
such as tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, air defence systems or selfpropelled 
howitzers. Military experts have already been involved in planning both ‘Rail 
Baltica’ and ‘Via Baltica’ to make this happen. Further connection of those 
two projects with the ‘Via Carpathia’ and inclusion in the TransEuropean 
Transport Network (TENT) will extend the network along and towards the 
NATO Eastern Flank, including NATO nations located in South Europe.32 

31  Poland proposes Western Europe countries to buy AHS Krab self-propelled howitzers 
for Ukraine 2022. – Kyiv: Ukrainian Military Portal, 09 September 2022. https://mil.in.ua/en/
news/polandproposeswesterneuropecountriestobuyahskrabselfpropelledhowitzers
forukraine/ (03.11.2022).
32  Papatolios, N. 2021. Lithuania roots for Via Carpathia to become part of TENT network. – 
RailFreight 03, March 2021. https://www.railfreight.com/railfreight/2021/03/03/lithuania
rootsforviacarpathiatobecomepartoftentnetwork/?gdpr=accept (25.10.2022).
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Largescale exercises such as ‘DefenderEurope’, including deployment of 
the “division-size combat-credible force from the United States to Europe, the 
 drawing of equipment and the movement of personnel and equipment across the 
theatre to various training areas”, are proving the importance of infrastructure. 
During the exercise ‘Defender 2020’ as many as fourteen US air and seaports 
of embarkation in four states and seaports of debarkation in six European 
countries were employed. This should be supported by prepositioning mili
tary equipment closer to the East Flank, but again this requires significant 
investment in purposely located storage for prepositioned equipment.33

4. Conclusions

In the event of a successful Russian aggression and the seizure of Ukraine 
at short notice, Russian troops would already be on the Polish and NATO/
EU border. What is important is that those troops would be ready to start 
aggres sion against Poland, also historically recognized as an enemy, and the 
armed forces would be convinced that those are still the capable units we have 
seen on the Red Square. Ukraine also flanks Belarus, the Russian ally, again 
 enhancing the security of Poland from a military point of view. Geography 
is indicating Poland as an important nation for the transit of goods using 
highways and the railway system, linking West Europe and the European 
Union nations with Ukraine, the three Baltic nations, Belarus, and further 
afield to Russia and the Far East. Such a location could impact the economy 
of those nations if stopped or disturbed. Therefore, Poland is promoting 
the  reinforcement of the NATO Eastern Flank with improved command 
and  control,  upgraded defence plans, verification of NATO’s rapid reinfor
cement strategy, an  increased military presence, and the prepositioning of 
military equipment. Moreover, it is emphasizing the importance of finalizing 
the  accession of Sweden and Finland into the Alliance to strengthen NATO, 

33  DEFENDER-Europe 20 Fact Sheet 2019. U.S. Army Europe, 06 December 2019. 
https://www.eur.army.mil/Portals/19/documents/DEFENDEREurope/DEFENDEREurope
20Factsheet191216.pdf; DEFENDER – Europe 20. 2019. U.S. Army Europe 06 December 
2019. https://www.eur.army.mil/DefenderEurope (15.11.2022); Fiorenza, N. 2019. Defender
Europe 20’ will see largest US deployment to Europe in 25 years. – Jane’s Defence Weekly, 
16 October 2019, p. 12; Veebel, V.; Śliwa, Z.; Ploom, I. 2020. The NATO ‘Defender 2020’ 
Exercise in the Baltic States: Will Measured Escalation Lead to Credible Deterrence or Provoke 
an Escalation? – Comparative Strategy, Vol. 39, Issue 4, pp. 368–384.
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Poland and the Eastern Flank nations “limiting Russia’s aggressive possi
bilities”.34 

The perception of Russia and Russians in Poland has its roots in deep 
historical and cultural preconceptions, reinforced by the current political, 
 military, economic and social events. The historical policy of both  countries, 
used instrumentally in current politics, is having a serious impact on mutual 
relations. Polish political elites and society are witnessing Russian histori
cal revisionism and are alarmed by the aggressive actions of the Russian 
Federation towards its neighbours, especially the threat and use of mili
tary force. Currently, the political leadership considers Russia as the most 
 serious threat to Poland’s security; this perception shapes national strategies 
and actions taken in the sphere of security and defence, as well as public 
 opinion in Poland. In recent years, limiting contacts and freezing relations 
have rather become the norm instead of a proactive policy between nations. 
Public  opinion shares most of the elite’s fears and assessments concerning the 
authorities and the foreign policy of the Russian Federation. The real threat 
is that Russia will try to impact the outcome of future elections in Poland, as 
it did in the US election. AntiPolish propaganda, use of fake news, disinfor
mation, special services, and agents of influence will be massively deployed 
to destabilize Poland internally and isolate it in the international forum. Such 
hybrid approaches are already present, not least using migrants from Belarus 
territory, and soon the next wave from Kaliningrad could be in play to follow 
the Kremlin agenda. 

Poland cannot tolerate the aggression toward Ukraine, based on the 
recog nition that Russia is an existential threat to the nation in the long term. 
The reality is that, after rebuilding capabilities, especially military ones, it 
will reassess the security environment and strike again. The direction of the 
aggression is not easy to predict, both in time and space, but Poland cannot 
be excluded as a potential direction of violent behaviour. It was assumed that 
if Ukraine were subordinated to Russia, Poland would become the front line 
facing this unpredictable and violent enemy. The reason is, again, based on 
history and ongoing support for Ukraine, as multidimensional assistance is 
one of the reasons Russia is being humiliated as a nation with very big ambi
tions, a wrong assessment of the situation, and much overestimated military 
capabilities. With such a lesson identified, future plans will be revised by the 

34  Strengthening NATO’s Eastern Flank is the only method of deterrence 2022. – Warsaw: 
Website of the Republic of Poland, 13 May 2022. https://www.gov.pl/web/nationaldefence/
strengtheningnatoseasternflankistheonlymethodofdeterrence> (28.11.2022).
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Russian leadership to implement lessons learned and be ready to challenge 
Western nations and values again. In the meantime, it will use nonmilitary 
capabilities to challenge Poland, trying to divide it internally using a variety 
of tools; the socalled hybrid approach, already applied towards Ukraine and 
the West, will be in full play. A change of leadership will not transform the 
 Russian drive towards building an empire ready to dictate its own rules to 
other nations and to recreate regional and global influences. This is  causing 
Poland to develop a resilient mindset among politicians and with strong 
 support from society. A pansocietal consensus must be achieved as the 
lack of one caused losing sovereignty in the past. It is especially important 
to ensure that political consent among political parties guarantees the con
tinuity of the creation of strong defence and deterrence capabilities within a 
total defence concept supported by a resilient society. Poland has received a 
very strong warning by presenting Moscow’s plans and ‘dreams’, and Warsaw 
was very often mentioned in this sense, always in connection with a hostile 
narrative. A critical factor is a regional cooperation with other democratic 
nations endangered by the Eastern neighbour. This is especially true for the 
three  Baltic nations, and such cooperation is extending towards the Black Sea 
nations, creating a much broader NATO Eastern Front. In the future, after 
Sweden and Finland join NATO, the frontline will reach the High North. 
Poland will always stay within the Eastern Flank/Front, and this is the fate of 
the nation which caused many challenges and wars throughout history. 
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PATRIARCH KIRILL AND METROPOLITAN 
HILARION ON RELIGIOUS CONFLICT  

AND SECULAR WAR IN UKRAINE:  
A DIACHRONIC STUDY OF RELIGIOUS 

LEADERS’ MESSAGES

Alar Kilp

Abstract. This paper analyses the public messages of Patriarch Kirill of Moscow1 
and Metropolitan Hilarion2 30 days before3 and one hundred days after4 the start 
of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 (hereinafter: invasion). 
The findings demonstrate that the main speaker for the Russian Orthodox Church 
(hereinafter: ROC) on issues related to secular and religious conflicts in Ukraine 
was  Metropolitan Hilarion in the preinvasion phase and Patriarch Kirill after the 
invasion had started. Their messages were identical on themes related to the ‘Russian 
world’ (e.g., that spiritually fraternal peoples do not fight, that war in Ukraine takes 
place on the Russian territory, or that Russia’s involvement in wars in history and the 
present day have aimed to liberate or protect spiritually fraternal peoples). They both 
condemn Western values, blame the West for the imposition of postChristian values 
on both Russia and Ukraine, and consider the West to be the cause of both historic 
and  present conflicts with Russia.

Patriarch Kirill’s messages change mostly after 3 April 2022 when themes (such 
as ‘Lenin, divider of historical Russia’, ‘approval’ of Nazi ideology in Ukraine) used 
by Putin and Lavrov to legitimate the invasion appeared not extensively, but still 
one by one into Patriarch Kirill’s discourse on Ukraine. In the same period, Hilarion 
decreases his involvement in public discussions of war in Ukraine and becomes more 
amicable regarding those Local Orthodox Churches which have recognized the auto
cephalous Orthodox Church of Ukraine (hereinafter OCU). Hilarion’s discourse of 
the role of the ROC in ‘wartime’ also started to focus on the humanitarian mission 

1  Secular name Vladimir Gundyayev, Patriarch of Moscow since 1 February 2009.
2  Secular name Grigory Alfeyev, head of the Department of External Church Relations of the 
Moscow Patriarchate from March 2009 until 7 June 2022. For detailed analysis of the reasons 
of the dismissal see Kilp, A.; Pankhurst, J. G. 2022. Religious leadership and Critical Junctures 
in the 2022 Russian Invasion of Ukraine: 104 War Days of Metropolitan Hilarion. – Occasional 
Papers on Religion in Eastern Europe, Vol. 42, No. 7, Article 3. https://doi.org/10.55221/2693
2148.2376.
3  From 25 January 2022 until 23 February 2022.
4  From 24 February 2022 until 3 June 2022.

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 20, 2022, pp. 141–174.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://doi.org/10.55221/2693-2148.2376
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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and on a proper distance between the mission of the Church and the role of the state. 
Patriarch Kirill, instead, connected the Church and religion to the Russian effort 
more directly. He used several frames (e.g., ‘internecine strife’; peace conditioned 
by the unity of Russians and Ukrainians; war in defence of Russian independence; 
religious blessing makes [Russian] troops victorious) and a rhetorical style (e.g., 
 religious demonization of the enemy) to emphatically contribute to the legitimacy of 
the Russian war effort and to the strategic narratives of Putin’s regime. The latter are 
virtually missing in the discourse of Hilarion.

Keywords: Russian invasion of Ukraine, 2022; religion and international relations; 
war; legitimisation; religious demonisation; interOrthodox relations; Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine; leadership communication; Kirill, Patriarch of Moscow & All 
Russia; Metropolitan Hilarion (Alfeyev); Russian Orthodox Church.

1. Introduction

The selection of sources for both speakers included messages which dealt with 
either religious conflict or secular war in Ukraine. This selection resulted in 
a sample of 23 messages by Patriarch Kirill (and 129 coded quotes) and 33 
messages by Metropolitan Hilarion (and 67 coded quotes).

Messages were derived mostly in Russian language from websites of 
the Moscow Patriarchate (http://www.patriarchia.ru/), the Department for 
 External Church Relations (hereinafter DECR) of the ROC (http://www.mos
pat.ru/en), and from the homepage of Metropolitan Hilarion (https://hilarion.
ru/en/). Translation from Russian was conducted with the help of Microsoft 
Translator in Microsoft Word. 

The design of the study is diachronic. It assesses the dynamic changes of 
messages over time5. 

The time from 25 January 2022 to 3 June 2022 is divided into three sub
periods. The preinvasion period (30 days before the invasion) is for the 
identification and analysis of the messages of religious leaders related to the 
conflict and war in Ukraine in the context where a fullscale Russian invasion 
of Ukraine had not yet materialized. One hundred days after the start of the 
Russian invasion is divided into two periods due to the end of Kyiv opera
tions on 2 April 2022 when the initial goal of the Russian state to conquer the 
Kyiv region and to change the government in Kyiv had failed. Particularly, 
the messages (both content and tonality) of Patriarch Kirill started to support 

5  Widdersheim, M. M. 2018. Historical Case Study: A Research Strategy for Diachronic 
Analysis. – Library and Information Science Research, Vol. 40, No. 2, pp. 144, 145.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/
http://www.mospat.ru/en
http://www.mospat.ru/en
https://hilarion.ru/en/
https://hilarion.ru/en/
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the war effort of the Russian state more intensely during the period starting 
from 3 April 2022.

The scores of selected texts (Table 1) are almost equal (18 or 19) for these 
three periods. However, the distribution of messages related to the themes of 
this study is quite uneven—only two messages related to religious or secular 
conflict in Ukraine were identified for Kirill before 24 February 2022. Simi
larly, there were no thematic messages found for Hilarion in April 2022. 

Table 1. Text selection by speaker and period. 

Speaker
Period

Total
I II III

Patriarch Kirill 2 10 11 23
Metropolitan Hilarion 17 9 7 33
Total 19 19 18 56

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

The selection and coding of quotes followed the method of ‘thematic analysis’ 
by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke.6 Topics of interest (messages related to 
religious or secular conflict in Ukraine)7 were predefined (deductive compo
nent of this study), while codes, categories and subcategories emerged induc
tively and from the content of the analysed messages. 

The number of ‘coded quotes’ in Table 2 and Table 3 refers to the  number 
of quotes which involved a code. When a segment of the text involved more 
than one code (for example, two), then the number of coded quotes was 
 calculated accordingly (two). Consequently, the number of ‘coded quotes’ is 
higher than the number of selected quotes. 

Four categories emerged during the process of the iterative coding of 
messages: RUSSIAN WORLD (16 codes divided into four subcategories); 
WAR (19 codes divided into 7 subcategories); WEST (12 codes in three 
 sub categories); DECR and MFA8 (three codes). 

6  Braun, V.; Clarke, V. 2021. One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) 
thematic analysis? – Qualitative Research in Psychology, Vol. 18, No. 3, pp. 328–352. 
7  The procedure of codifying followed a pattern suggested by John Saldaña: “significant 
 statements” were extracted from the data; the meanings of these statements were clustered into 
codes; codes were organized into categories and subcategories. Saldaña, J. 2016. The coding 
manual for qualitative researchers. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, pp. 4, 200.
8  Category DECR and MFA focuses on the collaboration between the Russian state (and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs) and ROC (and its Department for External Church Relations) in 
international relations. 
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Single quotes in the titles of codes and subcategories (e.g., ‘church schism’, 
‘one common Church’) refer to concepts that have a particular and recurring 
meaning in the narrative of the speaker. 

2. Findings

Tables 2 and 3 present numerical data of coded quotes for two  speakers 
without differentiation of tonality (for example, it does not assess or calcu
late the positive or negative tone in the attitude towards the West or war 
in the respective codes). The information in these tables measures the 
 quantity of themes discussed. From this perspective, Patriarch Kirill almost 
did not discuss Ukrainerelated issues at all in the first period (two coded 
quotes), while Metropolitan Hilarion discussed these issues most during the 
 preinvasion period. During the later periods (II and III in the tables) the pat
tern reversed—Patriarch Kirill discussed themes of all categories more than 
 Metropolitan Hilarion.9

Table 2. Coded quotes in messages and statements of Patriarch Kirill

Categories
Period

Total
I II III

RUSSIAN WORLD 1 34 20 55

WAR 0 26 28 54

WEST 1 9 9 19

DECR and MFA 0 0 1 1

Total 2 69 58 129

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

The quantity of coded quotes indicates that the main speaker for the ROC in 
issues related to secular and religious conflicts in Ukraine was Metro politan 
Hilarion in the preinvasion phase (34 coded quotes vs 2 coded quotes) and 
Patriarch Kirill after the invasion (127 coded quotes vs 33 quotes during 
100 days after the start of the invasion).

9  The only exception is DECR and MFA, which the speakers almost did not discuss after the 
start of the invasion.
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Table 3. Coded quotes in messages and statements of Metropolitan Hilarion

Categories
Period

Total
I II III

RUSSIAN WORLD 12 20 5 37

WAR 4 2 1 7

WEST 10 3 1 14

DECR and MFA 8 1 0 9

Total 34 26 7 67

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

Differences in the quantity of coded quotes are also recognizable in the  category 
RUSSIAN WORLD (Table 4). The qualitative difference (where  speakers assess 
the same situation or event in contrary or dissimilar ways) is recognizable only 
in two minor aspects. First, Metropolitan Hilarion became more amicable 
towards the Archbishop of Cyprus in May 2022. Second, his comment to the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church’s (hereinafter: UOC) decla ration of independence 
from the Moscow Patriarchate from 27 May 2022 did not overlap fully with the 
simultaneous message delivered by the Holy Synod of the ROC. 

Kirill and Hilarion agree significantly on themes of all subcategories of 
the RUSSIAN WORLD, which are linked by the term ‘one common’ (land, 
church, history, destiny, identity, culture).10 The expression ‘one common’ in 
the titles of the subcategories highlights that Kirill and Hilarion construct the 
narrative of the relationship of Russians and Ukrainians closer to the ideal 
of oneness and to a kind of common identity, which does not coexist with 
 tensions, divisions or conflict between peoples or regions that inhabit the 
space of a perceived shared identity.11 

10  The political narrative “that Ukrainians and Russians are treated as offshoots of the same 
people sharing a common historical legacy, a common Orthodox faith, and, therefore, a com
mon national destiny” appeared first in the 17th century and was fully developed by the mid
19th century. Kohut, Z. E. 2001. Origins of the Unity Paradigm: Ukraine and the Construction 
of Russian National History (1620–1860). – EighteenthCentury Studies, Vol. 35, No. 1, p. 71.
11  In policies regarding Ukraine, the Russian World concept promoted by leaders of the ROC 
sustains the imperialist nationalism of Putin’s regime. Pål Kolstø distinguishes imperialism – 
which focuses exclusively on state power, military prowess and territorial expansion – from 
imperialist nationalism – which, in addition, aims at the ethnic dominance of Russians and the 
Russian language (in the Slavic or Orthodox world). Kolstø, P. 2019. ’Is imperialist nationalism 
an oxymoron?’ – Nations and Nationalism, Vo. 25, No. 1, pp. 28, 31–36. The foreign policy of 
the Russian Federation does not always follow the agenda of imperialist nationalism. However, 
particularly regarding post2014 Ukraine, the foreign policy of the Russian Federation follows 
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Table 4. Coded quotes of the category RUSSIAN WORLD

Subcategories and codes
Kirill Hilarion

Total
I II III I II III

‘One Common Church’ 0 22 7 5 11 3 48

ROC unites Russians and Ukrainians (as one flock) 16 5 1 3 1 26

ROC unites Russians and Ukrainians (as one people) 3 1 4

Denial of the autocephalous OCU 2 1 4 8 1 16

‘Church schism’ caused by political authorities 1 1

‘Ukrainian Orthodox Church has been 
independent from the ROC since 1990’

1 1

Repercussions of ‘church schism’ in Ukraine on 
the inter-Orthodox relations

0 5 5 5 9 2 26

Patriarch of Constantinople 2 2 3 5 12

Patriarchal Exarchate of Africa 2 3 2 7

Archbishop of Cyprus 1 2 3

Patriarch of Alexandria 1 1 2

InterOrthodox Communion 2 2

‘One Common Territory’ 1 5 3 2 0 0 11

(Sacred) borders of the Fatherland/Russian land 1 2 2 5

Common (historical) Russian land 5 5

Code: Lenin, divider of historical Russia 1 1

‘One Common Political Identity’ 0 2 5 0 0 0 7

Code: Unity of the historical Russia/Russian world 4 4

Code: Common history/destiny 2 2

Code: Delegitimization of the Ukrainian statehood 1 1

Total 1 34 20 12 20 5 92

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

the pattern of imperialist nationalism contributed by the religious concept of the  Russian 
World. As observed by Kristina Stoeckl, the Russian World concept connects the Russian 
language and Orthodox religion with the imperial legacy of the Russian Empire. Stoeckl, K. 
2020. The Russian Orthodox Church and NeoNationalism. – Religion and NeoNationalism 
in Europe. Höhne, F.; Meireis, T. (eds.). BadenBaden: Nomos, p. 312. According to Michel 
Wieviorka, the Russian World concept associates the Russian nation “with the idea of empire, 
first the empire of the czars and then that of the Soviets” and aims primarily to “reunite those 
who live in Russia, Belarus and Ukraine.” Wieviorka, M. 2022. Russia in Ukraine: The social 
sciences, war, and democracy. – Violence: An International Journal, Vol. 3, No. 1, p. 14. 
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The ‘One Common Church’ narrative presented by both speakers says that the 
ROC unites Russians and Ukrainians as one flock and one people who share 
‘spiritual unity’. According to this approach, there cannot be more than one 
(legitimate) Orthodox Church in Ukraine. 

Before the invasion Patriarch Kirill did not tackle this theme at all, but 
started to deal with it intensively as the invasion started:

May the Lord help all of us – Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians, all peoples who 
came from the same root, came out of the Kiev baptismal font, to preserve our 
spiritual unity, to prevent the division of our Church.12

And today, when our Church is going through the most difficult period, at least 
in recent history, when many forces are trying to tear apart the single body of our 
Church /…/ may the Lord keep in spiritual unity our people and our Church, the 
great guardian of spiritual culture and Orthodox faith, which formed the single 
people of the one Holy Russia.13 

Metropolitan Hilarion agrees: 

The Ukrainian people want to stay with the Russian people. And this is not 
a political issue, but a religious one. It should never be confused with politics, 
because political relations between Russia and Ukraine can be anything, but the 
wish of the people of the church is to maintain unity.14

12  Patriarch Kirill, 09.03.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on Wednesday of the First Week of Great 
Lent after the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. http://
www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5907484.html. [hereinafter: Kirill, 09.03.2022]
13  Patriarch Kirill, 20.03.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill in the Week of the 2nd 
Great Lent after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. http://www.patriarchia.ru/
db/text/5909901.html. [hereinafter: Kirill, 20.03.2022]
14  Metropolitan Hilarion, 26.02.2022. Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk’s Interview to 
Orthodoxie.com. https://hilarion.ru/social/intervyumitropolitavolokolamskogoilariona
izdaniyuorthodoxiecom.html. [hereinafter: Kirill, 26.02.2022]. Here Hilarion emphasises 
that the Russian World concept is religious (for the Church) and not political. This claim 
 neither decreases nor undermines the political utility (‘soft power’ or legitimating power) of 
this narrative. Over the centuries, the concepts Holy Rus and Russian World have been spiritual 
concepts for the ROC. Petro, N. N. 2015. Russia’s Orthodox Soft Power. – Carnegie Council 
for Ethics in International Affairs, 23 March. https://www.carnegiecouncil.org/publications/
articles_papers_reports/727. Such concepts provide legitimation and are useful to the degree to 
which they are perceived (by the audiences) to represent prepolitical cultural (and historical) 
facts.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5907484.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5907484.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5909901.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5909901.html
http://Orthodoxie.com
https://hilarion.ru/social/intervyu-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-izdaniyu-orthodoxie-com.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/intervyu-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-izdaniyu-orthodoxie-com.html
https://www.carnegiecouncil.org/publications/articles_papers_reports/727
https://www.carnegiecouncil.org/publications/articles_papers_reports/727
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The content related to the code ‘Denial of the autocephalous OCU’15 was 
articulated mostly by Metropolitan Hilarion (probably because of the nature 
of his position as a chairman of DECR) and in all periods of the study. To put 
it briefly, for ROC, the OCU (autocephalous since 2019) is a manifestation 
of a ‘schism’ and therefore not a legitimate representation of Orthodoxy in 
Ukraine. For Hilarion, there is nothing legitimate and canonical in the OCU 
and its religious practice:

/…/ the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church stopped communicating 
with Patriarch Theodore and those bishops of the Patriarchate of Alexandria who 
supported or in the future will support the legalization of the Ukrainian schism.16

/…/ in the Orthodox Church the choice before the clergy and believers is very 
simple: are you with the canonical Church or with schismatics?17

The church people do not follow the schismatics, because they understand where 
the Church is, and where the false church is, where the real bishops are, and 
where the self-consecrated are.18

Kirill agrees, the only “solution” for schismatics would be to repent and 
reunify with the UOC (of Moscow Patriarchate): 

According to the sacred canons and centuries-old church practice, the admission 
of Ukrainian schismatics to the Church is possible only after their repentance and 
reunification with the Local Church from which they fell away, that is, with the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church.19

15  Recognition of the autocephalous Orthodox of Ukraine in 2018 was instrumental in the 
construction of Ukraine’s anticolonial religious narrative in a context where the ROC had pro
moted the “Russian World” discourse, which sustained and legitimized Russian neoimperial 
aggression against Ukraine. The Russian state and the ROC have been united in denial of both 
Ukrainian spiritual and political sovereignty. Harned, L. S. 2022. Russian World and Ukrain
ian Autocephaly: Religious Narratives in AntiColonial Nationalism of Ukraine. – Religions, 
Vol. 13, No. 4, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13040349.
16  Metropolitan Hilarion, 14.03.2022c. His Holiness Patriarch Kirill’s Contribution to 
Strengthening InterOrthodox Unity Against the Backdrop of the Invasion of Ukraine by 
the Patriarchate of Constantinople (report by Metropolitan Hilarion). http://mospat.ru/ru/
news/89080/. [hereinafter: Hilarion, 14.03.2022c]
17  Metropolitan Hilarion, 04.02.2022b. On the Persecution of Christians in Africa told at 
a Press Conference in Moscow. https://hilarion.ru/social/ogoneniyakhnakhristianafriki
rasskazalinapresskonferentsiivmoskve.html.
18  Kirill, 26.02.2022.
19  Patriarch Kirill, 05.03.2022. Reply of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to His Beatitude Patriarch 
Theodore of Alexandria. https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89045/. [hereinafter: Kirill, 05.03.2022]

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13040349
http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/
http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/
https://hilarion.ru/social/o-goneniyakh-na-khristian-afriki-rasskazali-na-press-konferentsii-v-moskve.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/o-goneniyakh-na-khristian-afriki-rasskazali-na-press-konferentsii-v-moskve.html
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89045/
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Hilarion blames the Patriarchate of Constantinople for starting the schism, 
attacking the common Church with an intent to weaken it and “to tear the 
Orthodox believers of Ukraine from the Orthodox believers of the entire 
 Russian Orthodox Church.”20 

When UOC made a statement of being independent from Moscow on 
27 May 2022, Hilarion commented that this statement did not yield any new 
status to the UOC, “/…/ on the contrary, it has once again confirmed that 
it has the status of independence and the independence that was given to it 
back in 1990.”21 

Similarly, the Holy Synod of ROC (on 29 May 2022) affirmed: “The status 
of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church is determined by the Charter given by 
His Holiness Patriarch Alexy II of Moscow and All Russia on 27th October 
1990.” However, the Synod also added that any “additions and amendments 
to the Statute on the Governance of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church /…/ are 
to be submitted for approval to the Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia.”22 
Unlike Hilarion, who argued that the decision of UOC did not change its 
status, the ROC officially added that UOC did not have any legitimate right 
to make the abovementioned decision of independence from the Moscow 
Patriarchate at all.

Hilarion dealt with the theme ‘repercussions of ‘church schism’ in Ukraine 
on interOrthodox relations’ more than Kirill who did not discuss this issue 
during the preinvasion period. In this subcategory, nearly half of coded 
quotes are about Patriarch Bartholomew, Patriarch of Constantinople. He is 
labelled an enemy of Orthodoxy,23 blamed for having “legalized the schism” 
with the goal “to reorient the Ukrainian Orthodox Church in such a way 
that it can no longer serve the unity of the fraternal Russian and  Ukrainian 

20  Metropolitan Hilarion, 08.02.2022. Propaganda of an Unnatural Way of Life is a Great 
Tragedy of Western Society. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionpropagandapro
tivoestestvennogoobrazazhiznietobolshayatragediyazapadnogoob.html. [hereinafter: 
Hilarion, 08.02.2022]
21  Metropolitan Hilarion, 29.05.2022b. What is Happening in the Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church Should be Understood in the Context of the Unprecedented Pressure Exerted on it. 
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionproiskhodyashcheevukrainskoypravoslavnoy
tserkvisleduetponimatvkonteksteo.html.
22  Russian Orthodox Church 2022b. Minutes of the Holy Synod of 29th May 2022. – 29 May. 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/en/db/text/5931476.html.
23  Kirill, 05.03.2022

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-propaganda-protivoestestvennogo-obraza-zhizni-eto-bolshaya-tragediya-zapadnogo-ob.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-propaganda-protivoestestvennogo-obraza-zhizni-eto-bolshaya-tragediya-zapadnogo-ob.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-proiskhodyashchee-v-ukrainskoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-sleduet-ponimat-v-kontekste-o.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-proiskhodyashchee-v-ukrainskoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-sleduet-ponimat-v-kontekste-o.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/en/db/text/5931476.html
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peoples.”24 As claimed by Kirill, the goal of granting the autocephaly (by 
 Patriarch of Constantinople) to the OCU “is to weaken the influence of the 
Orthodox Church, the united Orthodox Church of Rus, Ukraine and Belarus, 
using ideological clichés to incite enmity and create new myths that would 
alienate one group of people from another.”25

Hilarion believes that “[T]he invasion of Ukraine by the Patriarchate of 
Constantinople has become one of the most acute and dangerous challenges 
for the Russian Orthodox Church in recent decades.”26 

Like President Vladimir Putin, who denies the legitimate agency of the 
Ukrainian government and considers the West (and NATO) to be his real 
enemy,27 the religious leaders of the ROC deny the legitimate agency of the 
autocephalous OCU and consider the Patriarch of Constantinople to be the 
enemy they face.

In response to this action of the Patriarch of Constantinople, ROC 
established an Exarchate in Africa (announced on 29 December 2021 and 
explained in the Statement of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, 28 Ja nuary 2022).28 The underlying reason for forming an Exarchate 
of Africa of ROC was in reaction to the recognition of autocephalous OCU by 
the Patriarch of Alexandria in whose jurisdiction the newly formed Exarchate 
of Africa of ROC started operating. In his message to Patriarch Theodore of 
Alexandria, Patriarch Kirill explained the issue and added:

24  Patriarch Kirill, 17.05.2022. Speech by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the X Parliamentary 
Meetings in the Federation Council of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation. http://
www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5926129.html. [hereinafter: Kirill, 17.05.2022]
25  Kirill, 17.05.2022.
26  Metropolitan Hilarion, 15.03.2022. His Holiness Patriarch Kirill’s Contribution to 
Strengthening InterOrthodox Unity against the Backdrop of the Invasion of Ukraine by the 
Patriarchate of Constantinople. http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/. [hereinafter: Hilarion, 
15.03.2022]
27  Vladimir Putin frames the EuroMaidan Revolution of 2014 as a coup orchestrated by Neo
Nazis and radicals. From that premise he draws the conclusion that all post2014  Ukrainian 
governments are illegitimate. Putin, V. 2022. The President conducted a meeting on the 
socioeconomic development of Crimea and Sevastopol, via videoconference. – President of 
 Russia, 17 March. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/68004. Putin systemati
cally  reiterates that Ukraine and its government is not a legitimate agent, but a tool of NATO, 
the United States and its allies: “Are the Ukrainian people aware /…/ that their country /…/ has 
been reduced to a colony with a puppet regime?” Putin, V. 2022. Address by the President of 
the Russian Federation. – President of Russia, 21 February. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/presi
dent/transcripts/67828.
28  Russian Orthodox Church 2022a. Statement of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox 
Church of 28th January 2022. – 28 January. http://www.patriarchia.ru/en/db/text/5891378.html.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5926129.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5926129.html
http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/68004
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/67828
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/67828
http://www.patriarchia.ru/en/db/text/5891378.html
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I have not heard from Your Beatitude what canonical reasons have led you to 
recognize the Ukrainian Orthodox Church as no longer existing and illegal, and 
the schismatics who do not have the grace of the priesthood, who are hostile 
against it, the only canonical “autocephalous church” in this country.29 

Hilarion justified the extension of ROC’s activities into the canonical territory 
of Patriarch of Alexandria similarly:

/…/ the Russian Orthodox Church, not of its own free will, but due to the 
 prevailing circumstances, created the Patriarchal Exarchate in Africa to give 
canonical asylum to African clergy who did not want to follow the Patriarch of 
Alexandria in recognizing and legitimizing the Ukrainian schism /.../.30 

Hilarion explains that Patriarch Kirill had initially hoped that Patriarch of 
Alexandria would change his mind. This did not happen. When the Patriarch 
of Alexandria had “served with the head of the Ukrainian schismatics”, then 
“[T]his circumstance forced our Church to form the Patriarchal Exarchate of 
Africa for those many African clerics who wish to protect themselves from 
communion with the schism.”31

In October 2020, Archbishop Chrysostomos of Cyprus also recognized the 
(autocephalous) Orthodox Church of Ukraine. In return, in December 2020, 
the Holy Synod of ROC stopped communicating with Archbishop Chryso
stomos of Cyprus.32 This meant that there was to be no normal com mu
nication between leaders of ROC and Archbishop of Cyprus. Yet, on 22 May 
2022, Hilarion reported that during his stay in Cyprus he had lunch with 
Archbishop Chrysostomos and had a ‘cordial conversation’ with him over the 
need to maintain dialogue in interOrthodox relations despite the ‘schism in 
Ukraine’:

I must say that it was a very cordial conversation. Archbishop Chrysos tomos 
 during this conversation spoke in great detail about the efforts he made to 
 reconcile the Orthodox Churches. When the decision of the Patriarch of 
 Constantinople to legalize the Ukrainian schism became known, then Archbishop 
Chrysostomos took on a mediation mission and toured several Local Churches. 

29  Kirill, 05.03.2022.
30  Metropolitan Hilarion, 07.02.2022. The Russian Church is Forced to Create its own 
 Parishes on the African Continent. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionrusskaya
tserkovvynuzhdenasozdavatsvoiprikhodynaafrikanskomkontinente.html.
31  Hilarion, 15.03.2022.
32  Hilarion, 14.03.2022c.

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-vynuzhdena-sozdavat-svoi-prikhody-na-afrikanskom-kontinente.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-vynuzhdena-sozdavat-svoi-prikhody-na-afrikanskom-kontinente.html
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/.../ Its purpose was to clarify the positions of these Local Orthodox Churches on 
the schism in Ukraine. … And secondly, I would like to say that, of course, such 
sad events in the history of relations between the Churches occur from time to 
time. /…/ It seems to me that all these Local Churches understand /…/ the need 
to maintain dialogue, despite what has happened.33

This indicated a shift in Hilarion’s attitude because in February 2022 he 
favoured interOrthodox consultations only in the format organized by 
Orthodox Churches (such as Patriarchy of Jerusalem), which had not 
 recognized autocephalous OCU.34

The subcategory ‘One Common Territory’ deals with the ‘Russian world’ 
from the geopolitical focus on the common land and on its (sacred) borders. 
On 7 April 2022, Patriarch Kirill prayed to God “to preserve the spiritual unity 
of the Russian land” and asked “/…/ why did external forces rise up so much 
on the Russian land? Why do they seek to destroy it, to divide it, to pit brother 
against brother?”35

For Kirill, ‘Russian land’ “now includes Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and other 
tribes and peoples”,36 because the peoples who inhabit the Russian land today 
“are also united by a single Slavic culture and practically a single history.”37

Similarly, Hilarion, who otherwise strongly advocated a nonmilitary 
 solution to the conflict during the preinvasion period, warned on 20 Feb
ruary 2022 that an invasion of Americans into the ‘historical space’ of Russia 
was not welcome:

33  Metropolitan Hilarion, 22.05.2022. In the Relations Between the Russian Orthodox Church 
and the Roman Catholic Church, We Must go Through this Difficult Period. https://hilarion.
ru/social/mitropolitilarionvovzaimootnosheniyakhmezhdurusskoypravoslavnoytserko
vyuirimskokatolichesk.html.
34  Metropolitan Hilarion, 15.02.2022b. The Council Decision on the Yekaterinburg Remains 
will Become Mandatory for the Entire Church. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarion
sobornoeresheniepoekaterinburgskimostankamstanetobyazatelnymdlyavseytser.html. 
[hereinafter: Hilarion, 15.02.2022b]
35  Patriarch Kirill, 07.04.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Feast of the Annunciation of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. http://www.patri
archia.ru/db/print/5915151.html. [hereinafter: Kirill, 07.04.2022]
36  Patriarch Kirill, 27.02.2022. Patriarch Kirill Urged Believers to Pray for Peace and Unity of 
the Church. https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89032/. [hereinafter: Kirill, 27.02.2022]
37  Kirill, 20.03.2022.

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vo-vzaimootnosheniyakh-mezhdu-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkovyu-i-rimsko-katolichesk.html
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We remember well how the Americans acted in the Middle East, what the 
 situation in Iraq was after their invasion, what happened in Libya. I would very 
much not like to see anything like this happen again in our historical space.38

The narrative of ‘Lenin, divider of historical Russia’, which was a core “ historic 
line” in the Putin’s 24 February 2022 justification of “military operations” 
against Ukraine,39 appeared in Patriarch Kirill’s discourse on Ukraine only at 
the end of May 2022: 

Today we remember terrible events in the history of our Fatherland. First, the 
decision on the division of Russia, which was made by the then leader Lenin. 
Until then, the enemies sought to divide the united Rus, and the Kiev princes, 
then the princes of Moscow, tsars, emperors stood on the protection of the unity 
of the country. But such a gentleman or comrade came and liquidated a single 
country, creating independent states on the territory of historical Russia.40

The final subcategory ‘One Common Political Identity’ is only articulated by 
Patriarch Kirill and after the start of the invasion. Kirill highlights that “the 
Russian and Ukrainian peoples have a common centuriesold history”41, and 
they “/…/ are connected by a common historical destiny.”42 He calls for the 

38  Metropolitan Hilarion, 20.02.2022a. The Church Prays that the Conflict between Russia 
and the West will be Resolved Peacefully. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilariontserkov
molitsyachtobykonfliktrossiiizapadareshilsyamirnymputem.html.
39  Putin, V. 2022. Address by the President of the Russian Federation. – President of  Russia, 
24 February, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/67843. Marlene Laruelle and 
Ivan Grek identified three ideological lines in the abovementioned speech: 1) The Historic 
line: Ukraine as a Bolshevik Creation; 2) The Ethnic line: the genocide of Russians; 3) The 
Political Line: “Denazification”. Laruelle, M:, Grek, I. 2022. Decoding Putin’s Speeches: The 
Three Ideological lines of Russia’s Military Intervention in Ukraine, 25 February. https://
www.russiamatters.org/analysis/decodingputinsspeechesthreeideologicallinesrussias
militaryinterventionukraine. A similar narrative – ‘modern Ukraine is the product of Soviet 
era’,  Bolsheviks transformed one single Russia into three Slavic nations – was also the main 
theme in 12 July 2021 speech of Vladimir Putin. Putin, V. 2021. On the Historical Unity of 
Russians and Ukrainians. – President of Russia, 12 July. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/
news/66181.
40  Patriarch Kirill, 29.05.2022. The Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 6th Week of 
Easter after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/
text/5931598.html.
41  Patriarch Kirill, 24.02.2022. Address of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to Archpastors, 
 Pastors, Monks and All Faithful Children of the Russian Orthodox Church. http://www.patri
archia.ru/db/text/5903795.html.
42  Patriarch Kirill, 10.03.2022. His Holiness Patriarch Kirill Sent a Message to the Acting 
Secretary General of the WCC in Connection with the Events in Ukraine. https://mospat.ru/
ru/news/89069/. [hereinafter: Kirill, 10.03.2022]
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protection of the unity of historical Russia “/…/ especially in connection with 
the attempts of the forces that act against the interests of the Russian world, 
to break this world /.../.”43 On 17 May 2022 he questions the legitimacy of the 
postSoviet Ukrainian state and government:

I am convinced that the right lessons should be drawn from what is happening 
in Ukraine by assessing the experiment that was carried out on the Ukrainian 
people after the collapse of the USSR.44

Table 5. Coded quotes of the category WAR

Subcategories and codes
Kirill Hilarion

Total
I II III I II III

‘Spiritually fraternal peoples do not fight’ 0 5 6 2 0 0 13
‘Internecine strife’ 3 3 6
‘Fraternal war’ caused by the enemies of Russia 2 1 3
Wars of liberation/protection of fraternal peoples 2 1 3
Spiritual brothers cannot be in conflict 1 1
Peace conditioned by unity 0 12 1 0 0 0 13
Peace as the end of division; (fraternal) unity of 
Ukrainians and Russians as a goal

12 1 13

Religious demonization of the enemy 0 5 4 0 0 0 9
’The enemy of the human race’ 3 3 6
The enemies are ‘against (the will of) God’ 1 1 2
’War between Orthodox brothers is a devil’s work’ 1 1
Defensive war 0 3 5 0 0 0 8
Legitimating the defensive war 2 2 4
Defending (Russian) independence 3 3
NATO enlargement as a cause of conflict 1 1
Explaining the present by the examples of World 
Wars

0 0 6 0 0 1 7

Victory over Nazism (and Fascism) during WWII 3 3
Heroic defence of Fatherland and Achieved Victory 
during WWII inspire today

3 3

ROC ‘helps the front’ 1 1

43  Patriarch Kirill, 24.05.2022. Speech of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on Monday of Bright 
Week after the Liturgy in the Patriarchal Assumption Cathedral. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/
text/5920989.html.
44  Kirill, 17.05.2022.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5920989.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5920989.html
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Subcategories and codes
Kirill Hilarion

Total
I II III I II III

ROC during the time of war 0 1 4 0 1 2 8

Humanitarian mission of the Church (to help 
refugees and internally displaced persons)

1 1 2

‘Wartime’ 1 1 1

Religion (prayer, blessing) makes troops victorious 1 3 4

Diplomacy, not war 0 0 0 2 1 0 3

‘War is not a conflict solution method’ 2 2

‘War may have disastrous consequences for Russia’ 1 1

Quotes 0 26 25 4 2 3 62

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

Patriarch Kirill did not discuss themes related to war before the invasion. 
Metropolitan Hilarion spoke more before and scarcely at all after the invasion. 
In Table 5, a total of 51 coded quotes out of 62 are from Kirill, all from the 
period after the start of the invasion.

As the quantitative difference is significant, the focus is first on Metro
po litan Hilarion. He did not articulate any themes of ‘conditional peace’ or 
‘defensive war’. He did not engage in religious demonization of the enemy. 
Before the invasion, he advocated for ‘diplomacy, not war’ (a theme not 
 articulated by Kirill):

We must also remember that the outcome of war is unpredictable. Can we 
assume that Russia won the First World War? Let’s remember with what 
 enthusiasm Russia entered it, what patriotic feelings accompanied Russia’s entry 
into this war. Could anyone have imagined then that Russia would collapse in 
three years? For all these reasons, I am deeply convinced that war is not a method 
of solving the accumulated political problems.45

Hilarion emphasized the humanitarian mission of the Church when the 
 invasion started.46 His only direct message on the Church’s contribution to 

45  Metropolitan Hilarion, 31.01.2022. War is not a Method of Solving Accumulated  Political 
Problems. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionvoynaetonemetodresheniya
nakopivshikhsyapoliticheskikhproblem.html.
46  Hilarion says: “Many dioceses of the Russian Orthodox Church in Russia are involved in 
collecting aid for refugees. Many people host refugees, including in monasteries and  temples. 
Where it is possible to accommodate refugees, they are granted asylum.” Metropolitan 

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-voyna-eto-ne-metod-resheniya-nakopivshikhsya-politicheskikh-problem.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-voyna-eto-ne-metod-resheniya-nakopivshikhsya-politicheskikh-problem.html
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the war effort was in the code about how ROC ‘helped the front’ during the 
Second World War:

From the very first day of the Great Patriotic War, the Church was with its 
 people. The first person to address the people on the radio was Metropolitan 
 Sergius of Moscow and Kolomna. He did it even before Stalin addressed the 
 people. ... Then, throughout the Great Patriotic War, the Church was very active 
in helping the front. With the money collected by the Church, a tank column 
named after Dmitry Donskoy was created. Many clergymen visited the front line, 
helped refugees. Wherever the Church was allowed, it was present.47 

Patriarch Kirill called the war in Ukraine ‘internecine strife’ (междоусобная 
брань), that is an internal matter, civil war or civil conflict for the Russian 
state. He called upon God to “/…/ protect the peoples who are part of the 
common space of the Russian Orthodox Church from internecine strife”48 
and to “/…/ protect the Russian land from internecine warfare and from the 
invasion of foreigners.”49

In Kirill’s approach, spiritually fraternal peoples do not fight – “/…/ the 
peoples of Russia and Ukraine /…/ cannot have an interest in the conflict”50 –, 
therefore the war between brothers had to be caused by external actors, 
enemies of Russia.51 Enemies “from the outside are trying to convince them 
[Ukrainian and Russian peoples] that you are not brothers but enemies, and 
you must fight each other.”52

Invoking reminders of the First World War and RussoTurkish wars of the 
19th century, both Kirill and Hilarion argued that Russia entered into these 
wars not to acquire land or to gain power, but to help fraternal peoples. Russia 

Hilarion, 27.03.2022. It is Important that Representatives of the Largest Christian Churches 
Communicate with Each Other at this Critical Moment. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit
ilarionvazhnochtobypredstavitelikrupneyshikhkhristianskikhtserkveyobshchalismezhd.
html.
47  Metropolitan Hilarion, 08.05.2022. The Church is Doing a Great Job to Help the Victims of 
the Confrontation in Ukraine. <https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilariontserkovprovodit
ogromnuyurabotupopomoshchipostradavshimotprotivostoyaniya.html>.
48  Kirill, 27.02.2022.
49  Patriarch Kirill, 03.05.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Day of Radonitsa after the  Liturgy in 
the Archangel Cathedral of the Moscow Kremlin. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5922848.
html.
50  Kirill, 17.05.2022.
51  Kirill, 10.03.2022.
52  Kirill, 09.03.2022.

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vazhno-chtoby-predstaviteli-krupneyshikh-khristianskikh-tserkvey-obshchalis-mezhd.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vazhno-chtoby-predstaviteli-krupneyshikh-khristianskikh-tserkvey-obshchalis-mezhd.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vazhno-chtoby-predstaviteli-krupneyshikh-khristianskikh-tserkvey-obshchalis-mezhd.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-provodit-ogromnuyu-rabotu-po-pomoshchi-postradavshim-ot-protivostoyaniya-.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-provodit-ogromnuyu-rabotu-po-pomoshchi-postradavshim-ot-protivostoyaniya-.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5922848.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5922848.html
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entered the First World War “in order to save the fraternal Serbian people.”53 
In the 19th century, Russia helped the Greeks and Serbs in their struggle for 
independence. Hilarion summarizes that “there is a completely obvious 
and indisputable fact: it lies in the fact that Russia, as an Orthodox state, 
for many centuries helped the Greek people, the Balkan and other Orthodox 
 peoples not only in their struggle for independence, but also in the struggle 
for survival.”54

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Kirill repeatedly emphasised the 
goal of peace and argued: “The Church cannot carry any signal other than 
peacemaking /…/.”55 His message of peace, however, is always conditional; it 
demands (fraternal) unity of Russians and Ukrainians. Or, to say it in reverse 
form, there will be no peace without this unity. Kirill says:

/…/ we must do everything to preserve peace between our peoples and at the 
same time protect our common historical Fatherland from all actions from the 
outside that can destroy this unity.56

/.../ I call on all of you, my dear ones, first of all, to intensify the prayer that 
all military confrontation between Russia and Ukraine will cease, so that our 
people will once again be able to realize the presence of common spiritual roots 
and a common spiritual power, which is our undivided Church, which resides in 
 Russia, in Ukraine and in other countries.57

After the start of the invasion, Patriarch Kirill used the rhetoric of religious 
demonisation.58 He linked the forces that seek to destroy the Russian land, and 

53  Patriarch Kirill, 08.05.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Week after 
Easter after the Liturgy in the Main Church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation. 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html.
54  Hilarion, 08.02.2022.
55  Patriarch Kirill, 18.03.2022. Speech by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the Meeting of the 
Supreme Church Council on March 18, 2022. https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89086/. [hereinafter: 
Kirill, 18.03.2022]
56  Kirill, 27.02.2022.
57  Kirill, 09.03.2022.
58  Demonisation is a rhetorical strategy to attribute (absolute) moral evil to the enemy. 
Secular demonisation may involve attributing Nazism to enemies, which represents radical 
evil.  Ciuriak, D. 2022. Every Casus Belli Is False: Deconstructing Russia’s Case for War on 
Ukraine. – Norwich University News Edition: Voices on Peace and War, 24 June. https://www.
norwich.edu/news/voicesfromthehill/peaceandwar/3850everycasusbelliisfalsedecon
structingrussiascaseforwaronukraine. Devil, antichrist and ‘the enemy of the human race’ 
represent religiously defined (absolute) moral evil in religious demonisation.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89086/
https://www.norwich.edu/news/voices-from-the-hill/peace-and-war/3850-every-casus-belli-is-false-deconstructing-russia-s-case-for-war-on-ukraine
https://www.norwich.edu/news/voices-from-the-hill/peace-and-war/3850-every-casus-belli-is-false-deconstructing-russia-s-case-for-war-on-ukraine
https://www.norwich.edu/news/voices-from-the-hill/peace-and-war/3850-every-casus-belli-is-false-deconstructing-russia-s-case-for-war-on-ukraine
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“to pit the brother against the brother”, with “the coming of the  antichrist into 
the world,”59 and claimed that the enemies were “against our unity, against our 
spiritual roots /…/ against the will of God.”60 He directly attributed the war 
between Orthodox brothers to the devil:

/…/ any war between Orthodox brothers belonging to the one Church is a devil’s 
work, not God’s. /…/ and, with the protection of the Cross to drive away all 
power that is demonic and of the enemy (вражий) from our common life and 
from our destiny.61

Patriarch Kirill encourages defensive war and represents the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine as a defensive war for Russian independence, that is to say a war 
that takes place on Russian soil. Kirill claimed that Russia has never attacked 
anyone: 

We don’t want to fight anybody. Russia has never attacked anyone. It is  amazing 
that a great and powerful country has never attacked anyone – it has only 
defended its borders.62

Thus, despite Russian aggression in Ukraine being obvious to all, Kirill claims 
that Russia is not engaged in a war of aggression; Russia simply protects its 
land, borders and independence. In his narrative, Russia is not even  fighting 
Ukraine, it is fighting with the powerful (Western) forces in the world. 
According to Kirill, the independence of Russia is to be defended “/…/ from 
the powerful centres of power that exist today on earth.”63 

Having constructed reality in this manner, Kirill expects religion and ROC 
not to remain passive and neutral bystanders. Kirill reminds that  religion 
(blessing or prayer by religious leaders or saints) makes troops victorious. 
In the 14th century, the religious blessing of Saint Sergius (of Radonezh) 
made Dmitry Donskoy victorious over the TatarMongol army.64 Victory 

59  Kirill, 07.04.2022.
60  Kirill, 09.03.2022.
61  Kirill, 09.03.2022.
62  Kirill, 03.05.2022.
63  Patriarch Kirill, 25.04.2022. Speech of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on Monday of Bright 
Week after the Liturgy in the Patriarchal Assumption Cathedral. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/
text/5920989.html. [hereinafter: Kirill, 25.04.2022]
64  Kirill, 20.03.2022.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5920989.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5920989.html
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in the  Second World War was “/…/ directly connected with St. George the 
 Vic torious” who “/…/ before the throne of God prayed for the Russian land.”65 

Although not extensively, nevertheless, the core justifications of the inva
sion of Ukraine presented by secular leaders (Russian president Vladimir 
Putin and foreign minister Sergei Lavrov) started to emerge one by one in 
Kirill’s speeches after 24 February 2022. For example, in one instance Kirill 
mentions NATO enlargement as a cause of conflict:

Over time, however, forces that openly view Russia as an enemy have come close 
to its borders. NATO countries are building up their military power year after 
year, month after month, oblivious to Russia’s fears that these weapons will one 
day turn against it.66 

In May 2022 (partly because the annual celebrations of the Victory in WWII 
take place in this month) Kirill emphasized that “[t]he memory of the  victory 
over Nazism has become a truly important part of the cultural code of the 
Russian people, an inspiring symbol of unity.”67 Additionally, he argues that 
attempts to rehabilitate “the inhuman Nazi ideology /…/ in particular in 
Ukraine” are unacceptable and “cause deep moral rejection”.68 Like Putin and 
Lavrov, Kirill referred to the Second World War with implications for the 
present conflict:

/.../ Suffice it to recall the heroic defence of Smolensk, when the enemy passed 
through the fortress walls, and only one cathedral remained as the last fortress 
and refuge for the defenders of the city. /…/ May all these wonderful heroic 
examples still inspire us today to defend the Fatherland.69

65  Patriarch Kirill, 06.05.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Feast Day of the Great Martyr 
George the Victorious after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. http://www.
patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923691.html.
66  Kirill, 10.03.2022.
67  Patriarch Kirill, 09.05.2022. Congratulations of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to the Presi
dent of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin on Victory Day. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/
text/5923212.html.
68  Kirill, 17.05.2022. Vladimir Putin and Sergei Lavrov started the invasion of Ukraine with 
the narrative of ‘denazification’ of Ukraine. Patriarch Kirill referred to this theme for the first 
time on 9 May 2022. 
69  Kirill, 25.04.2022. For a comparison of messages of religious leaders (Patriarch Kirill and 
Metropolitan Hilarion) and secular leaders (President Vladimir Putin and Foreign  Minister 
Sergei Lavrov) 30 days before the war and 30 days after the start of the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine, see Kilp, A.; Pankhurst, J. G. 2022. Soft, Sharp, and Evil Power: The Russian 
 Orthodox Church in the Russian Invasion of Ukraine. – Occasional Papers on Religion in 
Eastern Europe, Vol. 42, No. 5, Article 2. https:/doi.org/10.55221/26932148.2361.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923691.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923691.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923212.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923212.html
http://doi.org/10.55221/2693-2148.2361
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Finally, both Hilarion and Kirill recognised in the third period (from 3 April 
until 3 June) that these are the ‘wartimes’. Their emphases, however, were 
quite different. Kirill argued that “/…/ in wartime service in the Armed 
Forces is a real feat, and this is the time we are now experiencing.”70 While 
Kirill heroized involvement in the war effort, Hilarion focused more on the 
distance that exists between the religious mission of the Church and activities 
of the state. He argued that in war, the Church “cannot directly influence the 
course of negotiations or the course of hostilities.”71

Table 6. Coded quotes of the category WEST

Subcategories and codes
Kirill Hilarion

Total
I II III I II III

Criticism of Western values 1 5 4 5 0 1 16

‘West has abandoned traditional/Christian values’ 1 1 2 2 6

‘West imposes/promotes nontraditional sexual 
relations (e.g. Gay Pride Parades)’

3 2 5

‘West follows immoral values’ 1 1 2

(Cultural) independence of Russia has to be 
protected from the West

1 1 2

Respectful dialogue with the West 1 1

West is the threat and enemy 0 4 6 2 0 0 12

‘West is the cause of escalation, conflict and war’ 1 4 2 7

‘West has turned Ukraine into AntiRussia’ 1 1

‘West aims to weaken Russia’ 1 1

‘Russophobia is spreading in the West’ 1 1 2

Peter I (emulation of the West laid foundation for 
1917 antireligious revolution)

1 1

70  Patriarch Kirill, 03.04.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill in the Week of the 4th 
Great Lent after the Liturgy in the Main Church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation. 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/print/5914188.html.
71  Metropolitan Hilarion, 09.05.2022. Metropolitan Hilarion Spoke about the Work Carried 
out by the Church in the Context of the Political Confrontation in Ukraine. https://hilarion.
ru/social/mitropolitilarionrasskazalorabotekotoruyuvedettserkovvusloviyakhpolitich
eskogoprotivostoya.html.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/print/5914188.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-rasskazal-o-rabote-kotoruyu-vedet-tserkov-v-usloviyakh-politicheskogo-protivostoya.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-rasskazal-o-rabote-kotoruyu-vedet-tserkov-v-usloviyakh-politicheskogo-protivostoya.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-rasskazal-o-rabote-kotoruyu-vedet-tserkov-v-usloviyakh-politicheskogo-protivostoya.html
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Subcategories and codes
Kirill Hilarion

Total
I II III I II III

Ambiguous relations with the Roman Catholic 
Church

0 0 0 3 3 0 6

Collaborative relations with the Roman Catholic 
Church in (religious, educational) issues unrelated 
to Ukraine

3 1 4

RCC is perceived to be (not responsible, but) 
involved in supporting the autocephalous OCU

2 2

Quotes 1 9 9 10 3 1 34

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

The messages of Kirill and Hilarion in the category WEST are identical quali
tatively; they both condemn Western values and consider the West to be the 
cause of conflicts with Russia. The main difference is quantitative; Kirill does not 
discuss relations with the Roman Catholic Church, and examples of  criticism 
of the West come twice as much from Kirill as from Hilarion. They agree with 
each other even when on a particular theme one of them talks less or is silent.

At the beginning of February 2022, Patriarch Kirill argued that in the 15th 
Century, when Byzantium lost its positions in world politics, Europe was in 
a period of Renaissance with the focus shifting from Christianity to pagan 
anthropocentrism:

/…/ the pagan worldview and pagan culture were being revived. Not in the 
sense that idol worship was being revived, but in the sense that pagan anthropo-
centrism, that is, the doctrine of the centrality of man, not God, captured the 
consciousness of Europeans.72

Condemnation of the contemporary postChristian West appear in Kirill’s 
statements after the start of the invasion: 

However, in modern times, dangerous, in my opinion, ideas appeared in the 
West and then became widespread, based on the denial of the Christian herit-
age and on the acceptance of moral relativism as a certain principle on which 
relations between people should be built. Unfortunately, over the past centuries, 
these ideas have only intensified and led to the fact that European society began 
to revise unshakable Christian values /.../.73

72  Patriarch Kirill, 01.02.2022. Sermon by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill after the Liturgy in the 
Alexander Nevsky Skete on the Thirteenth Anniversary of the Enthronement of His Holiness. 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5892693.html.
73  Kirill, 17.05.2022.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5892693.html
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In midFebruary 2022, Metropolitan Hilarion commented the court case of 
a Finnish politician Päivi Räsänen.74 Charges of hate speech were brought 
against Räsänen in 2021 regarding a pamphlet “As Man and Woman He 
 Created Them: Homosexuality and the Challenge to the Christian Concept 
of Man” (published in 2004), her comments in radio and social media, and 
an Instagram post with a picture of Romans 1:2427.75 Hilarion responded:

Representatives of the Christian denominations of Russia came out in defence of 
Päivi Räsänen /…/ whose “crime” is that she quoted the Bible. Indeed, if quoting 
the Bible is now becoming a crime in Finland, then what times do we live in? 
The political correctness that operates in the European Union, in Western  society, 
contradicts biblical teaching on a number of points, but Christian Churches 
 cannot arbitrarily change the Holy Scriptures, just as they cannot arbitrarily 
change the Holy Tradition. /…/ Päivi Räsänen /…/ was not afraid to recall these 
biblical words. For this, she is now being prosecuted and faces a prison term. 
/…/ As for the position of the Russian Orthodox Church and the position of the 
Christian confessions of Russia, it coincides, and it is no coincidence that we 
issued a joint statement in support of Ms. Räsänen.76

In March 2022, Patriarch Kirill argued that “the real reason” for the war in 
Ukraine is the Western promotion of the rights of nontraditional sexual 
 relations: 

/…/ in the Donbass there is rejection, a fundamental rejection of the so-called 
values   that are offered today by those who claim world power. Today there is a 
test for the loyalty to this new world order /…/. The demands on many to hold a 
gay parade are a test of their loyalty to the new world order; and we know that if 
people or countries reject these demands, then they do not enter into that world 
order, they become strangers to it.77

74  Päivi Räsänen is a member of the Finnish Parliament (since 1995), former Minister of 
 Interior (2011–2015), chairman of the Christian Democrats (2004–2015) in Finland. Police 
investigations against Räsänen started in June 2019. In April 2021, Finland’s Prosecutor 
 General brought three criminal charges against Räsänen. In March 2022 the Helsinki District 
Court acquitted Räsänen of all charges. The Helsinki Court of Appeal will conduct the hearings 
of Päivi Räsänen case on 22–24 August 2023. 
75  Thacker, J.; Wootten, J. 2022. Explainer: What you should know about Finland, Päivi 
Räsänen, and hate speech. 1 April. – The Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the 
Southern Baptist Convention. https://erlc.com/resourcelibrary/articles/explainerwhatyou
shouldknowaboutfinlandpaivirasanenandhatespeech/.
76  Hilarion, 15.02.2022b. 
77  Patriarch Kirill, 07.03.2022. Patriarchal Sermon in Cheesefare Week After the Liturgy in 
the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5906442.html.

https://erlc.com/resource-library/articles/explainer-what-you-should-know-about-finland-paivi-rasanen-and-hate-speech/
https://erlc.com/resource-library/articles/explainer-what-you-should-know-about-finland-paivi-rasanen-and-hate-speech/
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5906442.html
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According to Hilarion, Western propaganda of LGBT and nontraditional 
sexual relations “are imposed in the West”, and is aiming to destroy families 
in Russia.78 Western society has legalized “an immoral way of life” by teaching 
primary school children that: 

/…/ homosexuality is good; if you are a boy or a girl by biological sex, it means 
nothing, you have to determine which gender you want to belong to; if you 
want to belong to the opposite sex, then the doctors will help you and make an 
 operation. There is a massive propaganda of unnatural vices, an unnatural way 
of life, thereby destroying the family, the traditional family way of life.79

Hilarion’s position regarding Western values did not change throughout the 
period of this study. In May 2022, he argued that movements for freedom have 
been growing and expanding in the West presupposing “complete emanci
pation, liberation from moral bonds and foundations, from prohibitions that 
have existed for centuries.”80

In May 2022, Kirill claimed Russia must protect its “cultural sovereignty”, 
because sovereignty is not only political, but also cultural, and respectful dia
logue with Western countries and Russia is possible when dialogue is based 
on civilizational and value differences.81

Both Hilarion (who presented such arguments before the invasion) and 
Kirill (who raised this theme after the start of the invasion) attribute the cause 
of conflicts and war to the West. 

At the end of January 2022, Hilarion said that both the Russian and 
 Ukrainian leadership were sure that there was no imminent threat of  Russia 
attacking Ukraine: “But America persistently continues to instil in its  Western 
partners that Russia is preparing for an attack and therefore needs to take 
embassy personnel out of Ukraine and prepare for a fullscale war.”82  Hilarion 
delivered “War is not a Conflict Solution Method” and “diplomacy, not war” 
messages in the situation where he believed that warnings about Russia 

78  Metropolitan Hilarion, 21.02.2022. Metropolitan Hilarion Urged to Protect Russians from 
Propaganda of Western “Values”. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionprizvalzashchi
titrossiyanotpropagandyzapadnykhtsennostey.html.
79  Hilarion, 08.02.2022.
80  Metropolitan Hilarion, 01.05.2022. The Church is Called to Unite People Regardless of 
their Political Orientation. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilariontserkovprizvanaobed
inyatlyudeyvnezavisimostiotikhpoliticheskoyorientatsi.html.
81  Kirill, 17.05.2022.
82  Hilarion, 31.01.2022.

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-prizval-zashchitit-rossiyan-ot-propagandy-zapadnykh-tsennostey.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-prizval-zashchitit-rossiyan-ot-propagandy-zapadnykh-tsennostey.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-prizvana-obedinyat-lyudey-vne-zavisimosti-ot-ikh-politicheskoy-orientatsi.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-prizvana-obedinyat-lyudey-vne-zavisimosti-ot-ikh-politicheskoy-orientatsi.html
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 preparing for an invasion of Ukraine were unfounded (and blamed the United 
States for stirring up fears of a Russian invasion). He was mistakenly confi
dent that Russia would not start a fullscale war of aggression against Ukraine. 

Additionally, Kirill blamed the West for having caused the First World 
War: “The West did not want to have among its peoples this courageous 
Orthodox, Russialoving people, and provoked the First World War.”83 The 
Western example had motivated Tsar Peter I to secularize relations between 
the church and state, which “led to the division of society, and as a result to 
revolutionary events [of 1917].”84 Western teachings (e.g., “Liberty, Equality, 
Fraternity”) motivated “the revolutionary events of 1917 and the subsequent 
civil war in Russia.”85 

According to Kirill, the origins of the present conflict in the territory 
of Ukraine lie in the relations between the West and Russia of the 1990s,86 
 Western powers seek to weaken Russia in global geopolitics,87 have used the 
colonial policy of “divide and rule”, have caused internecine conflict, and have 
escalated RussianUkrainian enmity.88 Kirill interprets the economic sanc
tions on Russia as evidence of Russophobia spreading “at an unprecedented 
pace in the Western world.”89

Only Hilarion discusses relations with the Roman Catholic Church (here
inafter RCC). His messages before the start of the invasion are positive. He 
emphasizes collaboration with the RCC in France in the field of pilgrimage,90 

83  Kirill, 08.05.2022
84  Kirill, 17.05.2022
85  Kirill, 17.05.2022
86  Kirill, 10.03.2022. Constructed largely in the early 2000s, the negative framing of the Yeltsin 
decade became central to the official legitimizing discourse of Putin’s regime. Malinova, O. 
2021. Framing the Collective Memory of the 1990s as a Legitimation Tool for Putin’s Regime. – 
Problems of PostCommunism, Vol. 68, No. 5, pp. 429–441.
87  Kirill, 10.03.2022.
88  Kirill, 17.05.2022. For analysis of Russian narratives of the global order (and of the West), 
see Miskimmon, A.; O’Loughlin, B. 2017. Russia’s Narratives of Global Order: Great Power 
Legacies in a Polycentric World. – Politics and Governance, Vol. 5, No. 3, pp. 111–120. 
89  Kirill, 10.03.2022.
90  Metropolitan Hilarion, 13.02.2022a. Prospects for the Development of Pilgrimage were 
Discussed at the OrthodoxCatholic Conference in Paris. https://hilarion.ru/social/perspek
tivyrazvitiyapalomnichestvaobsudilinapravoslavnokatolicheskoykonferentsiivparizhe.
html.

https://hilarion.ru/social/perspektivy-razvitiya-palomnichestva-obsudili-na-pravoslavno-katolicheskoy-konferentsii-v-parizhe.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/perspektivy-razvitiya-palomnichestva-obsudili-na-pravoslavno-katolicheskoy-konferentsii-v-parizhe.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/perspektivy-razvitiya-palomnichestva-obsudili-na-pravoslavno-katolicheskoy-konferentsii-v-parizhe.html
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student exchange and cooperation in the fields of culture,91 interOrthodox 
and interChristian relations.92 Hilarion says: “Our other partner remains the 
Roman Catholic Church, with which we have the closest positions on moral 
issues.”93 

In March 2022, however, he claims that the RCC has partial responsibility 
for the emergence of the autocephalous OCU:

/…/ the initiative to grant autocephaly comes not from the canonical Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church, the majority Church in Ukraine, but from local schismatics, 
biased politicians, as well as Uniates, who consider autocephaly as the first step 
towards uniting the Orthodox with the Greek Catholics under the omophorion 
of the Pope.94

Table 7. Coded quotes of the category DECR and MFA

Codes
Kirill Hilarion

Total
I II III I II III

The mission of the Russian state is to protect 
Christians in the Middle East and Africa

4 1 5

The Patriarchal Exarchate of Africa of the ROC 
is created to counter religious persecution of 
Christians in the Middle East and Africa

4 4

Russia is an outpost of Christian civilization in the 
world

1 1

Quotes 0 0 1 8 1 0 10

I – 25.01.2022–23.02.2022; II – 24.02.2022–02.04.2022; III – 03.04.2022–03.06.2022.

91  Metropolitan Hilarion, 13.02.2022b. Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk Met with 
 Cardinal Kurt Koch. https://hilarion.ru/social/sostoyalasvstrechamitropolitavolokolam
skogoilarionaskardinalomkurtomkokhom.html.
92  Metropolitan Hilarion, 15.02.2022a. Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk met with 
Bishop Philippe Christory of Chartres. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitvolokolamskiy
ilarionvstretilsyasepiskopomshartrskimfilippomkhristori.html.
93  Metropolitan Hilarion, 09.03.2022. At the Meeting of the Scientific Lecture Hall 
“ Krapivensky 4” the Role of the Russian Orthodox Church in the International Arena was dis
cussed. https://hilarion.ru/social/nazasedaniinauchnogolektoriyakrapivenskiy4obsudili
rolrusskoypravoslavnoytserkvinamezhdun.html. 
94  Hilarion, 15.03.2022.

https://hilarion.ru/social/sostoyalas-vstrecha-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-s-kardinalom-kurtom-kokhom.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/sostoyalas-vstrecha-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-s-kardinalom-kurtom-kokhom.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-volokolamskiy-ilarion-vstretilsya-s-episkopom-shartrskim-filippom-khristori.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-volokolamskiy-ilarion-vstretilsya-s-episkopom-shartrskim-filippom-khristori.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/na-zasedanii-nauchnogo-lektoriya-krapivenskiy-4-obsudili-rol-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-na-mezhdun.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/na-zasedanii-nauchnogo-lektoriya-krapivenskiy-4-obsudili-rol-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-na-mezhdun.html
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Due to the position of the Chairman of DECR, Hilarion discussed relations 
between ROC and the Russian Federation in international affairs more than 
Kirill. 

Hilarion argued that DECR is 

/…/ sometimes called the Church Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which is not 
entirely fair, since we are engaged not only in foreign affairs, but also in  interfaith 
relations in our Fatherland. And in recent years, we increasingly feel like a kind 
of defence department, because we have to defend the sacred borders of our 
Church.95

The main example of the existing collaboration between DECR and MFA96, 
and of the need for it, is the persecution of Christians in Africa who “look with 
hope at Russia and its President, at the Russian Church and its Patriarch,”97 
and who “need Russia’s protection”.98 The main institutions serving this goal 
are the Patriarchal Exarchate of Africa of the ROC and the Inter religious 
 Working Group on the Protection of the Rights of Believers from Discrimi
nation and Xenophobia of the Council for Cooperation with Religious 
 Associations under the President of Russia.99

Patriarch Kirill delivered only one statement that falls into this category: 
“... I have repeatedly said that there have been no easy times in our his
tory. And now the Russian world is again becoming an outpost of Christian 
civilization.”100

95  Metropolitan Hilarion, 02.02.2022. The President of Russia presented Metropolitan 
 Hilarion with the Order of Alexander Nevsky. https://hilarion.ru/social/prezidentrossii
vruchilmitropolituilarionuordenaleksandranevskogo.html. [hereinafter: Hilarion, 
02.02.2022]
96  For an indepth study on relations between the ROC and the Russian Federation in inter
national affairs, see G. Soroka. 2022. International Relations by Proxy? The Kremlin and the 
Russian Orthodox Church. – Religions, Vol. 13, No. 3, 208. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13030208. 
97  Hilarion, 02.02.2022.
98  Hilarion, 08.02.2022.
99  Metropolitan Hilarion, 04.02.2022a. Russian Church will Continue Efforts to Support 
Persecuted Christians in Africa. https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionrusskayatserkov
prodolzhitusiliyapopodderzhkepresleduemykhkhristianafriki.html.
100  Patriarch Kirill, 23.05.2022. Speech by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the Plenary Session 
of the XXX International Educational Readings. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928249.
html.

https://hilarion.ru/social/prezident-rossii-vruchil-mitropolitu-ilarionu-orden-aleksandra-nevskogo.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/prezident-rossii-vruchil-mitropolitu-ilarionu-orden-aleksandra-nevskogo.html
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13030208
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-prodolzhit-usiliya-po-podderzhke-presleduemykh-khristian-afriki.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-prodolzhit-usiliya-po-podderzhke-presleduemykh-khristian-afriki.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928249.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928249.html
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3. Conclusions

The general pattern of collaboration between the Russian government and 
the ROC in international affairs and in the invasion of Ukraine is well known. 
This article has analysed in detail the messages of religious leaders 30 days 
before and 100 days after the start of the invasion on February 24, 2022 with 
the intention of identifying content related to secular and religious conflict in 
Ukraine, and mapping changes to such content over time. 

The findings highlight that the common perception of collaboration 
between religious and secular leaders in Russian foreign policy is generally 
correct. However, less well known is the division of labour between secular 
and religious leaders. While they both deny independent subjectivity and the 
agency of Ukrainians, secular leaders focus most on concerns related to mili
tary and security, deny the political sovereignty of the Ukrainian nation, and 
consider the West (and NATO) to be the ‘real’ enemy. Religious leaders of the 
ROC deny the legitimacy of the agency of the autocephalous OCU, promote 
the religious ideology of the “Russian world”, and consider the Patriarch of 
Constantinople to be their key enemy.

A similar pattern of collaboration and ‘division of labour’ was found 
among religious leaders. Metropolitan Hilarion and Patriarch Kirill agreed in 
their interpretation of the situation within the frames of the ideology of the 
“Russian world” who was to be blamed for the war and conflict esca lation, 
and what was ‘wrong’ with Western culture and values. Unlike Patriarch 
Kirill, Hilarion avoided the heroization of religious involvement in the war 
effort, did not demonise the enemy religiously, and focused more on the dis
tance that should exist between the religious mission of the Church and state 
activities even in ‘times of war’. Whether this difference between Patriarch 
Kirill and Metropolitan Hilarion was an instrumental and strategic ‘division 
of labour’ in the public communication of religious leaders, or became one of 
the reasons why Metropolitan Hilarion was dismissed from the office of the 
Chairman of the DECR on the 104th day of the war (June 7, 2022), remains a 
relevant question to be addressed by further studies.
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Appendix

Selected Texts of Patriarch Kirill and Metropolitan Hilarion  
in Chronological Order

Patriarch Kirill

01.02.2022. Sermon by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill after the Liturgy in the  Alexander 
Nevsky Skete on the Thirteenth Anniversary of the Enthronement of His  Holiness.

 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5892693.html.
23.02.2022. On the Day of the Defender of the Fatherland, His Holiness Patriarch 

Kirill Laid a Wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at the Kremlin Wall.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5903402.html.
24.02.2022. Address of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to Archpastors, Pastors, Monks 

and All Faithful Children of the Russian Orthodox Church.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5903795.html.
27.02.2022. Patriarch Kirill Urged Believers to Pray for Peace and Unity of the Church.
 https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89032/.
05.03.2022. Reply of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to His Beatitude Patriarch Theodore 

of Alexandria.
 https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89045/.
07.03.2022. Patriarchal Sermon in Cheesefare Week After the Liturgy in the  Cathedral 

of Christ the Saviour. 
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5906442.html.
09.03.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on Wednesday of the First Week of Great Lent after 

the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5907484.html.
10.03.2022. His Holiness Patriarch Kirill Sent a Message to the Acting Secretary 

 General of the WCC in Connection with the Events in Ukraine. 
 https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89069/.
12.03.2022. Congratulations of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill Katalin Novak on her 

Election as President of Hungary. 
 https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89072/.
13.03.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Week of the Triumph of Orthodoxy after the 

Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. 
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5908325.html.
18.03.2022. Speech by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the Meeting of the Supreme 

Church Council on March 18, 2022. 
 https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89086/.
20.03.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill in the Week of the 2nd Great Lent 

after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5909901.html.
03.04.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill in the Week of the 4th Great Lent after 

the Liturgy in the Main Church of the Armed Forces of the Russian  Federation.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/print/5914188.html.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5892693.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5903402.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5903795.html
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89032/
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89045/
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5906442.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5907484.html
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89069/
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89072/
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5908325.html
https://mospat.ru/ru/news/89086/
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5909901.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/print/5914188.html
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07.04.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Feast of the Annunciation of the Blessed 
 Virgin Mary after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.

 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/print/5915151.html.
25.04.2022. Speech of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on Monday of Bright Week after 

the Liturgy in the Patriarchal Assumption Cathedral.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5920989.html.
03.05.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Day of Radonitsa after the Liturgy in the 

 Archangel Cathedral of the Moscow Kremlin. 
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5922848.html.
06.05.2022. Patriarchal Sermon on the Feast Day of the Great Martyr George the 

Victorious after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923691.html.
08.05.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Week after Easter after 

the Liturgy in the Main Church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html.
09.05.2022. Congratulations of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to the President of the 

Russian Federation Vladimir Putin on Victory Day.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923212.html
17.05.2022. Speech by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the X Parliamentary Meetings 

in the Federation Council of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5926129.html.
23.05.2022. Speech by His Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the Plenary Session of the XXX 

International Educational Readings. 
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928249.html.
24.05.2022. Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the Feast Day of Equaltothe

Apostles Methodius and Cyril after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the 
Saviour.

 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928701.html.
29.05.2022. The Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 6th Week of Easter after 

the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.
 http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5931598.html. 

Metropolitan Hilarion

31.01.2022. War is not a Method of Solving Accumulated Political Problems.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionvoynaetonemetodresheniya

nakopivshikhsyapoliticheskikhproblem.html.
02.02.2022. The President of Russia presented Metropolitan Hilarion with the Order 

of Alexander Nevsky. 
 https://hilarion.ru/social/prezidentrossiivruchilmitropolituilarionuorden

aleksandranevskogo.html. 
04.02.2022a. Russian Church will Continue Efforts to Support Persecuted Christians 

in Africa.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionrusskayatserkovprodolzhitusiliya

popodderzhkepresleduemykhkhristianafriki.html.

http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/print/5915151.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5920989.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5922848.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923691.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html
file:http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923212.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5926129.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928249.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5928701.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5931598.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-voyna-eto-ne-metod-resheniya-nakopivshikhsya-politicheskikh-problem.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-voyna-eto-ne-metod-resheniya-nakopivshikhsya-politicheskikh-problem.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/prezident-rossii-vruchil-mitropolitu-ilarionu-orden-aleksandra-nevskogo.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/prezident-rossii-vruchil-mitropolitu-ilarionu-orden-aleksandra-nevskogo.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-prodolzhit-usiliya-po-podderzhke-presleduemykh-khristian-afriki.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-prodolzhit-usiliya-po-podderzhke-presleduemykh-khristian-afriki.html
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04.02.2022b. On the Persecution of Christians in Africa told at a Press Conference 
in Moscow.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/ogoneniyakhnakhristianafrikirasskazalinapress
konferentsiivmoskve.html.

07.02.2022. The Russian Church is Forced to Create its own Parishes on the African 
Continent.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionrusskayatserkovvynuzhdenasoz
davatsvoiprikhodynaafrikanskomkontinente.html.

08.02.2022. Propaganda of an Unnatural Way of Life is a Great Tragedy of Western 
Society.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionpropagandaprotivoestestvennogo
obrazazhiznietobolshayatragediyazapadnogoob.html.

12.02.2022. InterOrthodox Consultations on the Model of the Amman Conference 
are Necessary, Metropolitan Hilarion is Sure.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mezhpravoslavnyekonsultatsiipoobraztsuamman
skogosoveshchaniyaneobkhodimyuverenmitropolitila.html.

13.02.2022a. Prospects for the Development of Pilgrimage were Discussed at the 
OrthodoxCatholic Conference in Paris. 

 https://hilarion.ru/social/perspektivyrazvitiyapalomnichestvaobsudilinapra
voslavnokatolicheskoykonferentsiivparizhe.html.

13.02.2022b. Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk Met with Cardinal Kurt Koch.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/sostoyalasvstrechamitropolitavolokolamskogoilar

ionaskardinalomkurtomkokhom.html.
14.02.2022a. Biblical Commandments Cannot be Changed by the Rules of Political 

Correctness.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionbibleyskiezapovedinemogutbyt

izmenenypravilamipolitkorrektnosti.html. 
14.02.2022b. Preparation of the PanOrthodox Council Should Take into Account the 

Real Needs and Interests of the Churches. 
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionpodgotovkavsepravoslavnogosob

oradolzhnauchityvatrealnyenuzhdyiinteresyts.html.
15.02.2022a. Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk met with Bishop Philippe Chris

tory of Chartres. 
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitvolokolamskiyilarionvstretilsyasepisko

pomshartrskimfilippomkhristori.html.
15.02.2022b. The Council Decision on the Yekaterinburg Remains will Become 

 Mandatory for the Entire Church. 
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionsobornoeresheniepoekaterinburg

skimostankamstanetobyazatelnymdlyavseytser.html.
20.02.2022a. The Church Prays that the Conflict between Russia and the West will 

be Resolved Peacefully.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilariontserkovmolitsyachtobykonflikt

rossiiizapadareshilsyamirnymputem.html.

https://hilarion.ru/social/o-goneniyakh-na-khristian-afriki-rasskazali-na-press-konferentsii-v-moskve.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/o-goneniyakh-na-khristian-afriki-rasskazali-na-press-konferentsii-v-moskve.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-vynuzhdena-sozdavat-svoi-prikhody-na-afrikanskom-kontinente.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-vynuzhdena-sozdavat-svoi-prikhody-na-afrikanskom-kontinente.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-propaganda-protivoestestvennogo-obraza-zhizni-eto-bolshaya-tragediya-zapadnogo-ob.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-propaganda-protivoestestvennogo-obraza-zhizni-eto-bolshaya-tragediya-zapadnogo-ob.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mezhpravoslavnye-konsultatsii-po-obraztsu-ammanskogo-soveshchaniya-neobkhodimy-uveren-mitropolit-ila.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mezhpravoslavnye-konsultatsii-po-obraztsu-ammanskogo-soveshchaniya-neobkhodimy-uveren-mitropolit-ila.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/perspektivy-razvitiya-palomnichestva-obsudili-na-pravoslavno-katolicheskoy-konferentsii-v-parizhe.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/perspektivy-razvitiya-palomnichestva-obsudili-na-pravoslavno-katolicheskoy-konferentsii-v-parizhe.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/sostoyalas-vstrecha-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-s-kardinalom-kurtom-kokhom.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/sostoyalas-vstrecha-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-s-kardinalom-kurtom-kokhom.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-bibleyskie-zapovedi-ne-mogut-byt-izmeneny-pravilami-politkorrektnosti.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-bibleyskie-zapovedi-ne-mogut-byt-izmeneny-pravilami-politkorrektnosti.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-podgotovka-vsepravoslavnogo-sobora-dolzhna-uchityvat-realnye-nuzhdy-i-interesy-ts.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-podgotovka-vsepravoslavnogo-sobora-dolzhna-uchityvat-realnye-nuzhdy-i-interesy-ts.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-volokolamskiy-ilarion-vstretilsya-s-episkopom-shartrskim-filippom-khristori.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-volokolamskiy-ilarion-vstretilsya-s-episkopom-shartrskim-filippom-khristori.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-sobornoe-reshenie-po-ekaterinburgskim-ostankam-stanet-obyazatelnym-dlya-vsey-tser.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-sobornoe-reshenie-po-ekaterinburgskim-ostankam-stanet-obyazatelnym-dlya-vsey-tser.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-molitsya-chtoby-konflikt-rossii-i-zapada-reshilsya-mirnym-putem.html
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20.02.2022b. DECR Chairman Met with His Beatitude Patriarch Theophilos III of 
Jerusalem.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/predsedatelovtssvstretilsyasblazhenneyshimpatri
arkhomierusalimskimfeofilomiii.html. 

21.02.2022. Metropolitan Hilarion Urged to Protect Russians from Propaganda of 
Western “Values”.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionprizvalzashchititrossiyanotprop
agandyzapadnykhtsennostey.html.

23.02.2022. The Russian Church Cherishes Divine Service in the Form in which it 
Inherited it from its Ancestors.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionrusskayatserkovdorozhitbogoslu
zheniemvtomvidevkakomunasledovalaegootp.html.

26.02.2022. Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk’s Interview to Orthodoxie.com.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/intervyumitropolitavolokolamskogoilarionaizdaniyu

orthodoxiecom.html.
03.03.2022. DECR Chairman Presented the Patriarchal Award to Deputy Foreign 

Minister of Russia M. L. Bogdanov. 
 https://hilarion.ru/social/predsedatelovtssvruchilzamestitelyuglavymid

rossiimlbogdanovupatriarshuyunagradu.html. 
09.03.2022. At the Meeting of the Scientific Lecture Hall “Krapivensky 4” the Role of 

the Russian Orthodox Church in the International Arena was Discussed.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/nazasedaniinauchnogolektoriyakrapivenskiy4ob

sudilirolrusskoypravoslavnoytserkvinamezhdun.html. 
14.03.2022a. The Unity that Began from the Common Baptismal font of St. Vladimir 

cannot be Destroyed
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionnachavsheesyaotobshcheykresh

chalnoykupelisvyatogovladimiraedinstvonevozmo.html. 
14.03.2022b. Sooner or Later the Church will Find Ways to Heal the Ukrainian Schism.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionransheilipozzhetserkovnaydet

sposobydlyaistseleniyaukrainskogoraskola.html.
14.03.2022c. His Holiness Patriarch Kirill’s Contribution to Strengthening Inter

Orthodox Unity Against the Backdrop of the Invasion of Ukraine by the Patriar
chate of Constantinople (report by Metropolitan Hilarion).

 http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/.
15.03.2022. His Holiness Patriarch Kirill’s Contribution to Strengthening Inter

Orthodox Unity against the Backdrop of the Invasion of Ukraine by the Patriar
chate of Constantinople.

 http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/.
21.03.2022. The Figure of Rasputin was Extremely Controversial.
 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionfigurarasputinabylachrezvy

chaynoprotivorechivoy.html.

https://hilarion.ru/social/predsedatel-ovtss-vstretilsya-s-blazhenneyshim-patriarkhom-ierusalimskim-feofilom-iii.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/predsedatel-ovtss-vstretilsya-s-blazhenneyshim-patriarkhom-ierusalimskim-feofilom-iii.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-prizval-zashchitit-rossiyan-ot-propagandy-zapadnykh-tsennostey.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-prizval-zashchitit-rossiyan-ot-propagandy-zapadnykh-tsennostey.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-dorozhit-bogosluzheniem-v-tom-vide-v-kakom-unasledovala-ego-ot-p.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-russkaya-tserkov-dorozhit-bogosluzheniem-v-tom-vide-v-kakom-unasledovala-ego-ot-p.html
http://Orthodoxie.com
https://hilarion.ru/social/intervyu-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-izdaniyu-orthodoxie-com.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/intervyu-mitropolita-volokolamskogo-ilariona-izdaniyu-orthodoxie-com.html
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https://hilarion.ru/social/na-zasedanii-nauchnogo-lektoriya-krapivenskiy-4-obsudili-rol-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-na-mezhdun.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/na-zasedanii-nauchnogo-lektoriya-krapivenskiy-4-obsudili-rol-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-na-mezhdun.html
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https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-ranshe-ili-pozzhe-tserkov-naydet-sposoby-dlya-istseleniya-ukrainskogo-raskola.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-ranshe-ili-pozzhe-tserkov-naydet-sposoby-dlya-istseleniya-ukrainskogo-raskola.html
http://mospat.ru/ru/news/89080/
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https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-figura-rasputina-byla-chrezvychayno-protivorechivoy.html


ALAR KILP172

27.03.2022. It is Important that Representatives of the Largest Christian Churches 
Communicate with Each Other at this Critical Moment.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionvazhnochtobypredstavitelikrup
neyshikhkhristianskikhtserkveyobshchalismezhd.html.

01.05.2022. The Church is Called to Unite People Regardless of their Political 
 Orientation.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilariontserkovprizvanaobedinyatlyudey
vnezavisimostiotikhpoliticheskoyorientatsi.html.

08.05.2022. The Church is Doing a Great Job to Help the Victims of the Confronta
tion in Ukraine. 

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilariontserkovprovoditogromnuyu
rabotupopomoshchipostradavshimotprotivostoyaniya.html.

09.05.2022. Metropolitan Hilarion Spoke about the Work Carried out by the Church 
in the Context of the Political Confrontation in Ukraine. 

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolithilarionrasskazalorabotekotoruyuvedet
tserkovvusloviyakhpoliticheskogoprotivostoya.html.

22.05.2022. In the Relations Between the Russian Orthodox Church and the Roman 
Catholic Church, We Must go Through this Difficult Period.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionvovzaimootnosheniyakhmezhdu
russkoypravoslavnoytserkovyuirimskokatolichesk.html.

28.05.2022. We have Supported and will Continue to Support the Unity of Our 
Church.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionmypodderzhivaliibudemdalshe
podderzhivatedinstvonasheytserkvi.html.

29.05.2022a. The Macedonian Orthodox Church cannot be Put on the Same Level 
with the Ukrainian Schismatics. 

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionmakedonskuyupravoslavnuyu
tserkovnelzyastavitnaodnudoskusukrainskimirask.html.

29.05.2022b. What is Happening in the Ukrainian Orthodox Church Should be 
Understood in the Context of the Unprecedented Pressure Exerted on it.

 https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolitilarionproiskhodyashcheevukrainskoy
pravoslavnoytserkvisleduetponimatvkonteksteo.html.

https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vazhno-chtoby-predstaviteli-krupneyshikh-khristianskikh-tserkvey-obshchalis-mezhd.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vazhno-chtoby-predstaviteli-krupneyshikh-khristianskikh-tserkvey-obshchalis-mezhd.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-prizvana-obedinyat-lyudey-vne-zavisimosti-ot-ikh-politicheskoy-orientatsi.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-prizvana-obedinyat-lyudey-vne-zavisimosti-ot-ikh-politicheskoy-orientatsi.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-provodit-ogromnuyu-rabotu-po-pomoshchi-postradavshim-ot-protivostoyaniya-.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-tserkov-provodit-ogromnuyu-rabotu-po-pomoshchi-postradavshim-ot-protivostoyaniya-.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-hilarion-rasskazal-o-rabote-kotoruyu-vedet-tserkov-v-usloviyakh-politicheskogo-protivostoya.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-hilarion-rasskazal-o-rabote-kotoruyu-vedet-tserkov-v-usloviyakh-politicheskogo-protivostoya.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vo-vzaimootnosheniyakh-mezhdu-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkovyu-i-rimsko-katolichesk.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-vo-vzaimootnosheniyakh-mezhdu-russkoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkovyu-i-rimsko-katolichesk.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-my-podderzhivali-i-budem-dalshe-podderzhivat-edinstvo-nashey-tserkvi.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-my-podderzhivali-i-budem-dalshe-podderzhivat-edinstvo-nashey-tserkvi.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-makedonskuyu-pravoslavnuyu-tserkov-nelzya-stavit-na-odnu-dosku-s-ukrainskimi-rask.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-makedonskuyu-pravoslavnuyu-tserkov-nelzya-stavit-na-odnu-dosku-s-ukrainskimi-rask.html
https://hilarion.ru/social/mitropolit-ilarion-proiskhodyashchee-v-ukrainskoy-pravoslavnoy-tserkvi-sleduet-ponimat-v-kontekste-o.html
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FOCAL POINTS OF UKRAINIAN HISTORY

Igor Kopõtin

“We, ourselves, wish to determine and design our history. 
Peacefully. Calmly. Truthfully.”

President Volodymyr Zelenskyy speech to the 
 people of Ukraine and Russia, 24 February 20221.

Abstract. Based on the broad Ukrainian historiography, this article2 examines the 
key points of Ukrainian history. As known, Vladimir Putin, the Russian dictator, 
used his own interpretation of Ukrainian history to justify the Russian military 
aggression on 24 February 2022. Within an ideological framework, the focal points 
of Ukrainian history detectable in Putin’s speech and the general Russian history 
 narrative may even make sense. What are the focal points of Ukrainian history that 
make  determining the historical discourse of the nation state of Ukraine so compli
cated and have paved the way for repeated encounters with Russia?

Keywords: history of Ukraine, Kremlin propaganda, RussoUkrainian War, inter
pretation of history, casus belli

1. Introduction

Ukraine became the centre of global attention in 2014, in relation to the 
aggression of Russia. The armed conflict between Ukraine and Russia has 
recently become subject to a number of analyses and publications. The dis
pute between different interpretations of Ukrainian history has become a true 
battlefield where the Russian Federation is constantly forcing its chauvinistic 
historical discourse: Vladimir Putin, the Russian dictator, used his own inter
pretation of Ukrainian history to justify the Russian military aggression3.

1  Зеленский обратился к гражданам России. – Украинская Правда, 24.02.2022. – 
https://www.pravda.com.ua/rus/news/2022/02/24/7325217/ (26.04.2022).
2  This article is a modified and complemented version of an earlier publication: Kopõtin, I. 
2022. Me tahame ise määrata ja kujundada oma ajalugu. Rahumeelselt. Rahulikult. Ausalt. – 
Horisont, nr 2, lk 8–15.
3  Обращение Президента Российской Федерации от 21 февраля 2022 г. http://
kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67828 (26.04.2022).

Sõjateadlane (Estonian Journal of Military Studies), Volume 20, 2022, pp. 175–199.  
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/

https://www.pravda.com.ua/rus/news/2022/02/24/7325217/
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67828
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67828
https://www.kvak.ee/sojateadlane/
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To be fair, the complexity of Ukrainian history provides more than enough 
opportunities for different interpretations. What are the focal points of 
 Ukrainian history that make determining the historical discourse of the nation 
state of Ukraine so complicated and have paved the way for repeated encoun
ters with Russia? By subjecting Ukrainian history to arbitrary generali sation, 
we can pinpoint several focal points, mainly from the first half of the 20th cen
tury. The following article is an attempt to discuss some of these focal points.

2. Kievan Rus’

The issue of ethnogenesis can be named as the first focal point because it 
suggests that the people of Russia and Ukraine share the same ancestors4. 
 Historians and politicians alike agree that the medieval statelike establish
ment of Kievan Rus’ is the origin of contemporary Russia as well as Ukraine5. 
The Mongol invasion of the 13th century was the beginning of the deteriora
tion for Kievan Rus’; several principalities emerged in its place, two of which 
took on a dominating role: the Kingdom of GaliciaVolhynia on the terri
tory of con temporary Western Ukraine, oriented toward Catholic Poland, 
and the principality of VladimirSuzdal on the territory of contemporary 
 Russia, invaded by the Mongols6. The Grand Duchy of Moscow only emerged 
in the 15th century during the reign of Ivan III of Russia began conclusive 
military campaigns against the Mongols and gradually conquered all other 
Russian princi palities. Moscow started to expand in all directions on land 
and continued to do so during the reign of Ivan IV (Ivan the  Terrible); essen
tially, the expansion lasted until the beginning of World War I in 1914. In the 
 Russian official historical narrative, this stage of expansion and colo nisation 
are called “gathering of the Russian lands”7. For  contemporary  Russia, Kyiv 

4  To some extent, this issue can be associated with the ethnogenesis theory by Lev Gumilev: 
Gumilev, L. 1990. Ethnogenesis and the biosphere. Moscow: Progress.
5  Екельчик, С. 2010. История Украины. Становление современной нации. Киев: 
Издательство “К.И.С.”, c. 29–40. [Екельчик 2010]
6  Русіна О.В. Татарська й литовська доба в історії України. – Литвин, В. М. (ред.). 2008. 
Політична система для України: історичний досвід і виклики сучасності. Київ: НікаЦентр, 
Національна Академія Наук України. Інститут Історії України, c. 57–62. [Литвин 2008]
7  The term was first coined by historian Sergei Solovyov in a historiography of Russian his
tory of the 19th century. In actuality, the term is used to justify the expansion of the Grand 
Duchy of Moscow and later the Russian Federation. Соловьев, С. М. 1896. История России 
с древнейших времен. Т. 1. С.Петербург: Общественная Польза.
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as the “Mother of Rus’ Cities” connotes the principial  underlying myth 
about the creation of Russia, which is why Russia is so reluctant to give up 
 control over Ukraine. Ukraine, on the other hand, emphasises the inde  pen
dent development of Ukrainians separate from the Russians of  Moscow. This 
approach relies on the concept of “Ukrainian Rus” by Mykhailo  Hrushevsky, 
a renowned Ukrainian historian, politician, and professor at Lviv Uni
versity, which he developed in an attempt to prove that the ethnogenesis of 
 Ukrainians has been independent since the first millennium AD.  Hrushevsky 
con sidered  Ukrainian nationhood to be the successor of Kievan Rus’ and 
strongly  criticised the “gathering of the  Russian lands”8.

3. The Cossack Hetmanate

The next important focal point in Ukrainian history is the emergence of the 
Zaporizhian Host. At the end of the 14th century, after Galicia and most of 
the territory of contemporary Western Ukraine had been annexed by the 
Kingdom of Poland, peasants who sought freedom escaped from Polonising 
and servitude to what was then the border of Poland, i.e., the East coast of 
the Dnieper river, and formed by the 17th century the republic of Cossacks 
(known as the Cossack Hetmanate). Poland initially accepted it and deployed 
the Cossacks to guard the border from Muscovites and Turks, which is the 
reason why the territory was named borderland, or Ukraine. Over time, how
ever, the Kingdom of Poland attempted to Polonise the free Cossacks and 
restrict their autonomy, which ultimately led to an armed encounter between 
the Poles and the Cossacks9.

In order to get some help in a fight against the Poles, Bohdan  Khmelnytsky, 
head of state of the Cossack Hetmanate, approached the Tsar of Russia. The 
document signed in 1654, known as the Treaty of Pereiaslav, is viewed in 
the historical discourse of contemporary Russia as (re)merging the people of 
Russia and Ukraine, and an obligation of “Great Russians” to protect “Little 
Russians” from Western influence; the same idea is visible in justifications 

8  Грушевский, М. 1987. Обычная схема “русской” истории и вопрос рационального 
упорядочения истории восточного славянства. – Форум: Общественнополитический 
журнал, вып. 17. Мюнхен: Сучасність, c. 162–171. http://likbez.org.ua/hrushevsky_east_
slavs.html (11.05.2022).
9  Литвин 2008, с. 271–272; Насонов, А. Н.; Черепнин, Л. В.; Зимин, А. А. (ред.) 1955. 
Очерки истории СССР. Конец XV в. – начало XVII в. Москва: Издательство Академии 
Наук СССР, c. 722–723, 726.

http://likbez.org.ua/hrushevsky_east_slavs.html
http://likbez.org.ua/hrushevsky_east_slavs.html
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for the current aggression. The RussoPolish War (1654–1667) ended in 1667 
with the Truce of Andrusovo, as a result of which Eastern Ukraine was trans
ferred to Russia and Western Ukraine to Poland. Russians started to call the 
territory of Eastern Ukraine Little Russia. During the Great Northern War, 
after Ivan Mazepa sided with King Charles XII of Sweden, the Russian Tsar 
Peter I started to restrict its autonomy and made it a governorate of Kiev10. 
The actions of Hetman Mazepa are interpreted in Russian historiography as 
a betrayal and strongly criticised.

About a hundred years after the “remerging”, the Russian Empress 
 Catherine II decided to dismiss the Cossack forces of Zaporizhzhia and 
 dissolve their autonomy. The Russians accomplished what the Poles could 
not. It was somewhat easier for the Cossacks to reach an agreement with 
the Russians because they were both of the Orthodox religion. Nevertheless, 
 Moscow suppressed the Ukrainians, but unlike the Poles they used wit rather 
than force11.

4. National revival

The national revival period of 19th century Europe also impacted Russia and 
Ukraine. It was a time when people started founding culture asso ciations, 
 literary societies, Ukrainian language societies, etc. Unlike the Baltic  provinces 
and Poland, the imperial government of the Russian Empire was initially not 
planning to Russify the Ukrainians because, according to the Russian national 
ideology of the time, the Russian nation was composed of the trinity of Great 
Russia, Little Russia, and Belarus. The Ukrainian language was, therefore, 
considered to be a Southern dialect of the Russian language. Nevertheless, 
national revival in Ukrainian governorates was suppressed by the rulers 
of the Russian Empire: Emperor Alexander II, known among the Russian 
people as a liberal who ended servitude and conducted  extensive reforms to 
modernise the Empire and society, did not display the same  nobility when 

10  Баранович, А. Н. и др. (ред.). 1956. Очерки истории СССР. Период феодализма. 
 Россия во второй половине XVIII в. Москва: Издательство Академии Наук СССР, 
с. 577. [Баранович 1956]; Павлов, В. 2016. Історія Українського війська. Харьків: Клуб 
 сімейного дозвілля, c. 206–207. [Павлов 2016]
11  Баранович 1956, c. 582–583; Якубова, Л. 2012. Українські землі в складі Російської та 
АвстроУгорської імперій. – Литвин, В. М. (ред.). 2012. Націонаьне питання в Україні – 
початку ст.: історичні нариси. Київ: НікаЦентр, Національна Академія Наук України. 
Інститут Історії України, c. 18–19; Литвин 2008, c. 294–298.
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it came to the Ukrainians. He issued the socalled Ems Ukaz in 1876 to ban 
the use of the Ukrainian language in print. It is noteworthy that, over several 
decades,  Russian was the main language used in the towns of the Ukrainian 
governorate and the Ukrainian language was primarily spoken in rural areas. 
 Ukrainian standard language was developed in the territory of the  Russian 
Empire only due to the enthusiasm of some professors at the  University of 
Kyiv and associations of Ukrainian scholars, the socalled  hromadas that 
had emerged in several towns. The policy of the Emperors regarding the 
 Ukrainians and the Ukrainian language in the Baltic governorates of  Russia 
during the reign of Alexander III and the Russification that took place in 
Poland were different in the sense that Ukrainians were considered to be part 
of the Russian nation. This was, simultaneously, a simplifying and a compli
cating factor. Since they belonged to the Russian nation, it was not necessary 
to Russify the Ukrainians but, on the other hand, all independent thinking 
and development of Ukrainian standard language was perceived as an attempt 
to destroy the “holy trinity” of the Russian nation12.

At the time when the Ukrainian language and culture were suppressed 
in the Ukrainian governorates, the national revival of Ukraine gained more 
momentum in the Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria which was part of the 
AustroHungarian Empire. They began developing the Ukrainian  language, 
history, and culture in the University of Lemberg (Lviv), among other places. 
The process of Ukrainian national revival was more liberated in the  Austro 
Hungarian Empire because it allowed national minorities to develop educa
tion in their native language in return for fidelity to the Emperor. Never
theless, there was a devoted movement of Russophiles in Galicia whose 
 representatives claimed that the Austrian rulers were oppressing the 
 Ukrainians. This was their reason for supporting the PanSlavistic expansion 
of the Russian Empire against AustroHungary. The Ukrainian community 
also had strong conflicts with the Polish people of Galicia because, while the 
Polish were mostly noblemen and city residents, the Ukrainians were more 
rural residents13.

In any case, this national revival contributed to the formation of the 
Ukrainian nation because the Ruthenians of AustroHungary and Little 
 Russians were slowly becoming Ukrainians. Therefore, the Western,  Eastern, 
Northern, and Southern areas of Ukraine historically developed under 

12  Екельчик 2010, c. 68.
13  Екельчик 2010, c. 71–79; Литвин 2008, c. 339–347.
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 dif ferent regional influences, mostly AustroHungary, Poland and Russia, 
and to some extent Turkey. As perceived in the past and today, the  Ukrainian 
 standard language and culture was primarily developed on Russian terri
tory under the influence of the West—mainly AustroHungary—which was 
 perceived as an attempt to undermine Russian power in Ukraine.

5. World War I and the Ukrainian War of Independence

World War I shook the old world and in 1914 its outcomes could not yet be 
predicted. The Ukrainian territory, mainly Galicia, became a battlefield for 
the combatants, causing great harm to Ukrainian residents and the economy. 
On the other hand, the events of World War I turned out to be a catalyst in 
the development of the contemporary Ukrainian nation. The most impor
tant event of that period was the Russian February Revolution of 1917 that 
opened up new perspectives to the minority nations of the Empire, including 
 Ukrainians who were starting to fight for their rights increasingly harder. It 
was also the beginning of an event now known in Ukrainian national historio
graphy as the Ukrainian War of Independence (1917–1921) that turned out 
to be one of the most important stages of development for the Ukrainian 
state and nation. It was essentially a civil war, strongly intertwined with the 
concomitant Russian Civil War and events happening in other European 
 countries.

Ukrainians were among the first to reorganise pursuant to the  principle 
of ethnicity. While the Revolution in Russia gave grounds for formatting 
the dual power of the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet 
of  Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, Ukraine complemented these with the 
 Central  Council of Ukraine (Central Rada) that was established in Kyiv in 
March of 1917 and whose power the Provisional Government initially refused 
to recognise. The Central Council included a representation of almost every 
 Ukrainian party and social group. Essentially, it represented the entire  people’s 
parliament of Ukraine so that even central governments were finally forced 
to recognise its power. Nevertheless, there was an element of  insecurity about 
the Central Council of Ukraine and they ran late in declaring autonomy and 
independence; an independent Ukrainian National  Republic (UNR) was not 
declared until 22 January 1918 when the war between Soviet  Russia and the 
Central Council of Ukraine broke loose and the Central  Powers  threatened 
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to invade the entire Ukraine. It is noteworthy that the Third Universal14 
of the National Council of Ukraine declared the UNR as a composition of 
nine governorates— Kyiv, Podolia, Volhynia, Chernihiv, Poltava, Kharkiov, 
 Ekaterinoslav, Kherson, and Taurida—but did not include the Crimean 
 Peninsula. The destiny of the governorates of Kursk, Kholm, and  Voronezh, 
today in the composition of Russia, was left to be settled in the future. 
 Interestingly enough, at the Paris Peace Conference, the delegation of UNR 
also demanded ownership of Krasnodar.

The fact that an incredibly large number of Ukrainians were forced to fight 
on the fronts of World War I, approximately 3.5 to 4.5 million Ukrainians 
among the Russian troops and 250,000 to 300,000 Ukrainians in the Austro
Hungarian army15 also played an important part in the revolution. While 
Ukrainian volunteers formed a military unit in the AustroHungarian army 
as early as 191416, Ukrainian national units could be formed in the Russian 
army solely as a result of the February Revolution.

One noteworthy process is the Ukrainisation of Russian troops in 1917, 
during which entire units of the Russian army were submitted to the  Central 
Council of Ukraine, although this mainly concerned the Romanian and 
southwest front. Many Russian servicemen accepted Ukrainisation to try to 
postpone being sent to the front; it had nothing to do with them wanting 
to protect the interests of Ukraine or, more precisely, the Central Council 
of Ukraine. The spirits of mobilised soldiers were influenced by the propa
ganda of revolutionary parties and the general exhaustion of war, which is 
why the Ukrainised units tended rapidly to lose combat capabilities17. As a 
result, when the Red Guards of the Bolsheviks attacked Kyiv in January 1918, 
the only people to defend the city were a group of nationalistic students. They 

14  The Third Universal is a statepolitical act, universal of the Central Council of Ukraine, 
proclaiming the formation of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. Accepted 20 November 1917 in 
Kyiv. Overall, during the period of the Ukrainian revolution 1917–1918, the National Council 
of Ukraine issued four universals. The complete independence of Russia was proclaimed by the 
National Council of Ukraine by the Fourth Universal on 22 January 1918.
15  Реєнт, О. (pед.) 2013. Велика війна 1914–1918 рр. і Україна. Київ: Кліо, c. 11–13.
16  Read more about the Ukrainian national unit in the AustroHungarian army:  Martsenjuk, R. 
2018. Ukraina Sitši küttide leegion (1914–1918). Eesti sõjaajaloo aastaraamat, nr 8, lk 56–84.
17  For more on Ukrainisation in the Russian army see Kopõtin, I. 2020. Rahvuse kool. Eesti 
rahvusarmee ja vähemusrahvused aastatel 1918–1940. Tartu: Rahvusarhiiv, lk 63–67. [Kopõtin 
2020] Also available in Estonian: Rukkas, A. 2018. Ukraina rahvusväeosade loomine Vene 
armees 1917. aastal. – Eesti sõjaajaloo aastaraamat, nr 8, lk 110–129.
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were all killed in the Battle of Kruty on 29 January 191818. Today,  Ukrainians 
consider the defenders of Kruty to be heroes. This is somewhat similar to 
the beginning of the Estonian War of Independence when young students 
stepped up to defend Estonia. However, unlike Estonia, the Central Council 
of Ukraine did not have a specially prepared group of professional servicemen 
that would outnumber the idealistic nationalistic students.

6. The battlefield of the Russian Civil War

The troops of Germany and AustroHungary which invaded Ukraine in 
February 1918 saw the territory mostly as a source of commodities. Since 
the Central Council of Ukraine had failed to exercise executive power and 
guarantee the transport of commodities, the occupying forces organised an 
insurgency that put Hetman Pavlo Skoropadskyi into power19. The historio
graphy of Russia and the Soviet Union portrays Skoropadskyi as a puppet 
of the Germans, but in actuality he successfully developed Ukrainian diplo
matic relations with neutral countries and supported the Ukrainian national 
 culture20. However, it appears that Skoropadskyi saw the future of Ukraine as 
an autonomous unit within the future Russian Federation and tried to restore 
imperial living arrangements in Ukraine. A number of retrogressive Russian 
monarchist officers who were unwilling to fight for the national interests of 
Ukraine21 found service in the armed forces of the hetman Derzhava22.

Skoropadskyi had until then relied on German bayonets but after  Germany 
lost in World War I he failed to maintain power and his army quickly disinte
grated. Ukraine became a battlefield in an encounter between the Directorate 

18  Павлов 2016, c. 304; Тинченко, Я. 2010. Війська Центральної Ради. Березень 1917 – 
квітень 1918. Темпора: Київ, c. 15
19  Пиріг, Р. 2011. Українська Гетманська держава 1918 року. Історичні нариси. Київ: 
Інститут історії України НАН України, c. 67–84
20  Грицкевич, А. П. 2011. Борьба за Украину 1917–1921. Минск: Современная школа, 
p. 118. [Грицкевич 2011] See more: Дацків, І. 2011. Дипломатична діяльність гетьманату 
П. Скоропадського із державними утвореннями на руїнах Російської їмперїї. – Проб
леми вивчення історії Української революції 1917–1921 рр. Bипуск 6, c. 273–294.
21  Тинченко, Я. 2014. Армія Української держави, травень – грудень 1918 року. Київ: 
Темпора, c. 44, 63
22  The official name of Ukraine during the reign of Skoropadskyi was the Ukrainian Derzhava 
(Українська Держава). Derzhava means ‘country’ in Ukrainian. In Russian, it means a sover
eign independent country. This is a manifestation of the shared roots from the Kyiv Rus’.
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(a state committee of the Ukrainian National Republic), the Red Army, and 
the Volunteer Army of the Russian White Movement who had penetrated 
Ukraine from the Don Republic23. Out of the three combating parties, the 
Directorate was the one to represent the interests of UNR.

Even though the Central Council of Ukraine had elected Mykhailo 
 Hrushevsky, a renowned Ukrainian historian and politician, as the  president of 
UNR, the Directorate was led by leftwing politician  Volodymyr  Vynnychenko 
who decided against forming a regular army in favour of  militia, meaning the 
police. A similar idea was discussed among Estonian politicians during and 
after the Estonian War of Independence. As a result of Vynnychenko’s deci
sion, the defenders of the Ukrainian National Republic were unable to hold 
Kyiv and the city was seized by the Red Army. In 1919, control over the city 
was passed back and forth between the Reds and the Whites. This military 
misfortune of UNR entailed the resignation of Vynnychenko. His position 
was obtained by Symon Petliura. Although Petliura was also a leftwing politi
cian, he essentially established himself as a dictator24.

One important event in the history of the Ukrainian War of Inde pendence 
happened on 22 January 1919: The signing of the Unification Act, or Akt 
Zluky, to officially unite the Ukrainian National Republic and the West 
Ukrainian People’s Republic, a polity on the territory of AustroHungary 
 proclaimed at the end of 1918, establishing a unified Ukrainian People’s 
Republic25. However, there was a serious contradiction between the unified 
Republics. While the West Ukrainian People’s Republic saw the Poles as an 
enemy and the Russians more as an ally, it was the other way around for UNR: 
the Poles were allies and the Russian Reds and Whites were enemies.

In June of 1919, the Polish army began an attack and managed to force 
the army of the West Ukrainian People’s Republic to recede behind the 

23  The Don Republic was an independent, selfproclaimed, antiBolshevik republic formed by 
the Armed Forces of South Russia in the territory of Don Cossacks. The Don Republic existed 
during the Russian Civil War from 1918 to 1920.
24  Екельчик 2010, c. 119–120. Павлов 2016, c. 299–301, 313–314, 319.
25  Even though the two Republics unified, they still carried on under separate names. After 
unification the West Ukrainian People’s Republic (WUPR) officially became the Western 
Oblast of the Ukrainian People’s Republic (WOUPR). Petrushevych, president of WUPR, 
became a member of the UNR Directorate on 12 March 1919. In the summer of 1919 the 
 territory of WUPR was occupied by Polish, Czechoslovakian, and Romanian armies, and in 
1919 Petrushevych denounced Akt Zluky. Despite the Unification Act, the name WUPR was 
still used because, in essence, the two Republics never integrated.
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Zbruch River, a former border of Austria and Russia26. Additionally, the West 
 Ukrainian army was seriously weakened by typhus, and as a result of these 
changed circumstances the West Ukrainian army initially joined with the 
Russian Whites and then the Red Army. From their perspective, the  Galicians 
were foreigners because they had been AustroHungarian citizens before 
WWI27.

The army of the Ukrainian National Republic that only controlled a small 
proportion of the territory of contemporary Ukraine was also in a difficult 
situation. Unlike the West Ukrainian People’s Republic, Petliura entered into a 
military agreement with Marshal Jozef Piłsudski, the Chief of State of Poland, 
but it was done at the expense of West Ukraine. As a result, Poland provided 
UNR with military aid and armament and UNR revoked its rights to West 
Ukraine. It is important to stress that the Ukrainian National Republic never 
controlled the entire territory of contemporary Ukraine. Its armed forces were 
never very successful and, in the end, they were forced to join the Polish army. 
On 2 December 1920, near the end of the PolishSoviet War, the UNR army 
was confined and disarmed28.

In 1919, the Ukrainian territory was nothing short of anarchistic. In addi
tion to the three combating parties (the Russian White Movement, the Red 
Army, and both Ukrainian Republics), the French landed in Odesa and the 
Romanians seized Bessarabia. Actual power over the territory was obtained 
by the socalled Greens, or local Atamans—an army of numerous armed 
 peasants. Nestor Makhno and Nikifor Grigoriev, the most renowned  Atamans, 
controlled extensive areas and tens of thousands of armed men. This was a 
way for peasants to defend their land and agricultural products but, from a 
wider perspective, such a formation was not sustainable. They successfully 
fought only in domestic areas and failed to achieve strategic success29.

The Red Army included a remarkably large number of Ukrainians. While 
in October 1918, their population in the Army was 50,000, in 1920 it had 
increased to 750,000, comprising 13% of the entire composition of the Red 

26  See more Дєдик, О. 2013. Чортківська офензива. Частина І. Львив: Астролябія.
27  Солдатенко, В. 2012. Гражданская война в Украине 1917.1920 гг. Москва: Новый 
 хронограф, c. 487–514.
28  Руккас, А. О. 2015. “Разом з польським військом”: Армія Української Народної 
Республіки 1920 р. Олег Філюк: Київ, c. 124. [Руккас 2015]
29  See more: Шубин, А. В. 2013. Махно и его время: о Великой революции и гражданской 
войне 1917–1922 гг. в России и на Украине. Москва: Российская академия наук, институт 
всеобщей истории, URSS, Либроком.
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Army. In other words, the Red Army contained 5–7 times more  Ukrainians 
than all other antiBolshevik Ukrainian armed forces combined. Much 
like today, regarding support for Kremlin ideology, the rule of Bolsheviks 
was most supported in Ukrainian Russianspeaking Eastern regions, e.g., 
 Donbas and Kharkiv. The first groups of Soviet Partisans were formed in the 
 Cher nihiv Governorate in November 1918. One of the most wellknown and 
stable Ukrainian national units in the Red Army during and after the Civil 
War was the Red Cossack Corps, formed from Ukrainian Central Council 
troops who had changed sides in Kharkiv30.

In 1920, Ukraine and Belarus became a battlefield for Poland and the Red 
Army in the PolishSoviet War (1919–1921). Soviet Russia wanted to destroy 
the Polish army and approach Germany, a country that seemed to be on the 
verge of civil war and anarchy, through Ukraine, Belarus, and Poland, with 
the purpose of encouraging global revolution. The Chief of State of Poland 
Jozef Piłsudski, on the other hand, intended to establish a federation to 
defend against Russian aggression. It was to be led by Poland and incorpo
rate Ukraine and Belarus and, ideally, Lithuania and the other Baltic States. 
Piłsudski’s  concept was called Intermarium and its purpose was to form a 
strong defence area between the West and the East, from the Black Sea to 
the Gulf of Finland of the Baltic Sea31. Initially, the Polish army was success
ful: they managed to capture Kyiv in tight cooperation with the UNR army 
in April 1920. The Red Army organised large forces to fight Poland because 
the primary troops of the Russian Whites had already been destroyed on the 
fronts of the Russian Civil War, except for Crimea. The Red Army conducted 
an assault at the end of May 1920, managed to seize Kyiv, and very quickly 
reached Warsaw where they suffered a devastating defeat from the Poles in 
August 192032.

In conclusion, the Ukrainian War of Independence played an important 
part in the history of the country because it resulted in the establishment of an 
independent Ukraine. Unlike the Baltic States, however, the Ukrainians were 
unable to militarily and politically validate and defend their country. In 1921, 
the territory of Ukraine was divided in two with the Treaty of Riga, assigning 
West Ukraine (in addition to Galicia and the Western part of the Volhynian 
Governorate) to Poland, and East Ukraine (including Kyiv) to Soviet Russia. 

30  Kopõtin, I. 2016. Punaarmee rahvusväeosad aastatel 1918–1922. – Sõjateadlane, nr 1, 
lk. 201–203.
31  Kopõtin 2020, lk 82.
32  Руккас 2015, c. 12–13, 28; Грицкевич 2011, c. 353–355.
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Interestingly enough, Soviet Ukraine and Soviet Belarus participated in the 
signing of the Treaty of Riga alongside Soviet Russia.

7. Ukrainian SSR: Korenizatsiya and Holodomor

In an attempt to justify the Russian military aggression in Ukraine, Putin 
has stressed the importance of the Soviet period in Ukrainian history. 
 Admittedly, this period does include some positive aspects. One was the 
 socalled  Korenizatsiya33 policy of 1923–1933. The Russian Communist Party 
came up with it as a measure to help gain the acceptance and support of 
national minorities for Soviet rule. In Ukraine, Korenizatsiya became known 
as another Ukrainisation. Ukrainianlanguage education was developed and 
speaking Ukrainian became a requirement for members of the Communist 
Party, while the lower ranks of the Party insisted on conducting administ rative 
proceedings in Ukrainian. As a result, the Ukrainian language, formerly used 
primarily in rural areas, was also starting to spread in cities. The  Ukrainian 
language was becoming increasingly more used in East Ukraine. For  example, 
Kharkiv, which was the capital of Soviet Ukraine, became acquainted with 
the Ukrainian language basically for the first time.  Ukrainian national units 
were established in the Red Army in the Kyiv military  district alongside a 
Ukrainianlanguage military school. Emigrated Ukrainian nationalists 
were also involved in Ukrainisation. For example, Hrushevsky, a  Ukrainian 
historian and revolutionary who was elected President of the Ukrainian 
National Republic in 1918 by the Central Council, decided to return to Soviet 
Ukraine. Culture and heavy industry also developed, fostering urbanisation 
and  societal modernisation. A construction of the deepest subway system in 
Europe began in Kyiv34.

At the beginning of the 1930s, Ukrainisation was put to a halt by order of 
Stalin. Hrushevsky “accidentally” died on an operating table, and outstanding 
Ukrainian cultural and societal figures suffered repression.  Collectivisation 
in Ukraine subjugated rural residents and provoked extensive famine; the 
 situation was most severe in the Kharkiv Oblast and the Luhansk Oblast. 
The Great Famine of 1932–1933, known as Holodomor, cost the lives of 

33  Korenizatsiya (Nativization) – the term originates from the Russian korenizatsiia, “indi
genization” or literally “putting down roots”. It was an early policy of the Soviet Union for the 
integration of nonRussian nationalities in the periphery.
34  Екельчик 2010, c. 129, 133–143.
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 approximately 3.5 million Ukrainians, which is why several contemporary 
Ukrainian politicians call it a genocide. It was important for Stalin to break 
the resistance of the Ukrainian peasants and subject them to central power35.

8. World War II and the Banderites

In World War II, Ukraine became a battlefield once again. Stalin and  Hitler 
had divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence with the Molotov 
Ribbentrop Pact. In September 1939, both parties tried to validate their 
sphere at the expense of the territory of Poland. On 17 September 1939, the 
Red Army started a “liberty expedition” to the Eastern regions of Poland “to 
protect the Ukrainians and Belarusians”. As a result of this invasion, the occu
pied regions of Poland were divided between Ukraine and Soviet Belarus, and 
Wilno (Vilnius) was assigned to Lithuania. Therefore, Soviet Ukraine gained 
possession of large areas of land, including Lviv, the biggest city in West 
Ukraine. On 26 June 1940, after France was forced to surrender to  Germany, 
the Soviet Union delivered an ultimatum to the Kingdom of Romania and 
demanded that it must give up Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina. Two days 
later, the Red Army penetrated these regions and Northern Bukovinia was 
assigned to the Ukrainian SSR.

In 1940, the allies who had signed the Pact had also developed mutual 
distrust and in December of 1940, the dictator of Germany, Adolf Hitler, 
gave a secret order to prepare the military to attack the Soviet Union. When 
 Germany invaded the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, the Germans were 
 initially greeted in many Ukrainian regions as liberators. The attitude of local 
residents was quickly turned around, however, primarily due to the strict 
occupation policy of the Germans.

Germany established Reichskommissariat Ukraine on Ukrainian terri
tory with an administrative centre in Rivne governed by Erich Koch (the 
 Reichskommissar), a devoted Nazi and racist. The occupation forces of the 
Nazi Party saw Ukrainians as a lesser race, which was their justification for 
 abusing local residents. In general, Ukraine was nothing more than a storage 
of commodities, whereas in addition to exporting raw materials the Nazis also 

35  Васильєв, В.; Верт, Н.; Кокін, С. 2013. Настрої та моделі поведінки партійнорадян
ських працівників УСРР (1932–1933 рр.). – Idem. 2013. Партійнорадянське керівни
цтво УСРР під час Голодомору 1932–1933 рр. Вожді. Працівники. Активісти. Збірник 
документоів та матеріалів. Київ: Національна академія наук України; Інститут історії 
України, c. 10–29; Екельчик 2010, c. 162–164.
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forcibly exported human labour to the Reich. In order to take full  advantage 
of Ukrainian resources, the Nazis maintained kolkhozes in Ukraine that 
 simplified the use of peasant labour for the rulers36. This extensive repression 
on Ukrainian territory by German occupying powers included crimes against 
humanity: for example, up to 150,000 Jews, Romanis, Ukrainian nationalists, 
and Soviet prisoners of war were shot in Babi Yar37.

Local people started to resist the occupiers. One of the most  powerful 
resistance movements was the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN), formed in the 1920s in West Ukraine, a territory belonging to Poland 
at the time, where members of the Organisation would conduct terrorist 
attacks against the Polish authorities. Ukrainian resistance against the Polish 
 authorities was so strong that in 1930 Poland responded with a police and 
military operation called Pacification. The League of Nations, a predecessor 
of the United Nations, condemned this operation that cost countless human 
lives38. In 1938, when the Soviet special services killed Yevhen Konovalets, 
the leader of the Organisation, his position was assumed by Andriy Melnyk. 
Stepan  Bandera had been sentenced to death by the Polish justice system 
for his  terrorist activities in 1936 but the death penalty was replaced with 
 imprisonment.

After Poland was divided between Germany and the Soviet Union in 1939, 
and the Red Army also managed to conquer the Western regions of Ukraine, 
Bandera was released from the Polish prison. He somehow managed to avoid 
repression by the Soviet Union and hide out in occupied lands. Melnyk and 
Bandera had very different views on the strategy of the Ukrainian fight for 
freedom. While Bandera believed that they should only rely on  Ukrainian 
forces and resist all occupants, Melnyk preferred to cooperate with the 
 Germans. This discord triggered the division of the OUN into two: OUNB 
and OUNM, derived from the initial of their leaders’ names39.

In cooperation with the Germans, Ukrainian nationalists formed two 
special units the size of a battalion that entered the Soviet Union with the 
purpose of creating a diversion precisely before the German Army invaded 

36  Meiser, H. 2010. Deutschlands Abwehrkampf gegen den Bolschewismus 1918–1943. 
 Tübingen: Grabert, S. 215–227.
37  Екельчик 2010, c. 207.
38  Kopõtin 2020, p. 93.
39  Патриляк, І. 2015. Перемога або смерть. Український визвольний рух у 1939–1960 
роках. Харків: Центр досліджень визвольного руху, c. 34–35. [Патриляк 2015]
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the Soviet Union on 22 June 194140. On 30 June 1941, after the Red Army 
was forced to withdraw from Lviv, the Organisation of Ukrainian Nation
alists declared an independent Ukrainian People’s Republic. The Germans, 
however, had a negative reaction: they prohibited OUN’s operations, arrested 
Stepan  Bandera and sent him to a concentration camp. Nevertheless, his fol
lowers, the  Banderites, formed the Ukrainian Insurgent Army ( abbreviated 
UPA) that mostly operated underground in West Ukrainian forests and 
towns. One of the most influential leaders of OUN was Roman Shukhevych 
who became leader in 1944; he had been imprisoned by the Polish authorities 
before World War II alongside Bandera. The operation of UPA was some
what complicated by the division of Ukrainian nationalists because OUNM 
had also started to form armed partisan units in addition to the UPA of the 
Banderites and Polissian Sich, or the Ukrainian People’s Revolutionary Army, 
led by Taras BulbaBorovets, another influential figure in prewar OUN41. 
In essence, UPA was an army of partisans which established bases with the 
help of local supporters; nevertheless, it caused significant damage to German 
occupation forces. After the Red Army “liberated” Ukraine in 1944, the UPA 
focused its operations against the Red Army.

In general, UPA resembled the Estonian Forest Brothers, although it had 
a larger number of members (up to 200,000 active partisans plus their sup
porters, in total approximately half a million people) and operated with larger 
tactical units. The largest units had formed divisions that made up territorial 
military districts42. Another aspect that played a role in the history of UPA was 
ethnicity. Although UPA was not directly involved in antiSemitic activities, 
they did have encounters with the Polishspeaking population of  Volhynia. 
In order to break the resistance of UPA, in 1947 the Soviet Union and com
munist Poland carried out Operation Vistula to forcibly relocate  Polish and 
Ukrainian citizens in order to decrease the support of local citizens for UPA 
and, consequently, destroy their supply centres. Banderite units operated in 

40  Дзьобак, В. В. та ін. 2005. Організація українських націоналістів і Українська 
повстанська армія: Історичні нариси. Національна академія наук України; Інститут 
історії України. Київ: Наукова думка, c. 60; Дробязко, С.; Каращук, А. 2000. Восточные 
добровольцы в Вермахте, полиции и СС. Москва: Аст, c. 41–42. Дробязко, С. И. 2004. 
Под знамёнами врага. Антисоветские формирования в составе германских вооружен
ных сил 1941–1945. Москва: Эксмо, c. 124–126.
41  Павлов 2016, c. 370–373.
42  Музичук, С.; Марчук, І. 2006. Українська Повстанча Армія. Рівне: Однострій, c. 10–13.
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Ukraine until the 1950s, until the “antibanditry” operations of the NKVD 
began to yield results and UPA was destroyed43.

While the proceedings of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists and 
UPA were more thoroughly studied back at the beginning of the 1990s, after 
Ukraine regained independence, President Viktor Yushchenko only declared 
the Banderites freedom fighters in 2010. This was the result of very lengthy 
political discussion, a manifestation of a deep societal memory policy discord. 
No man would be able to unite the entirety of Ukraine, not even Bandera. 
For one, a grasp of the proceedings of UPA did not reach east of the  Dnieper 
River; residents of East Ukraine rather consider the Red partisans and Red 
Army troops as liberators44. Another complicating factor is that, in 1943, 
some of the Ukrainians that had been cooperating with the Germans formed 
the 14th SSVolunteer Infantry Division “Galicia” which has become a recur
ring argument for Russian history propagandists to use in accusing Ukraine. 
In actuality, the Ukrainian SS Division suffered great losses in 1944 battles 
against the Red Army and became the predecessor of the Ukrainian National 
Army (UNA) formed in 194545. The Ukrainian National Committee46 and the 
Army were both led by Pavlo Shandruk, a former general of the UNR army, 
who also served in the Tsarist army and the Polish armed forces. UNA did 
not manage to accomplish much. Another organisation serving within the 
German Army was the Ukrainian Liberation Army. This, however, was never 
part of large task forces and only fought the Red Army as a tactical unit within 
the German Army and WaffenSS. In total, over 200,000 Ukrainians fought 
on the side of the Germans in World War II. In summary, Ukrainian national 
forces were divided in World War II which is why they were unable to achieve 
their strategic purposes in the Ukrainian fight for freedom.

Furthermore, at least 40,000 Ukrainians fought among the Red partisans 
and expressly supported the assaults conducted by the Red Amy in Ukraine 
in 1943–1944. The most wellknown Ukrainian Red Army partisan was Sydir 

43  Патриляк 2015, c. 485–499; Екельчик 2010, c. 220.
44  Кресіна, І. О. 2008. Проблеми консолідації українського суспільства. – Литвин 2008, 
c. 910, 920–922.
45  Гайке, В-Д. 2014. Українська дивізія “Галичина”. Тернопіль: Мандрівец, 2014, c. 177.
46  The Ukrainian National Committee was established under the leadership of Pavlo Shandruk 
in March 17, 1945 in Weimar, with the intention of representing Ukraine and the Ukrainian 
nation, with extraterritorial rights and the right to command the Ukrainian National Army 
under the Ukrainian flag and national symbols.
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Kovpak whose army of 1,600 men carried out an extensive raid at the rear of 
the German forces in the summer of 1943, from Polesia to the Carpathian 
Mountains47.

9. The Ukrainian SSR 1945–1991  
and the issue of Crimea

The Ukrainian nation suffered great losses during and after World War II. 
Combat losses, the Holocaust, the repressions of German and Soviet powers, 
the guerrilla war, and forced resettlement (operation Vistula) all had their 
impact on Ukraine. Solely as a result of Soviet repressions, more than 200,000 
Ukrainian residents were deported to Siberia in 1944–1950. Reportedly, Stalin 
had intended to deport the entire population of West Ukraine but his decease 
interrupted this plan48.

One of the most significant events of the Soviet period was the establish
ment of the territory of contemporary Ukraine, also mentioned by Putin in 
his speech regarding the latest invasion. Putin was right in that it was formed 
from the Ukrainian SSR and West Ukraine taken from Poland,  Bukovina 
taken from Romania, Carpathian Ruthenia taken from  Czechoslovakia 
in 1939/1945, and Crimea in 1954. The Ukrainian  popu lation became 
more monoethnic in the period following World War II than ever before. 
On the one hand, an out standing process of Russification was  happening 
in Ukraine where  Ukrainians were forced to speak Russian to run their 
 everyday errands. On the other hand, the preservation of  Ukrainian national 
traits was advanced when Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary of the Com
munist Party of Ukraine during the rule of Stalin, became the leader of the 
Soviet Union. He con sidered Ukraine to be his old votchina and secured 
his power in Moscow by promoting ethnic Ukrainian functionaries to 
leading positions of the Soviet Union. In order to gain the support of the 
Communist Party of Ukraine and the Ukrainian  people, Khrushchev 
was one to enhance the process of Ukrainisation. For example, 60–80% of 
 general education institutions conducted studies in Ukrainian. In addi
tion to the Ukrainisation process of 1917–1920 and the 1920s to 1930s, the 
 liberation and nationalisation of Ukrainian society during the Khrushchev  

47  Екельчик 2010, c. 215.
48  Ibid., c. 219, 221.
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Thaw49 greatly benefitted the formation of a contemporary Ukrainian nation. 
This, and Korenizatsiya which followed the principles of Lenin, are the rea
sons why Khrushchev’s policy regarding Ukraine was strongly disapproved 
of by Putin.

In 1954 the 300th anniversary of the historical merging of Ukraine (the 
aforementioned Treaty of Pereiaslav) was widely celebrated in the Soviet 
Union, including one unprecedented step: the Russian SFSR transferred 
the Crimean Peninsula to the Ukrainian SSR. Historically, this territory 
was  populated by Crimean Tatars who were deported to Central Asia in the 
spring of 1944 by order of Stalin. They were replaced with countless Russian 
 inhabitants, ensuring that the Crimean population would be Russianfriendly 
for the following decades. There are two other important aspects regarding 
Crimea: first, it was more tightly involved with Ukraine due to economic 
relations and its mainland connection; and second, Sevastopol was the main 
base of the Soviet Fleet and later the Black Sea Fleet that Russia just could not 
waive. Additionally, Russians considered Sevastopol to be “the honour city of 
Russian weapons”, not only for the events of World War II but also the earlier 
history of the Crimean War (1854–1856)50. Today, it is fair to say that all these 
aspects contributed to the annexation of Crimea in 2014.

The stagnation that took place during the rule of Leonid Brezhnev had 
a direct impact on Ukraine. While Russia has talked a lot about the great 
industrial potential of Ukraine, allegedly developed after the Soviet Union 
dissolved, in actuality its militaryindustrial complex is mostly responsible 
for making Ukraine dependant on Russian commodities. Moreover, heavy 
industry was inefficient, required extensive capital injections, and failed to 
provide the desired results. Coal and metallurgy industries used outdated 
technologies. Despite the fact that Ukraine was always thought of as a “grain 
bin” for Russia and the Soviet Union, its centrally planned economy paralysed 
the entire agriculture, making it extremely inefficient51.

49  Екельчик 2010, c. 228–229. Даниленко, В. М. 2008. Україна в добу системної кризи 
радянського ладу. – Литвин 2008, c. 567. It is interesting that the proportion of Ukrainian
language schools in the Ukrainian SSR dropped to 47.5% while Ukrainians comprised 72.7% 
of the population. Later, Ukrainian language schools were unequally divided among regions, 
and two Ukrainian industrial centres, Donetsk and Luhansk, did not have a single Ukrainian 
language school during that period. Similarly to Estonia, general education in Ukraine was an 
instrument of Russification policy and had a significant impact on the formulation of students’ 
world views. Касьянов, Г. 2008. Украина 1991–2007. Очерки новейшей истории. Киев: 
Наш час, c. 133.
50  Екельчик 2010, c. 229.
51  Екельчик 2010, c. 250–251; Касьянов 2008, c. 72.
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10. Regaining independence

For Ukraine, regaining independence was not so much triggered by exten
sive national movements as the dissolution of the Soviet Union, catalysed by 
the radical reforms initiated during the rule of Mikhail Gorbachev52. Before 
regaining independence, Ukrainian society went through processes fairly 
similar to those of Estonia: exaltation over nationalism and political libe ration 
movements inspired by glasnost and perestroika. Unlike Estonia, however, 
these processes mostly concerned the section of Ukrainian territory that is 
located west of the Dnieper. As we can deduce from the above information, 
this chain of events was primarily derived from historic reasons. In order to 
avoid an encounter between national democrats and the nomenclature of the 
Communist Party of Ukraine, the state apparatus of the Ukrainian SSR was 
Ukrainised. They also Ukrainised the local large military structures of the 
Soviet Army. On the one hand, it somewhat simplified the reconstruction 
of the Ukrainian state but, on the other hand, it disabled the functioning of 
Ukraine as a nation state, where the biggest issue turned out to be the loyalty 
of officials and servicemen. The liberation of the economy, the moral down
fall of society that had followed communist ideology, and a degeneration of 
values provided fertile grounds for oligarchy and the radical social economic 
stratification of society53.

The merging of regions with different historical and cultural backgrounds 
generated a separatist atmosphere54 in the newly independent Ukraine that 
Russia has been skilfully exploiting in the current conflict. In 1994, for the 
purpose of guaranteeing territorial integrity, Ukraine gave up nuclear  weapons 
(the Budapest Memorandum); in actuality, none of the contractual partners—
Ukraine, Russia, the United States of America, and the United Kingdom—ever 
ratified it. According to the socalled multivector foreign policy adopted by 
President Leonid Kuchma, Ukraine does not have  enemies, it only has friends. 
This brought about an extensive demilitarisation of Ukraine and  significantly 
impaired its national defence.

In retrospect, the main question revolved around the dilemma of whether 
to continue integrating with Russia and Belarus within the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS) or start pursuing membership of the European 

52  Екельчик 2010, с. 261. Литвин, В. М. 2008. Крах перебудовної політики. – Литвин 
2008, с. 586–594.
53  Касьянов 2008, с. 15, 72.
54  Ibid., c. 97. Екельчик 2010, с. 313.
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Union. The first serious attempt at resolving this dilemma and inclining 
towards Europe was the socalled Orange Revolution in 2004, followed by an 
attempt by the new president Viktor Yuschcenko to direct Ukraine towards 
the West. From then on, Russia has tried to affect the internal political affairs 
of Ukraine to keep the country within its personal sphere of influence. 
Yuschcenko was poisoned just before the next presidential elections (pre
sumably by Russian special services) and his policy was discredited55.

Since the new rulers failed to solve the extensive corruption in Ukraine 
and solve its social economic problems, in 2010 Ukraine got a new Russian
minded president Viktor Yanukovych. In the fall of 2013 a failed attempt to 
enter into a UkrainianEuropean Association Agreement provoked student 
demonstrations in Kyiv which grew into armed resistance against  Yanu kovych 
rule on Maidan Nezalezhnosti (translates as “Independence Square”), the 
central square of Kyiv. The events of 2014, now known as the Revolution of 
Dignity that resulted in a democratisation of the state power, were called an 
illegitimate insurgence by Vladimir Putin. From there on, Russia decided to 
interfere with the internal affairs of Ukraine, first by means of hybrid warfare, 
and as of February 2022 with raw force to prevent Ukraine from  westernising 
and to reestablish Russian superiority over the Ukrainian territory and 
 people at any cost.

11.  Summary

Putin justifies the military aggression of Russia against Ukraine primarily with 
an interpretation of history. According to his interpretation, Ukraine does not 
belong in the Pax Rossica sphere of influence but is rather an  integral part of 
it. This is not an innovative interpretation; it was formed and developed in the 
Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. The ideology of the  modern  Kremlin 
is a compilation of various Russian philosophical and ideological construc
tions which contain principles that not only contradict but are  mutually 
exclusive. Without going into a detailed description of the ideology of the 
modern Kremlin, I would here make one important observation. One of the 
architects of Putinistic ideology is Aleksandr Dugin, a founder and leading 
figure of the extremist and extensively fascistic National Bolshevik Party led 
by Eduard Limonov. Dugin’s entire world view revolves around Eurasianism, 
a concept originally developed by the Russian émigré community but revised 

55  Касьянов 2008, с. 432–433.
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and adjusted according to contemporary policy. In essence, Putinism denies 
Ukrainian independence and primarily justifies it with historic reasons. This 
is not novel in Russia: it is rooted in 19th century history and, even farther, 
18th century history too.

Within an ideological framework, the focal points of Ukrainian history 
detectable in Putin’s speech and the general Russian history narrative may 
even make sense. In an extensively generalised manner, these can be cate
gorised as follows:

• The trinity of the Russian nation is composed of Great Russia, Little 
 Russia, and Belarus, where Great Russians are the leaders of this trinity. 
Little Russia is a part of the Russian people and not a separate nation.

• Concerning the issue of ethnogenesis, Kievan Rus’ is the cradle and an 
important key point for Moscow, or the current Russian Federation, as 
well as the contemporary Ukrainian nation state. This is connected with 
the important issue of Orthodox religion which began when Vladimir the 
Great baptised Kievan Rus’ in 988. The issue of ethnogenesis was coined 
by historian Sergei Solovyov, thoroughly complemented by Lev Gumilev, 
and essentially challenged by Mykhailo Hrushevsky.

• Historically, Ukraine has been a battlefield for different countries. A 
 number of countries have tried to pursue Ukraine—primarily Russia, 
Poland and Turkey, and to some extent Germany, Hungary and even 
 Sweden. The Cossack Hetmanate that formed by the 17th century was also 
caught in the middle of the fight of foreign countries for the Ukrainian 
territory. The Cossacks would often form an alliance with one foreign 
country to help them fight another. The Cossack forces of Zaporizhzhia 
that approached Moscow in 1654 to ask for military aid in a fight against 
Poland vowed to be loyal to the Tsar, and Russians still consider their vow 
to be an act of accession between Ukraine and Russia which justifies the 
Ukrainian position as a part of Russia.

• The national revival of Ukraine was an important trigger for the formation 
of the contemporary Ukrainian nation. Considering that the  Ukrainian 
national revival was more intense in the territory of contemporary West 
Ukraine, formerly the territory of the AustroHungarian Empire, the 
 modern Putinistic ideology considers the Ukrainian nation and nation
hood to be a “Western” construction. The oppression of Ukrainian  people 
in the second half of the 19th century differs from the Russification of 
the Baltic provinces in that Ukrainians were considered to be part of the 
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Russian nation that did not require separate Russification. Consequently, 
repressions were directed at the spread of the Ukrainian standard  language.

• An important stage of development for Ukrainian nationhood is the 
Ukrainian War of Independence in 1917–1921 which secured the devel
opment of the contemporary Ukrainian nation. Similarly to Estonians, 
the political selfdetermination of Ukrainians was made possible by the 
 February Revolution that opened up unprecedented opportunities for 
forming a national parliament and national units. The Ukrainian War of 
Independence spread across the national borders of former empires and 
was tightly intertwined with events in Russia and Poland. Unfortunately, 
the Ukrainian territory became a battlefield for the combating parties 
of Russian Civil War because the freshlydeclared Ukrainian National 
Republic (UNR) only had a small area of land at its disposal. The project of 
Ukrainian nationhood was suppressed in 1917–1921, among other reasons 
due to rivalry between Ukrainians. This involved a conflict between the 
Directorate of UNR and Hetman Skoropadskyi, a conflict between UNR 
and WUPR, and countless conflicts between various Ukrainian atamans. 
In any case, failure to establish Ukrainian nationhood in 1917–1921 is 
used by Russia as an argument that, even today, Ukraine is an unviable and 
unintelligible artificial establishment.

• Putin assigned excessive blame regarding Ukraine to the leaders of the 
Soviet Union, especially Lenin and Khrushchev. The main accusations 
concern Ukrainisation, or the Korenizatsiya policy and territorial adjust
ments, primarily the decision to give away the Crimean Peninsula. We must 
acknowledge, however, that Crimea as well as other mergences  concerning 
the Ukrainian SSR were conducted by Moscow in the firm belief that 
Ukraine would always remain a part of Russia. Similarly, although Lenin 
took a stance against Russian chauvinism and gave  minority nations more 
freedom, the Korenizatsiya policy was still conducted with the purpose of 
securing the power of Moscow on the peripheries of the Soviet Union. We 
might assume that Putin has a special respect for Stalin who terminated 
the Korenizatsiya policy but his true thoughts about the dictator of the 
Soviet Union would deserve separate analysis.

• An important focal point of Ukrainian history is World War II. From the 
viewpoint of Russian history interpretation and propaganda, Ukraine cur
rently glorifies the Banderites and German collaborators in World War II. 
In actuality, the situation is more complicated. Millions of Ukrainians 
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fought in the Red Army and among the Soviet Partisans. Some Ukrainians 
even served in positions of national importance. For example, an ethnic 
Ukrainian Semyon Timoshenko, a Marshal of the Soviet Union, was still 
the People’s Commissar for Defence of the Soviet Union the night before 
the Great Patriotic War broke loose. On the other hand, Stepan Bandera, 
a leader of Ukrainian nationalists, plays a rather controversial part. He 
fails to unite the identity of Ukrainians, whereas East Ukrainians seem to 
be especially antipathetic towards him. Another controversy surrounds 
the meaning of the victory of 9 May because both Ukraine and Russia 
celebrate that day.

In general, the development of contemporary Ukraine is often perceived 
in Russia through a historicideological lens. By deploying the  problems 
of Ukraine with the establishment of a unified national identity, and its 
 economic and internal political difficulties, Russia planned its military 
aggression  probably in the hope that Ukraine would collapse simply as the 
result of  influence activities and limited military interference. For Estonia, 
this might mean that Russia will probably not use the classic casus belli like 
for the Mainila incident56 but will justify military aggression with historic 
reasons.
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