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D EAR READER,

Can we define the moment of inception of the information war? Should we link it
with the invention of the internet or social media? Evidently, historians and political
scientists would provide a number of arguments against such a stance. The infor-
mation war, as we understand it, has in fact been with us for quite some time. The
reason for its existence lies mainly in our mysterious human psyche, which is often
vulnerable to such phenomena as conspiracy theories, propaganda and disinfor-
mation. New technologies only contribute to amplifying the effects of such hazards
and make them borderless.

Hence, if we cannot define the moment of inception of information war, can we
imagine its conclusion? This is the key question which we asked ourselves while
preparing this issue of New Eastern Europe. Admittedly, the question remains unan-
swered. Yet, our authors provide valuable insight into the inner workings and meth-
ods of information manipulation and how we can better protect ourselves and our
communities. A key conclusion from our authors is that addressing malign online
activity aimed at divisions and polarisation takes time and a lot of energy. Mean-
while hostile actors continue to adapt and find new ways to penetrate our societies.
While creating a greater awareness is the first step to defend against information
attacks, more needs to be done on both the individual and political levels. Certainly,
the context of Russia’s war against Ukraine is key to better understanding how the
information war works.

At the same time, this issue includes a series of texts which look specifically at
how Russia has changed as a result of the war. Particular to note is how the culture
of violence and patriarchy have found an acceptable place among the mainstream.
Equally important is the topic of how Russians who do not support the war cope with
the hopeless situation in which they find themselves. Through these texts we attempt
to present knowledge from within Russia which is less covered in mainstream me-
dia which focuses largely on power politics with less attention to subtle intricacies.

While the spring often heralds a time of renewal, there are signs that the months
ahead might be difficult ones. Despite this we remain determined to carry on with
our mission to understand the wider changes occurring in our region and beyond.
We are grateful for our readers and their support and we encourage you to share
your thoughts and feedback via email and social media.

Sincerely,
The Editors
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How effective Is Russia’s
information war?

KEIR GILES

It has been almost a decade since Russia’s
information operations became widely recognised as
a means by which Moscow can reach out to influence
western democracies. And throughout almost all of that
period, one question that has consistently been raised is
whether or not these information operations work.
|

In addition to high-profile interventions of Russian disinformation, such as
attempts to influence elections in the United States, there are multiple other tar-
geted campaigns in which Russia has sought to bring about specific outcomes in
target countries. This has all been happening alongside long-running operations
designed simply to degrade a particular country’s societal cohesion or trust in
institutions. Despite this, only very rarely have these operations been traced back
and examined in sufficient detail to determine with any degree of confidence if
they achieved results. As a result, the question still remains of whether it makes
sense for governments to put resources into attempting to counter such campaigns.

It is worth looking at specific case studies of Russian information operations
with targeted outcomes to illustrate the potential impact of information activities.
Here, I look at Russia’s campaign of nuclear intimidation, an attempt to influence
Amnesty International’s International Secretariat, and the long-running efforts
to divide western societies and erode trust in their governments and institutions.
Pitched at different levels of ambition to achieve change, two of these have been
successful and one, fortunately for the overall security of Europe, has failed. But
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they all lead us to important conclusions about the nature of the threat posed by
Russian information warfare.

Russia and nuclear weapons

Russia’s successful efforts to constrain western support for Ukraine for fear of
triggering a nuclear war have been spectacularly successful. The idea that the use
of nuclear weapons by Russia is not only possible but actually probable if Moscow
is challenged or threatened, let alone defeated or “humiliated’; has been deliber-
ately fostered by long-term Russian propaganda efforts. The six months follow-
ing Russia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine saw an unprecedented barrage of
threatening nuclear language from all elements of Russia’s information warfare ap-
paratus. This high-profile campaign has involved Vladimir Putin, Russian public
diplomacy, the country’s media commentators and propagandists, agents of influ-
ence abroad and even Russia’s troll armies on social media. The campaign built on
a much more long-term programme conducted through propagandists and influ-
encers over more than a decade to inculcate in western audiences the assumption
that Russian nuclear use is likely if it is obstructed or offended, and that “miscal-
culation” between Russia and a NATO member state would inescapably escalate
to a full-scale conflict involving nuclear exchanges. Tireless repetition of the man-
tra that any event that Russia would dislike would ensure “guaranteed escalation to
the Third World War” had its desired effect. By mid-2022, this assumption formed
part of the basic starting point for many public and private discussions about how
to respond to Russia’s onslaught on Ukraine.

This assessment was widespread across western media, which fulfills a key
function in disseminating and amplifying Russia’s messaging. But this function
was reinforced by western politicians and senior officials also responding to Rus-
sian nuclear threats in precisely the manner wished by Moscow. This challenge
of repeating and validating Russia’s messages is not restricted to Europe: senior
figures in the United States have also repeatedly amplified warnings of a nuclear
response from Russia.

The clearest example of the effects of this long-term Russian campaign has been
the successful deterrence of Ukraine’s western backers, including the US, from
providing war-winning military support. Western powers have been consistently
careful not to give the Ukrainian armed forces weapons that could threaten Rus-
sia itself. Assistance to Kyiv has been carefully calibrated, constantly looking for
Russia’s red lines and proceeding only once it has become clear that they are fic-
titious. Successful deterrence, and the associated fear of a situation where Russia


https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/09/what-deters-russia
https://news.yahoo.com/russia-claims-ukraines-admission-nato-073527801.html
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/how-russia-decides-go-nuclear
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suffers a defeat, also continues to lead to arguments that a ceasefire in Ukraine is
preferable to an outright Ukrainian victory.

In this way, the West’s repeated emphasis on its fear of escalation proves to
Russia that threats work, irrespective of how implausible they may be or how often
they are shown to be empty. Even though the intensity with which they are being
delivered has decreased in recent months, Russia’s nuclear threats will continue
to have their desired effect for as long as western leaders state clearly that they are


https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/sep/23/yes-putin-might-use-nuclear-weapons-we-need-to-plan-for-scenarios-where-he-does
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/25/world/europe/olaf-scholz-germany-ukraine-war.html
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effective in preventing Ukraine from being provided with war-winning military
support, and even in deterring them from backing Ukrainian victory altogether.

Russia and Amnesty International

Long before Amnesty International triggered international outrage through its
flawed reporting from the conflict in Ukraine, which criticised Ukrainian troops
for defending populated areas, the organisation had already demonstrated its sus-
ceptibility to targeted Russian information operations in a high-profile incident
involving the Russian political figure Alexei Navalny.

One successful technique of disinformation that has been updated for the on-
line age is “astroturfing’, the term for flooding a conversation with fake supporters
to give the impression of widespread popular agreement on a political topic. This
can be an effective means of influencing any decision-maker in the West that is
sensitive to public opinion. In late February 2021 Amnesty, which had previously
been supportive of Navalny, announced it no longer considered him a “prisoner of
conscience” following a Russian campaign to discredit him. Perversely, Amnesty
officials knew perfectly well that they were being subjected to an “orchestrated cam-
paign’; but even so argued that “we had too many requests; we couldn’t ignore them”

In doing so, Amnesty confirmed for Russia that the methods of astroturfing
and mass trolling work. This has broader political implications than the status of
Navalny. Social media is an easy and obvious means of organising campaigns of
this kind, which makes the habit of some western governments of giving in to so-
cial media outrage campaigns especially dangerous. Any demonstration that pub-
lic policy can successfully be influenced by Twitter mobs only increases Russia’s
incentives to invest resources in this low-cost, low-risk means of intervening in
other states’ internal affairs.

Russia and Ukraine

One aspect of Russian campaigning that remains especially open to doubt is its
attempts to sow division within western democratic societies, undermine societal
cohesion, and in particular erode popular trust in government institutions. This
is a set of campaigns, tailored to individual target countries, that have been wide-
ly recognised but insufficiently analysed. This is partly due to the fact that west-
ern governments consider the extent of analysis that would be required too com-
plex and expensive. At the same time, in some cases this would require the kind


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/07/amnesty-international-ukraine-military-report-civilians
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-58441662
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-56181084
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-56181084
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of intrusive insight into popular opinion that in some countries would run coun-
ter to social or constitutional norms.

Assessing impact is also made more difficult by the fact that the campaigns are
long term and cumulative, meaning that their effects have to be measured over a
long period. This is also challenging for western governments constrained by their
budgets and electoral cycles. Researchers argue that it can be a mistake to refer to
a disinformation campaign as an “information operation’, because it may not be a
specific operation, but simply a steady-state daily routine.

But comparison of what is “normal” in the information space in English-speaking
countries in 2023 compared to 2013, for example, reveals spectacular change over
time. Assisted by the policies and algorithms of social media platforms, Russia has
both benefitted from and accelerated trends of fragmentation, distrust and the
spawning of alternative realities. It is now joined by a wide range of foreign and
domestic imitators, who choose to emulate Russian tactics for their political ends,
only amplifying the damage done. The combined result is increased fragmentation
in society, with people devolving into alternative realities on a whole range of top-
ics. And the tactics that achieve this are repeated again L .
and again, with Russian and Russian-backed sources in A d1s1nf0rmat10n
particular generating implausible denials and contra- Campaign may
dictory versions of the same dramatic or C(?ntroversml not be a spe cific
event. Some people among the target audiences even .
come to believe each of them as they appear. Russia’s Oper ation, but
influencers can then sit back, watch and occasionally 51mply d steady—
stoke the flames further as these different groups at-  gtate dally routine.
tack the facts and each other.

Russia’s principles of information warfare offer an enormously long list of peo-
ple that should be targeted with this aim. As the Estonian Foreign Intelligence
Service’s annual report pointed out in 2021, in effect “this means that the entire
world population outside Russia is a potential target” The aim, according to Russian
information warfare theory;, is to influence the mass consciousness of the popula-
tion — directing people so that the population of the victim country is induced to
support the aggressor, acting against its own interests.

But the key target that demonstrates the crucial importance of countering cam-
paigns like these is Ukraine. If campaigns of the kind detected across Europe and
North America had been successful in Ukraine, and genuinely threatened societal
cohesion and trust, and support for government institutions, Ukrainian society
might well not have shown the astonishing resilience and unity that has allowed it
to survive not only eight years of war, but a full year of unconstrained Russian at-
tempts to invade and destroy the country.

11
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Short of open military conflict, Russia watches for any weakness or vulnerability
that it can exploit to inflict damage on western countries and societies because, in
its perverse understanding of international relations, anything that weakens them
means that in relative terms Russia is stronger. The destructive and irresponsi-
ble nature of the campaigns is clear from efforts like boosting anti-vaccination
propaganda in the middle of a global pandemic. The example of Ukraine provides
a strong argument for looking more closely at the impact of Russia’s information
campaigns, even in countries that may for the time being consider themselves not
at direct risk of Russian invasion. But the other two examples cited here — the local
tactical impact of changing Amnesty International’s mind, or the much broader
strategic success in convincing the West that Russia is untouchable because it has
nuclear weapons — also demonstrate clearly how these campaigns can have readily
identifiable success, and as such pose a direct threat to the integrity of our socie-
ties and institutions. #g&

Keir Giles is a senior consulting fellow of the Russia and Eurasia
Programme at Chatham House in London. His latest book is titled

Russia’s War on Everybody: And What It Means for You (2022).
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Can we win the
information war?

A conversation with Mattia Caniglia, Roman Osadchuk
and Ruslan Trad, disinformation experts with the Atlantic
Council’s Digital Forensic Research Laboratory (DFRLab).

Interviewers: Maciej Makulski and Adam Reichardt

MACIEJ MAKULSKI: I would like to
start by asking you to paint a general picture
of where we are regarding this information
war and the counter-measures used to ad-
dress this problem. We decided to go back
into history a little and mark Russia’s war
against Ukraine as a kind of breakthrough
point, although we know that all kinds of
lines are a bit artificial. But it was actually
interesting for me to think about how before
that we were rather discussing the problem
of post-truth, which was a buzzword at that
time, and after February 22nd 2022 | have an
impression that a whole industry fighting
disinformation has developed even more;
that we are in a different place because the
answer to the threats is more systemic, co-
herent and consistent. So, what | would like
to ask you first is how you would charac-
terise the position we are in right now and
what major trends are worthy of discussion?

ROMAN OSADCHUK: Ifyou take
2013 and 2014 as a starting point, a lot

of things have changed, but in essence,
some things have not. If we talk about the
Ukrainian context, the overall message
of Russia to the world was that Ukraine
is not a reliable partner, you should not
have anything to do with Ukrainians, it
is our sphere of influence, actually, you
should not engage in any way. Basically,
this was the message for the West and the
United States and all the allies of Ukraine.
I think it is safe to say the Russian nar-
rative was that Ukraine is basically run
by “Satanists’, “Nazis” or anything you
could imagine. All those things began
to show up in the information space in
2014 in one way or another. So, in this
sense, the overall direction of the mes-
sages is kind of the same. What changed
are the methods and tools that they use.
They are not just focusing on one blog
post, but they are simultaneously using
Telegram, VKontakte (Russian social
media), Facebook, ads, basically every-
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thing that they can in order to promote
their narrative. Secondly, they are em-
ploying some things directly from the
people who are fighting disinformation
and fact-checking. The notorious “war
on fakes” initiative — which presents it-
self as a fight against “disinformation” —
was actually created to spread propa-
ganda on behalf of Russia. The materi-
al that they are producing, like denying
the Bucha massacre, or denying the hos-
pital bombing in Mariupol, it was wide-
ly amplified by the Kremlin, Russian
ministries and embassies. Also, the use
of Russian embassies to spread disin-
formation is another thing. If you look
at any social media handle of any Rus-
sian embassy in any place in the world,
you will be able to find disinformation
very quickly.

RUSLAN TRAD: We can speak for
hours on this topic, but I think we should
mention that some of the trends in dis-
information existed well before the first
invasion of Ukraine, before 2014. Gen-
erally, the field changed with the illegal
annexation of Crimea and after that
with the intervention in Syria. So, in
that context our field has changed and
we have disinformation taking place in
other areas like the Balkans and South-
Eastern Europe. Some of the narratives
we tracked go all the way back to the first
mass protest movement in Ukraine in
2004-. They just changed some keywords,
but they are almost using the same tools.
Right now, they have recycled some of
the trends that they have been using
when supporting forces on the ground.

(Can we win the information war?, interviewers: Maciej Makulski and Adam Reichardt

In many cases spreading disinformation
in Europe goes together with forces on
the ground. This was the case in Donbas,
with the so-called proxy forces. This is
one of the first such stories sold by the
Russian Federation, that there are “sep-
aratists” in Ukraine, which of course is
a fairy tale. We know that these forces
are directly supported by Russia and
even some soldiers are from the Russian
Federation. The second story is that of
mercenaries and how they developed in
other regions like Africa and the Mid-
dle East, also in the context of Syria,
Libya and Ukraine. So, in general, they
use pre-existing tools and trends, some
even from the Soviet toolbox, but right
now in the current context. This means
Telegram, social media and focusing on
public opinion in Europe, which is still
one of the most important targets of
Russian information operations.
MATTIA CANIGLIA: These two
answers gave a pretty accurate picture.
Since 2014 and more recently in the past
three years we have seen less big opera-
tions and much more smaller operations,
across different platforms and using dif-
ferent techniques. I would say that an-
other trend which is important is that
sometimes campaigns are much less so-
phisticated, which doesn’t necessarily
mean that they are sloppy. But they are
not on the same level of sophistication
that we have seen before and the nar-
ratives that both Roman and Ruslan re-
ferred to show that the Russians haven’t
reinvented the wheel when it comes to
narratives. They are just reusing narra-
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tives. For instance, in the case of Afri-
ca they have been using them since the
1960s. It is just that the world is back to
a place where these narratives are work-
ing again. In terms of counter-measures,
I think there are a lot of illusions because
of all that has been going on around
memes, like Saint Javelin or the Ukrain-
ian farmers picking up tanks, and this
gives an impression that the Ukrainians
are winning the information war. And
don’t get me wrong. They do an incred-
ible job, but at the same time if we look
at the information space more widely,
it is a lot more contested. The counter-
measures work, but at the same time we
are in a position where we need to do
more. In Europe you have two substan-
tial sensitivities and these two sensitiv-
ities resulted in two different outcomes.
You have countries like the Baltics, Po-
land, the Nordics, who were ready to
meet this challenge. And you had oth-
er countries that were just not ready,
largely because there is no strategic sen-
sitivity for this, for instance Italy, Spain
and Germany. In these countries we see
that Russian disinformation campaigns
are not always sophisticated, because
they do not need to be. In Italy for in-
stance politicians go on state television
at 8:30pm and just repeat the narratives
that are the same as Russian propagan-
da, it’s simple. One last thing, I think it is
worth stressing what Roman said about
the role of the embassies. I think disin-
formation became a much more official
affair than before. Interestingly, this is
a trend that we observe also with Chi-
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nese disinformation operations. This is
probably because Russia does not have
the resources to play on so many tables
at the same time. They try to optimise
what they have, and they have been pret-
ty good at that.

ADAM REICHARDT: If I may stick with
the counter-measures discussion briefly.
Could you explain what counter-measures
you think work well in the fight against dis-
information? Are you talking about debunk-
ing, fact-checking, these kinds of things; or
are there other counter-measures that can
be taken on an even more broader level to
fight disinformation?

MC: If you look at examples like the
pre-emptive approach, this is what has
been working well. In this sense the
part of the work that we do is becom-
ing more and more important, and we
can see this when speaking about the ac-
tors within Europe and elsewhere in the
world. Efforts like media literacy train-
ing on disinformation are super impor-
tant because this creates the first line
of defence. All the other things that we
can do like debunking, fact-checking,
especially in a crisis situation, are just
not enough. Having said that, there are
a number of things that are happening
in the European information environ-
ment also in terms of legislation that will
help make our system more resilient to
disinformation. But, for me, we should
start with key steps like training on me-
dia literacy, disinformation and OSINT
(open-source intelligence). We need to
work towards a world in which, for in-
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stance, you want to know how to spot a
bot or picture that is generated by arti-
ficial intelligence. If you are not able to,
you might not be able to be a responsible
citizen; and if you're not able to be a re-
sponsible citizen, well, we are in danger.

RT: Just to respond to what Mattia
was saying, because he has a lot of ex-
perience with the bureaucratic efforts,
and meetings with decision-makers and
I am sure that he has already seen how
difficult it is to organise one united Euro-
pean answer with all the difficulties and
diplomatic problems, and even internal
sabotaging. Unfortunately, in Bulgaria,
where I am based, we see the president
is an actual actor in sabotaging these ef-
forts. We conduct workshops and train-
ing, but the topics are seemingly far re-
moved from society. Yes, we have some
journalists trained in OSIN'T, but they
have old information. They are not up to
date with the latest trends. And editors
and publishers are not trained on con-
tent moderation. This is just one story,
but last year I realised that I travelled
ten times around Europe, flying from
one place to another, to speak and meet
with my colleagues. And I realised first
of all that we are a very small group of
people. Maybe me, Mattia and Roman
know almost 100 per cent of people in
this field. This is a problem because I do
not see new faces. And, second, I realised
how much funding is spent just on me.
Tickets for airplanes, hotels, going to
meetings, food, etc. Thousands of euros
for just one person, and we are already
late in comparison to China and Rus-
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sia. So how to solve this? For me right
now we have no quick answers. Mattia
is right on the direct efforts we can con-
tinue right now, because all the others
mentioned are for the long term and we
have no time for this.

RO: It is absolutely true that edu-
cation is important, especially in are-
as like OSINT and media literacy. But
basic education which teaches critical
thinking is also a great thing. Of course,
the Ukrainian context is slightly differ-
ent. We got a pretty painful “vaccine”.
In 2014 it was quite chaotic, with the
annexation of Crimea and the war in
eastern Ukraine and all the disinforma-
tion that accompanied that. Since then,
NGOs and even governmental insti-
tutions began fighting disinformation.
One of them is the Centre for Strategic
Communication under the culture min-
istry. Another is the Centre against Dis-
information under the National Security
Council. But even with that there is not
enough because the wider population
is not informed about all these things.
There are other initiatives, teachers are
passing this knowledge on to the kids.
But again, it hasn’t reached the whole
country. Of course, the invasion has
changed a lot. When Russia is attack-
ing you and telling you about chemi-
cal weapons or other false pretences
to explain invasion, you can just open
your window and first of all hear or see
the explosions and air-raid sirens. That
is why not so many people fell for those
messages. So, for Ukrainians there is no
question about who is attacking who.
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But the avalanche of different messag-
es causes confusion. Preparation and an
overall system built via education is im-
portant. I know that Finland has great
experience with school programmes.
They have different courses for differ-
ent parts of the society. In other words,
we need a robust approach to build up
resilience in the long term.

MM: 1 would like to highlight this link
between OSINT and technology, because |
fully agree with you that all those steps that
Mattia outlined mean, in short, education.
We need education and it is a time-consum-
ing approach, but also a part of this educa-
tion might be learning new technologies.
Can you talk more about the role of new
technologies in fighting disinformation?

RT: This is an ongoing question. We
do not have enough data about how to
include such information first in insti-
tutions, then in schools, for example.
We have ongoing conversations about
the role of artificial intelligence because
authoritarian regimes are also using
such tools. So, it is important to train
on these tools to be helpful in spread-
ing democratic values, supporting these
values and also implementing them in
the fight against disinformation. This is
an ongoing debate. In the countries in
the Balkans and Central Europe, it will
be difficult. Maybe the Czech Republic
or Poland are on the right path, but the
countries in the region are being left be-
hind by many of the countries in West-
ern Europe. Our school system is a dis-
aster; so yes, many of the young people
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already know this trend, but it is use-
ful to think how we can use these new
technologies in real life, and how insti-
tutions and experts can implement these
tools in practice.

RO: I'would add that the technologies
are like a game of cat and mouse. The
tools to debunk something are created
only after somebody spotted the disin-
formation. Let’s say if you wanted to see
who is behind a website, you could use
the “Whois” database, but then there is
some kind of shield protection regard-
ing that information and now this tool
doesn’t work so well. Today, there are
things like ChatGPT and AI chat-gen-
erating technologies which are also be-
ing used to generate disinformation. Of
course, there are tools on how to unveil
whether this is created by a machine,
but again there are some additional Als
which could rewrite the text making it
difficult to detect. This is what I mean
by saying it is a constant game, where
we are trying to catch up and we are on
the losing side because we are always
behind. That is why the main thing we
should actually do is teach a critical ap-
proach to the information we consume.
The technologies are important and we
have to understand how they can be used
to create disinformation content. It is a
constant struggle.

MC: Roman is essentially suggesting
a more humanistic approach to these
technologies and that we need to teach
human beings to exercise critical think-
ing, which is absolutely right. But I want
to add two dimensions to these reflec-
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tions. First is how we change topics ac-
cording to technological innovation.
Sometimes technological innovation
also restricts data access, and that is
what we are seeing with Twitter. There
is also going to be a need to protect that
data access and to protect OSINT for
what OSINT is. This very much goes
together with how much the OSINT
environment is becoming competitive
in a sense that we have witnessed two
milestone moments in OSINT in recent
history — the war in Syria and the war
in Ukraine. We have seen in these two
different moments how much OSINT
can do. But the OSINT that was done
in Syria and in the Russian war against
Ukraine was very much done by jour-
nalists, or associations like DFRLab,
and also for-profit companies like Bell-
ingcat. But it is always open source, it is
always to be published. Now things are
changing because governments are un-
derstanding that OSINT is a powerful
tool that they can use to serve the intel-
ligence scope. They are creating agen-
cies and recruiting people to work for
the government. That would mean also
a change in the paradigm, that this re-
search by OSINT experts would not be
public anymore but would be reserved
for certain audiences of decision-mak-
ers. This is not necessarily a bad or good
thing, but could definitely change the
environment. And this also means that
access to data may change. Facebook
and Twitter are already starting to think
that if you want to access data you got
to pay. Some technologies will become
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paid because the demand is there, and
because people will understand the val-
ue they will try to monetise data. This
could be the start of a new fight while
we conduct other fights like the ones we
were talking about in the previous ques-
tion. Technological developments need
to maintain accessibility to certain data
and that is the core need that we have
for conducting our work.

AR:Roman, could you give us your per-
spective on what disinformation looks like
during wartime. How has the field of disin-
formation changed in the last 12 months in
the Ukraine context?

RO: What actually changed this year
is that in the beginning there was quite
a lot of chaos and misunderstandings
about what was happening — especially
the first days, when people were evacu-
ating and nobody knew for sure what
was happening. For example, where were
missiles falling or where spies were being
caught. There was a lot of disinforma-
tion around that. After everything began
to become clearer, the Russians under-
stood that their explanations for the at-
tack were not accepted. The stories about
Russia coming to save Ukrainians from
Zelenskyy didn’t work. So, they started
to discredit the Ukrainian government
with a lot of different messages and ap-
proaches. They try to promote stories
like the Ukrainian government is sell-
ing western weapons to African coun-
tries. They're trying to discredit Zelen-
skyy saying that he fled Ukraine, multi-
ple times, in fact I lost count how many
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times. They even promoted a story that
he was using a green screen while he was
filming his video on Bankova Street in
Kyiv. They continue to create divisions
which is what they did even before 2014,
largely between eastern and western
Ukraine. They try to portray Ukraine as
full of different kinds of people. They try
to push the language issue and explain
that Russian-speaking people are being
attacked, which is not true. They are also
spreading information about the reasons
for the war, trying to discourage any re-
sistance towards Russians.

This works in the physical realm as
well. In Belarus they launch aircraft
which trigger an air-raid alert across
the whole Ukrainian territory. It is a kind
of intimidation — there might be an air
strike and there might not be one. They
use it constantly. A lot of people stopped
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reacting to the air-raid alerts simply be-
cause there were too many. They also
try to blame the atrocities on Ukraine’s
armed forces. They try to discredit them
as well. Really, there are a lot of things
that happened in the last 12 months.

AR:Yes, thatis a lot. If | could just follow
up briefly. | am going to ask maybe a diffi-
cult question, but this would be based on
your knowledge and your research. As you
recall, there was a scandal with Amnesty In-
ternational which reported that both sides
are committing war crimes. A lot of people
claimed that this was disinformation without
much evidence. Of course, maybe there are
some individual cases, but they were not
documented. How did you see this case
overall? | know it is sensitive...

RO: It is sensitive. I guess the main
answer why it was received this way is
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that it lost proportion. There is huge evi-
dence of what the Russians have done
and there is some evidence against the
Ukrainian side too. Basically, the report
was received so badly because it was out
of proportion. It presented the cases as if
the Ukrainians were the only ones who
were doing most of the horrible things,
despite the fact that it is the Russians
who are actually erasing cities from the
face of the earth. Obviously, that is the
main problem. I have not dedicated a
lot of time reading the report myself,
because it is not my specialisation, but
I think that is the reason why it was re-
ceived that way. There was previously a
UN report, months before, and it was
much more balanced.

MC: I think it is also a problem linked
with the news cycle. As Roman said the
report had a problem of proportion and
I agree that was the main issue. But it is
also related to the news cycle. When the
report came out the news was not “the
Russians are committing human rights
violations,” but the news was that the
Ukrainians are committing them too.
It gets hyped up akin to the context of
conflict in places like Africa. When you
have the French shelling 15 jihadists, but
five civilians are caught in the crossfire,
the headlines will, understandably, re-
port on the civilians. Which is, again,
understandable, but leaves out the nec-
essary context of fighting terrorism for
an overall safer community. At the same
time, the increasing evidence of human
rights abuses conducted by the Wagner
Group in the Sahel does not necessari-
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ly make headlines. So, there is a certain
element of double standards in how our
media treats this kind of news and in-
formation.

MM: My last question might be a little
more philosophical, because when we think
about war, we usually think about something
which has a beginning and an end. So, one
big question that we asked ourselves when
we decided to have this special issue of New
Eastern Europe, is can the information war
be won? Maybe the maximum that we can
achieve is managing the risks, and maybe
we are making a mistake by calling it an
information war because we are sending
the wrong signal. But the question | would
like to ask all of you is what are your reflec-
tions on this and what does victory in the
information war look like?

RT: I will be very brief, because I
think Roman probably has a lot to say
about this. Just one point, believe it or
not, but the so-called “Protocols of the
Elders of Zion” (a fake antisemitic text
which was created in 1903 popularis-
ing the belief in a Jewish conspiracy) is
an actual thing right now in Bulgaria.
Many people still believe in this fabri-
cation created in imperial Russia. When
we speak about the information war and
how to counter it, I refer back to Mattia
and Roman’s conclusion that education
and critical thinking are key. If a forged
document from more than 100 years ago
is still considered true, the question on
education and institutions becomes very
relevant. I think in many cases disinfor-
mation is successful because of pre-ex-
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isting prejudices. This is a question of
the principles and values of the audi-
ence and people. The question is big-
ger than this discussion.

MC: On the information war, I think
this is partially our fault. I come from the
counter-terrorism domain, and that is
exactly what has happened with the “war
on terror” When we needed attention
from policymakers and stakeholders on
terrorism, we inserted the word “war”. I
think the real war is what we are seeing
in Ukraine, which has been caused by
the Russian invasion. The information
war is a part of that context. But outside
that I am not sure it is a war. I think we
call it this way because we want to grab
the attention of policymakers and we
want to tell them that this is important,
and we have to act on it. There is an old
saying that “democracy needs constant
vigilance’, and that is what is going to
happen with the information environ-
ment. We will need constant vigilance
and I think what we try to say in different
ways today is that we need more people
to actually engage in this vigilance and
we need to equip them with the right
tools for them to do so.

RO: I do not know the perfect term
for it. But from what we have seen with
Russia’s actions and approaches, it seems
that they perceive the information space
as an element of war. And this does not
just mean Ukraine. As we know the
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Russians have been active in many in-
formation environments, ranging from
the Netherlands with MH17, Brexit in
2016, or US elections, especially in 2016.
These kinds of things are happening in
multiple domains, including cyber. In
some senses, it is a constant conflict, a
new version of the marketplace of ide-
as. This is a constant struggle between
different contesting ideas, and the infor-
mation spaces are also very interrelat-
ed. Russians may publish something on
Telegram and in 20 minutes it will be in
Polish on Twitter. In 40 minutes, it will
be on Facebook in French and then the
next day it will be in the mainstream me-
dia in Latin America. There are no de-
fined borders and that is why it feels like
a war, and that is what Russia is doing.

Regarding your question as to wheth-
er it is possible to win — I do not think
so. Instead, it is a constant process. What
can be done is to provide the knowledge-
able audiences with information about
the risks and how they might be better
prepared. In other words, education and
the skills that we talked about earlier.
But that is an ideal state that we cannot
reach. We cannot say that 100 per cent
of the population is already there. Unfor-
tunately, that is why I think it is impos-
sible for us to say we can win. It is not
something that can be won. There might
be some relative successes and failures,
but not a definitive win or loss. ¥E
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How Ukraine hreaks Russia’s
weaponised propaganda
and disinformation

VLADYSLAV FARAPONOV

Ukraine’s fight against Russian aggression continues
to make headlines around the world. However, what has
not been discussed to any great extent is the fight against
disinformation and collaborators on the home front,
With no end in sight to the fighting, it is clear that such
espionage could prove pivotal to the war’s outcome.
|

More than a year into Russia’s full-scale war on Ukraine, the fight with Moscow’s
propaganda is entering another important stage. Despite all the efforts of Ukraine’s
special and secret services, there are still some pro-Russian Ukrainians or Russian
citizens themselves who are spies, trying to provide essential information to the
Russian Federal Security Service. First, these people collect information on mili-
tary movements and military, civil and energy infrastructure. As Russia’s military
gains have been slowed after Ukraine recaptured territories in the east and south
of the country, the fight with pro-Russian informers and collaborators is another
important front for Ukraine to win the long-lasting war.

It would be wise to assume that Russia’s attempts to recruit collaborators in
Ukraine started before the full-scale invasion that started on February 24th 2022.
It is, and it will be, painful to acknowledge for Ukrainians, but the number of mil-
itary forces that were coming to attack Ukraine from various sides could not have
been placed as they were without preliminary information gathering. Those events
of the first days and weeks of the war are being investigated, and there is no doubt
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that Ukraine’s civil society will demand accountability for those who committed
these crimes. However, more important for Ukraine’s survival and restoration of
its internationally recognised borders is the fight with pro-Russian informers and
collaborators.

A country-wide danger

First, it is important to clarify that there is no specific number when it comes
to “cases of betrayal’, as investigations are ongoing every day and they vary from
region to region. What is clear as of late February 2023 is that the vast majority
of cases of betrayal have been identified in the regions that are the closest to the
occupied territories, but not only them.

Several of Ukraine’s regions will be described in this article, where the pro-
Russian collaborators have been revealed mostly. One aspect to understand is that
the Russian forces do not have direct access to territories that Ukraine’s army has
recaptured, in particular, southern Kherson, the only regional city Russia seized
in early March 2022, and a large part of the Kharkiv region in the east, where as of
September, the Ukrainian military had freed 388 settlements with at least 150,000
people present there. There is no indication that the Russians will succeed in an-
other attempt to capture Ukraine’s capital Kyiv, or seriously advance in the south
and east of Ukraine.

Second, the Russians thought that such “eyes” on the ground were necessary
to conduct attacks on civilian and energy infrastructure in Ukraine’s cities. They

L try to find a resident, most likely someone who is not
The vast major ltY so politically educated in terms of critical thinking
of cases of betrayal and cannot recognise the enemy’s narratives, so they
took place inthe < offer him/her money for information to use while

. planning missile attacks.
regions closest In that regard, several examples should be analysed.
to the occupied During the very first days of the war, Russians attacked
territories. aerodromes all over Ukraine. In particular, they tried
to destroy all the airplanes and helicopters parked at
the airfields of regional cities. That was the case for aerodromes located in west-
ern Ukraine, in particular, in the cities of Ivano-Frankivsk and Lutsk. Such cases
highlighted once again the dangers of dual loyalty. For example, a man in Lutsk,
with some connections to Russian intelligence agents, betrayed his country and
provided sensitive information to the enemy. He used to live close to the aero-
drome, thus having access to sensitive information about Ukraine’s military capa-
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bilities. The same happened in Ivano-Frankivsk, one of the largest cities in Western
Ukraine. It is commonly believed that in Western Ukraine, patriotism and self-de-
termination regarding Ukraine’s national identity are much higher than in Eastern
and southern Ukraine, as these areas used to be part of the Russian Empire before
all of modern Ukraine became a part of the Soviet Union. But more importantly,
such examples, especially in Western Ukraine, are dangerous too, as they demon-
strate that due to the war, everyone’s motivation to choose one side or another is
different. On the other hand, such news has made Ukrainians treat checkpoints
with patience and understanding, as Russian agents and their pro-Russian sup-
porters have been learning to hide inside the nation for years.

In addition, it is necessary to say that after martial law was imposed in Ukraine,
the country’s lawmakers passed a bill that significantly increased the penalties for
individuals convicted of collaboration with enemy forces. The new law raises the
maximum prison sentence for collaboration from eight to 12 years and allows for
the confiscation of property and assets belonging to collaborators. The legislation
is aimed at strengthening Ukraine’s legal framework for prosecuting individuals
who work with foreign powers to undermine national security.

More needs to he done

However, it has become evident that this is still not enough. In mid-2022, for
instance, in Mykolaiv, the city’s newly-renovated medical care building was almost
destroyed early one morning. Mykolaiv’s Mayor Oleksandr Senkevich revealed that
this attack was arranged with the help of an “informer”, who helped the Russians
because his daughter was deprived of her right to study school subjects in Russian.
However, the Russian language was only banned in local schools immediately after
the invasion started.

In this sense, such attacks were typical from spring till late autumn of 2022,
before Kherson’s liberation, when the Russians launched those missiles. The most
crucial part of such Russian tactics was the fact that Ukraine’s air defence systems
had not been strengthened enough and the air-alert system could not warn Ukrain-
ians fast enough too. So, those “informers” played a big part in such attacks, which
cost Mykolaiv, for example, around one billion US dollars at least in physical dam-
age, not to mention people’s lives.

Another example that also happened in Mykolaiv, which devastated many lo-
cals, was the arrest of a chair of the local funeral bureau during the local city coun-
cil meeting. This man handed over to the enemy some data on the number of
servicemen in the Armed Forces of Ukraine in the region, employees of law en-
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forcement agencies, and lists of dead Ukrainian defenders. He also provided infor-
mation about defence and fortification structures in the city. It appears that anon-
ymous Telegram accounts were used to communicate and transmit intelligence
information. Furthermore, it is clear that the narratives of “defending the Russian
language” and, therefore, the population, is used to make Ukrainians cooperate
with Russians and harm their cities and villages.

Third, speaking about Kherson, which Russians controlled for more than halfa
year, and for example, Mariupol, which the Russian occupiers almost destroyed, it
is almost impossible to state how many cases of collaboration happened in those
territories. What is more, it is also not possible to assess right now how many
Ukrainians have been kidnapped and tortured on occupied lands. But Ukraine’s
liberation of territories has already revealed a lot of cases where people were help-
ing the occupiers.

Russia attempts to recruit Ukrainians

Another aspect of Russian efforts to gain an advantage in the war is the con-
scription of Ukrainians. Surprisingly or not, even after the war approached its first
anniversary, some pro-Russia “activists” hoped to recruit people for the interna-
tionally sanctioned Wagner private military company. Ukraine’s Security Service
exposed a traitor in Vinnytsia, who recruited former prisoners for Wagner in the
city. For joining the Russian criminal group and participating in hostilities against
the Ukrainian military, the perpetrator offered each “recruit” a monetary reward of
2,000 to 4,000 US dollars per month. In Odesa, a city which Russians like to claim
is Russian, as it is believed that the Russian language is very popular there, there
have been some particular cases of betrayal too. The Security Service exposed an-
other Federal Security Service agent during large-scale counter-subversive activities
close to the seashore of the Odesa region. The perpetrator collected intelligence on
the deployment and armament of the armed forces units in the southern region.
First of all, he tried to identify the combat positions of the Ukrainian air defence
near the Black Sea. In addition, the Russian agent recorded the results of enemy
missile strikes on critical infrastructure, including the bridge across the Dniester
estuary. This intelligence information benefited the occupiers as it helped them
adjust their repeated air attacks on Ukrainian objects.

It may seem like the Russo-Ukrainian War has become a war of attrition, and
in some western capitals, this may seem like something Russia favours. So, the ef-
forts of Russian special agents may be intensifying. So far, Ukraine’s special ser-
vices and national police have been doing their best to identify and neutralise such
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threats. It could be summarised that the brutal Russian war on Ukraine has proved
that real propaganda and disinformation cost lives and that critical thinking and
patriotism remain vital features of the civilised world.

In that regard, Ukraine’s new minister of internal affairs, Ihor Klymeko, has dem-
onstrated that he knows the risks regarding what can be called dangerous elements
in those territories that Kyiv has recaptured with the true heroism of Ukrainian
soldiers. On this subject, Klymenko noted that the Ministry of Internal Affairs car-
ried out stabilisation measures for all of the people who lived in these territories.
Together with the Security Service of Ukraine and the Prosecutor General’s Office,
they identify collaborators. According to him, Ukraine’s public authorities know
who held and organised “elections’, who campaigned, who taught “Great Russian
History” in schools, and who ultimately wanted to distort Ukraine. #&

Vladyslav Faraponov is a political analyst with Internews Ukraine and Ukraine

World. He is also a co-host of the Rubryka — Solutions from Ukraine podcast.
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Hostile narratives towards
Ukraine in Gentral and
Eastern Europe

ADAM LELONEK

Identifying, analysing and countering foreign

information interference and manipulation is one
of the biggest challenges that the West will face for the

foreseeable future. While it may be considered late,

alot has been done in this field both at the EU and
international level. However, as the results of recent IRI

research show, the need for further action is still clear.
|

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24th 2022, the Inter-
national Republican Institute (IRI)’s Beacon Project has been conducting analyses
of online media data from multiple Central and Eastern European countries in or-
der to track aspects of key narratives that have the potential to erode support for
Ukraine. We have monitored trends in online media from websites, forums, blogs,
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Reddit related to three primary topics: sanctions
on Russia, refugees and NATO. For the period of winter we have added energy
security. For a special report on the one-year anniversary of the invasion, we also
included three other narratives: biolabs, “denazification” and potential nuclear war.
The data was collected between February 2022 and February 2023.

Additionally, a dashboard to monitor the activity of the official Facebook
pages of select Russian diplomatic missions has also been established to provide
a broader view of potential disinformation hotspots. All these tools, alongside
our partners’ other project activities, allow us to have a unique insight into data
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regarding information spaces in the region of Central and Eastern Europe, as well
as each country specifically.

General overview for hostile messaging in the CEE region

When taking into consideration Bulgaria, Czechia, Germany, Hungary, Lithu-
ania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Ukraine, the timeline for general messaging
and potentially hostile communications regarding all of the narratives combined
is illustrated in the chart below. The data results have been automated, based on
pre-selected keywords, built on a common template, but adapted for each country
individually. A different set of keywords was selected to track the general conver-
sation, and another to identify potentially hostile components.
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Potentially hostile content published in these countries is on a slow, downward
trajectory. However, it is clear that it is rather consistent. This means that there is
also a systematic effort to spread certain kinds of messages. Taking into considera-
tion the trends of the general conversations there are moments, especially in the
“calmer” periods of less information intensity, when the percentage of potentially
hostile content constitutes a larger part of the discourse in each country’s informa-
tion space. The detailed country data is presented in the chart below.

From February 15th 2022 to February 14th 2023, the total number of mentions
of the four monitored narratives in each country exceeded 18.64 million results.
Out of them, the most mentions were seen in Germany (over 8.4 million), Poland
(over 4.6 million), Ukraine (over 1.5 million) and Czechia (over 1.3 million), with
similar results for Romania (830,000) and Slovakia (710,000). At the same time, the
number of potentially hostile messages for each country was: Germany — 1.5 mil-
lion, Poland — 823,000, Bulgaria — 214,000, Czechia — 183,000, Romania — 135,000
and Slovakia — 113,000. This shows that the countries with the largest percentage
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of hostile messaging around those four metanarratives were: Bulgaria, Germany,
Poland, Romania and Lithuania — with almost identical results for Slovakia and

the Czech Republic.
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posts. Forums, blogs, Reddit and YouTube were less popular. Across the whole
region, news sources online contained the largest per cent of hostile content — al-
most 24 per cent. At the same time, blogs, while being less significant, were the
second most hostile information source, with almost 20 per cent of potentially
hostile content. The Twitter case is rather unique, since in most of the monitored
countries it is not that significant. Facebook is the only major platform that is in-
fluential across the whole region. In countries like Bulgaria, Romania or Slovakia,
Twitter plays a marginal role and there is a significantly smaller presence among
the general public there.

For comparison, the number of Twitter posts in Bulgaria was 34,292 out of
712,261 pieces of online content in total, while in Poland, where Twitter is much
more popular, there were 3,423,254 tweets out of 4,661,579 pieces in total. That
is why discussions on Twitter in such countries are in most cases dominated by
mainstream and official actors, thus influencing the proportions between hostile
and general messaging. In other words, looking only at the Twitter data to analyse
the situation may disrupt the true scale and the general picture of information
threats in these countries.

However, if we include Germany in the dataset, the proportions change signifi-
cantly. The most potentially hostile narratives are then related to energy security.
Topics on refugees fall to second place and anti-NATO communication surpasses
that about sanctions. The data shows that in the German information space alone,
there were over three million results related to the energy security topic.
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Response to information threats in Bulgaria, Poland and Romania

The IRI Beacon Project cooperates with partners in Bulgaria, Poland and Roma-
nia on countering Russian disinformation by establishing foundations for creating
task forces, comprised of state and civil society actors. The project was founded by
USAID. Looking from a broader, European perspective, the European Union has
also started its multi-dimensional approach to disinformation since 2018. While
it may be considered late, a lot has been done in this field both at the EU and in-
ternational level, as well as on the individual country level. However, the need for
further action is still clear.

Identifying, analysing and countering foreign information interference and ma-
nipulation will be one of the biggest challenges facing the West for the foreseeable
future. At the same time, there are internal actors creating, disseminating and/or
amplifying messaging coinciding with Russian propaganda and disinformation. That
only increases the required range of tools at the country and international level.

The research from the past year concludes that the three countries of Bulgaria,
Romania and Poland have several features in common. First, all three countries
need to work on strategic communication for their internal and external audiences.
Digital infrastructures and legal frameworks also need to be adapted to the current
circumstances of the war. Governments should focus on solutions that are flexible
and include civil society. Moreover, the three states have yet to define responsibili-
ties in terms of dealing with information threats at all administrative levels, from
the local to central authorities. Similarly, the administrative structures in all three
countries are not using their full potential, while institutional capacity needs to be
properly assessed, strengthened and developed.

At the same time, there is not enough collaboration between state institutions
themselves or with civil society organisations. Governments should find ways to
enhance the existing, alongside new, networks of information exchange at the coun-
try level (within the administration, but also between the state and civil society).
Work is also needed here at the regional and international levels. Finally, integrat-
ing media and digital literacy components at all levels of the national education
systems should be a top priority.

Danger from the inside

According to the Facebook data analysed by those working with the IRI Bea-
con Project, the largest percentage of hostile narratives about Ukraine could be
seen in Bulgaria, Czechia, Slovakia and Romania, with Poland being a complete
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outlier. Although it does not necessarily reflect the full scope of the trends in the
information space for each country, the research does illustrate that potential ex-
ists for disruptions and radicalisation. This is especially true when taking into ac-
count possible future elections and the populist rhetoric that might be employed.
As for geopolitical views present in Facebook sources, the biggest problems can
be seen in Bulgaria (37 per cent pro-Russia), the Czech Republic (16 per cent anti-
West), Ukraine (26 per cent nationalistic), Slovakia (11 per cent pro-Russian) and
Germany (18 per cent pro-Russian). Once again, Poland has a unique information
space environment with only 1.6 per cent anti-western, ten per cent nationalistic,
and 1.21 per cent pro-Russian sources.

The nationalistic component is particularly demanding. In most of the countries
researched, the dominant part of the hostile messaging undermining support for
Ukraine comes from internal actors, especially highly ideological media outlets and
right-wing, especially far-right, actors. Both of them )
being the main creators and amplifiers of hostile nar- There is a threat
ratives is one of the few things the whole region hasin  that some form
common in terms of anti-Ukrainian, pro-Russian and/ 0 f anti-wes tern
or anti-western content. This includes the use of con- . }
spiracy theories and/or populist and divisive rhetoric ~ CONSPII atorial
that too often coincides directly with Russian messag-  discourse might
ing, disinformation and propaganda. .

Despite not being currently analysed in the research, grow Over time
Telegram is one of the most prominent channels for the in the Ukrainian
dissemination of Russian propaganda and disinforma-  mainstream.
tion. Most of the media monitoring tools currently do
not have the ability to monitor Telegram. However, less automated monitoring is
now being conducted by a growing number of entities in the region and globally
(since Russia is using both Telegram and WhatsApp in other regions, like South
America, India or Asia). A uniquely demanding information environment in this
regard is clear in Ukraine, where circumstances surrounding the full-scale war may
only facilitate the further proliferation of certain messaging.

The complicated situation on the ground leads to language radicalisation and
there is a serious threat that some form of anti-western conspiratorial discourse
might have the potential to grow over time in the Ukrainian mainstream. Despite
Ukrainians overwhelmingly opposing Russia and supporting the pro-western po-
litical vector, there are actors accusing western elites of not being decisive enough
and not providing enough support. If this type of narrative takes root and grows,
then this would have serious consequences not only for Ukraine, but potentially
for its allies in NATO and the EU.
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Taking all the available data into consideration, it seems that Bulgarian and Slo-
vak citizens are some of the most vulnerable to Russian disinformation and prop-
aganda. At the same time, there is potential to use different hostile narratives in
every country in the region. One of the biggest challenges in this field will be how
to deal with populist and highly ideological rhetoric and actors. Priority needs to
be given to creating legal frameworks and capacity-building for countering infor-
mation threats. Finally, a more effective strategy would be avoiding the monopo-
lisation of countering disinformation efforts by the secret services, especially the
military, and engaging with societal organisations at local, regional and interna-
tional levels. #E

Adam Lelonek is a CEE regional coordinator at the

International Republican Institute’s Beacon Project.



The constant struggle
of huilding resilience

The case of Czechia

PAVEL HAVLICEK

While in the region Czechia can be considered a positive
case in resisting authoritarian influence, it has been far from
perfect, especially when considering its recent turbulence.
Nevertheless, there are now a lot of practices countering malign
influence - including that of China - in Czechia that could
serve as examples for both the region and the wider EU.
|

Since February 24th 2022, the whole of Europe and the world have been wit-
nessing a new phase in the Russian aggression against Ukraine, which has reshaped
the European — and to a large extent also the global — security order. Issues such as
the shelling of Ukraine’s nuclear power plant in Zaporizhzhia, often described as
“nuclear blackmail’; frightened the global community into fearing a repeat of the
1986 Chernobyl nuclear catastrophe in the Soviet Union. Now, it is Russia that has
become the new rogue state and global pariah, isolated and sanctioned by most
of the civilised world.

Yet, at the same time, other countries — including prominent global powers such
as the People’s Republic of China, Iran or India — have remained more ambivalent on
the conflict. This is either due to their own economy, energy dependency and ties,
or due to ideological reasons and hatred of the West. This has been demonstrated
by some countries that have backed Russia’s position during UN resolutions and
refuted the aggression against Ukraine.
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Testing ground

As a reaction to the ongoing terror against the civilian population of Ukraine,
the European Union has already imposed ten sanctions packages. Russia has lost its
control over energy pricing and access to western markets for most of its goods. It
has also been cut off from technologies and so-called “dual-use goods” that could
be used in its war against Ukraine. At the same time, Russian propaganda sites
have been temporarily banned in the EU information space, bringing an end to
the reach of platforms like RT (Russia Today) or Sputnik.

However, these severe measures have not directly affected the Chinese malign
information and influence operations that have substantially grown in number
over the past year. To achieve this, China made substantial use of its embassies
and diplomatic presence in the West, as well as the social media of various prox-
ies and other like-minded groups often recruited from traditionally pro-Kremlin
outlets. Beijing has also benefitted from previously established channels that it has
systematically cultivated and used for shaping the narrative on China.

Czechia is a case in point in the Central and Eastern European context. Now a
country with one of the highest levels of societal resilience regarding both Chinese
and foreign malign influence in general, the Czech Republic was in many respects
a testing ground for Moscow and Beijing’s influence operations over the past few
decades.

Also thanks to elite capture, Russia and China found some prominent allies
who have given them privileged access to some media sources. TV Barrandov is a
prominent example of a media group which promotes certain narratives friendly
to China. Naturally, it has been proven that specific investments into this group
were made by China. This was even more the case when pro-Beijing narratives
on sensitive topics — such as relations with Taiwan, protests in Hong Kong or the
situation of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang — started to appear more often among fringe
or less known media, primarily in the online space but also among radio stations.
The Chinese intervention in the Czech media ecosystem and the localisation of
friendly information coverage (so-called information laundering) have been gradual.
However, they have to an extent made an impact on public attitudes towards the
PRC over the last decade.

Research carried out by the Association for International Affairs’ MapInfluenCE
project revealed that between 2019 and 2021 the coverage of China in traditionally
more pro-Russian media sources has been highly manipulative. Despite the fact
that China was in a majority of cases presented neutrally, three prominent fringe
websites, including Russia’s Sputnik CZ, Aeronet and Parliamentary Post (Parla-
mentni listy), used a number of techniques to disguise pro-Chinese sentiments.


https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_23_907
http://www.vulnerabilityindex.org/czechia.html
https://mapinfluence.eu/en/relations-between-political-elites-and-pro-china-business/
https://mapinfluence.eu/en/czech-media-analysis-2017-2020/
https://denikn.cz/603972/do-cinskeho-rozhlasu-a-zase-zpatky-propaganda-z-pekingu-si-pomaha-ceskymi-dezinformatory-pak-to-sdili-ambasada/?ref=tit1
https://mapinfluence.eu/en/analysis-of-china-related-issues-in-czech-alternative-media/
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For example, they attributed these ideas to nominally neutral speakers, Czech
politicians or other public figures and media representatives.

In a number of cases, often with content from foreign language sources, changes
were made to headlines based on traditional clickbait logic or misleading quotes.
Czech readers can find this information hard to verify due to the dubious sources
of these pro-Beijing narratives.

The fringe sites made frequent use of Chinese experts, officials and representa-
tives of public institutions, most notably the ministries of foreign affairs and de-
fence. They even quoted Chinese politicians directly, even if they were introduced
in a neutral manner in the articles. At the same time, the local context and/or the
European perspective was too often deliberately omitted.

All of these manipulations were present in a high number of studied cases. This
documents the systemic level of infiltration in fringe online media sites, which
gradually incorporated topics about China and subse-
quently became mouthpieces for Beijing propaganda. Research has
For example, this could be seen in exclusive interviews fOUHd that the
with the Chinese ambassador to Prague over a relatively .
short period of time. Coverage of China

Similar tendencies have been visible across the wid- 10 {r aditionally more
er region, not only in neighbouring Slovakia, which has pro-Russian Czech
a closely related language and hence also a high level d;
of permeability in the information space. Coordinat- media sources
ed efforts to influence certain topics, including per- has been hlgle
ceptions of NATO, have been present in a number of manipulative.
states in the region, where official Chinese channels
have even compared NATO to “Voldemort’, the villain in the Harry Potter series.
This fact illustrates the profound need to invest more in better understanding Rus-
sian and Chinese activities and these countries’ attempts to interfere in the EU’s
domestic affairs. The region of Central and Eastern Europe has some first-hand
experience with Chinese malign behaviour which could serve as a lesson for the
western part of Europe, which has often overlooked the real impact of long-term
Chinese influence.

Building up resilience

What is needed right now is a much more comprehensive and common under-
standing of the potential threat coming from China and how to face it, as suggested
by the Strategic Compass of the EU. At a time of war and growing partnership
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At a time of war and growing partnership between Moscow and Beijing,
the need for a stronger and united position in the EU cannot be more urgent.

between Moscow and Beijing, the need for a stronger and united position in the
EU cannot be more urgent.

Even if Czechia has proved that its society is capable of dealing with foreign
malign operations and most attempts to influence public discourse from abroad,
the picture is much blurrier in the domestic realm. This is typical when it comes
to a complex and diverse ecosystem of disinformation sites well known for their
anti-systemic nature. Hence, there is still much to be done in terms of building up
a coordinated response, closing multiple loopholes abused by those behind disin-
formation, and promoting trustworthy public communication and a resilient in-
formation sphere.

The challenges faced by Czech society are immense but not unique, as shown
by the 2021 Disinformation Resilience Index. This study compared ten countries
in Central and Eastern Europe and found that most of the CEE countries suffered
from weak cooperation between the state and society, including independent media
and the civil society sector. Also, the legal and institutional capacity of the state
has been identified as weak or generally problematic. Overall, there appeared to
be insufficient funding and manpower to run these states in an effective manner.


https://www.amo.cz/en/disinformation-resilience-index-in-central-and-eastern-europe-in-2021/
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Thus, it is necessary to finally apply a “whole-of-society” approach and promote
much closer cooperation between the state, civil society and independent media.
This would not only help the response to crisis situations, but also limit the space
for distorted interpretations of events that could be mutually clashing and under-
mine trust in the system.

While in the regional context Czechia can be considered a positive case, it has
been far from perfect, especially when considering recent turbulence in the system
of strategic communication. However, the government has clearly spoken out in
favour of working harder to counter disinformation and promote the state’s capacity
to act. Indeed, there are still a lot of positive practices, such as the demonetisation
of disinformation and taking the first steps towards a coordinated state system
of strategic communication. This is supported by a strong and active civil society
sector, public media broadcaster and independent media, which promote trust-
worthy content and counter the worst cases of manipulation and disinformation
both offline and online in Czech public discourse.

Last but not least, Czechs, like other V4 societies, could benefit from their EU
and NATO membership. This could help deliver an additional boost to the agenda,
as well as empower cooperation and exchange with social media platforms. Such
sites have been identified as a weak link in the whole information ecosystem of
the region.

While there are still many problems and challenges, not only for Czechia but the
wider region, the ongoing Russian war against Ukraine and the West has helped
to promote the fight against disinformation and foreign malign influence. These
issues have found a place higher on the agenda and allowed for more investment
and new steps in closing disinformation loopholes. Even though we are still far
from efficiently countering the problem, some steps have been made to create
a more resilient information ecosystem not only in Czechia but in the EU and
NATO as a whole. #&

Pavel Havlicek is a Research Fellow at the Association for International Affairs (AMO)
in Prague. His research focuses on Eastern Europe, especially Ukraine and Russia,
and the Eastern Partnership programme. He also deals with questions of strategic

communication and disinformation, as well as democratisation and civil society support.
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Russian propaganda
in Poland in the context
of parliamentary elections

MICHAE MAREK

De facto pro-Russian communities are clearly
consolidating in the context of the upcoming Polish

parliamentary elections. The groups in question are made

up of people who have contacts with entities linked to the
Russian state. We can assume that the Russian Federation

not only supports such groups through the Polish-language

sources it runs, but also has influence on the activity of
some of the people operating within these communities.
|

By mid-2022, the first activities of those promoting pro-Russian statements
in the Polish information sphere were clearly perceptible, indicating the growing
consolidation of a broad pro-Russian community with political ambitions. The
start of 2023, especially the first weeks of the year, only further showed this to be
the trend. At that time, there was an intensification of the so-called “grassroots”
initiatives, the culmination of which was the announcement of a billboard campaign
and a series of meetings under the slogan “This is not our war”. This campaign was
led by Leszek Sykulski, a political scientist and historian who founded the “Polish
anti-war movement” earlier this year.

As part of these efforts, greater cooperation began between individuals sup-
porting the Kremlin’s message, and those who had previously only occasional-
ly conducted joint initiatives in the Polish infosphere. At the same time, the be-
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ginning of 2023 was the moment when these de facto pro-Russian groups clearly
articulated their information agenda, which boiled down to themes such as the
fight against the “Ukrainisation” and “Americanisation” of Poland and a fight in
the name of “peace”. In other words, these groups are lobbying for the suspension
of Poland’s support for Ukraine.

New activities, old personalities

Through their activities, de facto pro-Russian groups (officially dissociating
themselves from Russia) seek to inspire Polish opposition to Warsaw’s continued
support for Ukraine (especially support in the form of military equipment) and
opposition to close cooperation with the United States and its NATO allies. These
groups have demanded a so-called “deep reform” of the Polish state services — a
de facto dismantling of the Polish secret services during a critical moment given
the ongoing war in a neighbouring country. They have also stressed the need for
Polish citizens to carry out grassroots resistance initiatives.

These concepts and demands basically call for actions of a political nature. Their
aim is to convince the largest possible number of citizens that the ruling politi-
cal party, as well as the other pro-western parties in the opposition, are pursuing
a “harmful/anti-Polish/traitorous” policy and that the only alternative (a chance
to avoid the “destruction/tragedy” of the war) for Poles is to support the political
initiatives of the country’s de facto pro-Russian groups.

The efforts by Sykulski, together with other figures like Sebastian Piton (a con-
troversial figure who gained prominence with his opposition to COVID-19 re-
strictions) and Piotr Panasiuk (known for his anti-Ukrainian discourse), are exam-
ples of the growing consolidation within these communities. The joint meetings
organised as part of Sykulski’s anti-war initiative clearly indicated the existence of
a link between the individuals in question. The meetings they organised includ-
ed propaganda and disinformation narratives coinciding with the Kremlin’s ob-
jectives, such as blaming NATO for the outbreak of the war in Ukraine or por-
traying the Polish government as seeking to draw Poland into a war with Russia.
Their influence online via portals like YouTube and Twitter helped spread these
pro-Kremlin narratives as well.

It is worth noting at this point that Sykulski appears to be the leader of one of
the pro-Russian circles (for many years he positioned himself as a serious expert
and academic, which gave some credibility to his beliefs until he embraced the
most radical propaganda narratives). After all, figures such as Panasiuk seem to
focus their activities on supporting Sykulski. Generally, these activities take place
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largely on social media (mostly Twitter) and take the form of sharing narratives
copied from Russian propaganda Telegram channels. These subsequently infect
the Polish infosphere with the most radical disinformation messages. Moreover,
the people associated with this group try to discredit those who call out their pro-
Kremlin views, claiming alleged links to Ukrainian state services. The narrative
of “Bandera agents” has existed for many years on Polish social media and is now
an integral part of the activities of networks of anonymous pro-Russian accounts
present on social networks.

Panasiuk’s social media, for example, is not limited to the repeated promotion of
Polish-language discourse and posts from Russian disinformation sources. Some-
times these posts are translated directly from Russian. Panasiuk also promotes
with particular vigour posts published by other known pro-Russian accounts. For
example, the account of Martin Demirov. Demirov is an online figure who con-
ducts similar activity on Polish Twitter that sometimes resembles the activities of
internet trolls. It is possible that these individuals run networks of anonymous ac-
counts operating on social networks, or that their accounts are part of networks
coordinated by a single centre. However, there is no direct evidence of this. The
second option seems more likely. In addition, Demirov supports the disinforma-
tion activities of Panasiuk and Sykulski by broadcasting Polish-language posts, even
though he claims he is not a citizen of the Republic of Poland. The modus operan-
di of these accounts is remarkably similar, giving the impression that their activi-
ty may be coordinated. These accounts support each other and promote pure dis-
information messages.

Signs of consolidation

Parallel to this group, there is also another circle of de facto pro-Russian activ-
ists in Poland who over the years have been associated with, among others, the
Zmiana (Change) political party, the Polish-language editorial board of the Russian
portal Sputnik, or the Mysl Polska (Polish Thought) portal. One of the most active
individuals within these groups is Mateusz Piskorski — a person permanently in-
volved in promoting content that resembles Russian propaganda messaging in the
Polish information sphere. In 2016, he was detained by the Polish security services
on suspicion of engaging in espionage for Russia. He was released on bail in 2019.
Piskorski gives interviews on a regular basis to Russian-language media involved
in disinformation.

It is worth noting that while Mysl Polska, a portal which regularly promotes
pro-Russian narratives, is still active in Poland, the Sputnik portal has been shut
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down. Nevertheless, people associated with this portal continue their pro-Russian
activities by running channels on YouTube.

Thus, we have two leading groups in Poland, which basically carry out activi-
ties pursuing the Kremlin’s goals. There are, however, signals indicating the con-
solidation of these groups. One example is the debate L .
between Sykulski and Jarostaw Augustyniak (one of Itis hkely that in the
the leaders of the Zmiana party and a contributor to  context of upcoming
Sput{qlk), whlch involved thh sm.les introducing pro- elections in Polan d,
Russian narratives to the discussion. ,

Another example involves the publications that ap- pr o-Russian groups
peared in the February 2023 issue of Mys! Polska, and will undertake more
were authored by Piotr Panasiuk. However, an analysis jOil’lt initiatives.
of the writing casts doubt over this theory. In my opin-
ion, there are fundamental differences between his social media posts and public
statements and the way in which thoughts are expressed in these particular articles.

Yet, it should be understood that even if Panasiuk is not the author of the texts
in question, he must have given his consent for them to be published under his
name. This indicates a gradual fusion of the groups in question or the existence
of an entity/person coordinating the activity of these groups. Hence, it is highly
likely that in the context of the upcoming parliamentary elections, these groups
will undertake more joint initiatives.

Influencers

In addition to these aforementioned circles permanently involved in echoing
Russian disinformation, Polish citizens are also influenced by a number of “influ-
encers” and media commentators, whose controversial views often contain pro-
Kremlin messages. On the one hand, there is a mobilisation of the so-called inde-
pendent bloggers who, branding themselves as “alternative sources of information”
in order to maintain credibility among their audience, deliberately distort reali-
ty so that their message differs from that broadcast by the mainstream media. By
broadcasting controversial content (for example, a conspiracy theory) that is dia-
metrically opposed to the messages of traditional media, they capture the atten-
tion of the audience. Thus, they are able to use “flashy slogans” and emotive con-
tent to strengthen their media position and at the same time make money on social
networks.

This type of activity often boils down to promoting unconscious misinforma-
tion among citizens, with these influencers driven by ambition and the belief that



44 | (antheinformation war be won? Russian propaganda in Poland in the context. . ., Michat Marek

they have the right to express any opinion they wish without taking any respon-
sibility for their actions. A key factor influencing the content produced by such
influencers/commentators is the need to maintain a fundamental difference in
messaging between their content and that of leading media. As far as the issue of
the war in Ukraine is concerned, this usually results in points of view that, either
directly or indirectly, present an alternative to those already existing in the Polish
and western media.

This is one of the reasons why the notion “during war the truth dies first” is
promoted by such individuals. This relativises the fact that Russia caused the war
and equates the executioner with the victim. Of course, NATO is often viewed as
complicit in the war. The messages spread coincide with Russian narratives and
are actively distributed by authors of YouTube channels, alternative portals and
the so-called influencers who, until February 24th 2022, focused on denying the
existence of COVID-19 and promoting the supposed health threat posed by 5G
technology. Generally, they support the Russian message to justify the very point
of their existence in the media: to present a different vision of reality that is “true”
and “uncensored”.

The main groups undertaking these activities are Sykulski and his entourage, as
well as the group associated with the Zmiana party and Mysl Polska. There are at

least two other types of individuals who permanent-

A number of ly put forward such messages echoing Russian propa-

“influencers” and ganda. These are those who intentionally or uninten-

media commentators tionally disinform for the purpose of financial gain (in

' ’ the absence of links to the Russian Federation), and

whose controversial  those who spread Russian propaganda unconscious-
views often contain 1 (or consciously) for reasons of political ambition.

. It is worth bearing in mind, however, that the “in-

pro—Kremhn dependent bloggers” and “opportunists” in question

messages, tr Yy to galN  may in the future become objects of interest for Rus-

popularity in Poland. 51an' state sgrwces, whlch r‘n'ily transform the motives

behind their harmful activities.

Nevertheless, there is one message that is common to all the aforementioned
groups disinforming the Polish public and spreading Russian propaganda. This
message is the need to “fight for freedom of speech” and “fight against censorship”
These individuals share a common interest — in the event that the Polish state en-
gages in a more active fight against Russian disinformation, these individuals will
have to limit or suspend their activities, which will result in a deterioration of their
financial status and unmet political ambitions. These personal factors encourage
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a serious proportion of such “disinformers” to carry out their activities and shape
their message as appropriate.

Upcoming elections

De facto pro-Russian communities are clearly consolidating in the context of the
upcoming Polish parliamentary elections. The groups in question are made up of
people who have contacts with entities linked to the Russian state. We can assume
that the Russian Federation not only supports them through the Polish-language
sources it runs (e.g. Telegram channels, which are, among other things, a form of
trend-setting — providing guidelines on current messages), but also has influence
on the activity of some of the people operating within these groups.

Currently, the greatest risk is related to the Russian attempt to foster resent-
ment towards Ukrainians and Ukraine in Poland, which is expected to result in a
reduction of support for Kyiv, and the risk that people associated with pro-Russian
groups may enter the Polish public sphere. In my opinion, there will be attempts
by people building their political potential directly on pro-Russian, anti-Ukrainian
and anti-American propaganda to get into the Polish parliament in the autumn.

If this succeeds, the Russians will have a completely new medium for building
influence over Polish citizens. However, it should be emphasised at this point that
the pro-Russian activity of these groups is encountering growing resistance among
the public. This is indicative of growing popular awareness of the importance of in-
formation security. The campaign to restrict the possibility of such groups conduct-
ing meetings, and the small number of people attending such meetings, is a good
sign that our society will resist the intensification of activities by these groups. &

Michat Marek, PhD, is the founder of the Contemporary Security
Environment Research Centre Foundation. He is a scholar of

Ukrainian studies and an expert on countering disinformation.
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Disinformation
can he tackled through
everyday habhits

A conversation with Agnieszka Legucka, an analyst
with the Polish Institute of International Affairs.
Interviewer: Maciej Makulski

MACIEJ MAKULSKI: Do you see a
qualitative difference in Russia’s information
war strategy in recent times, especially since
the beginning of the full-scale invasion of
Ukraine? Or is it rather more of the same?

AGNIESZKA LEGUCKA: We are
definitely in an information war. On the
one hand Russia has been challenged by
several blockades, especially in the Eu-
ropean Union, of its so-called media like
RT, Sputnik, or 60 munym (60 minutes,
a TV show broadcasted on the state-
owned Channel One Russia — editor’s
note). On the other hand, Russia has
adapted to this new situation by moving
to the “underground’; as seen through
closed Facebook groups. Russian trolls
have started to be much more active in
several different countries. There is ev-
idence that the trolls are very active in
countries such as Hungary and Germa-
ny, which might be seen as weak spots.

How can we see the impact of the Rus-
sian trolls on those societies?

Opinion polls show that people tend
to believe in conspiracy theories, such
as that Ukrainians are the US’s puppets.
Information that sanctions on Russia al-
legedly do not have an impact on Rus-
sia is also spread widely in those coun-
tries and finds fertile ground among
people there. Another aspect showing
Russia’s adaptation to the new reality
is the role of China. After the invasion
of Ukraine, China has helped Russia to
spread misleading messages and narra-
tives. Interestingly, during the pandemic
it was the other way round — it was Rus-
sia that helped China to amplify mes-
sages about US-owned labs in Ukraine
that spread the virus. The two countries
changed their roles now. But this type
of spreading of false information is not
limited to the activity of trolls on social
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media, but it has been also present in in-
ternational debate, even during UN Se-
curity Council meetings.

In this second case, who is the target
audience?

It is a diverse audience. This official
state level does not appeal to the hearts
and minds of Europeans or Americans,
but mainly the countries of the Global
South.

Speaking about the West, one of the
main issues for years has been different
perceptions of Russia as a threat. Do you
see the chance to overcome this now, or is
it still a prevailing issue when it comes to
the western reaction to Russia and its hos-
tile activity online?

There are still different approaches
to Russia because there are different
understandings of Russian threats. The
divisions are clear between, on the one
hand, Poland and the Baltic states and,
on the other hand, Hungary or even
Slovakia who, historically speaking, pos-
sess a different experience regarding
relations with Russia. Therefore, opin-
ion polls show much warmer attitudes
towards Russia. Even regarding the war
in Ukraine the perceptions are different.
And of course, these perceptions differ
also in countries like Germany or France.
But even if we see these differences, the
war in Ukraine has shown that these
perceptions were so far beyond logic
and rationality that the conflict was a
huge shock for the whole western world.
From my perspective, there is no way to

(Can the information war be won?

return to business as usual with Russia
and what we had observed before the
invasion. Russian actions are essentially

decoupling the country from the West,
not only in terms of economic or energy
relations but also in terms of the digital
information bubble. But I would also
point out that from our perspective it
is important to think about how we can
influence Russian society, because it is
becoming much more difficult than it
was ever before.

Do you see any way to influence Rus-
sian society?

The only available channel we have —
and it is also becoming very limited —
is YouTube. Since the invasion started,
Russians have been forced to use VPNs
to somehow circumvent restrictions that
the Russian authorities imposed (for ex-
ample, they blocked Twitter and Insta-
gram). YouTube seems to be the only
bond left between the West and Russia
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in the infosphere. Therefore, it is start-
ing to look like we, as societies, live on
two different planets. And it is impor-
tant to bear in mind that at some point
we will not understand each other.

You described Russia’s adaptation to this
changing reality. Is the West adapting too?

I see evolution regarding the approach
of the European Union, which can be
traced back at least to 2015, after Rus-
sia attacked Ukraine for the first time
and when the EU established the East
Stratcom Task Force focused exclusive-
ly on fighting Russian disinformation
(FIMLI, Foreign Information Manipula-
tion & Interference). After Brexit, when
Russia started to influence internal state
affairs like the US elections or protests
in Catalonia, the EU understood that
Russia is a long-term threat to internal
processes inside the EU. In 2018, the EU
initiated an Action Plan against Disin-
formation and the team East Stratcom
Task Force has grown as well. After the
pandemic the EU understood that Euro-
pean External Action Service research-
ers need to also malign activity of other
actors, including China. The activity of
this project does not end with research
but it also encompasses recommenda-
tions and training for people on how
to strengthen the resilience of societies
against disinformation inside the EU, as
well as in the Eastern Partnership coun-
tries. This last aspect is very important
because the EU is trying to share good
practice with countries outside the bloc,
and at the same time learn from those
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countries, especially Ukraine, which pos-
sess a lot of experience concerning these
battlefield realities. Of course, Ukraine
has been very successful in fighting Rus-
sian disinformation and Russia’s infor-
mation war.

Indeed, Ukraine has gone through many
steps much earlier than other countries...

Ukraine has been on the front lines
of the cyber-battlefield and was the first
in blocking Vkontakte (Russian social
media) and other Russian platforms and
channels used for propaganda purpos-
es. I still remember discussions in which
people asked why Ukrainians are impos-
ing these blockades, arguing it is not a
democratic measure. But now everyone
understands that there are no other op-
tions — Russian channels and platforms
are not media by any means, but instru-
ments in the information warfare.

Let’s talk about the countermeasures to
the information war. What is the best way
to strengthen social resilience?

There is no silver bullet that will re-
solve all the problems related to resil-
ience. Resilience itself is a nice buzzword
but everything it embraces like educa-
tion, codes of conduct, good practices,
cyber hygiene and fact-checking needs
to be adopted by countries and spread
throughout societies. This is the most
difficult part.

Why is it so difficult?
Positive messages are difficult to
spread. Disinformation spreads quick-
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ly because it is built on negative emo-
tions. Messages based on emotions ap-
peal to us more effectively than, for in-
stance, fact-based information without
any emotional component.

A fact-checked message never reaches
the same audience as a misleading mes-
sage does...

Exactly, this negative information is
much more clickable and the truth is
perceived as boring.

That does not sound so encouraging...

I always argue that no one wants to
be manipulated. We can put it in the
context of an election in any country. I
want to be sure that a man or a woman
who represents me was chosen by me
and that my choice was not manipulat-
ed by someone else. That is the kind of
motivation that I have to fight propagan-
distic messages. I also compare fighting
disinformation with a diet.

(Can the information war be won?

In what way?

We can look at what we see and watch
on social media in the same way as dif-
ferent products we consume. If we con-
sume rubbish food, it does not make us
healthier or thinner. So disinformation
is like rubbish food. We need to think
that consuming it is not good for us. So,
to stay healthy we need to be careful re-
garding what we consume and what we
share on social media.

What other practices are effective?

I think the most effective resilience
occurs in those societies in which crit-
ical thinking exists. It means — and re-
search confirms that — the higher your
readership the higher level of critical
thinking among citizens you have. So, it
is not only about how much training you
conduct to inoculate people against dis-
information. It is also about how many
books you read. So it is about basic hab-
its and general education. ¥

Agnieszka Legucka is a senior research fellow at the Polish Institute of

International Affairs and a professor in security studies at Vistula University.

Maciej Makulski is a contributing editor with New Eastern Europe.



Nagorno-Karahakh
No clear path out of the crisis

An interview with Thomas de Waal,
a senior fellow at Carnegie Europe. Interviewers:
Adam Reichardt and Agnieszka Widtaszewska

ADAM REICHARDT: Before we gointo
the most recent developments, | would like
to start with a brief summary and remind-
er of how we got to the current situation
surrounding the conflict of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. What is the essence that lies behind
this dispute?

THOMAS DE WAAL: This conflict
is the oldest ethnic and territorial con-
flict from the late Soviet era which be-
gan in 1988. In fact, its roots lie in the
early 20th century when the South Cau-
casus was a part of the Russian Empire,
which was not wholly divided along eth-
nic lines. The highlands of Karabakh,
a beautiful region which is geographi-
cally a part of Azerbaijan, had a centu-
ries-long, Armenian majority popula-
tion, with Armenian monuments and
churches. It is in fact quite an important
place for Armenians, but also plays an
important role for Azerbaijan. The re-
gion is very much within Azerbaijan eco-
nomically, geographically and also has

an important Azerbaijani town right in
the middle of it called Shusha. Gener-
ally speaking, it was a place where dur-
ing the Russian Empire or Soviet times,
the Armenians and Azerbaijanis coped
more or less together under Russian rule.
Both in 1918 and in 1988, as soon as im-
perial rule was weakened, the two sides
began to fight for control of this region.
In 1988 the Karabakh Armenians tried
to vote to secede from Soviet Azerbai-
jan and join Soviet Armenia. Then a
kind of low level inter-Soviet civil war
erupted between the two sides, leading
to full scale war in 1991. That war lasted
for three years and 20,000 people died.
The Armenian side won a military victo-
ry, more than a million were displaced,
mostly on the Azerbaijani side, and for
years Azerbaijan had to put up with Ar-
menian occupation of a fair chunk of its
territory. In 2022 Azerbaijan, fuelled by
oil wealth and Turkish weapons, went
back to war and inflicted a humiliating
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military defeat on the Armenians in just
six weeks. After nearly three decades
of Armenian dominance, the situation
suddenly flipped into one of Azerbaija-
ni dominance. For two years, it has been
the Azerbaijanis who have been dictat-
ing to the Armenians and this is the new
context in which this very old dispute is
now situated.

AR: The ceasefire that was negotiated
in 2020 was Russian-led, even though there
is an official OSCE Minsk Group which is
meant to mediate the conflict. It seems
that Russia had really taken a lead role in
terms of mediating. Is this because Russia
has close ties with Armenia or is it more re-
lated to Russia trying to maintain some sort
of influence in the region?

Well Russia has been traditionally the
most active mediator even when there
was the Minsk Group co-chairmanship
with the United States and France. In
2020 Russia was the party which was
ready instantly to commit boots on the
ground, putting Russian peacekeepers
in Karabakh. This obviously fitted the
Russian agenda, but it also stopped the
war from spreading into an even more
dangerous phase with a direct conflict
between Azerbaijan and Armenia. But
having said that, Russia is no longer the
only or indeed the main mediator. Since
2021 the European Union has stepped in
as a mediator in many ways, more of a
facilitator, facilitating contacts between
the two sides. So, we have these parallel
tracks with the Russians, who obviously
have their own agenda both in Arme-
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nia and Azerbaijan, and the EU being a
facilitator that is more trusted by both
sides. Obviously, the EU has an agenda
as well, but by no means is it such an ag-
gressive one as the Russians. However,
there have been no negotiations since
December 2022 since this new crisis
with the Azerbaijanis blocking access to
Karabakh, so at the moment there are
no negotiations to speak of since then.

AGNIESZKA WIDLASZEWSKA:This
blockade of the so-called Lachin Corridor,
as you said, began in December 2022. The
official narrative from the Azerbaijani side,
at least, is that there is a group of Azerbai-
jani citizens who claim to be environmen-
tal activists and they blocked the route,
which is the only route linking Nagorno-
Karabakh and Armenia, because they are
accusing Nagorno-Karabakh of illegal and
strongly polluting mining activities in the
region. Are there any grounds for these en-
vironmental claims? And what might be the
other reasons for this blockade?

First of all, that claim is highly dubi-
ous. Azerbaijan is basically an autocra-
cy, it does not have a civil society which
goes out and protests freely, so these are
clearly government-sponsored protest-
ers blocking the road. This does, howev-
er, give the Azerbaijani government an
element of deniability and an element of
manoeuvrability to use these so-called ac-
tivists, rather than military forces, which
would involve also a direct face-to-face
confrontation with Russian peacekeep-
ers. This was a clever way to close this
road, the only road that links Karabakh



52

Interviews

Armenians to Armenia. The Azerbaija-
nis do have some fairly plausible and se-
rious allegations, about what that road
is being used for. There have been some
fairly serious claims that land mines have
been transported on that road for the
Armenians to lay. There has been very
little transparency about who or what
goes into Karabakh and certainly Azer-
baijan is concerned that there is basi-
cally a little local army there, which has
been there for more than 25 years and
it is not disarmed. Hence, the road can
be used to resupply the army. We cannot
verify that, but no one can really verify it
because the only people who have been
checking the road are the Russian peace-
keepers. Having said that, by blocking
the road, Azerbaijan is creating a seri-
ous humanitarian issue for the tens of
thousands of Armenians in Karabakh.
Schools and kindergartens have closed,
fresh food has pretty much run out and
there were major disruptions in the gas
supply during the winter months. The
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local Armenians fear that this is a prel-
ude to an Azerbaijani attempt to ful-
ly drive them all out of their homeland.

AW:You already mentioned the practical
effects of the blockade on the inhabitants
of Nagorno-Karabakh. You also mentioned
the Russian peacekeepers, as well as the
Azerbaijani activists. Presumably there are
forces on the Nagorno-Karabakh side. What
is the military setup there?

There was a deadly clash recently in
which three Armenians and two Azer-
baijanis were killed, so there are Azer-
baijani and Armenian forces around. But
I think the main actors are the Russian
peacekeepers, and this is where the big
debate is: are they unwilling or unable —
or a bit of both — to reopen the road? No
written mandate was ever agreed upon
with Azerbaijan, so they are obviously
not going to forcibly disperse civilian
protestors to reopen the road. At the
same time, Armenians are saying that
Moscow is deliberately using the crisis
to put pressure on them. The Armeni-
an Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan is a
bit too western-looking at the moment
and he needs to be reminded who his
main ally is. Even Belarus’s Alyaksandr
Lukashenka said that Armenia should
join the Union State with Belarus and
Russia. My guess is that the Russians
are simply too distracted and too weak
to react. They do not have profession-
al officers in Karabakh since most have
already been redeployed to Ukraine. At
the same time, Moscow does not want
to pick a fight with Azerbaijan, so they
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are mostly negotiating behind the scenes
to try and find a way out of this crisis.

AR:Inyour assessment what is Azerbai-
jan'saimin all this? Is it to cut off this region
completely from Armenia in order to create
some dependence on Azerbaijan?

Azerbaijan is in the driver’s seat and
they see an opportunity to coerce Arme-
nia into signing an agreement to with-
draw all claims on Karabakh and a peace
deal which recognises Azerbaijan’s ter-
ritorial integrity. Azerbaijan also wants
the Karabakh Armenians not to have
any claims on autonomy within Azer-
baijan. This is a difficult situation for the
Armenians, who are in a weak position.
The worry here, however, is that Azer-
baijan will push and push and at some
point there will be some backlash, there
will be some kind of violence. Perhaps
Pashinyan will stop negotiating, or Azer-
baijan becomes convinced that they can
get an agreement entirely on their own
terms, though I do not think that would
be sustainable. Clearly Azerbaijan is go-
ing to get a good deal, but the question
is will it get everything it wants.

AW: In terms of recent developments,
the International Court of Justice recently
ruled that Azerbaijan should “take all meas-
ures at its disposal to ensure the unimped-
ed movement of citizens, vehicles and car-
go along the Lachin corridor in both direc-
tions”, which reflects the provision in the
November agreement from 2020. Another
thing that happened recently is that Ruben
Vardanyan - a Russian/Armenian business-
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man who up until recently held the post
of state minister in the unrecognised Na-
gorno-Karabakh Republic and with whom
Azerbaijan refused to negotiate — was dis-
missed from his position. This is treated by
some as a potential opening or starting
point for some further discussions. What is
your take on these two developments, is ei-
ther of them likely to somehow contribute
to the end of this blockade?

Personally, I expected that with those
two developments the crisis would have
been resolved by now and the road would
be open again, but I clearly got it wrong.
The IC]J verdict called on Azerbaijan
to keep the road open, but Azerbaijan
seems to have ignored that and clear-
ly it is an international court which has
no implementation capacity. In terms
of Vardanyan, who also renounced his
Russian citizenship, he has quite good
links in the UK and US, and is a very in-
teresting character. Azerbaijan had wor-
ried that he was sent by Moscow and that
this was the first step to build Nagorno-
Karabakh into a territory with Russian
troops and a Russian-backed leader, a
kind of second South Ossetia. There is
no evidence that he was directly sent by
Moscow, but clearly he was a powerful
figure who had links in Moscow. The Ar-
menians are not happy with him either,
because he is seen as a potential oppo-
sition figure to Pashinyan. So there was
this common interest in wanting him
out. He was removed from his position
and that actually means a third thing
happened, which is direct talks between
Baku and the Karabakh Armenians for
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the first time in three decades. This is
probably a good development, but ob-
viously one within a rather bad context.

AR: The conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh
has been around for over 30 years already
and with two serious wars, the last being
in 2020. At the same time, it seems that the
war in Ukraine seems to overshadow all this,
and the situation with the Lachin Corridor
does not get much international attention.
Do you think that there is an important
geopolitical element to this and that we
should be paying more attention to what
is happening in Nagorno-Karabakh?

The geopolitics of the situation are
not as clear cut as they are elsewhere,
in Georgia or in Ukraine. There are geo-
politics, clearly Turkey is with Azerbai-
jan and Armenia has a formal alliance
with the Russians, but the Armenians
are also trying to get western support,
as they also have a close relationship
with France. There is a lot of geopoliti-
cal bargaining, but it is largely about the
position of Armenia and Azerbaijan in
the region and their relations with each
other. I guess this is one conflict where
the local is still more important than the
geopolitical.

AR: What about the role of Iran in the
region?

Indeed, Iran borders both countries
and has interests there. It has a particu-
larly difficult and deteriorating relation-
ship with Azerbaijan, but I think it is
more interested in the status quo. Iran
has its own problems with sanctions and
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with developments in the Middle East. It
would like to be a big player in the Cauca-
sus, but it isn’t. I think Turkey is a much
more active player here than Iran and I
think Turkey’s support for Azerbaijan is
an important reason why Azerbaijan is
now in a much more dominant position.

AW: And you mentioned several times
the EU’s engagement in the peace talks.
There is also a new EU mission that was
launched in Armenia in late January of this
year — the civilian mission under the Com-
mon Security and Defence Policy. Could
you tell us a bit more about the preroga-
tives of this mission and its aims, and how
it has been received by the different actors
in the region?

It is something quite unprecedented
that the EU has a mission in a CSTO
country. The Russians are clearly un-
happy about it and the Azerbaijanis are
unhappy but in a different way. Basi-
cally, the conflict spread to the Arme-
nia-Azerbaijan border (beyond Kara-
bakh) which was never demarcated at
the end of the Soviet Union. Last Sep-
tember, Azerbaijan basically crossed the
border and is still camped inside what
most people think of as Armenian ter-
ritory. There was a serious outbreak of
violence and 300 people died. So, in this
context Armenia appealed to the CSTO
for support and did not receive any pos-
itive response; and to its credit the EU
stepped up when the Armenians said
they wanted an EU monitoring mission
and deployed the new mission relatively
quickly with about a hundred unarmed
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monitors. I think it provided a psycho-
logical and political boost for the Arme-
nian side and Baku was clearly frustrat-
ed. At the same time, they would rather
have an EU mission than a Russian one.

AR:If we look at the overall progress, or
lack thereof, of the peace negotiations since
the end of the 2020 war, where do you think
things stand and where are things heading?
What do you see as the political positions
of Pashinyan and Ilham Aliyev and do you
think there is a chance for any sort of mean-
ingful, peaceful and stable relationship in
the near future?

No one really knows how it is going to
develop and no one really knows if this
road is going to be fully open, which is a
prerequisite for any return to the peace
process. This year could see a peace
agreement or it could see the two sides
go back to conflict, probably not full-
scale conflict, but some kind of serious
violence. We cannot really tell which at
the moment. I think Aliyev and Pashin-
yan are committed to dialogue and ne-
gotiations, which is good, but their ap-
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proaches are different. Pashinyan is out
on a limb and I do not think he is sup-
ported by many other people in Arme-
nia for actively negotiating with Azer-
baijan, or even with Turkey. A lot will
depend on the calculus of Aliyev, whose
recent rhetoric is extremely aggressive
towards the Armenians. He is getting
some pushback now from the EU, US,
the Russians, etc. They got most of their
land back and maybe do not need to keep
on pushing. They are definitely still in
a strong position, but obviously Aliyev
wants something to show to his pub-
lic. In a best-case scenario this could be
some sort of bilateral state-to-state Ar-
menia-Azerbaijan agreement that also
creates a separate process on the Kara-
bakh Armenians. But there are plenty
of spoilers out there: Iran could actually
be one of the spoilers; the Russians for
sure do not like the way the EU is tak-
ing a lead in this. So basically, this year
could see potentially a peace agreement
but it could also be a nice piece of pa-
per that the two leaders sign, but then
is not sustainable and breaks down. #g

This interview is also available as a podcast on Talk Eastern Europe — the official
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The West's rude
awakening

Lessons after the first year of war

WOJCIECH MICHNIK

The crucial factor in Russia’s war against Ukraine is
how to help Kyiv defend itself and win? There should be
a straightforward answer: as Europeans, we should do
everything in our power to assist the Ukrainians in stopping
the Russian war of conquest and that Ukraine should
decide the conditions of victory and the subsequent peace.
Yet, unfortunately, there still is no consensus among the
western partners of Ukraine on the war’s endgame.
|

It has been more than one year since Russia launched its full-scale invasion
and over nine years since Moscow started its war in Ukraine. After the 2014 ille-
gal annexation of Crimea, the Euro-Atlantic community made several attempts to
recalibrate its security and defence policies. However, it was only after the shock
of February 24th 2022 and its aftermath that most western states and societies
experienced a rude awakening. It was only then when the transatlantic partners
realised that not only Ukraine but also a majority of the European continent was
being put in danger by Russia’s war of conquest.

The united response from European states, the US and Canada must have
shocked Vladimir Putin, who most likely counted on Ukraine being left to fend for
itself as the West would push for another wave of appeasement. This miscalcula-
tion, one of many Russian political predictions made with regard to this war, cost
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Russia dearly, as the Euro-Atlantic allies responded to the full-scale invasion by
providing economic and humanitarian assistance and military support to Ukraine.
And even though its record of support for Ukraine could be evaluated as mixed,
the collective change in western perceptions of Ukraine and Russia are impossible
to ignore. Yet, as the war is still raging on, instead of congratulating ourselves for a
job well done, perhaps it is useful to take a closer look at the lessons we have learnt
and what these mean for Ukraine and the rest of the Euro-Atlantic community.

Shocked, not awed

In the face of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Europe’s security architec-
ture changed drastically. As the 2022 NATO Strategic Concept — the single most
important document defining NATOQO’s vision for the next decade — stated: “the
Russian Federation poses the most significant and direct threat to Allies’ security”
For many Europeans, particularly those who live far away from the battlefield and
bombed cities, this assertion had to come as shocking. The opening sentences of
the concept especially did not leave much room for optimism: “The Euro-Atlan-
tic area is not at peace. Euro-Atlantic security is undermined by strategic compe-
tition and pervasive instability”

This assessment differs enormously with previous threat perceptions among a
majority of European nations. In 2003 the European Union released its Europe-
an Security Strategy titled “A Secure Europe in a Better World” Whether this was
a statement about reality back then or wishful thinking is a different story. What
is relevant is that the groupthink belief that Europe was peaceful and free once
and for all gained momentum on the continent, and even Russia’s war in Geor-
gia or annexation of Crimea did not seem to shake this dominant assertion. Even
the way Russia’s war in Ukraine was often referred to in the West, as a “Ukrainian
crisis” or “conflict’, might have suggested that either we did not see or chose not
to notice the real danger of Russian policies for Ukraine and the rest of Europe.

As the first weeks of the full-scale intervention passed, the collective shock
subsided as ordinary people, societies and nations from all corners of the transat-
lantic realm made an impressive effort to host Ukrainian refugees and assist those
who stayed in Ukraine. Meanwhile, contradicting many sceptics and analysts,
Ukraine and its society have shown impressive resilience and a continuous ability
to defend their homeland against Russian occupants. And against some expecta-
tions, the immediate and mostly unified response of the transatlantic community
has helped Ukrainians to wage their defensive war. As a result, member states of
NATO and the EU have been trying to agree on the common agenda that would
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guide them in their efforts to support Ukraine and ensure that peace will eventu-
ally come back to Europe.

Three goals have been often mentioned as essential ingredients of this agenda.
First, there must be a sovereign and independent Ukraine and the western states
should support Ukrainians in winning back their territory. Second, helping Ukrain-
ians to win cannot put NATO or any NATO member state in direct military con-
flict with Russia. Third, Russia should not only pay an economic and political price
for instigating the war and destroying Ukraine, but it should emerge from the war
as weak as possible, so it will not be able to attack its neighbours and destabilise
European security in the foreseeable future. Since these three goals — though ar-
ticulated many times — can entail some disagreements and competing interpreta-
tions among western allies, we should treat them more like a wish list rather than
a consensus among the allies in this decisive year of war.

Whose war is it?

Just days before Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022, Volodymyr Zelenskyy,
Ukraine’s president, tried to convince an audience at the Munich Security Con-
ference that the Russian attack was more than imminent and that Ukraine would
need all necessary assistance and help to survive the assault. His warning fell part-
ly on deaf ears. The debate among conference participants was mostly divided be-
tween those who thought the risk of war was significant and those who dismissed
the likelihood of its outbreak. Since February 24th 2022 there has been no ques-
tion about who was right back then. Yet, even after Russia launched its brutal full-
scale war, the division between the two groups endured. . )

Those who claimed before February 24th that Russia Russia’s war agalﬂSt
was seriously planning a war, immediately turned into ~ Jkraine constitutes
strong supporters of Ul(rair}e:s ﬁght for survival, un- an existential
derstanding that the Kremlin’s victory was not guar-

anteed. Those who earlier thought that the chances of threat both to
Russia’s full-scale invasion were minimal then believed ~ Ukrainians and

that western military support would not help Ukraine.  gther Europeans.

This difference in interpreting the situation could
not be seen more clearly than in the following diplomatic responses of some Euro-
pean leaders. For example, in April 2022 the presidents of Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia
and Poland travelled to Ukraine to meet Zelenskyy in a demonstration of support
for the Ukrainian president and his country. Meanwhile, France’s president and
Germany’s chancellor held joint telephone conversations with Putin about possi-
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bilities for a ceasefire. This showed not only a symbolic difference in western (Eu-
ropean) approaches to Russia’s war against Ukraine but also a potential rift in in-
terpreting what is at stake in this war and what kind of costs we are willing to bear.

Nevertheless, there are also instances that indicate that diverging perspectives
on Ukraine, Russia’s war and the role of Europe in the war are changing. “We are
defending ourselves against the most anti-European force in the modern world,”
Zelenskyy said during an address to the European Parliament earlier this Febru-
ary. This is not only the Ukrainian perspective but increasingly a pan-European
one. Russia’s war against Ukraine constitutes an existential threat both to Ukrain-
ians and other Europeans. After all, this war is not only about Ukraine or Russia
but about our way of life. Unfortunately, this transformation is taking a lot of time
and definitely not irreversible as there is still no consensus among western politi-
cal leaders and societies about the urgent need for a steadfast response to Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

Peace, if you survive it

One of the issues Euro-Atlantic partners have been struggling with for at least
a year is the question of the war’s endgame and the results they wish to achieve
with their military and non-military support of Ukraine. This question is intimate-
ly connected with the previous one regarding whose war it is. The West does not
always agree about whose war it is — some argue that it is mostly a Ukrainian war
and some claim that the war is basically already “owned” by the entire transatlan-
tic community. At the same time, the West differs on the perception of the very
nature of this war. Some see this war as an event that started on February 24th
2022, while others see it as a very long process which dates back to Russia’s an-
nexation of Crimea in 2014, the Russian war with Georgia, or even to Ukrainian
independence in 1991.

The difference in perception of the war is crucial for understanding reactions to
the conflict in the West and also the war’s expected outcomes. Those within NATO
or the EU who assume that the war only started a year ago subsequently argue
that in order for the war to end, Ukraine just needs to strike a “peace agreement”
with Russia so everyone can “get back to business as usual” Yet, those leaders and
societies who think about this war in terms of a long process tend to understand
that this war can possibly be frozen (and unfrozen) but will not end without either
a Ukrainian or Russian victory.

From this perspective, a prospective peace settlement to end the war would
be impossible unless one of the sides loses, preferably Russia. This understanding
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If we do not see Russia’s war against Ukraine, for what it is and has been — a war of conquest and ethnic
annihilation - it will be next to impossible to build a long-lasting European response to the war.

of the war and its expected outcomes is commonly shared among Central and
Eastern European allies but not necessarily by all Western European states such
as France or Germany. Interestingly, most of the European frontline states (from
Finland in the north to Romania in the south) which have experience with Rus-
sian or Soviet-inflicted traumas, have been on the same page since the first day
of Russia’s invasion. In addition, one expected outcome of this war is a weakened
Russia to the extent that Moscow will be too preoccupied with its own weakness to
wreak havoc beyond its borders. As Yulia Kazdobina correctly observed: “Europe
whole and free will remain impossible until Russia is either changed domestically
or stripped of its capacity for further aggression. Before that, Europe needs to have
a realistic defence plan” Unsurprisingly this is the scenario that Russia and Putin
strongly oppose. More notably, many politicians in the West also remain sceptical
about this scenario as they fear that a “cornered Russia” may decide to escalate the
conflict by directly confronting NATO and its member states.

Different readings of history

Two other observations that can serve as another lesson that the West has been
trying to learn for the past year, should be made here. First, Ukraine is and has
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been an independent state in the heart of Europe. Therefore, Ukraine should not be
treated as a part of Russia’s imperial ambitions but as an objectively independent
entity with its own agency and equal right to coexist among other European nations.
These are self-evident truths among the societies of Central and Eastern Europe,
yet constant debates about what Russians would do (instead of what Ukrainians
would do) are still present in Western European intellectual circles.

These different perspectives might stem from a different reading of European
history and the role of Eastern Europe, including Ukraine and Russia; or even
from the Cold War divisions between the West and the East. They might also be a

by-product of the cosy way of life that most Western
One of the lessons European societies have been enjoying for years and

from the war is that  the accompanying idea that peace in Europe is now

Russia’s revisionism here once and for all and does not require military
. preparedness.
gOGS beyond Ukr aine More importantly, these differences also stem from

and threatens a misperception of Russia in the West, that Moscow

NATO allies. is aformer great power in transition that needs to be

accommodated and brought into the European polit-

ical and economic orbit at all costs. This thinking has been heavily emphasised for

years by Russia’s disinformation campaigns that targeted Euro-Atlantic societies,

“explaining” to them that Russia wants nothing but peace but is encircled and pro-

voked by NATO’s eastward enlargement (in Russia’s rhetoric labelled in more ag-
gressive language as “expansion”).

Second, there is no question about the fact that Russia is and has been a colonial
power. It was a colonial power during tsarist and Soviet times when it stripped
nations of independence, committed genocide (i.e. Holodomor, a man-made fam-
ine engineered by the Soviet regime in 1932—33, recognised as a genocide by the
European Parliament in 2022) and ethnically cleansed nations by relocating them
across the vast Russian empire. Finally, it has once again become a colonial and
imperial power during its latest iteration as the Russian Federation under Putin
and his clique.

In this context another lesson emerges. As long as we collectively in the trans-
atlantic realm fail to acknowledge the agency of Ukrainians who have been invad-
ed and attacked by an imperial power, we will not be able to agree on a viable and
long-term answer to Russia’s war. If we do not see Russia’s war against Ukraine,
for what it is and has been — a war of conquest and ethnic annihilation — it will
be next to impossible to build a long-lasting European response to the war. After
all, one of the lessons the West ought to have learnt from the war is that Russia’s
revisionism goes beyond Ukraine and threatens NATO allies. As the 20th cen-
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tury history of Europe has shown, annexing states’ territory and denying nations
the right to exist independently present a slippery slope that leads to human suf-
fering on a massive scale and leaves European regions in pieces. In the absence of
any peace prospects, the alternative is to enhance European security by establish-
ing even stronger connections with Kyiv and bolstering defence capabilities across
Europe instead of engaging in negotiations with Moscow over post-war regula-
tions. There are no rules or “post-war” settlements that the Kremlin would not be
ready to break or ignore.

Beyond tanks and jetfighters?

The crucial question here — and at times a point of disagreement among the
Euro-Atlantic allies — is how to assist Ukraine to win the defensive war against
Russia? There should be a straightforward answer: as Europeans, members of the
EU and NATO, we should do everything in our power to assist the Ukrainians in
stopping the Russian war of conquest. It also ought to be fairly simple to under-
stand that it is up to Ukraine and its people to decide what are the conditions of
victory and the subsequent peace.

Yet, as the never-ending debates about sending military assistance and equip-
ment to Ukraine have shown, there is no consensus among the western partners
of Ukraine on the war’s endgame. For almost a year there have been talks about
what kind of military equipment the West should send to Ukraine and what would
constitute the so-called “red lines” (deemed as potentially too escalatory). Even half
a year ago, Patriot surface-to-air missiles (one of the world’s most advanced air
defence systems) were not cleared to be sent to a non-NATO ally such as Ukraine.
Now they are labelled as adequate. The same can be said about tanks, as the de-
bate around German-made Leopard 2 tanks also seemed at one point to represent
another uncrossable “red line”. Some governments (including Berlin) fiercely op-
posed the possibility of providing them to Ukraine, only to change their minds and
green light them in January 2023 as a weapon Ukrainians should receive to fend
off the Russian occupants. Discussions are now related to fighter jets and as the
previous “red lines” have indicated, Ukraine will probably receive them too. The
bottom line is, that it would have served Ukraine and its western partners well if
these decisions about delivering all these defensive weapons to Ukraine were made
half a year ago or earlier.

Yet the above-mentioned dilemmas about sending weapons constitute only a
part of the larger issue that we face in the West. Do we want Ukraine to win or
do we just not want Ukraine to lose the war? There is a significant yet subtle dif-
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ference between these two. Victory for Ukraine — defined by Ukrainians on their
own terms — would most likely entail Kyiv regaining control over all Ukrainian ter-
ritory in line with the pre-2014 borders. A Ukraine that does not win is probably
one that loses a part of its territory and is forced to strike a premature peace deal
with Russia that significantly hinders its sovereignty and almost certainly heralds
an “unfreezing” of the war in the future. If the Euro-Atlantic partners of Ukraine
wish for this second option — as it appeared from the behaviour of some Western
European leaders in the early months after the full-scale invasion — then the de-
layed weapon deliveries and “salami tactics” of providing Ukraine only the weap-
ons necessary to survive (but not win) is a desired course of action. After all, in-
decisions and delayed weapons supplies are slowing down or even preventing a
potential Ukrainian victory.

If, however, the West could agree on the more positive first approach, then the
whole debate about weapon supplies to Ukraine is nothing but redundant. Instead,
the West should be supplying Ukraine with all necessary weapon systems and
military equipment to ensure Kyiv’s victory in the defensive war against Russia.
Unfortunately, another problem right now is that some NATO states are facing
shortages of munitions, while others are calculating how to send enough weapons
to Ukraine without weakening their own defences.

Paradoxically, the argument of sending maximum military assistance to Ukraine
should also be embraced by the self-proclaimed peace party that is quite influential
in Western Europe. Why? Because by not sending weapons to Ukraine on time or
by sending them in unorderly batches, we are prolonging the war, as it allows the
Russians to adjust and prohibit the Ukrainians from undertaking a decisive coun-
teroffensive. The alternative, often advocated in frontline states (from the Baltic
states to Poland), is to stop Russia, not appease it, by assisting Ukraine in its efforts
to win the war on its own terms. Assisting Ukraine by sending all necessary eco-
nomic and military help would allow the Ukrainians to push Russia out of Ukrain-
ian territories. This point was masterfully summarised by President Zelenskyy’s
advisor Mykhailo Podolyak, when in January 2023 he wrote on Twitter: “Realize:
there is no other way to end the war than the defeat of the Russian Federation. But
today’s indecision is killing even more of our people. Every day of delay means the
death of Ukrainians. Think faster”

Standing up to the bully

Transatlantic political leaders — including US President Joe Biden — have re-
peated that NATO is not looking to go to war with Russia; and that supplying
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Ukraine with arms is not an offensive but purely defensive move. Interpreting it
as “provoking Russia” is basically turning the argument on its head. It is similar to
a real-life situation in which we help our neighbours fight off an intruder during a
home invasion, only to be accused by this very perpetrator of encouraging him to
break into our homes too. Therefore, the West should not only carry on its support
but also intensify its efforts to help Ukraine win the war. It is Ukrainians that bear
the direct cost and burden of the struggle that is measured in the loss of human
lives and the enormous destruction of the Ukrainian homeland.

As cynical as it may sound, the majority in the West have been willing to fight
the war to “the last Ukrainian soldier” even though the stakes of the war go be-
yond the future of Ukraine itself. This is echoed by the US Senate Minority Lead-
er Mitch McConnell’s remark that “continuing our support for Ukraine is morally
right, but it is not only that. It is also a direct investment in cold, hard, American
interests” We in Europe should also understand that ensuring a Ukrainian victo-
ry is directly connected to our security interests and the future of our common
European project. .

During this year’s Munich Security Conference, Russia’s assault on
US Vice President Kamala Harris singled out Rus-  Ukraine is a shocking

sia as responsible for a “widespread and systematic examples of mass
attack” against Ukraine’s civilian population, citing b il bei
evidence of execution-style killings, rape, torture and atrocities st1 eing

forceful deportations. She stated that Russia has not committed in 21st
only committed war crimes but also — as the United century Europe,

States has formally determined — crimes against hu-

manity. Unfortunately, this should not surprise any student of Russia’s way of war,
as Soviet and Russian soldiers in the Second World War, Afghanistan, Chechnya
and Syria have not been known for their humane approach to the civilian popula-
tion or captured soldiers.

Tragically, Ukrainian cities from Bucha to Mariupol have become shocking ex-
amples that such mass atrocities are still being committed in 21st century Europe.
In this context it would be fair to acknowledge that we in Europe (and collectively
in the West) have failed to recognise contemporary Russia and its aggressive be-
haviour for what it really is: a ruthless bully. Yet, now we know, as the mask is gone
and we can no longer pretend that we do not see it. Although we are late in our re-
sponse to assist Ukraine; it is not too late to help save it as the fate of Ukraine is in-
tertwined with that of Europe and its well-being. Hence, the best strategy to face any
bully, including one in international affairs, is to stay united and not to back down.

Clearly for years Moscow has been bullying not only Ukraine but other states
that it deems part of its sphere of influence or “near abroad”. From this perspec-
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tive, it may appear that Russia is strong. Yet its strength comes mostly from the
weakness of European responses and the naivety of political elites towards Russia.
It is worth stressing that a potential lack of European solidarity could make Russia
stronger, not Moscow’s inept conventional army or old nuclear arsenal. Therefore,
the sooner we enable Ukraine to win the war, the sooner we will be able to return
to a more stable security situation in Europe. It is an illusion to expect in the long
run, that we could enjoy living in a peaceful Europe without a victorious and in-
dependent Ukraine.

If there is any final lesson that the Euro-Atlantic community should learn, it is
that it should not trust Russia under the current leadership. Despite being accused
otherwise the West has actually devised a strategy after a year of war. This strategy
is centred on holding Putin accountable for the failure of the war until the political
climate in Moscow becomes too intense for him and his supporters to bear, thereby
compelling them to alter their course of action. But to expect that the change will
come swiftly or that it will bring a much better outcome for European security,
would be a folly that the West should avoid at all costs. As long as the West fails to
understand that this war is a part of a long process that started way before Febru-
ary 24th 2022, it will not be able to prepare its societies for the long-haul resilience
and necessary (economic) sacrifices that are certainly to come. ¥k
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Iran and Russia
Two pretty best friends

RAZE BAZIANI

[ran is one of the largest and most influential
countries in the Middle East. Given the protests
of recent months and Iranian involvement in the
Russian war in Ukraine, it is necessary to bring Iran
back into the spotlight of geopolitical analysis.
|

Since mid-September 2022, people in Iran have been demonstrating against
the regime. The protests were triggered by the death of a 22-year-old Kurdish wom-
an named Jina Mahsa Amini. She was arrested by Iran’s morality police for alleg-
edly violating Islamic dress codes and died in police custody. The incident sparked
mass protests across the country. According to international human rights organi-
sations, over 500 people have died as of writing as a result of the brutal crackdown
on protests, including over 60 minors. Most were killed by gunshots to the head.
Several people were hanged for participating in protests. Close to 20,000 people
were reportedly arrested. It is likely that the number of unreported cases is higher.

Structural disenfranchisement

Iran was a monarchy until 1979. Since the revolution, Iran has been an “Islam-
ic Republic’, where strict rules of life apply. The Iranian regime’s policy of disen-
franchisement is particularly evident when it comes to the issue of female self-
determination. A woman’s decision-making power in Iran is vested in men in all
important areas of life, first in her father and later in her husband. From the age
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of nine, women must adhere to a lifetime of veiling regulations in public spaces.
They are considered ready to get married two years before boys, as early as their
13th birthday, and encounter mandatory control throughout their lives. Men can
always divorce in Iran, women only under certain conditions. They automatically
lose custody of their children in the event of a divorce. The reality of such practic-
es is decided in Iran not only by discriminatory legislation, but also by the com-
position of the judiciary. The ability to judge is reserved for men only. In family
law matters alone, women are allowed to serve in an advisory capacity. In court, a
woman’s testimony is worth only half as much as that of a man.

Structural disenfranchisement in Iran, however, does not only affect female
gender identity. The fate of Jina Mahsa Amini illustrates the intersection of dif-
ferent dimensions of oppression in Iran. As a Kurdish woman, the young woman
was part of an ethnic and religious minority that, according to many international
human rights organisations, is structurally discriminated against and exploited in
Iran. Ethnic and religious minorities, such as the Bahai or the Baluch, are labelled
different and inferior in Iran, and their legitimate claims to social and political
participation are negated. Disadvantaged groups live in neglected regions that lack
basic infrastructure facilities such as hospitals.

Even though Iran regularly describes itself as a multi-ethnic state, Persian na-
tionalism and Shiism have always dominated the country. In Iran, the “land of the
Aryans’, minorities enjoy cultural freedoms, but they cannot implement them in
decisive structures, although they would have the legitimate right to do so as an
indigenous population. For example, they can speak their own language but can-
not teach it in schools. In 2019, a 28-year-old woman was sentenced to five years

in prison for teaching Kurdish on a voluntary basis.

Even thOugh Iran Time and again, people who work to assert the rights
regularly describes of ethnic or religious minorities disappear. Not infre-
itself as a multi- quently, they are hanged in show trials. This is just one
ethnic state. Persian case of a puzzle whereby the identities of many social
AR groups are criminalised to justify a racist state doctrine.
nationalism has Living in poverty and exclusion does not allow one
always dominated to “buy one’s way out” of administrative or police in-

the COUHtFy. justice, as Tehran’s high society can. Rather, minorities

in Iran are overrepresented in crime statistics, and re-

ceive higher and harsher sentences on average. They can rarely afford legal coun-
sel because of their poverty. The brute force crackdown on protests therefore un-
surprisingly hit areas inhabited by minorities particularly hard in recent months.
While people in Tehran are happy to be able to walk around partially without head-
scarves, the danger to the lives of members of minorities in Iran remains acute.
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Iran and the South Caucasus

If Iran treats its own population in this way, the question arises as to how it
deals with others. In fact, the Iranian regime is not only taking a hard line in its
own country. Let us look at the South Caucasus, a region that is actually the geo-
political focal point for Russia’s policy in the post-Soviet space. Here, too, traces
of Iranian influence can be found.

In north-western Iran lies the province of Western Azerbaijan, home to the larg-
est ethnic minority in Iran, the Azerbaijanis. Both present-day Azerbaijan and Ira-
nian Azerbaijan were controlled by Persia for a long time until 1828. According-
ly, there are close cultural similarities between Iran and Azerbaijan. For example,
the majority of the population of both countries is Shiite and they share a com-
mon history. However, Soviet restrictions on emigration cut off many Azerbaija-
nis in the former USSR from their relatives in Iran. Shortly after the Republic of
Azerbaijan declared independence in 1991, its then president called for a “Great-
er Azerbaijan” This was to include parts of Iran and also Armenia. Nothing per-
sistent really came of these ambitious visions. But because of this, among other
things, Iran is constantly concerned about Azerbaijani irredentism.

In response to this fault line and Azerbaijan’s deepening relations with Iran’s
arch-rival, Israel, Tehran has in turn grown increasingly close to Azerbaijan’s re-
gional rival, Armenia. And yet, this is not enough for Iran to provide substantial
support to the Armenians, who have been plagued by invasion and political violence.
Despite this, Armenia’s deputy foreign minister credited Iranian statements with
preventing a major conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia in September 2022.
In fact, Iran is taking a fairly passive role in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, regu-
larly promoting only symbolic policies. For example, Iran has failed to do anything
about the Azerbaijani blockade of the Lachin corridor since mid-December 2022,
which completely cuts off Armenians in Karabakh from the supply of essential
goods. Conversely, Armenia repeatedly covers Iran’s back in an international con-
text. Most recently, for example, it voted on whether to establish an independent
UN commission of inquiry into Iran to investigate human rights abuses committed
in recent months during the revolt. Armenia was one of only six countries on the
Human Rights Council to vote against. The Council is composed of 47 countries.

While Armenia’s position is rooted in its geopolitical isolation, its proximity
to Iran appears to make it of strategic importance to Tehran. Overall, it is difficult
to explain why Iran is leaving the Armenians hanging by a thread. However, the
Iranians’ passivity could also be due to the fact that they do not want to undermine
the Russians’ predominance in the South Caucasus. Iranian-Russian relations are
therefore particularly relevant at this point. The relationship has changed quali-
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tatively, not least since the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Moscow does not like to
talk about its relations with Tehran. Hence, it is time to take a closer look at it.

Destahilisation as a husiness model

Last July, Vladimir Putin met with Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi and Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Tehran to announce their new geopolitical
stance to the world. Moreover, they also wished to demonstrate that they are not
isolated, despite the strongest international criticism. In a statement, the three rul-
ers “reaffirmed their determination to continue their ongoing cooperation to elim-
inate terrorist individuals, groups, companies and entities once and for all”. On his
following trip through Iran, Putin sought to solidify the bilateral alliance. It has
since become a counterweight to efforts aimed at containing western adversaries.

It is undisputed that Iran is providing military support to Russia in the war in
Ukraine. In particular, the supply of combat drones is a key issue. The arms coop-
eration between the two states has existed for some time. Indeed, Moscow has sup-
plied air defence systems to Tehran in the past. In the future, Iran hopes to receive
battle tanks and fighter jets in return. Conversely, Moscow sees itself dependent
on Iran’s drones because they cannot access other deliveries due to sanctions. Ac-
cording to experts, Iranian drones cannot compete with those made in America
or Turkey. However, Iran has been continuously developing its drone programme
since the 1980s. It has also been able to gain operational experience. The drones
have already been tested by Hezbollah in Lebanon, for example, and proved to be
effective. Hezbollah are a radical Islamist militia founded in the early 1980s after
the Islamic Revolution in Iran by a group of about 500 fighters from the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard. Classified as a terrorist organisation by many states, Hezbol-
lah has been responsible for numerous terrorist attacks. Experts describe it as an
Iranian proxy. The Houthis, who rebelled against the Yemeni government in 2015,
triggering the civil war in the country that continues to this day, are also supported
by Iran. They have used Iranian drones to attack targets in Saudi Arabia on several
occasions. These are just two examples in which Iran’s influence is enforced mili-
tarily beyond its own borders. Overall, the list of Iranian activities is long.

Adding to the operational capability of Iranian drones is the Iranians’ experi-
ence with sanctions and evading them. For a long time, Iran was the most sanc-
tioned country in the world. It has since been overtaken by Russia. Despite strict
sanctions, Tehran has managed to consolidate power and accumulate capital, al-
beit only for its political elite. The system of opaque evasion of sanctions offers
a wealth of experience that the Russians could also access. After all, the Iranians
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have succeeded in developing powerful weapons systems in isolation in recent
years. In particular, the Iranians’ continuous uranium enrichment should not go
unmentioned at this point, despite great international opposition. According to
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Iran is about to cross the nu-
clear threshold. This means that they could soon have enough uranium to build a
nuclear bomb. Unlike some other states, Iran does not seem to see its arms indus-
try merely as a business model. Rather, it is geostrategic interests that Iran is try-
ing to achieve. The business model is thus much more about promoting political
instability in border regions with political rivals while ) )
at the same time asserting itself as a regional player. DeSplte sanctions,
In Eastern Europe, Ukraine is thus currently becom-  Tehran has managed
ing a new arena for indirgct Iranian p.ower projection. t0 CONS Oll date power
In the past, all domestic structures in Iran that could
challenge the regime were also destabilised. While and accumulate
much of the Iranian population lives below the pover- capital, albeit only
ty line, wealth accumulates in the hands of a few. Inev- fOI' ltS pohtlcal ehte‘
itably, economic cooperation with Iran flows into the
hands of the kleptocrats. This is because large parts of the Iranian economy are
nationalised. Estimates put the figure at between 70 and nearly 90 per cent. The
economy is largely controlled by the government, military conglomerates and re-
ligious foundations. Raisi, the current president, was also involved in these struc-
tures. Before he became president, he was head of the country’s largest religious
foundation for several years. The “Astan Quds Razavi” foundation is Iran’s largest
landowner and, like all other foundations, is tax-exempt, providing a tax loophole.
These structures reinforce the assumption that Iran is not a reliable partner.
After all, the country regularly ranks in the bottom quarter on Transparency Inter-
national’s Corruption Perceptions Index. In 2022, the country ranked 147th among
the 180 countries listed, with even Russia ten places ahead of the Iranians at 137th.

From common conflict axes to new geographic routes

Russia’s rapprochement with Iran is largely motivated by economic interests.
It is not only since the developments of the last year that Moscow has been seek-
ing new allies. A milestone in this development was the first transport of Russian
goods via the so-called “North-South Corridor” This is a 7,200 kilometre network
of shipping lanes, railroads and roads for freight transport between India and Rus-
sia via Iran, among other countries. Through this corridor, travel time between
Russia and India is reduced to almost half, saving not only time but also resources.
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Even more significant than the economic benefits are the geostrategic advan-
tages that the corridor offers. Especially since the start of the war against Ukraine
and the imposition of severe economic sanctions, Moscow has been particularly
interested in a trade corridor over which the US cannot exert any influence. There
are neither NATO countries nor US allies along the North-South Corridor. The
Central Asian states bordering the Caspian Sea belong primarily to the Russian
sphere of influence. And last but not least, Iran is also a geopolitical rival of the US
which has suffered from American sanctions for years. The route may also play a
role in the context of increasing Eurasian integration. Moreover, it could play an
important part in China’s plans for the “New Silk Road”.

Iran, meanwhile, is implementing further plans for economic rapprochement
with Russia and also China. As a result, it should be taken quite seriously as a re-
gional and global player. The country has the second-largest natural gas reserves
and the third-largest oil reserves in the world. Even though global trends are mov-
ing away from fossil fuels, there is still a great dependence on fossil resources in-
ternationally. The fossil fuel industry is a good example of the politicisation of the
Iranian economy. For example, the Revolutionary Guard owns the “Khatam-al An-
biya” conglomerate, which is active in the oil and gas industry, construction, bank-
ing, agriculture and heavy industry. So it is not surprising that all economic deci-
sions in Iran are at the same time political-strategic in nature.

In February of this year, Raisi ordered the implementation of the law on Iran’s
membership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), whose members
include China and Russia. Free trade agreements are also already in place with the
Eurasian Economic Union, which Iran considers a key player. Even if the trade vol-
umes are still small, it is predicted that they will gradually increase in the coming
years. And it is likely that strategic-economic relations will deepen. The states in-
volved will probably not stand in each other’s way. After all, they themselves do not
think much of upholding the civil and political rights of the people of their own
countries. It is therefore unlikely that they would sanction each other for human
rights violations. Rather, at a SCO summit in 2021, the Chinese ruler Xi Jinping
called on SCO members to ally against sanctions and attacks by other countries.

Nothing is for free

There is another side to the coin. The two states’ pretty much best friendship
comes at a high international political price. Even if states like Iran or Russia re-
peatedly frame their projects as a supposed contribution to multilateralism and as
a counter to “western dominance’; the veracity of these statements may be doubt-
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ed. Although both states do not openly show their cards, they have repeatedly
demonstrated through their political performance that they themselves are striv-
ing for power expansion and hegemonic dominance. In doing so, they do not shy
away from committing the most serious human rights violations — even against
their own people. Of course, these actions have consequences.

The already limited international trust in these regimes is unlikely to recover
quickly. This will certainly affect possible economic as well as political coopera-
tion in the future. The question remains, however, as to what the new realities aris-
ing from this relationship will mean for international peace and human rights. The
outlook is not rosy. There is, however, one small glimmer of hope. In Iran, the ci-
vilian population has proven that it is willing to pay a high price to free itself from
the brutal regime. And in Ukraine, it is also the civilian population that is demon-
strating in an exemplary way that the fight for freedom against the Russian inva-
sion concerns everyone.

If we want to write positively about this tireless effort in the history books, it is
up to the international community to focus more specifically on the concerns of
civil society in the future. After all, conflicts and catastrophes are likely to happen
and do not simply fall from the sky. This raises the question of whether we should
merely stand by and watch new friendships between autocratic states, or whether
we should find a decisive strategy with which we not only react to grievances, but
also anticipate and prevent them. #&

Raze Baziani is a legal expert and political scientist working as a legal advisor and freelance
journalist, currently based in The Hague. She specialises in the law of international

economic relations, with a particular focus on the Caucasus and the Middle East.



From demilitarisation
to “satanisation”

WOJCIECH SIEGIEN

Putinism has been built as a model of the Russian state
envisioned for decades, if not centuries. In this way, Putinism
has ended history for all who are subordinate to it.
]

“The collapse of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of
the 20th century;” said Vladimir Putin in 2005. These infamous words were a sign
that a political change had taken place in Russia. It marked a departure from the
not so successful attempts at democracy building in the 1990s towards the path
of authoritarianism. In that very same speech, however, Putin also declared the
responsibility of the Russian Federation to protect Russian-speaking populations
outside Russia, which was later used as the key argument to start aggression against
Ukraine.

This political U-turn was again stated by Putin in 2007 during his speech at the
Munich Security Conference, where he criticised the hegemony of the United States
and its supposed goal to build a unipolar world. Ironically from today’s perspec-
tive, Putin also used his speech to criticise the West for engaging in senseless wars.

Death at the price of an automobhile

Today we know all too well that by calling the collapse of the Soviet Union the
greatest catastrophe of the 20th century, Putin articulated Russia’s imperial ambi-
tions. These first appeared during Russia’s war against Georgia in 2008. However,
while in 2007 the political elite gathered at the Munich Security Conference was
listening to Putin with shock and awe, the period that followed demonstrated
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how not many truly understood his words. In the decade that followed, we would
hear expressions of great concern, which essentially summed up the West’s reac-
tion towards Russia’s military aggressions. Arguably, this could be interpreted as
a continuation of a policy of appeasement.

After February 24th 2022 it has become crystal clear that Putin’s second term,
or possibly his whole rule, is better reflected in a different statement. This one was
made at a meeting of the Valdai Discussion Club in Sochi in 2018. At that time,
when answering a question on the consequences of a nuclear confrontation with
the West, Putin said the following: “We would be victims of an aggression and
would get to heaven as martyrs, while those who initiated such aggression would
just die and not even have time to repent.” This aggressive response was then award-
ed with a huge ovation.

While analysing these statements we should remember that they are more than
just the rhetoric of an aging satrap. They all return to the fore later, such as in the
2018 documentary World Order 2018 produced by Kremlin propagandist Vladimir
Solovyov, which is based on interviews with Putin. In the film, Putin shares his
catastrophic interpretations of the consequences of a nuclear war. Namely, the end
of human civilisation as we know it. Indicatively, through these statements Putin
has drawn the following conclusion: what use would the world be without Russia?

This shift within Putin’s official narrative is more of a shift from the geopoliti-
cal thinking that exploits the concepts of alliances and domination towards a sort
of political mysticism. This means that for over 20 years of Putin’s rule, he and his
associates have undergone an evolution from perceived genius strategists (espe-
cially by some western politicians and analysts) to- L. .
wards martyr-like mystical figures. This language Vladimir Putin and
allows Putin to be more like the biblical prophet hlS associates have

Elijah, who, according to scripture, entered heav- undergone an evolution
live, “by fire”. : :
enatve by dre from perceived genius

However, Putin’s prophecy remains somewhat )
problematic. It remains quite unclear what the pur- str atengtS towards
pose of this martyr-like death would be. Thus, there martyr-like mystical
is an “ontological vacuum” which is best seen in the ﬁgures.
attempts to define the elusive and volatile purpose
of what Russia calls a “special military operation” Speaking directly, neither the
Kremlin, nor the soldiers of the Russian army, the so-called mobiks, know why
they are fighting in Ukraine. Putin and his associates change their rhetoric about
the purpose of this war every fortnight. This is happening to the point that even
the most loyal Kremlin commentator cannot keep up with the changes in the ar-
gumentation.
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Truth be told, in this quasi-mystical reality of the military operation, the most
rational and pragmatic behaviour appears to be displayed by the Wagner Group —
the private military units led by Yevgeny Prigozhin, made up largely of inmates.
These convicts know all too well that in Ukraine they are fighting for their personal
freedom. It has been promised to them, should they survive the battlefield where
they are used as pure cannon fodder.

Equally paradoxical is the fact that for many of the mobilised Russians the only
rational purpose of this war is not survival but death. Only the families of the fall-
en (in Russian popularly known as “Cargo 200”) whose bodies will not be left be-
hind on the steppe or buried in some nameless ditch, will be able to receive finan-
cial compensation and purchase something such as a much desired car — perhaps a
white Lada Granta. To put it simply, the brutal reality faced by the Russian soldiers
(in Ukraine derogatively called “orcs”) is that of an upside-down world. Namely,
criminals are the ones who are promised freedom, while others are offered death —
not at any price, but at the price of an automobile.

Good vs Evil

Even a cursory analysis of the official Russian discourse explaining the causes
and purpose of Moscow’s military aggression in Ukraine shows the complete unpre-
paredness of the Russian military and political command for a long-term military
campaign. Instead, a situation has emerged in which the authors of propaganda
messages are starting to believe their own lies. All of this, combined with a great
amount of corruption, which is an integral part of Russia’s political system, has led
to the breakdown of the official interpretation of the war and an urgent need to
create new fictional explanations regarding the situation on the front line. Like a
kaleidoscope rotating at high speed, there have been many new, often contradic-
tory, interpretations of the causes of the war since February last year.

The natural first choice of the Kremlin was to use old Soviet propaganda and
present the war against Ukraine as a war with (neo)fascists and “Banderites” Ar-
guments like “denazification” and demilitarisation were made to Russian society,
which was at that time still spectating the war comfortably in front of televisions.
However, it quickly turned out that these concepts were not enough to build an
efficient wartime marketing strategy. Even the propagandists on air were quite
often getting lost in their own arguments.

To reduce the damage, the Russian propaganda machine switched into attack
mode, which is unquestionably its favourite state of being. This entails complete
semantic chaos spiced up with irrational conspiracy theories. As a result, Russian
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Neither the Kremlin, nor the soldiers of the Russian army know why they are fighting in Ukraine.
Putin and his associates change their rhetoric about the purpose of this war every fortnight.

media consumers were offered an indigestible stew. With a lack of military suc-
cess on the front line, the Russian propaganda machine adjusted its arguments for
the intervention and replaced them with arguments for the defence of the Rus-
sian Federation.

This new rhetoric also reflected a change in role for the recipients of Russian
propaganda. At first the war was presented to Russian society as a form of illusion.
It was limited to the television screen with performances by the authorities, with
citizens serving as spectators and experiencing some kind of ecstasy connected
with the “triumph” However, as time passed, these performances turned into some
kind of immersive show in which the spectators had no choice but to become a
part of the events. To make things worse, these events increasingly turned out to
involve real death. This happened in the autumn of 2022 when Putin introduced
mass mobilisation (officially called “partial”). The reality of this upside-down world
is no longer just the experience of those who are fighting and losing their lives in
Donbas, but is shared with those who now live in the Russian Federation.

In fact, it was the massive number of fallen Russian soldiers that forced a change
in the propaganda rhetoric. Once the bagged corpses of mobilised men, be they
factory workers, miners, or IT specialists, started returning to Russia, any inter-
pretation of the war as a simple defensive operation against a weak opponent sim-
ply stopped working.
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The decision was then made to reformulate the purpose of the war, which since
then has turned into an existential confrontation of good versus evil. This argumen-
tation is based on the most ultimate and rudimentary assumptions. It is a Man-
ichean vision in which the Russian state, embodied by its ruler (Putin), is on the
good side and fights against evil, which is embodied by the collective West and
its Ukrainian “slaves”. In this existential fight only one solution is possible — good
must prevail. This thinking derives from a historical, even biblical, logic, which al-
lowed the special military operation (in Russian called by its abbreviation “SVO”)
to turn, at least semi-officially, into a holy military operation (which in Russian can
also be expressed through the SVO abbreviation).

End of history

In his 1959 book titled Critique and Crisis, the German historian Reinhard Ko-
selleck analysed the process of the development of the early modern state. In his
view it was driven by the conflict between representatives of absolute power and
those of emerging bourgeois society, often operating secretively through networks
such as the Freemasons or Bavarian Illuminati. These pro-Enlightenment forces,

) ) as Koselleck argued, profited from a new approach
Dictatorial POWET  to history which began to be perceived as a process.
has become fuﬂy What is important here is that the challenge to absolute
consolidated around POV }n 'the ]?nl%ghtenment period allowed people to
\ . start distinguishing between the past and present, as
Putin, who is the well as to think about what was still to come. This new
Sole plllar Of the approach to history, directed at the future, created
Russian system. the foundations for a utopian faith in progress, which
became characteristic of modern times.

Koselleck’s theory proves useful in the analysis of the structure of political dis-
courses in Putin’s Russia. When looking at 2022 we can say that for Russia it was
a time of accelerated “demodernisation’, caused by unprecedented western sanc-
tions. Yet, it was also a time of cementing the dictatorial structure of power, which
was best expressed in the words of Vyacheslav Volodin: “There is Putin, there is
Russia, there is no Putin, there is no Russia.” Keep in mind, though, Volodin said
that in 2014 when Putin’s approval rating was at its highest with 86 per cent of sup-
port. Nonetheless, in 2023, when we are already one year into the war in Ukraine,
these words have also not lost their power. The only difference today is that social
support for the political system no longer matters in Russia. Dictatorial power has
already become fully consolidated around Putin, who is the sole pillar of the system.
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The “demodernised” dictatorship system which is now in place in Russia should
thus be seen as a mutation of absolute power. Putin is the absolute, lone leader.
To use Dmitry Peskov’s words from 2018, “[Putin] is sitting on Europe’s political
Olympus”” Koselleck shows that the consequences of such a state of affairs include
a conflict of interest that is created by the absolute power. This is naturally opposed
by civil society. In Putin’s Russia, just like in 18th century Europe, this conflict is
presented through the prism of a fight between good and evil, even though this is
actually a purely political conflict.

Internally, the only real opponent in Putin’s system Putinism has built
was Alexei Navalny. Here is another paradox: Navalny, 9 model of the Russian
imprisoned for the last two years, is the only real politi- -
cian and regime opponent who stayed in Russia. This state envisioned
of course does not belittle the courage of others like for decades, if
Vladimir Kara-Murza and Ilya Yashin, who have also ot centuries.
been detained by the regime and are now behind bars.

The regional structures created by Navalny, that is the social movement out-
lawed by the authorities that is now underground, turned into a group of clandes-
tine organisations united by an imperative to fight the corrupt dictatorship and act
against the war. As stated before, the Enlightenment forces were different from the
absolutist regimes because of their future orientation. In Russia we see something
similar: Navalny and members of his movement call for a Russia without Putin.
They call it “a great Russia of the future’, meaning Russia without corruption and
violent authorities — a Russia with social justice and prosperity for all. Like centu-
ries ago in European monarchies, in today’s Russia dictatorial authorities are being
confronted by a futuristic utopia that is envisioned by civil society.

The other side of the barricade is occupied by the regime forces, which volun-
tarily entered the path of demodernisation. This process started much earlier than
February 2022. Vladislav Surkov’s 2019 manifesto titled “Putin’s long state”, for ex-
ample, talks about a “deep nation” to counterbalance “the deep state” A deep nation
entails a kind of popular folk mass that potentially has its origins all the way back
to prehistoric times. These mystical people supposedly proceed the establishment
of state structures and at the same time define them. Surkov sees them as the core
of what constitutes Russia and what attracts proponents of all political projects.
Regardless of whether Russia will be a socialist, liberal or conservative state — it
will always be a result of the triumph of the nation.

The core of this thinking is the assumption that this process has been in place
and its result is already here: it is called Putinism. Surkov’s manifesto can thus be
seen as the best characterisation of the Putin regime’s supposed virtue, presenting
its structure as complete, politically effective and definite. Consequently, there is
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no more need to create futuristic utopias about a brave new world. Putinism has
built a model of the Russian state envisioned for decades, if not centuries. In this
way, Putinism has ended history for all who are subordinate to it.

The real end

Surkov’s text should indeed be treated as a kind of post-modernist manifesto.
At the same time, it is difficult not to notice the author’s intuition in catching the
trajectory of an ageing dictatorship. Already after three months of war Putin moved
from a game of rhetoric on the end of history to a real and cruel end for those who
are fighting on the battlefield. However, as mentioned earlier, a change also took
place in the discourse of the authorities and their propagandists. This started when
they began to define the war as an existential confrontation. For the most radical
believers in Putinism, demodernisation has since turned into “depostmodernisation”

Specifically, such key figures of Kremlin propaganda as Solovyov, Dmitry Kise-
lyov and Margarita Simonyan have all been creating messages directed at millions
of passive recipients. For quite some time their activities have ceased to be sole-
ly a game and have turned into concrete calls to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine.
Such calls are made despite their authors’ full awareness of the consequences of a
nuclear confrontation with the West, which would mean nothing else but an end
of history for all people.

It turns out, however, that in the framework of the logic of the existential con-
frontation between good and evil there is acceptance regarding the destruction of
the world. This is the case because Putin is not only at war with Navalny and his
movement. His regime is ready for a total confrontation. This outlook is based on
the assumption that one side belongs to Putin, while the other is that of the rest of
the world. This second force is naturally seen as evil. That is why quasi-religious
language has started to be seen in the Kremlin’s public discourse. This includes ref-
erences to the special military operation as a holy war (but not only).

Putin’s comparisons of Russians to martyrs have led to a redefinition of the con-
cept of an enemy. As a result, throughout 2022 Ukrainians, or even more broadly
the whole collective West, were presented in Russia as “demons” Maria Zakharova,
the spokeswoman of Russia’s foreign ministry, said that the decision of Volodymyr
Zelenskyy to deprive 13 Orthodox priests who support the Russian aggression of
Ukrainian citizenship was “satanic” In fact, references to Zelenskyy as the “devil”
are commonplace on Russian propaganda TV programmes.

When listening to the radio or reading articles online, Russians can come across
the statements of Roman Silantyeyv, a sociologist at Moscow State Linguistic Uni-
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versity. He claims outright that a new religion, called “Ukrainism’} is being born in
Ukraine now. In his view, it is a mixture of neo-paganism and Satanism, which is
something that resembles exoteric Nazism with a dash of Viking culture. Examples
of this neo-pagan Satanism are reported to include rituals involving burning the
faces of “brothers in arms” among members of the Azov Battalion. These propa-
ganda slogans are immediately transmitted to the population at large, such as claims
that the soldiers who are fighting in Ukraine are Russian saints “fighting Satan”.

Traditionally, Satan is also said to be hidden in products which are sent to Rus-
sia from the West, like in the “Huggy Wuggy” plush toys. Thus, acts of burning
these toys became very popular in Russia and are presented as the burning of de-
monic creatures brought to Russia from the rotten West. This image of the ene-
my through the prism of Satanism has been created also thanks to a plethora of
conspiracy theories, which show that today’s Russia has reached the point of de-
lusional paranoia on a mass scale.

When Zakharova once falsely accused Margaret Thatcher of supporting a coup
aimed at reducing the Russian population to 15 million, we could sense it was ma-
nipulative rhetoric designed to influence the thinking of Russian society. Howev-
er, the situation is now different. Today, those who publicly express their discon-
tent with the war are called “foreign agents”, who — just like the Illuminati centuries
ago — are said to be secretly promoting cosmopolitan values within society.

In the same vein, Putin himself has made numerous public references to the
“golden billion theory’, which suggests that Russia’s economic troubles are the re-
sult of an international conspiracy. This explanation is now also used as a geopo-
litical argument, as in the case of Grandpa Vanga (4eod Barea), apparently a former
KGB officer and a clairvoyant. Vanga is presented to "
millions of Russian viewers on the main TV channels One year Of mlhtar Yy
as a military expert who foresees oncoming changes on Conﬂict has resulted
the frontline. He also reassures society that there will i the transformation
be no “Third World War” However, when Vanga “pre- .
dictod . of Putin’s rhetoric

icted” that Zelenskyy would run away from Ukraine O
on September 17th or 18th 2022 and this “prediction” from geOPOhUCHI
did not take place, he was fired from the NTV station. games fo mystical

Once the Satanic conspiracy theories settled in thmkmg
society, we could notice that the level of cynicism also
went down. This is because many people simply believe what they hear and see. The
situation seems to be the opposite for those who create the propaganda content.
Some of them, like the former president and prime minister, Dmitry Medvedev,
have undergone a huge transformation and are now among the most ardent politi-
cal commentators on Twitter. Medvedev, for example, wrote in one of his tweets
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that the Ukrainian authorities are now open enemies of Jesus Christ and Eastern
Orthodoxy and should be reminded of the words from the Book of Ezekiel: “for the
disgusting things you have done, so that you will know that I am the Lord”

Medvedev is not yet a religious fanatic but has not yet subjected himself to
depostmodernisation but plays with its forms. Just like Jules in Pulp Fiction who
before killing his victims would also quote from the Book of Ezekiel: “And I will
strike down upon thee with great vengeance and furious anger those who attempt
to poison and destroy My brothers. And you will know I am the Lord”

Putting these tweets aside, as deplorable as they are, it appears that the Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine has served as a catalyst for Russia’s depostmodernisation. The
changes in the Russian discourse show a dynamic mechanism by which meanings
of words and concepts are now shifting. One year of military activities has result-
ed in the transformation of Putin’s rhetoric from geopolitical games to mystical
thinking. In this framework, the fictional and fluid purposes of this war, which in-
cluded the demilitarisation of Ukraine, suddenly turned into an existential trans-
formation of good versus evil. This transfer created a new eschatology of the Rus-
sian regime, in which life is overestimated and all that matters is martyrdom and
death while fighting with the devil.

We can say that this totalitarian power has created a totalitarian war. The es-
sence of depostmodernisation lies in a shift in discourse, which has been caused
by a radical return of reality in the form of war and the subsequent failures of the
Russian army and its mercenaries on the battlefield. Thousands of dead and wound-
ed — with the same perspective for the next thousands — have narrowed the field
of discourse from “anything goes” to simple terms: us versus them, good versus
evil, life versus death. In the 21st century the Russian regime, through the mouth
of its lead propagandist Solovyov, shouts: viva la muerte! ¥

Wojciech Siegieri works in the department of education sciences at University
of Biatystok (Poland). His main interests include educational ideologies and

the different processes of militarisation in post-Soviet countries.



From domestic ahuse to
Wagner’s sledgehammetr

War as a product of systemic
violence in Russia

MARIA DOMARSKA

Russian war crimes in Ukraine and the terror against
people in occupied territories will go down in the history
books. In a sense, the Russo-Ukrainian War is a clash of
civilisations. Wartime politics has exposed the long-known
yet startling truth about the low price of human life in
Russia - a product of a deeply entrenched culture of
violence. There is a direct link between the war in Ukraine
and the political disempowerment of Russian society.

Both Ukrainians and EU citizens have been shocked by Russian war crimes,
but equally shocking may be how Russia’s politicians and military leadership treat
their soldiers. They are nothing more than cannon fodder, utilised in the name of
Putin’s neo-imperial ambitions. Even more perplexing is the fatalism and the lack
of resistance from conscripts sent to be slaughtered on the frontline, as well as
from their families. However, the images of Russia’s war that circulate around the
world are only a piece of a bigger puzzle. They are the most brutal manifestation
of the patriarchal culture of violence, deeply rooted in the Russian political system

and social relations.
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Violence warping the Russian political system

Violence is inherent in the “traditional” system of values which the state appa-
ratus and the Orthodox Church actively promote. The culture of violence is based
on the cult of toxic (“hegemonic”) masculinity, which refers to hierarchy, control
and legitimisation through force — the principles supposed to organise the social
order. These all appear at different legislative, political and economic levels. Ag-
gressiveness, rivalry and domination are appreciated and usually combined with
xenophobia, chauvinism, misogyny and homophobia. An overwhelming amount
of state propaganda employs hate speech as one of its essential tools. For years,
propagandists and top state officials, including Putin, have extolled the destructive
power of Russian weaponry, including the state’s nuclear arsenal. As philosopher
and culturologist Oksana Timofeyeva has noted in January in her article for Novaya
Gazeta Europe, the authorities offer the nation a rich “menu” where everyone will
choose something for themselves. “If you don’t want to hate Ukrainians, you can
hate Asians or gays. The main thing is to feel hatred towards the enemy”

The patriarchy is accompanied by paternalism: those in power infantilise citizens
and expect them to surrender their rights and freedoms and put their lives in the
hands of the political leadership. The model of state governance also reveals the
colonial-imperial mentality of the rulers. Russia is formally a federation, but in fact,
it is an overcentralised unitary state where Russianness (poccuiickocmp) is often
equated with belonging to the Russian ethnos (pycckocmp). The government’s os-

. tentatious emphasis on Russia’s ethnonational diversity

Russia’s culture of only masks discrimination against non-Russian ethnic

violence is based ~ groups. This can be seen in both everyday interpersonal

on the cult of relations and state policies. The languages of ethnic and

) o national minorities in education are downgraded while

toxic mascuhmty, their cultural heritage is ignored. Ultimately, Moscow

which refersto  replaces these groups’ historical memories with a uni-
hierarchv. control fied narrative of a “good Russian empire”.

Y Anti-colonial discourse is increasingly popular among

and legitimisation non-Russian intelligentsia and activists. It is not rare

through force, tohear the opinion that eradicating minority identities

has much in common with the officially declared goal

to “de-Ukrainise” Ukraine. This allegation is stoked by the disproportionately high

percentage of non-Russian conscripts forced to join the army (Buryats, Kalmyks,

Bashkirs, Dagestanis and others). Even more alarming is the forced military mobili-

sation that targets small indigenous groups threatened with extinction, which calls

into question their survival over the next few decades. This has affected, among
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others, the Vepsians living in the north of Russia (their numbers have fallen below
5,000) and the Udege (living in the Far East and numbering below 1,500).

The way the ruling elite does politics largely matches up with the model of leader-
ship that prevails in the criminal world. It is based on intimidation, the demonstra-
tion of strength, contempt for the weak, and the readiness to take revenge for real
or perceived insults. This model has also entered the canon of Russian diplomacy
and the broader political culture, thus making it fundamentally different from the
western political culture founded on dialogue and compromise. The illegal mili-
tary recruitment of prisoners by the mercenary Wagner Group is a quintessential
illustration of the political and criminal spheres becoming tightly intertwined. It
also demonstrates the ultimate unravelling of the judiciary and the link between
crime and punishment.

Also, the state monopoly on violence has been, in fact, “outsourced” into the
hands of criminal groups. Information on the mercenaries executing recruits who
refused to follow orders or continue in military service was widely publicised in
2022. One of the executed, a former prisoner Yevgeny Nuzhin, was bludgeoned to
death with a sledgehammer in November 2022. The video-recorded execution was
a punishment for his voluntary surrender to the Ukrainian army. The sledgehammer
has now become a peculiar symbol of Russia’s fight against “traitors” The authorities
also introduced the cult of fallen criminals as national heroes, who have “redeemed
their guilt” by shedding blood in the fight against the so-called Ukrainian Nazism.
This “banalisation” of crime is intended to make the whole population complicit
in the war and sow moral chaos to prevent anti-government protests. The cult of
crime, violence and hate speech is supposed to “zombify” the audiences, making
them obedient and susceptible to propaganda manipulation.

Slaves to traditional social roles

The patriarchal family, school, army and interactions with the oppressive state
have perpetuated the cult of hegemonic masculinity for generations. Interesting-
ly, both men and women are equally responsible for bringing up young people in
the culture of violence. As one of Russia’s leading sociologists, Alexei Levinson,
pointed out in an interview in February 2023, while women tend to support the
war less often than men, there is no simple male-female divide with regard to the
attitude towards “genuine maleness”.

A domino effect of oppression emerges where violence reproduces itself at
various levels of socio-political organisation. As psychologist Stanislav Khotskiy
wrote for the independent portal “Verstka” in May 2022, the socialisation of boys
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and men in Russia (especially in the provinces) involves affirming strength and
aggression; men should never show weakness or let anyone “humiliate” them. In
contrast, relatively little attention is paid to critical thinking and intellectual reflec-
tion, leading to emotional infantilisation and fatalism.

In this way, a form of Social Darwinism is promoted: if one does not want to
be attacked or humiliated, one should attack or humiliate others first. To feel safe,
one joins those who seem stronger, and the rules of ethics or morality boil down to
quasi-tribal thinking: they apply only to one’s group. The “outsider” does not need
to be taken into account. This approach excludes dialogue as a principal instru-

. ment for building social relations. At the same time,

Under wartime it justifies “pre-emptive” aggression that must be ac-

COHditiOHS, service companied by a deep belief in one’s moral superiori-

in the army ig tyandrightness. These principles are also reflected at

the level of state propaganda. According to the official

P resented as the narrative, Russia was allegedly forced to invad i
i , gedly forced to invade Ukraine
Only effective and for the purpose of pre-emptively defending the Don-
praiseworthy path t0 bas population and Russia’s security.

social advancement, A Russian male can therefore only function in

two roles. Either he dominates (and is then a “real”

man), or he submits (which leads to a sense of humiliation and frustration). It is

no coincidence that the motivation of many men going to the front, despite their

full-fledged lack of support for the invasion, is the fear of violating the patriarchal

canon of masculinity. In recent years, the belief that “a real man should do military

service” has noticeably solidified in Russian society. According to a survey by the

independent Levada Centre, between 2015 and 2019, the percentage of support-

ers of this opinion rose from 42 to 60 per cent. Moreover, under wartime condi-

tions, service in the army is presented as the only effective and praiseworthy path

to social advancement. It is to be assumed that a new social stratum, made up of

those who have participated in the “special military operation” and their families,
will underpin the further militarisation of public discourse.

In many cases, even the fear of death turns out to be weaker and more abstract
than the embarrassment of violating a social norm, or the fear of state authorities
in the case of refusal. People generally do not believe they can break out of the
paradigm of social roles imposed by the system, especially in the provinces. Al-
though traditional notions of masculinity are increasingly contested, particularly
by young people in the big cities, the state propaganda machine and law enforce-
ment agencies discredit this contestation as “hostile to the Russian civilisation”.

A key figure in the Russian patriarchal system is Vladimir Putin, who is sur-
rounded by a growing personality cult. He exudes a loutish, criminal vocabulary and



From domestic abuse to Wagner’s sledgehammer, Maria Domariska Essays and Analysis | 87

presents himself as an “alpha male” in contrast to weak western leaders (Western
democratic culture is sometimes explicitly referred to as “gay”) and “vulnerable”
women. While Ukraine, including its armed forces, increasingly possesses the face
of an empowered woman, Russian women appear in propaganda discourse in three
ideal types, and they are always portrayed as subjugated. Firstly, the women’s job is
to give birth to cannon fodder (according to a saying attributed to Marshal Zhukov
that there is no need to worry about losses among soldiers because “women will
give birth to new ones”). Secondly, women send their loved ones to the front: their
sadness and fear must be dutifully accompanied by obedience to authority and
pride in heroes. Thirdly, female clerks and propagandists are supposed to glorify
the leader’s wisdom on TV screens and propagate hate speech against his enemies.

A powerful tool of the cult of violence instilled from above is the education sys-
tem — from kindergartens to universities. It is not uncommon in Russian schools
to see psychological and sometimes physical violence used against pupils by teach-
ers (educators, in turn, are subject to political and psychological pressure from
officials). Still, symbolic violence plays the most significant role in this context. It
boils down to the authorities’ imposition of selected ideas and values to perpetu-
ate their political domination. They are presented as the only legitimate ones with
no alternative. Patriotic education classes are often reduced to promoting hatred
against the “enemies of the fatherland” and the affirmation of war as a way to re-
solve disputes in foreign policy. The curriculum promotes the idea of the state’s
primacy vis-a-vis the individual, as well as the cult of armies, territorial conquests,
and strong, authoritarian power. Political repression — a particular manifestation
of the state’s monopoly on institutionalised violence — is in fact presented not as
a violation of the social contract but as an act of restoring order. Honesty requires
mentioning that some teachers still attempt to boycott the government’s guidelines.
However, the repressive apparatus and the administrative machine monitor the loy-
alty of teachers and students. Minors and their parents are harassed or persecuted
by law enforcement bodies for expressing anti-war views. Among recent cases, in
February 2023, school authorities in Yefremov (Tula region) called in the police
and FSB because of an anti-war drawing by a sixth-grader, Maria Moskalova. The
case was considered serious: her single father is facing prison for discrediting the
Russian army, and the girl may be sent to an orphanage.

From the cradie to the grave: violence entrenched in Russians’ lives

It is not an exaggeration to say that violence accompanies Russians throughout
their lives. Moreover, Russian history has not witnessed any other model of state
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organisation than the rulers’ oppression of the ruled, reproduced in various dimen-
sions at the lower levels of the social ladder.

Citizens experience humiliation, threats and direct physical violence in their
contact with the state machinery, represented by officials or officers of the security
services. According to research by the independent Levada Centre, in 2019, around
ten per cent of Russians were subject to “torture” (serious physical or psychological
violence) by state security bodies. Also, around a quarter of the population came
into conflict with law enforcement agencies in one way or another and became
victims of broadly defined harassment. Stunning as they may seem, these figures —
according to sociologists — may be underestimated, as much of the violence is not
perceived as a norm violation.

As the former director of the Levada Centre for Sociological Research, Lev
Gudkov, put it, “violence has become part of the everyday norm” Violence commit-
ted by the authorities, a part of Putin’s revived totalitarian legacy, is generally not
met with opposition. Citizens passively adapt to rules set by the oppressive state;
as they see no possibility of effective resistance, they accept the existing model of
relations as natural and lacking any alternative. According to Gudkov, this attitude
has become so entrenched that attempts by third parties to break this paradigm
often provoke a feeling of discomfort and resentment. People who suffer from a
nagging sense of injustice and lawlessness and, more importantly, realise that the
injustice cannot be redressed, often vent their frustration on the vulnerable: women,
children, subordinates, customers at state offices, and others.

Feminist organisations regularly complain about frequent violations of patients’
rights in maternity wards. They are often objectified and suffer from physical and
psychological violence during delivery, and medical staff ignore WHO recommen-
dations. Patients in other wards are also objectified; the situation is particularly
alarming in psychiatric hospitals. It is worth noting that the so-called repressive
psychiatry (political abuse of psychiatry) has once again been promoted in Russia
under Putin’s rule and it has become one of the tools for persecuting the regime’s
opponents. According to the “Human Rights in Mental Health — FGIP” organisation,
between 2014 and 2021, more than 30 people were victims of repressive psychia-
try, among them the best-known case is the Yakut shaman, Alexander Gabyshev.

In a 2019 Levada Centre survey, a quarter of respondents announced that they
had encountered domestic abuse in their immediate environment. Often, the offi-
cial data on its scale are severely underestimated as many cases are never officially
registered. According to calculations by women’s organisations, between 2020 and
2021, more than 70 per cent (2,680) of all women killed during this period died as
a result of domestic violence. In many cases, the tragedy could have been avoided
if law enforcement agencies had responded to victims’ pleas for help.
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There are formidable systemic barriers to domestic violence prevention, among
them a lack of adequate training and elementary sensitivity regarding the police
and officials. A relevant law has never been adopted. Instead of properly targeting
this issue, the Russian parliament did the opposite. In 2017 it partially de-penal-
ised domestic violence (now the first beating is punishable only by an administra-
tive penalty, most often a small fine), and the situation in this area has significantly
deteriorated. The statistical data on female convictions also speaks volumes about
the scale of the problem: in most cases, women convicted of homicide committed
it in self-defence against domestic violence. Meanwhile, the repressive apparatus
frequently persecutes organisations that help victims.

In 2021, prisoners’ rights activists from the Gulag.net initiative publicised proof
of systemic torture in Russian penal colonies (the acts of torture were perpetrat-
ed or organised by the Federal Penitentiary Service and FSB employees). Moreo-
ver, the prison experience is relatively familiar to a significant proportion of Rus-
sians. Historically, it has been one of the factors forming the Russian cultural code.
During the Soviet period, around eighteen million people went through the Gu-
lag system. Prison culture is not only popular (among some social groups, time in
prison is still a typical part of male biographies), but also often romanticised. Pris-
oners are sometimes perceived as noble rebels, pur- . .
suing popular notions of justice. Moreover, the rules In Putins Russm, the
governing the criminal world (nonamus) and pris- number of prisoners
on jargon have permeated state politics and business. per 100,000 of
Vladimir Putin has been using them as elements in his .
leadership image for years. the pOpUlHthl’l IS

In Putin’s Russia, the number of prisoners per 0N€ of the highest
100,000 of the population is one of the highestin Eu-  {p Europe.
rope and the conditions in prisons are often deplora-
ble. Also, prisoner rehabilitation remains at a very low level. According to a Coun-
cil of Europe report from early 2020, the percentage of prisoners per 100,000 of
the population in Russia was three times the average for member states (356 ver-
sus 103.2). The average mortality rate was around 70 per cent higher than the av-
erage, and the expenditure on prisoner maintenance was the lowest among the or-
ganisation’s members. This results, among other things, in the dire state of medical
care in prisons. At the same time, the average length of imprisonment was four
times higher than in Europe, where it was around eight months. Moreover, there
is widespread awareness that an innocent person can end up in prison at any time
and that those responsible (corrupt officers, prosecutors and judges) will probably
never be punished. According to Russian Supreme Court statistics, the percentage
of acquittals in courts has for years remained below 0.3 per cent.
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Society and war

For decades, historical propaganda, great-power rhetoric, and geopolitical
revanchism have served as compensation for Russians’ lack of political agency,
deepening economic difficulties and lack of vision for the future. The acceptance
of violence and war, however, is mainly passive and fatalistic. A large part of the
public is used to being subordinate to the state and does not believe that individu-
als can influence the course of events. In other words, people often perceive the
government’s decisions as an unavoidable natural disaster.

Russians have been severely poisoned by the culture of violence, which they
widely perceive as a norm. One aspect of this intoxication is their indifference to-
wards the Kremlin-sponsored propaganda that spreads genocidal, anti-Ukrainian
hate speech. Many question the basic facts related to the war and the very existence
of objective truth. The hysterical hyperbole that officials and propagandists employ
in their rhetoric has ultimately led to a severe erosion of language as a tool to de-
scribe reality. It is also worrying that, under wartime conditions, Russia’s traditional
contempt for human life has evolved into an open cult of death propagated by the
state apparatus. Death for the fatherland is presented as a desirable alternative to
a poor and meaningless life. Vladimir Putin and his leading propagandists have
made such suggestions, and this message is also contained in social advertisements
encouraging people to go to the front.

The “banality of evil” will remain a serious social problem in the long term. The
massive influx of weapons and traumatised war veterans from Ukraine will only
exacerbate it. There is a severe risk that Russia will witness increased violence un-
seen since the 1990s, both in the public and private spheres. Regardless of how
and when the war ends, its long-term social consequences will likely prove disas-
trous for the Russian population. The legacy of the war will remain for decades to
come. Russians will not be able to confront this legacy unless they regain their po-
litical agency. Only political liberalisation can become a cure and a vaccine against
the culture of violence that has prepared the ground for today’s aggressive war. ¥

Maria Domariska is a senior fellow at the Warsaw-based Centre for Eastern

Studies (OSW). She specialises in Russian domestic politics.



How Putin turned Russia
into a failed state

ANDREI NIKOLAEV AND ANASTASIA SERGEEVA

[n 2014 Vladimir Putin and his propagandists
did everything to convince the public that Ukraine
was a failed state. By the end of 2022 the situation
appears to have reversed. Over the last year,
Putin has turned Russia into a failed state.
|

On August 6th 2022 a programme on the YouTube channel BesogonTV fea-
tured a story about a prisoner who died in Ukraine during the “special military op-
eration” while he was simultaneously serving a sentence in a federal correctional
facility in Russia. The next day, Russia-1, a state-sponsored TV channel, aired his
story as part of its daily news programme. As a result, the Presidential Council for
the Development of Civil Society and Human Rights sent a written request to Igor
Krasnov, the prosecutor general of Russia, asking to provide this news story with
a legal assessment. They informed him that thousands of prisoners had been re-
leased and sent to Ukraine to fight, even though they had not entirely served their
sentences, including for grave crimes.

In mid-September 2022, a video confirming this information went viral. It
shows a person offering prisoners the chance to join the war in Ukraine as part of
Wagner Group, a private military company. The event took place in Correctional
Facility Number Six in the republic of Mari El. The person who introduced him-
self to the prisoners as a representative of the group bore a clear resemblance to
Yevgeny Prigozhin. In this video, this person claims that prisoners who had not
yet served their sentences entirely were taking part in hostilities in Ukraine and
killing Ukrainians. According to him, some of the inmates had died but those who
survived six months of combat received presidential pardons “for their heroism”.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=INsJoJaV5Vg&list=PLBdvKnQQS4xjJ8VOC7FX8HdTSQkcYF1S6&index=11
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=INsJoJaV5Vg&list=PLBdvKnQQS4xjJ8VOC7FX8HdTSQkcYF1S6&index=11
https://www.dw.com/ru/cleny-spc-prizvali-genprokurora-rf-obasnit-verbovku-zaklucennyh/a-63164480
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yOtN3PllDrk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wagner_Group
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Outside the law

This video and the written request of the Presidential Human Rights Council
contain information about large-scale crimes and gross violations of Russian law.
According to the Russian Criminal Code, such violations should be immediately
registered and passed on to the authorities for investigation. However, on September
29th 2022, the prosecutor general informed the council that their request had been
redirected to the Russian Federal Penitentiary Service. It is important to note that
Krasnov redirected the request to the body, which is supposedly a subject of the
investigation. This means a direct sabotage by the prosecutor general. The pros-
ecutor did not file any charges and as a result, the mercenaries of Wagner Group
continued to commit crimes on both Russian and Ukrainian territory.

On February 22nd 2022, “Decree no. 35-SF of the Federation Council of the
Federation of the Armed Forces” allowed Putin to use the Russian army outside Rus-
sia on the basis of the universally recognised principles and norms of international
law. The legislature gave its consent to the president to use only the armed forces,
which are a state military organisation. As of February 24th 2022, in accordance
with the same law, non-state military structures were not supposed to be involved
in carrying out tasks for the armed forces outside Russia. Consequently, Putin ex-
ceeded his authority as commander-in-chief. He could not legally use non-state
structures in combat abroad. Despite that, since February 24th the mercenaries
of several commercial structures identified as private military companies, with
Wagner Group being the largest, have participated in hostilities as combatants.
Nevertheless, in his response to Moscow’s Deputy Mayor Yevgeny Stupin, the head
of the Russian General Staff Valery Gerasimov stated the following: “The organisa-
tion, which you call the Wagner Group, is not a part of the structure of the Armed
Forces of the Russian Federation”

Further activities by Putin and his circle aimed at avoiding criminal respon-
sibility not only confirm that their decisions have been intentional, but also that
they have been aware of the illegal nature of using non-state military structures
in direct combat in Ukraine. They took conscious actions to conceal these crimes
once information about the Russian prisoners in Ukraine were broadcast and the
videos of the prisoners being recruited by Wagner Group went viral.

Thus, on September 21st 2022, Putin instructed the government and defence
ministry to “define in full and as soon as possible the legal status of volunteers [fight-
ing in Ukraine]” On November 4th he finally signed a federal law which permit-
ted volunteers of non-state military units to participate in combat with the armed
forces. This law specifies that its provisions extend to situations that emerged af-
ter February 24th 2022.


http://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_34481/848802d68744e2abb54076a99175a7ed6d5bb720/
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-64427178.
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Nevertheless, the Federation Council gave Putin permission to use the armed
forces on the basis of universally recognised principles and norms of international
law. Yet, neither the commander-in-chief nor the leadership of the Russian armed
forces have complied with the norms and principles of international law. In fact,
the use of mercenaries on Ukrainian territory contradicts these rules. The Geneva
Convention makes it clear that contractors from private companies are not com-
batants but mercenaries. It is an international crime to send irregular or merce-
nary forces to carry out acts for the armed forces against another state.

Complicit actors

There are numerous pieces of evidence online that confirm that the representa-
tives of Wagner Group have been using mercenaries recruited from among Rus-
sian citizens and non-citizens who are serving criminal sentences in prisons. On
November 14th 2022, for example, the Zambian foreign ministry stated that one
of its citizens who was serving a criminal sentence in a Russian prison was killed in
Ukraine. This person was named as Lemekani Nathan Nyirenda. He was a 23-year-
old student. He was killed in Ukraine on September 22nd 2022.

Russian law declares that a mercenary is someone who participates in combat
for the purpose of receiving a material reward. They are neither a citizen nor a per-
manent resident of the state participating in hostilities, nor a person sent there to
perform official duties. Thus, according to Russian law, Nyirenda was a mercenary
and his actions contained elements of a crime. Moreo- o '
ver, according to Russian military doctrine, a “military Slgnlﬁcant evidence
conflict” is a means of resolving interstate or intrastate  gnline confirms that
contradictions through the use of military force (the the W G
term covers all types of armed confrontation, includ- € wagner roup
ing large-scale, regional and local wars and armed con- has been recrultlng
flicts). Thus, the so-called “special military operation”  mercenaries among
is a military conflict. The use of mercenaries, such as . .
Nyirenda, qualifies then as a crime. RUSSlanS S€r Vll’lg

On November 29th Prigozhin confirmed that Ny-  CI iminal sentences
irenda was a member of Wagner Group and took part in pI’iSOHS.
in combat operations in Ukraine. There is no open-
source documentation related to his release or terms of leaving prison. There was
also no information about the thousands of other prisoners recruited by Wagner
Group. This means that staff in correctional facilities helped these inmates leave
prison in violation of the law. This, in turn, makes the officials of the Federal Pen-
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itentiary Service accomplices in committing the crime. In addition to this crime,
there have been at least 50,000 similar cases over a period of more than nine
months. There is an abundance of information about these cases, which is avail-
able in open sources.

On November 12th last year, another video went viral. It showed the execution
of Yevgeny Nuzhin by members of Wagner Group. Nuzhin, who was convicted for
murder and sentenced to a 24-year sentence in 1999, had been taken as a prisoner
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of war by the Ukrainian side. He confessed that he had been recruited in a correc-
tional facility. He was then swapped and sent back to Wagner Group, which pub-
licly executed him without any trial. On November 15th, Prigozhin allegedly ap-
pealed to Krasnov to investigate the case. According to Russian criminal law, such
appeals must be considered within 30 days. However, to this date, the results of
the preliminary investigation have not been published, and no criminal proceed-
ings have been initiated.

Prisons and detention centres have intentionally provided Wagner Group with the
possibility to recruit prisoners and illegally transfer them to a war zone in Ukraine,
where they commit hideous crimes. The Russian authorities are certainly responsible
for monitoring the correctional facilities and are not only aware of these crimes,
but also involved in them by means of inaction, making them accomplices. Their
complicity is possible thanks to Putin. Among those who are directly responsible
for these crimes are Prigozhin, other Wagner Group members, the Redut private
military company, and the military command of the Russian armed forces, which
directs combat operations in Ukraine. The consistency of their criminal actions
is evident because out of at least seven private military companies fighting in
Ukraine, only Wagner Group was allowed to openly recruit prisoners. Redut and
Military Unit 08807 use prisoners in the Luhansk region covertly, but, of course,
they follow the instructions of the Russian military leadership, headed by Putin.

Presidential pardons

Only on January 13th this year, the Russian Ministry of Defence reported that
“volunteers from the Wagner Group assault troops” took part in the storming of
Soledar in Ukraine. This was the first time the Russian authorities explicitly ad-
mitted to the involvement of mercenaries in combat missions. The illegal use of
prisoners in combat, particularly on the territory of another state, undermines
the foundations of Russia’s constitutional order. It destroys the protection of the
rights of Russian citizens from criminal infringements, as established by the crim-
inal legal system, and creates a threat to their lives, health and fundamental values.

In January 2023, a BBC correspondent asked Dmitry Peskov — the spokesper-
son for Putin — on which grounds prisoners are being sent to the war zone. He did
not get a direct answer, but was told that this was arranged by secret presidential
decrees. As mentioned above, there are videos from Russian prisons which confirm
Putin’s involvement in making these mercenary activities possible. In one video, a
man who is acting on behalf of Wagner Group, tells prisoners that while death is the
only legal way for them to get out of prison ahead of schedule, he is offering them


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aZ0gxXjdtCM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aZ0gxXjdtCM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aZ0gxXjdtCM
https://t.me/agentstvonews/2482
https://youtu.be/tXuwlFjAX9c
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-64427178
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-64427178
https://www.severreal.org/a/peskov-ukazy-o-pomilovanii-voevavshih-v-ukraine-zaklyuchennyh-zasekrecheny/32242402.html
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a chance to get out alive. Those are not empty words. Due to Putin’s unsubstanti-
ated secret clemency decrees, tens of thousands of prisoners have been fighting in
Ukraine, contrary to court-imposed sentences. When survivors return to Russia
six months later, they are no longer prisoners but pardoned people.

In February 2023 a photo of a certificate of release from prison which belongs
to one Wagner Group contractor was published in the media. The certificate was
issued on August 29th 2022, in accordance with a presidential decree. The prisoner
(or already a released person) was sent to war in August. But he received the docu-
ment only in February 2023, after being wounded during combat operations. This
certificate can serve as evidence that the pardon promised by Prigozhin was used
by the private military companies as a means of forcing prisoners into committing
crimes and assignments that unreasonably threaten their life.

If prisoners who agreed to a contract with a private military company were par-
doned by Putin before they were sent to war, then the concept of clemency has been
discredited in an unprecedented manner. Over the past two terms, Putin granted
pardons to an average of five convicts per year. They were granted upon the request
of state bodies, such as clemency committees in the regions, and issued by presi-
dential decree. In 2021, six convicts were pardoned. In 2022, according to the lists
of the criminal Wagner Group, about 50,000 of the “pardoned” prisoners were sent
to war. Their certificates of release were based on a “presidential decree on pardon”

According to the ruling of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation
on July 11th 2006, the right to clemency is a direct expression of the constitution-
al principles of respect for the dignity of a human being, humanism and justice.
Every convicted person has a right to seek mitigation of their fate, regardless of
the nature of the crime committed, the penalty imposed, and the conditions of its
execution. However, many mercenary prisoners did not have a chance to mitigate
their fate. At least 4,000 dead and 10,000 wounded are the result of 50,000 pres-
idential decrees. Each of them had a constitutional right to life.

Dysfunctional system

The BesogonTV YouTube channel describes one case of a prisoner-turned-
mercenary. Konstantin Tulinov was convicted seven times, including for attempted
murder. Tulinov was sentenced to death for none of these convictions. In 2021, a
court sentenced him to five years and eight months in a strict regime correctional
facility. On July 14th 2022 he was killed in Ukraine, after having been used in hos-
tilities by Wagner Group. Despite Tulinov’s persistent anti-social behaviour, he
had a constitutional right to live, which was something he was illegally deprived


https://t.me/agentstvonews/2514
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of. The employers at the penitentiary, who were obliged to protect Tulinov, were
involved in his case too.

Instead of preventing convicts from committing new crimes, a group of officials
and persons in charge of private military companies, ignoring court sentences,
enabled prisoners to commit new offences, i.e. they enabled people with a criminal
record to commit intentional crimes again. Viktor Belkin, sentenced to 21 years in
prison for the murder of four people, left his prison colony just one year after his
trial. He was sent to Ukraine as a mercenary of Wagner Group where he certainly
committed more murders.

Instead of correcting the behaviour of convicts, private military companies turn
them into professional criminals and killers. At training bases, criminal skills are
upgraded. Inmates are trained to kill with modern firearms and explosive devic-
es, work in large groups and commit mass murder in organised groups. They are
trained to become professional killers who lack a sense of accountability for their
actions. In addition, they are financially rewarded for committing crimes: accord-
ing to Idel.Real, convicts fighting in Ukraine receive 100,000 roubles (around 1,200
euros) per month plus an allowance for their participation in the hostilities. In this
way, a person’s dangerous criminal predisposition is stimulated and reinforced.

This shows that in Russia the system of criminal Cy
law does not function. Instead of providing security Russia’s criminal
guarantees to citizens, it has been transformed into a justice has been
system for training participants of organised criminal  tpancformed into a
groups to fight in Ukraine. These individuals, including o

blic officials, illegally form dangerous private armies SYStem for tramlng
pu » legally g p . _
of convicts without a high level of military training. OFgamsed criminal
Despite this, such groups are of value to the criminal gr()ups to ﬁght
community due to their persistent anti-social behav- iy Ukraine.
iour and willingness to commit crimes.

On December 20th 2022, the Russian Duma passed amendments to the law on
“Countering Corruption” This law was adopted to conceal corruption crimes by
Putin and his associates. Under this law, the president is solely granted the right
to determine if restrictions, prohibitions, requirements and professional perfor-
mances comply with counter-corruption efforts. By means of this decree, he an-
nulled legal anti-corruption mechanisms in relation to persons who participated
in the war in Ukraine and their spouses. According to the decree, participants in
the “special military operation” and their spouses are exempted from submitting
obligatory income statements. They are also allowed to receive “remuneration and
gifts of a humanitarian (charitable) nature from individuals and legal entities for
participation in the special military operation”.
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This confirms that there is no rule of law in Russia. Its legislative “authorities”
adopt laws and introduce bills aimed at concealing the criminal activities of the
president and other authorities. Moreover, these actions have elements of complic-
ity in the form of enabling grave crimes.

Mafia rule

According to Russia’s criminal code, a criminal organisation is a structured and
organised group or an association of organised groups which operate under a single
leadership, whose members are united in the pursuit of grave crimes in order to
obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit.

During a meeting with human rights activists on December 7th 2022, Putin
publicly acknowledged the invasive, self-serving purpose of the “special military
operation’; stating: “It may be a long process, but the emergence of new territories
is a significant result for Russia. It is very serious. It must be confessed — the Azov
Sea has become an internal sea of the Russian Federation.

Thus, what are formally considered in Russia state authorities are in fact a crimi-
nal organisation — an association of organised groups of officials acting under the
single leadership of Putin for the purpose of committing crimes for material gain.
These actions are undertaken with the president and commander-in-chief of the
Russian armed forces at the top, together with the prosecutor general, the defence
minister, the commander of the Russian forces in Ukraine, officials of the Russian
armed forces, officials of the Federal Penitentiary Service, and the management
of private mercenary companies involved in the recruitment and use of prisoners
in combat operations in Ukraine. At the same time, the actions of members of the
Russian Federal Assembly in drafting “laws” facilitate crimes and contain elements
of criminality under the criminal code.

In Russia we are now witnessing a process in which state power, including the
judicial branch, the armed forces and the bodies responsible for internal security,
have merged with private economic interests, including criminal interests. As
mentioned at the beginning, the Russian constitution states that the sole source of
power in the Russian Federation is its people. There was no mechanism for taking
such powers away from Russian citizens. The attempts by certain social institutions
to clarify the situation were blocked. In this text, we have argued that the case of
Wagner Group demonstrates that the Russian constitution has been violated in
the most fundamental way possible.

All the members of the Presidential Council of Human Rights who signed the
statement to the prosecutor general were expelled a month and a half later by Putin’s
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decision. This not only indicates his desire to cover up the traces of his crime. It also
demonstrates that he is going to further usurp power in the country and destroy
any possibility of control over his actions. State and public institutions serve as a
cover up for the fact that all the power is held by him and his criminal network. In
fact, Putin has passed the state monopoly on violence over to private hands. State
authorities no longer control the use of violence in the Russian Federation, nor are
they in charge of the fighting in the war in Ukraine. The monopoly on violence is
one of the key powers of any government. If this power is lost, the state becomes
a failed state, and this has now occurred in the Russian Federation. #&

Andrei Nikolaev holds a PhD in law. He worked for the prosecutor’s office of the
Russian Federation. He held positions as an investigator at the district prosecutor’s
office, subject prosecutor’s office and prosecutor general’s office. Due to his
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February lasts a year

VICTORIA ODISSONOVA

Despite some popular convictions, there are Russians
who do not support their country’s war in Ukraine but
decided not to leave. Instead, they are creating civil
initiatives that help Ukrainian refugees who ended
up in Russia. They also support their fellow Russians
who are against the war and need assistance.
|

To attend a protest in Russia is today almost akin to suicide. This is especial-
ly true since the new law on discrediting the Russian army was passed last year. It
stipulates punishment in the form of imprisonment for up to three years for those
who dare criticise the ongoing war in Ukraine. In addition, another new law on
spreading false information or fakes about the Russian army or volunteers who
signed up for the war states that a person accused of such an act might get up to
15 years of prison. Today there are several punishments prepared even for peo-
ple who come out on the street with a white sheet of paper with nothing written
on it. A similar fate may befall those who express their opinions about the war on
social media and networks. A report about an anti-war post can be filed even by
friends or family.

Through these laws, the Russian state sends a clear message to its citizens: if
you do not agree with our decision to wage war, either leave or stay silent. Howev-
er, not everybody can leave. And while some cannot leave for numerous different
reasons, there are also people who are anti-war but choose to stay. They believe
that they can be more useful in their own country than abroad. From the begin-
ning of the full-scale escalation, most of these people have joined different civil
society initiatives or created new NGOs and foundations.
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Lighthouse

The main driving force for many of those who stayed was to help refugees from
Ukraine who ended up in the territory of the Russian Federation. According to data
published by the United Nations, over 2.8 million Ukrainians crossed the border
into the Russian Federation. Many of them were taken by force, but some did so
voluntarily. Many of these refugees need assistance fleeing Russia for Europe, how-
ever, they also seek legal advice or look for accommodation and financial resources
when they opt to stay in Russia. These people usually have relatives in Russia or,
which is more often the case, do not know any foreign languages that would allow
them to find a job in Europe or establish a life over there. Consequently, assistance
initiatives which have been created as a response to these needs turned out to be
one of the few ways for Russians in Russia to express their support for the Ukrainian
people and oppose the war. Yet, by doing so they put themselves at a very high risk.

A small four-storey building in the centre of Moscow is decorated with a sign that
has a small lighthouse with a bright orange roof. This is the symbol of a children’s
hospice called the Lighthouse, which was established here ten years ago by Lida
Moniava. Lida, 35, has for many years been championing a humanistic approach
to palliative care in Russia. To mainstream her vision , D
of patient assistance she has been using her Facebook The main dr ving
page. There she tackled such topics as the quality of force fOI' many Wh()
life of d?sabled people, a(?cessible me(.iical services and staye d in Russia was
dignity in death and dying. In Russia many of these
issues remain taboos until today. to help I efugees

Since February 24th 2022 Lidia has started using from Ukraine who
her Facebook to write about the war in Ukraine. “Itis  epded there.
impossible not to call this war a war just for the sake
of preserving the hospice,” she says in interviews, explaining why she does not call
what is happening in Ukraine a “special military operation’, as it is officially re-
quired by the new Russian legislation. She has been doing this fully aware that her
foundation, which is helping terminally ill children, may suffer as a result of her
publishing these opinions.

Also, the inability to remain indifferent to what has been taking place in Ukraine
has pushed Lida to create a volunteer project which mobilised her hospice staff
during nights and on weekends to help Ukrainian refugees who lost their homes,
their belongings and have no relatives and friends. Overall, they had no choice but
to leave their homeland and ended up in Russia without work, accommodation or
any means to live. In March 2022 Lida and her fellow volunteers began to look for
housing for them, started arranging medical consultations for those who were in
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need, offered help with paperwork, provided clothes and food, and even searched
for jobs. Six months later, the project turned into its own independent foundation
with the same name — the Lighthouse.

Overall, in 2022, the Lighthouse has helped 12,000 refugees who arrived in
Moscow and the Moscow region. The organisation has now 41 employees and in-
volves over 1,000 volunteers. Its structure is based on a system of curators who
help refugee families from two to six months by being constantly in touch with
them and reacting to their needs. Indeed, many refugees require assistance for
only a short period of time.

Such was the case of a refugee woman who left Ukraine in her late stage of preg-
nancy. She moved to Russia with an aim to reunite with her relatives in Europe.
Due to medical reasons, however, she was advised to stay in Russia until she gave
birth there. Only then was she able to continue her journey to her final destination.
To assist her, the Lighthouse volunteers looked for an OBGYN doctor and helped
her with finding temporary accommodation. Yet there are also refugees who need
help for longer periods of time, such as a single mother who fled the Kharkiv region
with her two children. Her youngest son is two years old, while the eldest one is 12.
They now stay with friends in Russia as they have no money to rent an apartment
on their own. They decided to stay in Russia also because they have nowhere else
to go. The mother has been struggling to find a job because her younger son often
gets sick. She is trying to make a living by doing manicures, but the income she
receives from this is not enough to feed the family. Thus, the Lighthouse volunteers
have been collecting money to buy her some food.

As expected, many people who find out that the foundation has been helping
Ukrainian refugees in Moscow ask why these people chose to come to Russia and
not any other country, especially in Europe? “People who ask such questions do
not understand the behaviour of a person who has not eaten for several days and
was in mortal danger;” explains one of the foundation’s coordinators. “They do not
care where they run. They do not have the pride that people sometimes imagine.
They just want to live — and be somewhere where bombs do not explode over them.

Civil assistance

“There is no excuse for what is happening now. This is complete madness and
we are made accomplices of this madness. It is impossible to put up with this,” said
Svetlana Gannushkina in an interview she gave a few months after the beginning of
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Svetlana is a Russian human rights defender
and the head of the Civil Assistance Committee, which was created in 1990 as an
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NGO that helped the first refugees of the perestroika era and later after the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. Over the past 33 years of its existence, the organisation
has developed many areas of assistance. Last year a new area, namely assistance
to Ukrainian refugees, was added to their work.

Even though the committee was recognised by the Russian authorities as a “for-
eign agent” and evicted from the building where it had been operating for many
years, the Civil Assistance Committee continues to provide legal, psychological,
medical and financial assistance to Ukrainian refugees who arrive in Russia. Its vol-
unteers help refugees obtain official status, which allows them to obtain a residence
permit and entitles them to apply for financial and legal support from the Russian
state. According to statistical data on migration issued by the Russian Ministry of
Internal Affairs, which was recently published by the Civil Assistance Foundation,
only 12 foreigners received refugee status in Russia in 2022. This is the lowest num-
ber in Russia’s recent history. At the same time, according to the organisation’s re-
port, as many as 98,632 foreigners have received temporary asylum in Russia over
the past year. Out of them 97,591 are citizens of Ukraine. In December 2022, the
organisation was accused of “discrediting the armed forces of the Russian Feder-
ation” even though posts on its social networks since February 2022 “have nev-
er mentioned the army in any of the statements related to the events in Ukraine”

Networks

If you wonder whether it is dangerous for Russian NGOs to help Ukrainian
refugees in Russia and at the same time publically display their anti-war position,
the answer to this question is yes. That is why many initiatives that engage in such
assistance officially operate in dispersed locations. For example, while the founders
of an organisation are usually abroad, from where they provide information and
financial support, volunteers, who for personal security reasons are acting anony-
mously, remain in Russia, where they offer material help. A good example of such
a network organisation is Feminist Anti-War Resistance (FAS). It was established
in late February 2022 to coordinate anti-war protests. Already in the first month
of the war in Ukraine FAS became “one of the fastest growing anti-war campaigns
in Russia” and gained over 26,000 subscribers on its Telegram channel. Thanks to
their work, people who wanted to do more than political activism and truly help
Ukrainian refugees in Russia joined FAS.

Since then, FAS has developed four areas of work: legal support related to la-
bour issues, psychological assistance, assistance to Ukrainian refugees (deported
and voluntary migrants), and assistance in evacuation for Russians who want to
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leave their country. As part of FAS, several dozen volunteers and coordinators have
been working in Russia and abroad. When abroad, they mostly carry out anti-war
actions that cannot be done in Russia for security reasons. In Russia they work
underground. They distribute anti-war leaflets and newspapers as well as help
Ukrainian refugees. When refugees decide to leave Russia, FAS searches relocation
options for them. Yet, if they opt to stay it provides them with legal and financial
. assistance. FAS sees itself as a decentralised horizontal
Many antl-wal'  movement. This means that all areas of its work are
initiatives in  independent of each other, people make decisions by
‘ : themselves and do not affect each other’s work.
\ Russia op era,te i A similar decentralised scheme can be seen in Kov-
dlSPer Sed lOCatIOIlS. cheg, another anti-war initiative that has arisen after
Founders are abroad, the outbreak of the full-scale invasion. Its aim is to help
pI’OVidil’lg SllppOI"t, Russians vtzho' ha’ve left ‘Russia in Protest of the war.
while volunteers The organisation’s webs'lte and online chat rooms al-
low those who left Russia to search for new acquaint-
act anonymously ances abroad, as well as to find work in the new place
in Russia. and affordable housing. In several cities, Kovcheg has
created co-living opportunities for those who need
them. Its website offers practical information not only for those who have left Rus-
sia but also for those who remain in the country. In its initiatives section, there is
information not only about anti-war associations formed by Russians who have
left the country, mostly heading to different countries in Europe or to Georgia, but
also about regional projects which are now being organised in Russia. It includes a
team of volunteers from Tula, which is a small town in Russia and the birthplace of
gingerbread, but also a tank production site (what an unusual neighbourhood in-
deed). These volunteers help refugees who are staying in temporary shelters. They
bring them all the necessities and help with finding more permanent housing. An-
other example can be seen in Yakutia, where several organisations have called for
safe anti-war protest actions. Unfortunately, their peaceful protests against mobi-
lisation last autumn resulted in the detention of participants.

One of the main questions that many of the Russians who have left their coun-
try hear is: “Why are you here? Go back to your country and change something
there, go out to protest there, not here” It is very difficult to answer this question
as those who are asked it know all too well that in today’s Russia, protests change
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nothing. Those who stayed in the country also understand that sad truth. That is
why instead of risking going to prison for several years, they know that sometimes
it is better to grit your teeth and keep silent. At the same time, you can always try
to do something useful. That is why they choose to help refugees who suffer from
the aggression of their own country. Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind
that those who stayed need help. First of all, they need legal assistance.

Such aid is provided, for example, by the OV D-info project, which is an NGO
created in Russia about ten years ago. It provides legal assistance to people who
were detained at protests and innocently convicted. Last year most of their cas-
es were related to the earlier mentioned law which stipulates punishment for dis-
crediting the Russian army. As a result of this legislation, around 447 people are
being prosecuted in criminal anti-war cases now, about 128 have been sentenced
to prison, and one person died during an investigation. Seven defendants in an-
ti-war cases are under 18 and more than 15 people reported torture by policemen
during interrogations.

OVD-info offered even more help after the start of mobilisation in Russia, which
took place on September 21st 2022. After its announcement, hundreds of men
were sent to the front line without prior training. Most importantly, mobilisation
was also directed at those who did not support the war and did not want to go to
war. To help them, some of the existing NGOs started to offer new kinds of aid.
One project called Support Service, which was established in the spring of 2022,
has provided practical legal information on how to escape mobilisation. There is
also a new volunteer project called Go by Forest. It is the only initiative in Russia
which helps those who are liable for military service by instructing them on how
to avoid conscription or escape from Russia.

One may ask: why do these projects aimed at psychological and legal support
for Russians matter? Does it matter what happens to people who may die in the
war because they participate as a part of the Russian military? Would it not be bet-
ter to think just about Ukrainians? “Our task is to help the maximum number of
people: the fewer of them pulling the trigger, the better;” explains Grigory Sverdlin,
head of the Go by Forest project and former director of the Nochlezhka Founda-
tion, which helps homeless people in Moscow and St Petersburg. “That is why we
will help people to hide from mobilisation in Russia, to leave the country illegally,
to desert. Life is the highest value: both the life of a person who is made to go to
war, and the lives of Ukrainians on the other side. They can stay alive when the
mobilised Russians do not come to Ukraine.” #E

Victoria Odissonova is a Russian journalist and photojournalist. Her work, including articles

and photos, frequently appear in the independent Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta.
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The historical advisors
of Viadimir Putin

BENJAMIN LOOIJEN

The decision to invade Ukraine was made by
a tiny circle of people within the Kremlin. However,
as it turns out, Vladimir Putin’s “advisors” have something
unique in common with one another: they have been
dead for hundreds of years. What does it mean for Putin,
the war in Ukraine and the Russian standoff against
the West, when the Russian president lets his actions
be inspired and driven by historical precedent?
|

How many individuals does it take to decide upon invading a neighbouring
country? After February 2022, the world learnt that you apparently do not neces-
sarily need to consult a whole lot of people if you are intent on taking what is not
yours. For sure, one could suggest that the fear of any leaks concerning your inva-
sion plan could very well mess up your plans in the first place. Therefore, secrecy
is a prime matter of recourse. As many found out in the early hours of February
24th last year — even within the Kremlin — the decision to invade Ukraine was
taken by a very small circle of individuals, consisting of Vladimir Putin and his
closest entourage of confidants.

This is surprising, for sure, certainly for those who consider themselves part
of the créme de la Kremlin, and therefore entitled to any discussions related to
decision-making of such magnitude. But it becomes even more surreal when, ac-
cording to eyewitnesses described in a recent article by the Financial Times, these
same members of the Kremlin elite confronted the Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov and asked how Putin could have planned such an enormous invasion among
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such a tiny circle of confidants. Lavrov replied that Putin “only has three advisers:
Ivan the Terrible, Peter the Great and Catherine the Great”

Regardless of the fact that it is difficult to verify if this story is true, and the
fact that Lavrov is most likely using a figure of speech to convey a certain message
to his stunned audience, he refrained from offering further explanation on this
matter. Nevertheless, we can still ask ourselves the question of what it all actually
means to a leader like Putin, the war in Ukraine and the Russian standoff against
the West, if he takes heed of these historical individuals, as opposed to listening to
the advice of other persons around him who might be a bit more grounded in re-
ality and, not wholly unimportant, not dead? To do this, we would do well to con-
sider these three characters from the pages of history and assess why Putin would
be so particularly interested in exactly these three. For as it turns out: history is
casting its shadow over Russian actions, and the outcome of the current conflict
will have tremendous implications for the future.

lvan IV, the “not-so Terrihle”

History has accorded to Ivan IV (1530-84) the dubious moniker of “the Terrible”.
Although somewhat lost in translation in English, the Russian original was meant
to mean something akin to awe-inspiring or formidable. Apart from a chaotic fire
which consumed parts of Moscow early in his reign, he started oftf by modernis-
ing and reforming several aspects of Muscovite society. Among other things, he
established a standing army of Streltsy, ordered the introduction of the first print-
ing press in Muscovy, improved ecclesiastical regulations within the Orthodox
Church and initiated the first gathering of the Musco-
vite feudal estates in the so-called Zemsky Sobor. He  Putin attaches a hlgh
also made attempts to affirm local self-government in value to hiStOI'Y.
rural regions away from Moscow and established trade SRR
relations with western countries such as England. Ivan It features in his
was aware of Muscovy’s relative weakness compared pUbllC speeches on
to the more developed countries to the West and as g regular basis.
such set out on a path to strengthen Muscovy.

However, this is not what Ivan is remembered for. Indeed, Ivan’s conquests of
Kazan and Astrakhan in the 16th century — the first cities which did not bear any
relation to ancient Rus’ lands — are often seen as one of the first crucial steps in
the development of Russian empire-building. In addition, as Ivan was raised in
an environment of deadly court intrigue and noble boyar quarrels, and as tragedy
and illness befell him and his wife, his paranoid, repressive and authoritarian ten-
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dencies were strengthened. In addition, years of war pursued by Ivan strained the
economy, through which famine and epidemics ensued. Furthermore, he imple-
mented a unique form of repression in the shape of the infamous Oprichnina, a
systematic policy of repression made effective by thousands of Oprichniki — loyal
strongmen of Ivan who implemented mass repression of the boyars, confiscating
their land and executing them. In hindsight, Ivan left his people and his land in
the most unfavourable conditions for what was still to come — the “Time of Trou-
bles”, which would cast a dark shadow over the country well into the 17th century.

Taking into account all of the above, it is difficult to see how exactly Putin could
take any lessons from this idiosyncratic character of history. But perhaps Putin
takes a whole different perspective on the matter. In general, Putin attaches a high
value to the subject of history, so much so that it features in his public speeches on
a regular basis. However, Putin does seem to take a revisionist view from which
most historians shy away. For instance, on the subject of Ivan I'V, Putin has in the
past disputed facts surrounding Ivan’s life and actions. In this regard, he is sup-
ported by people such as Vladimir Medinsky, the previous minister of culture and
current chairman of the Russian Military-Historical Society, who argues that the
West was fighting an information war against Russia already in the 16th century.
According to Medinsky, that which has made Ivan “terrible” in a negative sense, was
concocted or fabricated by Europeans, who wrote slanders about Russia to please
their masters. This view is further supported by some members of the Russian Or-
thodox Church, such as Metropolitan Tikhon (rumoured to be Putin’s confessor)
and the late Ivan Snychov, who see in Ivan a bastion against the depraved norms
and values of the West.

By turning Ivan IV into a victim of western disinformation and downplaying his
own repressive actions, Ivan turns out not to be the man who left Russia weakened
and impotent, but a wise and devout albeit troubled leader, who had to do what
had to be done in order to save Russia from foreign influence and treacherous bo-
yars. He is a man who stands at the beginning of Russian imperial conquest, there-
by laying the foundation of Russian empire-building. The lesson to Putin then, is
to continue down the imperial path, regardless of the human cost that might en-
tail. For only in this way can he protect and strengthen Russia.

In pursuit of Tsar Peter

Peter I (1672-1725), known in Russian historiography as “the Great’, left behind
a different legacy in Russia which, in many ways, continues to resonate today. It is
with Peter that the cultural divide originated between those oriented toward the
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West and the Slavophiles. As the founder of Russia’s cultural and erstwhile capi-
tal of St Petersburg, he transformed Russian society on many levels, with his re-
forms having a lasting impact on the land. He was a moderniser, to be sure, but
was based on autocratic rule, as his modernisation efforts were built on the lives
of thousands. Yet, his legacy is controversial in contemporary Russia to the extent
that his rule inaugurated the cultural identity confusion which to this day still capti-
vates Russia — the question of whether it is part of Europe or Eurasia, West or East.

It is with Peter that the empire truly began to take form. Just as Ivan IV did
prior, Peter too endeavoured to strengthen Russia through the acquisition of ter-
ritory and land, and thereby enter the European political arena as a great power.
He, too, was keenly aware of the fact that western states were more developed than
Russia. To rectify this, he set forth to engage the Swedish, who at the time were
the predominant power in and around the Baltic area. Thus, the Great Northern
War (1700-21) between Russia and Sweden shaped a large part of his reign, the
result of which ensured that Russia became the predominant power in the east of
Europe and secured for itself a place within Baltic trade.

The lesson which Peter might offer to Putin is of all three historical figures
described here the most obvious and straight forward. We need not to look far to
see how Putin assesses the importance of Peter. Quite recently, Putin has spoken
favourably about Peter and his contribution to Russia’s development. Rumour
has it that Putin most clearly associates himself with Peter as his prime historical
reference, even comparing himself to the historical ruler to the extent that he em-
bodies him in a modern-day setting. What advice, then, does Putin receive from
Peter? As Putin argued during the celebration of the former tsar’s birth in 2022:
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“Peter the Great waged the Great Northern War for 21 years. It would seem that
he was at war with Sweden, he took something from them. [However] he did not
take anything from them, he returned [what was Russia’s]”

Besides arguing that Peter took what is rightfully Russia’s to begin with, Putin
even makes a direct comparison to the current conflict with Ukraine: “Apparently,
itis also our lot to return [what is Russia’s] and strengthen [the country]. And if we
proceed from the fact that these basic values form the basis of our existence, we
will certainly succeed in solving the tasks that we face”” This is a blatant acknowl-
edgement that the purpose of the war in Ukraine is to return that which has been
lost, in order to strengthen Russia. The advice Peter gives to Putin, then, is that
he should engage in the further “gathering of the Russian lands’, thereby fortify-
ing Russia in the process.

The wisdom of Catherine

The last advisor of the three is Catherine II (1729-96), also known as “the Great”
in Russian historiography. As Peter I spent a large part of his life fighting and ac-
quiring territory in the north and west, Catherine focused on the south. It is dur-
ing her reign that Russia conquered modern-day Ukrainian lands, such as Crimea,
through wars with neighbours such as the Ottoman Empire, and oversaw the par-
titioning of Poland in addition to suppressing rebellions. An admirer of western
philosophy and Enlightenment ideals, she positioned herself as an enlightened
monarch, equal to the monarchs of Europe. She too felt that Russia needed to de-

velop itself further to catch up to the western powers.

Catherine the Great However, various displays of autocratic power ensured

positioned herself thatwestern philosophers distanced themselves from
. her actions. In her time too, the building of empire

asan enlightened "~ .

gh conquest continued unabated.

monarch, equal to the Putin himself has spoken most admirably about
monarchs of Europe. Catherine and her deeds. Already in 2012 he argued
that Catherine was one of the most effective rulers
Russia has ever had. She was, in the words of Putin: “more effective than Peter I —
less bloodshed, but more business” He further emphasised that “under Catherine,
Russia acquired the most land” when compared to other Russian rulers. In 2022,
on International Women’s Day and after the start of the invasion of Ukraine, Putin
took a moment to congratulate women in Russia by putting forward an example
of a woman he admires above all: Catherine. “Her sculpture is placed here, in the
Kremlin. She was not Russian by birth, but she was proud that she became Russian.
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Furthermore, Putin cites the wisdom of Catherine which for him still rings true
today: “These lines: ‘I will defend my homeland with tongue, pen and sword, as long
as I have enough life’ ... and in our time, the words homeland, mother and beloved,
for us, are in the same row. It will be this way forever” As Putin considers Ukraini-
an lands as historically part of Russia, once lost but now to be returned to the fold,
he follows in the footsteps of Catherine. Russia’s rulers have always felt a sincere
insecurity vis-a-vis their western neighbours and Putin is no different. Perhaps, in
this regard, the lesson which this particular advisor gives to Putin is the oft-cited
quote of Catherine that “I have no way to defend my borders but to extend them.”

Continuing history

The lessons that Putin takes from his historical “advisors” made sense in their
times and ages. Overall, the conquest and expansion of territory at the cost of others
was a favoured tool of attaining power for monarchs and leaders worldwide hun-
dreds of years ago. In this case, Russia certainly did not differ from other Europe-
an powers. Furthermore, one could argue that these three aforementioned histor-
ical rulers all have one thing in common: the feeling of insecurity with regards to
the West, and the building and strengthening of Russian empire as a countermeas-
ure. However, this is an extremely costly and outdated endeavour in the 21st cen-
tury, especially after 1945. In this regard, Russia has become an oddity, and seeks
to return to a time when “might makes right” by ruthless geopolitical hard pow-
er play, inspired by historical rulers of the past which exemplify martial qualities.

The glorification of these martial rulers makes sense for those in the Kremlin,
who are obsessed with history, and who try to justify to their own people the idea
that Russia’s greatness lies in its historical past. However, for every single one of
these historical leaders, one could just as easily describe their faults and folly, as
Russia’s expansion externally did not necessarily strengthen it internally. Indeed,
sometimes it even weakened it, through the economic, social, political and hu-
man ruin and fallout it brought about. All three of these rulers left behind com-
plex legacies, the results of which in some ways continue to influence the think-
ing within the Kremlin today.

Putin’s conspiratorial view on history and world politics ensures that he and his
entourage hold fast to a vision in which Russia has always been surrounded by ene-
mies, which in turn has a substantial effect on the mental paradigm of those within
the Kremlin. Although the West might see the invasion of Ukraine as a war of ag-
gression initiated by Russia, Moscow operates from a historical sense of insecuri-
ty vis-a-vis the West. The war then, for Putin, suddenly becomes a defensive one,

111



112

Essays and Analysis The historical advisors of Vladimir Putin, senjamin Looijen

aimed at preventing further western encroachment on Russian “historical” lands
and the possibility that western influences might penetrate the motherland itself.

As his historical predecessors would advise, he only sees one way of countering
that supposed threat: through the application of hard power. This is partly why the
war is portrayed as such an existential and even religious struggle within Russia,
as Putin sees it as the continuation of a long historical rivalry. As history casts its
shadow over Russia today, the war in Ukraine is absolutely historic in scale, and
so too will be its result. For depending on the outcome, it could mean the return
and legitimisation of hard power rule in Europe, and a vindication of Putin’s his-
torically inspired vision of the past, and with it, the future. #&

Benjamin Looijen has a BA in History and M A in Russian and Eurasian Studies.
He mostly writes on the history of Central and Eastern Europe. His research is
particularly focused on how the past influences the present and vice versa, in

addition to memory politics, and the history of international relations.
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IT HAPPENED
IN GODANSK

MACIEJ BUCZKOWSKI

Declaration for the restoration of peace in Europe signed on behalf
of Polish and Ukrainian local government service providers

A delegation from the Polish city of
Gdansk travelled to Ukraine in November
2022. The main purpose of the visit was
to donate a septic tanker to the city of Bo-
rodyanka, a locality that was particularly
affected by the barbarism of the Russian
aggression.

In Gdansk, we work to assist Ukraine
not only by hosting refugees. Our munic-
ipal service providers, such as Gdanskie
Wody (Gdansk Water Utility) or Gdans-
ka Infrastruktura Wodno-Kanalizacyjna
(Gdarisk Water-Sewage Infrastructure)
have actively been participating in the
campaign to support the reconstruction
of key infrastructure in Ukrainian cities
and provide them with the necessary as-
sistance in crisis management.

Municipal services are crucial to the
well-being and everyday life of local com-
munities. This is why the Russian aggres-
sor has been targeting them with such
determination and cruelty.

Our representatives also visited Kyiv,
where a declaration was signed to ensure
the security of the people of Ukraine and
restore peace in Europe. On the Polish
side, the document was signed by the
Deputy Mayor of Gdansk - Piotr Grzelak
- who was also representing the Union
of Polish Metropolises and the Union
of Polish Cities. The Ukrainian side was
represented by the mayor of Kyiv - Vitalii
Klitschko, acting also on behalf of the Un-
ion of Ukrainian Cities.
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Deputy Mayor Grzelak summarised
the reasons behind the signing of the dec-
laration as follows: “There is a need for
regular and concrete dialogue between
Polish and Ukrainian municipalities. We
want to make this happen through clos-
er cooperation for the sake of ensuring
the safety of residents, on the one hand,
and enabling Ukraine’s membership in the
European Union on the other. Concluding
this agreement in the heart of free Ukraine
has thus a very symbolic meaning.
Grzelak also mentioned the moral imper-
ative for Poles to support their Ukrainian
friends: “In these dark days of human
history, we pledge to maintain the friend-
ship and close cooperation between our
cities. It is our daily duty to ensure decent
living conditions for all residents, regard-
less of their origin; therefore, we declare
intensified efforts to meet these respon-
sibilities. In particular, we will make every

effort to ensure that our cities remain
a safe haven for women and children
forced to flee the horrors of war.”

Power generators and special tents

In December 2022 Gdansk sent 19 power
generators and four special heating tents
to Ukraine. They were shipped to Lviv,
Kherson and Kharkiv. This donation was
made possible thanks to the openness
and support of Gdansk residents and
Gdansk municipal companies. The trans-
fer of additional equipment to Ukraine
was possible thanks to the support of
residents, who contributed large sums
of money to a city-based initiative called
“Gdanisk Helps Ukraine”, but also thanks
to the generosity of Gdarisk municipal
companies, as well as a joint action of
Polish local governments called “Polish
cities for Ukraine”.

This shipment was the tangible result
of an agreement signed in Kyiv in Novem-
ber 2022.

The Russian rocket attacks targeting
energy infrastructure deprived large ar-
eas in Ukraine of access to heating and
electricity. Assistance from Gdarnsk was
thus aimed at providing what Ukrainians
lacked the most during the winter peri-
od. The heating tents that were sent to
two frontline cities, Kherson and Kharkiv,
made it possible for residents to warm
up, charge electronic devices and use the
internet.



Michatowo - Recipient of the second
edition of the Pawet Adamowicz
Award

The Pawet Adamowicz Award is grant-
ed annually for courage and excellence
in promoting freedom, solidarity and
equality. It was established by the Euro-
pean Committee of the Regions in coop-
eration with the International Network of
Cities of Refuge (ICORN) and the City of
Gdansk to honour the late mayor of the
city of Gdansk, who was assassinated on
January 13™ 2019, while performing his
public duties.

The award promotes Pawet Adamow-
icz's achievements in defending democ-
racy at the local level and pays tribute and
recognition to those who courageously
and honestly stand against intolerance,
extremism, hate speech, oppression and
xenophobia. The recipient of the first edi-
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tion was the mayor of Cologne, Henriette
Reker.

By the decision of the jury, the recipi-
ent of the second edition of the award is a
town called Michatowo, which is located
on Poland’s eastern border. Through its
decision the jury showed its appreciation
to the exceptional courage and solidari-
ty that Michatowo's authorities and resi-
dents offered to refugees who are caught
up at the Polish-Belarusian border.

In addition, the jury’s special award
was granted to Oleksandr Babych who is
the mayor of a Ukrainian town called Hola
Prystan and who was imprisoned and tor-
tured by the Russians.

The winners of this year's edition
were announced on January 13" 2023 at
the library of the European Solidarity Cen-
tre in Gdansk.

Michatowo's candidacy was submit-
ted by two cities, Krakow and Wroctaw,
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which are also UNESCO Cities of Litera-
ture and members of the ICORN network.
Robert Piaskowski, who is Krakéw may-
or's plenipotentiary for culture, read the
declaration in honour of the recipients,
justifying the decision of the award in
the following way: “This is a nomination
for the residents of the Polish-Belaru-
sian border region - the municipality of
Michatowo (...) We nominated a small
town, a small municipality, or rather
a collective hero: the residents and their
mayor. The example of Michatowo shows
how a human community can function at
a certain time. We thank you for your civ-
ic courage, European solidarity, sense of
justice and unwavering honesty. For fight-
ing against fear, ignorance, stereotypes
and anti-immigrant populism.”

Itis worth noting that Michatowo was
not left alone by other Polish local gov-
ernments. Gdansk, for example, financed
the so-called Mobile Assistance Centre
which operates in the border zone. The
centre had medical equipment, clothing,
blankets, provisions and basic hygiene
items. It was also adapted to serve hot
meals.

The Pawet Adamowicz Award Cere-
mony was held in Brussels, on February
8t 2023, during the Plenary Session of
the Committee of the Regions.

Ukraine Working Group meeting
in Gdansk

On the anniversary of Russia's full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, a meeting of the
Ukraine Working Group was organized at
the European Solidarity Centre in Gdarisk.
This is, at the moment, the most special-

ized team operating within the frame-
work of the European Committee of the
Regions, which aims to support Ukraine.
The group is chaired by Aleksandra Dulk-
iewicz, the Mayor of Gdaisk. When or-
ganizing the meeting, Dulkiewicz wanted
to ensure that a clear and coherent mes-
sage was sent from Gdansk to the outer
world: Europe was, is and will be display-
ing its solidarity with Ukraine. The Com-
mittee of the Regions is an ideal place for
such a message and a guarantee for its
embodiment.

Participants who joined the meeting
from Brussels included all members of
the Group (13 altogether) as well as the
so-called Conference of the Presidents
of the Committee of the Regions which
is composed of the organization’s presi-
dent, first vice-president and heads of all
political factions in the committee. Oth-
er participants included members of the
Polish delegation to the Committee of the
Regions and representatives of the Alli-
ance for the Reconstruction of Ukraine
(including, for example, the Congress of
Local and Regional Authorities of Council
of Europe, CEMR, Eurocities).

The first item on the agenda had an
extremely symbolic dimension. On the
anniversary of the outbreak of the full-
scale war in Ukraine and to honour its
victims, the delegates lit candles at the
Square of Heroic Mariupol in Gdarsk.
The group was led by Vasco Cordeiro,
the president of the European Committee
of the Regions, and Gdarisk Mayor Alek-
sandra Dulkiewicz. The delegation of the
European Committee of the Regions met
at the square with a large group of war
refugees from Ukraine who are now living



in Gdarisk. They shared dramatic stories
of the fate of their relatives, friends and
residents of Ukraine.

From the Square of Heroic Mariupol
the delegation of the Committee of the
Regions went to St. Mary's Basilica where
they paid tribute to the memory of their
long-time colleague Pawet Adamowicz,
who is buried there. As an active mem-
ber of the Committee, Adamowicz always
supported the European aspirations of
Ukrainians, but also Belarusians, Moldo-
vans and Georgians.

The session of the Ukraine Working
Group was held in the library of the Eu-
ropean Solidarity Centre. The meeting
was chaired by the group’s chairwoman,
Aleksandra Dulkiewicz. Representatives
of European cities and regions not only
summarized the assistance provided
to Ukraine thus far, but also discussed
plans for assistance in the post-war re-
construction of Ukraine.
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Participants stressed how important
the European perspective is for Ukraine.
“The decision last year to grant Ukraine
a candidate status to the European Union
was of great symbolic importance. Al-
though the accession itself is a long and
political process, the reforms carried out
on the way to it, will bring unquestionable
benefits to the country. The basic crite-
rion in this case is the rule of law with
an emphasis on transparency and the
fight against corruption,” said Aleksandra
Dulkiewicz.

The head of the Committee of the Re-
gions shared a similar view: “Ukraine is a
European country that has been attacked
and is in a state of war. The Committee
of the Regions has condemned this in-
vasion from day one and stands with
the Ukrainians. Today’s working group
meeting brings an additional dimension
to our relations with Ukraine, as it refers
to its accession process. This process is
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being carried out at the regional and lo-
cal level, and we - as the Committee of
the Regions - are making commitments
to this process (...) We want to help build
a Ukraine that is sovereign, independent
and integral, one where there is local de-
mocracy and respect for the rule of law,
tolerance and freedom. And one that is
a member of the European Union.”
Andriy Sadovyy, the mayor of Lviv, also
participated in the meeting, joining the
group via online. He pointed to the enor-
mous wounds that Ukraine has suffered
as a result of this war and is experiencing
every day: “Lviv is now the largest med-
ical hub in Ukraine, if not the world. Our
hospitals have already received 11,000
people who are injured and wounded.
These are our soldiers, these are women,
these are children, these are the elderly.
That is why we are now setting up a reha-
bilitation centre in Lviv. We are still won-
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dering where to locate all those in need,
where are we going to work, where are we
going to get prostheses and medical sup-
plies, because we should provide a good
life for all these people.”

Ukraine, as an EU candidate, needs
support in economic development, but
also in the development of local self-gov-
ernment. This was very strongly empha-
sized during the meeting at the European
Solidarity Centre. It also needs to tackle
the remnants of the oligarchic system,
which includes corruption. Ukrainians
understand this need very well and, even
at the time of the current aggression, are
changing their country for the better.

After the meeting at the European
Solidarity Centre, representatives of
the Ukraine Working Group visited the
UNICEF point which was set up for war
refugees as well as the Gdansk Water
Utility's warehouse from where another



shipment of infrastructure support was
being prepared to be sent to Ukraine.

The final point of the Working Group
meeting was the European Rally of Soli-
darity with Ukraine. Inspired and initiated
by the Marshal of the Pomorskie Voivode-
ship and the Mayors of Gdansk, Gdynia
and Sopot, it was held on the evening of
February 24™ at a place symbolic of the
struggle for freedom, dignity and democ-
racy - the Solidarity Square. Hundreds of
people demonstrated their solidarity with
Ukraine. The theme of the evening was a
message of European unity with Ukraine.

“The courage, bravery and steadfast-
ness of the heroic Ukrainians are worthy
our greatest respect. There are no words
to condemn the evil carried out by the ag-
gressor. However, we can give hope to the
people who are affected by the suffering.
Europe has passed the test of solidarity
this year. This is our common merit. (...)
Ukraine will be free and democratic, we
will not leave you alone, and you will soon
become a member of the European com-
munity and NATO,” Mayor Dulkiewicz said
at the rally.

“For us, it is very important that you
are together with us in these very difficult
times," said a visibly moved deputy head
of the Ukrainian diplomatic mission to
Poland, Olena Tsybukh.

“On behalf of the Committee of the
Regions and cities across Europe, | would
like to very strongly emphasize and send
a message of solidarity, because we are
with you. No matter what it takes, no mat-
ter how long it takes. You will never be
alone,” declared Vasco Cordeiro, Presi-
dent of the European Committee of the
Regions.”

Extremely emotional and moving was
the speech by young representatives of
the Ukrainian community: Olena Losovs-
ka and Anna Hryshakova. “Throughout
this year, we all experienced a swing of
emotions: pain, despair, pride in our army,
paramedics, those who fight for the life of
every Ukrainian, those who fight against
the aggressor - Russia. This year has
changed our lives forever. Ukraine needs,
more than ever, the support of each of
us,” Anna Hryshakova said. “This year
has changed us. We found a new home
in Poland, a place of strength, a zone of
safety. Gdansk has helped us and con-
tinues to help. Thank you to the wom-
en's support centres and psychologists
for treating the souls of those who were
kidnapped, robbed and battered. It was
also hundreds of tons of humanitari-
an aid, everything that has saved lives.
We are grateful to Gdansk residents for
everything you do for Ukraine, for your
open hearts.”

At the rally there were also musicians
performing, including: Ukrainian rapper
Skofka, the Baltic Opera Choir and the Mu-
sic Everywhere Choir. A native of Rivne,
aged 28, Skofka is a popular Ukrainian
rap singer. His song “Hear the Anthem”
has received over 35 million views.
He creates music that talks about the dra-
ma of the war. Since his debut in 2019, he
has become one of the leading artists on
the Ukrainian rap scene. In 2022 he was
nominated for the YUNA 2022 Award in
the “Debut of the Year” category.

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Maciej Buczkowski is the deputy director of the
office of the mayor of the City of Gdansk, Poland
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Serhia—-Kosovo relations

Old issues and new pressures
for an epilogue

FILIP MIRILOVIC

After years of struggle, political corruption and
non-compliance with obligations from both sides, the
Franco-German proposal for Serbia and Kosovo came
as some kind of relief for those who want to normalise

relations. It can be seen as an ultimatum for the political
elites, but also an opportunity for extremists on both
sides to blame their opponents for “treason’”.
|

On the evening of February 27th 2022, the day-long meeting in Brussels be-
tween Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢, Kosovar Prime Minister Albin Kurti,
the European Union’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
Josep Borrell, and the EU Special Representative for Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue
Miroslav Lajcdk, finally came to an end. The public from both Serbia and Kosovo
waited anxiously with a touch of legitimate concern for their leaders to address
them. The meeting was a certain step forward, but still without a final agreement.

Nikola Burazer, the executive editor at European Western Balkans, stated for
New Eastern Europe that the meeting went “exactly as expected’; explaining that
“there were no conditions for some major breakthroughs due to there being many
unresolved issues” However, he added that it did represent an “important mile-
stone, as both sides have agreed on the proposal in principle’, further saying that
“the road is now clear, despite several obstacles remaining.”
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Despite the proposal not being adopted formally, officials from Brussels stat-
ed that both sides unofficially accepted the agreement, after the meeting conclud-
ed. The relationship between Kosovo and Serbia is one key issue in Europe which
must eventually be solved but remains baffling and without a productive agree-
ment for many years. Yet, in order to understand the problem’s complexity, it is
crucial to start from the beginning.

Lost hopes

Serbia — or more precisely the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia — lost the war
over Kosovo in 1999 and according to United Nations Resolution 1244, Yugoslav
forces withdrew from this territory. In 2008, Kosovo proclaimed its independence
unilaterally, which resulted in a series of protests in Belgrade, including the burning
of the American embassy. The government in Belgrade immediately appealed to
the International Court of Justice, demanding it review the legality of the decla-
ration, but in 2010 the court decided that it did not violate international law, nor
the UN Security Council resolution adopted 11 years earlier. The first stage of the
following dialogues in 2011-12 was referred to as “technical dialogue” and led to
many technical agreements addressing the most pressing issues of concern, though
most were never fully implemented.

Four years after Kosovo proclaimed independence, the current ruling party in
Serbia, the Serbian Progressive Party, came to power with the strong support of
the EU and generally western countries. The political gossip at that time was that

) . the reason for providing such backing for former war

The felathﬂShlP propagandists was probably some kind of informal
between Kosovo — promise that relations with Kosovo would be normal-

and Serbia is ised. And indeed in 2013 the new government took the

. . first steps forward, signing the Brussels Agreement,
one key 15su€ In formally known as the “First Agreement of Principles

EUI’OPG which must Governing the Normalisation of Relations” The EU

eventually be solved, was again the mediator in this process.

Although the recognition of Kosovo as a sover-
eign state has not been on the table, the agreement was already criticised as an
informal recognition of Kosovo’s independence. Certainly, it was the beginning
of the process of normalising relations, creating ground for other processes, and
compelling Pristina to officially form the Community of Serb Municipalities with
delegated authority in such areas as economic development, education, medical
care, urban and rural planning, etc. The community was also meant to have its own
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president, deputy president, parliament and council. However, due to the decision
of the Kosovo constitutional court in 2015, the Community of Serb Municipali-
ties has not been formed to this day and remains one of the greatest obstacles for
further negotiations, the so-called red line on which Serbia is not ready to relent.
On the other hand, the same agreement led to the formal abolishment of Serbian
institutions in Kosovo.

The process of normalisation stalled in November 2018 when the Serbian gov-
ernment made it clear that it would block Kosovo from becoming a member state
of the United Nations, Interpol and the Council of Europe. After this crisis, Kosovo
imposed a 100 per cent tax on all imported Serbian goods, which was only with-
drawn in 2020 when both governments agreed to improve economic ties under
an agreement brokered by the United States, known as the Washington Agree-
ment. Serbia also agreed to suspend its efforts to encourage other states to either
not recognise Kosovo or revoke recognition for one year, while Kosovo agreed not
to apply for new membership of international organisations for the same period.

In 2022, the French and German governments drew up a draft proposal which
was forwarded and introduced by the EU at the EU-Western Balkans summit in
Tirana, last December. In the same month, Serbs from the northern part of Kosovo
barricaded the main roads in order to stop Kosovar special police units from en-
tering the territory where the Serb majorities live. Even some shootings occurred
but thankfully without any casualties. Some believe that these kinds of incidents
were orchestrated by criminal groups close to the Serbian regime, without actual
support from the ordinary citizens, but it is important to emphasise that these
same groups, which are currently on the US blacklist of sanctions, used to have
very close ties to Pristina itself. The barricades were removed with the mediative
help of the NATO KFOR peacekeeping mission, as well as US and EU representa-
tives. There was once again some hope that the Community of Serb Municipalities
would finally be formed.

The Scholz-Macron proposal

The specifics of the 2023 Franco-German proposal were quite unclear for some
time and remained the subject of speculation until the EU finally published them.
However, it seems that both parties expected too much from just one meeting, no
matter how important it was. The Kosovar public expected Kurti to come back with
signed Serbian recognition, which is still quite beyond Serbia’s current diplomat-
ic red lines. On the other hand, Belgrade stated that no further or final agreement
can be made without finalising the 2013 obligations from Brussels and forming the
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Phioto: European Commission

Albin Kurti, Kosovo's prime minister, on the left, meets with Aleksandar Vucic, Serbia’s
president, on the right in March 2023. The meeting was facilitated by the European Union
and took place in Ohrid, North Macedonia. The issue of normalisation of relations is high
on the EU agenda, however expectations on both sides remains a challenge.

aforementioned association for the Serb minority. Kurti, who still refers to the de-
cision of the constitutional court, has still not given any promises that this is going
to happen in any form. His official position is that some kind of association could
be formed, but with far fewer jurisdictions than the original one, alluding more
to traditional and cultural authority, instead of political and economic influence.

Andrej Ivanji, a journalist and editor with the weekly magazine Vreme, and a
correspondent for various German media groups based in Belgrade, stated that
Vucic¢ alone said that this proposal is an “ultimatum” given to Belgrade and Pristina,
“without the possibility to negotiate it”; and that it is effectively “unchangeable”

“A rejection of such a plan would have led to the termination of the EU inte-
gration process and a withdrawal of foreign investments,” Ivanji repeated Vucic’s
words from national television. Further, this means a decline in living standards
and a drastic increase in unemployment rates.

The Franco-German proposal consists of 11 articles. Despite the fact that the
proposal does not mention the word “independence” explicitly, when looking at
some articles it becomes obvious that signing it would lead to recognition in the
near future. Article two states that “both parties will be guided by the aims and
principles laid down in the United Nations Charter, especially those of the sov-
ereign equality of all states, respect for their independence, autonomy, and terri-
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torial integrity...” Further in article four it is written that “the parties proceed on
the assumption that neither of the two can represent the other in the internation-
al sphere or act on its behalf,” as well as that Serbia “will not object to Kosovo’s
membership in any international organisation” The next one obliges both parties
to neither “block, nor encourage others to block, the .
other party’s progress in their respective EU path’”. The Kosovar PUth

Burazer, the executive editor at the European West- expected an ag[’eement
ern Balkans, explained that this agreement is based with Serbian
on the “two Germanies agreement from 1972, which o h h
immediately gave both states widespread recognition ?eco'gmtlon, whic
and opened the door to them for joining the UN” 18 still well beYOHd
Ivanji explained that independence was de facto es- Serbia’s current
tablished on several points since they are referring to diplomatic red lines.
the equality of parties in negotiations. He added that
placing a signature on that agreement would oblige Serbia not to block Kosovo from
becoming an equal member of international organisations. Vuci¢ said that such
a condition means that Serbia is not opposed to Kosovar membership in the UN.

Albin Kurti said after the meeting that he was ready to sign the agreement, but
that Vuci¢ refused. Meanwhile Vuci¢ told the public again that allowing Kosovo
to take a seat in the UN would be a red line which he is not going to cross. So, ac-
cording to him, Serbia will not accept the proposal.

Ivanji further notes that “If we are taking Vuci¢’s words seriously” and if the
EU, US, France, Germany and Italy “do not give up their demand that Belgrade
and Pristina sign that agreement’; then “Vuci¢ on behalf of Serbia will renounce
its EU perspective”

Vuci¢’s trustworthiness in his manner of addressing the public is questiona-
ble, having in mind his previous statements about this proposal. In the autumn of
2022, his first reaction to the still mysterious proposal started with “it doesn’t exist,’
and his explanation was that he did not see it, and that he will not even be taking
it into consideration. After some time, Vuci¢ changed his tone, stating that Serbia
will accept it, but that nothing will be signed before the creation of the Commu-
nity of Serb Municipalities in Kosovo.

Noose around the neck

However, Vuci¢’s pro-western promises given back in 2012 turned into tur-
moil, with completely opposite propaganda aimed at the Serbian public, resulting
in record low support for the EU integration process. Although the negotiations
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between Belgrade and Pristina are being treated with a carrot-and-stick approach
from Brussels, it seems that Vuci¢ has ruined the opportunity to glorify the talks’
positive effects given his previous anti-European narratives and propaganda. This
threatens to cause some kind of political crisis in Serbia, turning the other right-
i ) wing parties against him, alongside a significant part of
With the resolution  the population which shares the same ideological views.
of the long-standing Even the significant financial resources, scheduled
issue with Kos Vo, for botb sides if Fhe ag'reement would be signed, as
. some kind of a prize, will probably not be enough for
Belgr ade will have him to justify himself in the political climate he created
many less reasons  in Serbia. Ivanji thinks that Vuci¢ is in an “unenviable
to rely on Russia. situation” due to the fact that he, alone, is responsible
for forming the “pro-Russian and anti-western collec-

tive feeling in the society’, based on the “Kosovar battle myth”.

Right-wing parties which he effectively created are breathing down his neck and
becoming stronger every day. On the other hand, pro-EU opposition parties are
hiding, completely lost in the political arena which has little space for them. Ivanji
stated that Vucic¢’s final decision will probably depend on public opinion research
and estimations regarding which move will threaten his position less.

Why is Kosovo important?

The flame of war burns in the East and by all indications the war in Ukraine
will not be over for quite some time. However, at some point, the time for nego-
tiations will come. There is a reason why the matter of Kosovo is so important for
the international environment to deal with as soon as possible. First, the pressure
to resolve the status quo is inevitable in order to prevent any kind of potential con-
flict in the Western Balkans. Second, there shall not be any more open questions
in Europe regarding secession, if Serbia directly or indirectly recognises the in-
dependence of Kosovo. After all, the Kremlin will not have any other cases to re-
fer to in its own arguments. Lastly, with the resolution of the long-standing issue
with Kosovo, Belgrade will have many less reasons to rely on Russia and the Krem-
lin would progressively lose its stronghold in the Balkan region. In the end, even if
the final agreement has not yet been signed, some victories and defeats have been
experienced on both sides.

One of Vucid¢’s victories is the Community of Serb Municipalities. The EU and
the US are pressuring Kurti to form it in order to finalise the agreement. The other
is the non-existence of the term “independence” in the proposal. On the other hand,



Serbia—Kosovo relations, Filip Mirilovi¢ Essays and Analysis

within Kosovo, Kurti’s defeat lies in not coming back with a signed agreement and
creating a situation in which he will hardly be able to avoid forming the community.

When asked about the EU perspective on Serbia and Kosovo, Burazer, who
specialises in the EU integration process in Serbia, explained that reaching an
agreement on normalisation is “indeed a prerequisite for joining the EU, or in
Kosovo’s case, even getting candidacy status. But that the actual EU perspective’,
he argued, “will depend on many different factors” However, he does believe that
“some kind of acceleration of the process might occur as a reward for making steps
in normalisation” #g&

Filip Mirilovi¢ graduated in political science and international relations
and is currently enrolled in an international security master’s programme.
He regularly contributes to Vreme — a weekly magazine based in Belgrade,

Serbia. He mostly deals with topics such as security and politics.
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The human face of
Ukraine’s reconstruction

Veteran reintegration

IRYNA DOBROHORSKA

With the full-scale invasion still underway and the

number of defenders on the battlefields growing, the

need for a revised comprehensive state policy on veteran

reintegration is imminent. A holistic, coordinated and
human-centred approach recognising the relevant

combat-related experiences of this sizable population
group will be the essence of any post-war recovery.

|

Recently, Russia’s full-scale invasion marked its one-year anniversary. While
the end of the ongoing armed conflict is currently unclear, many international
partners have already initiated discussions about post-war reconstruction. While
the frontlines may still be shifting and the length of the war may be determined
by western-supplied arms and the success of Ukraine’s counteroffensive, there are
some principles of social cohesion that tend to be slightly overlooked in narra-
tives concerning Ukraine’s recovery. The main reason is that Ukraine’s recovery
and reconstruction efforts are often tackled from a purely economic perspective,
with GDP loss projections taken as the central piece of the narrative. While these
are the indicators considered by international partners in determining economic
aid and assistance, a more holistic approach focused on Ukraine’s human capital
should dominate the narrative.
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The importance of human capital and social cohesion efforts should be inte-
grated into the discourse on Ukraine’s reconstruction for many reasons. Martial
law enforced in Ukraine following Russia’s full-scale invasion resulted in a series
of unannounced waves of mobilisation in the Ukrainian military. Many men and
women joined the Ukrainian army voluntarily, without having any prior combat
experience. The Armed Forces of Ukraine comprised about 260,000 men and
women before February 24th 2022. This figure naturally grew following Russia’s
full-scale invasion. According to different projections by the economics ministry, as
well as the ministry of veteran affairs, between one and two million veterans after
demobilisation will return from service. Some may desire to continue capitalising
on their experiences gained in combat, whereas others may prefer to return fully
to their civilian lives.

The strategy for the integration of Ukrainian defenders into the employment
market, and the vision for their role in the Ukrainian state, is one critical discussion
point which state and non-state actors should pay attention to. The ability of the
state to offer a sound approach to veteran reintegration is also likely to determine
Ukrainian society’s level of appreciation for veterans, as well as its acknowledge-
ment of combat-related issues and consequences which will require a cohesive
and immediate response. A human-centred approach recognising the relevant
combat-related experiences of this sizable population group will be the essence of
any post-war recovery.

Who are the veterans and how to approach them?

Since 2014, with the start of the armed conflict in the Eastern Ukrainian regions
of Donetsk and Luhansk, the role of Ukrainian defenders was elevated, given the
importance of their contribution to maintaining the country’s territorial integrity.
In response to the ongoing armed conflict, the Ukrainian authorities established the
ministry of veteran affairs, an executive body responsible for shaping state policy
on demobilised soldiers and veterans. Being one of the newest ministries, veteran
affairs has led efforts in passing legislation and fine-tuning the term “veteran” in
contemporary Ukraine. The ministry was equally responsible for creating the sys-
tem of social benefits to which the newly created group of Ukrainian defenders
would be entitled to from the Ukrainian state.

The combatants who gained active and non-active experiences in the anti-
terrorist operation, later renamed as a joint forces operation, were considered
veterans in line with the newly developed policy of Ukraine. Prior to the full-scale
invasion, about 460,000 veterans were overseen by the state as part of its policy
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response. Healthcare support, housing, psycho-social support and employment
were tackled since then by the state.

With the full-scale invasion still underway and the number of defenders on the

battlefields growing, the need for a revised comprehensive state policy on veteran

. reintegration is imminent. As there are new defence

The Ukrainian structures involved in combat (e.g. territorial defence

authorities need to units) as part of Ukraine’s armed forces, there is a need

lay the groun dwork to revise the legislative definition of “veterans” In May

) 2022, the Verkhovna Rada (Ukraine’s parliament) voted

for acknowledgmg on legislation expanding social guarantees for veterans

the efforts of to members of territorial defence units.
‘o While there have been initial efforts by the Ukrain-
the Ukrainian . .

o ian state to expand the term and consider new groups

militar y ahead of  with combat-related experiences, the current legislative

demobilisation, framework requires further attention. With the full-

scale invasion, the frontlines around Ukraine stretched

across multiple additional regions, from north to south beyond the eastern Donetsk

and Luhansk areas. Respectfully, additional units in these areas play critical de-

fence functions, from border guards to the national police and territorial defence.

The structures and capacities of the Ukrainian military equally expanded as

a result of the western response regarding military supplies and training. While

this is the general context, developments that are likely to continue evolving, it

is critical for the Ukrainian authorities to lay the groundwork for acknowledging

the efforts of the Ukrainian military ahead of demobilisation, as well as determine

whether the other groups involved in border protection will be entitled to veter-
an status and will receive necessary state support.

Veteran reintegration ahead of reconstruction

Pre-emptive measures led by the Ukrainian government are vital at this stage
when national and international partners are launching multiple discussions about
Ukraine’s reconstruction. The Ukrainian government shall optimise the national
legal framework and be considerate of ongoing contextual developments on the
frontline where Ukrainian defenders serve. Revisiting the approach as who can
be considered a Ukrainian veteran and laying the groundwork ahead of demobi-
lisation would be an essential expectation of the Ukrainian state. Securing social
guarantees for the defenders who protect Ukraine’s borders ahead of their return
to civilian life will equally serve as a sign of the vitality of the service in the wake
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of the full-scale invasion. In 2023, the Ukrainian veteran affairs ministry launched
a digital tool for the online registration of veterans, allowing the government to
quantify the number of Ukrainian defenders, project the amount of wounded and
sick, and align state policy initiatives accordingly. The digitalisation of veteran re-
integration is only one of the tools which the Ukrainian state uses in responding
to veteran reintegration.

Communication of the importance of the service carried out by the Ukrainian
defenders shall be accompanied by actionable evidence-based awareness of issues
that will require addressing. While the general employment market in Ukraine is
likely to shift in the aftermath of the full-scale invasion, with millions of citizens
relocating to peaceful countries, the discussion on Ukraine’s reconstruction led
by the state shall not impose the expectation on Ukrainian veterans to immedi-
ately participate in the economic reconstruction. Without a proper psycho-social
support system, professional and educational training and an illustrative recog-
nition of the efforts of Ukrainian defenders, a narrative suggesting the immediate
engagement of veterans in the economy is unlikely to meet its goal.

Social cohesion comes first

Ukrainian and international partners shall prepare the fundamental groundwork
in the realm of social cohesion first. This will entail a comprehensive demobilisa-
tion process upon the return of veterans from the frontlines, in which Ukrainian
defenders will not face bureaucratic challenges but enjoy comprehensive state sup-
port. Engaging competent groups of psychologists, psychotherapists and physical
health professionals, as well as career guidance and social support systems, may be
one way in which a human-centred approach to veteran reintegration in Ukraine
is promoted. While in response to the armed conflict in Ukraine, the responsibil-
ity for overseeing the policy on veteran reintegration was assigned to the ministry
of veteran reintegration, the modern-day contextual changes require much great-
er attention on the part of Ukraine’s national and international partners. The pres-
ident, EU and the US, as well as other ministries and legislators, shall demonstrate
their commitment in recognising the priority of veteran reintegration.

A holistic and coordinated response across governmental bodies shall prioritise
the importance of veterans for many reasons. Ongoing military service for many
Ukrainian defenders is only growing in duration, with rotations lasting only a few
days. Seeing family members for a limited period of time and facing health chal-
lenges as a result of combat experiences are likely to result in possible subsequent
changes in mental and physical health. Addressing these issues will require not only
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new rehabilitation centres but will necessitate a systemic approach to welcoming
these defenders back into civilian life, studying their combat-related experiences
and subsequent expectations for their civilian lives.

This is why strategic thinking involving not only the national parties but also
the international community in post-war recovery experiences will be essential
in developing a responsive system for veteran reintegration. War imposes many
challenges and priorities for the state, which range from the prosecution of war
crimes to the restoration of destroyed housing. Yet, the social cohesion dimension
in the overall reconstruction framework will allow for the integration of the needs
of this critical social group in modern-day Ukraine.

Whether the Ukrainian state will succeed in reassessing the needs of the veter-
ans using their available tools and stressing the importance of veteran reintegration
will equally determine the response from Ukrainian society. Upon a return from
military service, a prevailing heroisation of the efforts made to defend Ukraine’s
territorial integrity may be overshadowed by a number of issues which are likely
to float to the surface, ranging from traumatic episodes and an inability to adjust
to the new reality among veterans. In even more aggravating scenarios, a possi-
ble rise in criminal activity and militarisation may equally be the case. Therefore,
it is critical to start with reconstruction through the understanding of the needs
of Ukrainian defenders, creating a responsive support system and promoting the
smooth psycho-social and employment integration of these veterans. #&

Iryna Dobrohorska is the Veteran Reintegration programme manager at IREX.



One country, two horders

How Poland differentiates
narratives ahout migrants

GIVI GIGITASHVILI

Poland used various discursive practices to shape
diverging social perceptions about two groups of
migrants/refugees entering Poland: those crossing from
Ukraine, on the one hand, and those crossing from
Belarus on the other. The Polish government’s portrayal
of the crisis on the Poland-Belarus border as a hybrid
war, whilst helping Ukrainian refugees, was presented
as being in line with Poland’s national interests.
|

Poland has been witnessing two very different waves of migration on its eastern
border: the arrival of millions of Ukrainian refugees since February 2022, and the
arrival of people, predominantly from the Middle East and Africa, through Bela-
rus since June 2021. These two groups are quite different in their nature and origin
and arouse different reactions both on part of the Polish authorities and broader
society. While those fleeing Ukraine have been warmly welcomed, people trying
to enter Poland via Belarus have been predominantly denied the right to apply for
asylum and pushed back into Belarusian territory. From the very beginning, the
Polish authorities have been stressing that the different treatment of those entering
the Polish territory from Belarus and Ukraine was related to their different impact
on national security. Given this, it is worth examining how the Polish government
utilised strategic communication in response to the two crises on its eastern border.


https://www.hrw.org/pl/news/2022/06/08/violence-and-pushbacks-poland-belarus-border
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As put by Christopher Paul, strategic communication is a series of “coordinated
actions, messages, images and other forms of signalling or engagement intended
to inform, influence, or persuade selected audiences in support of national objec-
tives” The end goal of influencing the attitudes and opinions of target audiences is
to shape their behaviour. The Polish authorities have been using national security
rhetoric to both substantiate assistance provided to the Ukrainian refugees and to
justify their refusal to do the same for those attempting to cross the Polish border
via Belarus.

The government’s strategic communications aimed at creating favourable pub-
lic attitudes towards Ukrainian refugees, and unfavourable attitudes towards peo-
ple coming through Belarus, were driven by quite similar topics: national securi-
ty, public security and economic security. The Polish example demonstrates that
governments can use identical themes in their strategic communications to shape
positive public attitudes towards one group of foreigners, while simultaneously
trying to shape negative attitudes towards another group of foreigners.

National security ahove all

The strategic communications during the Poland-Belarus migration crisis were
largely driven by an attempt to present the situation on the border not as an ordi-
nary migration crisis, but as an element of hybrid warfare being waged by Belarus
and Russia against Poland. Without considering their cases and allowing them to
apply for protection, the Polish authorities argued that people stuck on the Belaru-
sian border were not refugees but economic migrants and that their arrival at the
border was a state-orchestrated act. Jarostaw Kaczynski, the leader of the ruling
Law and Justice party, argued that Belarus was waging a hybrid war in retaliation
for Poland’s support for the opposition forces in Belarus. At the same time, Polish
President Andrzej Duda dubbed the crisis on the border with Belarus a “planned,
provoked action” on part of the Belarusian authorities. Attempts to cross the Pol-
ish border from Belarus were described as “attacks” by Mariusz Blaszczak, the
Polish minister of defence. Labelling the crisis as a “hybrid war” and the people on
the Belarus border as “instruments” of this war can be understood as an attempt
to dehumanise the migrants and trigger negative public attitudes towards them.

In contrast, since February 24th 2022, the Polish government has been calling
people entering Poland from Ukraine “refugees fleeing the atrocities of war” and
has been portraying assistance provided to them by the Polish people as a matter
of national security. The Polish prime minister emphasised that “A safe Ukraine is
also the Polish and European raison d’état” and that “the defence of Ukraine is also


https://books.google.pl/books/about/Strategic_Communication.html?hl=pl&id=VIxuxcmt5qQC&redir_esc=y
https://press.georgetown.edu/Book/Persuasion-and-Power
https://tvn24.pl/polska/jaroslaw-kaczynski-o-migrantach-przy-granicy-i-budowie-bardzo-powaznej-zapory-5443474
https://forsal.pl/gospodarka/polityka/artykuly/8392626,duda-bialorus-ukraina-granica-migranci-uchodzcy.html
https://forsal.pl/gospodarka/polityka/artykuly/8392626,duda-bialorus-ukraina-granica-migranci-uchodzcy.html
https://www.gov.pl/web/kolumbia/inwazja-rosji-na-ukraine---stan-na-2032022.
https://www.gov.pl/web/primeminister/prime-minister-mateusz-morawiecki-a-safe-ukraine-is-also-the-polish-and-european-raison-dtat
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the defence of Poland. Ukrainians are fighting for us [and so] we owe them grati-
tude” He stressed he was therefore glad that “almost all Poles welcomed war ref-
ugees who needed support with open hearts” Along similar lines, President Duda
stressed that “Ukrainians are fighting not just for their, but also our freedom” and
underlined that Poland should support Ukraine not only through supplying arms
but also by accepting Ukrainian refugees. ) )
Interestingly, the dichotomy in the treatment of both The dlChOtomY n
migration crises has been very clearly visible in com- the treatment of
munications by the Polish border guard, which pub-  }4th migration crises
lishes daily statistics on Twitter on how many “illegal has been visible in
crossings” on the Polish border from Belarus they pre- i
vented during the previous day and how many people communications
crossed the Polish border from Ukraine. Their daily by the POllSh
tweets about crossings on the Ukrainian border con- border guard‘
tain the hashtag #Pomagamy (“we are helping”), in-
formation on the number of people that have crossed the Poland-Ukraine border
since February 24th 2022, and the number of those that arrived in Poland from
Ukraine the day before a given tweet was published. The tweets about movements
on the Poland-Belarus border contain information on how many “illegal crossings”
were prevented, the nationality of the people who tried to cross the border, and
the number of people arrested for assisting in the “illegal crossings” The contrast-
ing messages are a clear attempt to attach distinct labels to people arriving from
Ukraine on the one hand and Belarus on the other. This is likely to induce differ-
ent threat perceptions related to both groups within Polish society.

Public security is a priority

In September 2021, Blaszczak and Mariusz Kaminski, the interior minister, as-
serted during a press conference that photos found in the mobile phone of one of
the migrants stopped at the border with Belarus indicated sexual disorders of pae-
dophilia and zoophilia. Based on it, they claimed that people who “stormed” the
Polish border posed a danger to Poles and to Poland, adding that some of them
were directly linked to the Taliban or the Islamic State. Polish government repre-
sentatives also stated repeatedly that people who were trying to cross the Poland-
Belarus border were mainly young men. The deputy head of the interior minis-
try, Maciej Wasik, claimed that people on the Polish-Belarus border were “mainly
men, young, military conscription age, strong’; and that there was no indication
that they are threatened with anything bad in their country.

135


https://wydarzenia.interia.pl/raporty/raport-ukraina-rosja/aktualnosci/news-morawiecki-o-uchodzcach-z-ukrainy-potrzebujemy-rak-do-pracy-,nId,6000323
https://wydarzenia.interia.pl/raporty/raport-ukraina-rosja/aktualnosci/news-morawiecki-o-uchodzcach-z-ukrainy-potrzebujemy-rak-do-pracy-,nId,6000323
https://www.pap.pl/aktualnosci/news,1151175,stand-ukraine-w-warszawie-prezydent-dzisiaj-stajemy-w-obronie-ukrainy.html
https://polskieradio24.pl/5/1222/Artykul/2984946,Prezydent-Duda-trzeba-mowic-o-zaslugach-Polski-szczegolnie-tam-gdzie-nie-chca-sluchac
https://twitter.com/Straz_Graniczna
https://www.rp.pl/polityka/art18962751-tresci-zoofilskie-na-konferencji-to-stare-nagranie-z-internetu
https://www.gov.pl/web/mswia/sluzby-ustalily-ze-wsrod-zatrzymanych-migrantow-sa-osoby-niebezpieczne
https://tvn24.pl/polska/usnarz-gorny-migranci-na-granicy-polsko-bialoruskiejwiceszef-mswia-maciej-wasik-komentuje-5197287
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In contrast, Polish officials and state-controlled media have been stressing that
the majority of refugees coming from Ukraine were women and children. The state-
controlled TV channel, TVP, published an article with the headline “Shocking
report from Ukraine. The drama of thousands of women with children and great
help from Poland” The prime minister argued that “out of the millions of Ukrain-
ian refugees, women and children constituted the vast majority”

On February 27th 2022, the official account of the Polish Territorial Defence
Forces published two photos on Twitter with captions “refugees” and “migrants”.
One photo with the caption “migrants” depicts young men trying to break a fence
at the Polish-Belarus border. The second photo with the caption “refugees” de-
picts two old women sitting and receiving help from a person in Polish military
uniform. The text of the tweet reads: “the difference between a migrant and a ref-
ugee? These pictures say more than a thousand words” On the same day, the offi-
cial account of the Law and Justice party branch in Brodnica posted two photos,
one with young Ukrainian women on the border with the caption “these are refu-
gees,” and another with aggressive men on the Polish-Belarusian border with the
caption “these were not refugees”

It is worth noting at this point that as the Polish state does not accept applica-
tions from people who crossed the border through Belarus, Poland does not have
official statistics to prove that the majority of people on the Belarus border were
men. Moreover, women and children also try to cross the border which is con-
firmed by the fact that the Polish border guard pushed at least eight children and
their families back to Belarus from the Polish border town of Michatéw. As for the
photos presented during the aforementioned press conference, Polish journalists
found out that some of them were screenshots of an old video available on the in-
ternet and therefore it is unlikely that they were personally taken by the person on
whose phone they were allegedly found.

Economic security

Polish politicians actively tried to portray people on the Belarusian border as
“economic migrants” who wanted to enter the EU for economic benefits. Duda
stressed that migrants “could afford plane tickets” to fly to Belarus and were com-
ing in search of a better life in the EU. According to the Polish authorities, those
trying to cross into Poland from Belarus were not “poor people who were fleeing
from some danger’, but rather economic migrants “pretend[ing] to be refugees”
Blaszczak claimed that their motivation was “a drive to the European Union, a longing

for luxury, a longing for places where you can live, receive benefits and not work”.


https://www.tvp.info/58765007/ukraina-dramat-tysiecy-kobiet-z-dziecmi-i-wielka-pomoc-z-polski
https://twitter.com/terytorialsi/status/1497900388862906370
https://oko.press/naprawde-to-zrobili-tvp-porownuje-uchodzcow-z-ukrainy-i-bialorusi-roznice-w-6-punktach
https://polishnews.co.uk/children-from-michalow-and-a-group-of-refugees-on-the-border-with-belarus-migrants-pushed-to-the-border-politicians-comments/
https://oko.press/nie-tylko-krowa-kaminskiego-watpliwosci-co-do-kolejnych-zdjec
https://tvn24.pl/polska/usnarz-gorny-migranci-na-granicy-polsko-bialoruskiej-na-nagraniu-afganczycy-twierdza-ze-przeniosla-ich-tam-polska-policja-ta-zaprzecza-5197996
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Do migrants and refugees trying to reach Poland
through the border with Belarus deserve the same
help as refugees from Ukraine?
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In contrast, Ukrainian refugees were presented as hard-working people po-
tentially having a positive impact on the Polish economy. As the prime minister
argued in May 2022, Polish entrepreneurs desperately needed a labour force and
“the work of Ukrainians living in Poland can be a great added value to our economy”
On a similar note, Wasik stated that the Polish agricultural sector was lacking in
its labour force and the government would try to convince Ukrainians to move to
smaller towns. Back in May 2022, the authorities were stressing that one in four
Ukrainians who fled to Poland were already legally employed in the country, which
was “unique on the global scale”

Strategic communications conducted by the Polish government about Ukrain-
ian refugees and people arriving through Belarus were reflected in the results of
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public opinion polls. In May 2022, Ipsos conducted a survey asking Poles wheth-
er migrants and refugees trying to reach Poland across the border with Belarus
deserved the same help as refugees from Ukraine. The majority (60 per cent) of
respondents answered negatively. This opinion was most prevalent among sup-
porters of the ruling PiS party (see the chart below). While it is beyond the scope
of this text to investigate what was the exact role of government strategic com-
munications in the formation of such attitudes, available evidence shows a signif-
icant correlation between them. This assumption can be confirmed by the results
of an earlier survey conducted in November 2021, before Russia attacked Ukraine.
Back then, the politicians from the ruling party and state-owned media channel
TVP Info had already been conducting campaigns portraying migrants and ref-
ugees attempting to enter Poland through Belarus as a threat to Polish security.
When asked how the border guards should behave towards those illegally cross-
ing the Polish border, the majority of the viewers of T VP Info, as well as the Pol-
sat TV station (which is also mostly aligned with the ruling party’s line), were in
favour of pushing them back to Belarus.

The Polish government has used various discursive practices in their strategic
communications to shape social perceptions about two groups of migrants/ref-
ugees entering Poland: those crossing from Ukraine on the one hand and those
coming from Belarus on the other. The Polish government’s portrayal of the cri-
sis on the Poland-Belarus border as a hybrid war legitimised certain measures
against the second group, including pushbacks and rejection of their right to ap-
ply for protection, whereas helping Ukrainian refugees was presented as being in
line with Poland’s national interests. The key messages conveyed by the Polish au-
thorities tried to portray the acceptance of people entering via the Belarusian bor-
der as a potential threat to the national, public and economic security of Poland,
while welcoming Ukrainian refugees was presented as having a positive impact on
these three domains. #£

Givi Gigitashvili is a Research Associate at the Atlantic Council’s DFRLab. He is also
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Prospects and challenges
for Gentral Asian states
against the hackdrop of

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

DANYLO STONIS

Central Asia has been known as a region that was
for a long period of time incorporated into the Soviet
Union and therefore influenced by Russia. However, Russia’s

invasion of Ukraine has undermined its reputation and

presence in the region, and the emerging gap in trade

and security is slowly being filled by China. How do these
states manage such new shifts in geopolitics? And what
trends may shape their outlook for the future?

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has become a serious challenge for Central
Asian states, which tend to consider Russia as their reliable partner in the security
and economic spheres. However, Russian foreign policy treats Central Asia as an
extension of its sphere of influence, which should be maintained by two interna-
tional organisations led by Russia: the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and the
Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO). Hence, Russia does not remain
indifferent to the reaction of Central Asian states to the aggression against Ukraine.
In the first months after the Russian invasion the expectations of CSTO member

states to engage were high, but ultimately did not pan out.
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However, Russia now intends to use the Central Asian states to bypass EU and
US-imposed sanctions. These intentions are corroborated by the ongoing rapid
relocation of Russian businesses to that region and attempts to find workarounds
for conducting activities, such as re-exporting goods. For example, there have been
US-imposed sanctions placed on Uzbekistan-based Promcomplektlogistic Private
Company for supplying electronic components such as microcircuits, and Radi-
oavtomatika, a Russia-based company which procures items for the Russian de-
fence industry. Moreover, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan were
identified in a suspicious activity report issued by the Financial Crimes Enforce-
ment Network as trans-shipment points, through which restricted or controlled
exports have been known to pass before reaching destinations in Russia or Belarus.

Prospects and risks of regional cooperation for Gentral Asian states

The Russian invasion of Ukraine created numerous challenges for Central Asian
states. These challenges vary from operating in conditions of an economic down-
turn in the Russian Federation and its possible military weakening, to dealing with
complications caused by excessive economic and security dependence on Russia,
not to mention the need to diversify supply chains.

Under these conditions, a chance for closer regional cooperation between the
five countries of the region is likely to emerge. The fourth Consultative Meeting of
the Central Asian heads, which was held in Cholpon-Ata in Kyrgyzstan on July 21st
last year, became an important platform for discussing urgent regional issues and
challenges, such as border conflicts, the diversification of supply chains and water
management. The council took place against the backdrop of social unrest in the
region, such as the January 2022 Kazakh unrest, anti-government demonstrations
in the Tajik Badakhshan Mountainous Autonomous Region, and the Karakalpak
protests in Uzbekistan.

The internal issues of the region are exacerbated by an external threat from
Taliban-led Afghanistan. An international conference on security and econom-
ic development in Afghanistan was held in Tashkent, to which a Taliban delega-
tion was invited. The conference marks an attempt by Central Asian states to build
relations with Afghanistan and advance their own interests, thus mitigating the
threat to the region.

However, it is important to keep in mind that issues in Central Asia are not
solely limited to security factors. The dependence of Central Asian economies on
Russian imports, as well as labour migration from Central Asia to Russia, add to
the spectrum of challenges. The gap created by the weakening of Russian influence
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in the region would likely be filled by the Chinese. The People’s Republic of China
is the most significant and vital rival to Russian influence in the region. Yet, Chi-
na’s reputation as an alternative economic and security partner in Central Asia is
threatened by regional anti-Chinese sentiment, which is driven by China’s debt-
trap policy and establishment of re-education camps for Uyghur, Kazakh and Kyr-
gyz Muslims in Xinjiang.

As aresult, a desire among Central Asian political elites to strengthen regional
cooperation may arise. Such an approach could contribute to the economic devel-
opment of the region, as well as reduce vulnerability
to external challenges and internal conflicts. Yet, the The gap cr eated bY
abovementioned meeting of Central Asian states dem- the Weakening of
ons'tratec'l . lack of adherenc'e to ar?y‘forms of Russian influence
regional integration. The states’ foreign policies would .
likely be focused on manoeuvring between Russia and in Central Asia
China, rather than on the creation of a strong regional will hkely be
community. The signing of the Agreement on Friend-  fj]]e( by China.
ship, Good-Neighbourliness and Cooperation for the
Development of Central Asia in the 21st Century in Cholpon-Ata forms the ini-
tial basis for building mutual trust in a region not devoid of inter-ethnic and bor-
der disputes. Nevertheless, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan refrained from signing
the document under the pretext of the need for “domestic consultations”

Kazakhstan: facing a challenge from the north

Unlike other Central Asian states whose security threats stem from their south-
ern borders, in Kazakhstan the risks are emanating from the north. Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine has exposed tensions in relations between the two long-time al-
lies. Territorial threats, which occasionally come from Russian officials and state
media, are perceived in Astana not as hypothetical, but as real. During his speech
at the St Petersburg Economic Summit, Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev
noted that his country will not recognise the quasi-state entities in Donbas. Short-
ly after Tokayev’s speech, on July 6th, the Novorossiysk district court ruled for the
suspension of the Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC), a pipeline which pumps
two-thirds of Kazakhstan’s oil exports via Russian territory to the EU.

The suspension of the consortium took place the day after Tokayev discussed
with EU representatives the possibility of using Kazakhstan’s hydrocarbon po-
tential to stabilise the situation in the European and global markets. According to
Central Asia expert Bruce Pannier, the decision to suspend the CPC is evidence
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of worsening relations between Russia and Kazakhstan following the outbreak of
war in Ukraine. The suspension of the major oil pipeline urged Kazakhstan to take
measures in response. On July 7th Tokayev held a meeting on the development of
the country’s transport and transit potential, during which he stressed the need
to work out alternative routes for communication and delivery of goods by rail-
way, as well as the diversification of oil supplies via the Trans-Caspian route. On
July 11th, the Krasnodar court considered an appeal against the decision of the
Novorossiysk court to suspend the work of the CPC and changed it, replacing the
suspension with a fine.

Kyrgyzstan: halancing on a tightrope

Considering Kyrgyz-Russian relations, it should be noted that they are overall
a mixed bag. Kyrgyzstan is probably one of the most Russia-dependent states in
the region. Kyrgyzstan is a member of the Russian-led international CSTO and
EAEU blocs. The Kremlin has effectively patronised Kyrgyzstan by writing off
Kyrgyz debts and allocating ten million US dollars to support the Kyrgyz budget. A
majority of Kyrgyz view Russia as a destination for work migration. The accession
of Kyrgyzstan to the EAEU in 2015 only stimulated this trend. It is estimated that
as of October 2022 around 830,000 to one million Kyrgyz citizens are working on
the territory of the Russian Federation. It is expected that Kyrgyzstan will support
Russia and further deepen relations with the country.

However, the Russian invasion of Ukraine was met with a backlash from the Kyr-
gyz authorities. Kyrgyzstan demonstrated its disapproval of Russian foreign poli-
cy by cancelling CSTO military exercises which were to take place in the country
in October 2022, as well as suspending the service for bank cards of the Russian
payment system Mir. This followed similar actions by banks in neighbouring coun-
tries such as Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. At the same time, Kyrgyzstan
has expressed greater interest in China’s Belt and Road Initiative. At the summit of
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the president of Kyrgyzstan held a meet-
ing with Chinese leader Xi Jinping, during which cooperation on the construction
of a China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan rail project was discussed. Xi also named sev-
eral priority tasks facing the two states within the framework of bilateral cooper-
ation. In particular, these involved the implementation of the programme for me-
dium and long-term development of trade and economic cooperation between
Kyrgyzstan and China, and the increase in trade between the two states.

Nevertheless, while it seems that Kyrgyzstan envisions Russia as its largest
trading partner and investor, as well as a top priority country for work migration,
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most major infrastructural projects in Kyrgyzstan are financed and constructed
by China. This balancing, however, is challenged by recent domestic and external
factors, such as a return to the presidential form of government in 2021 and last
year’s clashes on the Kyrgyz-Tajik border. China might view the changing form of
governance in Kyrgyzstan and the frequent border conflicts as undermining its
reputation as a reliable and stable country worthy of foreign investments.

Tajikistan: Russia as the security guarantor

The situation in the region is becoming even more complicated against the
backdrop of the Russian invasion of Ukraine because Moscow has positioned itself
as the main guarantor of security against terrorism, extremism and separatism in
Central Asia. Tajikistan, for example, where the Russian 201st military base is lo-
cated with the goal of protecting Tajik independence and constitutional order, faces
the question of whether Moscow would be able to fulfil its obligations. In light of
claims that Russia withdrew some of its military personnel from the territory of
Tajikistan to participate in the invasion of Ukraine, the Tajik authorities decided to
develop economic and security cooperation with Iran as a new potential security
guarantor. In January 2022 Tehran hosted a forum titled “Prospects for relations
between Tajikistan and Iran’, which was dedicated to the 30th anniversary of the
establishment of diplomatic relations between the two countries. The forum served
as a precursor for strengthening cooperation between both states. In June 2022
a joint meeting of Tajik and Iranian military forces was held in Dushanbe, during
which the Iranian side expressed its readiness to provide support of any kind in
the security sphere. Tajikistan also pledged to strengthen cooperation in combat-
ting terrorism, organised crime and contraband during this event. The establish-
ment of a new security partnership did not receive any backlash from Russia and
China, on which Tajikistan depends financially and economically. This is likely due
to the fact that Iran is under sanctions imposed by the US and EU and therefore
any rapprochement between Tajikistan and Iran is not considered by Beijing and
Moscow as a drift towards the West.

Turkmenistan: in search of a customer for natural resources

Russia-Turkmenistan relations present particular interest due to Turkmenistan’s
declaration of neutral status. Turkmenistan abstains from joining major interna-
tional organisations in Central Asia, such as the SCO or the EAEU, instead sign-
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ing bilateral treaties with other states. In 2017 Russia and Turkmenistan signed
an agreement on a strategic partnership. The first official foreign visit by the new
Turkmen President Serdar Berdimuhamedow was made to Russia, during which a
declaration on deepening the strategic partnership between the two countries was
signed. The major points of the declaration include greater cooperation in the field
of countering terrorist and extremist ideology and propaganda, as well as money
laundering and the financing of terrorism. The exploration and development of oil
and gas fields was also discussed.

Despite profitable cooperation with Russia, Turkmenistan also established close
economic ties with China. At the 2022 SCO summit, where Turkmenistan partic-
ipated as a guest attendee, the Chinese and Turkmen presidents held a meeting.
During this event, Xi Jinping stressed the need to increase the volume and scale
of gas supply cooperation, as well as stimulate the links of the Chinese Belt and
Road Initiative with the Turkmen “Revival of the Great Silk Road” strategy. Turk-
menistan-China relations further developed during negotiations between heads
of both states in January 2023. After the negotiations, documents on cooperation
between Turkmenistan and the People’s Republic of China within the framework
of the One Belt and One Road initiative in the fields of green development, digi-
tal economy, healthcare, culture, sports, information and media, as well as gas co-
operation, were signed.

Both Russia and China are interested in Turkmen gas supplies and therefore
continue cooperation in the economic and security spheres. This state of affairs
may change due to the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The concentration of Russia
on the invasion provides an opportunity for China to become a major trading part-
ner with Turkmenistan. Turkmenistan can also decrease its dependence on China
by completing the Turkmenistan—Afghanistan—Pakistan—India Pipeline, which
would allow Turkmenistan to bypass China and Russia. The possibility of con-
structing the Trans-Caspian Pipeline, which aims to transfer gas from Turkmen-
istan across the bottom of the Caspian Sea to the pipeline network in Azerbaijan
and eventually to Europe, would also provide an opportunity for Turkmenistan to
deliver natural gas to the continent, bypassing Russian territory. This would chal-
lenge Russia’s influence and help build the country’s position as an independent
player in the region.

Uzhekistan: Playing its own game

Uzbekistan, a double landlocked country located in the heart of Central Asia,
possesses relatively powerful economic, demographic and military potential.
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However, Uzbekistan-Russia relations present a mixed bag. On the one hand, Uz-
bekistan was distancing itself from economic and political unions with Russia. In
2008, Uzbekistan suspended its partnership in the Eurasian Economic Commu-
nity, refusing to participate in the EAEU and, in 2012, in the CSTO. According
to Frederick Starr, these withdrawals were based on the assumption that Russia
would dominate the newly formed EAEU and use the CSTO as a tool for install-
ing a military base in the Kyrgyz sector of the Ferghana Valley, therefore making
the true goal of both organisations political instead of economic.

At the same time, Uzbekistan is interested in the development of economic
cooperation with other post-Soviet countries. In 2013 the president of Uzbekistan
signed a law to join a free trade zone with other members of the Russian-led Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS), signifying the more active involvement
of Uzbekistan in trade between CIS member states. The rapprochement between
Russia and Uzbekistan was renewed under the leadership of Shavkat Mirziyoyev.
In June 2019 Mirziyoyev stated at the 20th plenary session of the senate of the Oliy
Majlis that 70 per cent of Uzbek trade is tied to Russia and the EAEU and that
Uzbekistan needs new markets, hinting at the need to develop trade relations with
other countries in Central Asia. In 2020 Uzbekistan was granted observer status
in the Eurasian Economic Union. In 2021 Uzbekistan participated in the council
for industrial policy of the EAEU, thus demonstrating .
interest in economic cooperation with other member China sees
states. Uzbekistan as

China also plays a significant role in the Uzbek q cornerstone
economy. China sees Uzbekistan as a cornerstone logistics hub in
logistics hub in the Central Asian part of the Belt and 8 \

Road initiative. A portion of the China-Central Asia Gas the Central Asian
Pipeline passes through Uzbek territory and China also part of the Belt and
invests in the construction of the China-Kyrgyzstan-  Rad initiative.
Uzbekistan railway project. The implementation of the

railway would give Uzbekistan access to sea and international trade routes which,
according to Zilola Yunusova, an expert at the Information and Analytical Cen-
tre for International Relations in Tashkent, is one of the priorities of Uzbekistan’s
foreign policy.

China is also investing in Uzbek energy and telecommunications. China’s Ex-
imbank offered Uzbekistan a 65 million US dollar loan to build new hydroelectric
plants as well as renovate several existing ones. Huawei, the largest telecom provider
in Uzbekistan, also signed a 150 million US dollar loan agreement to upgrade the
country’s existing cellular networks to 3G/4G country-wide and to 5G in select
regions by 2023.
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The current Uzbek government is actively working on the improvement of
the business environment and investment attractiveness of the state. In order to
achieve this quite ambitious goal, Uzbekistan needs to develop economic relations
not only with Russia and China but also with other Central Asian states. Due to
its geographical isolation and lack of direct access to the sea, Uzbekistan is inter-
ested in the development of road transport infrastructure and the diversification
of international transport routes.

Geopolitical challenges and changes

Central Asia has been known as a region that was for a long period of time in-
corporated into the Soviet Union and therefore influenced by Russia after the col-
lapse of the USSR. Central Asian states even after their declarations of independ-
ence were led by former first secretaries in the local communist party. And for
the most part, Central Asia remained part of Moscow’s sphere of influence. Rus-

. . sia built its reputation as a protector from the forces
MH}OF geOPOhthal of terrorism, extremism and separatism, as well as a
Changes are causing reliable trade partner and major buyer of oil and gas
aprofound impact intheregion. , N
Today, this region witnesses major geopolitical
on the future of . .

, changes that are causing a profound impact on the fu-
the economies ture of the economies, societies and security of Central
and security Of Asia. A new generation of Central Asian leaders and

Central Asia. elites have come to power who are interested in the di-
versification of markets. Central Asian states now at-

tempt to establish trade and economic relations not exclusively with Russia but with
other regions as well, such as South Asia, East Asia, the Middle East and Europe.

In order to successfully enter these markets, Central Asian states require the
formation of new supply chains, which should be accompanied by modern infra-
structure, sustainable energy sources and proper security. In this case, China is ea-
ger to satisfy the interests of Central Asian states, since they are considered to be
avital part of the Belt and Road initiative, opening the pathway for Chinese goods
to European markets. Therefore, China invests in Central Asia by providing loans
for the construction of new railway routes in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan and pipe-
lines in Turkmenistan. Another portion of Chinese investments is aimed at the
development of the renewable energy sector in Central Asia. As a result, China is
increasing its presence in Central Asia and becoming an influential player in the
region, ousting Russia.
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The Russian invasion of Ukraine has caused dramatic changes in Moscow’s im-
age as an influential and patronising player in Central Asia. The prolonged inva-
sion forced Russia to decrease its military presence in the region, leaving it sus-
ceptible to terrorist, extremist and separatist movements. At the same time, the
partial mobilisation declared by Russia caused an influx of Russians who wanted
to escape the military draft, thus further exacerbating Russia’s relations with these
states. The non-recognition of the Russian-created Donetsk and Luhansk People’s
Republics by Kazakhstan, the refusal of Kyrgyzstan to participate in CSTO-organ-
ised joint military exercises, and the appeal of the Tajik president for Russia not to
pursue a policy towards the countries of Central Asia like the former Soviet Union
during the 2022 Central Asia-Russia summit, serve as key signs of regional disa-
greement with Russian policy. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan consider Russia as
a potential market for their goods but refrain from joint initiatives due to the risk
of Russian influence in the security and economy of the region, as well as the po-
tential dependency of Central Asian states on Russia.

While the prolonged Russian invasion of Ukraine undermines Moscow’s rep-
utation and presence in Central Asia, the emerging gap in trade and security is
slowly being filled by China. China prioritises Central Asia as a vital link in the
implementation of the Belt and Road Initiative. Yet despite the potential benefits
stemming from cooperation between Central Asian states and China, this partner-
ship is prone to security, social, economic and political challenges that are likely
to increase. Niklas Swanstrom and Pér Nyrén identify four challenges and pitfalls
in China’s engagement with Central Asia: an inefficient international commitment
to bolster security in the region and to assist in state-building; Beijing’s engage-
ment only with the central governments of Central Asia; China’s style of manage-
ment regarding its state-owned enterprises; and challenges in policy coordination
between China’s central governance structures and the periphery. These potential
challenges reflect China’s lack of engagement with the region and its capacity to
provide security. The aforementioned gaps in China’s Central Asian policy open a
window of opportunity for Russia to restore its decreasing presence in the region
by promoting the image of regional patron and security guarantor.

Yet, Russia’s decline and the impact of EU and US-imposed sanctions are major
factors that have also contributed to the rise of China’s influence in Central Asia.
The presence of China in the region will increase as China intensifies the Belt and
Road Initiative. However, China will not solely dominate the Central Asian states.
Russia will remain an influential actor in the region as a major market for oil and
gas from Central Asia and a destination of labour migration, albeit not a primary
one. Membership in the SCO and CSTO groups remains a pillar of infrastructural
development and security stability in Central Asia. Central Asian states themselves
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have started to act independently on the international arena by developing rela-
tions not only with each other but also with Turkey and Iran in the Middle East,
as well as with Pakistan and India in South Asia.

The meeting of the Organisation of Turkic States in Samarkand and the con-
sultative meeting of the Central Asian heads in Cholpon-Ata signify the first steps
towards cooperation in the economic and security spheres and coordinated efforts
to counter modern challenges and threats. The development of Central Asia will
help to mitigate risks connected with China’s debt trap policy and Russia’s polit-
ical pressure on the region. In order to solidify the position of Central Asia as a
powerful and stable region in the international arena, there has to be an internal
harmonisation of interests between the states within the region, a maintenance
of relations with Russia and China and an implementation of domestic reforms,
which are crucial for establishing peace, security and freedom in Central Asia. #&

Danylo Stonis is a PhD student at the Matej Bel University in Banska Bystrica, Slovakia.
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There seems to be a widespread inability in
Germany to look at oneself from the position of
others and to accept the intricacies of history and memory
and their influence on the present. But it is not only

the perception of place in the past that is the problem.
For some in Germany everything east of the Oder river

today is still lumped together as “Eastern Europe’”.

|

February 24th 1940, the concentration camp of Hohenbruch in East Prussia:
on the eve of his 50th birthday, the Polish publisher, writer and activist Seweryn
Pieniezny Jr. is beaten up, forced to dig his own grave and then, in his underwear,
shot by Nazi guards. According to the writer Eugeniusz Tryniszewski, who pub-
lished a short biography of Seweryn in 1987, his last words, shouted in German
so his executors would understand, were “Noch ist Polen nicht verloren!”, Poland
has not yet perished — the first line of the Polish national anthem.

The place where Seweryn’s defiance and resistance played out before his arrest
and murder was not on the world stage of, say, Berlin, Warsaw or Moscow, but
instead on the periphery. Always immaculately dressed, Seweryn, the son of the
publisher of the Polish-language Gazeta Olsztyriska newspaper, which was founded
in 1886 in the Prussian provincial town of Allenstein (today Olsztyn), was a prolific
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activist for the rights and self-determination of the Polish minority in his small,
conservative German hometown.

Unfamiliar histories

Seweryn took over his father’s business in 1918 and continued to publish the
newspaper, which also operated a Polish-language publishing house and bookshop.
He wrote regular columns in the Warmian dialect in the Gazeta and was a found-
ing member and leader of the local branch of the Union of Poles in Germany, the
main minority organisation of Poles before 1939. Seweryn also became active in
the underground resistance after the Nazis rose to power in 1933. Together with
the consul of the 2nd Polish Republic in Allenstein, Bohdan Jalowiecki, Seweryn
recruited a group of young men from the Union of Poles, my grand-uncle Franz
among them, to become spies for the military intelligence of the Second Polish
Republic. Today, he is remembered throughout Warmia-Mazury and Poland, even
though his legacy was first monopolised by the communist Polish authorities after
1945. Interestingly, they were seemingly happy enough to use a bourgeois figure
that had published a Catholic-conservative newspaper as an example of Polishness
in the so-called “recovered territories”.

In Olsztyn today, the former German “Wilhelmstrasse” carries his name, as do
streets in Koszalin, Ostréda, Itawa and Ketrzyn. The red-brick publishing house
of Gazeta Olsztyriska, destroyed in November 1939 as a so-called “eyesore” by the
Nazi authorities and replaced with a public toilet, was rebuilt in 1989 as a museum,
and the former town of Mehlsack (literally “bag of flour”) carries his name: it is
Pieniezno today.

In Germany, to which he addressed his last words, Seweryn and his actions are
virtually unknown. This seems to be symptomatic when you look at German-Pol-
ish history and the relations between the two countries today. Many Polish plac-
es and their shared history are unfamiliar to a wider German public, and if they
are ever featrued in the media their story is often oversimplified or branded into
something that will appeal to the German mainstream.

As Arkadiusz Luba, a journalist and critic who also hails from Olsztyn but has
lived in Berlin for the last 17 years, told me, “Olsztyn, a provincial town after all,
plays no role in Berlin. There was once a seasonal flight between Berlin-Tegel and
Olsztyn-Szymany airport, but it was more about bringing Polish migrants or the
former German inhabitants and their descendants back as visitors to Mazury.
Olsztyn is located in Warmia and was not the main focus even of this flight con-
nection. In German reporting, whether in print or on the radio — I rarely watch
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TV as I don’t even own one — there is actually very little about Olsztyn. If there is,
then there is nostalgic reporting about Mazury [the German “Masuren” is often
branded as a romantic getaway and place of longing]”

“That can also be applied to the whole of Poland in Germany,” Luba adds. “When
it comes to European tourism and culture, Germans are more orientated towards
the west and the south. You can see that best now with the Ukraine boom, which
is big now as interest has risen with the war. As if there hadn’t been Ukrainian
films, theatre, literature and music before. In that process, Germany is squander-
ing the chance to truly and openly take an interest in Central and Eastern Europe-
an culture, to open itself up to it. Because of the war, it is only Ukraine. But there
is also Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Lithuania and so
on. It’s a pity, really”

Asymmetry

Together with other writers and academics from Germany and Poland, Luba
has dissected German-Polish relations in a recent issue of Osteuropa (“Eastern Eu-
rope”), a longstanding scientific journal, one of the few if not the only German-
language scientific publication dedicated to Central, Eastern and South-Eastern
Europe. The general sentiment is that there is an asymmetry, or maybe even an
imbalance, in German-Polish relations today, an imbalance expressed both in lan-
guage and the (perceived) lessons learnt from the past. German has remained the
lingua franca for German-Polish relations, from ba- )
sic communication between partner cities to political The gener al sentiment
statements, to the language used in applications for g that there is an
cultural fgnding from (?e?rmany. For many in Ggrma— asymmetry, or maybe
ny, especially some political leaders and public intel- .
lectuals, their country has learnt from history thanks e€ven an 1mbalance,
to its Erinnerungskultur or culture of memory: Ger- in German-Polish
many has comprehensively “come to terms” with its  pelations today.
National Socialist history and can now act from a po-
sition of moral superiority (blanking out the fact that right-wing violence across
Germany is increasing constantly and that with the AfD a nationalist party with
fascist members is now in the German parliament).

This sense of moral superiority, combined with the tendency to only ever look
inward and overestimate the importance of Germany culturally, politically and
economically, does not only mean an imbalance in the interactions with its direct
neighbour to the east, but also widely influences public discourse. This is not only
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Photo from the Polish National Archive.‘

Seweryn Pieniezny (left) at work at the Gazeta Olsztyriska newspaper.

considering historical topics like the recent call for reparation payments for the
Second World War from the Polish government, but also themes like LGBTQ+
and women’s rights, abortion access, the treatment of refugees, and the backing
of Ukraine. The full and continued support that Poland offers to Ukraine and its
people — which has albeit slightly decreased in recent months also due to pres-
sure on the housing market in Poland — seems baffling to those in Germany, who
lack an understanding of the long history of Eastern European countries that have
experienced first Russian and then Soviet occupation.

In addition, the constant, hysterical anti-German rhetoric that politicians from
the Law and Justice party (PiS) and aligned Polish media have adopted recently
only adds to such an imbalance and provides plenty of justification for those who
want to argue for German moral superiority. It is often only these ideas and top-
ics that are reported in the German media and these subsequently influence the
view of Poland as somewhat backwards, as Luba highlights in his analysis of Ger-
man and Polish political cartoons in Osteuropa. The myriad examples of excellent
German-Polish dialogue and continued cultural interaction and collaboration that
happen on smaller, local and cross-border levels are hardly ever reported on. This
brings me to a third layer of imbalance, one that I encounter often in my work: an
imbalance in locality.

For over 30 years, the Borussia Foundation in Olsztyn has successfully promot-
ed German-Polish dialogue on an ultra-local level. Borussia is a group of writers,
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artists and teachers founded in 1990 and dedicated to the research of German
East Prussian heritage and cultural dialogue. Since 2013, they operate from the
former Jewish Tahara house, the first ever designed by famous local architect Er-
ich Mendelsohn (1887-1953), which is now a centre for intercultural dialogue and
named the Mendelsohn House. Borussia not only engages with the German past
but also organises a variety of contemporary cultural activities. The Mendelsohn
House hosts free readings, concerts and exhibitions and Borussia also organises
youth camps, bringing together young people from all over Europe for workshops
around the themes of peace and reconciliation. The foundation has been recog-
nised for its work widely on both sides of the Oder, but even here the current pub-
lic debate in Germany is a cause for concern. As the Director Kornelia Kurows-
ka told me: “I wonder what damage the rhetoric of those in Germany who express
simplistic positions of pacifism without acknowledging Russian aggression has on
German-Polish relations. These positions are often adopted by those who have no
knowledge of the realities in Poland and Ukraine, but of course the constant rep-
etition of their positions in the German media is noted here in Poland, with baf-
flement and frustration”

Misreading

There seems to be a widespread inability in Germany to look at oneself from the
position of others and to accept the intricacies of history and memory and their
influence on the present. The fact that many of the German-Polish interactions
and dramas of the past, like the fate of Seweryn, played out in places that are a part
of Poland today, seems to mark these events as internal Polish affairs. But it is not
only the perception of place in the past that is the problem. For some in Germany
everything east of the Oder river today is still lumped together as “Eastern Europe”

When I was a writer in residence in Olsztyn in 2019, many friends and family
visited me there, often making it their first visit to Poland. All of them expressed
surprise about the amenities and progress of Olsztyn with its old town, modern
trams, shopping centres and the University of Warmia and Mazury, with its 45,000
students and staff. It seemed to me as if the stereotypes that have long survived in
Germany, stereotypes of the so-called “Polnische Wirtschaft” or “Polish manage-
ment’, a euphemism for mismanagement and bribery, or of former communist
countries being dominated by bad infrastructure and pre-cast concrete buildings,
still influenced how my visitors viewed the city of Olsztyn — and Poland overall.

That misreading of the locality does not only apply to Poland, but to Germany
itself. As opposed to the mostly unified response of former Warsaw Pact states to
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Russia’s aggression and imperialism, states that have experienced Soviet oppres-
sion in the past and where there is no doubt as to who is perpetrator and who is
the victim, support for Russia is extremely high among the population of German
federal states on the territory of the former GDR. Here, decades of Soviet-German
Freundschaft (friendship) propaganda, followed by decades of tales of Wandel
durch Handel, “Change through Trade’, and the very real jobs created thanks to
the Nord Stream pipeline and terminals, have seemingly widely erased the memory
of the NKVD camps that existed here between 1945 and 1950 where over 40,000
people perished.

I miss the big gestures that would allow more positive headlines in both Ger-
many and Poland and provide an incentive to understand each other’s places and
history better. To mark the 60th anniversary of the Elysée Treaty between France
and Germany, 60,000 free tickets will be made available in the summer of 2023
for young people from Germany and France to explore the neighbouring country.
For the time being, while stories of “Polish joggers” and the “Fourth Reich” are
being told in Berlin and Warsaw, grand gestures like this will not be possible, and
positive interactions between Germany and Poland will remain on the periphery.
But here, they flourish.

Far away from all the “Mazury romanticism’, German and Polish rail operators
DB and PKP have recently announced more trains on the Berlin-Warsaw route
and even introduced a second intercity line from Berlin to Przemysl via Wroctaw
and Krakéw. Since 2016 there is a “Culture Train” (which can be used with regular
tickets) between Berlin and Wroclaw, which engages passengers through bilingual
readings, music, performances, an on-board library, and visual arts exhibitions. The

German translation of Karolina Kuszyk’s non-fiction
I hope that  book Poniemieckie (Former German), which explores
Germans will be the Polish views and experience of the so-called “recov-
able to move from ered territories” of Pomerania, Silesia and East Prussia,
‘ ' remains in the book charts of the German Der Spiegel
an inward view to a magazine for its sixth week at the time of writing. This
much broader one.  clearly shows that there exists an interest in Germany
in the intricacies of the other bank of the Oder.

In Olsztyn, where the stern face of Seweryn stares at passers-by from his monu-
ment in front of the Olsztyn Graphic Works building, members of Borussia, like
historian Robert Traba or Kornelia Kurowska, are regularly consulted by the city
administration. The same administration has recently created a small memorial
park for a former German Protestant cemetery that was discovered during the
construction of a new urban train station. The people that were interred here are
listed on memorial walls and the few headstones recovered were set up again — an
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outstanding fact considering that headstones and grave enclosures of abandoned
German cemeteries were often used as building materials immediately after 1945.

If small gestures like this are possible in the periphery, I hope that Germans will,
encouraged by Russian aggression and the response of Poland and other countries
to that aggression, be able to move from an inward view to a much broader one.
They might be surprised at what they can find on the periphery, for good or bad,
but it will definitely help them understand that not everything revolves around
Germany. Besides cultural and historical reconciliation, there are even indicators
for further, future-proof collaborations here that would have completely flabber-
gasted Seweryn: the Polish city of Zamos¢, one of the main gateways from Poland
to Ukraine, has since early February been defended by a battery of German Patriot
anti-aircraft systems. In a recent interview with the main German news channel
Tagesschau, the commander stressed the excellent collaboration with the Polish
forces on the ground. #&

Marcel Krueger is a German non-fiction writer and translator living in Ireland, who
explores themes of memory, identity and migration through family history and his
own existence as an emigrant. He is a former fellow of the German Culture Forum

for Central and Eastern Europe and in 2019 worked as the official writer-in-residence

of Olsztyn in northern Poland, a region to which he remains closely linked.
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Bosnia’s wartime
prime minister
on reconciliation

LEON HARTWELL

Haris Silajdzi¢ served as the minister of foreign
affairs and then prime minister of Bosnia and
Herzegovina during the Bosnian War. Through his

experience he understands the horrors and pain felt during
the genocidal actions of Serbs at that time and knows what

it takes to finally overcome that terrible period. Today,

30 years after the Bosnian war started, he still dreams

of a reconciliation between different identity groups.

|

A few months ago, in Sarajevo, I met up with Bosnia and Herzegovina’s wartime
prime minister, Haris Silajdzi¢. He has a certain squint in his eyes that gives the
impression that he has witnessed a lot during his lifetime, which is in fact true. He
lived through the collapse of the former Yugoslavia and occupied high office dur-
ing the Bosnian War and in its aftermath. To this day, the septuagenarian’s mind
is still razor sharp and he has the ability to dive into political issues taking place
halfway around the world. Even in his old age, Silajdzi¢ possesses that charm and
charisma that I read and heard about in earlier years. When I visited Bosnia and
Herzegovina, a country that is more unstable today than in the past two decades,
some of his supporters pressured him to run for president again, a position he held
in the post-war period, but he refused. He pontificates that it is up to Bosnia’s youth
to transform the country (and he is right about that!).
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Revisiting horror through poetry

When he was a young man, Silajdzi¢ left Yugoslavia to conduct research in the
United States. He told me a few interesting stories about his encounters with race
and racism in Washington DC. At the time, he made sure he stayed close to the
Library of Congress and the National Archives in order to access their extraor-
dinary collections. Those years in Washington helped prepare him for his future
role when he had to encourage Americans to provide support to the government
of Bosnia and Herzegovina during the war. He recounted to me how, during the

Bosnian War, David L. Phillips helped him — a Bos-
For the most par t, niak (Bosnian Muslim) — to get in touch with a Jewish
Slla]dilé lﬂ(es to be lobbying firm and secure an interview on Larry King
left alone. He spends Live. Being on the premier talk show of its time went
. o a long way in helping Silajdzi¢ to present the Bosnian
his days writing o
o government’s plight to the world.

Poetf Y medltatmg For the most part, Silajdzic likes to be left alone. He
and studying spends his days writing poetry, meditating and study-
metaphysics. ing metaphysics. One of the poems that  happened to

stumble across is entitled “Srebrenica Forgiveness” The
poem struck a chord with me because it has several elements in it about transitional
justice. He lost his hardcopy of the poem, so he seemed rather pleased when I told
him that I have a soft copy on my Kindle. After a Balkan dinner in the basement
of a prominent hotel in Sarajevo, Silajdzi¢ allowed me to record him while he re-
cited “Srebrenica Forgiveness” The first part of the poem is about genocide denial,
a national sport in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Balkan region, and it paints a
bloody picture to the reader about the experience of the Srebrenica genocide from
the victim’s perspective:

That bloodstain

on the forehead of posterity

with bloodied palms

you want to erase

hope bloodied you gave them

in bloodied nightmares to suffocate

Through bloodied soil you trudge

in the dark

your tired fingers grope

feeling for the light

where tears should be

in your eyes blood sweat
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The poem then alludes to the fact that “those who put [their victims] on the
path of blood” were “[hiding] behind God” Indeed, the Serbian Orthodox Church
frequently gave its blessing to those who committed genocide against Bosniaks.

Later in the poem, Silajdzi¢ appeals to perpetrators to come forward with the
truth about their crimes, not only to those whom they brutally murdered, but also
to the other victims of the war: the family and friends of the dead who continue
to endure great suffering. He writes, “Let the truth emerge,” but then he ponders
whether it is possible to ask for “forgiveness” His answer is an unwavering “yes’,
but it is a complicated endeavour nevertheless:

Asking for forgiveness?

Behold

there it is

in the eyes of a mother

still mourning her children,

in the graves of Srebrenica

it may be

There and there only

it may be

There and only there

your salvation must be

In the poem, Silajdzi¢ also makes a reference to a “bridge”, which symbolises
reconciliation. Half of the bridge, he says, is built when perpetrators tell the truth
about their crimes and ask for forgiveness, while the other half is constructed once
the victims grant forgiveness to those who harmed them and their family members.

Further along the poem, a shift in roles occurs as he moves to the perspective
of the perpetrators, who finally ask for forgiveness from those whom they have
murdered:

Raise your hand

you whom I have killed
raise both hands

raise both hands

with wire tied

in the hour of death
Place them on my heart
Bless

with pure water

to wash my hands

that bloodstain to erase
posterity their head to raise
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But the statesman-turned-poet is not done yet. Silajdzi¢ implores the perpe-
trators once more to ask for forgiveness, and tells them to completely expose the
brutality of their deeds to the public:

Shout then

Top of your lungs:

Yes

I am the henchman

I am the killer

I am guilty

For nothing I have killed but

their voracious hate-pit to fill

Forgive me

if you can

I have shed your blood

for your mercy now I beg

I have built half of the bridge

may your forgiveness

the other half build

And, who knows...?

Merciful is the soul of Bosnia!

Healing through truth

After he recited “Srebrenica Forgiveness” to me, I asked Silajdzi¢ to provide me
with more details about the context in which he wrote his poem. He responded,
“I wrote it because I felt that what the victims really need, and want to hear, is an
apology. We cannot return the dead, but the victims, the mothers, want to hear,
‘I am sorry I did it, please forgive me if you can’ Only that can bring peace to the
victims and catharsis to the perpetrators. Only that can bring peace to these parts
of the world”

Silajdzi¢’s response shows that he believes in the importance of truth-telling as
a form of healing, but despite the atrocities that he has witnessed, he is still some-
what optimistic as he believes he can still appeal to the human side of some of the
monsters who have tormented his kin. Of the approximately 100,000 people who
were killed during the Bosnian War, nearly 90 per cent of them were civilians, not
soldiers, and of those, most of them were Bosniaks.

Still, when I asked him what he thought about the general state of reconcilia-
tion in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Silajdzi¢ responded without blinking: “Well, I do
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not think that we have made any progress there” He admits that “we ... are still in
denial” At the time, I found it interesting that he used the collective noun “we”, but
I shall return to this point later. For the former statesman, worse than the individual
denial is what he calls the “official denial” by “the regime in Belgrade”

His reference to Belgrade is important because once Yugoslavia collapsed,
Serbia in effect took control over what was left of rump Yugoslavia. Belgrade also
supplied its proxies — Bosnian Serbs — with substantial military support. Further-
more, Silajdzi¢ is correct that Serbian officials at the highest echelons of govern-
ment continue to deny that Serbs committed acts of genocide in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina during the 1990s. According to the latest Srebrenica Genocide Denial
Report, between May 2021 and May 2022, there were 693 acts of genocide denial
identified in public and media spaces in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Balkans,
an increase from the previous year.

Official acknowledgement and an apology from Belgrade are imperative given
government-sanctioned complicity in committing major atrocities across Bosnia
and Herzegovina and also because the Bosnian Serb entity — Republika Srpska —
continues to act as a proxy of the Serbian government, thereby allowing Banja
Luka to ride on the fumes of Belgrade’s denialism. A lot of the genocide denial and
destabilising propaganda polluting the information ecosystem in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina emanate directly from Belgrade. Until Serbia
recognises the role it played in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Those who
says Silajdzi¢, “there is not peace” pr()mote Greater

The 1qea of Gr.eate‘r Serbia, Wthh'll’? the minds of Serbia pose an
Serb nationalists justified so much killing and large- .
scale displacement, is not dead yet. Silajdzi¢ opines that imminent threat
“[radical Serbs] still hope they can get a part of Bos- {0 the stablhty
nia — that part where they cleansed the non-Serbs of  f the Balkans.
the population on the false narratives of history” Those
who promote Greater Serbia — a form of apartheid advocating that all Serbs should
live in one state beyond Serbia’s current boundaries — pose an imminent threat to
the stability of the Balkans. This idea will naturally generate tension between cur-
rent and future generations of people across the region.

According to Silajdzi¢, “The Greater Serbia ideology perpetrated by the lead-
ers and intellectuals, and the church leaders, is ... a crime to their population, [es-
pecially] the next generations. So I said something which I will repeat for you, be-
cause they have this ideology of territorial expansion like everything is Serbian.
Do not expand horizontally, expand your horizons, that is your debt to the new
generation. Expand your horizons. They don’t even have enough people for Ser-
bia, so why are they doing this? They are doing this for their own place in history;,
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their own greatness — so their own personal needs — and [effectively] punishing
the next generation, and the generation to come after that”

Carrying the hurden

For Silajdzi¢, the deafening silence about past atrocities from Belgrade is pain-
ful, despite countless verdicts by the Special Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia
verifying the systematic killing and destruction of non-Serbs. Yet, he says, the Ser-
bian government is “trying to somehow circumvent the facts” and their represent-
atives are “not ready yet to say ‘Yes, we did it. They did it in our name. We are sor-
ry’ They are not prepared to do that, and that is why, we do not have real peace
here. They still covet our lives”

For context, Serbia’s current president, Aleksandar Vuci¢, was a journalist and
“warmonger” during the Bosnian War. He later became Slobodan Milosevi¢’s min-
ister of propaganda when his regime committed large-scale displacement and gen-
ocide in Kosovo. In other words, it would be the equivalent of Joseph Goebbels tak-
ing over from Hitler. It is thus unsurprising that today’s government in Belgrade is
eager to promote genocide denial. Accordingly, in the absence of an official apolo-
gy by Belgrade, Silajdzi¢ thinks that “these [new] generations have that blood stain
on their head, but they did nothing wrong. So this generation of politicians have
to apologise in order to set free the new generations and the generations to come.”

As he relayed his thoughts to me, I told him that his idea of reconciliation sounded
a lot like ubuntu, a concept that was popularised in the 1990s in South Africa fol-
lowing the country’s transition from apartheid to democracy. It is a Zulu and Xhosa
noun which describes “a quality that includes the essential human virtues; com-

passion and humanity” In more simple terms, ubuntu

For Sll&]dilé, means, when you are hurting, I am hurting. When I

the deafening perpetrate a crime against you, both of us become vic-
silence about pas t tims because our humanity is closely intertwined with
. one another. While he was puffing on his cigarette, I
atrocities from  asked Silajdzi¢ whether he is familiar with the term.

Belgrade is painful' Unsurprisingly, he knew about ubuntu and how it was

used in South Africa to promote transitional justice.

Belgrade’s inability to acknowledge its atrocities during the Bosnian War means
that there is now an entire “new generation [that has to] carry that burden on their
backs,” says Silajdzi¢. He is adamant that Serbian and Bosnian Serb leaders “are
punishing their own people, their own future” The way out, the only way to break
the pattern, according to Silajdzi¢, is to recognise past atrocities and “to apologise’,


https://n1info.rs/english/news/a570112-n1-airs-two-part-documentary-about-political-portrait-of-serbias-president-aleksandar-vucic/
https://theculturetrip.com/africa/south-africa/articles/understanding-the-meaning-of-ubuntu-a-proudly-south-african-philosophy/

Bosnia’s wartime prime minister on reconciliation, Leon Hartwell Stories and Ideas

which will allow Bosnians internally — that is, among Bosniaks, Bosnian Serbs and
Bosnian Croats — and bilaterally — between Sarajevo and Belgrade — “to build a
new future”.

Silajdzi¢’s disappointment regarding the perpetrators cuts deep. At first he says,
“they killed civilians for nothing,” but then quickly corrects himself by describing
the culprits as bureaucratic génocidaires: “Actually, [they committed those atroci-
ties] for some guys sitting in their armchairs [in Belgrade and Banja Luka] wanting
for their names to be great names in history”

He blames high-level officials for sacrificing the lives of their own children,
peace, and the reputation of their identity group, simply for their own glory. In
Silajdzi¢’s opinion, “that is so wrong, and there is only one way to make it right,
and that is to apologise. Recognise the fact and apologise. There is a salvation, but
you have to recognise it #&

Leon Hartwell is a Senior Associate at IDEAS, London School of
Economics (LSE), and a Non-Resident Senior Fellow at the Center

for European Policy Analysis (CEPA) in Washington DC.
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Azerhaijan’s helping
hand to Turkey after
the disaster

ARZU BUNYAD

The earthquakes that took place in Turkey on

February 6th 2023 caused a massive amount of death

and injury. In response, Azerbaijan has made moves to
help the Turkish people by supporting them in every way
possible. The Azerbaijani assistance has only encouraged

greater cooperation, and relations between the two
countries have now been taken to the next level.
|

February 7th 2023 is a day that will forever be etched in the memory of the people
of Kahramanmaras and Hatay in Turkey’s Anatolia region. This was the day when
two tragic 7.7 magnitude earthquakes struck the region, causing massive destruc-
tion and loss of life. The world watched in horror as images of the devastation and
despair filled our screens. At the time of writing, the earthquake has claimed the
lives of half a million people in the affected cities. Yet, in the midst of this tragedy,
something remarkable happened.

Azerbaijan, a country with a longstanding history of strong fraternal relations
with Turkey, showed unwavering support for its neighbour in such challenging
times. As soon as news of the earthquake broke, Azerbaijan sent a rescue team of
420 personnel to Kahramanmaras, followed by another 227 personnel from Ba-
ku’s ministry of emergency situations to assist in the search and rescue operations.

Azerbaijan’s rapid response was unsurprising given the close ties between the
two countries and many years of cooperation. Deep historical roots and common
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national values have connected these two countries, with mutual cooperation
and support in many spheres, including security and defence. During the Second
Karabakh War of 2020, for example, Turkey supported Azerbaijan by providing
military equipment, including Bayraktar drones. Turkey also played a significant
role in the post-war period and opened a military centre in the Nagorno-Karabakh
region that is used to monitor the delicate ceasefire with Armenia.

First to arrive

The international response to the Turkish disaster was impressive. According
to the Turkish governmental disaster management agency operating under the in-
terior ministry, around 11,302 personnel from 90 countries were deployed to help
with the earthquake rescue efforts. Turkey’s foreign minister, Mevliit Cavusoglu,
stated that offers of assistance came from 102 countries and 16 international or-
ganisations. Search and rescue teams from across the globe flocked to the region
to assist in the recovery operations.

The Azerbaijani search and rescue and medical teams were the first of the in-
ternational teams to arrive and begin operations with 867 personnel. According
to Turkish sources, Azerbaijani personnel rescued 53 people alive and retrieved
around 1,000 bodies in the Kahramanmaras and Hatay regions. The teams car-
ried out their search and rescue operations in tandem with Turkish coordinators
in the hope of rescuing people trapped under the collapsed buildings. Among the
international teams, the teams from Azerbaijan were not only the first there, but
also the last ones to leave the earthquake-hit region.

One team of 236 people from the Azerbaijani search and rescue and medical
groups were sent to the affected city of Adana. It turned out that one of the Azer-
baijani workers, Aliev Nur, broke his leg as a result of concrete falling during the
rescue operations and remains in the earthquake zone. The governor of the city,
Silleyman Elban, shared his appreciation for the wounded soldier and said, “He
is a hero just like his other brothers who rushed to help. Heroism does not only
happen in war and the rescuers showed a great example of heroism during a time
of disasters”

The aftermath of the catastrophe saw an outpouring of aid and support from
countries around the world, with aid campaigns initiated after the earthquake. Two
key Turkish agencies received donations from Turkish and international donors.
These are the NGO called AHBAP, which is managed by Turkish musician and
activist Haluk Yiiksel, and the public organisations AFAD and Kizilay. On Febru-
ary 15th, the Turkey — One Heart social aid campaign organised a joint broadcast

165



166

Stories and Ideas Azerbaijan’s helping hand to Turkey after the disaster, Arzu Bunyad

on 213 television channels and 562 radio stations for earthquake victims affected
by the disaster. Azerbaijan state television participated in this aid campaign organ-
ised in Turkey by streaming it live. When the broadcast was completed, around
5.6 billion euros were collected cooperatively including more than nine million
SMS donations. The Turkish interior ministry stated that over 13 million euros
was provided to Turkey by public institutions, private companies and individuals
from Azerbaijan alone. In addition, Baku provided 6,872 tents, four field kitch-
ens, 899 generators, 12,790 heating devices and countless medicines, food and
clothing. The humanitarian aid was delivered to Turkey by planes and by railway.

Two mobile field hospitals provided by the Azerbaijani emergency ministry to
support the Turkish response continue to operate to this day in the Kahramanmarasg
district, which was severely affected by the earthquake. Approximately 2,000 people
were provided with high-level medical care and treated in the mobile field hospitals.

Individual initiative

The humanitarian aid from Azerbaijan was largely collected by the citizens from
all over the country who donated different goods for the victims of the earthquake,
including food, sleeping bags, generators and clothes. In some cases, individual
Azerbaijani responses were very touching. One symbol of the country’s response
which went viral on social media was the picture of an old red car, burdened by the
weight of almost a dozen mattresses on top and almost bursting with humanitarian
aid. The boot of the car could not be closed due to the amount of goods. The driver
flew a Turkish flag pinned on top of one of the mattresses as a sign of solidarity.

This picture demonstrates the power of individual initiative. Even people with
limited resources did what they could to contribute even a small share to the overall
donations. The driver of the car, Server Bashirli, was later identified and interviewed.
“We know the feeling of being homeless in the winter;” he said.

The donation campaigns in Azerbaijan continue through different governmental
and non-governmental organisations. The Union of Azerbaijani Writers, a public
organisation made up of Azerbaijani writers and poets, organised a charity event
titled “One fist, one heart, one soul” at the International Mugham Centre on March
4th 2023. Many Azerbaijani intellectuals, authors and poets participated in the
event and contributed their works. Donations were collected for the people who
suffered from the terrible earthquake.

As news of the earthquake in Turkey spread, the Azerbaijani embassy in Ankara
also worked to ensure citizens in Turkey were provided for. A hotline for Azerbai-
janis living in the affected regions was set up and within a day, the embassy had
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The image of Server Besirli and his car full of aid became a symbol of the solidarity
between Azerbaijan and Turkey in the aftermath of the earthquake.

started evacuating affected Azerbaijanis and their relatives. Hundreds of Azerbai-
jani citizens and their families were sent to Azerbaijan via Georgia with the help
of embassy employees and military attaches.

However, despite efforts not everyone could be saved. Four Azerbaijani students
studying in Malatya were reported missing after the earthquake. Their names were
shared across social media platforms and their families and friends naturally hoped
for a miracle to happen. The Azerbaijani embassy conducted investigations and
searched hospitals for any sign of the missing students. Days went by and the search
continued, but they were not found among the rescued or the dead.

As operations continued for days, Chinese rescue workers worked tirelessly to
find them. Sadly, their bodies were found a week later on February 14th. The stu-
dents had tried to escape during the earthquake. It was a heart-breaking loss for
their families and a tragic reminder of the power of nature.

Debt of brotherhood?

Amidst the tragedy, volunteers from Azerbaijan joined the search and rescue
teams. Agha Mehdiyev was one such volunteer who travelled to the Kahramanmaras
and Hatay regions to help in any way he could. He captured various moments of
the operations by Azerbaijani rescuers and filmed the people they rescued. As the
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days passed, more and more Azerbaijanis joined the efforts to help their Turkish

neighbours. They knew the pain of losing everything and being left homeless dur-

ing the cold winter days. But they also knew the power of resilience and hope, as

well as sharing a friend’s grief.

Some Azerbaijanis view their material and non-material support to Turkey as

a “debt of brotherhood” However, this phrase itself does not reflect the real mo-

tivation behind Azerbaijan’s helping hand. The prominent Azerbaijani novelist

and politician Nariman Narimanov, in his 1921 letter

The earthquake addressed to Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the founding

in TUI'I(QY was a father of the Republic of Turkey, wrote that “a brother

‘ does not lend to a brother, a brother always holds his

stagk remmder Of brother’s hand ... we will hold each other’s hand at

the lmPOF tance Of all times and under any circumstances. What we are

coming together doing today is an act that is inherent to brotherhood”

in times of crisis. The earthquake in Turkey was a stark reminder of the

fragility of life and the importance of coming together

in times of crisis. It was a test of human will and determination, and the people of

Azerbaijan stood by their friends in need. During and after the earthquake, Azer-

baijanis did everything they could to show their sincere friendship. They showed

compassion, courage and strength, and in doing so, proved that even in the dark-

est of times there is always hope. Hopefully, with the support of Azerbaijan and

all other individuals and institutions from around the globe, Turkey will be able to
heal its wounds in the nearest future. ¥&

Arzu Bunyad is a graduate of Hacettepe University’s department of International

Relations in Turkey. She is also an editorial assistant at New Eastern Europe.






Cemeteries in Ukraine are covered with the graves of thousands of fallen soldiers.
Hundreds of Ukrainian flags, while beautiful and lofty looking in the wind, testify first

and foremost to the dramatic situation in which the Ukrainian state and its society
find themselves, but also to the scale of the challenges Ukraine has faced since 2014.

Photo: Wojciech Kozmic
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The fallen soldiers are heroes for Ukrainian society, thanks to whom Ukraine can still
believe it will win the war. The intensity of the conflict and the predictions of what
will happen next make us reconcile with the thoughts that many more defenders
of Ukraine will sacrifice their lives to defend their country and their families.

Photo: Wojciech Kozmic
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Life in areas that have been or are being affected by warfare is
often still very difficult. Many people face a lack of safe shelter
and inadequate supplies of food and other essential products.

Photo: Wojciech Kozmic
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News of those killed as a result of the war is now a daily occurrence for
Ukrainians. Although news of more casualties is becoming common, the loss
of a loved one is always a great tragedy for friends and immediate family.



Playing with the past

Does the decolonisation of the
history of Ukraine make sense?

GENNADII KOROLOV

The current approach to decolonisation as a topic
represents a significant problem. In many cases, this issue
stems from politicisation and ideological calls to decolonise
the history of East Central Europe, which have nothing
to do with a methodological, or academic discussion. Usually,
the term East Central Europe has been replaced by Russia,
Eastern Europe, or the ideological term Eurasia. In general,
the rhetoric of decolonisation has been based on the assertion
that Russia and the Soviet Union were colonial empires.

The German philosopher Jiirgen Habermas recently stated that the ongoing
Russo-Ukrainian War is a moral crusade that can help the European continent re-
deem itself. However, this redemption has not yet been acknowledged by the Euro-
pean elite. On the contrary, the constant intellectual arrogance expressed toward
Ukraine by Europeans has expanded, particularly in the field of history. In this re-
spect, British historian Adam Tooze has suggested that today’s Russo-Ukrainian
War dramatically reconceptualises Europe. However, Tooze understands Europe
as a continent and community without Ukraine, which has been perceived as a for-
eign body and not truly party to European culture and values. Such assessments,
which are based on pathos and the instrumentalisation of knowledge, determine

the distortion of the contemporary and historical image of Ukraine.


https://newlinesmag.com/argument/europe-looks-for-its-soul-in-the-ukraine-russia-conflict/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/12/16/tooze-ukraine-russia-economy-reconceptualization/
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As an object of study, Ukraine has been subjected to many prejudices and ste-
reotypes regarding the history of Central and Eastern Europe. Certainly, Ukrain-
ian history is neither isolated nor unique, but historical misrepresentations have
addressed only the national grand narrative about Ukraine. This treatment has
been applied not only by western academia, but also by Ukrainian historians them-
selves. This raises two important questions. First, to what extent is the discredit-
ing of history as a science reflected in the perception of Ukrainian history? Sec-
ond, does Ukraine still require historiographical legitimisation?

The decolonisation fad

After the Russian invasion in February 2022, the rhetoric of decolonisation
concerning Ukraine among American, British and German scholars, intellectu-
als, and especially journalists, has been directly linked to the necessity of decolo-
nising East European, Russian and Eurasian studies. In March 2022, the authori-
tative academic journal Slavic Review published reflections by historians, political
scientists, and slavists on the decolonisation and prospects of Ukrainian, Russian
and East European studies. Some of the forum’s participants cited the necessity of
abandoning national-imperial fantasies and deconstructing the “Russozentrische
Optik”, while other participants stated that Ukraine-centred history was impor-
tant to Central and Eastern Europe and used the comparison of Ukrainians to Da-
vid confronting Goliath. Decolonisation has become a kind of trend surrounding
Ukraine. One author in Yale Daily News even wrote that American universities still
view regional history as a discipline through a Russian or Russophile lens.

Russia’s 2022 invasion made Ukraine a suitable object and tool for the rhetoric
of decolonisation regarding the history of Russia and Eastern Europe. Once again,
as participants in this debate have stated, although explanations and interpreta-
tions of Russian and Eurasian history might be found in Ukraine, the subjects of
Ukrainian history will remain a source and laboratory for such explanations, rath-
er than being perceived as an independent discipline. In other words, in discuss-
ing decolonisation, most historians have failed to consider Ukraine and instead
looked to Ukraine’s theoretical and empirical potential to enhance Eastern Euro-
pean, Russian and Eurasian history.

Against this panoply of ostensibly correct statements, a relevant question has
arisen: what has prevented the study of Ukrainian (as well as Belarusian and Moldo-
van) history through a different lens? These calls for decolonisation are even more
cynical in that they have come only after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Recall
that after 2014, when the war between Ukraine and Russia truly began, studying


http://www.slavicreview.illinois.edu/discussion/
https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2022/12/08/stasiuk-decolonizing-eastern-european-and-eurasian-studies/
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topics related to Ukrainian nationalism, multi-faceted ethnic irredentism and the
politics of memory became popular in western academia. The whole of Ukrainian
history has been explained through the complex phenomenon of Ukrainian na-
tionalism, which has been perceived disdainfully through Hans Kohn’s assessment
of Eastern European nationalism as ethnic, aggressive and illiberal.

Ukraine remains in the category of “bad” nationalism, as prominent American
historian Mark von Hagen has explained. By marginalising the experience of a rev-
olutionary Ukraine and the nation-state’s creation in 191721, as well as the his-
tory of the 1932-33 Holodomor, western studies have demonstrated an arrogant
mindset and sometimes lack of knowledge, distorting the public understanding of
Ukrainian history by suggesting that it can be viewed through anticolonial, post-
colonial and civilisational approaches.

Today, western historians often recall one of the most important articles on the
Ukrainian history of the last century, “Does Ukraine Have a History?”*, opportun-
istically instead of scientifically. The article’s author, von Hagen, stated without
embellishment that giving Ukrainian history full historical legitimation was im-
portant and he called for a revision of the established paradigms of Eastern Euro-
pean, Russian and Eurasian history. Consider, however, von Hagen’s warning that
in the West, as well as in Ukraine, there lacks an intel-
lectual organisation of professional historiography, so Calls for
this infrastructure must be created. decolonisation by

Calls for decolonisation by western academics have  yestorn academics
been voiced differently by historians from East Cen- .

. . ~~ — have been voiced

ral Europe, who have asked more specific questions .
and not offered ephemeral formulations. For exam- dlffereﬂtly bY
ple, Polish historians have especially discussed over- historians from East
coming Russia’s imperial complex and de-imperial- Central EUI’OPG.
ising Ukraine’s history. Recently, the Polish historian
Jan Jacek Bruski wrote insightfully that “the imperial logic followed by the USSR
[as well as the imperial] authorities often worked against their own long-term in-
terests. This was also the case with efforts to solve the Ukrainian question” Mean-
while, Andrzej Nowak has explained to a wider audience in even more detail that
“Ukraine is a daughter of Rus; raised in the old Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
rebelling against her stepmother Moscow.” I should note that some isolated, reason-
able voices have emerged from western academia. Recently, Serhii Plokhii stated
that Ukraine helped build the Russian empire and now stands in the way of its res-
urrection. But this type of analysis is an exception, rather than a widespread trend.

* von Hagen, M. “Does Ukraine Have a History?” Slavic Review (Autumn, 1995), 54 (3), pp. 658—673.
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Alternative notions of Ukrainian history

The current approach to decolonisation as a topic represents a huge problem.
In many cases, this issue stems from politicisation and ideological calls to decolo-
nise the history of East Central Europe, which have nothing to do with a method-
ological, or academic discussion. Usually, the term East Central Europe has been
replaced by Russia, Eastern Europe, or the ideological term Eurasia. In general, the
rhetoric of decolonisation has been based on the assertion that Russia and the So-
viet Union were colonial empires. Furthermore, this discussion has not included
Austria-Hungary or even the history of the medieval Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth, which some scholars have defined as an empire. Interestingly, the Austria-
Hungary case has undergone significant “de-imperialisation’, as studies that have
referred to the state as “the Habsburg monarchy” have shown. In Ukraine’s case,
other interpretations are common. More important, however, is understanding
the extent to which and how Ukraine, as a region and as part of East Central Eu-
ropean history, has been considered a true part of East Central Europe. Alterna-
tively, has Ukraine been marginalised and perhaps decolonised in this respect? I
have many doubts as to the answers to these questions.

The issue concerning modern Europe’s real and imagined borders, as well as
the development of Ukraine’s historical grand narrative, occupies a rather pro-
vocative place in the contemporary debate on decolonisation. After the Second

) ) World War, the vision of politicians and intellectuals

The issue CONCerniNg  from East Central Europe was based on the idea of an
mode[‘n Europe’s internal, historical division of Europe.

real and imagined In Ukrainian intellectual and historical thought in

borders occupies 1 the 20th century, Ukraine was regarded as belonging

. to Europe through a geopolitical and civilisational

pr ovocative PlaCe choice. However, Western and Central European in-

in the debate on tellectuals and politicians considered this issue differ-

decolonisation,  ently- Ukraine had not always been conceived as part

of East Central Europe, and it had been treated as part

of Eastern Europe, which was historically associated with Russia and perceived as

Russia’s sphere of influence. Academic and public discourses on East Central Eu-

rope have remained a kind of political statement emphasising civilizational dif-

ferences from Russia and Eurasia and an attempt to scientifically delineate a geo-

political and geographical location in the East from Berlin. For these reasons, the

concepts of Central Europe and East Central Europe (including geopolitical vi-

sions of the Intermarium and a Third Europe) are territorially identical and based

on the geographical location between Germany and Russia.
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Central Europe and East Central Europe have not been considered geographi-
cally real but, rather, political and historical entities. The notion of East Central
Europe was considered conditional and metaphorical, like most definitions of
historical divisions and geographical spaces. However, during the Cold War, that
very term included Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, while some historians
also added Austria. Today, East Central Europe should be redefined by including
Ukraine, Belarus and possibly Moldova. This redefinition would imply considering
Ukrainian and Belarusian history as part of East Central European studies. Tell-
ingly, today’s Ukraine is not seen as part of either East Central Europe’s common
history (in Poland and Czechia, Ukrainian subjects are mostly a core body of East-
ern studies at the university level) or Russian and Eurasian studies. Most scholars
automatically situate Ukraine in East European studies, which are understood as
part of Russian studies, and not vice versa.

In general, the dichotomy between Germany and Russia has been important in
Ukraine’s history and in the development of its national grand narrative, as well
as for other countries of East Central Europe, particularly Poland. The aforemen-
tioned von Hagen referred to Ukraine as a place in studies from the English and
German-speaking worlds; importantly, however, Ukrainian topics have now been
considered an eminent part of the region’s history. Contributions by several gen-
erations of Polish historians are well known to have been among the most impor-
tant — if not the only important — elements of this historiographical transforma-
tion. These contributions have included the plotting of Ukrainian history in the
narrative of East Central Europe because the old Rus’ lands were part of the Pol-
ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, while Moscow did not belong to Ruthenian his-
tory. According to Polish historian Oskar Halecki, this region’s conventional and
geopolitical borders ran along the Dnipro river and even further onto the East.

Does Ukraine still require historiographical legitimisation?

In the current academic discourse, Ukraine and East Central Europe’s decoloni-
sation primarily involves the recast of Russian and other (post)imperial interpreta-
tions that justify Ukraine’s cultural and political discrimination and annihilation as
a nation. In examinations of East Central Europe’s historical potential, Ukraine is
usually considered a multi-ethnic and multi-religious region but not a political or
cultural entity. This is very evident in the field of historical memory and the con-
temporary politics of history. While Ukraine is considered part of Europe’s Polish
identity, on the contrary, Russia is not. This approach means that Ukraine is an
important element in the thinking on and perception of Europe in contemporary
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Poland. Ukraine’s role differs in German, French and British historical memory,
where Russia occupies one of the central places in the European identity and is
seen as part of a common European history and culture. However, in these under-
standings of Europe, Ukraine is instead marginalised.

Visible competition has arisen between national grand narratives and national
historiographies within the framework of decolonising East Central Europe’s his-
tory. In this respect, any call for a transnational approach or an entangled history,
is perceived as an attempt to violate the integrity of the historical process’s teleo-
logical understanding — an attempt to destroy the correct national vision of histo-
ry. To some extent, paradoxically, the interaction between national narratives has
reinforced the asymmetry in historiographical assessments and historical memo-
ry, when common historical episodes are seen as competing options. For instance,
consider the ongoing, heated discussions between Polish and Ukrainian histori-
ans about assessing the occupation or incorporation of Eastern Galicia into the re-
vived Poland in 1918-23 and the horrible events in Volhynia during the summer of
1943 (the “Volhynia massacre” in Polish historiography, and “Volhynia tragedy” in
Ukrainian historical understanding). The discussion on decolonisation has large-
ly ignored the competition and confrontation between national narratives in East
Central Europe. The region’s history has been concerned with identifying which el-
ements transcend national boundaries to promote desired perceptions of the past.
Therefore, in my opinion, the path to historiographical legitimation is not through
decolonisation models but through transnational history, which offers similar ap-
proaches to investigation without relativising the historical process. Compared
to most of its neighbours’ pasts, Ukrainian history has been discontinuous in the
wider history of East Central Europe, or, rather, this conditional discontinuity has
been questioned due to historical and cultural permeability, as von Hagen noted.

Only one axiomatic truth applies in this context: Ukraine has no historical ties
to either Poland or Russia, but it has had historical relations with them. The same
is true for Belarus, Romania, Moldova, Slovakia and Hungary. Hence, certain at-
titudes emerged about the Europeanness of Ukraine and Ukrainians, which con-
stituted the fundamental approach to demonstrating differences both between
Ukrainians and Russians and between Ukrainians and Poles. Ukrainian history
could be recast by overcoming this narrow eurocentrism in thinking about East
Central Europe. Adopting such a historical perspective would make understand-
ing political, cultural and social hierarchies and their inversions in a very heter-
ogeneous East Central European space easier, as well as the experiences of vio-
lence, mass murder, genocide, and the spread of populist ideologies in the region.

Therefore, I do not believe in and feel uncertain about all the discussions of
decolonisation with regard of Ukraine that have been initiated in former imperi-
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al states, and characterised by an updated yet (post)imperial language of analy-
sis and self-description. These discussions are currently based on political calcu-
lations, and they have not yet proposed a constructivist approach. Ukraine needs
new historiographical legitimisation, but not on the basis of decolonisation, which
requires Ukrainian history to be understood through a broad Russian and Eura-
sian historical paradigm.

Finally, after communism’s collapse, the American and Polish historian Piotr
Wandycz noted that East Central Europe sometimes “has resembled a laborato-
ry in which various systems are being tested” Wandycz expressed this remark in
his book The Price of Freedom: A History of East Central Europe from the Middle
Ages to the Present (1992), which he dedicated to Halecki and Hugh Seton-Wat-
son. Similarly, von Hagen, in his aforementioned article, called Ukrainian histo-
ry “a veritable laboratory” for considering processes of state and nation-building.
This laboratory metaphor is among the most dangerous for historical analysis be-
cause it rejects a global perspective and cultivates intellectual conjuncture. In this
respect, I fear that Ukraine will again be treated as a laboratory in which to recast
Russian and Eurasian studies in the context of decolonisation rhetoric, rather than
part of East Central Europe. Thus, Ukraine could be perceived once more as an al-
ien country that lacks any connection to European history.

Gennadii Korolov is the director of the Institute for the Study of East
Central Europe in Kyiv. He is also an associate professor with the Institute

of History of Ukraine at the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine.
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Recipe for disaster

Preparations for the First World War
on the eastern side of Europe

ANDRZEJ ZAREBA

Much is known about the infamous alliance
system that led to the First World War. Ultimately
dragging in all of Europe’s military powers, these
agreements would lead to great battles typically associated
with the Western Front. Despite this, the Eastern Front
would prove to be equally bloody and conspiratorial,
with the lands of modern Poland playing a central role.
|

Our imagination of past times is often influenced by cinema. This is probably
the case as all topics we read about are preceded by cinematic imagination, which
rules our thoughts and provides us with key visions of past events. This is espe-
cially true regarding the iconic topics of our European history, one of which is the
formative event of the 20th century: The Great War of 1914-18.

Unless one is engaged in meticulous study of the First World War in various
aspects, it is quite likely that your imagination will be influenced by recent pro-
ductions such as the impressive 1917, or the brilliant German film All Quiet on the
Western Front. Both depict this war accurately, portraying the very important mo-
ment of attrition during the western battles of the war. This aspect of the war is ex-
emplified by the period of February 1916, with the epic Battle of Verdun.
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Habshurg woes

In our previous story about the activities of the female scouts in the Polish vol-
unteer troops, who fought against the Russian Empire in 1914 (published in the last
issue of New Eastern Europe), we tried to portray the story’s events and personal
drama without focusing too much on the general aspects of the war’s beginning
on this side of the continent. Back at the beginning of the 20th century, the fu-
ture Eastern Front consisted of land belonging to three empires. This involved the
northerly bounds of the Habsburg monarchy, the western province of the Russian
Empire, and the eastern side of the German Reich. The whole area is known in
German military jargon as Ost Kriegsschauplatz. This generally flat land is char-
acterised by natural obstacles such as the Baltic Sea and great lakes districts in the
north, which are open and uncultivated in the industrial sense. There are also a
few rather poorly developed towns, scarce railways and a few rivers flowing from
south to north. At the same time, the meandering Vistula cuts across the region,
distinctly dividing it between east and west. The river was also a natural border
between the Habsburg’s province of West Galicia and the tsarist domain, which
meant that both empires could avoid the prospect of a sudden attack.

Krakéw was the main pivot point in the western part of Galicia, and the main
field army camp. The city was permanently covered with field works as early as
late 1849, when it was incorporated into the lands of the Austrian crown after the
Hungarian uprising of 1848. That uprising was pacified with the utmost difficul-
ty and only with the helping hand of the Russian Empire, whose troops paraded
solemnly on the Blonia meadows in Krakéw, soon returning home after the spe-
cial operation. The northern parts of the Habsburg ,
empire, which were guarded by men from among the Krakow was the
ranks of the highland populace (around Zakopaneand  main inOt point
No‘wy Targ), were d%ﬂ’lcult to maintain frorr} amilitary in the western
point of view. This is because the Carpathian Moun- .
tains were difficult to cross and all transportation by par t of GahCla’
land had to traverse these slopes. As a result, a close and the main ﬁeld
and cordial relationship with Russia regarding trans- army camp.
port was needed.

Nevertheless, the military engineering section of the Habsburg army, given a
traditional and realistic pessimism, treated Russia with limited trust. Military invest-
ments slightly changed the local economy, which was based still on small manufac-
turing, with no big industry. The development of Krakéw continued well into the
20th century, with three main periods connected to major changes in the fields of
military technique and weapons development. Meanwhile, the social changes in the
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region also began to speed up. The 1848 unrest backed discreetly by the Austrian
administration caused a tragic peasant uprising, which left deep wounds in Polish
society. This society at the time was still founded on feudal principles.

The divided society inhabiting the land was easier to manage and the cost fell
on the romantic and patriotic gentry, which instead of conspiring against the for-
eign administration, had to ask for protection from hostile military contingents.
The peasants showed their ability to revolt and then praised the central admin-
istration in Vienna and the emperor as their saviours from their own oppression
by the local elites. A bloody shambles therefore marked the beginning of modern
society in this part of Poland, as the price of the uprising was high and the conse-
quences far reaching and tragic.

Twisted history

On the other side of the border in the Russian Empire, an autocratic grip was
closely married to the Russian dream of gathering all the Slavs under the Romanov
crown. The elites were afflicted by repressions after the November 1830 uprising.
There was also a sudden end to the idyllic cooperation with Alexander I — an ad-
mirer of social liberalism and cofounder of the Polish state under the governing
hand of Great Duke Constantin, who dreamed of becoming the Polish king. This
abrupt and dramatic change in 1831 brought about another great social exodus
from Poland. Autonomy was revoked, no reforms were introduced, and the local
system of administration stagnated. This caused a second, even more tragic at-
tempt to fight off the Russians. Learning quickly from experience, they prepared a
decisive response regarding this uprising not only in the field of military matters.

The January uprising of 1863 promoted modernity in the empire, when the tsar
introduced the cancellation of serfdom first in the western province. Thus, like 20
years earlier in Austria, peasants were freed from total dependence on the upper
class. The grace shown by the tsar made him popular among the peasantry in the
so-called Russian Poland. This popularity would create a major issue for fighters
in the independence movement when the war finally broke out.

The third empire, the newly born German Reich under the Hohenzollern crown,
emerged on the political scene of Europe after France’s defeat in the Franco-Prus-
sian War. Prussia appeared as the successor to the eastern Germanic states and
the German church state of the Teutonic Order, which after decades of war with
its neighbours, finally paid homage to the Polish king in Krakéw in 1525. The state
would emerge in the 17th century as a deeply militarised society ruled by the de-
scendants of the last Great Master of the Teutonic Order Albrecht Hohenzollern.
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The aggressive king of Prussia, known as Frederic the Great, was one of the most
active players in the disintegration of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. This
was done in cooperation with Russia and, to a lesser extent, Austria.

The German (Prussian) border in the second half of the 19th century lay quite
near Krakéw — almost the whole Silesian industrial region neighbouring western
Galicia was taken by force during the long rivalry between the three powers in the
18th century. A part of the Silesian coal basin named Zaglebie was under Russian
rule, alongside one of the most important Catholic spiritual centres — the city of
Czestochowa.

The history of the region tends to be difficult to understand for novice observ-
ers. In the years preceding the events of 1914, Prussia usually behaved much more
hostile towards the Habsburgs than the tsarist regime. During the war of 1866,
the two powers fought a fierce, even if partly forgotten, battle at Oswiecim, where
cavalry units were mainly used. According to the battle plan of 1914, the Germans
prioritised quick decisions in the West, considering France more dangerous than
Russia, which was recently humiliated by the Japanese in their 1904—05 war. For
the Austrians, the war was a major gamble, in which the military management
hoped most of all to pacify Serbia at all costs, quickly and decisively.

For Austria, the clash with Russia appeared to have added value, and was a risk
worth taking. Analytical offices gave the staff planners hope of success due to the
commonly believed inability of the Russian army to mobilise forces on time, be-
fore France and Serbia were completely crushed. The Eastern Front was officially
viewed as a sideshow and after several weeks of fierce battles would have left Rus-
sian engagement pointless, after France was finished and Belgrade occupied. The
Russians — with their vital strategic points completely secure, pretended to act
very cautiously. Prior to 1914, they had decided to openly withdraw their troops
eastward, risking the creation of a political vacuum in the traditional Polish lands
with a long tradition of armed conspiracy, revolutions and uprisings.

The time to strike

This newly created vacuum provided an opportunity for Jézef Pilsudski and his
followers within his revolutionary movement. If the core of the national instinct
could be awoken in line with previous uprisings, then the lower classes exploited
by the Russian regime would join the movement. This time, they would be sup-
ported openly by the local Polish patriotic manor houses. For the first time, external
political affairs were aligned to make such a situation happen. Nevertheless, what
Pitsudski did not know, and what was covered up by the main figures in their war
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planning, was that as a whole all the European military alliances were conceived
as a means of fooling each state’s closest ally.

The most consistent were probably the French, who needed assistance in the
inevitable German invasion and thus gave the Russians resources, war bonds and
industrial investments. The French believed that the Russian army — a so-called
“steam roller” — was ready to squash any obstacles, crush the enemy through sheer
weight of numbers, and punish the dominant German Reich, relieving the grip on
France and ending the war through the occupation of Berlin. This simply meant
getting the “roller” started as soon as possible when hostilities commenced, while
the French army would try to stand firmly against another German invasion.

However, the steam roller was not designed to work in that direction. Another
great war (following the Russo-Japanese War of 1904—05, which almost finished
the Romanov regime in a single blow) during the reign of Tsar Nicholas IT was
too much of a burden for the regime. Ultimately, it would prove difficult to get the
Russians to obey the “decadent” democratic republic in the “rotten West” Instead,
Russia’s eyes were set on the Bosporus Straits. And in fact, there was hardly anyone
among the Russians who believed that France would last long faced with the full
might of the attacking Germans.

Thus, military planners emptied the western provinces of Russian Poland. This
fact came to be warmly noted by Emperor Wilhelm II himself, who wrote a let-
ter of thanks to his Romanov cousin personally. The Austrians had to choose be-
tween what was real and where their dreams lay, since simultaneous attacks in the
north and south (against Russia and Serbia) were enormously risky. Despite this,
the risk did not prevent the clever Austrian general, Franz Conrad von Hotzen-
dorf, from gambling. Believing the Serbians to be “uncivilised shepherds’, he de-
cided to direct almost 40 per cent of the manpower under his command there.
As a man of modernity, all the plans of movement were based on using seven rail-
way lines connecting south and north. Through effective timetabling the soldiers
would be concentrated right on time to crush and defeat the “shepherds’; allowing
them to raise the imperial flag over the Belgrade citadel. After a victory parade,
they would quickly send the troops back at full speed north, ready for a second at-
tack, this time from the Russians. It appeared that Russia would be unable to mo-
bilise within two weeks. However, their military planners refused to play the tune
Franz Conrad had written for them. #g&

The story will be continued in the next edition of

New Eastern Europe, available in June 2023.

Andrzej Zareba is the illustrator for New Eastern Europe.



The Ukrainian Revolution
of 1917-21

Populists and statesmen

OLEKSII LIONCHUK

Ukraine’s contemporary struggle for
independence has a long history going back many
centuries. The period towards the end of the First
World War proved to be a particularly decisive time
in this regard, with its historical memory influencing
Ukrainian conceptions of history to this very day.
|

The short 20th century was highly tumultuous and unpredictable. It began in
1914 with the outbreak of the Great War on the European continent, which spread
throughout the world. The Ukrainian lands, divided between the rival Habsburg
and Romanov empires, became the scene of hostilities on the Eastern Front of the
First World War. But the year that was a turning point in the history of Eastern
Europe was clearly 1917. Realising the difficulty of waging war on two fronts, Ger-
many sought ways to force the Russian Empire out of the war, yet its first attempt
during February and March 1917 failed. Although Tsar Nicholas II abdicated, the
new provisional government declared its readiness to fulfil its obligations to the
Allies (primarily England and France) in the war. When the news of the overthrow
of the autocracy reached Kyiv and other parts of the empire, revolutionary chang-
es and decentralisation trends began to take hold.

In Kyiv, a number of public figures, including Serhiy Yefremenko, Dmytro
Doroshenko, Volodymyr Vynnychenko, Symon Petliura, Mykola Mikhnovsky, and
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others, gathered and decided to create the Central Council of Ukraine (CCU or
Central Rada) as a body that would represent the interests of Ukrainians before
Petrograd. Most of them had left-wing and centre-left views and were members
of the Russian (later Ukrainian) Social Democratic Labour Party (R(U)SDLP) or
the Socialist-Revolutionaries (SRs), with the exception of a small group the of so-
called samostiynyky (editor’s note: independents) who gathered around the author
of the famous essay Independent Ukraine — Mykola Mikhnovsky. The independents
began their activities before the outbreak of the First World War in 1912-13. At
first, they worked underground, spreading the idea of independence among the
population by all available means.

The founder of the Brotherhood of Independents was the Ukrainian activist
Valentyn Otamanskyy, and among his associates were the poet and writer Vasyl
Ellan-Blakytny and the aforementioned lawyer Mykola Mikhnovsky. Among the
achievements of this group was the founding of the Vernyhora publishing house,
where they were able to print their appeals and brochures. During the tumultu-
ous events of 1917-18, the independents took an active part in the formation of
military units.

Achievements and failures at the first stage of the revolution

After the overthrow of the monarchy, political and social chaos appeared in
Petrograd. The peoples once subjugated by the empire began their journey to lib-
eration and the restoration of their states. Ukrainians were no exception, although
they had been part of the Romanov empire for perhaps the longest period, since
1654. The Ukrainian Central Rada was proclaimed on the night of March 3rd/4th
1917. A well-known scholar and historian, Mykhailo Hrushevsky, who had returned
to Kyiv from exile in Moscow, was elected its chairman in absentia. He was seen
as a compromise figure for everyone, with unquestioned authority. It was under
Hrushevsky’s leadership that an appeal to the Russian provisional government
was adopted, declaring the CCU the representative body of Ukrainians and tak-
ing over power in Kyiv.

A characteristic feature of that time was also mass demonstrations that cov-
ered all imperial territories. Ukrainian committees and representative offices
were active not only in Petrograd, Moscow and Kyiv, but also in Siberia and the
Far East, the Kuban, Odesa, Kharkiv, Poltava, Yelisavethrad (modern Kropyvny-
tskyi) and Chernihiv. All these Ukrainian organisations declared their loyalty to
the Central Council of Ukraine in Kyiv. There is a myth that the Ukrainian move-
ment was inferior to the Russian movement in terms of activity and numbers, but
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this is far from true. Yes, at the beginning there was some confusion and misun-
derstanding about the situation, but by mid-March Ukrainian national commit-
tees and organisations were active. Demonstrations were held under yellow and
blue flags, and the Ukrainian national flag was even raised on the flagship of the
Black Sea Fleet in Crimea.

Under these circumstances, the Russian provisional government, headed by
Prince Georgy Lvov, hosted a Ukrainian delegation that came with cultural pro-
posals. However, Petrograd initially refused to recognise the authority of the Cen-
tral Rada in Kyiv. Eventually, a delegation of the provi-
sional government led by Alexander Kerensky, Irakli The year that was
Tsereteli and Mikhail Tereshchenko arrived in Kyiv g turning pOth
and brought their proposals in the form of the pro- . .
visional government’s temporary instruction to the in the hlStOI'y of
Central Rada. Eastern Europe

One may ask here: what made the Russian side make  yqg Clearly 1917.
concessions and actually recognise the real state of af-
fairs in Ukraine? First, the Central Rada issued its first universal declaration on
June 23rd 1917, which proclaimed the autonomous status of Ukraine. This was wel-
comed by virtually all the All-Ukrainian congresses, committees, etc. Unexpected-
ly, even the All-Russian Congress of Workers and Soldiers’ Deputies in Petrograd
expressed support for this declaration. Second, it was necessary to slow down the
growth of decentralising tendencies. Third, the First World War was still ongo-
ing, in which Russia continued to participate and it was necessary to have confi-
dence in the front line neighbourhood. Discussions between the parties lasted for
two days and resulted in a compromise: the Central Rada withdrew its declara-
tion and the provisional government recognised it and gave it powers, which was
enshrined and published in the Second Universal of the Central Rada on July 16th
1917. Despite all the ambiguity, this compromise should be considered one of the
successes of the CCU of that period.

At the same time, the vast majority of the political parties of the time support-
ed the position of Ukraine’s autonomous status in a future federal democratic Rus-
sia. This idea had significant practical implications, in particular for the question
of building Ukraine’s own armed forces. The army of the Russian Empire, like the
state itself, was multinational. According to the first all-Russian census conduct-
ed in 1897, only 43 per cent of the military personnel considered themselves Rus-
sian. It can be safely assumed also that the situation in the army was not in favour
of Russians in terms of numbers. It is known that there were about two million
Ukrainians in the army, including officers. Among the top commanders, General
Pavlo Skoropadskyi is worth noting. He came from an ancient Cossack foreman’s
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Photo: public domain. Source: Internet Encyclopedia of Ukraine / Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies

The first General Secretariat of the Central Rada of Ukraine in 1917. Volodymyr Vynnychenko (in the middle,
seated) was the head of the secretariat. With Symon Petliura (seated, right) as the head of military affairs.

family, a descendant of Hetman Ivan Skoropadskyi, who was elected after the Bat-
tle of Poltava in 1709. He was a respected authority in the military and in April 1917
he sent 40,000 experienced and battle-hardened troops to defend Kyiv. Howev-
er, the CCU and its leadership did not see the need for their own armed forces, so
the soldiers sent by General Skoropadskyi were simply sent home. This had trag-
ic consequences less than a year later.

Rivalries and disputes

According to the text of the Second Universal, the CCU created the General
Secretariat (a prototype of the future government), headed by Volodymyr Vyn-
nychenko, with Symon Petliura appointed secretary for military affairs. Petliura
was known to be openly wary of Pavlo Skoropadskyi’s authority in the army. Still,
Hrushevsky played a key role in the first period of the revolution. He was the only
one during that chaos who had the authority to consolidate the young and inexpe-
rienced, but extremely ambitious figures, who gathered in the Central Rada.

At the initial stage, Hrushevsky managed to politically and tactically outplay
Petrograd, but internal competition, especially between Petliura and Vynnychen-
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ko, for power was becoming increasingly difficult for him to contain. The main
problem was that despite the considerable support from the country’s society and
national minorities of the time, the Central Rada failed to resolve most acute so-
cial issues. Ukraine remained largely an agrarian country, most ethnic Ukrainians
lived in villages and if it were not for the war, most of them would not have like-
ly left their villages. It was a Ukrainian world in which land was of great value and
those who had the means gradually bought land, even during the turbulent years
of the war. At the same time, the rest, which was the vast majority, waited for the
government, no matter which one, to finally resolve the land issue.

The CCU, on which most peasants had pinned their hopes, proved unable to
make any appropriate decision. Hrushevsky distanced himself from this difficult
issue and often locked himself in his office, picking up the phone and continu-
ing to work on his scientific monographs. Timothy Snyder claims that he was im-
pressed by this chosen approach. But in those extraordinary circumstances, it was
extremely short sighted and dangerous to leave the solution of complex social is-
sues to the literary writer Vynnychenko and the journalist Petliura. Therefore, in
my subjective opinion, the Central Rada chose the path of populism rather than
solving important issues of state-building and the formation of relevant institutions.

While the villages were Ukrainian, the towns around them were predominant-
ly Russian, Polish, Jewish and German. It was extremely difficult to hear Ukraini-
an in the towns even in the early 20th century. And here the most important task
was to maintain that extremely fragile balance between different ethnic groups.
The general secretariat and the Central Rada achieved some success here, as well
as in the field of education. ,

The idea of federal relations between equal peoples The idea of federal
in a democratic Russia was finally buried after the Bol- relations between
shevik revolution. As it was aptly characterised, pow- equal peoples ina
er was simply lying on the pavement of Petrograd, and . .

Lenin and his asson o democratic Russia
enin and his associates were the first to pick it up and )

were not going to let it go without a fight. The CCU ~ Wa$ ﬁnaHY buried

met the new government in Russia with reservations. after the Bolshevﬂ(

But it is worth paying tribute to the strategic thinking  peyolution.

of the Bolsheviks, as the first decrees of the new gov-

ernment were the “Decree on Land” and the “Decree on Peace”. The new Russian

leadership declared that it was withdrawing from the war and that the land now

belonged to the peasants and the factories to the workers. After the publication of

these decrees, Ukrainian peasants began to align themselves with the Bolsheviks,

while workers in industrial centres were already under their influence. Although at

the beginning the Bolsheviks were a rather small political force, numbering about
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30,000 people, while various types of socialists had hundreds of thousands of mem-
bers, the situation later changed significantly in the opposite direction.

The relations between Kyiv and Red Petrograd were extremely tense. The Don
Cossacks were returning to Kuban through the territory of Ukraine, and upon their
return, they went to fight the Bolsheviks. In order to stop this flow of opponents,
the Council of People’s Commissars (Bolshevik government) sent an ultimatum
to Kyivdemanding that it should block the passage of the Don Cossacks and other
military units through its territory. The ultimatum was rejected and the Bolsheviks’
first attempt to seize Ukraine by force began.

Geopolitical choice without choice

Under pressure from the Bolsheviks and their formation of parallel power struc-
tures, first in Kursk and later in Kharkiv, the CCU was forced to issue the Third
Universal. At its core was the proclamation of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, but
as an autonomous part of democratic Russia. What the Bolsheviks were effective
at was propaganda and agitation. They used all kinds of methods to get their agi-
tators where they needed to go, including in military units that were loyal to the
Ukrainian People’s Republic. There, the agitators told soldiers that the Bolsheviks
had given the peasants land and that when they took power in Ukraine, they would
also have their own land, which no one would take away. And since most of the sol-
diers were from rural areas, they willingly believed this and left the military units.

Therefore, between December 1917 and January

Between December 1918 there was practically no capacity to even defend

1917 and ]anuary the capital. And because of its essentially populist ideas

1918 there was and short-sightedness, the young republic found itself

. in extremely grave danger. Students and final-year pu-

pr aCtlcaHy pils of the gymnasium stood up to defend it, and this

no Capacity t0  unit was called the “student kurin”, It was sent to Kruty

defend the capital. in the Chernihiv region, which was soon attacked by

General Muravyov’s army of 6,000 soldiers. They were

opposed by 300 students who bravely defended the settlement. To their credit, it

should be noted that despite the retreat and the subsequent tragedy of the capture

of the Ukrainian capital, these men fulfilled their duty with dignity: 4,000 Red

Army soldiers reached Kyiv, while 2,000 were killed. Consequently, the captured
Ukrainians (32 people) were shot, and Kyiv was subjected to the Red Terror.

Before the evacuation from Kyiv, the CCU proclaimed the Fourth Universal on
January 22nd 1918, which declared the Ukrainian People’s Republic free and inde-
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pendent. This was done for a specific purpose. The German command, with the
permission of the Kaiser, began negotiations with the Reds in Brest-Litovsk, Be-
larus, to conclude a separate peace. Ukraine, in turn, needed protection from the
Bolshevik threat and, in order to have a separate delegation at the negotiations,
had to become a full-fledged actor in international relations. The Germans and
Austrians agreed to negotiate with both delegations and demanded that the Rus-
sians leave Ukrainian territories, among other things. In exchange for their pro-
tection, the Germans demanded that the Ukrainian delegation supply one million
tons of grain and other food for the needs of the German and Austrian troops at
the front. Realising the gravity of the situation, the Ukrainian delegation, head-
ed by Vsevolod Holubovych, accepted the German terms, and on March 3rd, the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed, according to which the Bolsheviks recognised
the Ukrainian People’s Republic and the Central Rada, with the government un-
dertaking to provide German troops with all the necessary food.

However, when the German generals who were sent to Kyiv to monitor the im-
plementation of the agreements saw the complete mismanagement of the Ukrain-
ian government and the CCU, they proposed a coup détat. Two candidates were
considered for the new leader of Ukraine — Wilhelm von Habsburg and Pavlo Sko-
ropadskyi. At the end, they chose the second option. And when the Central Rada
was adopting a constitution for the Ukrainian People’s Republic, according to which
Hrushevsky became president of the republic, German soldiers came and closed
the meeting. As Harvard historian Serhii Plokhy rightly argues, General Skoropad-
skyi was a child of the monarchist past, who quickly “Ukrainianised” himself and
his military units and supported the idea of Ukrainian statehood. As a true states-
man, he offered his predecessors a chance to build the Ukrainian state together. But
socialists of various stripes refused this offer and went into hiding, and Hrushevs-
ky left the country altogether. Although the general, who was proclaimed hetman,
and the representatives of the Central Rada had a lot in common, as both sought
to revive and continue the traditions of the Cossack past and build an independ-
ent Ukrainian state, their methods were different. This proved to be the main rea-
son for the impossibility of cooperation.

Short-lived statehood

As a military man, the hetman understood the importance of his own armed
forces, so he devoted a lot of time to their development. He also actively developed
state and educational institutions. Ukrainian was introduced as the official language
in all state institutions and former tsarist officials were forced to learn and speak
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it. Trains ran exactly on schedule. Many noble families fled from the Red Terror
to Kyiv, though they did not like the absence of the Russian language. During the
reign of Hetman Skoropadskyi, the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, the National
Library and two universities were established in Kyiv and Kamianets-Podilskyi.
The hetman also pursued an active international policy. It was during his rule that
Ukraine was recognised internationally, with diplomatic missions in Berlin, Vienna,
Istanbul and several other European capitals. In 1918 the first attempt was made to
revive church autocephaly (independence) for the Orthodox Church in Ukraine.

The relationship between the hetman’s regime and the peasants became a se-
rious problem. There were several important reasons for this, the first being that
Skoropadskyi was supported by large landowners who did not want to lose their
property to the peasants. The second reason was the need to supply the Germans
with provisions, and for this purpose, German representatives and the hetman’s
officials often took away the harvest from the peasants by force. The peasants re-
sponded by organising armed groups to defend their villages from punitive German
units. This is how the period’s notorious otamanshchyna and anarchy were born,
and it was impossible to curb them for a long time.

Thus, at the first stage of the February 1917 revolution, Ukrainian leaders united
in the Central Rada and achieved recognition from the provisional government
in Petrograd, primarily due to the skilful actions of Mykhailo Hrushevsky, who
headed the CCU. However, the personal ambitions and short-sightedness of some
leaders put the young republic in an extremely difficult situation, especially after
the Bolshevik coup and the Red Army’s offensive against Kyiv in early 1918. The
refusal of the Ukrainian leaders to cooperate with General Skoropadskyi, who was
proclaimed hetman of the Ukrainian state as a result of the coup d’état in Kyiv, led
to tensions in Ukrainian society at the time, especially in the countryside. This, in
turn, resulted in the spontaneous creation of armed groups and the so-called ota-
manshchyna. These tendencies led to a situation in which the Ukrainian People’s
Republic could not withstand the Bolshevik military onslaught and disappeared
as an independent state from the world map for another 70 years. #

Oleksii Lionchuk graduated with a master’s degree in history from Rivne State University
of Humanities. For seven years worked as a teacher of history, philosophy and political
science in primary and postgraduate schools in Ukraine. Since 2014, he has been

a PhD student at the Institute of History at the Jagiellonian University (Poland).
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