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“Chris de Ploeg’s book stands out from other major accounts on 
the Ukraine’s crisis, even by highly esteemed academics, in its 
careful work with the facts, which is a very important feature 
amidst the conscious propaganda and information war from all 
the sides of the conflict. It is also the best left-wing analysis so far. 
Being critical to a problematic Maidan uprising and the neoliberal-
nationalist government it helped to bring to power, the author does 
not take equally wrong Putin-versteher position and shows how 
the rivalry of competing imperialisms and nationalisms brought 
Ukraine into the current political and economic disaster.’’

—Volodymyr Ishchenko
Deputy director 

Center for Social and Labor Research in Ukraine and 
lecturer at the Department of Sociology 

Kyiv Polytechnic Institute

“A meticulously documented interpretation of the Second Maidan 
that focuses on the darker side of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. 
By weaving together the role of the Far Right and western 
governments, the emergence of resistance in Donbass, and the 
reasons why Kiev responded to it with military force, De Ploeg 
provides the sort of compelling narrative that is typically missing 
in the media. An impressive achievement.”

—Nicolai N. Petro 
Professor of political science at the 
University of Rhode Island (USA)

formerly U.S. Fulbright Research Scholar in Ukraine

“a splendid little book’’
—Kees van der Pijl

Emeritus Professor of international relations 
 University of Sussex

“A highly informative and forcefully argued analysis of the 
contradictions of the Ukrainian revolution and Western reactions. 
The informational war over the Ukraine crisis demonstrates not just 
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the limits to our understanding of these complex events but above 
all the tensions generated by the failure to establish an inclusive 
peace after the Cold War. Chris Kaspar de Ploeg brilliantly dissects 
the resulting dilemmas, and provides a convincing analysis of 
where we went wrong.’’

—Richard Sakwa
Professor of Russian and European politics

University of Kent
Author of Frontline Ukraine: Crisis in the Borderlands

‘’This book is the best analysis in the Dutch language to date of the 
complexity, the conflicting interests, the cynical power games that 
the EU, the US and Russia play there, and the one-sided reporting 
on this in the European and American media.’’

—Lode Vanoost, De Wereld Morgen

 ‘’Every now and again readers with a particular interest in 
international politics find a gem served on a silver platter, which 
you would hope gains a readership that extends to the inner circles 
of political decision making. Especially when that book is written 
by a Dutchman and follows an informed, rational, left, principled 
line that is rarely if ever observed in the mainstream media. 
Ukraine in the Crossfire … is such a book, one that you also finish 
rapidly and with delight.
… [De Ploeg] follows the American dissident Noam Chomsky 
and his method of promoting peace, security and democracy 
by creating a discourse in which the facts speak for themselves 
but argue against the powers-that-be. … The force of the book 
by Chris de Ploeg lies in the clear, logical structure, whereby 
the reader gains layer for layer insights into the meaning of the 
conflict in Ukraine on every political level.’’

—Hector Reban, Ravage Webzine
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|    Chapter One  |    

PROLOGUE

It is the 19th of April, 2014. The printing presses are 
hot and running, and soon every American can buy the newest 
issue of The New York Times for a couple of dollars at their 
local news stand. The front-page headline:  “In Cold War Echo: 
Obama Strategy Writes Off Putin.’’1 This is the day that Obama, 
after a quarter century of decreasing wars, democratization and 
diminishing weapon expenditures, has divided the world once 
again into a frightening dichotomy. The American president used 
journalist Peter Baker to inform his country about his new long-
term approach to Russia that rests on the cold war strategy of 
containment: “isolating … Russia by cutting off its economic and 
political ties to the outside world … and effectively making it a 
pariah state’’. It was a measure of historic proportions that was 
implemented without any debate: none of the 535 congressman 
publicly expressed any doubt, and the established media response 
was  laudatory.2 In light of the recent imaging this is somewhat 
unsurprising. If you have followed the mainstream news, you will 
have been advised that Putin is a dangerous dictator who intends 
to restore the former Soviet Union in its full glory, starting with 
Ukraine. Indeed, mutual demonization was a fundamental pillar 
for the cold war. Perhaps a critical reconstruction of the current 
conflict can help to prevent a potentially more catastrophic one.

Many believe the origins of the current conflict lie in the 
negotiations between George H. W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev, 
during the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1990.3 Gorbachev 
had agreed to let go of East Germany, under the condition that 
NATO would not move “an inch to the East’’.4 This was a sensitive 
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issue; during the Yalta conference of 1945, the allied forces had 
agreed to give the eastern bloc to the Soviet Union as a buffer-zone, 
because, with 25 million fatalities, it had made the biggest sacrifice 
in the history of mankind. Russia had already suffered a long history 
of hostile relations with the West, including the devastating invasion 
of Napoleon and another by the United States, Japan, Turkey and 
multiple European countries in their effort to roll back Communism 
in 1918-1921. Since the hostile relations between the two power 
blocs had just started to improve, Gorbachev’s demand was very 
understandable—even more so if you consider his commitment to 
considerable  demilitarization.5 But in spite of all this, the Czech 
Republic, Hungary and Poland (1999), Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia (2004), and Albania and 
Croatia (2009) are now all NATO members. 

In 2008 a prophetic memo was sent with direct precedence 
to Washington by the US ambassador in Russia. The WikiLeaks 
cable was titled: “Nyet means Nyet: Russia’s NATO enlargement 
redlines’’.6 The ambassador stated that “Foreign Minister Lavrov 
and other senior officials have reiterated strong opposition, 
stressing that Russia would view further eastward expansion 
as a potential military threat. In Ukraine … there are fears that 
the issue could potentially split the country in two, leading to 
violence or even, some claim, civil war, which would force Russia 
to decide whether to intervene.’’ These prophetic assessments 
echoed those of a US intelligence report in 1994, which warned 
that regional divisions in Ukraine would eventually lead to civil 
war.7 Regardless, two months after the 2008 memo, a  NATO 
summit  was held in Bucharest, where they “agreed … that 
these countries [Ukraine and Georgia] will become members of 
NATO’’.8 Putin  reportedly warned  the attendees that this would 
lead to an annexation of Crimea, home to an important Russian 
military base.9

Endnotes

1	 Baker, P. (2014). In cold war echo, Obama strategy writes off Putin. The 
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New York Times, 20.
2	 Heuvel, K., Van den, & Cohen, S. (2014, May 01). Cold War Against 

Russia—Without Debate. Retrieved from http://www.thenation.com/
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3	 Mearsheimer, J. J. (2014). Why the Ukraine Crisis is the West’s 
Fault. Foreign Affairs, 93(5), 77-89.

4	 The reality is slightly more complicated and will be explored in chapter 
twenty. Some balanced accounts of the diplomatic affair are provided 
by M. E. (2014). A Broken Promise?. Foreign Affairs, 93(5), 90-97; 
Shifrinson, J. R. I. (2016). Deal or no deal? The end of the cold war 
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7-44; Der Spiegel. Klussmann, U., Schepp, M., & Wiegrefe, K. (2009). 
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8	 NATO. (2008, April 03). Bucharest Summit Declaration - Issued by 
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North Atlantic Council in Bucharest on 3 April 2008. Retrieved from 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_8443.htm 

9	 NEWSru. (2008, April 07). Путин пригрозил аннексировать Крым 
и Восточную Украину в случае принятия Украины в НАТО. 
Retrieved from http://www.newsru.com/russia/07apr2008/annex.html 
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|    Chapter One  |    

A DIVIDED 
COUNTRY

For centuries, Ukraine has been split between Russia, 
Poland and Austria and ever since Ukraine regained its 
independence in 1991, the country has been a fertile soil for 
interference by its neighboring powerhouses. This is partially 
because Ukraine has, throughout its post-soviet history, been a 
country divided by political, economic, religious and ethno-
linguistic lines.1 In the Southern and Eastern provinces, a big 
Russian-speaking proletariat works in an industry that largely 
exports to the Russian market. Many have relatives right across the 
border. In West and Central Ukraine, most people speak Ukrainian 
at home, and their diaspora is rather aimed at Europe and the United 
States. The precise number of ethnic and linguistic Russians 
in Ukraine is subject to interpretation, and often downplayed 
or inflated based on the political whims of the commentator at 
hand. In this respect, a literature review by the prominent Polish 
Center for Eastern Studies (OSW) is enlightening.2  According 
to the official 2001 census, 17 percent of Ukrainians considered 
themselves ethnic Russians, while 29 percent considered Russian 
their native language. Surveys reveal, however, that the term 
‘native language’ carries its ambiguities. A third of Ukrainians 
considered their best mastered language ‘native’; another third 
considered it to be the language of their nation; a quarter equated 
‘native’ with the language of their parents; 9 percent considered 
it to be the language they spoke most often.3 Therefore, different 
survey questions give different results. When asked which 
language people felt most comfortable speaking, there has been a 
stable roughly 50/50 split in Ukraine.4
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In turn, these ethno-linguistic divisions are correlated 
with religious affiliations.5 The majority of practicing Christians 
in Central and Western Ukraine are either affiliated with the 
Greek Catholic Church, or the Kyiv patriarchate of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church. On the other hand, nearly all churches in 
Southern and Eastern Ukraine are affiliated with the pro-Russian 
Moscow patriarchate of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. Southern 
and Eastern Ukraine are also much less religious in general; most 
provinces count less than 10 percent as practicing believers. For the 
most provinces in Central Ukraine this fluctuates around 25 percent, 
while the majority of Western Ukrainians are practicing. Indeed, the 
Western Ukrainian provinces were the last to be incorporated into 
the Soviet Union, dodging 25 years of atheist imposition. 

Addressing pro-Western and pro-Russian cultures, 
however, masks the fluidity of Ukrainian identities and 
overemphasizes cultural divisions. As of 2003, for example, 23 
percent of Ukrainians identified as both Ukrainian and Russian, 
while 31 percent of the country’s citizen’s identified as Ukrainian 
yet spoke Russian.6 In fact, many Ukrainians speak Surzhyk, a 
mixture of both Russian and Ukrainian. Ukraine also contains other 
ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities that fit neither categories. 
Indeed, the territory of modern Ukraine has historically been 
populated by major Ukrainian, Russian, Jewish, Polish, Belarussian 
and German communities, among others. There was no dominant 
ethnic group, and if one could speak of a common identity then this 
was certainly a multicultural one.7 In fact, even as of 2005, a mere 
three percent of Ukrainians identified primarily as a member of an 
ethnic or national group. Thirteen percent considered themselves to 
be citizens of the former USSR, 41 percent citizens of Ukraine, and 
43 percent identified primarily with their local region.8 

Regardless, cultural issues still remain contentious. A 
good example is the language law of 2012. This long-awaited 
bill allowed government institutions to adopt bilingualism if a 
minority language was spoken by more than 10 percent of the 
region’s population. In practice, this meant that, among other 
things, every Eastern and Southern region would adopt Russian 
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alongside the Ukrainian language. This was not irrelevant: 22 
percent of Ukrainian citizens indicated that their mastery of the 
Ukrainian language was ‘low.’9 The bill, however, provoked a 
fist-fight in parliament and was followed with riots on the streets 
by Ukrainian nationalists, who saw the retention of the Russian 
language as a dangerous post-colonial legacy.10 The 2012 language 
law itself had largely developed as a response to state language 
policies formulated under the previous nationalist administration, 
which intended to promote Ukrainian as the universal language 
of the country. In the words of the former president Yushchenko: 
“only occupants, slaves and fools do not speak the national 
language.”11 This back-and-forth conflict was nothing new. 
In fact, the language issue had been a major electoral topic for 
nearly two decades. Predictably, the support for bilingualism had 
a clear regional split.12 There was, however, one commonality: 
few Ukrainians actually saw the language issue as a top priority. 
In 2011, 70 percent of respondents did not even notice it as a 
problem.13 Rather, what seems to have happened, is that both 
Ukrainian and pro-Russian nationalists successfully politicized a 
rather fluid cultural diversity that exists in Ukraine.

There is, however, more to this story. The reason 
that cultural differences could so easily become politicized 
is partially because their geographical distribution strongly 
correlates with material realities. The historical roots can be 
traced to the soil. When the country industrialized under the 
Soviet Union, the transformations primarily took place in Eastern 
and Southern Ukraine, where plenty of natural resources were 
hidden underground. These regions are now characterized by 
urbanization and heavy industries that were integrated in the post-
Soviet economy, and therefore reliant on exports to the Russian 
market. In Central and Western Ukraine, on the other hand, most 
people still live in rural areas where the economy is driven by 
agriculture, and they have practically no economic stakes in 
their Eastern neighbor.14 Since Ukraine’s first elections in 1991, 
the voting behavior of Ukraine has neatly correlated with this 
economic, ethno-linguistic and religious framework. In turn, one 
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of the most important policy issues during most election debates 
revolves around the question: More Europe, or more Russia?

More Russia formed the basis of Yanukovych’s elec-
tion campaign.
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Ukraine was hit hard in 2009 when the economy, under the 
reign of Yushchenko’s pro-European cabinet, plunged into a crisis 
with a 15% contraction (the largest in Europe bar Latvia).15 With 
the entry of Yanukovych in 2010 the economy recovered that same 
year with a growth of 4%, pushing through with another 5% in 
2011.16 But halfway through 2012 the economy started to stagnate 
again. Yanukovych promised to accelerate the negotiations for a 
trade agreement with the EU that were started by Yushchenko in 
2008. On the other hand, he tried to gain access to the Eurasian 
Economic Union (EEU) – a customs union between five post-
Soviet states, including Russia. This way he sought to break 
down trading barriers with Ukraine’s two most important trading 
partners and, supposedly, stimulate economic growth and balance 
the passionate foreign aspirations of the Ukrainian people. Indeed, 
according to the  polls,  support for both agreements hovered at 
around 40%.17 However, a vast majority of Ukrainians thought the 
country’s course on foreign policy integration ought to be decided 
through a national referendum.18

The plan of Yanukovych—to strive for both agreements 
—sounds very politically neutral. But the European association 
agreement is more than just a trade agreement. The treaty 
contains provisions on a wide range of topics, from immigration 
to combating terrorism. Pro-European politicians like to point at 
the chapters dedicated to human rights, corruption and justice. 
But the provisions concerning security are no doubt a thorn in the 
flesh of Putin. Under the heading “foreign and security policy’’ 
the treaty states that “the parties shall intensify their dialogue 
and cooperation and promote gradual convergence in the area 
of foreign and security policy, including the Common Security 
and Defense Policy (CSDP)’’, which is the successor of the 
European Security and Defense Identity (ESDI) that served as the 
European division of NATO.19 Indeed, in a WikiLeaks cable US 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton “emphasized that the United 
States envisioned multiple pathways to NATO membership.’’20 To 
make matters worse, in early 2013 the president of the European 
commission, Manuel Barroso, made  clear  that “one country 
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cannot at the same time be a member of a customs union and be 
in a deep common free-trade area with the European Union”.21  
Regardless, in March Yanukovych adopted a plan  for European 
integration that was issued by the national security and defense 
council of Ukraine.22 The agreement would be signed on the 21st 
of November, 2013. The same year a Gallup poll found that nearly 
twice as many Ukrainians considered NATO a threat rather than 
offering protection.23

But in August 2013 Russia  hit  back. The Ukrainian 
employers’ federation, whose members account for 70% of the 
economy, stated that they have to conform to such extensive quality 
checks at the Russian border that it practically amounts to an import 
ban. A close economic advisor of Putin publicly stated that this 
was just a taste of what’s to come if Ukraine follows the “suicidal 
path’’ of the EU association agreement.24 In Eastern Ukraine the 
first lay-offs were already taking place and the entire economy fell 
back into a recession.25 The EU agreement and the accompanying 
costly reforms were approaching. Yanukovych stated that Ukraine 
needed a loan of $27 billion. The EU offered him $833 million, 
and referred to the IMF for the remaining sum. But the IMF made 
harsh demands: a 40% rise in gas prizes, freezing of wages and 
budget cuts. This ran contrary to Yanukovych’s election promise 
to lower gas prices. In addition, the Russian sanctions would hit 
the eastern industry, while the unpopular budget cuts of the IMF 
had the potential to drag the economy back into a deep recession. 
Understandably, Yanukovych announced that he would delay 
signing the agreement, and asked the EU to help negotiate better 
terms with the IMF.26

The story that follows is well known. With the taste of an 
EU-agreement on their lips, disappointed demonstrators took to 
the streets in Lviv and Kiev. It already started forcefully when, with 
a peak of 40.000 people on the streets on the 24th of November, the 
Berkut resorted to batons and tear gas. The images were spread on 
a large scale through both social and conventional media, and the 
protests soon grew into the hundreds of thousands. When images 
of snipers shocked the world on the 20th of February, the days of 



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE18

Yanukovych were numbered. He fled Kiev the next day and soon a 
new interim government, consisting of the former opposition, took 
over.  According to the polls, however, the Maidan protests did not 
enjoy a clear majority support in Ukraine.27 In addition, as expected, 
support for Maidan was heavily skewed, with especially low rates 
in Southern and Eastern Ukraine. In fact, one third of Ukrainians 
described the culmination of Maidan as a ‘coup d’état;’ only slightly 
more Ukrainians referred to the movement as a ‘conscious struggle 
of citizens who get united to protect their rights.’28

The nature of the Maidan uprising is perhaps best illustrated 
with systemic protest data from the Center for Social and Labour 
Research in Kiev.29 Before Maidan, for four consecutive years, 
the most frequent demands were of a socio-economic nature and 
this trend was increasing. In 2013, before the start of Maidan 
on the 20th of November, 3419 protests had already occurred, 
56 percent of which had socio-economic demands, including 
40 worker strikes. This was almost the same amount of protest 
activity as the entire year of 2012 and nearly twice the amount 
of the preceding two years. During Maidan, however, socio-
economic protest reduced to a mere seven percent. Two-thirds 
of the protests were of a political nature, a question of which 
party seizes power, and were the most frequent demands during 
Maidan. Half of the protests raised issues of civil liberties and a 
third pressed ideological demands, such as Ukrainian nationalism 
It is this latter trend to which we will now turn.
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|    Chapter Two  |    

THE RETURN OF
THE WOLFSANGEL

A more sinister side of the revolution has remained 
undiscussed. Undoubtedly, the Berkut and government sponsored 
thugs have used disproportionate violence. But equally 
violent  footage  emerged of demonstrators attacking the police 
with gas and batons.1 Indeed, these were no ordinary hooligans. 
On the first of January, the streets of Kiev hosted a 10,000-strong 
torch-lit march in memory of the ultranationalist Stepan Bandera, 
the largest Bandera march known to post-Soviet Ukraine.2 
The aforementioned Center for Social and Labor Research, which 
has been monitoring protests and repressions since 2009,  notes 
that  the far-right was present in, at the very least, 25% of the 
protests nationwide, which were violent or confrontational in 36% 
of the cases.3 On the other hand, a third of the Maidan protests 
were met with repression by the state (which includes the courts 
and government-sponsored thugs). 

But before we examine in closer detail the escalations at 
Maidan, it is important to realize that the Ukrainian ultranationalists 
are the product of a long and brutal history. In Soviet Ukraine, 
approximately three million civilians starved in 1932-33. At the 
time, West Ukraine had been a part of Poland and had remained 
unscathed. But in 1939 this part was annexed as well. Stalin 
sought to subdue the population using political repressions and 
deportations to Siberia. On the other hand, the Organization of 
Ukrainian Nationalists kept organizing for an independent and 
ethnically pure Ukraine, their founding goal since 1929.4 When 
the Nazis invaded in 1941, Ukrainian nationalists attempted 
to declare an independent Ukrainian state. This idea was not 
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supported by the Nazis and the leader of the OUN, Stepan Bandera, 
was subsequently imprisoned. Nevertheless, due to their virulent 
anti-communism and racism, the Ukrainian ultranationalists 
maintained ambiguous relations with Nazi Germany. At the 
insistence of the OUN, for example, the 14th Waffen SS division 
was created to fight alongside the Germans.5 By 1945, nearly a 
million Jews had died in Ukraine. The OUN participated in the 
Holocaust.6 In addition, they founded and led the Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army (UPA) that slaughtered some 35,000 Poles, 
mainly women and children and some unarmed men, in Volyn, 
and approximately 25,000,  more in Eastern Galicia.7 

This history has left its footprints. During the Perestroika 
several Ukrainian far-right movements started to emerge.  In 
1991, an ultranationalist movement was founded in Lviv that later 
culminated in the Social-National Party of Ukraine, according to 
experts a direct reference to Hitler’s national socialism.8 Their 
symbol was a variant on the Wolfsangel, the logo of several SS 
divisions. In 1999, they created the paramilitary organization, 
Patriot of Ukraine. But in 2004 the party decided to moderate 
its image under the leadership of Tyahnybok. The name changed 
into “all-Ukrainian union’’ Svoboda, the Wolfsangel symbol into 
a variant on the coat of arms of Ukraine, and the formal ties with 
Patriot of Ukraine were terminated. This way Svoboda made its 
first major electoral gains, winning local elections in Ternopil 
province in 2009 and securing two more Western provinces the 
year afterwards. In 2012, Svoboda made a sweeping entrance into 
the national parliament with 10 percent of the votes, presenting 
themselves as the most radical opposition to Viktor Yanukovych.

Nevertheless, it doesn’t take much effort to see through 
Tyahnybok’s public image. Shortly after his change of course he 
praised the UPA for fighting against “Moscovites, Germans, Jews 
and other scum who wanted to take away our Ukrainian state’’ 
and called for the country to be redeemed from a “Muscovite-
Jewish mafia’’.9 One year later he sent an open letter to several 
political leaders, including the president, in which he pleaded for 
state intervention against the “criminal activities’’ of “organized 
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Jewry’’.10 Other members  assaulted  MPs in the middle of 
parliament for speaking Russian.11 Yet other colleagues describe 
the Holocaust as a “bright period’’ in European history.12 This is 
why the EU in 2012 justly adopted a resolution calling Svoboda a 
“racist, anti-Semitic and xenophobic’’ party.13

The moderation of Svoboda’s image was, however, not 
the sole reason for its emergence from marginality. The western-
backed Orange revolution of 2004 played a crucial role as well. 
UNA-UNSO, the para-military wing of the Ukrainian National 
Assembly (UNA),  had provided Yushchenko’s supporters 
protection during the Orange revolution.14 A 2008 wikileaks cable 
from the US embassy in Kiev notes that the UNA is “a coalition 
of nationalist groups that venerated Mussolini,’’ adding that 
“UNSO fighters were reported to have participated in the 1992 
Moldova-Tranistria conflict against Moldovan forces, the 1993 
Georgia-Abkhazia war on the side of Georgia, the 1995 conflict in 
Chechnya on the side of the Chechyens, and in the 1999 Kosovo 
conflict on the side of the Serbs.’’15 The cable also confirms that 
“UNA-UNSO supported Yushchenko in the 2004 elections.’’ 
These ultranationalists supported Yushchenko because, like most 
pro-European politicians in Ukraine, his liberalism was combined 
with a strongly anti-communist and monist nationalism. Indeed, 
the ultranationalist support for Yushchenko bore fruits. Svoboda’s 
leader, Tyahnybok, for example, entered parliament as part of 
Yushchenko’s Our Ukraine voting bloc. So did Andriy Parubiy, 
co-founder of Svoboda’s predecessor, the Social-National Party 
of Ukraine, as well as the former leader of its paramilitary wing, 
Patriot of Ukraine. Yushchenko’s support was not, however, 
unconditional. Indeed, the new president expelled Tyahnybok 
from his electoral bloc after the Svoboda leader made public 
statements about “Moscovites, Germans, Jews and other scum,’’ 
as previously cited. 

Nevertheless, Yushchenko’s relation with the far-right 
was ambiguous at best. In the recent past, he had sat on the 
board of directors of MAUP, a private university which, in the 
words of the US state department, “is one of the most persistent 
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anti-Semitic institutions in Eastern Europe.’’16 In a 2006 peer-
reviewed paper, Professor Per Anders Rudling documented that, 
among other things, former KKK leader David Duke taught a 
history and international relations course at MAUP, and that the 
university prints anti-Semitic publications in numbers far greater 
than the entire Jewish population, which had gone from 487,000 
to 103,600 Jews between 1989 and 2001.17 He also noted that 
the university “operates a well-connected political network that 
reaches the very top of the Ukrainian society. (…) It has educated 
more government officials, diplomats and administrators than 
any other university.”18 Indeed, Yushchenko’s foreign minister 
Tarasiuk had also served on the board of directors of MAUP, and 
so did the first president of Ukraine, Kravchuk.19

Another noteworthy connection to MAUP was Levko 
Lukianenko, elected as MP for the Yulia Tymoshenko Bloc, which 
formed a coalition with president Yushchenko and delivered its 
prime-minister. Levko Lukianenko has written, among other 
things, that the Ukrainian famine under Stalin was a “satanical’’ plot 
concocted by Jews.20 In 2005, president Yuschenko awarded him 
with the most prestigious order of the republic, Hero of Ukraine, 
“in recognition of his civic valor, selfless dedication in championing 
the ideals of freedom and democracy, and meritorious contribution 
to the building and development of the Ukrainian state.”21 Another 
noteworthy MP elected for the Yulia Tymoshenko Bloc was Andriy 
Skhil, a former member of the aforementioned UNA who had 
been arrested a few years earlier due to violent clashes with the 
police.22 This is not to say that Tymoshenko and Yushchenko sought 
to actively promote anti-Semitism. Indeed, the reason Yushchenko 
dubbed Lukianenko Hero of Ukraine was primarily due to his 
credentials as a former political prisoner, Soviet dissident and leader 
in the movement for Ukrainian independence during the 1980s. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that the Orange president was willing to 
ignore certain racist connections in service of his vision for a new 
nationalist identity for his country.    

Indeed, Yushchenko would go on to initiate an enormous 
propaganda campaign to revise the history of Ukraine. He 
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established an Institute of National Memory and a Museum of 
Soviet Occupation in Kiev. Volodymyr Viatrovych was appointed 
as director of the former and granted access to the archives of 
the SBU (Ukrainian Secret Service). This nationalist historian 
was simultaneously the director of the Center for the Study 
for the Liberation Movement, characterized by Rudling as an 
“OUN(b) front organization.’’23 In addition, the director of the 
SBU (Ukrainian Secret Service) under Yushchenko, Valentyn 
Nalyvaichenko, stated that the task of his agency was to disseminate 
“the historical truth of the past of the Ukrainian people” and to 
“liberate Ukrainian history from lies and falsifications and to work 
with truthful documents only.”24 

Rudling goes on to note, quite unsurprisingly, that 
“Ignoring the OUN’s antisemitism, denying its participation 
in anti-Jewish violence, and overlooking its fascist  ideology, 
Nalyvaichenko and his agency presented the OUN as democrats, 
pluralists, even righteous rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust.’’25 
The Great Famine of 1932-33, which saw millions of people starve 
across multiple Soviet republics, was characterized as an ethnic 
genocide uniquely aimed at Ukrainians. Its fatalities in Ukraine—
with an estimated three million possibly Stalin’s gravest crime 
against humanity—were severely inflated. The aforementioned 
SBU director, Valentyn Nalyvaichenko, even claimed to know the 
exact count: 10,063,000.26 Rudling explains that “The ‘memory 
managers’ juxtaposed the genocidal Soviet rule with the self-
sacrificial heroism of the OUN-UPA, producing a teleological 
narrative of suffering (the famine) and resistance (the OUN-UPA) 
leading to redemption (independence, 1991).’’27 

Across the country, a plethora of monuments arose that 
honoured the former fascists.28 Criticizing this trend was not 
always easy. A Jewish journalist who covered the aforementioned 
MAUP, which published about 85% of anti-Semitic literature in 
Ukraine, was severely beaten. One week later, two newspapers 
were temporarily shut down and forced to pay $15,000 in fines by 
a district court in Kiev for publishing supposedly “negative and 
non-factual’’ news about MAUP.29  Although a direct link to the 
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Orange regime cannot be established, these acts were perceived 
by the Union of Councils for Jews in the Former Soviet Union as 
government-backed moves to silence critics of anti-Semitism in 
Ukraine.30 Yushchenko finally sealed his presidency by declaring 
the former OUN-leader, Stepan Bandera, a national hero. The 
act forced the Simon Wiesenthal Center, a leading Jewish human 
rights group named after the famous Nazi hunter, to respond in 
condemnation: “It’s a terrible signal to send, giving that kind of 
recognition to someone whose group cooperated with the Nazis, 
and whose followers were linked to the massacres of Jews.”31 

Nevertheless, the propaganda efforts of Yushchenko 
failed to fundamentally take root. In 2012, the Ukrainian scholar 
Ivan Katchanovski commissioned a Kiev International Institute of 
Sociology (KIIS) survey and found that:

the absolute majority of the residents of Ukraine, 
given a choice of the  various forces active in 
Ukraine during World War  II, support most the 
Soviet Army [which counted approximately 5 
million Ukrainians] (75%). In addition, 4% favor 
the Soviet partisans. The UPA is a choice of 8% of 
the respondents. … The relative majorities (41% 
each) of adult Ukrainians have negative views of 
both Stalin and Shukhevych [commander of the 
UPA] during the war. However, a much greater 
percentage (32%) hold very positive or mostly 
positive views of the wartime activities of Stalin, 
compared to Shukhevych (14%).32

Predictably, there were significant variations among 
regions, political parties, and ethnic, language and age groups. 
Nevertheless, support for the UPA or its leadership received 
majority support in only a very few categories. Even half of 
Svoboda’s supporters preferred the Red Army over the OUN. 
Indeed, Yushchenko will be remembered for having given both 
the former and the current ultranationalist movement nothing but 
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the veneer of acceptability, just enough to lay the groundwork for 
its definitive rise in 2014.
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|    Chapter Three  |    

THE MILITARIZATION 
OF MAIDAN

	 The fourth day of the almost 100-day revolution saw 
the first violent escalation. Business New Europe reported that: 
“police used tear gas and batons to disperse a crowd around the 
government headquarters after numerous protesters hurled rocks 
and tried to tear off officers’ helmets’’ (emphasis mine).1 Associate-
professor Gordon Hahn documented several other reports that 
confirm the violence was initiated by the protestors, accompanied 
by calls to storm government buildings, the presidential palace 
and parliament.2 Svoboda figured prominently front and center 
in the pictures. By all accounts, the majority of the protestors 
were middle-class moderates, but Svoboda would have a strong 
influence on the dynamics of the protest. A giant portrait of the 
former OUN-leader Stepan Bandera hung to the left of the stage at 
Maidan.3 Before and after nearly every speech, the speaker would 
shout: “Glory to Ukraine!,” to which the crowd would respond: 
“Glory to the heroes!,” the slogan of the former OUN. (The slogan 
became so mainstream during Maidan that many protestors did 
not necessarily associate it with the OUN).4

	 Svoboda, however, is just the most prominent political 
representative of the far right movement. Just five days after the 
first demonstration on Maidan, four organizations joined forces 
to found the openly militant ultranationalist Right Sector: UNA-
UNSO, Stepan Bandera’s Trident, White Hammer and the Social 
National Assembly. The latter’s program openly proclaims all the 
classic fascist goals for Ukraine—from absolute single-leader rule 
to striving for global domination—and they openly speak about 
the existence of a race hierarchy.  The Right Sector was estimated 
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to have several hundred members in Kiev and their headquarters 
overlooked the Maidan square. 
	 On November 30th, hundreds of riot cops attempted to clear 
the square. They resorted to disproportionate violence, brutally 
beating many defenseless protestors with batons and tear gas. 
Yanukovych condemned the excess and promised an investigation. 
Later on, the strongly pro-Maidan politician, Anatolii Hrytsenko, 
would admit that opposition leaders had foreknowledge of the 
dispersal due to intercepted radio-communications, but chose 
not to act on it.5 As noted, the November 30th beating turned 
Maidan into a truly massive movement and also provoked the first 
occupations of government buildings. In addition, the far-right 
attempted to storm the presidential palace the day afterwards.6 
	 Regardless, the movement’s numbers were eventually 
dwindling again, prompting one activist to publish a piece titled 
“Why Did Ukraine’s Eurolution Fail?’’7 This is when Yanukovych, 
unwilling to talk to the opposition, made the fatal mistake of passing 
a series of repressive anti-protest laws, which were dubbed “the 
dictator laws.’’ The laws significantly limited freedom of peaceful 
assembly and freedom of speech, criminalizing many of the typical 
forms of protest used by Maidan activists, and they were passed 
in breach of parliament protocols. The laws breathed new life into 
the Maidan movement and provoked another wave of occupations 
of multiple government buildings in Kiev, including the Justice 
Ministry building. Dozens more buildings were occupied across 
Western and Central Ukraine. The new uprising also saw massive 
street violence in the center of Kiev—including the use of bricks, 
batons and Molotov cocktails—where the Right Sector first gained 
major media prominence in Ukraine. A few days later, amid 
intense street clashes, the first three protestors died in Kiev, two of 
them shot. Government snipers were assumed to be responsible, 
but the culprits have yet to be identified. Notably, a year after the 
incident, pro-Maidan Ministry of Internal Affairs deputy chief 
Vitaliy Sakal admitted that: “The investigation is also considering 
among other versions a killing in order to provoke an escalation 
of the conflict and justify the use of weapons by protestors. It is 
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confirmed by numerous materials from public sources, where 
people with firearms were recorded.”8 In November that year, the 
Prosecutor General Office of Ukraine officially confirmed that the 
three Maidan protesters were not killed from Berkut positions, 
but rather from Maidan-controlled areas from a distance of a few 
meters.9 Around the same time a Kiev journalist reported that the 
leader of White Hammer, one of the founders of the Right Sector, 
had told her that the first two Maidan protesters were killed in 
January 2014 by their own side, and that these false flag killings 
were one of the reasons that White Hammer eventually split from 
Right Sector.10

	 Two other events would be widely publicized, arguably 
the most damning indications of government violence, provoking 
rumours of “death squads’’ operating in Ukraine. One day after the 
annulment of the anti-protest laws, the leader of AutoMaidan, Dmitriy 
Bulatov, claimed to have been kidnapped and tortured, even crucified, 
by government sponsored thugs. Apart from some minor bruises, 
however, the only serious visible sign of torture was a seemingly 
clipped part of his left ear, prompting some doctors who examined 
him to claim the affair was fake. Confirmation came recently, when 
his former deputy and now leader of AutoMaidan, Sergey Poryakov, 
admitted in a radio interview that the kidnapping was a hoax.11 At the 
time, Bulatov was visited by soon-to-be president Poroshenko in the 
hospital, and he would later be rewarded with the position of Minister 
of Sport and Youth in the interim-government. The hoax had been 
preceded by a similar case one month earlier: the supposed government-
sponsored beating of the prominent anti-government journalist and 
activist, Tatyana Chornovol. This beating did actually take place, but 
was rather committed by an angry driver after Chornovol dangerously 
cut off his car. The a-political nature of the event has recently been 
confirmed by the verdict of a Maidan regime court.12 In the interim-
government, Chornovol would also be rewarded with a prominent 
position, head of the National Anti-Corruption Committee. Finally, it 
is worth mentioning that Chornovol used to work as the press secretary 
for the aforementioned UNA-UNSO, which is also a part of Right 
Sector.13



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE32

	 The major street clashes, as well simultaneous negotiations 
with the opposition parties, forced Yanukovych to annul the anti-
protest laws two weeks after they were signed. But the Maidan 
movement had already taken on a quasi-military form with 42 
self-defence units, referred to as sotnyas (squadrons, literally 
‘hundreds’), a historical Ukrainian name for a ‘company’ (as a 
military unit). Most of the squadrons fell under the orders of the 
self-defence committee, which was headed by the ‘commandant,’ 
Andriy Parubiy, one of the former founders of the Social-National 
Party of Ukraine, the predecessor of Svoboda, and the former 
leader of its para-military front, Patriot of Ukraine.14 Athough he 
left those structures in 2004, he also admitted in a 2008 interview 
that his views had not changed since that time.15 The official tasks 
of the squadrons ranged from escorting protestors safely from 
and to Maidan, to strictly controlling the entrance to the square 
in order to filter out ‘titushki.’ Kiev-based sociologist Volodymyr 
Ishchenko explains: 

[T]itushki  are poor, often unemployed youths 
whom the government used to hire as provocateurs 
and street bullies—to harass or attack protesters, 
often in cooperation with the police. Among 
some of the middle-class Maidan protesters, there 
was a kind of social chauvinism towards these 
people. AutoMaidan was a part of the movement 
that carried out … titushka hunts, driving round 
Kiev looking for them, capturing them and 
forcing them to make a public confession. But 
how did they define who was a titushka and who 
was not? Often it was based on what they looked 
like, whether they were wearing a tracksuit, these 
kinds of social markers.16 

	 There were many different squadrons, including all-Jewish 
and all-women sotnyas. The most visible and active squadrons, 
however, came from the far-right. In fact, by examining surveys of 
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Maidan participants, Bryn Rosenfeld found that pro-EU liberals 
eventually became marginal even among the wider protest 
population, conluding that “the group which occupied the square 
during the protests’ final phase was strikingly different than the 
earlier participatory core of nonviolent activists.’’17 Another study 
found that the presence of women in Maidan tents dropped from 
44 to 12 percent.18 Queer people also participated in the protests, 
but decided to follow a “strategy of invisibility’’ due to persisting 
queerphopbia.19 As the conflict became militarized, two members 
of the Antifascist Union Ukraine explain how, in some cases, the 
far-right even repressed competing protest activities at Maidan 
square: 

Early on a Stalinist tent [in reality a trade union 
agitation point] was attacked by Nazis. One 
was sent to the hospital. Another student spoke 
out against fascism and he was attacked. … 
[Later on approximately 30] anarchists tried to 
arrange their own self-defense group, different 
Anarchist groups came together for a meeting 
on the Maidan. While they were meeting a group 
of Nazis came in a larger group, they had axes 
and baseball bats and sticks, helmets; they said 
it was their territory. They called the Anarchists 
things like Jews, blacks, Communists. There 
weren’t even any Communists, that was just an 
insult. The Anarchists weren’t expecting this and 
they left. (…) One of the worst things is that … 
[the far-right] has this official structure. They are 
coordinated. You need passes to go certain places. 
They have the power to give or not give people 
permission to be active. We’re trying to be active 
but we have to avoid Nazis, and I’m not going to 
ask a Nazi for permission!20
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|    Chapter Four  |    

FAR RIGHT-BACKED
REGIME CHANGE

	 The 14th of February saw the last attempt to salvage the 
situation. All of the 234 protesters arrested since December were 
released and amnesty was promised for criminal activities enacted 
during Maidan. In return, several occupied government buildings 
were vacated. Four days later, however, all hell would break lose. 
On the 18th of February, violence would escalate rapidly with the 
initiation of another attempt to storm parliament and the burning 
down of Yanukovych’s Party of Regions headquarters, provok-
ing violent counter-attacks and attempts to clear Right Sector’s 
headquarters where, according to the riot police, there were ma-
jor stashes of weaponry. Both sides suffered dozens of casualties, 
including deaths.1 Across the country, government weapons de-
pots were plundered by the Right Sector, Svoboda and unaffili-
ated masses of protestors.2 Countless pictures and videos of armed 
protesters emerged from the 18th onwards. The New York Times 
reported on the psychological effect of the weapons captures: 

Andriy Tereschenko, a Berkut [police] com-
mander from Donetsk who was holed up with 
his men in the Cabinet Ministry, the government 
headquarters in Kiev, said that 16 of his men had 
already been shot on Feb. 18 and that he was ter-
rified by the rumors of an armory of automatic 
weapons on its way from Lviv. ‘It was already an 
armed uprising, and it was going to get worse,’ 
he said. ‘We understood why the weapons were 
taken, to bring them to Kiev.’3 
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	 Buckling under the pressure, a truce was declared and 
Yanukovych finally entered into negotiations with the opposition. 
Nevertheless, on the 20th of February, the violence culminated 
into an unprecedented tragedy when dozens of protestors and 
police were shot dead. The slain protestors would become known 
as ‘the heavenly hundred.’ Yanukovych was immediately blamed 
for the tragedy, causing his downfall two days later. By now, 
however, the first and so far only 80-page academic research into 
the blood bath has been published by the Ukrainian scholar, Ivan 
Katchanovski of the University of Toronto, which was accepted 
for presentation at the Annual Meeting of the American Political 
Science Association, the largest academic conference of political 
scientists in the world that rejects the absolute majority of paper 
proposals in their peer-review process. A summary of the research 
was also included in a book published by the leading academic 
press Routledge.4 Based on an enormous quantity of footage, 
intercepted radio-communications, eye witnesses, ballistic 
research, among other evidence, Katchanovski concludes that: 

Armed groups and the leadership of the far right 
organizations, such as the Right Sector and Svo-
boda, and oligarchic parties, such as Fatherland 
[the party of Tymoshenko and soon-to-be prime-
minister Yatsenyuk], were directly or indirectly 
involved in various capacities in this massacre 
of the protesters and the police. This mass kill-
ing was a successful false flag operation, which 
was organized and conducted by elements of the 
Maidan leadership and concealed armed groups 
in order to win the asymmetric conflict during the 
“Euromaidan” and seize power in Ukraine.5 

	 Soon after the publication, Katchanovski’s house 
in Ukraine, which he used for his research, was seized by a 
dubious trial, while a flood of unsubstantiated slander attempted 
to discredit him. He was hospitalized several times in Canada, 
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according to his doctors due to unhealthy levels of stress. Some 
of his key assertions, however, have been corroborated by 
several Western media investigations, including, among others, 
the German public news agency  ARD, American documentary 
maker John-Beck Hoffman, Reuters news agency, Foreign Policy 
Magazine, associate professor Gordon Hahn and eventually even 
the official Ukrainian trial.6 Furthermore, two Maidan protesters 
have publicly confessed to having shot policemen during the 
massacre.7 And perhaps most shockingly, exactly three years after 
the massacre—even the Deputy head of the Ukrainian parliament 
suggested that current top government officials were involved 
and therefore obstructed proper investigation.8 The behavior of 
some neo-Nazi groups, such as the Svoboda-affiliated C14, has 
also been highly suspicious: disrupting the massacre trial multiple 
times, threatening the judges and burning tires in front of the 
courtoom, all while the police stood idly by.9

	 More than a year after the incident, an extensive 120-page 
report by an International Advisory Panel—set up by the Council 
of Europe—confirmed that the investigation into the killings 
during Maidan is being grossly underfunded, lacks independence, 
and even faces ‘obstruction’ by the post-Maidan Ministry of the 
Interior.10  In addition, a special UN representative proclaimed 
that the investigation contains “systemic failings’’ and that much 
of the evidence surrounding the killings had been destroyed.11 It 
is impossible to do justice to all these research efforts, and I will 
not attempt to summarize them here. I will, however, mention 
that INTERPOL (the international police agency based in Lyon, 
France) would refuse to add any of the Maidan regime’s suspects 
to its wanted list because they feared the case was politically 
motivated.12 In contrast, they did put out a warrant requested by 
Russia for the leader of Right Sector, Dmitriy Yarosh, for “public 
incitement to terrorist [and] … extremist activities.’’13 Indeed, 
even the Estonian foreign minister, Urmas Paet, privately agreed 
with their conclusions. In a leaked call with the EU foreign affairs 
chief Catherine Ashton, he had reported on his findings from his 
visit to Kiev shortly after the change of government:
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What was quite disturbing, this same Olga [Bo-
gomolets, a pro-Maidan activist who claimed that 
Paet had misinterpreted her and was soon reward-
ed with the position of presidential adviser and 
number three on the president’s electoral list]14  
told that, well, all the evidence shows that peo-
ple who were killed by snipers from both sides, 
among policemen and people from the streets, 
that they were the same snipers killing people 
from both sides … So she also showed me some 
photos, she said that as medical doctor, she can 
say it is the same handwriting, the same type of 
bullets, and it’s really disturbing that now the new 
coalition, that they don’t want to investigate what 
exactly happened. … So there is a stronger and 
stronger understanding that behind snipers it was 
not Yanukovych, it was somebody from the new 
coalition.15 

	 After the sniper massacre, Yanukovych came to  an 
agreement  with the opposition leaders, signing, among other 
things, to pull back all police forces from the city  center, hold 
early elections and return the country  within 48 hours to the 
2004 constitution, which would limit his presidential powers, 
and allow the parliament to form a new “government of national 
unity’’ within ten days.16 The fiercely anti-Russian Polish foreign 
minister Sikorski admitted that it was Putin who managed to 
convince Yanukovych to sign the agreement.17 However, when the 
opposition leaders came to Maidan to present the agreement, they 
were forced to apologize for even shaking Yanukovych’s hand. 
One of the squadron leaders, Volodymyr Parasyuk, would whip 
up the crowd, saying that “We don’t want to see Yanukovych in 
power. We don’t want deals with them. On Saturday [22 February] 
at 10am he must step down. And unless this morning you come 
up with a statement demanding that he steps down, then we will 
take arms and go, I swear.’’18 Parasyuk was reported to be the 
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commander of some of the riflemen who participated in the 20th 
of February massacre.19 In an interview, he said he had negotiated 
his leadership with Right Sector and had received paramilitary 
training by several ultranationalist organizations in the past.20 
After Parasyuk’s speech, Right Sector leader Yarosh would repeat 
his threats, listing all the weapons they had at their disposal.21 
	 In accordance with the agreement, the police had retreated 
from the center of Kiev, while the armed protestors kept storming 
government buildings. This occurred under the scope of a wider 
disintegration of the state apparatus. Many Berkut officers from 
Western Ukraine returned home by their own volition to repent 
publicly. On the other hand, dozens of MPs from Yanukovych’s 
PoR turned sides and left his party. Finally, on the 22nd, while 
armed insurgents were strutting around the debating chamber, 
Yanukovych was impeached.22 Many members of parliament had 
fled and were not present at the vote. Even ignoring the armed 
militant presence, the impeachment was  in violation  of the 
constitution which requires a three-fourths majority vote and a 
review of the case by Ukraine’s constitutional court.23 
	 The far right Svoboda party, one of the three former 
opposition parties and political representatives of the Maidan 
movement, was invited to join the new government. They were 
given four, mainly secondary, positions in the new government, 
including in the ministries of defense, environment and agriculture. 
Svoboda also gained the positions of prosecutor general and deputy 
prime-minister. Several more people in the interim government 
had participated in ultranationalist movements in the past, 
including Serhiy Kvit (the minister of education), the secretary of 
the National Anti-Corruption commission Tetyana Chornovil, and 
the secretary of the National Security and Defense Council Andriy 
Parubiy. And the new deputy prime minister, Svoboda member 
Oleksandr Sich, had earlier told the EU parliament on the 4th of 
February that “the fascist dictatorship is the best way to rule a 
country’’, thus reports the Italian Panorama.24 
	 The atmosphere in Kiev that followed was described 
by Estonia’s foreign minister in the aforementioned leaked call: 
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“There is enormous pressure against members of parliament, that 
there are uninvited visitors during the night to party members. 
Well, journalists, some journalists who were with me, they saw 
during the day that one member of parliament was just beaten in 
front of the parliament building by these guys with the guns on the 
streets.’’25 Shortly after the change of regime, parliament voted 
overwhelmingly for the abolition of Russian as the second lan-
guage of the eastern Ukrainian provinces. Countless Lenin statues 
across the country, including a war memorial for fallen soldiers 
against the Nazis, were toppled and covered with Nazi symbols.26
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|    Chapter Five  |    

OLIGARCH-BACKED
REGIME CHANGE

	 At this point, it might be useful to asses some of the 
forces that operate behind the scenes in Ukraine. The roots of the 
Ukrainian political system traces back to its founding in 1991. 
Dozens of Ukrainians with connections were able to amass vast 
riches, while the economy as a whole shrank by 60 percent. By 
comparison, the US economy shrank by just 30 percent during 
the great depression. Most former Soviet states would suffer the 
same fate, but (in addition to Kyrgyzstan) only Ukraine has still 
not recovered to its 1991 GDP level.1 This is especially damning 
if one considers that Ukraine was a major industrial base of the 
Soviet Union, and still leads in many high-technology sectors 
such as aircraft, rocket and shipbuilding industries, while 
boasting a well-educated workforce coming fourth in the world 
in terms of IT professionals.2 Ukraine also has significant energy 
resources and huge agricultural potential with 30 percent of the 
world’s black earth soil.3 Regardless, as of 2010, a quarter of its 
population struggled below the poverty line, while the wealth 
of fifty oligarchs equaled nearly half of the country’s GDP, and 
they owned most of the major media channels.4 One in five 
Ukrainians told a 2010 survey they were willing to sell their 
vote.5 A 120-page report by the aforementioned Polish think 
tank OSW concludes that “big business at present does not have 
such a strong influence on politics in any other Eastern European 
country as it does in Ukraine.”6 In fact, “one may risk stating that 
it is the interplay of the interests of the oligarchs that is the real 
mechanism which shapes Ukrainian politics.’’7
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	 One of the major political parties behind Maidan was the 
oligarchic Fatherland party. The founder and leader of this party 
is the co-leader of the 2004 western-backed revolution, Yulia 
Tymoshenko, who was serving a seven-year prison sentence at 
the time of the Maidan uprising. In 1999, she had briefly served as 
deputy-prime minister for the fuel and energy sector, but was soon 
dismissed and prosecuted for gas-smuggling and tax evasion. Her 
closest business partner, Pavlo Lazarenko, fled to the US where 
he was sentenced to eight years imprisonment for extortion 
and money laundering. In that court case, Tymoshenko was 
continuously mentioned as ‘co-conspirator,’ but was inexplicably 
not prosecuted. FBI investigator Bryan Earl explained the 
arrangement:  

When he [Pavlo Lazarenko] was the chairman 
of Dnepropetrovsk Oblast, he visited all the 
successful businessmen and said: ‘give me 50% 
of your profits […] if you give me the money, 
I’ll guarantee that you’ll stay in business and that 
your business will be successful.’ Later Lazarenko 
moved higher up the political ladder, becoming 
deputy prime minister and then prime minister. 
[…] When he emerged on to the national stage, 
he began to extensively manipulate the structure 
of natural gas imports. Whereupon, virtually 
overnight, Yulia Tymoshenko and her company 
became Ukraine’s largest gas importer.8   

	 After the western-backed Orange revolution, Tymoshenko 
would serve as prime minister under Yushchenko, where she 
was involved in several gas scandals. After his victory, Viktor 
Yanukovych would imprison her for embezzlement and abuse of 
power, which was considered by many as selective prosecution. 
She was freed the same day parliament was stormed, and her 
Fatherland party was rewarded with most of the remaining 
positions in the interim-government, including the ministries 
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of justice, social policy, internal affairs and infrastructure. Most 
importantly, however, her party delivered the acting president 
Oleksandr Turchynov, the prime-minister Arseniy Yatseniuk, the 
first vice-prime-minister, the minister of the cabinet of ministers, 
and the parliament’s speaker.  
	 The second richest man in Ukraine (according to Forbes’ 
Ukraine rating 2015) is Viktor Pinchuk, the son-in-law of Leonid 
Kuchma, president of Ukraine between 1994 and 2005. Devoutly 
pro-European, he set up the Yalta European Strategy which, 
among other things, hosts a yearly conference in favor of aligning 
Ukraine more closely to Europe. The conference always includes 
a number of prominent European, American and NATO officials. 
Pinchuk has also been funding foundations owned by Tony Blair 
and the Clintons, as well as those of post-Maidan prime minister 
Yatsenyuk.9 Indeed, in a 2008 Wikileaks cable from the US embassy 
in Ukraine, the assertion was made that Pinchuk was at the helm of 
launching the early career of Yatsenyuk, harboring close relations 
with the politician.10 Similarily, reporting on an interview with 
Pinchuk, the Financial Times wrote that the oligarch had been 
busy “hand-picking … future Ukrainian leaders, educating them 
in western universities and seconding them to London banks and 
law firms.’’11 
	 Another noteworthy oligarch is the multi-billionaire,Ihor 
Kolomyskyi, with $6 billion the third richest man in Ukraine. 
A particularly corrupt figure, he is famous for having built his 
imperium through literally hostile takeovers, “hiring an army of 
thugs to descend upon … [a company] with baseball bats, gas 
and rubber pistols, iron bars and chainsaws … and then a mix 
of phony court orders (often involving corrupt judges and/or 
registrars).’’12 After Maidan, Kolomoyskyi profiled himself as the 
most “patriotic” businessperson in Ukraine. Inter alia, he offered 
$10,000 for every caught Russian “saboteur’’, pumped tens of 
millions of dollars into the creation of several volunteer battalions, 
and proposed to build a 2000 km wall that would separate Ukraine 
from Russia.13 
	 In the interim government, two of his close associates were 
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granted the ministries of finance and energy.14 In terms of 
energy, he gained exclusive contracts to provide the military 
with fuel, including a possible extension for exclusively 
supplying the agricultural industry.15 In terms of finance, 
Kolomoyskyi’s Privatbank has been the biggest recipient of what 
the IMF called “emergency liquidity assistance’’  to Ukrainian 
banks. Shortly after the IMF granted its first $3.2-billion tranche to 
Ukraine, it reported that “the banking system faced large foreign 
currency outflows ($3.1 billion). Investigative journalist  John 
Helmer asserted that, in other words, most of the IMF money had 
now  disappeared offshore.16 Kolomoyskyi’s influence, however, 
became even more blatant when he was named head of the regional 
Dnepropetrovsk government, where important corporations of his 
Privat Group, Including PrivatBank, are stationed. There he set 
up a committee for investment and strategic development of the 
region, widely considered to be used for his own enrichment.17 At 
the same time, he deployed his volunteer battalions to violently 
take over corporations of competitors.18

	 Although Kolomoyskyi’s raiding practices are extra-
ordinarily widespread, the strategy is not shunned by other 
oligarchs either, and has continually been used after the regime 
change.19 Furthermore, Kolomoyskyi’s appointment as regional 
governor wasn’t unique either. The steel magnate, Serhiy Taruta, 
with a net worth of $3 billion, was appointed as the governor of 
the Donetsk region, where his Industrial Union of Donbass is 
stationed (he is also a funder of a foundation owned by Prime 
Minister Yatsenyuk). Furthermore, the billionaires Yaroslavsky 
and Novinsky were both offered key positions in the east.20

	 The 25th of May 2014 presidential elections would show 
that the oligarchs still had a strong grip on the country. They were 
won with 55% of the votes by “chocolate king’’ Poroshenko. A 
true chameleon, he was one of the founders of Yanukovych’s Party 
of Regions and minister under the presidency of both Yanukovych 
and his predecessor, Yuschchenko. Owning $1.3 billion and one 
of the four biggest TV stations in Ukraine, he can squarely count 
himself as part of the oligarchic class. A Wikileaks cable from the 
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American embassy described him as a “disgraced oligarch’’ who 
“was tainted by credible corruption allegations.’’21 The runner 
up was ‘gas princess’ Tymoshenko, whose corrupt record I’ve 
explained above at some length.
	 The Ukrainian coverage of both the Maidan revolution 
and the post-Maidan government was almost invariably positive, 
often in severely propagandistic fashion. The popular news-site 
Ukrainska Pravda, for example, managed to make the extraordinary 
claim that Russia used tactical nuclear weapons in the Donbass.22 
More crucially, even among former pro-Yanukovych channels, 
voices were remarkably similar. In particular, multibillionaires 
Akhmetov and Firtash used to be Yanukovych’s most important 
allies, but behind the scenes they started funding the opposition 
months before Maidan.23 When the protests started and their 
television channels voiced critical opinions of the government, it 
was clear that they were letting Yanukovych fall. 
	 According to Serhiy Leshchenko—one of Ukraine’s most 
respected investigative journalists—the US state department had 
threatened Akhmetov with far-reaching sanctions to get him this 
far.24 Leshchenko also reported that the oligarch controlled some 
50 deputees in Yanukovych’s Party of Regions. The Ukrainian 
political analyst Taras Berezovets concurred there were at least 40 
such MPs.25 The German Spiegel estimated the number to be 60, 
with another 30 following the orders of Firtash.26 The influence 
of the oligarchs was undoubtedly important for the ease with 
which the anti-Russian parties were able to dominate the interim-
government and pass controversial laws. At a rally in Donetsk, 
Akhmetov would later  accuse  the eastern Ukrainian rebels of 
leading the country towards a “genocide.’’27 Firtash, on his part, 
would be visited by President Poroshenko in Vienna, where Firtash 
was facing extradition to the United States on corruption charges 
at the request of the FBI (the trial was politically motivated, 
according to the oligarch, an accusation that was later confirmed 
in court).28 
	 It must be emphasized, however, that the oligarchs are 
deadly competitors—even when they share political positions. A 
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good example is a major public conflict that occurred in spring 
2015 between the pro-Western oligarchs Petro Poroshenko 
andIhor Kolomoyskyi, the latter of whom was slowly threatening 
to disturb the balance of powers among the oligarchs. In a dispute 
over the control of the state company Ukrnafta—the largest oil 
and gas producer of Ukraine—Kolomoyskyi send one of his 
volunteer battalions (Dnipro-1) to the headquarters of Ukrnafta 
in Kiev. President Poroshenko ordered law enforcement officers 
to clean the corporate offices and Kolomoyskyi was forced to 
resign from his post as regional governor.29 (Under the radar, 
some important concessions were made. Among other things, he 
received retrospective dividend payments from Ukrnafta, a lack of 
audits into his past business activities there, and he was actually 
succeeded as governor by one of his allies. Nevertheless, a major 
corporation had been wrested from his control.)30 
	 The Polish think tank OSW published another extensive 
report on the oligarchic class one year after the fall of Yanukovych, 
a few months after the parliamentary elections of October 2014. 
With the exception of the Self-Reliance party—which contains 
seven percent of the seats in parliament—the report documented 
the major role of oligarchs in all of the elected parties. It concluded 
that “The Maidan revolution has left the Ukrainian oligarchic 
system unshaken, and the parliamentary elections have shown that 
the most powerful oligarchs have gained serious opportunities to 
influence Ukrainian politics.’’31 
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|    Chapter Six  |    

WESTERN-BACKED
REGIME CHANGE

	 The Maidan uprising, however, was not only backed 
by ultranationalists and oligarchs. Western states too played a 
role in the uprising (and the backstage politics of the oligarchs, 
as I’ve noted above). In a speech sponsored by the US Ukraine 
Foundation and held at the National Press Club in Washington 
on December 13, 2013, Victoria Nuland, Assistant Secretary of 
State for European and Eurasian Affairs, expressed her support 
to the opposition. She proudly stated that the United States had 
invested over $5 billion in “Ukrainian democracy’’.1 Today there 
is ample  documentation  of the role Western-funded NGOs had 
played in the Orange revolution of 2004.2 In many ways, this was 
a precedent to the Maidan revolution. After Viktor Yanukovych 
falsified his election in 2004, mass protests arose in the streets 
of Western and Central Ukraine. These proved successful: new 
elections were scheduled and won by the pro-Western candidate, 
Viktor Yushchenko. This change of power was  characterized 
by  most Southern and Eastern-Ukrainians as a ‘coup d’état 
supported by the west,’ or a ‘coup d’état supported by the political 
opposition’ (mostly the former).3 The Yushchenko presidency 
would be characterized by internal power struggles within the 
Orange coalition, a lack of fundamental changes in national policy, 
a persistence of major corruption scandals and the acceleration 
and normalization of nationalism. By the end of his presidency, 
only 6.7 percent of Ukrainians still trusted his cabinet, 5.3 percent 
trusted the courts, 4.7 percent trusted the president and 4.2 percent 
trusted parliament.4 It was this damning track record that allowed 
Yanukovych to win free and fair elections in 2010. 
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	 In fact, the Yushchenko presidency had even undermined 
Ukraine’s very faith in democracy and capitalism. A 2009 Pew 
Research survey found that two-thirds of Ukrainian believed life 
was better under communism (12 percent said it was worse), 
while only 30 percent still approved of the change to a multiparty 
system.5 The skepticism towards the Ukrainian political system 
became nearly universal. Indeed, as time progressed, even many 
former supporters of the Orange Revolution changed their minds on 
the former movement, and more and more Ukrainians considered 
themselves to be losing due to the changes.6 Mass mobilization, 
it seemed, had been abused by sections of the Ukrainian elite to 
seize power. Indeed, the Orange president Viktor Yushchenko 
and prime-minister Yulia Tymoshenko had been familiar faces 
in Ukrainian politics. Among other prominent positions, they 
had served respectively as prime minister and deputy prime 
minister in the cabinet of Leonid Kuchma. Cambridge political 
scientist David Lane concluded that the Orange Revolution was 
a ‘revolutionary coup,’ emphasizing the fundamental ambiguity 
between mass popular participation and elite power struggles.7 
	 Regardless, the pro-European elites would try again, 
and they had major funds to back them. In an interview with the 
Financial Post in 2012 Oleh Rybachuk, former deputy prime 
minister for European integration under Yushchenko, stated that: 
“We now have 150 NGOs in all the major cities … The Orange 
Revolution was a miracle … We want to do that again and we 
think we will.’’8 Rybachuk is, amongst other things, the founder 
and head of Center UA, an umbrella organization linked to various 
activist projects and NGOs.9 One of them is the New Citizen 
campaign which, according to the Financial Times, “played a big 
role in getting the protest up and running’’.10 Another example 
is the Stronger Together Campaign, which aims to “ popularize 
the ideas of European integration and encourage authorities to 
implement them effectively.’’11 Yanukovych felt so threatened 
that he implemented a series of draconian laws shortly before his 
fall, which included obligatory registration of NGOs with foreign 
funding as foreign agents who would need to pay more taxes and 
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endure extra monitoring. The Kyivpost  reports  that “Center UA 
received more than $500,000 in 2012, … 54 percent of which 
came from Pact Inc., a project funded by the U.S. Agency for 
International Development. Nearly 36 percent came from Omidyar 
Network, a foundation established by eBay founder Pierre Omidyar 
and his wife. Other donors include the International Renaissance 
Foundation, whose key funder is billionaire George Soros, and the 
National Endowment for Democracy, funded largely by the U.S. 
Congress.’’12

	 In addition, as in other recent uprisings, social 
media sowed the seeds of the spring. The EuroMaidan Facebook 
page garnered over a 100,000 followers while #EuroMaidan was 
tweeted between 1500 and 3000 times an hour on average.13 In 
this context, it is useful to recall that USAID, responsible for 
investing American development aid, was  caught  using social 
media to undermine the Cuban government.14 In addition, a leaked 
document from Snowden shows that Western secret services 
make use of social media to move the masses to their likings.15 
Indeed, while much has been made of the fact that Russia spends 
$1 million on ‘an army of internet trolls,’ three years earlier it 
was already documented that a similar yet more sophisticated US 
program, Operation Earnest Voice, was running on a budget of 
$200 million.16

	 Another good example of Western propaganda was the slick 
and heart-breaking “I am a Ukrainian” video that went viral with 
8 million views on Youtube.17 In the “behind the scenes’’ section 
Larry Diamond is visible in the picture, described as “executive 
director’’ and “inspiration’’.18 Diamond is a senior advisor for 
the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), which was 
established under the Reagan administration to stimulate regime 
changes. Indeed, one of its founders, Allen Weinstein, admitted in 
1991 that “A lot of what we do today was done covertly 25 years 
ago by the CIA.”19 Unsurprisingly then, the organization receives 
nearly all of its funding from the US government, which is also 
the source for most of its senior staff.20 As to be expected, the NED 
has already been active for years in Ukraine. Its long list of 65 



57Western-Backed Regime Change

projects range from stimulating “activism’’ to supporting “civic 
journalism’’, to organizing seminars and spreading leaflets.21 
	 But the European Commission has been investing 
substantial sums as well. According to its Financial Transparency 
System, just between 2007 and 2014, it poured 1.3 billion Euros 
into Ukraine.22 Although this sum lumps together all types of 
funding (including, for example, R&D funding), a substantial part 
of the recipient list contains civil and activist front groups such as 
the Center for European Co-operation and the Center for European 
Initiatives. Furthermore, well-connected Western oligarchs—
such as George Soros, who is worth some $25 billion—have 
also been investing substantial sums to amplify pro-Western 
movements in Ukraine. According to its annual financial reports, 
Soros’ International Rennaissance Foundation (IRF) invested 
nearly $110 million in Ukraine between 2004 and 2014.23 Internal 
minutes released by DC leaks show a former board member, 
Victoria Siumar, going as far as to argue that “partners of the IRF 
were the main driving force and the foundation of the Maidan 
movement’’ and that without Soros’ efforts “the revolution might 
not have succeeded.’’24 Her remarks echo an internal document 
on the IRF’s strategy in March 2014, which claims that “based on 
NGOs traditionally supported by IRF and other Western donors, 
new forms of self-organization of citizens have emerged … Like 
during the Maidan protests, IRF representatives are in the midst 
of Ukraine’s transition process.’’25 In public, Soros was more 
humble, but did argue that the IRF “played an important part in 
events now.’’26 
	 Of course, these might be exaggerated self-congratulatory 
statements, but the IRF minutes do demonstrate a significant 
degree of interference and leverage. After Maidan, for example, 
the documents show that Soros and the IRF had direct access to 
high-level officials in both the Ukrainian and US governments, 
who actively sought their advice. Furthermore, as the post-Maidan 
regime was scraping for financial support, the American oligarch 
planned to use his network for “effectively helping to design and 
to influence the actions of international donors in order to guide 
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them on how to best direct their funding.’’27 Indeed, at one point, 
Soros publicly offered to invest $1 billion in Ukraine himself, in 
order to persuade Western governments to increase their backing 
of the post-Maidan regime.28 
	 Soros’ agenda was characterized by a myriad of issues, 
including anti-corruption efforts and technocratic reforms. In 
the immediate aftermath of Maidan, however, Soros worried 
that an impending federalization of Ukraine was “the number 
one problem today for Ukraine’’ because it would, among other 
things, “mean a victory for Putin.’’29 “Soros suggested activating 
the Maidan to come out against any proposed federal system,’’ 
the leaked document reads.30 The oligarchs’ anti-Russian outlook 
becomes especially obvious in a number of loaded statements 
recorded in the minutes, such as the exaggeration of the dangers of 
federalization, the idea that Russia controlled the Donbass uprising 
as early as March 2014, and most ridiculous of all, the notion 
that Right Sector was a Russian conspiracy.31 Indeed, this was no 
different for the NED, which also saw the struggles of Ukraine 
through a distinctly anti-Russian lens. A few months before the 
Maidan uprising Carl Gershman, president of the NED, wrote a 
piece in the Washington Post on the waning Russian influence 
in Eastern Europe, where the NED, Soros and the European 
commission have been highly active as well. He proclaimed that 
“Ukraine is the biggest prize,’’ and added that “Russians, too, face 
a choice, and Putin may find himself on the losing end not just in 
the near abroad but within Russia itself.’’32 Indeed, the NED had 
over a 100 projects running in Russia too, but was banned by the 
Russian state in the summer of 2015.33 
	 Not only did Western states fund the Maidan uprising, 
many officials also participated in the rallies at Maidan. US 
Deputy Secretary of State Victoria Nuland and US Ambassador to 
Kiev Geoffrey Pyatt went to Maidan to pledge their support and 
hand out cookies. German Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle 
followed suit asserting that “Ukraine should be on board with 
Europe.”34  The Polish Foreign Ministry reportedly even set 
up a tent on Maidan Square.35 Other visits to rallies on Maidan 
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included Dutch Foreign Minister Frans Timmermans, European 
Parliament Vice President Jacek Protasiewicz, former European 
Parliament President Jerzy Buzek, the former head of the Polish 
government, and Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the leader of the Law and 
Justice party, among others.36 In addition, US State Department 
spokesperson Jen Psaki suggested the US might impose sanctions 
on Ukraine; a threat that was repeated by the head of the US 
Helsinki Commission, the US-funded think tank Freedom House, 
and a bill introduced by eleven US senators, which was passed 
without amendments and by a unanimous vote.37 The knowledge 
that the most powerful states in the world backed the Maidan 
uprising surely emboldened the demonstrators to continue their 
efforts. 
	 That being said, no actual sanctions commenced until the 
final bloody episode of the uprising. This lead to mocking jokes 
among Maidan protestors that Western support was ‘mere talk.’ 
Besides, the European Parliament had condemned the violent 
actions of ultranationalists in a joint resolution on the situation in 
Ukraine.38 These reservations on the protest activities, however, 
were de-emphasized and easily drowned out by the countless 
pledges of unreserved support by prominent EU and US officials. 
Indeed, the abovementioned foreign interference is damning 
enough. One can only imagine the outrage if Russia was openly 
funding pro-Russian front-groups in Ukraine with billions of 
dollars, and subsequently sent multiple high-ranking officials to 
whip up the crowd when their efforts bore fruit, accompanied with 
threats of sanctions. Indeed, outrage was exactly the tone when 
Russia used its own carrots and sticks—in the form of sanctions, a 
loan and a cut in gas prices—to persuade the Yanukovych regime 
against the EU agreement.
	 We must also consider the relation of Western states 
with the most violent and ultranationalist elements of the Maidan 
uprising. It would certainly not be the first time since WW2 that 
Europe and the United States sided with fascism. The US State 
Department had always seen fascism as compatible with US 
economic interests. Many government officials had praised it 
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as an effective answer to liberalism, socialism, anarchism and 
communism, which were simply all labelled as “Bolshevism’’. 
Mussolini, for example, was considered “a sound and useful 
leader” for putting his “own house in order...” not least because 
“… A class war was put down”.39 A 1937 State Department 
report  stated  that “if Fascism cannot succeed by persuasion 
[in Germany], it must succeed by force.”40 While American 
investments plummeted throughout Europe during the great 
depression, they increased in Nazi Germany by almost 50%. “A 
half-dozen key U.S. companies—International Harvester, Ford, 
General Motors, Standard Oil of New Jersey, and du Pont—had 
become deeply involved in German weapons production.’’41

	 Even though the fascist axis had become the enemy 
during the Second World War, a renunciation of fascism itself had 
never occurred. Operation PAPERCLIP smuggled Nazi scientists 
to the US to work for the American government.42 Indeed, in order 
to prevent “chaos, bolshevization or civil war’’ in Greece, Italy, 
Germany, France, Japan and South Korea, anti-fascist movements 
were violently repressed and fascist collaborators kept in power 
and supported by the United States.43 It is not surprising then, 
that recently declassified files show that the CIA got along well 
with the former OUN in Ukraine.44 The fascists were smuggled 
to America and trained to fight a guerrilla war against the Soviet 
Union. But once they returned to Ukraine, the KGB was able to 
eliminate them one by one. Their leader, Stepan Bandera, was 
killed in 1959 by the KGB.
	 But  a large part of the former OUN fascists stayed in 
America where they organized themselves in the Ukrainian 
Congress Committee of America (UCCA), which was able to 
accumulate significant influence. The former Nazi-collaborators 
were able to secure top positions in Republican campaign teams. 
“We have spent years quietly penetrating positions of influence’’, 
one member told Russ Bellant, who documented their rise in 
what was, according to the Harvard Educational Review, a “well-
documented and reliable’’ book.45 Russ Bellant explains how the 
UCCA could count on personal visits from presidents Reagan and 
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Bush themselves throughout the eighties. Reagan, for example, 
told UCCA member Stetsko, who personally oversaw a slaughter 
of 7000 Jews in Lviv, “your struggle is our struggle, your dream 
is our dream.’’46 Indeed, UCCA members piled into the Reagan 
administration. Paula Dobriansky, daughter of the chair, was even 
placed on the National Security Council of America.
	 In a recent  interview  Russ Bellant tells how, with the 
fall of the Soviet Union, many UCCA members returned to 
Ukraine where they started the ultranationalist organizations 
from which Svoboda and the Right Sector would later emerge.47 
Others stayed in the US to lobby for the UCCA in Washington—
with success; the UCCA even to this day receives funding from 
the aforementioned NED, i.e. the US government.48 But the 
ultranationalists remained quite marginal in Ukraine itself until 
the  western-backed  Orange revolution of 2004. As mentioned, 
the new pro-Western Yushchenko had much sympathy for the 
Ukrainian ultranationalists. His wife had served in the Reagan 
administration and the  far-right  had provided his supporters 
protection during the Orange revolution.49 
	 In the process, other European and North American 
countries have themselves gotten involved in efforts to  rewrite 
history by, among other things, legitimizing the double genocide 
thesis  that claims exact equality between Soviet and Nazi 
crimes.50 Several Baltic states also started to glorify former 
Waffen-SS battalions, such as the Latvian Legion. In 2012 a 
UN  resolution  against the “glorification of the Nazi movement 
and former members of the Waffen-SS organization’’ was adopted 
with 133 votes in favor. The United States, Canada and Palau 
were the only ones voting against the resolution (most European 
countries abstained).51 The vote was repeated with similar results 
after the fall of Yanukovych: Ukraine, Canada and the US voted 
against the resolution.52

	 Aside from the ideological support, there were also 
multiple meetings between Western officials and the ultranationalist 
movement. Both  John McCain and Victoria Nuland met with 
Svoboda leader Tyahnybok and the post-Maidan prime minister 
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Yatsenyuk in the run up to the fall of Yanukovych.53 The New York 
Times also reports that “European [and American] envoys met at 
the German Embassy with Andriy Parubiy,’’ the aforementioned 
commandant of the Maidan self-defense forces.54 Most damning 
of all, the leader of the Neo-Nazi C14 sotnya confessed that his 
battalion had used the Canadian embassy in Kiev as a fallout 
base, at the very height and culmination of the Maidan uprising.55 
Of course, Waschuk, the Canadian ambassador in Kiev, assured 
CBC news that no harm came from opening the doors to the 
insurgents. It was simply “a gesture designed to react and to reach 
out to the people suffering in the turmoil.”56 The level of foreign 
interference in Ukrainian affairs is perhaps best illustrated by a 
leaked call between Deputy Secretary of State Victoria Nuland 
and US ambassador Geoffrey Pyatt, days before the formation of 
the post-Maidan regime, where they more or less hand-picked the 
interim government of Ukraine.

[Pyatt:] I think we’re in play. … The Klitschko 
[Vitaly Klitschko, one of the three major opposition 
leaders] piece is obviously the complicated 
electron here. Especially the announcement of 
him as deputy prime minister. ... I think your 
argument to him, which you’ll need to make, I 
think that’s the next phone call you want to set 
up, is exactly the one you made to Yats [Arseniy 
Yatseniuk]. And I’m glad you sort of put him on 
the spot on where he fits in this scenario. 

[Nuland:] Good. I don’t think Klitsch should go 
into the government. I don’t think it’s necessary, I 
don’t think it’s a good idea. 

[Pyatt] Yeah, I guess... in terms of him not going 
into the government, just let him stay out and do 
his political homework and stuff. 
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[Nuland affirms:] I think Yats is the guy who’s 
got the economic experience, the governing 
experience. He’s the... what he needs is Klitsch 
and Tyahnybok [leader of Svoboda] on the 
outside. He needs to be talking to them four times 
a week, you know. I just think Klitsch going 
in... he’s going to be at that level working for 
Yatseniuk, it’s just not going to work.

[Pyatt:] Yeah, no, I think that’s right. OK. Good. 
Do you want us to set up a call with him as the 
next step?57

	 Indeed, Klitschko and his party did not become part of the 
interim government, while Nuland’s favoured candidate, Arseniy 
Yatsenyuk, became the prime minister—and his party received 
nearly every major office in the cabinet. This hardly represented the 
popular will. In the most recent survey, taken three weeks before 
the fall of Yanukovych, Klitschko was by far the most popular 
opposition leader, garnering 28.7% in the polls, while Yatsenyuk 
did not even register 3% (the pro-Russian president Yanukovych 
was actually leading with 29.5%).58 Klitschko would also pull out 
of the subsequent presidential race, and use his party apparatus to 
support the aforementioned oligarch Petro Poroshenko.
	 We can conclude that there is overwhelming evidence 
of systematic foreign interference in Ukraine. It is especially 
revealing, however, to consider these indications in their historical 
context. William Blum, historian and former US state department 
official, documented that the United States has successfully 
overthrown over 40 foreign governments since WW2—most 
of which were democratically elected.59 Many of these regime 
changes involved military coup d’états, without any movement 
or popular participation whatsoever. Indeed, regime change has 
been a fundamental pillar of Western foreign policy for decades. 
It is with this history in mind that George Friedman—the founder, 
former chief intelligence officer, financial overseer, and CEO of 
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what is perhaps the single most prominent (US) private intelligence 
corporation, Stratfor—said provocatively that Maidan “truly was 
the most blatant coup in history.’’60  
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|    Chapter Seven  |    

IMPOSING
AUSTERITY

	 It didn’t take long for Yatsenyuk to reveal the 
reasons behind Nuland’s preference. The first question in 
an interview with Bloomberg on the 27th of February was “Your 
first job as the prime minister of Ukraine is what’’? After some 
vague promises like stability and peace he clearly responds “to 
have the deal with the IMF and the European Union’’. Like a real 
technocrat he proudly stated that “I will be the most unpopular 
prime minister in the history of my country... We will do 
everything not to default ... if we get the financial support from 
the United States, from the European Union, from the IMF, we 
will do it.’’1 Yatsenyuk was a man of his word: He signed the EU 
agreement, secured the IMF loan, and discarded the necessity to 
negotiate on any of its conditions before any elections had even 
taken place.2 
	 To understand what this would entail for a country like 
Ukraine, let us start with some words about the nature of the IMF. 
Voting power is determined by a one-dollar-one-vote system. 
Japan and seven NATO countries have a majority vote, while the 
United States, with 23.6% of the vote, is the only country with veto 
power. (Changes to the mandate require an 85% majority).3 By 
comparison, all the BRICS countries combined—Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa, who constitute approximately 42 
percent of the global population—together have less than 8 percent 
of the IMF vote.4  Though the IMF and World Bank purport to be 
international organizations, every managing director of the IMF 
has come from a NATO country. Even more striking, every single 
president in the history of its sister institution, the World Bank, 
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has come from the United States, including a former Secretary of 
Defense. Zbigniew Brzezinski, the foremost political strategist of 
the democratic establishment in Washington, put it bluntly: “One 
must consider as part of the American system the global web of 
specialized organizations, especially the ‘international’ financial 
institutions. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank can be said to represent “global” interests, and their 
constituency may be construed as the world. In reality, however, 
they are heavily American dominated and their origins are 
traceable to American initiative, particularly the Bretton Woods 
Conference of 1944.’’5

	 George Kennan, commonly referred to as a moderate 
dove within the US political spectrum, wrote the following in 
1948 when he worked for the US State Department: 

We have about 50% of the world’s wealth but 
only 6.3 of its population. … Our real task 
in the coming period is to devise a pattern of 
relationships, which will permit us to maintain 
this position of disparity without positive 
detriment to our national security. To do so we 
will have to dispense with all sentimentality 
and daydreaming; and our attention will have to 
be concentrated everywhere on our immediate 
national objectives. ... We should cease to talk 
about vague—and for the Far East—unreal 
objectives such as human rights, the raising of 
the living standards, and democratization. The 
day is not far off when we are going to have to 
deal in straight power concepts. The less we are 
hampered by idealistic slogans, the better.6

A similar mentality could be seen in the World Bank when, in 
an internal memo, its Chief economist Larry Summers wrote the 
following:
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Just between you and me should, shouldn’t the 
World Bank be encouraging more migration of 
the dirty industries to the LDC’s [Less-developed 
countries]?... I think the economic logic behind 
dumping a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage 
country is impeccable and we should face up to 
that… I’ve always thought that underpopulated 
countries in Africa are vastly under-polluted, 
their air quality is probably vastly inefficiently 
low compared to Los Angeles or Mexico City. 
The concern over an agent that causes a one in 
a million change in the odds of prostate cancer is 
obviously going to be much higher in a country 
where people survive to get prostate cancer than 
in a country where under 5 mortality is 200 per 
thousand… the problem with the arguments 
against all of these proposals for more pollution 
in LDC’s (intrinsic rights to certain goods, moral 
reasons, social concerns, lack of adequate markets 
etc.) could be turned around and used more or 
less effectively against every Bank proposal for 
liberalization.7

	 Two-thirds of the world’s economies are controlled or 
have been controlled by the World Bank and the IMF.8 These 
institutions became especially intrusive from the 80’s onwards 
when their loans became conditional upon extensive ‘structural 
adjustment programs,’ serving as the main vehicles for the 
globalization of neoliberal capitalism. The standard package 
involved radical cuts in government spending—including 
welfare and health care—accompanied by extensive trade and 
market liberalization, which opened up the country for foreign 
capital. In the year 1950, profits from the rest of the world 
amounted to only a tenth of domestic profits in the US. From 
the 80s onwards, this income from the rest of the world sky-
rocketed to a steady 80 percent of domestic profits on average, 
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having doubled in just a few years in the early 1980s.9 The last 
decades of IMF and World Bank rule have been characterized 
by lower growth rates, stagnating quality of life indicators, 
rising inequality and accelerating deforestation nearly across the 
board.10 For example, between 1994 and 2003—at the pinnacle 
of IMF and World Bank influence—the World Bank admitted to 
a shocking 75 percent rise in the number of Africans living under 
poverty.11 Overall GDP declined as well. 
	 Cambridge economist Ha-Joon Chang convincingly 
documented how trade and market liberalization have 
historically been the result of economic development, rather 
than the cause.12 The reason is simple: only advanced industries 
are able to compete without state intervention. He also 
demonstrates that the Structural Adjustment Programs closely 
resemble so-called “unequal trade agreements,” which were 
forced on many countries of the global south in the 19th century 
by the barrel of a gun. In fact, neoliberal theory quite explicitly 
preserves the post-colonial system. The inability of countries to 
export anything else than raw materials is taken as a given, and 
efficiency is subsequently maximized within that given context. 
In other words, such countries should not attempt to produce 
high-technology products in the medium or long-term future, 
but should produce and export unprocessed oil and food as 
efficiently as possible in the here and now. 
	 Admittedly, even food production has been wiped 
out in many of these countries, as they were flooded by 
subsidized foodstuffs from the United States and Europe, which, 
hypocritically, remain protected. Perhaps the failure of these 
Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) is best captured by a 
3-year multi-country study released in 2002 by the Structural 
Adjustment Participatory Review International Network, in 
collaboration with none other than the World Bank itself. The 
report concluded that: 

[SAP’s have been] expanding poverty, inequality 
and insecurity around the world…[They have] 
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torn at the heart of economies and the social fabric. 
Increasing tensions among different social strata, 
fueling extremist movements and de-legitimizing 
democratic principles. Their effects particularly 
on the poor are so profound and pervasive that no 
amount of targeted social investment can begin to 
address the social crisis they have engendered.13 

	 Regardless, these countries are expected to pay exorbitant 
interest rates. Between 1980 and 1996, Sub-Saharan Africa paid 
twice the sum of its total debt in the form of interest, yet still 
ended up owing three times more in 1996 than it did in 1980.14 
The result is that a lot of government revenue has to be allocated 
to interest repayments. The Sri Lankan government, for example, 
spent 67 percent of its 2013 budget on debt servicing, while a total 
of 15 percent went to health, education and social protection.15 
Increasing debt invites new loans from the IMF and World Bank 
—all tied to structural adjustment programs. This vicious cycle has 
led third world debt to boom more than ten-fold, from $400 billion 
as of 1980 to a whopping $5.5 trillion as of 2013.16 Entire nations 
are trapped in economic deadlocks—and many entered these 
agreements unwillingly in the first place. Indeed, 41 countries are 
still paying for debts incurred under the rule of dictatorships, most 
of which received loans from the IMF.17 
	 The overall impact of the structural adjustment programs 
has been damning, even on narrow economic terms. During 1960-
1980, per capita income in the developing countries grew by 
3.0% annually, the best they have ever achieved. During 1980-
2005, this nearly halved to an annual growth rate of 1.7%. The 
countries to buck the global trend of economic stagnation were, 
almost exclusively, those who managed to avoid the IMF and 
World Bank, such as China. Indeed, income per capita in Latin 
America grew by more than 80 percent from 1960-1979, but only 
about 11 percent from 1980-2000, and 3 percent for 2000-2005. 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, per capita income grew by 36 percent 
from 1960-1980. But from 1980-2000, income per capita actually 
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declined —a rare event in modern economic history over a 20-
year period—by about 15 percent.18 Indeed, the “hegemony” of 
the ‘American system,’ in Brzezinski’s words, is arguably more 
unequal and exploitative than formal colonialism. For every dollar 
of aid given to the global south, $15 flow back to the north through 
tax avoidance, unequal trade agreements and debt payments.19 
During the period of formal administrative colonialism, the gap 
between the richest countries and the poorest countries widened 
from 3:1 to 30:1. The “American system” was able to widen that 
gap to 74:1 by 1997, in mere decades.20 
	 Within this context, it was easy for anyone to predict 
what would happen in Ukraine, when Yatsenyuk promised he’d 
become “the most unpopular prime minister in the history of my 
country.” Indeed, the IMF had harsh demands. In 2014, the two 
biggest expenditure items—social payments and spending on 
education—were cut by 5 percent, and spending on health care 
by seven percent. Accompanied with a 12 percent inflation rate 
this put these cuts at around 17 percent.21 But it didn’t stop there. 
Inflation hit another 49 percent in 2015—the highest Ukraine 
had seen in 19 years—while nominal budgets for health, social 
payments and education stayed close to 2013 levels, leading 
to cuts in real terms between 27 and 33 percent.22 In addition, 
funding for environmental protection was cut by approximately 
41 percent in real terms compared to 2013. 
	 The austerity effects were quickly felt: ten percent of 
civil servants were laid off, pensions decreased and child support 
abolished. Minimum wages were frozen for two years until 
September 2015, when they were just slightly increased despite 
the major currency devaluation. The result was shocking: even 
after the long delayed pay raise, the minimum wage had still 
plummeted by 32 percent in real terms since December 2013.23 
Dmitry Chistyakov, a reporter for the Ukrainian TV show “Utro” 
(“Morning”), lived on the minimum salary for a month, concluding 
that “You cannot live like this, you can barely survive.” He was 
forced to cut back on food and lost 10 kilograms within 30 days, 
yet still regarded himself as lucky due to the good weather: 
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“To buy warmer clothing, one would have to save for months.” 
Notably, he didn’t even have to pay any rent, because he owned 
his apartment. The average monthly rent for a studio apartment in 
Kiev is nearly five times the minimum monthly wage.24 Ukraine’s 
first president, Leonid Kravchuk, stated that living standards in 
Ukraine had fallen by half since Maidan.25 According to KIIS 
surveys, the percentage of Ukrainians unable to afford food rose 
from 9 percent before Maidan to 19 percent by May 2015.26 All of 
this was hardly in the popular interest. A KIIS poll from the spring 
of 2015 showed that only a quarter of Ukrainians was prepared to 
suffer from economic reforms, under the condition that this would 
lead to increased prosperity for the country. Half of those polled 
did not expect any positive changes from the reforms.27  
	 In point of fact, Ukraine is among the poorer countries in the 
world. In 2014, its per capita GDP was about half that of worn-torn 
Iraq and Libya—and well under the world’s average.28 And this is 
only worsening. In 2015, Ukraine’s economy shrank by another 10 
percent.29 The projected one percent GDP growth for 2016 would be 
but a drop in the bucket. Ukraine’s public debt hit 79 percent by the end 
of 2015, doubled from just 40 percent in 2013.30 Indeed, money spent 
on interest payments on public debt increased by almost 50 percent 
in real terms since 2013, now taking a vastly larger share of the state 
budget than payments for health care.31 The dedication not to default 
no doubt pleased European banks, which had more than 23 billion 
euros of outstanding loans when Yanukovych was ousted.32 Indeed, 
making sure that western banks are paid in full has always been the 
highest priority of the IMF, according to Joseph Stiglitz, former chief 
economist of the World Bank.33 
	 To counterbalance this, in November 2015, foreign 
corporations agreed to a haircut of 20 percent—as happened in a 
number of developing countries since the late 90s—saving Ukraine 
$3 billion. But this hardly created a sustainable situation. Much 
of the savings on the health, education and welfare budgets were 
offset by the tripling of nominal interest payments. Combined with 
a huge increase in military spending—which more than doubled 
since 2013 in real terms—total government expenditure was barely 
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reduced.34 Furthermore, the haircuts came with strings attached. If 
the Ukrainian economy were to grow by three to four percent in real 
terms, 15 percent of that growth will be paid out to private foreign 
creditors as a bonus. If real GDP increases by more than 4 percent 
within a given year, a whopping 40 percent will have to be paid out 
as a bonus, shattering any dreams of servicing the debts.35

	 Much of the aforementioned inflation was due to the fact 
that, under pressure of the IMF, the Hryvnia, the national currency 
of Ukraine, was allowed to fluctuate freely.36 Its value to the US 
dollar plummeted by 75 percent within a year, triggering major 
inflation due to Ukraine’s dependency on imported goods.37 On top 
of this, the currency devaluation was solely responsible for raising 
the level of public debt by 20 percent of GDP, simply because most 
of the loans were denominated in foreign currencies.38 As of 2013, 
this was also the case for a third of private sector loans, leading 
to many defaults among households and businesses.39 Indeed, over 
50 percent of the banks’ portfolios are now estimated to consist 
of toxic assets.40 As a result, much of the IMF money is spent on 
“emergency liquidity assistance” to keep Ukrainian banks afloat. 
	 This all sounds awfully familiar. In an extensive study 
on the Ukrainian economy, Oleksandr Kravchuk and a number 
of other economists documented how foreign currency loans had 
been essential for triggering the 2008-9 crisis, when Ukraine saw 
the worst economic recession in the world, on par with Lithuania.41 
By the end of 2006, the real estate bubble had reached some 400% 
of Ukrainian GDP, at a time when even the “bloated’’ US market 
was set at 160%.42 This was largely caused by the entry of foreign 
banks and speculative capital, which doubled the amount of 
foreign currency loans in Ukraine between 2005 and September 
2008.43 Unfortunately, such loans only continued to increase 
after the financial crisis, despite some governmental attempts to 
lower its dependency on foreign currency lending. When Kiev 
then released the Hryvnia under IMF pressure, between 2014-15, 
Ukraine’s public debt in foreign currencies exploded by nearly 
threefold. As Kravchuk et al. rightly conclude: “fulfilling debt 
obligations has become practically impossible in the long term.’’44
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	 The logical result is that Ukraine’s credit raitings have 
significantly decreased, giving the IMF tremendous leverage 
over the administration.45 The situation has also made the country 
more vulnerable to speculative capital, with foreign hedge funds 
cashing in on the free-floating Hryvnia. As a 100-page report by 
The Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies (wiiw), 
funded by the Central Bank of Austria and a myriad of major 
international banks and corporations, pointed out: “The foreign 
exchange market continues to be rather ‘thin’, with only a few 
currency speculators able to generate substantial exchange rate 
fluctuations—a task made nowadays particularly easy because of 
the military conflict and the related ‘bearish’ market sentiments.’’46

	 Gas prices were also raised, in a combined speed and 
magnitude that has arguably been unprecedented in history. 
The aim was to arrive at ‘cost-recovery’ levels meaning equal 
to import prices before April 2017.47 This would eliminate the 
massive implicit subsidies paid annually by the Ukrainian state, 
estimated at $8.5 billion in 2013, representing a whopping 4.6 
percent of GDP and more than the entire social welfare budget of 
that year.48 Due to a marked decline in European gas prices the 
target was achieved in 2016, one year ahead of time; albeit with 
a still enormous tariff hike of approximately 540 percent in real 
terms.49 Electricity prices were also increased substantially.50 
Even though significant subsidies were made available for 
lower income households—to the tune of $2 billion—over 
80 percent of Ukrainians now say they are unable to pay their 
utility bills, and only six percent understand the necessity for 
the tariff hikes.51 In a February 2017 wiiw report, Vasily Astrov 
and Leon Podkaminer concur that the price increases have 
been far higher than necessary. While the cost-recovery tarriffs 
are measured at import-price levels, by 2015 Ukraine’s total 
residential gas consumption had actually become lower than 
domestic production.52 Indeed, that same year, the state gas 
company Naftogaz already earned a major profit of $1 billion; 
and the wiiw study estimates this to rise to the tune of $2 billion 
annually after the 2016 tariff hikes.53
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	 The steep prices prompted a government minister to urge 
rural Ukrainian residents to stop heating their homes with gas at 
all, their primary source of heating.54 Indeed, to some extent, this 
is already happening, as residential gas consumption dropped by 
approximately one-third.55 As the wiiw-linked economist Vasily 
Astrov points out:

At face value, the observed reduction in 
residential gas consumption over the past 
two years in response to the price shock could 
be interpreted as evidence of success of the 
government strategy. However, this reduction has 
been essentially achieved at the expense of lower 
heating standards: a smaller number of rooms 
being heated, a lower temperature in rooms which 
are heated, and a shorter heating season. All of 
this essentially meant some degree of sacrifice 
on the part of consumers: to save on their energy 
bills, they had to accept lower living standards.56 

	 Admittedly, the reason the IMF wants the energy subsidies 
phased out eventually is reasonable. Ukraine’s economy is 
amongst the most energy-intensive in the world, its costs weighing 
heavily on its economy and the state budget. In addition, Ukraine 
is primarily dependent on Russian energy which jeopardizes its 
independence. Nevertheless, as the wiiw report points out:  

As long as households continue using old Soviet-
style heating infrastructure which does not allow 
to regulate the temperature, any hopes for a 
[meaningful] reduction in energy consumption in 
response to tariff hikes may be elusive. [Rather, 
the hikes should accompany investments in 
insulation, the installation of heating metres etc.] 
Government subsidies along these lines would 
be crucial in solving the long-term structural 



79Imposing Austerity

problem of excessive energy consumption, and 
should enjoy priority over the short-term task of 
fiscal consolidation (which is probably the real 
motivation for the implemented tariff hikes).57 
[round brackets in the original]

	 Notably, the reform agenda also had a profound impact 
on the revenue side of governance. In order to improve the “ease 
of doing business,” corporate social contributions were cut in 
half, import taxes abolished and taxes on extractive industries 
lowered.58 In their extensive study of the post-Maidan economy, 
Oleksandr Kravchuk et al. documented a significant “tendency to 
transfer the tax burden from companies to individuals.’’59 In Janu-
ary-February 2015, for example, collected personal income taxes 
more than tripled compared to the same months in 2014, while 
the collected corporate profit taxes decreased by 37 percent.60 
Furthermore, regressive indirect taxes—such as VAT and excise, 
which simply raise the prices of goods and as such disproportion-
ally hit the poor—are responsible for increasingly large parts of 
Ukraine’s state revenue.61

	 It is important to emphasize that when under the 2004 
constitution of Ukraine, which was re-enforced after the ouster of 
Yanukovych, the prime minister wields the most influence over 
economic and financial policy. As Nuland asserted, ‘Yats is the 
guy who’s got the economic experience,’ which is why he got the 
post. But American interference would become even more blatant. 
Echoing several earlier Ukrainian media reports, including pro-
government sources, Bloomberg View wrote that “Americans are 
highly visible in the Ukrainian political process. The U.S. embas-
sy in Kiev is a center of power, and Ukrainian politicians openly 
talk of appointments and dismissals being vetted by U.S. Ambas-
sador Geoffrey Pyatt and even U.S. Vice President Joe Biden.’’62 

Indeed, the former US official Natalie Jaresko 
was appointed as Ukraine’s finance minister. Other foreign 
appointments in the Kiev administartion included top Slovak 
and Polish politicians, respectively Ivan Mikloš and Leszek 
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Balcerowicz.63 The latter was chiefly responsible for implementing 
economic shock therapy in Poland during the 90s, whose 
devastating impact on the Polish economy and social fabric is 
often misconstrued.64 According to several Ukrainian media 
reports, the foreign appointments were encouraged by US vice-
president Joe Biden.65 

A Poroshenko Bloc MP affirmed that, compared to normal 
lobbyists, US ambassador “Pyatt is a different story. You cannot 
say no to him.’’ In fact, it seems that Ukraine has turned into a US 
client state. A deputy minister serving for the Poroshenko Bloc told 
RBC-Ukraine: “Geoffrey Pyatt meets with the boss [Poroshenko] 
approximately once every two weeks. I was present during one of 
such meetings. It lasted 15 minutes. The ambassador immediately 
took out his notes and in a firm manner pointed out the actions 
to be taken. After this, the boss shortly elaborated upon what 
has already been done.”66 The kind of ‘actions to be taken’ were 
elaborated upon by Joe Biden, during a speech to the Ukrainian 
parliament on December 2015:

For Ukraine to continue to make progress and to 
keep the support of the international community 
you have to do more, as well.  The big part is 
moving forward with your IMF program—it 
requires difficult reforms. And they are difficult.

Let me say parenthetically here, all the experts 
from our State Department and all the think tanks, 
they come and tell you, that you know what you 
should do is you should deal with pensions. You 
should deal with—as if it’s easy to do. Hell, we’re 
having trouble in America dealing with it. We’re 
having trouble. To vote to raise the pension age 
is to write your political obituary in many places.

Don’t misunderstand that those of us who 
serve in other democratic institutions don’t 
understand how hard the conditions are, how 
difficult it is to cast some of the votes to meet 
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the obligations committed to under the IMF.  It 
requires sacrifices that might not be politically 
expedient or popular.  But they’re critical to 
putting Ukraine on the path to a future that is 
economically secure. And I urge you to stay the 
course as hard as it is.  Ukraine needs a budget 
that’s consistent with your IMF commitments.67
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|    Chapter Eight   |    

CONDONING 
CORRUPTION 

	 Further elaborating on the US governmental vetting 
process, a representative of the Ukrainian presidential admini-
stration told RBC-Ukraine: “The crucial positions in government 
the president discusses with Pyatt. For example, the resignation 
of Nalivaichenko [head of Security Service of Ukraine] was fully 
agreed with the [US] ambassador.’’1 Notably, in an interview just 
days after his dismissal, Nalivaichenko indicated what might have 
been the reasons for same: 

Officials on the highest level have not stepped 
back from business ties, but it’s not just business, 
not just accountants, who are using these 
[offshore] schemes, but also the ‘enforcers’ 
[informal parliamentary party whips] who run 
$500,000 through offshores each week. A simple 
question—where is this money going to? The 
answer: to pay off MPs, government officials, law 
enforcement. 

People who for many years have not run the 
most transparent businesses (...) have taken power 
together with their corrupt offshore schemes and 
set up a cynical system. They take a cut in the 
sale of [government] posts, and at night send the 
profits to offshores.2 

	 He also accused the financial inspectors of malpractice, 
affirming that “I have not yet seen a single offshore closed.’’ He 
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continued. “As soon as I and my colleagues have documented and 
caught the trail of this particular offshore corruption scheme—
in fact, the explicit use of power by people from the business 
circle—we immediately became a target. They began to call 
for interrogation of other cases, insisted to give in documents, 
another obstacle appeared as well. As a consequence, I said to 
myself, ‘Enough being a part of such a regime!’. I decided it was 
time to fight it. Since I was not given this investigation and was 
removed from the position of head of the SBU (Security Service 
of Ukraine), I will find alternative methods.’’3

	 A similar story was told by the Czech investor, Tomas Fiala, 
founder of Kiev’s largest brokerage, Dragon Capital, and head of 
the European Business Association. In an interview, he claimed that 
the ruling parties had only a few competent professionals among 
their ranks—to write the laws and face the cameras—while most of 
the backbenchers (the Ukrainian parliament has 450 seats) had paid 
for their entrance, motivated by business interests.

They [the pro-Western parties] were selling seats 
on the party lists (...) they filled up the back of 
the list for $3mn-$10mn contributions [per seat] 
to finance the campaign.

Having these people with very questionable 
reputations, who were very much tied to the old 
Ukraine, being re-elected is now haunting them 
and hurting their political capital.4

	 In fact, these kinds of schemes have long become 
institutionalized in Ukraine, driving Ukraine’s massive shadow 
economy to nearly half of GDP.5 A well-constructed study by 
Graham Stacks, published in the peer-reviewed Journal of Money 
Laundering Control, gives a good insight into this ‘black money’ 
market. The conversion of black money has been outsourced 
to so-called ‘conversion centers,’ which are specialized in the 
practise of disappearing currency—useful for tax evasion or the 
embezzlement of state funds. According to the head of Ukraine’s 
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tax service, through 2014, Ukraine’s conversion centers had a 
turnover of approximately 28 billion Euros, roughly one-seventh 
of GDP.6 Over half arose from “the sale of fraudulently created 
tax credits’’, and 30-40 percent derived from the embezzlement of 
state funds. This does not represent the total amount of embezzled 
money, as the conversion centers normally take a 5-15 percent 
cut for their services—implying an absolutely huge amount of 
embezzlement.7 These figures might however be inflated. A leaked 
report by Ukraine’s security service put the total annual turnover of 
conversion centers at roughly $7.5 billion in 2011.8 Nevertheless, 
even taking the lowest figures, this implies that $15 billion of state 
funds were embezzled in 2014—more than three times the amount 
of IMF assistance. Stacks draws the inevitable conclusion: “state 
officials tolerate institutionalised tax evasion because they use the 
same institutional arrangements to embezzle state funds. As a result, 
an equilibrium is reached whereby conversion centers help deplete 
state expenditure as well as state revenue.’’9 
	 In theory, this conversion center industry could serve 
as an internal tax haven, but due to its enormous size illicit 
international flows become necessary. There’s a simple reason: 
international banks can more easily ‘break the chain’ so that the 
illicit funds cannot be traced by the authorities. As Ukraine’s state 
financial monitoring service asserts: “Moving funds offshore and 
moving them onshore with subsequent conversion to cash for 
the purpose of breaking the chain [is] one of the biggest current 
problems in the economy.’’10 Here is where the incredible irony 
comes in: international banks situated in the hawkish Baltic States 
(EU members) facilitate the money laundering. Stacks analyzed 
three case studies of conversion centers, which were eventually 
shut down by the Ukrainian authorities. Between 2005 and 
2014, they collectively laundered over $3 billion of black cash—
viewed by Stacks as a very conservative estimate, as no data was 
available for most years. The catch: “the [post-Maidan] chairman 
of the Ukrainian parliamentary sub-committee on questions of 
anti-money laundering and financial monitoring is co-owner 
of a Latvian bank linked to all thee case studies.’’11 As Stacks 
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concludes: “While the market in “conversion’’ services is divvied 
up anew after changes in government, the constellation of banks 
centered in the Baltics, providing the nexus between Ukraine’s 
shadow economy and the global financial system, has remained 
constant, as different administrations in Kiev have come and gone. 
This underscores the extent to which Ukraine’s underground 
“black cash’’ system is anchored internationally, generating 
billions of dollars of illicit international flows.’’12 
	 Notably, legalized forms of tax evasion are also facilitated 
by the Netherlands and Cyprus, both EU member states; by 
Switzerland, a member of the common European market; by 
Belize and the British Virgin Islands.13 These countries either have 
substantially lower tax rates than Ukraine, or (in the case of the 
Netherlands) facilitate the tax-free in- and out-flow of income to 
other countries that do not have tax agreements with Ukraine. As a 
result, Ukrainian oligarchs set up shell companies in these states—
and invest in their own countries from there, in order to make use of 
these favourable tax regimes. This is how the curious development 
arises that, as of 2014, about half of Ukraine’s Foreign Direct 
Investment (comprising 50 percent of Ukrainian GDP) came 
from the tiny Netherlands, Cyprus, Switzerland, Belize and the 
Virgin Islands.14 The Ukrainian economist Alexander Liakhovich 
calculated that, accounting only for trade in grains and oilseeds 
between 2012 and September 2015, approximately $1.5-1.7 billion 
of state revenue were lost due to tax schemes like these.15 Ironically, 
while the Dutch minister of foreign affairs visited the encampments 
at Maidan, the Dutch embassy was sending around invitations for 
a free “event [that] brings together Ukrainian businesses … and 
provides a practical update on their (tax) efficient structuring using 
the Dutch companies.’’16 As of 2012, over 95 percent of Dutch 
FDI flows to Ukraine concerned ‘Special Financial Institutions.’ In 
other words: shell companies avoiding taxation.17 As Cambridge 
economist Ha-Joon Chang demonstrated, corruption normally 
does not severely harm economies as long as the bribes are re-
invested into the local economy. It is exactly these kinds of off-
shore schemes that truly devastate the Ukrainian economy.18
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	 Returning to US influence, Nikolay Tomenko, an MP 
elected on Proshenko’s party ticket, affirmed that: “The USA has 
provided evaluation of ministers with whose progress they are 
satisfied. This list includes Natalia Jaresko (Minister of Finance), 
Aivaras Abromavichus (Economy Ministry), Aleksei Pavelko 
(Minister of Agrarian Policy and Food) who promised to privatize 
land, Andrei Pivovarskiy (Minister of Transportation). Both 
American and European businesses have their own interests, a 
fact that neither of them hides.’’19 
	 According to the US energy information administration, 
Ukraine has Europe’s third largest shale gas reserves, amounting 
to 42 trillion cubic feet.20 The extraction of shale gas, better 
known as fracking, is  avoided  in most European countries due 
to  severe  environmental  implications like earthquakes and 
ground water contamination.21 But already in 2013, the American 
ambassador Geoffrey Pyatt was “determined to cooperate with 
the Ukrainian government in strengthening Ukraine’s energy 
independence.’’22 The International Business Times  reports  that 
“One of the ways the U.S. is … helping the country develop 
its shale gas [is] by bringing in companies like Chevron … and 
Exxon Mobil.’’23 At the time, these corporations had also shown 
interest in the offshore gas fields of Crimea, which will now 
probably be developed by the Russian state company Gazprom 
(the profits  from the gas fields do not  actually compensate for 
the costs of yearly subsidies and pensions that the relatively poor 
region of Crimea will receive).24

	 Notably, within three months of Yanukovych’s ouster, a 
son of US vice-president Joe Biden joined the board of directors 
of Burisma Holdings, Ukraine’s largest gas producer. He was 
accompanied by David Leiter, the former Senate Chief of staff of 
John Kerry, the US secretary of state. As Time magazine reported, 
“Leiter’s involvement in the firm rounds out a power-packed team 
of politically-connected Americans that also includes a second new 
board member, Devon Archer, a Democratic bundler and former 
adviser to John Kerry’s 2004 presidential campaign. Both Archer 
and Hunter Biden [a son of the vice-president] have worked as 
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business partners with Kerry’s son-in-law, Christopher Heinz, the 
founding partner of Rosemont Capital, a private-equity company.”25 
A month before his son joined Burisma Holdings, Joe Biden had 
travelled to Kiev where—in an echo of Geoffrey Pyatt—he urged 
the Ukrainian government “to reduce its dependence on Russia for 
supplies of natural gas.’’ Notably, Burisma Holdings has recently 
announced its participation in the 4-year-long USAID Municipal 
Energy Reform Project, which aims to increase Ukraine’s energy 
security, involving a good amount of green-washing.26 According 
to the Ukrainian Anticorruption Centre, Burisma Holdings is 
owned by the ‘patriotic’ oligarch, Ihor Kolomoyskyi.27

	 Ukrainian government officials have announced their 
desire to privatize parts of the enormous state oil and gas company, 
as a part of the biggest privatization round since Ukrainian 
independence, comprising over 2000 state-run enterprises.28 From 
harbors to mines and farms, 342 companies have already been put 
up for sale. Indeed, the Oakland Institute points to another relevant 
sector. Ukraine, also known as the “breadbasket of Europe,’’ is the 
world’s third largest exporter of corn and the world’s fifth largest 
exporter of grain, which makes it one of the “most promising 
growth markets for farm-equipment giant [John] Deere, as well 
as seed producers Monsanto and DuPont’’.29 Notably, China had 
reached a historic agreement on 3 million acres of land under 
Yanukovych, which is now being disputed.30

	 The minister of finance, Natalie Jaresko, actually received 
Ukrainian citizenship a day before she gained her ministerial 
position. Previously, she had functioned as a US diplomat in 
charge of a $150 million USAID program—the Western NIS 
Enterprise Fund (WNISEF)—to help jump-start an investment 
economy in Ukraine and Moldova. Summarizing his extensive 
research on Jaresko’s dealings there, the seasoned investigative 
journalist, Robert Parry, writes:

Jaresko’s compensation was capped at $150,000 
a year, a salary that many Americans would envy, 
but it was not enough for her. So, she engaged in a 
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variety of manoeuvres to evade the cap and enrich 
herself by claiming millions of dollars in bonuses 
and fees.

Ultimately, Jaresko was collecting more than 
$2 million a year after she shifted management of 
the Western NIS Enterprise Fund (WNISEF) to 
her own private company, Horizon Capital, and 
arranged to get lucrative bonuses when selling off 
investments, even as the overall WNISEF fund 
was losing money, according to official records.

For instance, Jaresko collected $1.77 million 
in bonuses in 2013, according to WNISEF’s 
latest  available filing  with the Internal Revenue 
Service. In her financial disclosure forms with 
the Ukrainian government, she reported earning 
$2.66 million in 2013 and $2.05 million in 2014, 
thus amassing a sizeable personal fortune while 
investing U.S. taxpayers’ money supposedly to 
benefit the Ukrainian people.

It didn’t matter that WNISEF continued to 
haemorrhage money, shrinking from its original 
$150 million to $89.8 million in the 2013 tax 
year, according to the IRS filing. WNISEF 
reported that the bonuses to Jaresko and other 
corporate officers were based on “successful” 
exits from some investments even if the overall 
fund was losing money. … (It also turns out that 
Jaresko did not comply with Ukrainian law that 
permits only single citizenship; she has kept her 
U.S. passport exploiting a loophole that gives her 
two years to show that she has renounced her U.S. 
citizenship.)31

	 Western disregard for matters of corruption was again 
demonstrated by their handling of the Kiev cabinet crisis in 
February 2016. The year before, several high-profile corruption 
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scandals emerged in Yatsenyuk’s party, most notably a Swiss probe 
into a $40 million bribe accepted by Mykola Martynenko, the 
deputy head of People’s Front.32 By October 2015, the party’s rating 
had become abysmally low, so much so that they decided to pull out 
of the local elections. A petition calling for Yatsenyuk’s resignation 
as prime minister was able to garner over 25.000 signatures 
within mere days.33 But if a new coalition wasn’t formed within 
30 days of Yatsenyuk’s resignation, this could have led to snap 
elections for parliament. In October 2015, a picture was taken of 
hand-written notes by Serhiy Leshchenko, Ukraine’s most famous 
investigative journalist, who was elected to parliament in 2014 
under Poroshenko’s party list. It explained: ‘It is not that the US is 
protecting Yatsenyuk, but it is more the case that they fear the new 
elections. In a conversation between Nuland and Saakashvili, she 
told him that if one were to remove Yatsenyuk without elections, it 
is OK, but as determined by history—Ukraine has two clans.’’34 
	 On December 11th, the prime minister’s year-long 
immunity from dismissal finally expired, and a vote of no 
confidence in the cabinet of ministers was scheduled for the 16th 
of February 2016. The minister of economic development and 
trade resigned two weeks before the vote, citing unfathomable 
corruption. He also specifically named Ihor Kononenko, leader of 
the Poroshenko Bloc parliamentary group, as a corrupt figure. He 
gave examples of the practices he encountered, 

ranging from a sudden removal of my security 
detail to the pressure to appoint questionable 
individuals to my team or to key positions in 
state-owned enterprises. I can only interpret these 
actions as a persistent attempt to exert control over 
the flow of money generated by the state-owned 
enterprises, especially NAK Naftogaz [the huge 
state oil and gas corporation] and the defence 
industry. … We learned how to overcome the 
resistance of the old system. Turned out, some of 
the “well-meaning newcomers” are much worse.35
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	 In  December 2015, a Gallup poll had already found 
that only 8 percent of the population still had confidence in 
their government, down from 19 percent under Yanukovych.36 
And of all the major parties, Yatsenyuk’s People’s Front was 
distrusted the most. Poroshenko publicly supported the vote 
of no confidence, making Yatsenyuk’s dismissal on February 
16th seemingly inevitable.37 Nevertheless, somehow the vote 
of no confidence failed to pass. There was a notable lack of 
votes among parliamentarians in the Poroshenko Bloc and 
the Opposition Bloc. Two parliamentarians of the Poroshenko 
Bloc, including investigative journalist Serhiy Leschenko, told 
the Ukrainian press that this was the result of a backroom deal 
between Petro Poroshenko, Arseniy Yatsenyuk and the oligarchs 
Ihor Kolomoyskyi and Rinat Akhmetov.38 Several Opposition 
Bloc deputies confirmed the same story the next day, adding 
that 20 deputies within the party had planned to vote for the no-
confidence vote, which subsequently dropped to 8 in accordance 
with the agreement.39 
	 The motivation from the side of the oligarchs Kolomoyskyi 
and Akhmetov—who maintain good relations with Yatsenyuk—
was obvious. Indeed, according to the same Opposition Bloc 
sources, the Akhmetov-controlled deputies weren’t planning on 
voting for the no-confidence vote in any event. The Poroshenko 
Bloc, however, seems to have voted against its own interests, 
continuing to rule with an extremely unpopular party that caters to 
opposing oligarchs. Sources from the very respected liberal and pro-
Maidan newspaper, Mirror Weekly, said the turnaround could only 
be explained by input from Washington.40 For one, the American 
ambassador, Geoffrey Pyatt, apparently approached several 
parliament deputies, warning them hysterically that they would 
“jump of a cliff without a parachute!’’ More importantly, even Vice 
President Joe Biden—who said he had spent a thousand hours on 
the phone with Poroshenko for ‘longer periods … than with my 
wife’—weighed in on the matter.41 On the 12th of February, he told 
the Ukrainian president that Yatsenyuk ought to stay. And indeed, 
four days later and against all odds, the prime minister kept his 
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position. The Mirror Weekly concluded that Poroshenko was in fact 
a US “puppet.’’   
	 A similar story was later published by the pro-Maidan news 
site Ukrainska Pravda, based on interviews with three officials 
from the ruling coalition and several European diplomats.42 They 
proclaimed that European and US officials feared early elections, 
something the US ambassador Geoffrey Pyatt would later state 
publicly.43 Ukrainska Pravda also reported that negotiations 
were being held about a voluntary resignation of Prime Minster 
Yatsenyuk—rather than including the entire cabinet of ministers, 
as would have happened in case of a successful no-confidence vote 
on February 16th—making early elections much less likely. These 
negotiations were tightly controlled by the United States. After 
Poroshenko, Biden and Nuland held a meeting at the start of April, 
another well-connected pro-government newspaper reported that 
the US had set the 12th of April as the deadline for Yatsenyuk’s 
resignation.44 And indeed, as predicted, on April 12th, 2016 
Yatsenyuk resigned without triggering new elections. Victoria 
Nuland reportedly told Ukrainian officials that the US had feared 
gains for pro-Russian parties.45 Indeed, the Opposition Bloc now 
rivalled Poroshenko’s party in nearly all the polls, although the 
majority of seats would surely remain with pro-western parties. 
Importantly, it was unpredictable what kind of coalition would 
come out of new elections, and it seems the US was adamant to 
preserve the current subservient administration.
	 Clearly, the United States has tremendous leverage in 
Ukraine. Yet matters of corruption are of secondary interest, and 
the proposed reforms are largely cosmetic. Joe Biden, for example, 
bragged about succesfully pressuring Poroshenko to fire Viktor 
Shokin, a notoriously corrupt figure, from the prosecutor general’s 
office.46 Yet Biden then cheered on the subsequent appointment 
to that office of Yuriy Lutsenko, another of Poroshenko’s close 
allies, who doesn’t even have a legal education.47 Consequently, 
under Lutsenko’s watch, the Prosecutor General’s Office raided 
the offices of the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine 
(NABU); later detained two NABU officials, who were beaten 
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while in custody, and blocked NABU’s access to the national 
database of criminal investigations.48 
	 Other cases of supposed anti-corruption progress proved 
equally disappointing. The European Court of Auditors, for 
example, commended a range of anti-corruption laws that were 
passed under EU pressure, as well as the establishment of the 
NABU offices. Nevertheless, they also noted that “impact will 
depend on genuine law enforcement’’ and that “the results of anti-
corruption measures remain to be seen.’’49 Indeed, as an extensive 
review of high-level corruption by Kudelia demonstrated, 
cosmetic anti-corruption reforms have a long history in Ukraine: 
“More than thirty presidential decrees and government resolutions 
combined with a dozen legislative acts adopted over the last 
two decades have targeted all types of corrupt practices.’’50 Yet 
as Kudelia documented, and as the discovery of Yanukovych’s 
obscene wealth had demonstrated, these measures have proven 
to be extremely ineffective. Surely then, formal legal criteria 
cannot be the benchmark for measuring anti-corruption progress 
in Ukraine. Indeed, as of December 2016, nearly 90 percent of the 
population considered these efforts to be a failure.51  
	 The persistence of widespread corruption means that 
average Ukrainians barely benefit from the enormous amount 
of Western debts incurred, even though the average tax-payer 
will foot the bill for decades to come. I have already noted John 
Helmer’s assertion that the first IMF loan tranche disappeared 
offshore and that, using the most conservative figures from Graham 
Stacks’ research, the total amount of state embezzlement is likely 
to be much larger. Furthemore, the European Court of Auditors 
admitted that there was no mechanism in place to account for 
how European financial assistance, primarily loans, were spent.52 
They also noted that “Ukraine’s state finances have deteriorated 
over the years, mainly due to mismanagement of public funds.’’53 
Again, there is a historical pattern at work here, aptly summarized 
by Dean Muraya:

Transparency International listed the top 3 most 
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corrupt politicians [in history]:
1.	 Mohamed Suharto President of Indonesia from 

1967-1998 (31 years)
2.	 Ferdinand Marcos President of the Philippines 

from 1972-1986 (14 years)
3.	 Mobutu Sese Seko President of Zaire (Now the 

DRC) from 1965-1997 (32 years)
The World Bank and The I.M.F have had special 
relationships with all 3.

Let’s start with number 1.
Suharto was named president in 1967 and stayed 
until 1998. Walt Rostow, special advisor to Lyndon 
Johnson, told the World Bank president Robert 
McNamara that “The World Bank’s support is 
essential if Suharto is to stay afloat.” The Bank 
complied and gave him 30 billion between 1966-
1998. 10 billion was stolen with the banks full 
knowledge. In an internal memo dated 1997, 
it stated: “We estimate that at least 20-30% of 
development budget funds are diverted through 
informal payments to Indonesian Government 
officials and staff.” This did not seem to deter the 
Bank in the slightest. The bank also sent 1 billion 
to Suharto to finance the transmigration program 
that resulted in the massacre of 200,000 East 
Timorese. 

Number 2.
Ferdinand Marcos was president of the 
Philippines from 1965-1986. He stole 5-10 billion 
dollars. During his reign the Philippines incurred 
the largest single debt derived from a bogus 
infrastructure scheme approved by the World 
Bank. The project was to build a nuclear power 
plant called the Baatan Nuclear power station to 
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the tune of 2 billion dollars. The plant was built 
but was never used, because it was built on an 
earthquake fault at the foot of a volcano. Not a 
single Watt of electricity has been produced by 
the plant, but the Filipino people still have to 
pay 170,000 dollars a day until the year 2018. 
The bank has the largest budget for research with 
top economists, experts and academics at their 
disposal; this was not a mistake but a calculated 
scheme to make a profit off of the Filipino people.

Number 3
Mobuto Sese Seko, was president of Zaire, 
now the DRC, from 1965-1997. When Mobutu 
came into power the I.M.F put their own man, 
Ian Blumenthal, in a key position in the Central 
bank of Zaire. He resigned within a year citing 
unfathomable corruption. After his resignation 
the I.M.F granted Mobutu the largest loan it had 
ever given to an African country which was 700 
million.54 
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|    Chapter Nine   |    

DISMANTLING 
RUSSOPHONE UKRAINE

	 Figures like Natalie Jaresko and Hunter Biden suggest a 
profiteering motive on the side of Ukraine’s financial backers, but 
there is certainly more to this story. Even though Ukraine has huge 
potential, its current economy amounts to less than two percent 
of EU GDP, and many of the most profitable state-run enterprises 
had been sold off years ago to the national oligarchy.1 Although 
a certain level of neoliberal fundamentalism can surely explain 
a lot, it also seems that Ukraine’s financial backers have political 
motivations. I already mentioned how the Eastern and Southern 
regions are heavily dependent on exports to the Russian market. 
These provinces are also, with the exception of the capital city of 
Kiev, the main exporting regions of Ukraine in general. This is 
no small feat: exports and imports each accounted for some 45-
50% of Ukraine’s GDP in 2013. Between 2003 and 2013, 28% of 
Ukraine’s exports and 34% of imports were traded with the EU. 
For just three countries of the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU)—
Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan—these figures came down to 
30% of exports and 38% of imports. This export ratio was very 
steady until 2014.2 
	 Nevertheless, these figures still understate the importance 
of the EEU markets, crucially ignoring the composition of trad-
ed goods.3 Two-thirds of Russian imports in 2013 were energy 
commodities, essential for the functioning of the entire Ukrainian 
economy. Equally important, nearly all of Ukraine’s advanced 
industries—machinery, equipment, aircraft, vessels, nuclear reac-
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Note: Size of the pie corresponds to the value of regions’ exports in USD 
million. Source: Adarov, A., Astrov, V., Havlik, P., Hunya, G., Landesmann, 
M., & Podkaminer, L. (2015). How to Stabilize the Economy of Ukraine.
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tors and boilers, railway/tramway rolling stocks, inorganic chemi-
cals, among others—depend heavily on exports to the post-Soviet 
market. As the wiiw report points out: “estimates show that just 
15% of Ukraine’s major export positions traded with the Russian-
led EEU could be potentially relocated to other markets and the 
annual revenue loss may reach some USD 15 billion.’’4 
	 Indeed, the machinery industry alone has an annual rev-
enue of nearly $20 billion, and is responsible for employing some 
600 thousand people in Southern and Eastern Ukraine.5 Not only 
would trade disruptions with the EEU countries devastate the 
Southern and Eastern economies, they would also lead to a de-in-
dustrialization of Ukraine—and this process has already started.6 
By December 2015, Ukraine’s exports had dropped by over 40 
percent since 2013, and Russia now only constituted 12.7 percent 
of the total.7 The result: total industrial production had shrunk by 
22 percent.8 The export of machinery, equipment and minerals 
lowered by approximately 58 percent, and chemicals and metals 
by respectively 50 and 45 percent.9 Although all export commodi-
ties suffered, easily the least hit was the agricultural sector, whose 
exports declined by 12 percent.10 In 2014, Ukraine’s most impor-
tant export goods were semi-finished steel products. By August 
2015, Ukraine’s largest export commodities became corn and sun-
flower oil.11 In fact, as Kravchuk et al. calculated, the agricultural 
sector is effectively being subsidized, as its share of tax payments 
is 20 (!) times lower than its share of GDP.12 This is partially “be-
cause of fictitious official data about profitability of production 
and a large fraction of shadow market for its products.’’13

	 Southern and Eastern Ukrainians might bitterly remem-
ber that, under pressure from Maidan, Russia had offered a $15 
billion loan to Yanukovych, accompanied by a 35% cut in gas 
prices.14 Indeed, quite early on, Russia had urged for trilateral ne-
gotiations with the EU and Ukraine, which could have perhaps 
made the Eurasian customs union and the association agreement 
compatible. Commissioner Manuel Barosso, however, simply 
quipped that “Russia’s inclusion in the talks on setting up an As-
sociation Agreement between the EU and Ukraine is wholly unac-
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ceptable.’’15 Štefan Füle, the commissioner for enlargement and 
European neighbourhood policy, admitted:

It is true that the Customs Union membership 
is not compatible with the DCFTAs which we 
have negotiated with Ukraine, the Republic of 
Moldova, Georgia, and Armenia. This is not 
because of ideological differences; this is not about 
a clash of economic blocs, or a zero-sum game. 
This is due to legal impossibilities: for instance, 
you cannot at the same time lower your customs 
tariffs as per the DCFTA and increase them as a 
result of the Customs Union membership.

… The development of the Eurasian 
Economic Union project must respect our partners’ 
sovereign decisions. Any threats from Russia 
linked to the possible signing of agreements with 
the European Union are unacceptable. [...] The 
European Union will support and stand by those 
who are subject to undue pressures.16

	 Russia should indeed not meddle in sovereign affairs, but 
who were EU officials to talk, when the association agreement 
was to be signed by means of back-room politics and would—like 
the Eurasian Customs Union—almost certainly not have passed 
a popular referendum in November 2013?17 Furthermore, Russia 
had additional concerns over the compatibility of the EU agree-
ment with already existing free-trade agreements with Ukraine, 
namely the CISFTA, a free-trade agreement among former Soviet 
states. The Russian government argued that the association agree-
ment would allow EU exports to reach Russia tariff-free through 
Ukraine. Although these concerns seem exaggerated—multiple 
free-trade regimes have proved compatible in many instances, 
mainly by tracking the origin of goods—the complete refusal to 
talk to Russia at all did seem unreasonable. After Russia threatened 
to unilaterally terminate its CISFTA obligations towards Ukraine, 
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trilateral negotiations were finally initiated, and the Ukrainian tar-
iff removals for the EU as stipulated by the association agreement 
were postponed until the 1st of January 2016. According to a leaked 
report obtained by Ukrainian media, Russia had demanded some 
2000 tariff removals to be scrapped during the negotiations.18 In the 
end, however, the association agreement was not amended at all, 
and fully entered into force in January 2016. 
	 Since, Russia revoked its CISFTA obligations towards 
Ukraine and—combined with countermeasures from Ukraine—
trade relations are sure to hit rock bottom. Indeed, until 2016 most 
of the declining exports had rather been due to the devastating war 
in the Donbass region, which accounted for 25 percent of Ukrainian 
exports in 2013.19 Although most of the aforementioned statistics 
exclude the ‘anti-terrorist operation zone,’ many of these industries 
were interlinked with those outside of the war-zone, therefore 
causing a ripple effect. In addition, there have been some back-
and-forth ad hoc trade restrictions between Russia and Ukraine, as 
well as a complete seizure of co-operation in military industries. 
The latter has cost the Ukrainian defence and aviation industries 
an estimated 80 percent of their revenue.20  As the wiiw notes: 
“Interrupted Russian-Ukrainian cooperation in space and defense 
sectors hurts not only the affected production facilities in Ukraine 
…, but also Russia and other countries which used Ukraine-supplied 
rockets and electronic components in space launching programs. … 
The cancellation of the Russian order for 60 AN-70 military cargo 
planes produced at the Kiev Region-based Antonov plant will result 
in a loss of more than USD 4 billion.’’21

	 As former Fulbright research scholar in Ukraine, Nico-
lai Petro, asserts, some of Kiev’s policies concern overly blatant 
political posturing in favor of anti-Russian rhetoric. A great deal 
was made, for example, about the import of European gas and 
South African coal in order to replace their respectively Russian 
and Donbass counterparts. In both cases, however, Ukraine was 
simply buying the same goods from Donbass and Russia, but re-
sold at a significantly higher price by South Africa and Europe 
acting as middlemen, at a huge cost to the Ukrainian tax-payer.22 
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Another pertinent example involves the construction of a 517 mil-
lion dollar wall between Russia and Ukraine, unsupported by a sin-
gle military expert due to its uselessness against an actual Russian 
attack, which then prime minister Yatsenyuk dubbed “the eastern 
border of Europe’’ and “the great wall of Ukraine.’’23 The project 
was stalled after 10 percent was built, mostly in areas outside of 
the fighting, yet construction is reported to resume eventually.24 The 
project bears some similarities with Donald Trump’s proposed wall 
between Mexico and the United States, which too is unfeasible to 
build and useless for its intended purposes, even if it could actually 
be constructed.25 In fact, the similarity did not go unnoticed by Yat-
senyuk, who offered Trump a helping hand with a blueprint of his 
building plans.26 In both cases, however, the sole purpose is to make 
an ideological point—with disastrous consequences.
	 While Ukraine is severing its ties with Russia, it doesn’t 
have sufficient access to other markets to make up for the losses. 
Not by a long shot. Notably, Ukraine had already been benefiting 
from unilateral tariff removals by the EU since spring 2014. Even 
under these favourable conditions, Ukrainian exports to the EU 
declined by 23 percent in 2015,27 partially because quotas for goods 
where Ukraine is competitive—such as chicken and honey—are 
largely maintained in the association agreement.28 This meant 
that the January 2016 enforcement of the trade agreement mainly 
entailed the opening of the Ukrainian market for EU goods, as 
well as huge expenditure costs for adopting the so-called ‘EU 
acquis’—the EU body of law.  The total costs are estimated by the 
Ukrainian Industrialist Union to be 170-180 billion euros over the 
next ten years, similar to previous EU commission assessments 
on other enlargement programs.29 That’s substantially more than 
Ukraine’s entire annual GDP. 
	 Thus, Ukraine is expected to adopt the entire body of 
EU law on most economic and financial matters. In case of any 
disputes, the interpretation will be decided by a ruling of the Court 
of Justice of the European Union.30 The association agreement 
in large part mirrors EU membership, although Ukraine gave 
away its sovereignty without any of the benefits, most notably 
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representation in the legislative process to which it is now bound. 
Indeed, a similar arrangement with Russia would certainly have 
been dubbed colonial, underpinning the ideological privilege with 
which the EU is endowed for being perceived as the ‘civilized’ 
party.
	 While European legislation and standards are supposed to 
be superior to Ukraine’s, an extensive review of Ukrainian and EU 
labor legislation by the Ukrainian lawyer, Vitaliy Dudin, suggests 
otherwise: “Ukrainian labor legislation is still soaked with the 
greater spirit of workers’ protection, caused by the Soviet origin 
of the Ukrainian Labor Code. It is full of limits, restrictions and 
regulations that put employers in very strict margins, concerning 
the work arrangements implementation and give very little 
freedom in their settlement with the consent of workers.’’31 Vitaliy 
Dudin does recognize many flaws in the legislation—especially 
its datedness to the changing economic environment, as well as 
the fact that many of these laws are selectively enforced—and 
acknowledges that EU law might be superior in some respects. 
Nevertheless, he finally concludes that: “the Ukrainian labor 
legislation’s adaptation to the European one in general may 
have negative consequences for workers. They may lose their 
high standards of working conditions, stated by the current labor 
legislation … On their own terms, these changes won’t lead to 
better payouts, but rather the contrary, the indignity of domestic 
workers will make them more exploited.’’32

	 In 2014, Ukraine received over $9 billion from foreign 
lenders, half from the IMF and the rest from the World Bank, the 
EBRD, the EU, the United States and Japan. Another 25 billion 
is expected to be lent from 2015 to 2019.33 Regardless, the wiiw 
study asserts that “still, these funds will be almost certainly not 
enough to meet Ukraine’s external financing requirement, which 
in 2015 alone is projected by wiiw at approximately USD 15 
billion.’’34 Rather than austerity, the wiiw asserts that Ukraine will 
need a huge ‘Marshall plan’ to reconfigure Ukraine’s economic 
composition, requiring massive investments if it is to replace its 
post-Soviet industry—which seems especially necessary now that 
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the industrial heartlands of the Donbass have been severed from 
Ukraine. Currently, however, it seems such financing would only 
come in the form of loans with conditions attached, which ensure 
a lack of investment in advanced industries and rather optimize 
the continued export of unprocessed Ukrainian resources. Indeed, 
allocation of state resources to the ‘national economy’ was cut 
by 34 percent in real terms since 2013, mainly due to a huge 
reduction from 2014 onwards of capital spending, i.e. long-term 
investments in the Ukrainian economy.35  
	 In other words, the current finance packages do not solve 
Ukraine’s problems, but rather keeps the regime afloat for some 
time—allowing it to continue its costly military operations in the 
Donbass. Therefore, these institutions are essentially financing a 
proxy war with Russia, as well as severing Ukraine economically 
from its neighbour. Indeed, the contracts signed by the unelected 
interim government did not limit themselves to economic policies. 
When Yatsenyuk signed the EU association agreement on the 21st 
of March, this also entailed the “gradual convergence on foreign and 
security matters with the aim of Ukraine’s ever-deeper involvement 
in the European security area. ... Ukraine and the European Defence 
Agency (EDA) [a defense agency of the European Union] will 
establish close contacts to discuss military capability improvement, 
including technological issues.’’36 The relevance of the association 
agreement was emphasized during the Maidan protests by NATO 
Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen, one month before 
the fall of Yanukovych. “An association pact with Ukraine would 
have been a major boost to Euro-Atlantic security,’’ the general 
proclaimed. “I truly regret that it could not be done. The reason 
is well-known: pressure that Russia exerts on Kiev. … We have 
real differences and real issues. It’s obvious that Russia’s attitude is 
clearly hostile to the (NATO) alliance opening to the east.”37
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|    Chapter Ten  |  
  

THE EAST RESPONDS

	 The question on the lips of NATO officers was perhaps 
whether Putin would keep his reported promise, to annex Crimea, 
from 2008.1 This answer would arrive shortly. The first steps of 
the brand new interim government threw Crimea right into the 
hands of Putin. The Parliament in Kiev voted overwhelmingly 
for the  abolition  of Russian as the second language of the 
eastern Ukrainian provinces.2 No steps were taken to rein in the 
ultranationalists. In fact, as mentioned earlier, they were granted 
high-level positions in the interim-government. Although the 
Ukrainian interim president vetoed  the attack on the Russian 
language a week after the vote, in response to protest activities, it 
proved to be too little, too late.3

	 In a dozen cities the relatively passive eastern Ukrainians 
took to the streets in thousands. The biggest, a 30,000 
strong  demonstration,  took place in Sevastopol, Crimea.4 This 
was in fact a continuation of the anti-Maidan demonstrations that 
had been taking place since the very start in November 2013, 
although these were top-down organized by the Party of Regions 
until Yanukovych’s fall.Things escalated in Crimea when sketchy 
“self-defense squads’’ emerged all over the peninsula. According 
to assessments of a private Swedish arms expert, their equipment 
indicated with “a very high probability’’ that these were Russian 
forces.5 Shortly after Crimea’s secession, Putin himself would 
admit that, at the very least, “Crimean self-defense forces were 
… backed by Russian servicemen.”6 Indeed, one year later, the 
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retired Russian Admiral Ihor Kasatonov bragged about a Russian 
special operation involving Crimea, which blocked several 
Ukrainian military bases.7 Whatever the exact amount of support, 
then, it is obvious that a Russian military intervention was crucial 
for facilitating the post-Maidan developments in Crimea.
	 On February 27, 2014 the Crimean parliament sacked the 
regional government, voted in favor of a referendum on greater 
autonomy, and appointed Sergey Aksyonov as prime minster, 
whose Russian Unity party had only gained four percent of the 
vote during the previous elections in 2010. Indeed, the conditions 
under which the votes were taken resembled those of Yanukovych’s 
impeachment and, in fact, they were worse. The building had been 
seized by armed pro-Russian insurgents; the legislative website 
and telephone connections had been disconnected; attending 
parliamentarians had their phones seized while others, including 
the incumbent prime minister, claimed they were denied entry; the 
votes were unanimous and no one from the parliament secretariat 
had been present.8 As a result, it was impossible to verify whether 
the necessary amount of parliamentarians had actually voted—and 
under which circumstances—or if other people had been pushing 
their voting buttons; indeed, one lawmaker registered as present 
denied having been anywhere near the building.9 Something 
similar happened with another crucial resolution—to modify the 
referendum to be about accession to Russia—which was passed on 
March 6, 2014. The Norwegian newspaper Aftenposten contacted 
dozens of Crimean parliamentarians—including many who had 
supposedly voted in favor—to conclude that only 36 members had 
been present for the vote; as opposed to 51 members, as legally 
required, and 61 members, as was officially reported.10 
	 The referendum went ahead anyway. Representatives of 
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe—a pan-
European co-operation body that often observes elections—were 
invited but refused to show, because they found the referendum 
to be illegal.11 The results were overwhelming: 97% of the voters 
wanted to join Russia with a turnout of 83 percent. Crimea’s 
accession to Russia was subsequently formalized on the 28th of 
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March. The referendum lacked international standards and was 
conducted in a militarized environment. Nevertheless, every 
single survey since the annexation of Crimea has indicated 
that it had majority support.12. An extensive  poll  done by Pew 
Research, a reputable American polling organization, stated that 
88% of Crimean citizens think Kiev should recognize the results.13 
Another poll  from the American Gallup registered 83% support 
and a Canadian-sponsored survey registered 93%.14 
	 This was not actually that surprising. Sixty-five percent 
of the population is ethnic Russian, nearly everyone speaks the 
language and many Crimeans undoubtedly desired the higher 
Russian pensions.15 In fact, the accession of Crimea into the 
Ukrainian state itself had been quite arbitrary, stemming from 
a top-down administrative change of the Soviet bureaucracy 
in 1954 when it became part of the former Ukrainian province 
within the USSR. Indeed, Crimea has been a part of Russia for 
170 years, much longer than its history as a Ukrainian province. It 
is for these reasons that, in several polls conducted by the United 
Nations Development Program—long before the regime change 
in Kiev—the vast majority of Crimeans had already indicated a 
desire to join Russia.16 Admittedly, different results have been 
found in different surveys at differing times, the findings being 
largely dependent on political circumstances, such as the presence 
of a pro-Russian or pro-European cabinet in Ukraine. Indeed, 
under Yanukovych in 2013, less than half of Crimeans indicated a 
desire to separate from Ukraine. The Ukrainian political scientist 
Ivan Katchanovski argues, however, that the political context 
in 2008—when a Razumkov Center survey was taken—most 
closely resembles that of post-Maidan Ukraine.17 In addition to 
the presence of a pro-Western cabinet, the survey was taken soon 
after the Russian-Georgian war, which saw an attempt by the 
Georgian state to seize the de-facto independent secessionist and 
pro-Russian region of South Ossetia, leading to a Russian military 
intervention. The Russo-Georgian war was undoubtedly closely 
monitored by most Crimeans—and 73 percent of them favoured 
an accession of Crimea to Russia at that time. 
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	 The small discrepancy between the 2014 referendum 
results and the post-Maidan surveys in Crimea probably stem from 
a boycott by the Crimean Tatar minority (12%). It is important to 
emphasize that- when Crimea became part of the Russian empire 
by force in 1783, Crimean Tatars represented some 80 percent of 
the population. They were deported in several waves over two 
centuries—most tragically under Stalin’s regime after WW2, 
which deported all the remaining 230,000 Crimean Tatars to 
Uzbekistan. Perestroika in the 80s enabled them to return to their 
homeland. Russia still seems to distrust them. There is now a five 
year prison sentence on the expression of separatist views, and the 
Crimean Tatar political leader, Mustafa Dzhemilev, was refused 
entry to Crimea for five years.18 After the annexation, some 20,000 
people fled Crimea, including non-Tatar Crimeans who feared 
repression, such as local Maidan activists.19 
	 Nevertheless, the Russian state has also attempted to 
persuade the Crimean Tatar population with carrots. On the 21st 
of April 2014, the Crimean Tatars were formally rehabilitated by 
presidential decree, in effect granting an old demand of Crimean 
Tatar protest in the former Soviet Union.20 This meant that 
Crimean Tatar, alongside Russian and Ukrainian, was accorded 
the status of an official language, and several initiatives were 
undertaken to resolve issues of land ownership. On the other 
hand, Kiev’s efforts to woo the Crimean Tatar population have not 
proven entirely convincing. Admittedly, after the annexation, the 
Ukrainian parliament recognized the Crimean Tatar population 
as the indigenous people of Crimea, yet not a single piece of 
legislation was passed to aid the 20,000 Crimeans who left their 
homes to go to Ukraine. The Poroshenko administration even 
condoned a blockade of Crimea, supported by the aforementioned 
Crimean Tatar leader, Mustafa Dzhemilev and Right Sector, 
severing transportation from Ukraine proper on which the Crimean 
peninsula was heavily reliant.21 Kiev then followed this up with an 
official trade ban. 
	 Further emboldened by Kiev’s position, the Crimean Tatar 
activists and Right Sector prevented the repair of  two electricity 
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pylons supplying the peninsula after they were bombed, leading 
to major power shortages in Crimea, which received 70 percent of 
its energy from Ukraine.22 All things considered, some Crimean 
Tatar organizations have now voiced their support for Crimea’s 
reunification with Russia. One such organization is Milli Firka, 
whose chair argued that: ‘In less than two months Russia has done 
far more for the Crimean Tatars than Ukraine ever did. Only after 
Crimea became part of Russia did Kiev even remember that we 
exist.’23

	 One year after Crimea was reunified with Russia, 
an extensive scientific survey sponsored by the US National 
Science Foundation indicated that the Russian state retained 
much legitimacy in the formerly Ukrainian peninsula.24 Eighty-
four percent of ethnic Ukrainians and Russians in Crimea said 
that annexation was an ‘absolutely right decision,’ while a slight 
majority of Crimean Tatars found it either ‘mostly’ or ‘absolutely’ 
a right decision. In addition, 85 percent of Crimeans indicated that 
the peninsula was ‘heading in the right direction’ (a slight majority 
of Tatars disagreed), compared to only 22 percent when Crimea 
was part of Ukraine in 2013. The aforementioned Canadian 
sponsored survey had also found that—a year after annexation—
most people’s financial status had either ‘significantly improved’ 
(21 percent) or ‘improved’ (30 percent). Only thirteen percent of 
Crimeans saw their financial status deteriorate.
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|    Chapter Eleven   |    

CIVIL WAR DARKENS 
THE UKRAINIAN 

LANDSCAPE 

	 Thus, by and large, the annexation of Crimea seems 
to be acceptable to the local population. That being said, the 
consequences would reach far beyond the formerly Ukrainian 
autonomous republic. Inspired by the seizure of government 
buildings in Crimea and the announcement of a referendum on 
February 27th, 2014, protestors in other Ukrainian regions would 
follow suit. Nevertheless, the most common justification for the 
seizure of state property remained its widespread occurrence during 
EuroMaidan. Indeed, in an echo of the Yanukovych regime, the post-
Maidan security apparatus reacted with mass arrests and threats of 
lengthy prison sentences.1 March also saw multiple clashes between 
Ukrainian and pro-Russian protestors, including fatalities on both 
sides of the conflict. 
	 After Crimea was annexed on the 28th of March the situation 
would further escalate. In an echo of Maidan, from the 6th of April 
onwards, protestors  would raid weapon armories, especially in 
the Donbass. Arguably the most important escalation happened 
on April 12th, when a volunteer militia led by the ultranationalist 
Russian military veteran Ihor Strelkov seized the police department 
and  Security Service of Ukraine offices in Sloviansk. Strelkov 
admitted to having served as an FSB colonel until 2012, and Kiev 
even accused him of still working for the Russian security services in 
Ukraine. The latter seems to be a stretch, however, considering that 
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Strelkov later turned against Putin for failing to mount a full-scale 
invasion in Ukraine, and even predicted a revolt against the Russian 
president in his published manifesto.2 Nevertheless, it’s obvious that 
Russia at least tolerated the movement of this militia into Ukrainian 
territory, which it cannot have missed. In fact, the Russo-Ukrainian 
border remained wide open for volunteers throughout the conflict. 
In addition, Russian citizens fighting in Eastern Ukraine didn’t face 
any legal consequences and could even be openly recruited, funded 
and equipped by private networks in Russia, in sharp contrast to 
fighters heading for Syria who could be jailed for five to ten years.3 
The post-Maidan regime announced an ‘anti-terrorist operation’ 
the day after the Strelkov battalion entered Sloviansk: a full-scale 
military operation to retake the government buildings. The military 
operation, however, became a disaster. When Ukrainian soldiers 
were confronted with blockades of unarmed demonstrators one after 
the other gave up their weapons and left. Some would even join the 
rebellion.4 Many local police officers joined the rebels too. The 24th 
of May, the Ukrainian interior ministry published a “list of shame’’ 
with the names of 17,000 law enforcement officers who had joined 
the armed uprising.5 
	 This statement ironically contradicts the official position 
of the Kiev regime: that the armed uprising in the Donbass was a 
Russian invasion. Clearly, there has been Russian military support 
for the rebels and Russian ultranationalists played a pivotal role in 
major escalations, but that doesn’t mean that local elements were 
irrelevant. In fact, foreign backing is an almost universal aspect of 
civil wars.  (The exact role of Russia in Ukraine will be examined 
in a later chapter). A KIIS poll in early May 2014 found that the 
majority of Donbass citizens characterized the insurgency as a 
“people’s revolt.’’6 A recent KIIS survey—taken two years down 
the line—showed that only 6 percent of Donbass  citizens thought 
there were Russian troops in Ukraine, just 8 percent thought there 
was a war between Russia and Ukraine.7 On the 11th of May 2014, 
a referendum on independence was held in rebel-controlled territory 
in the Donbass, in which supposedly 89% voted in favor. The poll 
obviously did not adhere to international standards—some voters 
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were even shot at by the Ukrainian national guard, which attempted 
to disrupt the voting process.8 Polls were also taken on the day of 
the Referendum by the German AFZ, the Washington Post and five 
other international media. This poll indicated that a 65.6% majority 
was in favor of independence, and that voters against independence 
were mostly planning to stay home.9 Nevertheless, the poll reflected 
a very small sample of the population concerned, nor is it clear how 
random its selection was. According to the Interior Ministry of 
Ukraine, the turnout was 32 percent.10 The rebels claimed a turnout 
of 75 percent.11

	 During his field research on the Donbass insurgency, 
Ukrainian scholar Serhiy Kudelia found that local officials helped 
to lay the ground for the independence referenda, among other 
things, long before militants arrived on the scene—in a very 
chaotic process which he dubs a “quiet secessionism:’ “there was 
clearly no hierarchical subordination to any elite actor at the very 
top. And a lot of the decisions that were taken by local officials 
were taken on their own.’’12 Kudelia is unconvinced by the tapes, 
recently leaked by the Ukrainian prosecutor general’s office, which 
purportedly demonstrate that the Russian state orchestrated the 
Donbass insurgency. In the taped conversations between Russian 
presidential adviser Sergey Glazyev, Russian official Konstantin 
Zatulin and several separatist leaders, we hear Glazyev and Zatulin 
urging the separatists to occupy buildings and to subsequently 
plea for a Russian military intervention, among other things. 
Nevertheless, not only were the tapes clearly edited and did they 
exclude any references to protests within Donbass, but the actual 
conversations largely confirmed Kudelia’s findings: the protestors 
seemed without a clear strategy or guidance on the ground, and 
were in a seemingly drunken state asking Glazyev and Zatulin 
for money over the phone, something Zatulin actually complains 
about.13 In fact, both Russian officials didn’t seem to fully trust 
these separatists. Rather than showing a Russian state in control 
of the process, we see someone from his safe offices in Moscow 
making a chaotic attempt to influence some of the local protesters 
in three cities in Southern and Eastern Ukraine. Furthermore, as 
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Katchanovski notes, it isn’t even clear whether the men were acting 
for the Russian government or in their own capacities—both have 
private connections to Ukraine, and Zatulin’s complaints about 
having to pay a few thousand dollars seem to suggest a complete 
lack of funding from the Russian state.14 
	 Returning to the armed insurgents, even some devoutly 
nationalist Ukrainian commanders—in addition to the post-Maidan 
interim-deputy head of Ukraine’s presidential administration—in 
2014 publicly admitted that the majority of rebels were ‘local 
idiots.’15 Two years later, the International Crisis Group (ICG) 
interviewed many Ukrainian officers, who unanimously confirmed 
that they were primarily fighting against locals.16 Katchanovski 
also demonstrated the presence of a Ukrainian majority among the 
insurgents, through statistical analysis of publicly available data. 
He writes that “the list of separatists sanctioned by the Ukrainian 
government shows that out of 188 separatist leaders, commanders, 
officials, and fighters on this list, 64% were identified as Ukrainian 
citizens, 8% Russian citizens, 4% citizens of other countries, 
and 24% had no citizenship information. Similarly, a leaked and 
Myrotvorest-published list of 1,572 people, who joined armed 
formations of the Donetsk Peoples Republic (DNR) in the summer 
of 2014, were 78% Ukrainian citizens, 19% Russian citizens, 
2% citizens of other countries, and 1% persons with unknown 
citizenship.’’17 Writing on the ground for the The New York Times, 
Chivers and Sneider report that most of the insurgents were indeed 
Ukrainians.18 Admittedly, their identities were often entangled 
with Russia: some had migrated from there, others had family just 
across the border, and many were veterans of the former Soviet 
army. Such history, however, is not uncommon for citizens of the 
Donbass and rather explains some of their motivations for revolt. 
Indeed, as Kudelia notes, citing Ukrainian surveys,” in contrast 
to all other regions, the majority has traditionally supported the 
unification of Ukraine with Russia (66 percent) and regretted the 
collapse of the Soviet Union (61 percent).’’19 Indeed, Chivers and 
Sneider report that the fighters were supported by local civilians 
who brought supplies and cooked for them.20  
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	 The NYT journalists also correctly emphasized that the 
soldiers were hardly homogenous, and had many disagreements 
regarding the future of their oblast (region).21 Three options were 
commonly considered: independence, accession to Russia and 
remaining part of Ukraine within a federalized structure. In regards 
to federalism, its difference from decentralization or devolution of 
powers must be emphasized. Whereas decentralization can easily be 
reversed by the central authorities, federalism involves constitutional 
guarantees for the local administration. In addition, federalism can 
in some cases accompany the ability for local administrations to 
influence or veto national policies that affect them—such as the 
decision to sign the EU association agreement, which is why the 
Kremlin had supported this solution since March 2014. Whereas 
Kiev paid lip-service to decentralization, it was unwilling to even 
discuss the notion of federalization until the regime was forced to by 
the specter of military defeat in August 2014. Although federalism 
is a very common form of rule across the world—including in the 
United States and Canada—Kiev argued that Crimea too had been 
an autonomous republic within Ukraine and that this federal structure 
had led to secession just as the Donbass insurgents—Russian soldiers 
according to Kiev—made their demands.
	 Taken together, these three options—federalization, 
independence and accession to Russia—all indicate a desire for a 
change in the status quo, and are supported by a majority of Donbass  
residents according to a KIIS survey from July 2014.22 An earlier 
Ukrainian poll found 59 percent for federalization and a third for 
secession (just 10 percent said they would actively resist a Russian 
military presence).23 Another Ukrainian survey in September 
2014 found that—even in the Donbass territories controlled by 
the Ukrainian government—40 percent wanted independence or 
accession to Russia, while 25 percent wanted greater autonomy (the 
latter was not clearly defined).24 One of the more recent surveys 
came from the University of Maryland and KIIS in March 2015, 
which questioned both rebel-held and government-controlled 
territory within the Donbass.25 Forty-one percent of the former 
supported independence or accession to Russia (federalization 
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was not provided as an option), 58 percent approved of Putin and 
67 percent had a positive view of Russia. Perhaps most telling— 
concerning the local roots of the rebellion—is that these figures 
were much lower in government-controlled Donbass. Indeed, one 
of the most forceful arguments in favor of the notion that the roots 
of the Donbass rebellion are local, is that its success has been bound 
to a very specific territory. In fact, anti-Maidan protests were very 
significant in Kharkov and Odessa oblasts as well, but only in the 
Donbass, where separatist/federalist views are by far the most 
prevalent, did war ensue.
	 Serhiy Kudelia demonstrated a correlation between the 
percentage of Russian speakers within Donbass towns, and the 
subsequent ability of the rebels to hold that territory.26 Most towns 
with over eighty percent native Ukrainian speakers were never under 
insurgent control. By contrast, in the majority of towns where native 
Ukrainians speakers represented a minority of less than 20 percent, the 
rebellion was able to maintain control for at least six months. Indeed, 
separatist views were more prevalent among ethnic or linguistic 
Russians than ethnic/linguistic Ukrainians. Even the Kiev-appointed 
governor of state-controlled territories in Lugansk, Gennadiy Maskal, 
corroborated this: “Speaking of pro-Russian sentiment, [I can attest] 
that it is very high—in some residential areas—reaching 95%, in 
others—80%. The lowest level of support—30% was recorded on 
the Ukrainian side of the region, where historically more Ukrainians 
resided.’’27  Elise Guiliano collected the prevalent protest themes in 
Donetsk during the first two months after the ouster of Yanukovych 
and found that Russian language rights and culture were present in 
the (slight) majority of protest activities.28

	 She calls for caution however, because several polls 
indicated that the issue of language was not the most important 
to the wider Donbass population, which could indicate that 
(ultra)nationalist pro-Russian Ukrainians had a disproportionate 
representation within the Donbass  uprising.29 Indeed, data from the 
aforementioned Center for Social and Labour Research suggests 
that, from March 2014 onwards, over half of anti-Maidan protests 
had a presence of Russian nationalists.30 Therefore, Guiliano argues 
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that the relevance of ethnicity and linguistic factors for rebel success 
is better explained as a reaction to the ethnic nationalism propagated 
under Yushchenko. For the first time, on the highest political level, 
Ukrainian identity was built around one language, culture and very 
divisive ultranationalist figures such as Stepan Bandera. This also 
involved an identity of victimhood by the Soviet Union, to which Russia 
is considered the successor nation, making ethnic and linguistic Russians 
easy scapegoats for ultranationalists. Indeed, as Kudelia notes: “In early 
April, 46 percent in the Donetsk region and 33 percent in the Luhansk 
region viewed disarming illegal radical groups [alluding to Ukrainian 
ultranationalists] as the main step in maintaining the country’s unity. 
Instead, the government authorized transforming them into semi-private 
militia battalions tasked with fighting separatists in the east’’31 (More 
on this in the next chapter.) Indeed, ‘anti-fascism’ was a theme present 
in nearly half of the protests in Donetsk during the two months after 
Maidan. Notably, the anti-fascist stance was mainly directed against 
the Ukrainian far right. Russian ultranationalists—and even neo-Nazis 
—were almost universally tolerated.32 
	 Two subsequent events in early May greatly increased this 
perception of threat from Ukrainian ultranationalists: the Odessa and 
Mariupol tragedies. In Odessa, there had been peaceful encampments 
in front of the trade union building. On May 2nd, an ultranationalist 
march was attacked by a small armed pro-Russian group, killing 
one Right Sector member. Strangely, the armed group was able to 
shoot from behind police lines. The event took place a few blocks 
away from the trade-union building—and the ultranationalist 
mob subsequently marched on toward the peaceful anti-Maidan 
encampments. Dozens of pro-Russian activists there, none of 
them armed, were forced into the trade union building, which was 
subsequently burned with Molotov cocktails. An ultranationalist 
shot at the windows when people tried to escape, others were beaten. 
Most of them burned alive. Both the police and the fire department 
did not get involved for hours. The official dead count is set at 40 
people. Everything was visible the same day on video.33 Regardless, 
the pro-Russian survivors were blamed themselves for the massacre 
and imprisoned. 
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	 Two German and French documentaries, as well as a 
research paper by Ivan Katchanovski, documented most of the 
pertinent facts surrounding the tragedy, which I will not summarize 
here.34 Indeed, the impunity enjoyed by the ultranationalists is 
perhaps best illustrated by the blatant admission of Right Sector 
on their website that the massacre constituted a “bright page in 
our national history.’’ They go on to say that “[A]bout a hundred 
members of ‘Right Sector’ and patriotic-minded Odessa residents 
countered the rebels (…) Dmitro Yarosh, ignored the expedience 
of the election campaign to counter the Russian aggression.”35 
Unsurprisingly, a report by the special commission of the Council of 
Europe found that the official investigation of the Odessa massacre 
has been ineffective, politically selective and involved falsification 
of evidence: “As to the fire in the Trade Union Building, no-one has 
been notified of suspicion of causing the fire, including the throwing 
of Molotov cocktails towards or into the building. Although the 
faces of some of those who prepared and threw Molotov cocktails 
are visible on video footage, the authorities claim not to have 
established their identities.”36 
	 In the case of Mariupol, soldiers had opened fire on a crowd 
of mostly unarmed Anti-Maidan protesters after violent clashes with 
rebel fighters at a police station.37 Later research from Bellingcat 
shows that individual armed protesters were among the crowd, and 
opened fire first.38 Nevertheless, the incident was widely perceived 
in South-East Ukraine as unprovoked—or at least excessive—use of 
force. No doubt, the Mariupol and Odessa tragedies were important 
escalations that served to pull the country further into a civil war. 
	 Nevertheless, Elise Guiliano argues that a fear of 
ultranationalists was not the only factor explaining the insurgency. 
In fact, economic needs were just as important. Mid-way April 2014, 
a KIIS survey found that approximately 70 percent of Donbass  
residents still favored joining the Russian-led customs union over 
joining the EU, a much higher percentage than its neighboring 
regions.39 There are good reasons for this. The Donbass  is especially 
dominated by Soviet-era industries such as mining, metallurgy 
and machine building, which primarily export to Russia. Some 
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individual militants have made this quite explicit in interviews, 
such as a fighter of the Vostok Batallion: “Many mines started to 
close. I lost my job. Then, with what happened during the spring, 
I decided to go out and defend my city”.40

	 Going one step further, based on statistical research, 
political scientist Yuri Zhukov argues that ethno-linguistic divisions 
are much less important than economic factors.41 Whereas the latter 
were very strong predictors of the level of insurgent activity, the 
former only had a significant effect when economic incentives 
were lacking. Indeed, Sean Guillory documented some of the rebel 
support from the mining sector, including demonstrations, strikes 
and even the formation of a miner-battalion.42 Support for the rebels 
was definitely not universal among miners, but it was significant 
nevertheless. There had been important historical precedent for this: 
a general strike in the Donbass  in 1993, which involved 230 of the 
region’s 250 mines and 400 other enterprises, demanding regional 
autonomy for Donbass, closer ties to Russia, and a referendum on 
the resignation of the political leadership in Kiev.43

	 After 1996, the mining industry became less profitable and 
by 2013, having become heavily reliant on subsidies, its deficits 
equaled roughly $410 million.44 In fact, many of the subsidies 
likely ended up propping up the black market, including hundreds 
of illegal mines—and it’s unclear how much of the subsidies 
actually benefited the local population.45 The subsidies were cut 
as a condition of the IMF loans after Maidan, eventually by $230 
million.46 Combined with deteriorating trade relations with Russia, 
the future of the mining industry looked bleak. In May 2014, three 
months after the fall of Yanukovych, Kiev announced that the 
majority of operational mines would be shut down by 2020.47 This 
industry employed some 500.000 Ukrainians.48 
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|    Chapter Twelve   |  
  

THE RAVAGES OF WAR

	 Due to the disintegration of the country’s armed forces, 
the Kiev regime had issued a mandatory military draft on the 
1st of May, 2014.1 However, few Ukrainians were willing to 
die for its war—even in the supposedly ‘patriotic’ provinces. 
As of September 2014, the Ukrainian military asserted that over 
85,000 residents in 13 Western and Central Ukrainian provinces 
had failed to report to their draft offices.2 A good example is 
the supposedly nationalist region of Volyn in Western Ukraine. 
Official data revealed that, as of April 2015, some 8,000 people 
appeared for their draft, while 12,000 Volynians chose evasion.3 
Only 532 people volunteered. What’s more, the majority of those 
who obeyed their draft notice never entered the army for medical 
reasons—a significant proportion of which were made up. Stories 
even appeared of ‘patriotic’ Western-Ukrainians fleeing to Russia, 
the supposed aggressor nation, in order to get out of the draft.4 In 
fact, the army became so desperate that it started drafting adopted 
Ukrainians from as far away as Spain.5 In addition, as of January 
2015, approximately 1100 of the Volynians who finally entered the 
army eventually deserted during their military service. One month 
later, the Ukrainian parliament passed a law which allowed the 
military to shoot deserters.6 Yet such measures did little to improve 
the army’s morale. In 2016, for example, 55 percent of Ukraine’s 
casualties occured outside of combat, with soldiers dying from 
suicide, alcohol abuse and murder, among other causes.7 
	 As a result of the disintegrating military and the failure 
of the draft, the Ukrainian regime became reliant on volunteer 
battalions, some of which were dominated by ultranationalists. 
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Probably the most extreme example is the commander of the Azov 
battalion, who wrote that “The historic mission of our nation in 
this critical moment is to lead the White Races of the world in a 
final crusade for their survival … A crusade against the Semite-
led Untermenschen.”8 A New York Times report also showed 
that several Islamist battalions from Chechnya were fighting 
alongside the Ukrainian armed forces, some of which were devout 
fundamentalists. French security forces had detained two battalion 
members for being linked to the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq.9 
Hidden  in the last three paragraphs of another New York Times 
report is a surprisingly honest description of Kiev’s ‘Anti-terrorist 
operation’:

The fighting for Donetsk has taken on a lethal 
pattern: The regular army bombards separatist 
positions from afar, followed by chaotic, 
violent assaults by some of the half-dozen or so 
paramilitary groups surrounding Donetsk who 
are willing to plunge into urban combat.

Officials in Kiev say the militias and the army 
coordinate their actions, but the militias, which 
count about 7,000 fighters, are angry and, at 
times, uncontrollable. One known as Azov, which 
took over the village of Marinka, flies a neo-Nazi 
symbol resembling a Swastika as its flag.

In pressing their advance, the fighters took 
their orders from a local army commander, 
rather than from Kiev. In the video of the attack, 
no restraint was evident. Gesturing toward a 
suspected pro-Russian position, one soldier 
screamed, ‘The bastards are right there!’ Then he 
opened fire.10

	 Der Spiegel later reported on the volunteer-battalion 
Tornado who “had prisoners’ tortured by means of an object similar 
to a power generator. The prisoners were held in the basement, 
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stripped naked, placed on a concrete wall and doused with water. 
Then they were touched with live wires to various body parts, 
such as at the temple, the genitals and the testicles. (…) According 
to a statement of a former prisoner, prisoners ‘were forced under 
threat of death to rape another prisoner.”11 A few months earlier 
an Amnesty International report had already documented dozens 
of cases of torture and summary executions on both sides of the 
conflict, though there were no indications that this practice was 
‘systemic.’12 
	 The report of Der Spiegel sheds some light on the 
mentality of some of the worse elements in Kiev: “Tornado 
commander Ruslan Onischenko had several prior convictions, but 
for his political supporters that was no reason for caution. On the 
contrary, the nationalist Radical Party’s boss Oleh Lyashko wants 
to send even more criminal offenders to the front; offenders would 
simply ‘fight better’.” The commander of another militia, the Aidar 
battalion, tells an Amnesty International researcher: “The law has 
changed, procedures have been simplified… If I choose to, I can 
have you arrested right now, put a bag over your head and lock you 
up in a cellar for 30 days on suspicion of aiding separatists.’’13 In 
fact, even direct co-operation between volunteer battalions and the 
regular security forces in regard to torture has been documented 
by Human Rights Watch.14 In addition, a UN report indicated that 
secret prisons have been established in Ukraine, whose practices 
happen completely in the dark.15 Supporting evidence for these 
secret detentions were later provided in a report by Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch.16

	 It would be a grave mistake, however, to focus solely on the 
collaboration of the Kiev regime with ultranationalist forces. Many 
of the bombardments by the regular army constitute war crimes 
as well—and these are often more deadly than those committed 
by the ultranationalist battalions. Lots of footage has emerged 
of fighter jets, and especially artillery, shelling residential areas. 
Official documentation of the war crimes has come from the UN, 
OSCE, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, among 
others.17 Even hospitals and schools are not spared. Furthermore, 
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The New York Times, Human Rights Watch, Armament Research 
Services and the OSCE all separately documented the use of 
cluster munitions by the Ukrainian military.18 These weapons 
are banned by 118 countries due their inability to discriminate 
between civilian and military targets. Cluster munitions also 
leave behind unexploded ordinances that can remain a threat 
for years, even decades, after the armed hostilities have ended. 
Indeed, UN special rapporteur Christof Heyns was “concerned by 
allegations that the conflict is being waged in part using inherently 
indiscriminate weapons such as cluster munitions and landmines. 	
… I also note with concern that Ukraine failed to fulfil its 
commitment to destruct all its stockpiled anti-personnel mines 
before 1 June 2010. According to its official reports, Ukraine still 
retains over 5 million anti-personnel mines.’’19 The International 
Crisis Group later found rampant use of land-mines on both sides 
of the conflict, which demining experts say will take five to twenty 
years to remove, depending on the level of funding.20  It didn’t 
stop there. Human Rights Watch also documented the use of 
incendiary weapons by the Ukrainian army, asserting that “There 
was no clear military objective (to the attack in Ilovaisk), we saw 
civilian houses burned. Any military advantage perceived as being 
gained by using these weapons is outweighed by the humanitarian 
consequences.’’21 
	 Indeed, the widespread use of banned weapons only 
underscores a more general point: civilians in the Donbass are 
indiscriminately bombed. As war-correspondent Keith Gessen 
wrote from Donetsk for the London Review of Books: “I never 
once saw an actual military target—the SBU, for example—get 
hit, only civilian locations.’’22 Alexander Lukyanchenko, who was 
the state-recognized mayor of Donetsk during the war, assessed 
the damage to his city in September 2014: ‘Over 900 buildings in 
Donetsk have been damaged or destroyed, including 35 schools, 
17 kindergartens, and very many enterprises, especially mining 
[…] and a number of energy  facilities—electrical power sub-
stations—for good.’23 As of February 2015, officially reported 
damages included some 10 thousand apartment buildings, 1,080 
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objects of energy infrastructure, 1,514 railway infrastructure 
facilities, 1,561 km of public roads, 33 bridges, and 28 air traffic 
control facilities—and it’s unclear how much of the damage in 
rebel-controlled territories the government was able to assess.24

	 The widespread destruction of civilian infrastructure 
was combined with a siege by the Ukrainian military—a brutal 
war tactic that intends to deprive the entire civilian population 
of a region. Dozens of trucks carrying humanitarian aid have 
been intercepted by the military.25 In addition, Kiev stopped all 
government transactions to the Donbass, including pensions and 
welfare benefits, as well as educative and medical facilities.26 The 
regime ordered all its 252 state-owned enterprises in the Donbass  
to halt their operations and evacuate their holdings—including 
employees and assets—to government controlled territory.27 Kiev 
also froze the entire banking system in the Donbass, so that no-
one could access their savings. The siege was intensified before 
the onset of winter in 2014-15, when the UN warned that five 
million Donbass citizens were facing ‘mounting hardships’ with 
many ‘struggling to survive.’28 A KIIS survey had just estimated 
that a third of the remaining Donbass residents said living there 
was simply “no longer possible;’’ 60 percent stated they had an 
urgent need for food.29 The  Ukrainian Independent Information 
Agency had already documented 22 cases of starvation in the city 
of Donetsk.30 In December, a local pastor told USA Today that 100 
pensioners in his neighborhood had starved within one month’s 
time.31 According to UNICEF, 750,000 people lacked access to 
clean drinking water in February, a figured that nearly doubled 
to 1.3 million by July 2015.32 In April 2016, the United Nations 
World Food Program reported that 1.5 million people in Donbass  
were hungry, with 300,000 severely food insecure and in need 
of immediate food assistance.33 Medical shortages had become 
so severe that many medical centers were abandoned. As one 
doctor explained: “we’re often treating people with words, not 
medicines.’’34 
	 To make matters worse, on January 15th 2015, Kiev 
issued an order to control people’s movement, forcing refugees 
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to register through a complicated system of military check-
points before leaving the conflict-zone. An extensive report by 
the OSCE monitoring mission found that “the permit system 
has severely limited the capacity of individuals to leave conflict-
affected areas or to access safe areas and life-saving assistance, 
including humanitarian aid.’’35 All the application locations were 
“situated within areas of active hostilities.’’36 People were forced 
to wait for hours in long lines, some of which were subsequently 
bombed. Some queues, residing in the middle of an active war-
zone, actually took multiple days to sit through. The processing 
subsequently took an average of 17 days—forcing people to 
travel back and forth through highly dangerous territory, not even 
knowing whether their permits would be approved.
	 As of November 2016, over 1,150,000  people had fled 
to Russia and an estimated 150.000 to Belarus; by March 2016, 
approximately 1.6 million were internally displaced in Ukraine, 
between 800.000 and one million of which had fled to government-
controlled territory.37 The official UN dead count has been put near 
10.000, with another 22,500 wounded, though the report warns 
that “the actual number of casualties is likely to be far higher 
since military and civilian casualties remain under-reported.”38 
Indeed, many  bodies never made it to the morgue as people 
trapped by the fighting had to hastily bury their relatives in fields 
and backyards.39  Some unmarked graves with multiple bodies 
have already been uncovered from both sides.40 Citing a German 
intelligence official, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung 
(FAZ) reported in February 2015 that “Germany’s special services 
estimate the probable number of deceased Ukrainian servicemen 
and civilians at up to 50,000 people. This figure is about 10 times 
higher than official data. Official figures are clearly too low and 
not credible.”41

	 Of course, the rebels also bear culpability for the state 
of Donbass. Concerning the humanitarian crisis, for example, in 
September and October 2015 the rebel authorities kicked out all 
Western aid agencies, with the sole exception of People in Need 
and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), for 
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allegedly spying for Western governments, among other things.42 
Notably, this is not the first time that the ICRC is among the 
only Western aid agencies allowed to remain in a conflict zone. 
As David Chandler documented in his authoritative treatise 
From Kosovo to Kabul and Beyond, aid agencies have become 
increasingly politicized since the 90’s, including indicating 
widespread support for Western ‘humanitarian interventions,’ 
explicitly abandoning the code of neutrality that is still followed 
by the ICRC.43 Accordingly, these agencies also bear a level of 
responsibility for the distrust they engender among groups hostile 
to Western interests. Nevertheless, it is obvious that such expulsions 
are very grave decisions in the context of a humanitarian crisis, 
and the blanket decision to expel nearly all but the ICRC within 
two months surely seems arbitrary and disproportional. Clearly, 
the plethora of remaining local agencies could not fill the gap. 
This role was seemingly reserved for the Russian government, 
which sent 59 large convoys of 40+ aid trucks by the end of 
2016.44 Yet the former rebel commander Ihor Strelkov admitted 
in an interview that “the Russian state aid, first, is not enough, 
and secondly, for the most part, it hits the markets and does not 
reach the population.’’ Asked whether some of it is stolen, Girkin 
Strelkov affirmed that “some of the recipients of the aid … are 
largely dishonest.’’45    
	 Especially at the start of the conflict, the rebels lacked a 
central chain of command, nor have they been an internationally 
recognized state, signatory to a wide range of international human 
rights conventions. But let it be clear that human rights violations 
have also been rife among some rebel formations. An attempt 
to make a systemic estimate of non-military threats to Donbass  
civilians was done by the Center for Social and Labour Research 
for August and September 2014. The top 3 threats were robbery 
(93 cases), detention or arrest by the Ukrainian authorities (52 
cases) and kidnapping or hostage taking (46 cases). A third of 
the former and over half of the latter were reportedly perpetrated 
by separatist militants, the rest by unknown armed people (who 
could just be criminal gangs).46 The report, based on a systemic 
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coding of regional Ukrainian media reports, makes an important 
caveat that the data is “inevitably incomplete’’ and that “it is also 
important to keep in mind the situation of information warfare 
and the Ukrainian media’s tendency to ignore the violence of the 
Ukrainian forces and to exaggerate the violence from the other 
side.’’47 Furthermore, an obvious limitation concerns the topic 
of sexual violence, which is not coded in the CSLR dataset. An 
extensive investigation by Nina Potarska, based on a wide range 
of interviews with women in Donbass, found that sexual assault is 
a looming threat on both sides of the contact line: 

We have often heard stories about the way 
soldiers behave and things that happen to women 
in captivity, stories about why it is dangerous for 
women to go outside in the dark; still nobody 
from the people who told us these stories 
would testify in court; moreover, the victims 
of sexual violence usually do not contact the 
police. On Ukrainian-controlled territory this is 
considered undesirable information which taints 
the “hero” image of soldiers, whereas on the 
territory of Donetsk People’s Republic the courts 
haven’t been working for quite a long time. 
Sexual violence in the military conflict is often 
silenced and perceived as something obvious 
and normalized—it is thought that a woman just 
performs the function of sexual service to a sex 
starved “warrior”.48 

	 In the final analysis, the vast majority of civilians have 
been killed by the active hostilities between government and rebel 
forces, which is also the main cause for the destruction of civilian 
infrastructure and hence the humanitarian crisis. Furthermore, it 
is obvious that the war provides the context for the perpetration 
of the other human rights violations just mentioned and, as such, 
should be central to any analysis of culpability. 
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	 Of course, it is not always easy to pinpoint responsibility 
for bombardments in a war zone, and in a significant number of 
cases—including one inquiry into the use of cluster munitions—
investigations of war crimes led back to the insurgents.49 
Nevertheless, in most cases where responsibility could be 
established—including the use of cluster munitions and incendiary 
weapons—the Ukrainian military was responsible. Indeed, a scant 
look at the regular monitoring reports of the OSCE indicates that 
the majority of bombardments have fallen on rebel-held territory.50 
Through regular monitoring of OSCE, UN and other reports, 
Katchanovski came to similar observations, although he argues 
that the rebels were responsible for most civilian casualties during 
the major hostilities of January and February 2015.51 
	 Importantly, then, the Ukrainian Armed Forces were 
the first to escalate the conflict with the massive use of artillery 
bombardments in the summer of 2014.52 Indeed, this observation 
is corroborated by the chronology of the refugee flows. It was 
only after the 2015 rebel offensive—and Kiev’s illegal decision 
to tie social welfare and pension payments to people’s location of 
residence53—that proportionally significant numbers of refugees 
fled to government-controlled areas, rising from approximately one 
in six to one in three.54 (Incidentally, most of these refugees were 
then barred from voting in the local elections of October 2015.)55 

These proportional changes were not due to a low number of 
refugees at the start of the conflict. On the contrary, there were over 
1.5 million people displaced by the end of 2014, fleeing serious 
levels of violence. The city of Pervomais’k serves as a pertinent 
example. When OSCE monitors spoke with a group of refugees on 
the 11th of August, they testified that the city had been under heavy 
shelling since July: only 1 out of 8 residents was still living there, 
nearly all flats were damaged and only 30% of detached houses 
remained standing.56 These reports were subsequently confirmed 
by the mayor of Pervomais’k. Indeed, the OSCE gathered similar 
stories from Luhansk, where all electricity, water and mobile 
connections had been cut off as government forces encircled the 
city, shelling from 04:00 to 02:00, everyday.57
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|    Chapter Thirteen   |  
  

DEHUMANIZING THE 
DONBASS, EMBRACING 

THE FAR RIGHT

	 Most of the rebels are fighting, in one form or another, 
for their local region, the destruction of which would directly 
jeopardize their own future. A random survey of fifty-five rebels, 
conducted by Kudelia, showed that the most frequent reason for 
taking up arms was “the desire to protect family, friends, and 
civilians (85.5 percent).’’1 Indeed, nearly all of the volunteers 
were said to have been loyal to the Ukrainian state before Maidan. 
For two-thirds of them, either the burning of the Odessa trade 
union building or the shelling of Donbass civilians had made 
the crucial difference.2 By contrast, Donbass civilians have 
frequently been referred to by the other side as ‘filth,’ ‘pests’ or 
a ‘plague.’ The head of the propaganda and analysis division of 
the Ukrainian secret—service a devout neo-Nazi—had earlier 
advocated extensive shelling of the rebel city of Slovyansk, with 
the goal of turning it into ‘a lunar landscape.’3 And he is not alone 
in his contempt for the people of Donbass. The International 
Crisis Group conducted a wide range of interviews with Ukrainian 
officers, most of whom aren’t ultranationalists, only to find that 
local civilians were widely considered traitors who were getting 
what they deserved. That includes civilians living in government-
controlled territory. As one senior officer put it: “50 per cent of my 
civilians are separatists.”4 
	 Indeed, the ultranationalist and dehumanizing discourses 
have become deeply entrenched in the wider Ukrainian society.5 
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After the Odessa tragedy, the popular official EuroMaidan PR page 
uploaded a walk-through of the burned corpses on Youtube, under 
the heading “Russian terrorists burned alive.’’6 Dehumanization 
has also seeped into everyday language. ‘Koloradi’, which is 
short for  Colorado  beetle bug, has become a common way of 
referring to pro-Russian protesters, who often wear St. George 
ribbons,7 symbolic of the ‘great patriotic war’ against the Nazis, 
whose colors resemble those of the bug. There was even an 
openly Russophobe art exhibition in Kiev titled “Do not Pass By: 
Kill Colorado!’’8 Another shocking example: a fundraiser in a 
Ukrainian high school for the ‘anti-terrorist’ operation, where the 
teachers and kids were selling ‘tanks on Moscow’ cookies and 
stewed fruit drink called ‘the blood of Russian babies.’9

	 Indeed, even politicians as senior as the minister of 
interior, Arsen Avakov, have called the rebels ‘Koloradi.’10 
President Poroshenko’s TV station has been airing a commercial 
that promises to kill the bugs “on the spot’’.11 The use of language 
in the highest corridors of power in Kiev is indeed disturbing. 
Speaking about the Donbass, the president proudly proclaimed 
that “Our children will go to schools and kindergartens. Theirs 
will hole up in basements. Because they are not able to do 
anything.’’12  When  a fighter jet was downed by rebels, Prime 
Minister Yatsenyuk stated  that: “they lost their lives … in a 
situation facing a threat to be killed by invaders and sponsored 
by them subhumans. First, we will commemorate the heroes by 
wiping out those who killed them and then by cleaning our land 
from the evil.”13 Ilya Kiva, the vice-head of the Interior Ministry 
police in Donetsk, justified the brutal siege of rebel-controlled 
territory in Donbass by referring to ‘these lovers of referenda’ as 
‘plague and filth.’ He assures us: “There are no more nuances! 
There’s only ‘ours’ and the enemy! That’s the only way we’ll 
defeat this plague.”14

	 Bearing in mind, these are not the ultranationalists. These 
are supposedly moderate center-right/right-wing politicians. 
Indeed, Keith Gessen wrote for the London Review of Books that 
even moderate “liberals’’ were anxious to get rid of the Donbass  
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residents, who had thwarted their European aspirations for decades 
with their voting behavior: 

All the enemies of progress in one place, all the 
losers and has-beens: wouldn’t it be better just to 
solve the problem once and for all? Wouldn’t it be 
a better long-term solution just to kill as many as 
you could and scare the shit out of the rest of them, 
forever? This is what I heard from respectable 
people in Kiev. Not from the nationalists, but 
from liberals, from professionals and journalists. 
All the bad people were in one place—why not 
kill them all?15

	 The way government-controlled areas are governed 
does not bode well for the future either. The current head of the 
military-civilian administration for Donbass, Pavel Zhebrivsky, 
expanded martial law because, in his words, “an insignificant 
number” of civil servants remained loyal.16 It’s not difficult to 
see why. Zhebrivsky calls for “an open, serious war between 
Russia and Ukraine’’ and even insists on an invasion of Southern 
Russia, to liberate the “authentic Ukrainian regions” of Voronezh, 
Kursk and Krasnodar.17 Even after peace returns in Donbass, 
Zhebrivsky assures us that Ukraine will need to “impose .  .  . a 
normal democratic agenda on those people,” with garrisons 
of troops stationed in every major city.18 It seems such military 
occupation wouldn’t be short-lived because, says Zhebrivsky, it 
will take “a very long time’’ to awaken the Donbass citizens from 
their ‘hibernation.’19 Another ‘moderate’ politician.
	 The recaptured city of Slovyansk, under government 
control since two years, remains in a state of disrepair. Its newly 
elected mayor, Opposition Bloc member Vadim Lyakh, told Der 
Spiegel that “none of the close to 500 destroyed or damaged 
buildings have been rebuilt—nor the major building complex of 
the psychiatric hospital, which has lay in ruin since the battles.”20 
The one exception is a new-build radio tower which Kiev uses 
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to disseminate propaganda—in the Ukrainian language, even 
though most in the region speak better Russian.21 The regime’s 
virulent nationalism seems to trump any genuine effort to win 
the hearts and minds of Donbass. President Poroshenko has 
now adopted OUN slogans like “Glory to Ukraine! Glory to the 
Heroes” and “Ukraine above all” that have become mainstream 
throughout Ukraine.22 He has stepped into Yushchenko’s shoes, 
calling OUN and UPA members “heroes” who deserve to be 
officially recognized as such by the state.23 In fact, in April 2015, 
the Ukrainian parliament passed a law which made it illegal to 
“publicly exhibit a disrespectful attitude” toward the OUN and 
UPA.24 What’s more, the day of the supposed founding of the 
UPA has been made a public holiday.25  To be entirely clear: at 
least 63% of top UPA and OUN-B leaders, including at least 74% 
of top UPA commanders, collaborated with Nazi-Germany.26 In 
addition, the bill criminalized denial of the “criminal character of 
the communist totalitarian regime of 1917-1991 in Ukraine,” thus 
including the Perestroika reforms in the 1980s.27 Soviet symbols 
have become illegal—from tiny USSR souvenirs to singing 
the Internationale. Millions of dollars will likely be spent to 
rename a huge number of cities and streets and to replace statues 
and monuments which are connected to the Soviet past. When 
surveys in two major cities showed that the vast majorities did not 
want the name-changes—and if necessary, preferred czarist era 
names—their opinions were discarded out of hand, the speaker 
of parliament even implying that descendants of “Muscovite 
occupiers’’ did not deserve a voice.28 Finally, Poroshenko gave 
new life to the aforementioned Ukrainian Institute of National 
Memory and the ultranationalist historian Volodymyr Viatrovych, 
crucial to Yushchenko’s ultranationalist campaign after the 2004 
revolution, by signing into law a bill that would allow them access 
to enormous quantities of state archives in order to re-write the 
history of Ukraine.29

	 In this context, the complete acceptance of ultranationalists 
within mainstream political institutions is not surprising—
and perhaps not the worse aspect of Ukrainian politics. The 
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aforementioned Azov commandor, Andriy Biletskiy—who spoke 
of “a crusade against the Semite-led Untermenschen’’—was made 
lieutenant-colonel of the police.30 His former vice-commander, 
Vadim Troyan, was named head of Kiev’s regional police.31 In 
March 2016, he was even promoted to the position of first deputy 
head of the national police.32 Other positions given to the far right 
were two vice-chairs of the parliamentary committee on national 
security and defense and the first vice-chair of the parliamentary 
committee on law enforcement.33 Furthermore, the founder of the 
Joseph Goebbels political research center was appointed head 
of the propaganda and analysis division of the Ukrainian secret 
service.34 
	 Neither Right Sector nor Svoboda passed the five percent 
voting threshold to enter parliament. Nevertheless, all pro-Western 
parties have now tolerated and supported ultranationalists. The 
party of Prime Minister Yatsenyuk, for example, appointed several 
leaders of far-right battalions in its military council, including the 
aforementioned Neo-Nazi leader of the Azov Battallion, Andriy 
Biletskiy. Biletskiy was also supported by Yatsenyuk’s People’s 
Front in his successful bid for a seat in the national parliament, 
where he was accompanied by twelve more far-right colleagues 
who frequently gained their positions through the electoral lists 
of supposedly ‘moderate’ parties.35 In fact, ultranationalists had 
become political assets due to their hero status as anti-Russian 
soldiers, though this has little to do with their ultranationalist 
ideology. Indeed, ordinary criminals had become venerated as well. 
Even the aforementioned commander of the Tornado battalion, 
now suspected of widespread torture and rape, had gone “from 
the criminal to hero and back again.” Der Spiegel reported that 
he was “a publicly celebrated hero. Filaret, head of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church, had awarded him with a medal.”36
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|    Chapter Fourteen   |  
  

BEYOND POPULISM: 
ASSESSING THE 
INFLUENCE OF
THE FAR RIGHT

	 Acceptance of the far-right and other dubious figures has 
not been universal. The commander of the Tornado Battalion, for 
example, was eventually arrested and is now facing prosecution. 
But these cases remain rare and highly selective. In fact, it is 
not clear whether the state can even control the ultranationalist 
battalions at this point. Multiple cases against far-right activists 
were dismissed after their organizations threatened the concerned 
judges in court. Ulrich Heyden addresses a pertinent example:

On November 30, 100 members of the Right 
Sector stormed the Malinowski Court in 
Odessa. Security officers were simply pushed 
aside. Masked men and muscular women stood 
threateningly before the three judges. The judges 
had approved a ruling to release on bail five 
people detained since the violent events of May 
2, 2014 in the city.

The judges were threatened by masked 
vigilantes if they didn’t sign letters of resignation. 
A  video report captures the confrontation. It 
shows the anxious looks on the judges’ faces. 
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They signed the resignation letters and exited the 
courtroom.

A short time later, the ruling to release the 
five anti-Maidan protesters was reversed, due, it 
was said, to “the failure to take account of certain 
facts”. Their detentions were extended for two 
months. 

… The five detainees in Odessa have been 
imprisoned for one and a half years without any 
concrete evidence presented against them. … 
The reversal of the three judges’ decision was a 
shock. One of the detainees, 32-year-old Evgeny 
Medvedov (Eugene Mefёdo), slashed his arms in 
court on December 4 in protest over the decision 
as it was announced.1 

	 In another case, in a local parliament, a Right Sector 
member pulled out an AK-47 to make clear that they will never 
disarm.2 Indeed, there have been multiple clashes between the far- 
right and police forces. In July 2015, for example, a shoot-out 
between Right Sector and law enforcement officers in Western 
Ukraine left seven wounded.3

	 Right Sector and other far-right battalions have almost 
routinely threatened to turn on Kiev in case of ‘treason’ and to 
overthrow them ‘like Yanukovych.’  The war in the Donbass, where 
any concession to the rebels are considered to be ‘capitulation to 
Russia,’ is especially sensitive. When the national parliament tried 
to pass a decentralization bill, which did not even ensure genuine 
federalism, several far-right groups, including Right Sector and 
Svoboda, demonstrated in front of parliament. The event turned 
bloody when a member of a Svoboda-affiliated battalion threw 
a hand grenade at security officers, provoking further clashes.4 
Three national guard soldiers—all of them young draftees—were 
killed, and over 130 law enforcement officials were injured.5 The 
bill passed its first reading, though it was unclear whether the 
necessary two-thirds majority would be reached for a final vote 
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in January 2016. Indeed, parliament procedures were changed 
shortly before the date, and the vote has been further postponed.6 
As Associate professor Gordon Hahn notes, the far right has 
successfully influenced policy in the past. He gives the example 
of Poroshenko’s decision not to extend a ceasefire that was first 
proclaimed on the 20th of June, 2014: 

On the eve of President Poroshenko’s pivotal 
June 30  [2014] meeting with Parubiy, Avakov 
and the powerful Defense and Security Council, 
Semenchenko and members of his battalion led 
a several  thousand-strong demonstration backed 
by two other “volunteer”—Dnepr and Aidar— 
battalions. The demonstrators demanded that 
Poroshenko end the truce, declare martial law and 
destroy the eastern rebels, or they would remove 
the president from power “like Yanukovych.” 
(…) At the demonstration, a journalist was beaten 
up and stun grenades were thrown, seriously 
injuring several demonstrators. 

(…) Before the June 30  council meeting, 
Poroshenko had said he intended to extend the 
truce after its June 30 deadline, in accordance with 
the wishes of Brussels and Moscow. However, 
after the four-hour long meeting, he emerged 
to announce an end to the truce and ordered a 
new offensive to wipe out rebels. The Donbass  
Battalion and its ilk had prevailed over the great 
powers of Europe and Russia.7

	 Although significant, the ‘muscle’ of the far-right 
should not be overestimated either. The volunteer battalions 
were especially important in the early phases of the war in 2014. 
The regime in Kiev cynically exploited the far-right when they 
were necessary, but now seems determined to neutralize their 
threat by assimilating them into the army and national guard. 
This has been achieved with a decent level of success—and 
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despite the frequent threats of coups d’état—the aforementioned 
clashes remain the most significant to date. This weakness has 
led to splits in Right Sector, partially over its militant course. 
Its leader resigned in November 2015 to form a new political 
party, aiming to unite ultranationalists with the center-right. In a 
statement, he proclaimed: “We do not abandon the revolutionary 
road, but we forsake pseudo-revolutionary activity that threatens 
the existence of the state of Ukraine and stains the reputation of 
patriots. We are opposed to the current government, but do not 
believe it appropriate (and doomed to failure) to revolt against 
it.’’8 In a later interview, Yarosh admitted to have “overestimated 
the organizational capacity of Right Sector’’—seeing they were 
unable to organize a popular referendum on a vote of no-confidence 
in the Kiev administration.9 In terms of Right Sector fighters on 
the frontline—they are estimated at 2000, and remain one of the 
few battalions that refused Kiev’s request for assimilation.10

	 The far-right is thus definitely not dominant in Ukraine. 
Nevertheless, the issue is not as black and white as many 
propagandists frame the debate. Indeed, the fact that Kiev cannot 
simply disarm the ultranationalists, but rather aims to assimilate 
them into the state—therefore giving the far right significant 
resources and legitimacy—is anything but reassuring. Now, the 
infamous Azov fighters are, for example, patrolling the streets of 
Kharkov alongside the police, on the pay-roll of the Ukrainian state 
as part of the national guard.11 The Ukrainian authorities even sent 
300 Azov troops to police Odessa during the 2016 anniversary of 
the May 2th massacre, sending a clear message to anyone who 
wished to commemorate the bloodbath.12 A few months later, the 
same regional government gave their tacit approval to a pogrom 
against dozens of Roma in an Odessan village, who fled their homes 
before their property was vandalized. One house burned to the 
ground, and anyone wishing to collect their belongings was met 
with threats of lynching.13  Azov troops arrived at the scene soon 
afterwards, voicing their support and coming to act as ‘self-defense’ 
forces.14 
	 Being part of the Ukrainian National Guard has not 
prevented the Azov regiment from threatening the state either. 
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During a torch-lit rally in front of parliament in May 2016, Andriy 
Biletsky threatened to overthrow the president if he agreed to 
hold elections in the rebel-controlled territories, an obligation 
under the peace accords which has still not been met.15 Notably, 
when the International Crisis Group interviewed a range of 
military officers in April-May 2016—most of whom are not from 
the far-right—they also encountered a striking hostility towards 
Poroshenko. None went as far as to threaten a military coup, but 
when every officer is critical of the president, on quite nationalist 
terms, it does prompt the question where the military would 
stand if a power struggle ensues. Indeed, all of the interviewees 
considered the Minsk peace accords to be “dead,’’ wanted to solve 
the crisis by military means and were frustrated by the ceasefire 
orders.16 
	 Nor are the electoral failures of Svoboda and Right Sector 
that comforting—given the fact that many of its leaders entered 
parliament on the ticket of the center right, which itself has 
adopted language such as ‘Koloradi’ and Sub-humans.’ Apologists 
often make a comparison with the European Union—where far-
right parties have taken up to 25 percent of the votes—failing 
to recognize the extraordinary extent to which ultranationalist 
rhetoric and policies have become the norm among the political 
center in Ukraine. 
	 This is, of course, not to say that the far-right threat in 
Europe is insignificant. On the contrary, as an extensive Tell 
Mama-commissioned report by Nafeez Ahmed demonstrates, 
European far-right parties harbor significant relations with neo-
Nazi groups, constituting a growing international network with 
serious claims to power in the near to medium-term future.17 
Notably, some of these parties also maintain ties (although often 
exaggerated) with elements of the Kremlin establishment and are 
laudatory about Putin.18 Yet the European far-right glorification 
of Russian ‘anti-fascist’ resistance rings hollow, not least because 
of Svoboda’s observer member status in the European Alliance of 
Nationalist Movements until 2013. Then-Front National leader, 
Jean-Marie le Pen, even visited a Svoboda party convention as an 
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honored guest in 2000, when the organization was still called the 
Social-National Party of Ukraine. 
	 Rather than cheering on either camp, it seems obvious 
that these movements ought to be resisted on all fronts. Pointing 
to the hypocrisy of the European far-right—or the Russian 
ultranationalists in Donbass, for that matter—in their support for 
‘anti-fascism’ in Ukraine, does not make the latter any less real. 
In fact, such diversion tactics bear a striking resemblance to the 
‘Russian propaganda’ that is so often decried.  
	 Importantly, there are also some dangers that are particular 
to the Ukrainian context. EU member states are not facing severe 
instability, nor are their far-right movements armed and trained in 
military combat. As recently as the spring of 2017, the far-right 
showed its ability to challenge the state’s monopoly on violence 
by initiating a blockade against coal supplied from rebel-held 
territories in Donbass. The ultranationalists continued even after 
the Ukrainian prime-minister was forced to declare a state of 
emergency in the country’s energy market, and both the United 
States and Europe backed Kiev’s calls to end the blockade.19  In 
fact, just as the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs announced harsh humanitarian consequences—with 
some vulnerable households seeing their coal supply drop by 
two-thirds—Kiev made a U-turn and formally supported the 
blockade.20  As such, it only took the far right two months to 
change the government’s policy, dealing yet another blow to the 
Minsk peace process which requires ‘’a full restoration of social 
and economic connections.”21  As I have documented, within the 
current security environment in Ukraine, the far right has extra-
legal means of exerting influence over national policy. 
	 This ties into another crucial point: it does not really 
matter how much support the far right has among the population, 
if they already control significant state resources while they’re 
fighting a war against ‘Semite-led Untermenschen.’ The most 
important lesson of the Second World War seems to be missed by 
many people. MIT Professor Chomsky writes that: 
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despite Hitler’s personal appeal, direct support 
for his genocidal projects was never high. ... 
Norman Cohn observes that even among Nazi 
party members, in 1938 over 60% ‘expressed 
downright indignation at the outrages’ carried 
out against Jews, while 5 percent considered that 
“physical violence against Jews was justified 
because ‘terror must be met with terror’.” In the 
Fall of 1942, when the genocide was fully under 
way, some 5% of Nazi Party members approved 
the shipment of Jews to “labor camps,” while 
70% registered indifference and the rest “showed 
signs of concern for the Jews.” Among the general 
population, support for the Holocaust would have 
surely been still less. The Nazi leaders required 
no popular enthusiasm in order to carry out what 
the Nazi press described as the ‘defensive action 
against the Jewish world-criminals’,  ...and to 
purify the society, and the world, by eliminating 
the ‘bacteria, vermin and pests [that] cannot be 
tolerated.’ For these tasks, the leadership needed 
little more than ‘a mood of passive compliance,’ 
apathy, the willingness to look the other way.22
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|    Chapter Fifteen   |  
  

REPRESSION AND 
DIVERSION IN

DIVIDED UKRAINE

	 Having established the relevance of the ultranationalists, 
it is now time to more deeply assess their relation to the right-wing, 
nationalist and oligarchic establishment in Kiev. Indeed, it would 
be a mistake to argue that the Kiev regime is simply capitulating 
to ultranationalists. The anti-communist hysteria, the virulent 
nationalism and the pro-war rhetoric also converges with their own 
interests. This political course has, in fact, justified a great deal of 
repression from the central government. In connection to the anti-
Soviet law, for example, the communist party of Ukraine—which 
garnered 13 percent of the vote in the parliamentary elections of 
2012—was banned for using Soviet symbolism and having the 
word ‘communist’ in its name, among other things.1 In addition, 
Russian  news channels were  taken off the air, while dozens of 
Russian books were banned.2 Repressive war legislation has 
been passed: people can be wiretapped and imprisoned without 
court warrants.3 Ukraine has passed legislation banning officials 
from criticizing government.4 An anti-terrorist law was even 
drafted that would allow the administrative authorities to restrict 
or ban information appearing on television, radio, print, internet 
and telecommunication—indefinitely and without a court order.5 
Luckily, the most extreme provisions were dropped after a wave 
of protest from journalist unions, international media watchdogs 
and the OSCE.6 Two years later, however, a Western-sponsored 
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media-watchdog reported that Ukrainian TV-channels have had 
“content supervisors’’ ever since Maidan, citing an anonymous 
source within law enforcement.7 Finally, by February 2017, 
Poroshenko issued a decree to formally institute government 
censorship and surveillance of the internet and mass media within 
Ukraine.8  
	 A Kiev-based NGO, the Institute of Mass Information 
(IMI), recorded 113 criminal offenses against reporters in the first 
half of 2016 alone, 50 of which were committed by identified 
government officials and six by law enforcement.9 These are no 
exceptions. Kiev is condoning extra-legal means of repressing 
dissent by giving the far-right cart-blanche to intimidate pro-
Russian politicians, citizens and journalists. In April 2015, 
Amnesty International called attention to a recent ‘spate of 
suspicious deaths’ among pro-Russian journalists and politicians.10 
Two of these killings, one journalist and an opposition politician, 
occurred just days after their identities and contact information 
were published on Myrotvorest, a website founded by a Ukrainian 
deputy minister, created with the purpose of publishing the 
identities of supposed “enemies of Ukraine.’’11 Rather than 
changing its policy after the killings of April 2015, a year later 
Myrotvorest published the personal data of 4,508 journalists and 
other media staff, mostly citizens of Ukraine and other western 
countries, who had received accreditation from a separatist 
agency to report in rebel-controlled territories in Donbass.12 Since 
this accreditation is quite crucial for the safety of journalists—and 
far from a guarantee as multiple cases of torture and detention 
have demonstrated—it seems that the simple act of reporting 
from enemy territory is already considered “co-operation with 
terrorists.’’13 
	 The International Federation of Journalists suspects 
Myrotvorest of having “close links’’ to the Ukrainian security 
services.14 In any case, the website was defended by the minister 
of interior affairs, Arsen Avakov, as a valuable “ally’’ and no legal 
action has been taken to close it down.15 Emboldened by the lack of 
response, the leaks have continued, with many reporters on the list 
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receiving death threats.16 And even these threats, clearly criminal 
offences, do not engage the interest of the Ukrainian government. 
So much became clear when the deputy minister of Information 
Policy, Tetiana Popova, resigned in August 2016 because the 
government systemically failed to properly investigate the now 
rampant threats against journalists.17 
	 Yet even actual cases of murder aren’t properly 
investigated. In July 2016, award-winning journalist Pavel 
Sheremet was assassinated with a car-bomb on the busy streets 
of Kiev—a high-profile and visible killing intended to send a 
message. One more journalist was killed and another beaten 
during the same week. Months later, no suspects have been 
identified, even though the prosecutor-general publicly stated 
that the first deputy head of the national police had Sheremet 
under surveillance before the killing. In fact, the officer curiously 
decided to go on a vacation.18 
	 Let’s take just one more high-profile case. On September 
5th, 2016, the headquarters of Ukraine’s most popular TV station 
was set on fire by two dozen nationalists—seriously injuring one 
journalist—after other offices of the TV station had already been 
attacked in January and February of that same year.19 As occurred 
with the Odessa massacre, one ultranationalist publicly boasted 
about the arson during a radio-interview and even threatened to 
assault another TV station.20 Again, the police claim to be unable 
to identify any suspects, which gives some credibility to a recent 
Ukrainian news report, which cites anonymous sources among 
the far-right, parliament and Inter TV, claiming that the attack 
was ordered and paid for by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, with 
the goal of seizing control over the TV channel.21 
	 The Ukrainian state has also used semi-legal means to 
repress dissent. Ruslan Kotsaba, for example—a formerly pro-
Maidan journalist who named the Donbass conflict a ‘fratricidal 
civil war,’ and subsequently called on Ukrainians to resist the 
draft—was arrested and charged with treason, which carries a 12 to 
15 years prison sentence.22 Although he was eventually acquitted, 
Kotsaba ended up spending one and a half years in prison for his 
statements. Multiple opposition politicians and journalists faced 
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similar charges, and many of these cases pass with little notice.23 
The prominent human rights activist Volodymyr Chemerys, who 
campaigned for Ukrainian independence under the Soviet Union, 
is busy compiling a list of prisoners of conscience, which already 
includes 110 names.24 
	 Horrified by the course of his country, in October 2016, 
Chemerys proceeded to publish a piece detailing how Ukraine 
is suffering from “totalitarian tendencies.’’25 He was especially 
troubled by the rise of “totalitarian movements,’’ consisting of 
both pro-Maidan ‘liberals’ and ultranationalists, who aligned 
themselves around “a single way of thinking” for the sake of 
“victory over the objective enemy.”26 Rather than acting as a 
civil counterbalance to the state, Chemerys argues that these 
movements are increasingly justifying, propagating and acting as 
informants for state repression. 
	 We have seen such practices even by the highly respected 
pro-Western and liberal Kharkiv Human Rights Protection Group 
(KHPG), which echoed Kiev’s call on Canal Plus not to air a 
French documentary on the Ukrainian far right.27 They also cried 
foul about critical statements from the Committee to Protect 
Journalists and the US-funded Freedom House, who condemned 
Kiev for banning an independent and anti-Putin Russian media 
channel, Dozhd TV.28 The KHPG argued that Dozhd TV had 
portrayed maps of Russia that included Crimea, even though they 
admit that doing otherwise would violate Russian legislation and 
potentially land the employees in jail. Yet despite Dozhd TV’s 
otherwise critical coverage, the supposed human rights advocate 
shockingly concluded that: “International NGOs might well 
consider whether the country’s [Ukraine’s] attempt to protect its 
population from the aggressor’s distortion of that situation really 
constitutes censorship’’.29 
	 In this context, it is worth citing the Ukrainian scholar 
Ivan Katchanovski at length, who already summarized the 
deteriorating political environment in August 2014: 

The leaders and many leading members of the 
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main opposition parties, such as the Party of 
Regions and the Communist Party, were targets 
of politically motivated selective prosecutions. … 
The scale of such prosecutions far exceeded similar 
politically motivated selective prosecutions of 
the opposition leaders and activists, such as Yulia 
Tymoshenko, on various criminal charges during 
the Yanukovych government. In addition, many 
Party of Regions and Communist leaders and 
activists and their parties’ Offices and houses 
were subjected to violent attacks and assaults by 
the far right organizations and groups, such as the 
Right Sector, Svoboda, its C14 neo-Nazi affiliate, 
and the Maidan Self-Defense. Such violence 
and threat of violence was also directed at many 
members of the parliament from these opposition 
parties. For the first time since Perestroika in 
Soviet Ukraine in the end of 1980s, the absolute 
majority of parliamentary votes involved  no 
votes cast against approved legislation [a 
statistic that was re-confirmed in Katchanovski’s 
September 2016 paper].30 The first round of the 
2014 presidential elections was the least free 
and fair in post-Soviet Ukraine in terms of the 
opposition participation. For instance, all three 
pro-Russian and Communist Party candidates 
were publicly assaulted by the far right and other 
Maidan activists during the election campaign, 
and two of them dropped from the race. All major 
television channels, including those controlled by 
formerly pro-Yanukovych oligarchs, presented 
pro-government positions after the “Euromaidan” 
and during the civil war in Donbass. Russian 
Television channels were officially prohibited 
in Ukraine, and formerly pro-Yanukovych TV 
channels and pro-Russian, pro-communist or 
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pro-separatist media were often targeted by the 
far right or the central authorities to force them to 
change or stop their coverage.31

	 The repression of dissent was combined with an active 
propaganda campaign. In December 2014, the Orwellian 
ministry of ‘Information Policy’ was founded, which intends to 
manage public opinion in the ‘information war’ with Russia.32 
The ministry started openly recruiting internet trolls that aim to 
influence discussions with fake and anonymous accounts.33 These 
trolls seem to be used, among other things, for organized attacks 
against critical Ukrainian journalists, spreading slanderous lies 
initiated by the government.34 On the 18th of February 2016, a 
presidential adviser told the Ukrainian press that Poroshenko 
had asked him to “lie, lie, lie’’ about the battle of Debaltseve—
which continued for days after the Minsk II peace accords—
in a concerted disinformation campaign involving Ukrainian 
bloggers.35 Indeed, an extensive journalistic investigation showed 
that trolls, bloggers, journalists and even political scientists were 
being paid to toe the government line, or to serve other oligarchic 
factions willing to pay the price.36 There were also multiple reports 
about President Poroshenko attempting to consolidate his control 
over the media by, among other things, pressuring Kolomoyskyi to 
sell his channel 1+1 with threats of nationalizing his PrivatBank.37 
Indeed, a content analysis of the four most popular TV stations in 
the country demonstrated a shocking level of conformity: of all 
the references to President Poroshenko, a mere 1-2 percent were 
negative.38

	 The extraordinary level of repression in post-Maidan 
Ukraine was justified, at every step, by a supposedly uphill 
propaganda struggle against the Russian state. Yet, a KIIS survey 
from October 2014 showed that Ukraine was clearly winning 
the information war.39 As their top 3 news sources, 84 percent of 
the population watched Ukrainian television, contrasted with 21 
percent who also watched Russian television. For newspapers and 
magazines, this number was 29 percent to 2 percent, and for the 
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radio it was 16 to one. Furthermore, 22 percent of the population 
fully trusted Ukrainian television, while 60 percent trusted it 
partially.  For its Russian counterpart, these percentages were 
respectively five and 26 percent. The Donbass was included in 
this poll. Even at the heart of the armed resistance, only 24 percent 
regularly watched Russian television while only 21 percent of the 
population fully trusted it (seven percent fully trusted Ukrainian 
television). In a different survey, KIIS found that the balance of 
trust-distrust—the percentage of Ukrainians that trust a certain 
medium minus the percentage that distrust it—was two percent 
in favor of the ‘Ukrainian mass-media,’ while this balance was 
struck at minus 70 percent for the ‘Russian mass-media.’40  A KIIS 
poll from February 2015 found that the majority of Ukrainians 
either fully or somewhat trusted Ukrainian mass media, while 60 
percent of the population ‘fully distrusted’ Russian mass media 
and only 9 percent maintained full or partial trust.41 The most 
recent KIIS survey of June 2016 is hardly different: nearly 90 
percent watched Ukrainian television daily or a few times a week, 
with just 9 percent for its Russian counterpart.42 The balance of 
trust-distrust was set at 9 percent for Ukrainian TV, while struck 
at minus 60 for Russian TV. As for Donbass, the survey showed 
that nearly all media was distrusted there, with only internet and 
social media having a slightly positive balance. Whatever the 
exact figures then, the general trend is clear: the Ukrainian media 
maintains decent levels of trust among the population, while the 
Russian media has been ostracized to the margins of society. It is 
no wonder that in August 2015, only 13.6 percent of Ukrainians 
characterized the conflict in the Donbass as a civil war.43 
	 In this context, it is especially striking that the political 
divisions in Ukrainian society have largely persisted. Admittedly, 
the predominance of separatist/federalist views are unique to 
the Donbass and Crimea, but other issues remain polarizing.  In 
May 2016, for example, roughly half of Ukrainians still wanted 
friendly relations with Russia, including open borders without 
customs and visas.44 Admittedly, support for joining the Eurasian 
Economic Union (EEU)—led by Russia—has more than halved, 
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but this has not lead to an embrace of the European Union. About 
half of the population now favors joining the EU, while a third 
wants accession neither to the European Union nor the Eurasian 
Customs Union.45 On the question of joining NATO, support and 
opposition are almost evenly split.46 In fact, a February 2017 
Gallup poll found that more Ukrainians considered NATO a 
threat than a protection.47 Some recent polls have suggested that 
NATO-membership would pass a referendum—largely because 
opponents would not show up for the vote.  All of these statistics 
reveal stark regional variations, and many do not even take rebel-
controlled territories into account. 
	 Indeed, a February 2017 KIIS survey, sponsored by the 
Swedish embassy and excluding separatist regions, showed that 
majorities in the South and East still perceive the Maidan as an 
illegal armed coup.48 Even the concept of Novorossiya- which 
is very much tied to rebel sympathies—has gained traction in 
Southern and Eastern Ukraine, according to an extensive survey 
funded by the US National Science Foundation.49 This concept 
was practically unknown until the rebel leadership proclaimed a 
desire to restore ‘greater Novorossiya.’ Even Putin recognized the 
concept when he stated on public television that: “in the tsarist days 
Kharkov, Lugansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Nikolayev and Odessa were 
not part of Ukraine.” The US-funded survey found that, excluding 
the Donbass, only half of ‘greater Novorossiya’ people’s considered 
the concept a myth designed for Russian expansion, which is the 
standard Western position. Notably, the majority in Kharkiv and 
Odessa oblasts found it either ‘hard to say’—a common reply 
for politically incorrect stances, the scientists emphasize—or 
considered Novorossiya to be an ‘expression of residents of South-
East Ukraine’s desire for independence.’ 
	 The election results have shown similar regional 
variations. The nationalist parties, who also opposed the peace 
accords—People’s Front, Self-Reliance, the Radical Party and 
Fatherland—gained 46 percent of the votes, almost exclusively in 
Western and Central Ukraine. On the other hand, the more moderate 
Poroshenko Bloc gained 22 percent of the votes, mostly from 
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Central and Southern Ukraine. The Opposition Bloc, successor 
to the Party of Regions and the only pro-Russian party to pass 
the five percent threshold, won in five of the eight participating 
Southern and Eastern Ukrainian provinces. Regardless, they did 
not even garner ten percent of the vote. Indeed, the starkest regional 
division can be observed in the election turnouts—including 
presidential, parliamentary and local—which have been the 
lowest in the history of Ukraine. Turnout in all of the Eastern and 
Southern provinces consistently fell under the national average, 
in some cases dropping as low as thirty percent. Even excluding 
Donetsk and Lugansk, at the extremes the inter-regional turnout 
differences were 32 percent for the presidential elections, over 
30 percent for the parliamentary elections, less than 19 percent 
for the first round of the local elections and 35 percent for the 
second.50 Of course, all of these preceding figures do not include 
rebel-controlled territory, where no elections were held at all. As 
Mikhail Pogrebinskiy notes: 

there is limited representation of regions with [a] 
high percentage of Russian-speaking population 
in that [Ukrainian] parliament, with 55 deputies 
from the South-East—Donetsk, Lugansk, Odessa, 
and Kharkov regions, 24 of whom represent ‘Petro 
Poroshenko Block’ and ‘The Popular Front’ party 
of Arseny Yatsenyuk—both openly anti-Russian. 
In contrast, Kiev and Western regions—Lviv, 
Ivano-Frankivsk, Ternopil, and Chernivtsi—have 
257 deputies [despite having less than half the 
population size of the aforementioned South-East 
oblasts]. The [relatively] large number of anti-
Russian deputies [among the 55 that were elected] 
from the South-East regions, is due to two factors: 
the fact that they were included into nation-wide 
lists of pro-Maidan parties and the low attendance 
of voters in the South-East in general—and the 
voters of opposition parties in particular.51
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	 In a KIIS poll, over two-thirds of abstainers said they 
would not vote for at least one of three reasons: unfairness of the 
election process, inability of parliament to change actual policy 
and a lack of favorable parties.52 The latter reason was picked 
by over one third of abstainers, a percentage that was probably 
higher among Eastern and Southern Ukrainians. This presents a 
damning indictment of the Opposition Bloc and the Communist 
Party of Ukraine, who claim to represent the Southern and Eastern 
provinces of Ukraine. Indeed, before it was officially banned in 
2015, the Communist Party of Ukraine had failed to even pass the 
five percent threshold to enter parliament. Unsurprisingly then, 
neoliberal reforms seem to have bipartisan support in Ukrainian 
politics. A good example is a new labour code, introduced in 
the framework of implementing the EU association agreement. 
Although the bill was universally opposed by independent trade 
unions in Ukraine, it received bipartisan support in parliament. 
Ukrainian lawyer Vitaliy Dudin summed up some of the problems 
in the bill:

the new code will remove the ban on employing 
women with children under the age of three for 
night shifts. The maximum probation period will 
be extended from three to six months. Moreover, 
the employer can now give ‘additional duties’ 
to an employee when it appears that their ‘full 
employment’ is not guaranteed (Article 37). If 
they now carry out work of a lower qualification, 
then additional payment is not provided. Thus it 
cannot be excluded that a programmer will have 
to work as a cleaner without additional pay. (..) 

Article 30 of the draft code will permit 
employers to control the actions of their 
employees with the aid of technology. This could 
include video surveillance or inspections of 
emails. This kind of constant oversight could lead 
to unreasonable psychological pressure, as noted 
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by the Rada’s scientific committee. At the same 
time, people may now find it difficult to leave 
their jobs of their own accord, even if working 
conditions decline, in cases where the employer 
attempts to prove that their employee has 
improved their qualifications at the company’s 
expense. Here, the employee is deprived of the 
right to leave until they work off their ‘debt’. 
Otherwise, they will have to pay compensation.53

	 Thus, the current pro-Russian parties hardly represent 
a true alternative, but rather fit the long Ukrainian tradition of 
abusing either pro-Western or pro-Russian rhetoric in order to mask 
unpopular policies and corruption. Nevertheless, the existence of 
a decent opposition can sometimes help to prevent or diminish 
overly blatant abuses of power. Therefore, the unprecedented 
consolidation of power in the hands of the pro-Western factions is 
a worrying development. Notably, it is also a self-reinforcing one. 
For a start, the pro-Western government adopted a new lustration 
law which could potentially fire up to one million government 
officials who had served under the presidency of Yanukovych.54 
Ironically, president Poroshenko had served as a minister in the 
Yanukovych administration himself, and was one of the founding 
members of the Party of Regions. According to a Wikileaks Cable 
from the American embassy, he was also a ‘disgraced oligarch’ 
and ‘tainted by credible corruption allegations.’55 Poroshenko 
also betrayed his election promise to sell parts of his assets to 
avoid conflicts of interest. In fact, he’s the only oligarch whose 
net worth has increased since Maidan, despite the free fall of the 
Ukrainian economy.56 In 2014, his income increased seven-fold, 
on which he only paid five percent taxes.57 
	 Since Poroshenko assumed the presidency, numerous 
controversies were sparked over investigations of his corporate 
dealings. Being implicated in the Panama Papers, an extensive 
investigation by the award-winning OCCRP strongly suggested 
that Poroshenko set up an off-shore holding company to avoid 



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE182

paying taxes, right in the middle of the war effort, breaking two 
Ukrainian laws in the process.58 Just a few months later, another 
investigation by the US-funded RFE/RL showed that Poroshenko 
and other high-level officials owned lavish multi-million-dollar 
villas in the most luxurious neighborhoods of Spain—hidden 
from public view, possibly in violation of new transparency 
laws.59 Furthermore, the former parliamentarian and Poroshenko 
ally, Alexander Onishchenko, accused the President of a whole 
range of corrupt practices, including systemic bribing of MPs for 
votes. Although Onishchenko fled to Germany in the midst of 
corruption charges against him, which he claims are fabricated, 
Leshchenko documented how some elements of Onishchenko’s 
story are corroborated by subsequent events, not least the 
complete silence over his testimony on Ukrainian television.60 
Finally, to make matters even worse, research by Business New 
Europe found strong indications that—at the height of the Maidan 
sniper massacre—Yanukovych and his cronies fled Kiev with 
private jet services from Ukrprominvest VIP. This corporation 
was founded by three senior pro-Maidan politicians: leader of the 
Poroshenko Bloc parliamentary groupIhor Kononenko, the first 
deputy secretary of the National Security and Defence Council 
Oleh Gladkovsky—and none other than president Poroshenko 
himself. Top Yanukovych associates had been using the services 
already since 2010 and normally paid in cash.61 Needless to say, 
large-scale abuse of the lustration law in the form of selective 
prosecutions is very likely; a matter that was also flagged by the 
prominent Kharkiv Human Rights Protection Group.62 
	 But not only the administrative powers are being cleansed 
of politicians that had served under Yanukovych. Judges can now 
be fired by a commission, the majority of whose members are 
appointed by the government, directly infringing on the separation 
of powers between the judiciary and the administration.63  Indeed, it 
became apparent that the Poroshenko administration was willing to 
use its leverage over the judiciary, when the constitutional court of 
Ukraine reversed its leaked decision to render the aforementioned 
lustration law unconstitutional after threats of new dismissals.64 
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As previously noted, Poroshenko also made a number of political 
appointments to the Prosecutor General’s Office.
	 But not only formal institutions are facing repression, so 
are ordinary citizens who protest—often directly from the state. 
Even excluding the ‘Anti-terrorist Operation’ in the Donbass, data 
from the aforementioned Center for Social and Labour research 
found that the number of state-sanctioned repressive actions 
(including arrests, beatings, imprisonment etc.) were 97 per 100 
separatist/federalist protests in 2014.65 In the most recent data 
from April-August 2015, this number increased to a whopping 
568 per 100 protests, meaning that nearly all pro-separatist/
federalist protests faced multiple forms of state repression.66 
Admittedly, a slight majority of these protests were coded as 
violent (containing threats, assaults or vandalism). Nevertheless, 
a comparison with anti-communist protest activities—in practice 
mostly Ukrainian nationalists—are revealing here. In 2014, over 
two-thirds were coded as violent, while the repression rate was 
only 15 per 100 protests. In April-August 2015, this slightly 
changed to respectively 59 percent coded as violent and 25 
repressive actions per 100 events. Thus, a clear trend of selective 
repression is visible here. Nevertheless, this pro-Russian vs. 
anti-Russian framework masks a truth that is perhaps even more 
disturbing: state-sanctioned repression against protest activity has 
been raised nearly across the board. Protests with socio-economic 
or civil rights demands, for example, now face a significantly 
higher rate of repression than under Yanukovych. In fact, civil 
rights protests saw the same rate of repression as anti-communist 
ones, even though only 8 percent of the civil rights protests were 
coded as violent. Thus, we can see how the Kiev regime caters 
to the war-rhetoric of the ultranationalists, subsequently creates 
an extensively repressive state machinery, which it then uses to 
attack its political opponents and oppress wider protest activity. 
Ukrainian sociologist Volodymyr Ishchenko adds that:

The mobilization [of the army] has acquired a 
clear class character because it is easier to locate 
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and draft villagers or workers than for example a 
freelance, middle class person, who is not so easy 
for the military commission to locate. They are 
more able to defend their rights, they have money 
to pay bribes, and it is easier for these people to 
go abroad and escape the draft. So the burden of 
this war falls more on the shoulders of the poor 
than on the middle class and especially the rich.67 

	 In another interview, he adds that:

they recruit … very often using the support of the 
local administration in the villages, or in the case 
of the cities they also sometimes use the support 
of [the] factory station management. … the 
[factory] management in one of [the] industrial 
Ukrainian cities, Kryvyi Rih, actually sent this 
draft card to all the union members in the factory. 
So, like in [the] good old times, the recruitment 
of the army can be used for political repression as 
well, against union activists in this case.68

	 By December 2016, a UN-sponsored survey found that 
since Maidan, only four percent of Ukrainians saw improvements 
in the human rights situation.69 Even a professor, Maidan supporter 
and former volunteer for Right Sector, Yevheniia Bilchenko, 
admitted that there is genuine fear of speaking out against the rise 
of neo-Nazis, government repression and the war in Donbass—
because of potential retaliation from the far-right and the state.70

	 Apart from legitimizing repression, however, the 
nationalist rhetoric of ‘moderate’ politicians also serves another 
purpose: it helps to divert attention from Kiev’s devastating 
economic policies. As previously noted, protest data from the 
aforementioned Center for Social and Labour research found that 
for four consecutive years before Maidan, the most frequent protest 
demands had been of a socio-economic nature. Indeed, 2013 saw 
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a record number of socio-economic protest activitions. However, 
with the onset of the war in 2014, the primary protest issues had 
become ideological and political.71 In a change of direction, under 
the crippling conditions of the IMF reforms, in April-August 2015 
socio-economic demands returned to nearly half of the protests. 
Nevertheless, these all came in small numbers. Mass mobilization 
remains exclusive to ideological and political protest.72
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|    Chapter Sixteen   |  
  

OBSTRUCTING 
PEACE

	 The ‘moderates’ in Kiev have arguably been a greater 
obstacle to peace than the ultranationalists. Of course, the 
ceasefire has been violated by both sides of the conflict, and 
some of the blame is certainly on the far-right. Most notably, the 
Minsk accords were immediately and publicly rejected by Right 
Sector leader Dmytro Yarosh, who vowed to fight on.1 In addition, 
research by the Ukrainian scholar Ivan Katchanovski suggests that 
Right Sector also broke the Easter ceasefire in April 2014, when 
the conflict had not yet escalated to full-scale war.2 Two years later 
former Right Sector leader Dmytro Yarosh would finally admit—
to a pro-Ukrainian news site—that he indeed mounted the attack. 
The same publication, however, also mentions that the operation 
was authorized by the then-acting president Turchynov, thus 
potentially implicating the ‘moderate’ central government.3 
	 In any case, the Minsk accords stipulate a path to peace, 
including a good number of measures that could be taken before 
the full observance of the ceasefire: constitutional guarantees for 
decentralization, passing a law on local elections in rebel territories, 
amnesty for everyone involved in the Donbass conflict, lifting the 
humanitarian blockade, re-starting social payments, re-opening 
Ukrainian banks, prisoner swaps and regular talks with the rebel 
leadership about these measures.4 So far, only the prisoner swaps 
have been partially successful, mostly at the start of Minsk II.5 
Amnesty has been proposed—only for those not guilty of capital 
crimes—therefore necessarily excluding many rebel soldiers. The 
improvement of the humanitarian situation has not occurred at 
all. In fact, the Donbass banking system remains frozen and so 
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do all government transactions. The Ukrainian military has also 
persisted in their interception of aid trucks, though some have 
finally been let through. An analysis by political scientist Gordon 
Hahn found Kiev to be in clear violation of seven articles and nine 
obligations under Minsk II, concluding that “Kiev is significantly 
more in violation of the agreement than the Donbass rebels and/or 
Moscow.’’6 
	 Poroshenko, however, has consistently argued the 
opposite, claiming that the rebels first need to follow through on 
“security issues,’’ such as disarmament and giving Kiev control 
over the Russian border. Yet these articles do not have clear 
timelines. In fact, the latter is made explicitly conditional upon 
the passing of constitutional amendments and local elections, as 
stipulated in article 9 of the accords. Furthermore, these political 
reforms (elaborated on in note one of the agreement) also include 
the possibility for local councils to create people’s militias for 
maintaining order, meaning that some of the rebels would, in all 
likelihood, not have to disarm at all. Indeed, giving control over 
the border and disarmament would amount to surrender, and can 
therefore only be reasonably implemented after Kiev holds up its 
side of the bargain, especially the proposed political settlement 
through local elections and federalization. Such a settlement 
would also establish Kiev’s sovereignty over Donbass and, as 
such, make the aforementioned security measures enforceable in 
the first place. In other words, the ball is largely in Kiev’s court.
	 It is therefore quite damning that Kiev has done next to 
nothing to address these issues. Let us start with the local elections. 
In October 2015, eight months after the signing of Minsk II—and 
three months before the initial deadline—it had already become 
clear that Kiev was not following through on its obligations. Kiev 
had not even started talks with the rebel leadership about the 
elections, let alone implemented a special law, in accordance with 
these negotiations and note one of the accords, that would define 
the authority of the to-be-elected officials (article 4 and 12). On the 
contrary, Poroshenko simply insisted that rebel-territories should 
participate in the nation-wide local elections in October without 
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any of these provisions met and, in fact, without even having 
passed the across-the-board amnesty law that would allow all the 
rebels to participate (necessitated by article 12 and note 1). The 
rebel authorities threatened to organize their own elections that 
month, which would mean another step towards full independence 
and a violation of the Minsk accords. A new summit with the 
Normandy four—Russia, France, Germany and Ukraine—was 
held, where an agreement was reached that Russia would pressure 
the rebels to postpone their elections, on the condition that Kiev 
would finally follow through on its Minsk obligations.7 Although 
it was acknowledged that the December 31, 2015 deadline had 
become unrealistic, Kiev would need to start talks with the rebels 
straight away to ensure only a limited delay. The rebel leadership 
indeed postponed their elections—yet one year later Kiev is still 
refusing to talk to them. 
	 That only leaves the federalization issue. The strong and 
violent opposition by ultranationalists against the decentralization 
bill, which involved constitutional amendments to ensure a special 
status for Donetsk and Luhansk, has already been noted. This bill 
has been postponed, far beyond the December 31, 2015 deadline 
that was agreed upon at Minsk II. At closer inspection, however, it 
becomes clear that, even if passed by parliament, these amendments 
would hardly ensure true autonomy for the Donbass .8 On September 
16, 2014, a law was passed “on a special local government order 
in certain districts of Donetsk and Luhansk regions,” in order 
to accommodate the first Minsk Accords.9 This ‘special order,’ 
however, was temporary and would need to be prolonged by a 
majority vote in the national parliament after three years. So-
called ‘constitutional guarantees’ were given in a later draft of the 
constitution, after the Minsk II accords in September 2015. The 
draft constitution, however, only mentioned the issue of special 
status in the ‘transitional provisions,’ stating that this would be 
determined in a separate law. Poroshenko confirmed the reality 
of this provision in a parliamentary debate, stating that the draft 
constitution would “only admit the possibility of a specific order 
of the realization of the local government in certain administrative 
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and territorial units of Lugansk and Donetsk regions, which is 
determined by a separate law.”10 In other words, there were no 
actual constitutional guarantees. The special status of the rebel 
territories are as of yet only recognized by a temporary law and 
the new constitution will do little to change this. 
	 In addition, in violation of the Minsk accords, the rebel 
leadership was not consulted in the draft of this constitution. The 
rebel leadership stated that their proposals had been ignored. Kiev 
subsequently denied having received any ‘official’ proposals, 
the phrasing of which could suggest that the regime still does 
not recognize the People’s Republics as ‘official’ actors worthy 
of dialogue.11 Furthermore, the draft constitution does not 
guarantee federalization; it in fact yet again serves the agenda of 
the ‘moderate’ nationalists in Kiev, helping to concentrate power 
in the hands of the central administration. As sociologist Halyna 
Mokrushyna explains: 

in cases where a local government or its head 
adopts an “act” which does not respect the 
Constitution of Ukraine or threatens state 
sovereignty, territorial integrity or the national 
security of Ukraine, the president of the country 
is empowered to veto this act, suspend the 
offending local government (councils) and 
appoint an interim “state representative” who 
will “direct and organize” the work of the local 
executive organs of power.12 

	 A constitutional court would subsequently examine the 
suspension of local governance. Regardless, many Ukrainian 
parliamentarians fear that the law can be abused to suspend 
regional governance by arbitrarily renewing charges of 
constitutional violations. Yet it doesn’t stop there. In fact, even the 
decentralization clauses are underpinned by an austerity agenda. 
As the Ukrainian lawyer Vitaliy Dudin writes: 
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the base unit of self-governance is due to become 
the ‘community’ (obshchina), rather than town or 
village. In practice, this amendment will lead to 
the creation of enlarged neighborhood districts, 
and is designed to save financial resources. 
For instance, several neighborhoods could be 
amalgamated into a single ‘community’, and 
then served by a single hospital or school (the 
numbers of which are due to be cut by 5% in 
2016), whereas in the past each neighborhood 
might have had its own polyclinic. Fundamental 
social provisions such as education, healthcare, 
transport and road repair could also be transferred 
to local council budgets. These measures are in 
complete accordance with the austerity policies 
thrust upon Ukraine by the IMF.13

	 It is clear that Kiev bears substantial responsibility for the 
failure of the Minsk accords, as it has continually privileged its 
own agenda over peace considerations, cynically exploiting and 
exacerbating the nationalist tide that swept Ukraine. In fact, as 
has been demonstrated, Kiev repeteadly found its own agenda 
to be compatible with that of the far right. This was no different 
for Minsk. Indeed, to finish this chapter, it would be fruitful to 
return one last time to the extensive report of the International 
Crisis Group (ICG), which offers another motivating factor for the 
failure of the peace accords. 
	 During their field research, the ICG found that a number 
of officials consider the current stalemate—including the siege 
against a war-torn population—to be a useful strategy in their 
military struggle against Russia and the rebels.14 Removal of 
western sanctions against Russia have been made conditional upon 
completion of the Minsk accords. In addition, with the Russian 
economy already in trouble, the current constellation pushes all 
the costs for humanitarian assistance and reconstruction onto the 
Russian state. During their interviews, the ICG found this strategy 
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to have unanimous support among Ukrainian military officers. 
In fact, even politicians as senior as the Secretary of National 
Security and Defense, Aleksandr Turchynov, and the Speaker 
of Parliament, Andriy Parubiy, are on board. Proponents say 
President Poroshenko privately agrees as well, though he can’t 
publicly say so for obvious reasons. Senior western ambassadors 
have apparently been briefed about this idea at the start of 2016, 
although the ICG emphasizes that the strategy has never been 
turned into official policy. Make no mistake, however, the Minsk 
II accords are backed by the full weight of the United Nations 
Security Council.15 Ukraine was actually a rotating member of the 
Security Council when the resolution was passed. But they did 
not introduce the bill. That honor was reserved for the Russian 
Federation.16 
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|    Chapter Seventeen   |  
  

THE IMPERIAL DESIRE 
FOR WAR

	 Both sides of the conflict have seen foreign volunteers enter 
their battalions—albeit numerically more on the side of the rebels. 
Indeed, the first prime ministers of the rebel states—Donetsk and 
Luhansk People’s Republics—were both Russian citizens.1 The 
rebel ranks also included Russian ultranationalists. A good example 
is the Wolves’ Hundred, who supported the Russian military in 
Crimea and subsequently swore to fight the “fascists’’ in Kiev.2 
Ironically, Shkuro, the founding father of the Wolves’ hundred, was 
himself a Nazi-Collaborator. But this does not prevent them from 
proclaiming anti-fascist credentials, nor from whipping civilians.3 
On the rebel side too, there were Chechen battalions, linked to 
the Kremlin-backed regime of Ramzan Kadyrov.4 Nevertheless, 
as several on the ground reports confirmed—published in, among 
others, The New York Times, the London Review of Books, the 
New York Review of Books and the Sunday Times—nearly all the 
rebels were locals.5 In April 2014, EU intelligence chief Georgij 
Alafuzoff confirmed that no regular Russian troops were engaged 
in Ukraine, only some Russian citizens who came of their own 
volition, constituting but a minor part of the rebellion.6 Indeed, 
Russia seemed to have little control over the rebels. When Putin 
asked them to postpone a referendum on independence on the 
11th of May, the rebel leadership went through with it anyway.7 
By contrast, Putin did recognize the presidential and parliamentary 
elections in Ukraine proper as legitimate, directly challenging the 
rebel narrative that the government in Kiev is a fascist junta.8
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	 Regardless, countless Western media kept reporting a 
Russian ‘stealth invasion,’ uncritically copying statements from 
NATO, US and Ukrainian officials. A good example was a New 
York Times front page article in early May, which claimed to 
show conclusive evidence of Russian military involvement  in 
eastern Ukraine.9 This was based on pictures forwarded by officials 
in Kiev and Washington to The New York Times, which allegedly 
showed the same group of armed men in two pictures: one of them 
taken in Russia, the other in Ukraine. But this evidence was very 
shaky. The men could well have been veterans and the pictures were 
very blurry. Indeed, higher quality versions were actually circulating 
on the internet, which clearly showed they were not the same men.10 
This was bad enough, but the problem turned out to be even worse: 
the actual photographer of the supposedly Russian picture publicly 
stated that the picture was actually taken in Ukraine.11 The entire 
story fell apart. In fact, it seems Washington officials had just lazily 
picked two pictures from the internet, lowered the resolution and 
sold a fabricated story to ‘prominent’ Western journalists. The false 
information was subsequently uncritically reported throughout 
the Western world. This obviously showed a complete lack of 
professionalism in Western media, as well as a severe anti-Russian 
bias. Perhaps most damning, the affair showed that Western 
government officials were counting on this.  As Oliver Boyd-
Barrett demonstrated in his book Western Mainstream Media and 
the Ukraine Crisis: A Study in Conflict Propaganda, mainstream 
Western media were effectively serving as state propaganda outlets 
throughout the Ukraine crisis, similar to their conduct in previous 
conflicts.12 It is perhaps unsurprising that a Gallup survey taken 
throughout the former Soviet Union showed that, among people 
following both Western and Russian media, a comfortable-to-vast 
majority in all countries—with the sole exception of Georgia—
considered Russian media to be more reliable.13

	 All of this is not to say that the Russian state never backed 
the rebels. That would happen months later, in substantial volumes. 
The Ukrainian army was making steady headway into rebel-held 
territory, and halfway through August 2014 the situation changed 
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decisively. Writing on the ground for the New York Review of 
Books, Tim Judah described the August offensive as “a catastrophic 
defeat … [that] will long be remembered by embittered Ukrainians 
as among the darkest days of their history.”14  By the end of that 
month, the rebel leadership freely admitted that an estimated 
3000 to 4000 Russian soldiers were fighting among their ranks 
(they were supposedly on a holiday), which were estimated to 
number between 10,000 and 20,000 fighters in July.15 Indeed, 
it seems that Russian military support turned the tide of war in 
August, forcing Poroshenko to sign the Minsk peace accords on 
the 5th of September. According to official military records, at 
least a hundred regular Russian troops died that month during 
their service, all of them supposedly during training exercises.16 
Paul Robinson documented numerous other indications of direct 
Russian participation in August, such as social media posts by 
Russian soldiers, pictures of uniquely Russian military equipment 
in Donbass, Russian soldiers captured by the Ukrainian army and 
several admissions from rebel sources.17 After almost two years of 
denial, Putin finally admitted that Russian ‘military intelligence 
officers’ have been active in the Donbass.18

	 This Russian incursion was thus a definite and important 
reality, but it’s easy to overstretch its meaning. Paul Robinson, 
a military expert and British intelligence veteran, argues, in an 
extensive paper about the offensive, that Russian support was 
not the sole—or even the most important—reason for the August 
defeat.19 Although the Ukrainian military had suffered years of 
neglect in the run-up to the civil war, Robinson shows that the 
rebels remained clearly outnumbered and under-equipped—even 
when accounting for Russian support. In other words, the reason for 
the August defeat must also be sought elsewhere. Robinson cites 
in particular the relevance of a range of strategic mistakes made 
by Ukrainian political and military leaders, such as an exclusive 
focus on gaining territory rather than neutralizing the opposing 
army; underestimating the forces required for specific battles by 
failing to predict local opposition; increasing this local opposition 
by indiscriminate shelling of residential areas; and refusing to 
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withdraw from specific battles when defeat was very predictable. 
Matters beyond the control of the Ukrainian leadership, such as 
differences in army morale and the successful use of interior lines 
(a military strategy) by the rebels, are also documented.20 Lastly, 
addressing the relevance of Russian military supplies during these 
initial phases of the war, an extensive report by the Armament 
Research Services in Australia in November 2014 concluded the 
following: 

ARES has assessed that it is very likely that pro-
Russian separatist forces have received some 
level of support from one or more external parties, 
however the level of state complicity in such 
activity remains unclear. Despite the presence 
of arms, munitions, and armoured vehicles 
designed, produced, and allegedly even sourced 
from Russia, there remains no direct evidence of 
Russian government complicity in the trafficking 
of arms into the area. [It is clear, however, that 
from the very start of the insurgency, the Russian 
state tolerated the formation of quite extensive 
private Russian networks which openly gathered 
supplies and volunteer fighters for the Donbass  
rebels.] The majority of arms and munitions 
documented in service with separatist forces have 
evidently been appropriated from the Ukrainian 
security forces and their installations within 
Ukraine. … The Ukrainian regime has access 
to more powerful weapon systems, in greater 
numbers, and with a more robust logistical chain 
than separatist forces could hope to muster without 
overt support from a foreign power. As it stands, 
the limited but noteworthy external support pro-
Russian separatist forces have received has not 
proven significant enough to turn the tide in their 
favour.21 [emphasis mine]
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	 Notably, right after the August offensive most regular 
Russian troops left Ukraine again.22 During the second major 
intensification of the conflict in January 2015, the Commander in 
chief of the Ukrainian armed forces made the following admission: 
“We have some evidence about individual members of the Russian 
Armed Forces and citizens of the Russian Federation being a 
part of the illegal armed groups in combat activities. Currently, 
[however,] we are not engaged in combat operations against the 
units of the regular Russian army.”23 A reappearance of regular 
Russian forces did happen shortly in February 2015, preceding the 
Minsk II accords. But they left again, straight afterwards. The OSCE 
recently confirmed that there is no evidence of regular Russian 
troops currently stationed in Ukraine.24 The aforementioned April-
May 2016 ICG interviews with Ukrainian officers unanimously 
confirmed the same.25 Notably, even concerning the supply of 
military resources, the main conclusion of the 2014 ARES report 
was echoed in the 2015 Yearbook of the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute—possibly the world’s most authoritative 
source on the international arms trade—which found that “most of 
the weapons used by both sides were in the Ukrainian inventory 
before the crisis started.’’26

	 Nevertheless, the Russian interventions preceding both 
of the Minsk accords does demonstrate the importance of the 
Russian state in tipping the balance when needed, pressuring Kiev 
to accept a negotiated settlement.27 From 2015 onwards, the rebels 
also started talking quite openly about funds, training and military 
equipment supplied by the Russian state. An estimated $1 billion 
a year is paid to bankroll pensions, social benefits and salaries 
to local officials and the separatist military forces.28 This support 
became increasingly important as the Ukrainian military re-
vitalized from the initial chaos that followed Maidan.29  In October 
2015, the rebel leader Alexander Khodakovsky explained the 
ramifications during an interview: “Russia is behind us and there 
is the unambiguous hint that if you continue military aggression 
against us, then Russia will not refrain from supporting us in 
absolutely every way it can, and they [Kiev] understand that.”30 
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During the ICG interviews, Ukrainian officers agreed, stating that 
Russia’s support was the primary reason for Kiev’s hesitance to 
embark on a new major offensive.31  
	 Russian control over the rebellion has solidified since 
August 2014, after which the rebels were integrated into an overall 
command structure, following orders from Russian military 
handlers.32 Notably, the Russian state did not solely gain influence 
through military and financial support. A string of assassinations 
has befallen independent-minded and anti-oligarchic rebel 
leaders, which could not be traced to the Ukrainian military.33 
These assassinations came after evidence surfaced of Russian 
meddling in the Donbass general elections in October 2014.34 
The communist party in the Donetsk People’s Republic (not to 
be confused with the aforementioned communist party in Ukraine 
proper) was not allowed to participate, supposedly for technical 
reasons. When its leader, Boris Litvinov, challenged this decision, 
he received a phone-call from Russian state adviser Borodai, who 
told him to drop his objections and remain loyal, emphasizing 
Russian support for the rebels. The Donbass insurgents have hero 
status in Russia—and it seems the state preferred not to have 
leftist and anti-oligarchic ideas spread.
	 In fact, even the communist party has a very limited 
progressive agenda, and remains by and large loyal to the 
rebel leadership—underscoring the very tight control of the 
Kremlin over the rebels since August 2014. After being denied 
participation in the elections, Litvinov assured his party that ‘there 
is no need to go into deep opposition,’ re-affirming his earlier 
statement that ‘we are not in the opposition, we are the vanguard 
[of the republic].’ In his 130-page review of the Ukrainian left 
during and after Maidan, the Ukrainian sociologist Volodymyr 
Ishchenko finds the left to be extremely weak and fractured on 
both sides of the conflict. Although communist, anti-oligarchic 
and other leftist ideas are more popular among the rebels, they 
remain just that, ideas. As Ishchenko writes: “The public activity 
of the [communist] party for almost the whole year, according to 
the official web-site, consisted exclusively of ritualistic activities 
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on symbolic communist dates, subbotniki and the reconstruction 
of pioneer and Komsomol youth organizations. The party clearly 
exists only to support communist identity but not to engage in 
communist politics.’’35 
	 The ‘left’ battalions operate in a similar vein. By far the 
most progressive brigade is Prizrak—whose commander was 
assassinated, ostensibly with separatist involvement—and even 
they were willing to postpone progressive politics in favor of 
‘unity against the aggressor.’ As the head of Prizrak’s political 
department put it: “this is not a social revolution but a national-
liberation war of the Donbass peoples, greater Novorossiya 
peoples and those in Ukraine who disagree with principles of 
political intolerance.’’36 Notably, Novorossiya was a former 
imperial province of the Russian empire stretching over much 
of Southern and Eastern Ukraine, whose revival as a concept 
is an obvious sign of Russian nationalism. As for the ‘political 
intolerance’, quite ironically, Prizrak has tolerated the admittance 
of Russian Neo-Nazis in their battalion, underscoring the level 
of political sacrifice that progressive elements within the uprising 
were willing to make in favor of ‘unity.’37 
	 Yet Russia has also been reigning in some of the 
ultranationalist rebel leaders. As Shaun Walker wrote for the 
Guardian: “those who disagree with the uneasy peace on all 
sides are being sidelined. Andrei Purgin, one of the original 
ideologues of the Donetsk People’s Republic, who represented 
the territory at the Minsk negotiations, was sacked from his 
position in the leadership last month and spent four days under 
arrest. In an interview in Donetsk, Purgin evaded a direct answer 
as to the reason behind his arrest, but said he disagreed with the 
ceasefire. … Purgin said he believed a criminal case could be 
launched against him, and his movements were being tracked by 
the separatist authorities he led until recently.’’38 Purgin is not the 
only rebel leader to have publicly lamented the Minsk agreement; 
many wish to secure the entire Donbass, especially the city of 
Mariupol where crucial supplies and access to a seaport are 
located. But Russia’s main interests require a cessation of war. 
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Neutral status for Ukraine can be established through the Minsk 
accords, by giving Donbass veto power over NATO membership 
within a federalized Ukraine. The military base in Crimea was 
already secured in March 2014, and Putin has prevented loss of 
face by saving the rebellion from sure defeat. Indeed, Merkel and 
Hollande both praised Putin for pressuring the rebel leadership to 
accept the Minsk II accords.39 As the ICG documented, separatists 
have consistently complained that their Russian military handlers 
have strictly enforced the ceasefire orders.40 Analysts on both sides 
have therefore suggested that the occasional spikes in violence 
are attempts to pressure Kiev politically, to implement the Minsk 
accords for example, reminding Ukraine that the Russia is still 
willing to use its military force.41 
	 We can thus establish that Russian support for the Donbass 
rebellion was and remains very substantial—and that the new 
proto-states are essentially ruled from the Kremlin. Nevertheless, 
it is quite a stretch that countless media were reporting a 
‘Russian invasion,’ or an impending one, by uncritically copying 
statements and ‘classified intelligence’ from US, Kiev and NATO 
sources. Indeed, comparisons with actual invasions might be 
enlightening. The first gulf war, for example, involved nearly 
a million troops on the side of Kuwait, about 700,000 of them 
from the US. In fact, the number of Russian troops in Donbass 
is comparable to the US military presence in Iraq after the ‘full 
withdrawal’ in 2011. Admittedly, the scale of the Ukraine conflict 
was smaller, but the vast majority of rebel fighters have at all 
times been locals. As such, many accusations from Kiev and 
NATO have been extremely misleading. When a Russian convoy 
of trucks sent highly necessary humanitarian aid across the 
border, Western politicians cried foul about a “direct invasion’’.42 

An extremely grave misrepresentation, considering that several 
Western journalists were allowed to inspect the trucks and only 
found bottles of water and boxes with sleeping bags.43 
	 In the end of August 2014, accusations of an impending 
Russian invasion further intensified, this time supported by 
satellite images straight from the Pentagon. This was a curious 
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development, since a  mission  of the OSCE, who had been 
monitoring the border since the 6th of August, had only seen large 
groups of unarmed men pass the border.44 It should be clear that an 
all-out invasion, as opposed to an incursion or covert support, is 
not something that can just happen unnoticed. Putin tried to make 
this point clear by  assuring  EU commissioner Manuel Barroso 
over the phone that “if I want to, I can take Kiev in two weeks.’’45 
Many Western media subsequently spun this remark as an open 
threat to take the city of Kiev. On the 1st of September 2014, a 
dozen US intelligence veterans sent an open letter to Chancellor 
Merkel.46 They warned that “the [US] “intelligence” [about 
Ukraine] seems to be of the same dubious, politically “fixed” 
kind used 12 years ago to “justify” the U.S.-led attack on Iraq.’’47 

These veterans were not alone. In public testimony in the French 
parliament, Director of Military Intelligence Christophe Gomart 
proclaimed that: 

NATO had announced that Russia would invade 
Ukraine, whereas according to our information, 
nothing supported this hypothesis—indeed, we 
observed that the Russians had not deployed 
command centers or a supply chain, notably 
military hospitals, that would allow for a military 
invasion, and reserve units had not moved at 
all. Subsequent events proved us right, because 
if some Russian soldiers were indeed seen in 
Ukraine, it was more a maneuver aiming to exert 
pressure on Ukrainian President Poroshenko than 
an attempted invasion.48

	 He explained that “the real problem with NATO is that US 
intelligence is preponderant there, whereas French intelligence is 
only more or less taken into account.”
	 A similar thing happened at the start of March 2015, 
when the war activities were winding down and the Minsk II 
accords were starting to take hold. Philip Breedlove, Supreme 
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Allied Commander of NATO, took to the stage and told a press 
conference that the rebels had just been supplied with “well over 
a thousand combat vehicles, Russian combat forces, some of 
their most sophisticated air defense, battalions of artillery.’’ He 
emphasized that “it is not getting better. It is getting worse every 
day.” Two days later, an extensive article appeared in Der Spiegel, 
which revealed that several high ranking German intelligence 
officers considered these statements “dangerous propaganda.’’49 

And this was not the first time this happened either. In fact, these 
exaggerated statements intensified each time peace was in reach. 
“NATO in the past has always announced a new Russian offensive 
just as, from our point of view, the time had come for cautious 
optimism,” a German parliamentarian told Der Spiegel. NATO 
has always been a US-dominated organization, leading some to 
conclude that the Americans were hijacking the peace effort. In 
addition, Der Spiegel reported that:

Berlin officials have noticed that, following the 
visit of American politicians or military leaders in 
Kiev, Ukrainian officials are much more bellicose 
and optimistic about the Ukrainian military’s 
ability to win the conflict on the battlefield. “We 
then have to laboriously bring the Ukrainians 
back onto the course of negotiations,” said one 
Berlin official.50

	 The fact that the United States has continuously been 
pushing for war is crucial. We noted earlier that Bloomberg 
View considered the US embassy to be a ‘center of power’ in 
Ukraine; that Geoffrey Pyatt met every two weeks with President 
Poroshenko to give him ‘firm’ orders; that important ministerial 
and even defense appointments were ‘vetted’ by Washington. 
Indeed, several foreigners have been appointed in important 
governmental positions, including former Georgian president 
Mikheil Saakashvili and several of his close associates—hardline 
hawks who provoked war with Russia in 2008, and have extensive 
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ties with neocon circles in Washington.51 Furthermore, working 
directly under Joe Biden for US affairs in Ukraine is the Assistant 
Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs, Victoria 
Nuland. A characteristic figure of the continuity in US foreign 
policy making, Nuland had also served as the principal deputy 
foreign policy adviser to Vice President Dick Cheney, among 
those chiefly responsible for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. She’s also 
married to the neo-con Robert Kagan, who co-founded the Project 
for a New American Century (PNAC), a think tank in favor of a 
“Reaganite policy of military strength and moral clarity.’’ Ten out 
of twenty-five co-founders of PNAC went on to serve under the 
Bush administration, including Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld 
and Paul Wolfowitz.  
	 US influence could help to explain why President 
Poroshenko has made such half-hearted attempts at peace. 
According to pro-government sources, in March 2014 a deal was 
arranged in Vienna between pro-Russian oligarch Dmytro Firtash 
and then presidential candidate Petro Poroshenko, where they 
agreed that Firtash’s backing would be conditional upon securing 
peace in the Donbass.52 This deal was obviously not made out 
of charity, but with material interests in mind. Firtash, as well 
as Akhmetov, have loads of assets in the Donbass  that have 
been ravaged by the war, enabling other oligarchs to overtake 
their influence. Nevertheless, peace is certainly in the interest of 
Ukraine, and has enough support among the wider population to 
be achieved without major electoral losses (or even with electoral 
gains, depending on your interpretation of the polls).53 It is 
therefore striking that so little progress has been made.
	 At the time of the meeting in Vienna, Dmytro Firtash 
was facing extradition to the United States on bribery charges by 
the FBI, for which he was already forced to pay $125 million in 
bail. From the very start, the oligarch claimed the charges were 
fake. On the 30th of April 2015, a regional court in Vienna largely 
confirmed his accusation.54 The Austrian judge Christoph Bauer 
ruled in Firtash’s favor, because the charges concerned “at least 
partially politically motivated accusations.” But not only was 
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the prosecution selective, “there just wasn’t sufficient proof.’’ 
Concerning the bribery witnesses, the US Justice Department 
consistently refused to provide the requested information, nor 
was the department responding to questions. In fact, the Austrian 
judge had strong doubts “whether these witnesses even existed.”
	 A third person was present in Vienna when Poroshenko 
and Firtash made their deal: Vitaly Klitschko, the most popular 
candidate in the polls, who pulled out of the presidential race in 
support of Petro Poroshenko right after this meeting. Let us revisit 
what Victoria Nuland thought of Klitchko one month earlier: 
“I don’t think Klitsch should go into the government. I don’t 
think it’s necessary, I don’t think it’s a good idea.’’ Rather, she 
thought that “Yats is the guy.’’ Nuland was undoubtedly aware 
of the support Klitschko received from the pro-Russian oligarch 
Firtash and might have assessed Yatsenyuk as more willing to 
take stronger anti-Russian stances. If indeed so, this assessment 
would prove to be correct. On the 10th of September 2014—five 
days after Poroshenko signed the first Minsk accords—Yatsenyuk 
founded his new People’s Front party, in direct opposition to the 
peace accords.
	 There were, however, some positive signs for a US 
détente in Ukraine that year. Notably, in a complete break with 
his past approach—avoiding diplomatic relations with Russia—
Obama called Putin on January 14, 2016 to discuss Minsk II.55 

In April, Victoria Nuland reportedly even pressured Ukrainian 
officials to implement the accords.56 She had also flown all the 
way to Kiev to oversee the July 2015 vote on the first reading 
of the decentralization bill, which passed with Nuland and Pyatt 
attending the session in the Ukrainian parliament. This has led 
some observers to blame the far-right—who staged a violent 
protest in front of parliament the day of the vote, as previously 
mentioned—for the indefinite delay of the bill.57 Nevertheless, if 
the US support for the Minsk accords was genuine, there surely 
hasn’t been much resolve. In 2016, during his annual September 
address to the Ukrainian parliament, Poroshenko publicly turned 
Minsk II on its head by stating: 
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We have convinced our western allies and 
partners that any political settlement  [such as 
constitutional amendments and local elections 
in rebel-held territories] must be preceded  by 
apparent and undeniable progress on security 
issues: a sustainable ceasefire, withdrawal of 
Russian troops and equipment from the occupied 
territories, disarmament of militants and their 
family—and finally the restoration of our control 
over our own border.58 

	 Of course, the accords clearly stipulate the exact reverse 
timeline. Poroshenko is simply reiterating his refusal, among other 
obligations, to make the constitutional amendments that should 
have been implemented already by December 31, 2015. As for 
the “western allies’’ that supposedly agree with this, Poroshenko 
met with the US secretary of defense just two days later, where 
he was rewarded with a bilateral partner concept, which pledged 
continued military support for Ukraine.59 A few days later, Ukraine 
also received another billion-dollar tranche from the IMF—which, 
as Michael Hudson notes, has been in violation of their own rules 
by lending to a country at war.60 Poroshenko visited Washington 
around the same time, making several high-profile speeches and 
securing another billion-dollar loan from the US government.61 On 
September 22, 2016 US Vice President Joe Biden re-affirmed that 
he was still spending two to three hours a week on the phone with 
his Ukrainian counterparts.62 He also slyly noted that Poroshenko 
needed to ensure that the Europeans wouldn’t blame him for the 
failure of Minsk II, because “you have to understand: everybody’s 
willing to blame the victim.’’63 
	 We do not have to rely solely on circumstantial evidence 
to demonstrate US support for Poroshenko’s stance on Minsk. 
Biden himself articulated the same position nine months earlier— 
reversing the Minsk time-line, and subsequently blaming Russia 
for the lack in progress—in his address to the Ukrainian parliament 
on December 9, 2015:
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While there has been some progress in 
deescalating the violence, there can be no 
sanctions relief unless and until Russia meets all 
of its commitments under the Minsk Agreement. 
(Applause). 

…   Heavy weapons must be withdrawn 
from the frontlines. The OSCE must be granted 
full, unencumbered access.  Russia must press 
the separatists to hold elections according to 
Ukrainian law and OSCE standards and disavow 
the illegal election that’s just taken place [Biden 
thus endorses Poroshenko’s position on the local 
elections, and even seems to be uninformed 
about the cancellation of elections in rebel-held 
teritorries, in accordance with the Normandy 
Four agreement] … Hostages held by Russia and 
its proxies must be returned. Russian troops must 
leave. The Ukrainian side of the border must be 
returned to Ukrainian control. Unless all—if 
they do all of that, and only if they do, Ukraine 
also has a responsibility it still has to fulfill 
—including amnesty for those who have not 
committed capital offenses; granting devolved 
administration to the Donbass.  [note here also 
Biden’s endorsement for limiting the amnesty 
law in violation of Minsk II] … That only 
happens if Russia lives up to its commitments, 
if Russia does its part. If it does, then you must 
follow through with yours. [emphasis mine]

	 Notably, there have been divisions within the Obama 
administration over Ukraine. The US president certainly gave in to 
a lot of anti-Russian rhetoric, but he also continually emphasized 
Russia’s weakness, favoring a more measured response. He had 
few allies in this approach. In his memoirs, senior defense official 
Derek Chollet describes a high-level discussion on the provision 
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of lethal aid to the Kiev administration: “this was one of the few 
occasions I can recall in the Obama administration in which 
just about every senior official was for doing something that the 
president opposed.”64  In fact, such opposition ran much deeper 
than simple face-to-face discussions. A batch of e-mails from the 
former NATO supreme commandor Phillip Breedlove—released 
by the website DC leaks, the authenticity of which was confirmed 
by two of Breedlove’s interlocutors—revealed far-reaching 
efforts to “fashion a NATO strategy to leverage, cajole, convince 
or coerce the US to react.’’65 As senior advisor to the Atlantic 
Council, Harlan Ullman, remarked: “Given Obama’s instruction 
to you not to start a war, this may be a tough sell.’’66

The e-mails show Breedlove reaching out to a number 
of high-level officials, including Colin Powell and his NATO 
predecessor Wesley Clark, seeking council on “how to work this 
personally with the POTUS [President of the United States],’’ 
who needed to approve of any lethal aid sent to Ukraine.67 Ullman 
adviced Breedlove to reach out to Joe Biden, because “I know 
of no better way of getting’’ to Obama.68 Indeed, the US vice-
president, who was Washington’s point-man in Ukraine, actively 
supported NATO expansion and military interventions in Eastern 
Europe and the Balkans since the 1990s. As such, he might have 
been more pliable to listen to hawkish proposals, although we 
have no record of Breedlove actually reaching out to him. 

What the DC Leaks do show is the centrality of a figure 
named Philip Karber, whose name pops up throughout the e-mail 
correspondence. He is president of the Potomac Foundation, 
which openly advocates for NATO expansion and received over 
$300,000 from George Soros’ Open Society Foundation.69 Karber 
is also a long-time cold war hawk and among the most discredited 
of intelligence analysts. A useful summary of his track-record was 
recently published in Foreign Policy by Jeffrey Sachs, a colleague 
and acquaintance of Karber who felt the need to speak out.70 

Karber’s controversies go back to at least the 1970s, when he first 
published a paper,  “The Tactical Revolution in Soviet Doctrine”, 
purporting to uncover a secret Soviet strategy for an unreinforced 
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attack against NATO. An analyst from the Defense Inteligence 
Agency, among others, had reviewed Karber’s citations, only to 
find that the paper was incompetent if not fraudulent, with quotes 
either taken out of context or wholly mistranslated. And this 
was no isolated incident. In another case, Karber made the wild 
assertion that China had 3000 nuclear weapons—more than ten 
times the number of other intelligence estimates—based, among 
other things, on images that turned out to be stage sets from 
Chinese soap-operas. In fact, the paper was full of such errors, and 
even managed to cite a long-debunked essay that was plagiarized 
from an internet forum. In both cases, Karber simply continued 
repeating his discredited claims throughout the years.71 
	 Even as recently as the Ukraine crisis, Karber caused 
somewhat of a scandal when he forwarded pictures taken in South 
Ossetia during the 2008 war, as proof of Russian involvement 
in Donbass. The fraud was quickly uncovered when the pictures 
found their way to the US press, after having been viewed by a 
number of Ukrainian and US officials.72 Yet if Breedlove was 
unaware of all these controversies, some alarm bells should have 
certainly rung when Karber mailed the NATO commandor in 
November 2014, trying to lend credence to the ridiculous notion 
that the rebels were in possession of a tactical nuclear warhead. 
This did not seem to discourage Breedlove, however, as he kept 
forwarding intelligence reports from Karber into “the right places’’ 
with the “fingerprints removed.’’73 
	 In the end, Karber and Breedlove failed to convince 
Obama, who remained steadfast in his refusal to give lethal aid to 
Kiev. Such presidential engagement with the conflict, however, 
proved to be an exception. As Bromwich aptly noted in the 
London Review of Books, Obama has been “the world’s most 
important spectator,’’ both on Ukraine and other foreign policy 
matters.74 While leaving responsibility in the hands of the State 
Department, including figures such as Nuland, “the message has 
got around by now that Obama doesn’t particularly want to know 
things:’’
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His obliviousness to the Cheney weeds in his 
policy garden is characteristic and revealing. As 
Barton Gellman revealed in Angler, still the best 
book about Cheney, the vice president in 2001 
was given a free hand to sow the departments and 
agencies of government with first and second-
echelon workers who were fanatically loyal 
to him. Many of those people are still around; 
Obama made no effort to scour his government of 
their influence.75 

	 A number of US officials active in Ukraine were fed 
by Karber’s intelligence—including the State Department’s 
representative Victoria Nuland, NATO deputy secretary general 
Rose Gottemoeller, Ambassador Geoffrey Pyatt and his military 
attaché, Joseph Hickox.76 The correspondence revealed a shocking 
level of incompetence in the US embassy, with social media reports 
and Pravda news bulletins having to pass as intelligence, google 
translated and all. As Hickox put it: “we’re largely blind.’’77 
	 Karber sought to fill the gap by regularly visiting the 
front-lines in Donbass. He developed a particularily “intimate’’ 
relationship with the olgarch-funded and ultranationalist 
Dnipro-1 batallion, whom he also visited for Christmas. As he 
told Breedlove: “The toasts and vodka flow, the women sing the 
Ukrainian national anthem — no one has a dry eye.”78 As expected, 
Karber’s briefings were consistently alarmist. In February 
2015, days after the second Minsk accords were signed, Karber 
mailed Breedlove to warn about the “prospect of an imminent 
Ukrainian defensive collapse,” the “likely fall of the Poroshenko 
government” and Russia’s “further offensive movement toward 
Kharkiv, Dnepropetrovsk, and opening a land corridor to Crimea,” 
which would increase the conflict area by more than ten-fold and 
swallow nearly half of Ukraine.79 
	 Despite Karber’s fantastical claims, the DC leaks show 
him to be well-connected beyond US policy circles as well. He 
regularly mentions meetings with top-officials, such as the Polish 
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and Baltic defense ministers, and even casually adds a two-hour 
“debriefing session with President Poroshenko.”80 Indeed, such 
Ukrainian connections started even before Kiev initiated its “Anti-
Terrorist Operation” in Donbass, when Philip Karber and former 
NATO supreme commandor Wesley Clark were invited by the 
Ukrainian National Security Advisor to share their expertise.81 In 
late March and early April 2014, they reported to have participated 
in 35 meetings with senior Ukrainian officials and military 
commanders—and going by the hacked e-mail correspondences, 
this seems to have been the start of a longstanding alliance.82 No 
wonder then, that German diplomats often complained about 
having to “laboriously bring the Ukrainians back onto the course 
of negotiations.”83 
	 Notably, Wesley Clark was the one to introduce Karber 
to Breedlove, which he did with the following lines: “[Karber] 
was one of the premier strategists who analyzed Soviet intentions 
and capabilities within the Pentagon … he was extremely well 
thought of, and came up with groundbreaking understandings that 
helped shape our entire strategic approach.”84 Such, apparently, 
is the reputation Karber deserved for his fraudulent work in the 
1970s. Indeed, Jeffrey Lewis still sees many of his intelligence 
colleagues citing Karber’s most discredited works. As he rightly 
points out: 

there are few professional consequences in 
Washington for “misunderstandings”, especially 
if you tell someone what he or she wants to hear. 
Alarmist studies about Soviet doctrine, bizarre 
estimates of the Chinese nuclear weapons stockpile, 
and now pictures of Russian brutality — all 
matters of concern that require no exaggeration — 
found a ready audience among people who already 
knew what they wanted to do, and were eager for 
evidence that would support it. [quotation marks 
mine, Lewis uses the word “misunderstanding” 
ironically throughout the text].85
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	 Hardly marginal, Karber’s research on Soviet forces 
during the 1970s received consistent funding from Andrew 
Marshall’s Office of Net Assesment, an internal Pentagon think 
tank providing an “important part of the language spoken by 
leaders in the higher levels of DOD [Department of Defense],” 
according to Yale professor Paul Bracken.86 Notably, Andrew 
Marshall remained the director of Net Assesment for decades, just 
recently retiring at the age of 93. Neo-cons such as Dick Cheney, 
Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz—who used fallacious 
intelligence derived from torture to invade Iraq in 2003—are often 
considered to be Marshall’s “star protégés.’’87 No surprises there. 
As Kieran Kelly documented in his Context to the Iraq Genocide, 
downright fraudulent and alarmist intelligence has been a useful 
American trade for decades, and even managed to militarize the 
Carter presidency by the end of the 1970s.88 As such, it is no 
coincidence that such practices have resurfaced in Ukraine. 
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|    Chapter Eighteen   |  
  

WESTERN MILITARY 
DOCTRINE AND THE 
NORMALIZATION OF 

WAR CRIMES

	 The United States was very closely involved with the 
‘Anti-Terrorist Operation’ in Ukraine. Directly after the opera-
tion was announced, CIA director John Brennan visited Kiev in 
early April 2014.1 According to German intelligence sources, the 
military effort was already aided by dozens of CIA advisers who 
helped to set up a “functioning security structure’’ in Ukraine.2 In 
addition, hundreds of mercenaries from the American private mil-
itary contractor, Blackwater, infamous for widespread  torture  in 
Iraq, would soon be sent to the east according to another reported 
German intelligence briefing.3 There was also overt military sup-
port for the Kiev regime.  The US has given $3 billion in loan 
guarantees and $1.1 billion in non-lethal defense assistance since 
February 2014.4 Obama also ordered a team of Pentagon advis-
ers to “shape and establish an enduring program for future U.S. 
efforts to support the  Ukrainian military  through subject-matter 
expert teams and long-term advisers.”5 Canada also sent $5 mil-
lion in defense equipment and pledged another $49 million dollars 
for the information war with Russia.6 Furthermore, Lithuania sup-
plied Ukrainian troops with 150 tons of ammunition.7

	 But the war effort was not limited to individual countries. 
At the September 5, 2014, NATO summit in Wales, the alliance 
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emphasized that: “NATO and Ukraine will continue to promote 
the development of greater interoperability between Ukrainian 
and NATO forces, including through continued regular Ukrainian 
participation in NATO exercises.’’8 The first exercise was held the 
same month in Lviv, Ukraine as a continuation of training exer-
cises that first started under the Yushchenko presidency.9 In ad-
dition, inter alia, NATO “will launch substantial new programs 
with a focus on command, control and communications, logistics 
and standardization, cyber defense, military career transition, and 
strategic communications. … [In addition,] allies are reinforcing 
their advisory presence at the NATO offices in Kiev. Allies have 
taken note of Ukraine’s requests for military-technical assistance, 
and many Allies are providing additional support to Ukraine on a 
bilateral basis.’’10 
	 Ukraine’s defense minister stated during a press confer-
ence that “lethal assistance’’ was being supplied by five NATO 
countries. “We reached agreements in closed talks, without media, 
about ... those weapons that we currently need. (…) I have no right 
to disclose any specific country we reached that agreement with. 
But the fact is that those weapons are already on the way to us—
that’s absolutely true, I can officially tell you.”11 The statement 
was subsequently denied by several NATO countries, including 
the United States. This underlines the fact that Kiev—which has 
an entire state apparatus to fight its war—is less dependent on 
external support than the rebels, who had regular Russian troops 
fighting on their side. Nevertheless, the differences in the level of 
foreign support are largely a reflection of the necessities on the 
ground, as well as the larger importance of the conflict to the Rus-
sian state. 
	 The former is aptly illustrated by the fact that Ukraine 
continued to illegally export weapons to South-Sudan during 
the war in Donbass.12 Indeed, the country has been South-
Sudan’s principal military supplier after an international embargo 
was announced in 2004, in the midst of severe human-rights 
violations.13 In 2017, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) 
actually declared a famine in South-Sudan—the first time the 
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agency was forced to make such a dire announcement anywhere 
in the world since 2011—caused by what the head of the WFP 
called a “man-made’’ disaster of war.14 This is no isolated case. 
Between 2014-16—according to the most recent SIPRI data—
Ukraine was the 11th largest exporter of military equipment in 
the world.15 As such, in 2016, a pro-Ukrainian volunteer who 
gathered supplies for batallions in Dobass complained that: “This 
year alone, Ukraine has exported 12 units of the weapon most 
demanded on the front, the 122-mm howitzer D-30, as well as 
Mi-24 and Mi-29 helicopters; and then Ukraine was begging for 
newer weapons from the West.”16

	 Considering the overwhelming dominance of the United 
States in Ukrainian politics and its continued supply of military and 
intelligence advisers, it seems reasonable to suggest that Ukraine’s 
war strategy is heavily influenced by Washington. For one, the 
United States has more experience with counter-insurgency 
warfare than any other country on the planet. In this sense, it is 
relevant to consider standard US military doctrines. Starting with 
the most recent major war initiated by the United States (the 2003 
invasion of Iraq), we find the application of the ‘shock and awe’ 
strategy. The term was coined by the aforementioned Harlan 
Ullman, senior advisor to the Atlantic Council, in a dense tome 
publish by the Pentagon-funded National Defense University: 

Shock and Awe are actions that create fears, 
dangers and destruction that are incomprehensible 
to the people at large, specific elements/sectors 
of the threat society, or the leadership. Nature in 
the form of tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, 
floods, uncontrolled fires, famine, and disease can 
engender Shock and Awe. The ultimate military 
application of Shock and Awe was the use of two 
atomic weapons against Japan in WW2. 

(…) [Possible targets] could include means of 
communication, transportation, food production, 
water supply, and other aspects of infrastructure. 
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(…) It would be vitally important to give the 
appearance that there are no safe havens from 
attack, and that any target may be attacked at any 
time with impunity and force.17

	 The widespread targeting of civilian infrastructure 
continued well after the invasion of Iraq, when the war turned 
into a counter-insurgency operation. The British-American 
coalition also used numerous banned weapons, such as depleted 
uranium and—as has Kiev in the Donbass—cluster munitions and 
incendiary weapons.18 As Kieran Kelly extensively documented 
in his Context to the Iraq Genocide, the deliberate destruction of 
entire societies has been inherent to nearly all major US wars—
with mortality counts running in the millions in Korea, Indo-
China and Iraq—the vast majority of whom were civilians.19 In 
an extensive historical review, political scientist Robert Pape 
concludes that:

Over more than seventy-five years, the record of 
air power is replete with efforts to alter the behavior 
of states by attacking or threatening to attack 
large numbers of civilians. The incontrovertible 
conclusion from these campaigns is that air 
attack does not cause citizens to turn against their 
government. (…) In fact, in the more than thirty 
major strategic air campaigns that have thus 
far been waged, air power has never driven the 
masses into the streets to demand anything.  

(…) Although bombing economic structures 
can weaken an opponent’s military capabilities 
in long wars, the first effects are generally 
felt by civilians. Since nearly all military and 
governmental facilities have backup power 
generation, the loss of electric power mainly 
shuts down public utilities (water pumping and 
purification systems), residential users (food 
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refrigeration), and general manufacturing in the 
economy. Since the military generally has first 
call on oil, the effects of oil shortages fall mainly 
on civilians, cutting the fuel available for heating 
and civilian transportation (food distribution). 
Destroying rail and road bridges throughout the 
country further degrades the food distribution 
system. 

(…) Electric power grids, internal transpor-
tation networks, and dams were destroyed in 
Korea; electric power grids, oil refining, and 
internal transportation were also wrecked in 
Vietnam; and electric power, oil refining, and 
internal transportation were demolished in Iraq. 
In none of these cases, however, did civilian 
pressure induce governments to surrender. The 
key reason is that air attack against civilian 
infrastructure is even less effective than direct 
punishment in stimulating disruptive behaviour.20

	 According to the US State Department, as of November 
2015, there were 300 US troops deployed to train regular forces in 
Ukraine.21 $265 million had already been spent on the training and 
equipment. Luckily, the US Congress had passed an amendment 
that “limits arms, training, and other assistance to the neo-Nazi 
Ukrainian militia, the Azov Battalion.” An investigation by The 
Daily Beast, however, found that this was far from guaranteed.22 
US Captain Modugno admitted that “When it comes to vetting 
and the Ukrainian government, the most I can tell you is that we 
are training at the request of the government and where these 
guys come from and where they go—it is their decision not ours.” 
Another spokesman from the US State Department admitted: 
“It’s a mishmash of folks: volunteers, soldiers, war heroes, 
Maidan veterans—I mean I couldn’t  tell you, you know, short 
of investigating the background of each guy.” The article goes 
on to report that: “in an interview with The Daily Beast, Sgt. 
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Ivan Kharkiv of the Azov battalion talks about his battalion’s 
experience with U.S. trainers and U.S. volunteers quite fondly, 
even mentioning U.S. volunteer engineers and medics that are 
still currently assisting them.’’ The US has also become closely 
involved with the training of Ukrainian police forces which, as 
previously mentioned, have incorporated neo-Nazi Azov fighters 
all the way to its top ranks.23 Furthermore, Texas Rangers and 
US Special Forces have been assigned to help militarize new 
Ukrainian SWAT police forces, which would reportedly give 
preference to former soldiers in their recruitment practices.24 
	 The United States, however, is not the only country active 
in Ukraine. The BBC announced in 2014 that dozens of British 
soldiers were training Ukrainian forces, and David Cameron later 
stated that another 75 military advisers had been sent to Kiev.25 
Furthermore, another 200 Canadian troops were involved in 
training missions and “a [separate] contingent of military police 
is working in Kiev mentoring counterparts there,’’ the Canadian 
Globe and Mail reported.26 Notably, neither the UK nor Canada 
has even attempted to address the problem of training far-right 
battalions. In fact, in mid-December 2015, the US Congress 
decided to scrap the amendment that limited training of the Azov 
battalion. A US official told The Nation that this was done under 
pressure from the Pentagon.27 This decision accompanied a huge 
spending bill for fiscal year 2016, which contained “$64 billion 
for overseas contingency operations.” Part of this would be spend 
to “reinforce European countries facing Russian aggression.’’28

	 In the context of the engagement of some of these 
battalions in torture, abduction and summary executions, it might 
be relevant to consider another historical pattern. Namely, the 
United States has never genuinely worried about the human rights 
record of its trainees. A pertinent example is the School of the 
Americas (SOA)—where US forces trained over 64.000 Latin 
American soldiers in counterinsurgency, psychological warfare 
and torture.29 As Blakeley notes, US support for “repression is 
evident in training manuals used at SOA that advocated torture and 
murder, and in additional training materials used by US security 
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and intelligence agencies during the Cold War.’’30 Indeed, William 
Brownfield, the US official in charge of the police training mission 
in Ukraine, has his own dubious history concerning human rights 
in Latin America, both in Venezuela and Colombia. During his 
time as US ambassador to the latter country, for example, he 
defended “serious war crimes by the Colombian military” as some 
unfortunate “bumps in the road.”31 
	 Indeed, such disregard for human rights has been both 
global and systemic. Chomsky and Herman already “reported back 
in 1979 [that], of 35 countries using torture on an administrative 
basis in the late 1970s, 26 were clients of the United States.’’32 

Unfortunately, this was no coincidence. Numerous studies have 
found that U.S. aid flows disproportionately to the worst violators 
of fundamental human rights.33 Statistical analysis also found 
strong correlations between graduates of US training programs and 
subsequent practitioners of torture.34 Another study specifically 
demonstrated that the more foreign police aid given by the US, 
the more brutal and less democratic were the police institutions.35

	 Admittedly, most of these research efforts are somewhat 
dated and in need of renewal. As such, two studies published in 
November and December of 2016 are highly revealing. Firstly, 
Dandlin demonstrated that—with the exception of small states 
that are “woefully unimportant’’—US aid continued to flow 
disproportionally to the worse violators of human rights.36 More 
importantly, such bias was evident even when focusing exclusively 
on US allies, which received more aid when they engaged in more 
repression. In other words, US officials are not just indifferent to 
human rights violations, but actually  “reward such actions and 
incentivize the behavior further, as repressing domestic unrest 
or latent dissent is helpful to the US when the state in question 
is a national security asset.’’37 This hypothesis was confirmed by 
Sandholtz, who demonstrated that state repression consistently 
worsened after receipt of US aid.38 In fact, “US military aid 
is associated with declines in human rights even during a 
period when human rights performance has been improving on 
average.’’39 Finally, although Sandholtz and Dandlin did not focus 
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specifically on direct training, an extensive review by Nick Turse 
of US training missions in Africa indicates a similar pattern. After 
listing some of the worse abuses by US-trained soldiers in Mali, 
Cameroon and Chad, he summarizes that: 

The U.S. carried out such [training] missions 
in  Mauritania (“abusive treatment, arbitrary 
arrests”), Morocco (“excessive force to quell 
peaceful protests, resulting in hundreds of injuries; 
torture and other abuses by the security forces”), 
Niger (“reports that security forces beat and 
abused civilians”), Senegal  (“some reports that 
the government or its agents committed arbitrary 
or unlawful killings”), Tunisia (“security forces 
committed human rights abuses”), and Uganda 
(“unlawful killings, torture, and other abuse 
of suspects and detainees”).   Meanwhile, … 
exercises were held in Senegal in 2011 (“reports of 
physical abuse and torture”), Mauritania  in 
2013 (“authorities arbitrarily arrested and 
detained protesters, presidential opponents, and 
journalists”),  Niger  in 2014 (“some reports  the 
government or its agents committed arbitrary or 
unlawful killings”)  (…) [training missions were 
also conducted] in  Algeria, where, according 
to the State Department, “Impunity remained a 
problem,” and Kenya, where there were “abuses 
by the security forces, including unlawful 
killings, forced disappearances, torture, rape, and 
use of excessive force.”40

Endnotes

1	 Mason, J., Loney, J., & Beech, E. (2014, April 14). CIA Director John 
Brennan Visits Ukraine Amid Crisis. Retrieved from http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/14/john-brennan-ukraine_n_5147869.



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE232

html Original from Reuters
2	 Lambeck, M., & Rackow, A. (2014, April 5). CIA & FBI: Agenten 

beraten Übergangsregierung in Kiew. Retrieved from http://www.bild.
de/politik/ausland/nachrichtendienste-usa/dutzende-agenten-von-cia-
und-fbi-beraten-kiew-35807724.bild.html 

3	 Scahill, J. (2011). Blackwater: The rise of the world’s most powerful 
mercenary army. Profile Books.; Einsatz gegen Separatisten: 
Ukrainische Armee bekommt offenbar Unterstützung von US-
Söldnern. (2014, May 11). Retrieved from http://www.spiegel.
de/politik/ausland/ukraine-krise-400-us-soeldner-von-academi-
kaempfen-gegen-separatisten-a-968745.html 

4	 Medynsky, I. (2016, February). U.S. Military Assistance to Ukraine 
under Obama and Beyond. Retrieved from http://kennankyiv.org/
wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Medynskyi_Agora_V16_final-2.pdf; 
Formation of a new Government opens possibilities for providing 
additional financial assistance to Ukraine—meeting of the President of 
Ukraine with the U.S. Vice President. (2016, March 31). Retrieved from 
http://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/formuvannya-novogo-uryadu-
vidkrivaye-mozhlivosti-dlya-vidile-36932; USAID Announces U.S. 
Issuance of $1 Billion Loan Guarantee to the Government of Ukraine. 
(2016, September 30). Retrieved from https://www.usaid.gov/
news-information/press-releases/sep-30-2016-usaid-announces-us-
issuance-1-billion-loan-guarantee-government-ukraine

5	 Ybarra, M. (2014, July 22). Obama orders Pentagon advisers to 
Ukraine to fend off Putin-backed rebels. Retrieved from http://www.
washingtontimes.com/news/2014/jul/22/pentagon-team-dispatched-
to-ukraine-amid-crisis-wi/ 

6	 Pugliese, D. (2014, September 20). No safeguards stopping Canadian 
equipment from falling into wrong hands in Ukraine, opposition MPs 
say. Retrieved from http://news.nationalpost.com/news/canada/no-
safeguards-stopping-canadian-equipment-from-falling-into-wrong-
hands-in-ukraine-opposition-mps-say; Brewster, M. (2016, January 
7). Instructing Ukrainian troops a wake-up call for Canadian soldiers. 
Retrieved from http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/
instructing-ukrainian-troops-a-wake-up-call-for-canadian-trainers/
article28048695/

7	 Lithuania Sends Ammo To Ukraine. (2016, September 3). 
Retrieved from http://www.rferl.org/a/lithuania-sends-ammunition-
ukraine/27965377.html 

8	 Nato.int. (2014, September 5). Wales Summit Declaration issued by 
the Heads of State and Government participating in the meeting of the 
North Atlantic Council in Wales. Retrieved from http://www.nato.int/



233Western Military Doctrine and the Normalization of War Crimes

cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm; Nato.int. (2014, September 
4). Joint Statement of the NATO-Ukraine Commission. Retrieved 
from http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_112695.htm 

9	 Mackinnon, M., & Mackrael, K. (2014, September 3). NATO to take 
part in joint exercises with Ukrainian army. Retrieved from http://
www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/nato-to-take-part-in-joint-
exercises-with-ukrainian-army/article20332348/; Hahn, G. (2016, 
January 21). The Russian-American ‘Reset’, NATO Expansion, and 
the Making of the Ukrainian Crisis. Retrieved from http://gordonhahn.
com/2016/01/21/report-the-russian-american-reset-nato-expansion-
and-the-making-of-the-ukrainian-crisis/#_ftn1 

10	 Nato.int. (2014, September 4). Joint Statement of the NATO-Ukraine 
Commission. Retrieved from http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
news_112695.htm

11	 Sukhotski, K., Balmforth, R., & Heneghan, T. (2014, September 14). 
NATO countries have begun arms deliveries to Ukraine: Defense 
minister. Retrieved from http://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-
crisis-heletey-idUSKBN0H90PP20140914

12	 UN: Zero tolerance for states who flout Arms Trade Treaty obligations. 
(2016, August 22). Retrieved from https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-
releases/2016/08/un-zero-tolerance-for-states-who-flout-arms-trade-
treaty-obligations/

13	 LeBrun, E. (2012, April). Reaching for the gun: Arms flows and holdings 
in South Sudan (Rep.). Retrieved http://www.smallarmssurveysudan.
org/fileadmin/docs/issue-briefs/HSBA-IB-19-Arms-flows-and-
holdings-South-Sudan.pdf 

14	 Famine declared in South Sudan. (2017, February 20). Retrieved from 
http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/world/324971/famine-declared-in-
south-sudan

15	 TIV of arms exports from the top 50 largest exporters, 2014-2015. 
(n.d.). Retrieved from http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/
export_toplist.php

16	 Nemtsova, A. (2016, November 18). Ukraine’s Merchant of Death 
in South Sudan. Retrieved from http://www.thedailybeast.com/
articles/2016/11/18/ukraine-s-merchant-of-death-in-south-sudan.html

17	 Ullman, H. K., Wade, J. P., Edney, L. A., Franks, F. M., Horner, C. A., 
Howe, J. T., & Brendley, K. (1996). Shock and awe: Achieving rapid 
dominance. National Defense University, Washington DC, p. xxvii, 83, 
110-111. Ullman credits himself as “the primary creator of the doctrine 
of ‘shock and awe.’’ Ullman, Harlan. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://
www.atlanticcouncil.org/about/experts/list/harlan-ullman#fullbio

18	 U.S. Using Cluster Munitions In Iraq. (2003, April 01). Retrieved 
from https://www.hrw.org/news/2003/04/01/us-using-cluster-



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE234

munitions-iraq; U.S. official admits phosphorus used as weapon 
in Iraq. (2005, November 16). Retrieved from http://www.cbc.ca/
news/world/u-s-official-admits-phosphorus-used-as-weapon-in-
iraq-1.557818; Jahmail, D. (2013, March 15). Iraq: War’s legacy 
of cancer. Retrieved from http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/
features/2013/03/2013315171951838638.html 

19	 Kelly, K. R. (2012). The context of the Iraq genocide (Unpublished 
master’s thesis). University, Palmerston North, New Zealand. 
Retrieved from https://ongenocide.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/
context-of-iraq-genocide.pdf

20	 Pape, R. A. (2014). Bombing to win: Air power and coercion in war. 
Cornell University Press, pp. 68-69.

21	 US to Begin Training Ukraine’s Active-Duty Military. (2015, 
September 16). Retrieved from http://www.military.com/daily-
news/2015/09/16/us-to-begin-training-ukraines-active-duty-military.
html 

22	 Epstein, J. (2015, July 4). Is America Training Neonazis in Ukraine? 
Officially no, but no one in the U.S. government seem to know for sure. 
Retrieved from http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/07/04/is-
the-u-s-training-neo-nazis-in-ukraine.html 

23	 Kozloff, N. (2017, January 4). Maidan Year Three: Revolution 
Comes Full Circle Amidst Police Reform, U.S.-Trained Right Wing 
SWAT Force and Former Venezuela Ambassador. Retrieved from 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/nikolas-kozloff/maidan-year-three-
revolut_b_13960996.html

24	 Ibid.
25	 British Infantry In Ukraine Training Mission. (2014, February 24). 

Retrieved from http://news.sky.com/story/1433447/british-infantry-
in-ukraine-training-mission 

26	 Brewster, M. (2016, January 7). Instructing Ukrainian troops a 
wake-up call for Canadian soldiers. Retrieved from http://www.
theglobeandmail.com/news/national/instructing-ukrainian-troops-
a-wake-up-call-for-canadian-trainers/article28048695/; Walkom, T. 
(2015, February 25). Toronto Star writer: Canada and U.S. stumbling 
toward confrontation with Russia. Retrieved from Walkom, T. (2015, 
February 24). Canada quietly tiptoes into Ukraine-Russia war. 
Retrieved from https://web.archive.org/web/20150225015408/http://
www.thestar.com/news/canada/2015/02/24/canada-quietly-tiptoes-
into-ukraine-russia-war-walkom.html 

27	 Carden, J. (2016, January 14).  Congress Has Removed a Ban on 
Funding Neo-Nazis From Its Year-End Spending Bill. Retrieved from 
http://www.thenation.com/article/congress-has-removed-a-ban-on-



235Western Military Doctrine and the Normalization of War Crimes

funding-neo-nazis-from-its-year-end-spending-bill/
28	 Ibid.
29	 The list of graduates includes a long list of dictators. They are all 

recorded in the following database. SOA Grads. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://www.soaw.org/about-the-soawhinsec/soawhinsec-grads 

30	 Blakeley, R. (2006). Still training to torture? US training of military 
forces from Latin America. Third World Quarterly, 27(8), 1439-1461, 
p. 2.

31	 Kozloff, N. (2017, January 4). Maidan Year Three: Revolution 
Comes Full Circle Amidst Police Reform, U.S.-Trained Right Wing 
SWAT Force and Former Venezuela Ambassador. Retrieved from 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/nikolas-kozloff/maidan-year-three-
revolut_b_13960996.html

32	 Herman, E. S. (2001, September 15). Folks Out There Have a 
“Distaste of Western Civilization and Cultural Values.” Global 
Research. Retrieved January 5, 2015, from http://www.globalresearch.
ca/articles/HER109A.html 

33	 Schoultz, L. (1981). U. S. Foreign Policy and Human Rights 
Violations in Latin America: A Comparative Analysis of Foreign Aid 
Distributions. Comparative Politics,13(2), 149; Carleton, D., & Stohl, 
M. (1985). The Foreign Policy of Human Rights: Rhetoric and Reality 
from Jimmy Carter to Ronald Reagan. Human Rights Quarterly,7(2), 
205; Regan, P. M. (1995). U. S. Economic Aid and Political 
Repression: An Empirical Evaluation of U. S. Foreign Policy. Political 
Research Quarterly,48(3), 613; Stohl, M., Carleton, D., & Johnson, S. 
E. (1984). Human Rights and U.S. Foreign Assistance from Nixon to 
Carter. Journal of Peace Research,21(3), 215-226. 

34	 Mccoy, K. E. (2005). Trained to Torture? The Human Rights Effects 
of Military Training at the School of the Americas. Latin American 
Perspectives,32(6), 47-64. 

35	 Huggins, M. K. (1998). Political policing: the United States and Latin 
America. Durham: Duke University Press.

36	 Sandlin, E. W. (2016). Competing Concerns: Balancing Human Rights 
and National Security in US Economic Aid Allocation. Human Rights 
Review,17(4), 439-462, p. 457.

37	 Ibid, 459.
38	 Sandholtz, W. (2016). United States Military Assistance and Human 

Rights. Human Rights Quarterly, 38(4), 1070-1101.
39	 Ibid, 1099.
40	 Turse, N. (2015, September 10). Nothing Succeeds Like Failure. 

Retrieved from http://www.tomdispatch.com/blog/176042/tomgram:_
nick_turse,_nothing_succeeds_like_failure 



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE236

|    Chapter Nineteen   |  
  

SEEING BEYOND 
THE IMPERIAL DIVIDE

	 The work of Zbigniew Brzezinski offers more clarity on 
the meaning of this development of recent years.1 He is one of the 
most influential American policy planners of the last few decades, 
and is considered an unofficial foreign policy adviser of Barack 
Obama, who described Brzezinski as a mentor.2 In 1997, he wrote 
his magnum opus The Grand Chessboard, where he describes how 
America can remain the “sole global superpower’’. He explains 
that there are several “geopolitical pivots’’ which are key: “their 
geography, … gives them a special role either in denying access to 
important areas or in denying resources to a significant player … In 
some cases, a geopolitical pivot may act as a defensive shield for 
a vital state or even a region … Ukraine, Azerbaijan, South Korea, 
Turkey, and Iran play the role of critically important geopolitical 
pivots.’’3 Brzezinski is also convinced that “Eurasia is … the 
chessboard on which the struggle for global primacy continues to 
be played.’’4 Russia is subsequently described as a ’’black hole’’ 
that should be made subservient to the security policy of NATO 
and economic institutions like the World Bank and IMF. At a 
certain point, he even suggests that Russia should be cut in three 
parts, resulting in a “loosely confederated Russia—composed of a 
European Russia, a Siberian Republic, and a Far Eastern Republic.’’5

	 The 2014 NATO summit  in Wales tried to push Russia 
further into the corner. “NATO’s door will remain open to all 
European democracies’’, they attested.6 Georgia, Montenegro, 
Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina were specifically 
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mentioned. The fact that “NATO and Ukraine will [also] continue 
to promote the development of greater interoperability between 
Ukrainian and NATO forces,’’ has already been mentioned.7 
Finally a Rapid Reaction Force was formed composed of 4000 
NATO troops that now patrol the Baltic States. This has a tense 
relation with the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act, in which 
NATO promised not to deploy any permanent troops in new 
member states—using the mobility of the Rapid Reaction Force 
as a loophole. James Carden, former adviser of the American State 
Department,  argues  that since this small force cannot possibly 
stop a Russian invasion, the Rapid Reaction Force is rather 
being used as a pretext to further militarize the Russian border.8 
NATO is indeed talking about a “preparation of infrastructure, 
prepositioning of equipment and supplies, and designation of 
specific bases.’’9 In February 2016, US Secretary of Defense Ash 
Carter proclaimed:

We are reinforcing our posture in Europe to 
support our NATO allies in the face of Russia’s 
aggression. In Pentagon parlance, this is called 
the European Reassurance Initiative and after 
requesting about $800 million for last year, this 
year we’re more than quadrupling it for a total of 
$3.4 billion in 2017.

That will fund a lot of things: more rotational 
US forces in Europe, more training and exercising 
with our allies, more preposition and war-fighting 
gear and infrastructure improvements to support 
all this.

And when combined with US forces already 
in and assigned to Europe—which are also 
substantial—all of this together by the end of 
2017 will let us rapidly form a highly capable 
combined arms ground force that can respond 
across that theater, if necessary.10
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	 Unfortunately, Brzezinski was not alone in his imperial 
ambitions. For one, the joint vision of the American Department 
of Defense until 2020 “emphasizes full-spectrum dominance … 
[which] means the ability of U.S. forces, operating alone or with 
allies, to defeat any adversary and control any situation across the 
range of military operations.’’11 Indeed, the most recent National 
Defense Panel Review states that the United States should now be 
prepared to “fight in any number of regions in overlapping time 
frames: on the Korean peninsula, in the East or South China Sea, 
South Asia, in the Middle East, the Trans-Sahel, Sub-Saharan 
Africa, in Europe, and possibly elsewhere.’’12 
	 This level of militarism was echoed in the September 
2016 report The Future of the Army, where the influential Atlantic 
Council argued that the US should prepare for the possibility of 
“the next big war’—involving very capable adversaries, high 
levels of death and destruction, and perhaps hundreds of thousands 
of US troops’’—naming Russia and China repeatedly as potential 
opponents. In an October 2016 speech Mark Milley, the US 
Army Chief of Staff, even proclaimed that war between nation 
states in the near future “is almost guaranteed,’’ also repeatedly 
hinting at Russia and China. In a blunt warning against a potential 
“high-end enemy,’’ Milley adds that “those who try to oppose the 
United States ...   we will stop you and we will beat you harder 
than you’ve ever been beaten before.” Notably, Obama’s 2015 
National Security Strategy emphasizes that “The United States 
will use military force, unilaterally if necessary ... to defend its 
core interests,’’ later defined as including “a strong, innovative, 
and growing U.S. economy in an open international economic 
system that promotes opportunity and prosperity.’’13 
	 Ever since 2002, NATO has been trying to remove 
Russia’s nuclear deterrent with a  missile defense  shield.14 For 
years they have claimed that it was aimed against Iran, but now 
Western politicians are talking in clear language. For one, the 
Polish minister of defense recently  asserted  that developments 
in Ukraine have urged them to speed up their development of 
the missile defense system.15 In another case, American Senator 
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Bob Corker recently proposed  a bill  that would bind Obama 
to “prevent further Russian aggression’’ by, among things, 
“Accelerating implementation of European and NATO missile 
defense efforts.’’16 This missile defense shield is only capable of 
intercepting around 60 nuclear warheads, a minuscule fraction of 
the total amount of nuclear weapons held by Russia. The shield 
therefore can only be used effectively as an offensive weapon. For 
decades the Soviet Union and the United States have been trying 
to attain a so-called first-strike capability, meaning the capacity to 
neutralize all your opponent’s nuclear warheads in one surprise 
attack.17 In the prestigious Foreign Affairs journal of the Council 
on Foreign Relations, one of the most  influential  think tanks in 
America, Lieber and Press wrote in 2006 that America would for 
the first time in 50 years reach nuclear primacy, because of the 
“precipitous decline of Russia’s arsenal, and the glacial pace of 
modernization of China’s nuclear forces.’’18 They asserted that 
“If the United States launched a nuclear attack against Russia (or 
China), the targeted country would be left with a tiny surviving 
arsenal—if any at all. At that point, even a relatively modest or 
inefficient missile-defense system might well be enough to protect 
against any retaliatory strikes, because the devastated enemy 
would have so few warheads and decoys left.’’19

	 Indeed, in December 2001, the United States unilaterally 
terminated the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABMT) that it had 
signed 30 years earlier with the Soviet Union.20 The ABM systems 
are designed to intercept ballistic missile-delivered  nuclear 
weapons. Under the treaty, each party was limited to a maximum 
of two ABM complexes, which were subsequently limited to 100 
anti-ballistic missiles each. At the same time, the United States 
started developing so-called Nuclear Bunker Busters, capable 
of destroying underground bunkers containing terrorists—
or Russian nukes—without causing an enormous, albeit still 
significant, nuclear fallout. These are low-yield nuclear weapons 
that—according to its critics, which include senior US Defense 
officials—blur the distinction between nuclear and conventional 
warfare.21 The development of these weapons officially ceased in 
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2005, but according to the prestigious Jane’s Information Group 
there is evidence that the program continued under a different 
name.22 In fact, in September 2014, President Obama shocked the 
world by announcing an enormous modernization program of its 
nuclear arsenal. With a price ticket of $1 trillion over the next 30 
years, the program is “comparable to spending for procurement 
of new strategic systems in the 1980s under President Ronald 
Reagan,” according to a study by the James Martin Center for 
Nonproliferation Studies.23 The nuclear bunker buster remains 
unmentioned and Obama is planning only to improve the existing 
arsenal in order to uphold his promise not to develop new nuclear 
weapons. Nevertheless, as The New York Times reports:

Critics, including a number of former Obama 
administration officials, look at the same set 
of facts and see a very different future. The 
explosive innards of the revitalized weapons may 
not be entirely new, they argue, but the smaller 
yields and better targeting can make the arms 
more tempting to use—even to use first, rather 
than in retaliation.

… The insider critiques soon focused on 
individual weapons, starting with the B61 Model 
12. The administration’s plan was to merge four 
old B61 models into a single version that greatly 
reduced their range of destructive power. It would 
have a “dial-a-yield” feature whose lowest setting 
was only 2 percent as powerful as the bomb 
dropped on Hiroshima in 1945.

The plan seemed reasonable, critics said, 
until attention fell on the bomb’s new tail 
section and steerable fins. The Federation of 
American Scientists, a Washington research 
group,  argued  that the high accuracy and low 
destructive settings meant military commanders 
might press to use the bomb in an attack, knowing 
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the radioactive fallout and collateral damage 
would be limited.24

	

	 The B61 Model 12 has already entered the production 
engineering phase and is scheduled to enter full-scale production 
by 2020.25 Already back in 2008, several high-ranking NATO 
officials pressed for ‘preventive’ nuclear attacks as an integral 
strategy against Iran, even though it has long been proven—
even by the US intelligence community—that the country is 
not developing any nuclear weapons.26 In September 2016, the 
Obama administration seemed unwilling to rule out a first strike, 
with senior officials specifically mentioning China, Russia and 
North Korea.27 In March 2017, the reputable Bulletin of Atomic 
Scientists reviewed the modernization program to conclude that 
it ‘’has implemented revolutionary new technologies that will 
vastly increase the targeting capability of the US ballistic missile 
arsenal. This increase in capability is astonishing—boosting the 
overall killing power of existing US ballistic missile forces by a 
factor of roughly three—and it creates exactly what one would 
expect to see, if a nuclear-armed state were planning to have the 
capacity to fight and win a nuclear war by disarming enemies with 
a surprise first strike.’’28

	 Younger generations might look on these activities as 
pointless military posturing. Nevertheless, as Peter Kuznick and 
Oliver Stone extensively documented in The Untold History 
of the United States, the world has come very close to nuclear 
catastrophe—and very often at that. The atom bomb has never 
been gathering dust in military silos. Rather, the United States has 
been using the nuclear weapons threat continuously—like a crook 
uses a gun to rob a store—you don’t have to pull the trigger to 
make a weapon useful. President Nixon explained it like this: “I 
call it the madman theory, Bob. I want the North Vietnamese to 
believe I’ve reached the point where I might do anything to stop 
the war. We’ll just slip the word to them that, ‘for god’s sake, you 
know Nixon is obsessed about Communists. We can’t restrain him 
when he’s angry—and he has his hand on the nuclear button.’’’29 
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Nixon mirrored his practise after Eisenhower, who threatened the 
Chinese with nuclear weapons during the Korean war.30 
	 Of course, these threats were hardly hypothetical. The 
president before him, Harry Truman, had actually dropped two 
nuclear bombs on Japan. Contrary to popular belief, literally every 
single US military leader found it to be “of no material assistance 
in our war against Japan,” and rather “adopted an ethical standard 
common to the barbarians of the Dark Ages.”31 Indeed, it was 
the entry of the Red Army, famous for defeating the Nazis, that 
was cited by Japanese government officials as the reason for 
unconditional surrender. This is confirmed by a study conducted 
by the U.S. War Department in January 1946, which found “little 
mention … of the use of the atomic bomb by the United States 
in the discussions leading up to the … decision … it [is] almost 
a certainty that the Japanese would have capitulated upon the 
entry of Russia into the war.”32 Truman simply wanted to show 
the world—and the Soviet Union in particular—that the US was 
not constrained by humanitarian concerns in its quest for global 
domination. Early  documents  show that Germany was initially 
also considered as a target, but that “comparatively flimsy wooden 
houses’’ in some Japanese cities would better demonstrate 
the destructive power of the atomic bomb.33 In addition, “the 
possibility of eliminating a large fraction of the Fire Force of a 
Japanese town [in the initial blast] … is attractive and realistic … 
the probability of a devastating fire, spreading well beyond the 
limits of the blast damage, will be greatly increased.”34

	 Obama’s modernization program would supposedly lead 
to a reduction of nuclear weapons after thirty years’ time. Yet 
this eventual reduction is completely dependent on the political 
will of multiple subsequent presidents, therefore a very uncertain 
prospect. Indeed, one could argue that the program violates the 
spirit of the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START)—a 
ten-year agreement between Russia and the United States to limit 
their nuclear arsenal to no more than 1,550 deployed warheads—
which was signed in 2010. As Andy Weber, former assistant 
secretary of defence for nuclear, chemical, and biological defence 
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programs from 2009 to 2014, explained in an interview: “It 
doesn’t violate the treaty because there’s a loophole in the treaty 
called the bomber counting rule … So each of our 60-ish bombers 
only counts as one warhead, even though they can carry up to 
20 of these air launch cruise missiles each.”35 Notably, already 
back in 2007, Putin vocally expressed his frustration at a G8 
press conference:

An arms race really is unfolding. Well, was it we 
who withdrew from the ABM Treaty? We must 
react to what our partners do. We already told 
them two years ago, “don’t do this … You are 
destroying the system of international security. 
You must understand that you are forcing us to 
take retaliatory steps.” … Then we heard about 
them developing low-yield nuclear weapons and 
they are continuing to develop these charges.

… [They] lower the threshold for using 
nuclear weapons, and thereby put humankind 
on the brink of nuclear catastrophe. But they are 
not listening to us. We are saying: do not deploy 
weapons in space. We don’t want to do that. No, 
it continues: “whoever is not with us is against 
us”. What is that? Is it a dialogue or a search for 
compromise? The entire dialogue can be summed 
up by: whoever is not with us is against us.

… We implemented the CFE, the 
Conventional Armed Forces in Europe Treaty 
[the treaty signed by the former head of the Soviet 
Union Gorbachev, which aims to demilitarize 
Europe]. ... And in response we get bases and a 
missile defense system in Europe. So what should 
we do?

You talked about public opinion. Public 
opinion in Russia is in favor of us ensuring our 
security. Where can you find a public in favor of 
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the idea that we must completely disarm, and then 
perhaps, according to theorists such as Zbignew 
Brzezinski, that we must divide our territory into 
three or four parts.36

	 Since that time, Russia has announced new nuclear 
modernization programs of its own and also engaged in 
dangerous nuclear posturing.37 Now that the first missile-defense 
installation has become operational in Romania, with a second 
under construction in Poland, Russia has placed nuclear-capable 
ballistic missiles in Kaliningrad and within range of Poland—
seemingly threatening to strike.38 Since the Ukraine crisis, both 
NATO and Russia have been holding massive military exercises 
with nuclear-capable forces around their borders, at one point 
simultaneously, mere kilometers away from each other.39 Such 
close proximity is unprecedented in cold war history. Indeed, as a 
wide range of concerned scientists and anti-nuclear organizations 
note in an open letter to Russian and NATO leaders: “Western 
media are indignant when Russian planes ‘buzz’ US ships: They 
don’t mention that those very ships were within appx 70Km of St 
Petersburg,’’ the second largest city in Russia.40 
	 Formal channels of communication between NATO 
and Russian militaries have all but seized to exist, and so has 
scientific co-operation in nuclear defense.41 This is especially 
dangerous because both countries still maintain their nuclear 
weapons on ‘hair-trigger alert,’ which allows for a fifteen minute 
window to launch nuclear missiles if anything is detected on 
the radar systems; a policy that has repeatedly threatened global 
catastrophe.42 In 1983, for example, such a threat was evaded 
because one Russian official, Stanislav Petrov, refused to notify 
his superiors when six missiles appeared on his screen; which 
turned out to be a glitch in the computer system.43 There have been 
hundreds of such false alarm cases.44 According to estimates from 
the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, the time required for Russia’s 
technical nuclear launch procedures is some six to ten minutes—
leaving even less time, mere minutes, for human deliberation. The 
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scientists warn that, in the face of a US first strike threat, ‘’Russian 
leadership would seem to have little choice but to pre-delegate 
nuclear launch authority to lower levels of command.’’45  As such, 
the terrifying reality is that an increasingly large amount of fingers 
will be resting on the nuclear button. And while the United States 
continues to expand its vastly superior nuclear capabilities, China 
is now also considering the creation of “hair trigger alert’’ systems 
to protect against a first-strike, bringing the world another step 
closer to nuclear catastrophe.46 
	 The reputable Bulletin of Atomic Scientists has now put 
their doomsday clock on two and half minutes to midnight, worse 
than it was during the Cuban missile crisis and representing a 
historical low point.47 At that time, by President Kennedy’s own 
assessment, odds of a global nuclear holocaust might have been as 
high as 50 percent. And as Chomsky expertly documented, unlike 
Stanislav Petrov, Kennedy decided to make that reckless toin-coss; 
when he struck down a Soviet settlement proposal that he himself 
admitted “would look like a very fair trade’’ to “any other rational 
man.’’48  Many western citizens find it hard to imagine that anyone 
would perceive NATO as a threat, because we regard ourselves as 
peace-loving citizens. But even this is in itself a doubtful statement. 
A worldwide survey by the American Gallup Center found that 
half of US and Canadian citizens found military attacks against 
citizens, i.e. war-crimes, justifiable.49 This was the highest rate in 
the world—followed by Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa—where 
one-fifth supported war crimes. Furthermore, recent research 
indicates that the chance is higher that an American would support 
a military intervention in Ukraine if he can’t point the country out 
on a map.50 This could also explain why 30 percent of Republican 
voters and 19 percent of Democratic voters supported bombing 
Agrabah, a fictional country in the Disney movie Aladdin.50 
More importantly, however, the relevance of public opinion is 
doubtful.  Research  of the Princeton political scientist Martin 
Gilens, who compared over 1800 policy proposals over 20 years 
with public opinion polls, concluded that “the preferences of the 
average American appear to have only a minuscule, near-zero, 
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statistically non-significant impact upon public policy.”52 The 
American historian  William Blum  summarizes America’s post-
WW2 foreign policy quite succinctly:

The United States of America has … 
 
1. Attempted to overthrow more than 50 govern-
ments, most of which were democratically-
elected.  
 
2. Attempted to suppress a populist or nationalist 
movement in 20 countries.  
 
3. Grossly interfered in democratic elections in at 
least 30 countries.  
 
4. Dropped bombs on the people of more than 30 
countries.  
5. Attempted to assassinate more than 50 foreign 
leaders.53

	

	 When a  Gallup poll  asked the world’s citizens in 2013 
which country was “the greatest threat to world peace,’’ the United 
States was chosen by far the greatest.54 And of all these countries, 
Russia picked the US most frequently. Some will subscribe this 
threat perception to effective Russian propaganda, but there is 
certainly some reality to the matter. In the 20th century alone, 
Russia experienced two devastating invasions from Western 
countries, with many millions killed in each one of them. Even 
the lowest death toll of the two—the 1917-1922 civil war with 
foreign intervention on the side of the Tsarist forces—outnumbers 
the total amount of people killed in both World Wars in Britain, 
France and the United States taken together. More recently, 
Western financial institutions had propped up the Yeltsin regime 
in the 90s, who defended IMF reform packages by, among other 
things, assaulting an elected parliament with tanks, explosives and 
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automatic machine guns.55 Russia expert and emeritus professor 
at Princeton, Stephen Cohen, summarized  the flaws of the pro-
Western Yeltsin presidency quite succinctly: 

economic “shock therapy” and oligarchic looting 
of essential state assets, which destroyed tens of 
millions of Russian lives; armed destruction of 
a popularly elected Parliament and imposition 
of a “presidential” Constitution, which dealt 
a crippling blow to democratization and now 
empowers Putin; brutal war in tiny Chechnya, 
which gave rise to terrorists in Russia’s North 
Caucasus; rigging of his own re-election in 1996; 
and leaving behind, in 1999, his approval ratings 
in single digits, a disintegrating country laden 
with weapons of mass destruction.56

	 The Russian economist Sergey Glazyev, who resigned 
from his ministerial post under Yeltsin and now advises Putin, 
though he also opposed the latter for most of his political career, 
argued that economic ‘shock therapy’ during the 90s amounted to 
genocide:

Since 1992, Russia has experienced a steady 
tendency of depopulation, characterized by a 
1.5-1.7-times excess of deaths over births. ... 
Russia’s overall demographic losses for those 
years... are estimated at 8 million people, of 
which approximately 3 million died prematurely 
and 5 million were not born.... The rate of annual 
population loss during the mid-1990s was more 
than double the rate of loss during the period of 
Stalinist repression and mass famine in the first 
half of the 1930s.57

	 After Putin gained the presidency on December 31, 1999, 
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he made an informal deal with the Russian oligarchs—he would 
leave their immense wealth intact if they wouldn’t meddle in 
political affairs. Oligarchs who supported the liberal pro-Western 
opposition—Berezovsky, Gusinsky and Khodorkovsky—were 
either exiled or imprisoned.  Mikhail Khodorkovsky—once the 
richest man in Russia—was imprisoned for a total of 10 years, and 
his Yukos oil company, with assets the size of Iraq, nationalized. 
As Marshall Goldman explains: “Arresting rich businessmen, 
even billionaires, is no longer a novelty in Russia or elsewhere. 
But in Russia they are arrested by masked men armed with 
machine guns, and they are denied bail. Those who are not jailed 
are increasingly pressured to accept siloviki [government-backed 
agents] as partners or return ownership to the state, lest their 
corporations be stripped of their value.’’58 
	 To be entirely clear, Putin has never been a socialist—and 
Russia remains one of the most unequal countries in the world.59 

Nevertheless, by reining in the worst excesses of the Yeltsin 
regime—which shrank the economy by 26 percent—and then 
enjoying a period of historically high energy prices, the country was 
stabilized and a growth of 433 percent established in 15 years’ time, 
according to the World Bank.60 Despite the persisting inequalities, 
the poverty rate declined from 40 percent in 1999 to 11 percent 
in 2013, as documented by the CIA World Fact Book.61 Moreover, 
the ‘middle class,’ defined by the World Bank as those living on 
more than $10 a day, grew from 30 to 60 percent of the population 
between 2001 and 2010, while life expectancy was raised by five 
years between 2000 and 2014.62 In addition, IMF statistics show that 
under Putin, the level of public debt went from 89 percent to just 12 
percent of GDP in 2014.63 No wonder that, despite his authoritarian 
rule, the approval ratings of Putin—as measured by the American 
Gallup Center—are, at 83%, as high as ever.64 
	 High popularity polls are not uncommon among 
authoritarian regimes, but they are not universal either. Indeed, 
Putin himself experienced a low of 54 percent in 2012 and 2013, 
following two years of mass protests against him. The Russian 
president actually overcame his dwindling popularity because of 
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the Ukraine crisis. Indeed, 74% of the Russian population backed 
the annexation of Crimea.65 Different figures have been found 
in other polls, but always a comfortable majority.66 It is exactly 
the provocations of NATO, coupled with its endless hypocritical 
condemnations, that the Russian state media abuses to stir up 
nationalism, and distract the population from serious  problems, 
such as the worsening of wealth inequality, with the 7th highest 
Gini-coefficient in the world; the second-highest incarceration 
rate, with an estimated 256 people that have been prosecuted for 
their views; the fourth highest military expenditure as a percentage 
of GDP, and the second largest volume of weapon exports.67  
	 Putin is, in fact, a wartime politician. He became acting 
president after Yeltsin resigned on December 31,1999—and won 
his elections on the back of a brutal assault on Chechnya, finishing 
what Yeltsin had started in 1994. The Chechens had already 
endured centuries of oppression. Like the Crimean Tatars, they 
were deported wholesale under Stalin. An estimated third of them 
died in overcrowded trucks heading for labor camps in Kazakhstan. 
After Yeltsin’s invasion failed to defeat the Chechen drive for 
self-determination—having killed between 40,000 and 100,000 
people in a region of 1.3 million—a referendum on independence 
was agreed upon, to be held in Chechnya on the 31st of December 
2001.68 This agreement, however, would soon be terminated. In 
September 1999, apartment buildings were bombed in Moscow, 
killing over 200 people. The attack was never claimed, and while 
there are strong indications that the Russian secret services were 
involved, a determination on this matter is beyond the purview 
of this book.69 An answer to the question of culpability, however, 
is unnecessary to determine the moral bankruptcy of the Russian 
response.70

	 Like the Donbass  in Ukraine, Chechnya was cut off from 
all gas and electricity supplies from its parent country, right in 
the middle of winter.71 At the same time, the Russian air force 
bombarded Chechen towns, sparing no civilian targets—including 
schools, hospitals, market places, manufacturing plants and even 
buses carrying refugees.72 In fact, refugees fleeing the violence—



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE250

mostly women and children—often used ‘safe corridors’ set up by 
the Russian military, only to be slaughtered on those very roads.73 
On the other hand, Chechen men were rounded up and held in 
camps—supposedly to filter out terrorists—where rape, torture 
and abuse was rampant.74 In November 2004, two years after the 
official military operations had ended, Tony Wood wrote:
  

There can be no greater indictment of Putin’s 
rule than the present condition of Chechnya. 
Grozny’s population has been reduced to around 
200,000—half its size in 1989—who now eke 
out an existence amid the moonscape of bomb 
craters and ruins their city has become. According 
to UNHCR  figures, some 160,000 displaced 
Chechens remained within the warzone by 2002, 
while another 160,000 were living in refugee 
camps in Ingushetia. The latter figure has declined 
somewhat since—a Médecins Sans Frontières 
report of August 2004 estimated that around 50,000 
Chechen refugees remained in Ingushetia—thanks 
to the Kremlin’s policy of closing down camps 
and prohibiting the construction of housing for 
refugees there. Those forced back to Chechnya 
live on the brink of starvation, moving from one 
bombed-out cellar to another, avoiding the routine 
terror of  zachistki  and the checkpoints manned 
by hooded soldiers, where women have to pay 
bribes of $10 to avoid their daughters being raped, 
and men aged 15–65 are taken away to ‘filtration 
camps’ or simply made to disappear. The Russian 
human rights organization Memorial, which 
covers only a third of Chechnya, reported that 
between January 2002 and August 2004, some 
1,254 people were abducted by federal forces, of 
whom 757 are still missing.75
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	 In this respect, it is notable how much outrage followed 
the imprisonment of the pro-Western oligarch Khodorkovsky in 
2003—although many argued that it was a selective prosecution, 
no-one actually doubted the criminal origins of his wealth—
compared to the havoc wreaked on the people of Chechnya. 
Condemnation of Khodorkovsky’s trial was universal in the 
West—from the White House, to the president of the European 
parliament and the German head of state. To prevent a similar 
fate for Russian oligarch Boris Berezovsky, the UK even granted 
him political asylum from 2003 onwards. However, before 
Russia started prosecuting oligarchs, opposed the invasion of 
Iraq and backed the Syrian regime of Assad—relations had been 
much warmer. In fact, as universal as was the condemnation of 
Khodorkovsky’s prosecution, so was Western praise for Putin 
as he rained terror upon the people of Chechnya. As Tony Wood 
writes: 

In September 2001, while state-sanctioned 
murders were being committed with impunity 
in Chechnya, Putin received a standing ovation 
in the Bundestag; in the summer of 2002, Chirac 
endorsed the Russian view of the ‘anti-terrorist 
operation’, and he and Schroeder reiterated their 
support at Sochi in August 2004. …

Putin wasted no time in linking Chechnya to 
the wider battle against Islamic extremism, and 
gave the  US  permission to plant forward bases 
across Central Asia, its former sphere of influence, 
as a quid pro quo for Washington’s approval for 
war in Chechnya. The Bush administration has 
responded with the requisite silence.76

	 In fact, ‘requisite silence’ is quite an understatement. In 
June 2001, George Bush famously told the press that “I looked 
the man [Putin] in the eye. I found him to be very straight forward 
and trustworthy and we had a very good dialogue. I was able to get 
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a sense of his soul. He’s a man deeply committed to his country 
and the best interests of his country and I appreciate very much 
the frank dialogue and that’s the beginning of a very constructive 
relationship.”77 The stance of UK prime-minister Tony Blair 
was hardly different. Asked by the Guardian whether it is “the 
right response to terrorism to raze a city like Grozny to a pile of 
rubble,’’ Blair responded in kind: “Well, they have been taking 
their action for the reasons they’ve set out because of the terrorism 
that has happened in Chechnya.”78 Just like Yeltsin’s first assault in 
1996, Putin’s war on Chechnya was accompanied by a continued 
stream of funds from the World Bank and IMF.79 In addition, US 
President Bill “Clinton ordered the Pentagon to rush Moscow 
state of the art night-vision and communications equipment for 
Russian helicopters being used against insurgents in the Caucasus 
[referring to Chechnya].” The White House assured the readers 
of the Toronto Sun that the equipment was only being used “to 
combat terrorism.’’80 A German agent later told Reuters News 
Agency that Western secret services—including the US, German, 
French and British—also “provided Moscow with intelligence on 
Chechen rebels.’’81

	 This history underscores the fact that Russia, in many 
respects, does not differ too much from the West. Indeed, the 
United States has by far the biggest military budget, the world’s 
highest incarceration rate and the largest volume of arms exports, 
often selling to the same clients as Russia—including Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Israel and the United Arab Emirates, among others.82 
As Sakwa notes: “this is not a second Cold War. Russia is neither 
a consistent ideological nor strategic foe. Instead, cooperation has 
continued over Afghanistan—the Northern Distribution Network 
across Russia continued to channel 40 per cent of supplies and 
personnel to and from Afghanistan throughout the Ukraine 
crisis—and in the Middle East, and there have even been signs 
of cooperation over Syria in the face of the Islamic State’’.83 The 
latter eventually collapsed during the battle of Aleppo, over one-
sided condemnations by US officials of otherwise serious Russian 
and Syrian war crimes. These condemnations were not only 
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hypocritical historically, but especially disingenious considering 
the simultaneous US backing of an almost identical siege on 
Mosul, Iraq. 83 Clearly, the difference in foreign policy primarily 
concerns the pursuit of global hegemony—the drive for which lies 
squarely in the United States and Western Europe—indeed, one 
could argue, has done so for centuries.
	 Even during the entire Cold War, when Soviet world 
dominance was supposedly imminent, the issue of hegemony 
had always been quite clear. Soviet military expenditures reached 
its absolute peak in 1988. Regardless, NATO’s military budget 
was still more than twice the size of that of the Warsaw pact 
countries.85 The disparities were even larger on other parameters. 
A study by Ruth Leger Sivard, which analyzed 125 military 
conflicts between 1946 and 1981—95 percent of which occurred 
in the global south, involving foreign forces in most cases—found 
“western powers accounting for 79 percent of the interventions, 
communist for 6 percent.”86 All the communist interventions were 
enacted around their borders, with the exception of Cuba, which 
supported multiple African liberation wars against European 
colonial powers. Another study of military interventions between 
1946 and 1989 found that the major Western powers—France, the 
US and UK—accounted for 147 interventions, while China and 
the Soviet Union accounted for 46.87 Incidentally, a study of 69 
armed conflicts during (roughly) the same period confirmed that 
the chance of a foreign intervention increased 100-fold based on 
the existence of oil and gas interests.88 On the number of foreign 
bases, the balance was even more skewed. The Soviet Union 
counted a few dozen bases, mainly in Eastern Europe, while 
in December 1970, the US Senate Subcommittee on Security 
Agreements and Commitments Abroad pointed out that the U.S. 
global military presence reached over 3,000 foreign military bases 
“virtually surrounding both the Soviet Union and Communist 
China.”89 
	 In terms of economic power, the disparities were incredibly 
vast at the start of the Cold War, when the United States controlled 
half of the global economy while the Soviet Union had barely 
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survived a genocidal invasion by Nazi Germany. Nevertheless, 
even at the most favourable data point in 1975, the Soviet economy 
remained but 59 percent of that of the US—and the disparities 
between their allies were even greater.90 Indeed, in terms of soft 
power, a Defence Monitor report in 1980 traced Soviet influence 
on a country-by-country basis since World War 2, concluding that 
its power peaked in the late 1950s and by 1979 “the Soviets were 
influencing only 6 percent of the world’s population and 5 percent 
of the world’s G.N.P., exclusive of the Soviet Union.”91 
	 Now, have these parameters changed? The answer is 
a resounding yes.  Russia’s only remaining mutual defence 
alliance—in any way comparable to agreements stipulated in 
NATO—is the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). 
Its signatories are the post-Soviet states of Russia, Armenia, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyztan and Tajikistan. Joint military 
exercises are held yearly in the framework of the agreement—
similar to the crucial article 5 principle of the NATO alliance—
that aggression against one signatory would be perceived as an 
aggression against all. Admittedly, even this comparison is not 
entirely fair. In 2014, for example, there were still US, German 
and French military bases on the territory of CSTO signatories, 
while the equivalent of Russian bases on NATO soil would be 
completely unthinkable.92 Nevertheless, this only affirms my point. 
The combined CSTO military budget as of 2014 is not even one-
tenth the size of NATO’s.93 
	 Even comparing NATO with the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO)—a loose (military) co-operation that also 
includes China—the NATO budget remains more than three times 
as large.94 I want to emphasize; this is hardly a fair comparison. 
Complementary alliances would surely account for countries such 
as Australia, Canada and Japan, on the side of NATO. Indeed, 
these countries—along with almost the entirety of the Southern 
American continent, among others—have actual mutual defence 
agreements with the United States, similar to NATO’s article 5. 
Regardless, an extensive study of military interventions between 
1990 and 2005, found that three major NATO powers—France, 
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the UK and US—were responsible for 89 interventions, while 
China and Russia accounted for just 11.95  Furthermore, the 
number of SCO foreign military bases runs in single digits, while 
the exact number of foreign NATO bases is not even known—
though all estimates put it well over a 1000, a figure that might 
understate the number of foreign US bases, alone.96 Furthermore, 
as Nick Turse reports: “In 2015, according to Special Operations 
Command spokesman Ken McGraw, U.S. Special Operations 
forces deployed to a record-shattering 147 countries –75% of the 
nations on the planet… On any day of the year, in fact, America’s 
most elite troops can be found in 70 to 90 nations.’’97 Perhaps 
most telling, the last published US intelligence budget (2010)—
which includes both analytical and operational agencies—was 
substantially larger than that of the entire Russian military 
establishment.98 These agencies are always shrouded in secrecy, 
but a major Senate committee investigation into CIA activities 
during the Cold War—initiated after the Watergate scandals—
helps to reveal the scale of such undertakings. Over the 14 years 
reviewed, the committee found 900 major operations and 3000 
minor operations from this single agency.99 
	 Economic comparisons bring similar figures. The total 
GDP of CSTO countries constitute less than twelve percent 
of the NATO-zone economy. Despite all of the column inches 
spent on the rise of China, economic disparities remain vast 
there too. Comparing NATO economies with the signatories of 
the SCO—again, a much less binding security co-operation—
the SCO countries still constitute but 59 percent of the NATO-
zone’s GDP.100 These comparisons also ignore the production of 
manufactured goods. Russia is largely a supplier of raw materials 
to Europe—an obvious sign that its integration into the global 
economy has come from an inferior position.101 Despite all the 
cries about Europe’s dependence on Russian gas, the fact remains 
that the Russian Federation is dependent for over 50 percent of its 
exports on the European Union, making the dependence mutual at 
least. 
	 Indeed, it is no secret that the Russian economy was 
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harshly hit in the wake of the (still limited) sanctions over Ukraine: 
by 2015, the country faced over $100 billion in capital flight, the 
ruble’s value sank by a third and the Russian economy contracted 
by 3.7%.102 Probably most damaging to the Russian economy 
was the simultanuous drop in global energy prices, which only 
underlines the country’s economic vulnerability and international 
dependence.103 In fact, there is substantial evidence to suggest that 
the price-drop was driven by the United States and Saudi-Arabia 
in the first place—in a bid to damage their geopolitical rivals.104 

Russian counter-sanctions, however, seemed to barely have any 
effect. The Eurozone actually experienced its best economic 
performance in almost a decade, with 14 consecutive quarters of 
growth.105 The overall share of EU imports in Russia’s trade figures 
also remained stable despite the counter-sanctions.106 Of course, 
some EU sectors did suffer under a Russian embargo; particularily 
agricultural exports, which dropped by nearly €5 billion in the 
first year.107 Nevertheless, this decrease was also caused by the 
flailing Russian economy, as agricultural products outside of the 
embargo’s scope also faced sharp export-drops due to the lower 
Russian demand.108 Moreover, the EU’s agricultural sector was 
able to find alternative markets in the wake of Russia’s economic 
crisis, and overall agri-food exports to non-EU countries actually 
increased by nearly six percent in the first year.109 
	 Clearly, Russia is not the senior partner in its trade 
relations with the European Union; even a study from the Russian 
Academy of Sciences seems to admit this much. The article 
estimated the long-term adverse impact of sanctions on the Russian 
economy at 8-10% of GDP, contrasted by some 0.5% of GDP for 
the EU.110 Finally, as for China, even though the country has made 
much progress, the primary sectors of its economy still produce 
low-technology goods, and substantial parts of its production lines 
are owned by Western multinational corporations. No wonder that 
Russia’s per capita GDP is less than half that of the United States—
and China’s but a quarter.111 As Professor Chomsky observes, 
American power has been declining since the Second World War, 
when it controlled half of the global economy, yet it remains 
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firmly in place. As a March 2017 review of the US foreign policy 
establishment confirmed, this view is widely shared in the highest 
corridors of power.112   In this context, Chomsky offers guidance to 
understand the Western response to the annexation of Crimea:

Columnist Thanassis Cambanis summarizes 
the core issue succinctly in The Boston Globe: 
“Putin’s annexation of the Crimea is a break in the 
order that America and its allies have come to rely 
on since the end of the Cold War—namely, one 
in which major powers only intervene militarily 
when they have an international consensus 
on their side, or failing that, when they’re not 
crossing a rival power’s red lines.”

This era’s most extreme international crime, 
the United States-United Kingdom invasion of 
Iraq, was therefore not a break in world order 
—because, after failing to gain international 
support, the aggressors didn’t cross Russian or 
Chinese red lines.

In contrast, Putin’s takeover of the Crimea 
and his ambitions in Ukraine cross American red 
lines.

Therefore “Obama is focused on isolating 
Putin’s Russia by cutting off its economic and 
political ties to the outside world, limiting its 
expansionist ambitions in its own neighborhood 
and effectively making it a pariah state,” Peter 
Baker reports in The New York Times.

American red lines, in short, are firmly placed 
at Russia’s borders. Therefore Russian ambitions 
“in its own neighborhood” violate world order 
and create crises. …

… The U.S. invasion of Indochina, like the 
invasion of Iraq, crossed no red lines, nor have 
many other U.S. depredations worldwide. To 
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repeat the crucial point: Adversaries are sometimes 
permitted to have red lines, but at their borders, 
where America’s red lines are also located. If an 
adversary has “expansionist ambitions in its own 
neighborhood,”crossing U.S. red lines, the world 
faces a crisis.113

	

	 In this context, the recent speculations about an 
impending Russian annexation of Ukraine—and even Poland and 
the Baltic States—is patently absurd. Even general Petr Pavel, 
chairman of the NATO Military Committee, recently admitted 
that no intelligence assessments indicate that Russia is preparing 
to invade the Baltic states.114 Furthermore, if Russia had wished to 
annex Ukraine proper, the perfect opportunity to do so surfaced 
in the spring of 2014. On March 1st, the Ukrainian president 
Yanukovych ostensibly send a letter to Vladimir Putin, asking 
for a Russian military intervention: “The country is in the grip 
of outright terror and violence driven by the West. ... People are 
persecuted on political and language grounds. In this context, 
I appeal to the President of Russia Vladimir V. Putin to use the 
armed forces of the Russian Federation to re-establish the rule of 
law, peace, order, stability and to protect the people of Ukraine.”115 
This was surely the best possible pretext for Russia to invade 
Ukraine proper—at the invitation of its own de jure government, 
arguably even in conformity with international law—as well as 
the most opportune moment militarily, since Ukraine’s security 
apparatus was completely disintegrating. Yet only Crimea, home 
to a crucial Russian military base, was annexed. In addition, plenty 
of pretexts arose for the annexation of rebel-controlled territories 
in the Donbass. After the independence referendum in May 2014, 
the rebel leadership asked repeatedly to join Russia, a request that 
was never honoured.116 
	 Indeed, it is much more likely that the Donbass will 
transform into another ‘frozen conflict’ area. After the dis-
integration of the Soviet Union, some artificial Soviet borders 
were challenged, leading to civil war and the creation of small 
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de-facto states within the parent countries of Georgia, Moldova 
and Azerbaijan. In the cases of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and 
Transnistria, these de-facto states became highly dependent on 
the Russian state for both security and funding. The secessionist 
regions have often been portrayed—like the Donbass uprising—
as a cynical Russian ploy divorced from local realities. However, 
a peer-reviewed multi-year study of the three de-facto states, 
including extensive surveys, suggests otherwise.117 They all 
have a presence of Russian peace keeping forces—as stipulated 
in agreements signed by the parent states—whose permanent 
presence is supported by an overwhelming majority of Abkhazian 
and South Ossetian citizens, while half of Transnistrian residents 
support a continued Russian military presence. The vast 
majority of all secessionist republics have trust in the Russian 
leadership. Asked about the future of their republics, barely 
anyone was interested in re-integration with its parent country. 
Most Abkhazians chose independence, followed by accession to 
Russia. An overwhelming 81 percent of South Ossetians wished 
to join Russia, while 16 percent favoured independence. Half of 
Transnistrians picked accession to Russia and a third preferred 
independence. In the case of Transnistria, there have been two 
referenda on independence in 1991 and 2006, both of which 
passed with an overwhelming majority. The second even asked 
explicitly: ‘Do you support the course towards independence 
for the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic and its subsequent free 
unification with the Russian Federation?’ On a 78 per cent turnout, 
97 per cent voted in favour.118 Obviously, if Putin wanted to restore 
the former Soviet Union in its full glory, these republics would be 
the first places to start. Nevertheless, none of these secessionist 
states have been annexed. In fact, a recently published book by 
William Hill, who served two spells as head of the Organisation 
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Mission to 
Moldova in1999-2006, reveals that Russia was hardly an obstacle 
to resolving these conflicts. A review summarizes some of the 
most pertinent issues:



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE260

The author challenges the stereotype that Russia 
maintained the conflicts in the Black Sea region 
in a frozen state in order to project its influence 
in the new post-Soviet states. Hill makes his 
point by stressing that notwithstanding the deep 
differences with other OSCE states on some 
individual policy issues, Russia was apparently 
willing to work cooperatively with other OSCE 
states, including the United States, even on the 
territory of the former USSR. The book gives very 
interesting examples of Russia’s collaborative 
stance on Transdniestrian conflict issues such as 
the replacement of the controversial commander 
of the 14th Russian army General Alexandr 
Lebed, the significant reduction of Russian 
military presence from the region, withdrawal 
of the stockpiles of ammunition and several 
Moscow initiatives to broker power-sharing 
agreements in 1996, 2001 and 2003. It is implicit 
in Hill’s argument that Russian initiatives were 
quite reasonable and copied the EU approaches 
in the Balkans. In particular, the controversial 
power-sharing agreement produced by Putin’s 
close associate Dmitry Kozak in fact grew out 
of the initiative of Moldovan president Vladimir 
Voronin and was supported by other mediators 
from Ukraine and the OSCE.

Another important finding of the book is the 
author’s acknowledgement that Western capitals 
displayed insufficient sensitivity toward Russia 
and denied her an independent diplomatic and 
political role in the region that had once been 
hers exclusively. This lack of sensitivity becomes 
particularly controversial given that in the 1990s 
[under Yeltsin] the Western partners chose not to 
deal with conflicts in the post-Soviet space and 
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even encouraged Russia to play a major role in 
the conflicts in the Caucasus and Transnistria. The 
problem of Russia being denied agency is also 
outlined when the author stresses that Russia–
NATO problems were not caused by the very fact 
of its enlargement, but by the fact that Moscow 
was prevented from meaningfully participating 
in or influencing decisions of the most important 
political and security questions in Europe.119

	 Notably, in Russia’s effort to resolve the ‘frozen conflicts,’ 
even popular claims to independence remained unrecognized 
for nearly two decades—and in the case of Transnistria to this 
very day. Abkhazia and South Ossetia—both on internationally 
recognized territory of Georgia—were only recognized by 
Moscow in 2008, after an attempt by Georgian president Mikheil 
Saakashvili to seize South Ossetia by force.120 Both sides 
committed war crimes—including the use of cluster munitions—
and the Russian counter-offensive also temporarily occupied 
Georgia proper, though the latter happened only briefly and on 
a small scale. It seems that Russia wanted to send a message—
especially since Georgia had applied for NATO membership 
shortly before its aggression against South-Ossetia. In addition, 
Saakashvili received extensive military aid from the United 
States, including about 150 military advisers whose role in the 
conflict remains unexamined. Rather than strength, however, 
these Russian moves showed increasing desperation. As US 
President Obama remarked after the annexation of Crimea: 
“Russia is a regional power that is threatening some of its 
immediate neighbors—not out of strength but out of weakness. 
… The fact that Russia felt it had to go in militarily and lay bare 
these violations of international law indicates less influence, not 
more.”121 Indeed, it is exactly Russia’s weakness that forces it 
to become a “profoundly conservative power’’ which seeks to 
“maintain the status quo.’’ As Professor Sakwa explains:
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Russia under Putin had been the opposite of a 
land-grabbing state. … In October 2004 Putin 
achieved a definitive agreement with China over 
their 4,400-kilometre-long border, in exchange for 
the transfer of several major islands in the Ussuri 
River to Chinese jurisdiction. In September 2010 
agreement was finally reached with Norway over 
the long-contested maritime delineation of the 
Barents Sea, agreeing to a split down the middle, 
which turned out to grant Norway the bulk of the 
energy resources. Under Putin agreement was 
finally reached over the borders with Estonia 
and Latvia, although both retained popular 
aspirations to have part of Russia’s neighbouring 
Pskov region restored to them, which had been 
part of the interwar republics. Putin even offered 
to return to the 1956 agreement with Japan and to 
restore two of the four Kurile Islands (Northern 
Territories) to that country. Admittedly, these 
were the two smallest, but in mathematical terms 
honours would be even. … Russia under Putin is 
a profoundly conservative power and its actions 
are designed to maintain the status quo, hence 
the effort Moscow put into ratifying its existing 
borders. It was the West that was perceived to be 
the revisionist power.122

	 The failure of Western diplomacy in Ukraine was severe. 
The crimes of Kiev were legitimized by  western  political  and 
military support.123 NATO praised Kiev for its “restraint’’ while 
the American ambassador Jen Psaki even defended Yatsenyuk’s 
use of the term “subhumans’’ to refer to Russians.124 Presidential 
aides told The New York Times in April 2014 that “Mr. Obama 
has concluded that even if there is a resolution to the current 
standoff over Crimea and eastern Ukraine, he will never have a 
constructive relationship with Mr. Putin.’’125 
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	 This cold war mentality escalated further when the 
MH17 passenger plane with 298 people on board was shot 
down. Sanctions against Russia were immediately put in place 
even though little of what had happened was actually known at 
the time. A  CIA source  of investigative journalist Robert Parry 
said the agency was, among other scenarios, considering a failed 
assassination attempt on Putin by radical elements in the Kiev 
regime.126 The Russian presidential plane looked a lot like MH17 
and was scheduled to fly over Eastern Ukraine around that time, 
although the source dried up and later research points in different 
directions. German intelligence, for example, claimed to have 
‘unambiguous findings’ proving the rebels shot down MH17 
with a captured BUK missile from the Ukrainian military.127 On 
the other hand, an open source Bellingcat investigation claimed 
to have conclusive evidence that the plane was shot down by 
the rebels with a Russian-supplied BUK missile.128 The official 
investigation came to the same conclusion. 
	 Clearly, assessing all the evidence is beyond the purview 
of this book. Nevertheless, there seems to be a western consensus 
on the fact that the crash involved an accident and that Russian 
actions at worst had been criminally reckless.129 On the other hand, 
little was said about the fact that the downing of MH17 happened 
in the context of a brutal war that was killing the population of 
the Donbass region in far greater numbers. Indeed, this is why 
the rebels were shooting at airplanes in the first place. Preceding 
the international tragedy, seventeen Ukrainian military aircrafts 
had already been shot down—including two fighter jets the very 
day before MH17—leading multiple civilian airlines to avoid 
the Donbass airspace.130 Indeed, the official investigation also 
noted that there was sufficient reason to close off the air-space for 
civilian flights above Eastern Ukraine, something Kiev failed to 
do. The cynicism of the sanctions is obvious given the historical 
precedent. Chomsky gives a pertinent example:

Every literate person, and certainly every editor 
and commentator, instantly recalled another case 
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when a plane was shot down with comparable 
loss of life: Iran Air 655 with 290 killed, including 
66 children, shot down in Iranian airspace in 
a clearly identified commercial air route. The 
crime was not carried out “with U.S. support,” 
nor has its agent ever been uncertain. It was the 
guided-missile cruiser USS Vincennes, operating 
in Iranian waters in the Persian Gulf.

The commander of a nearby U.S. vessel, David 
Carlson, wrote in the U.S. Naval Proceedings 
that he “wondered aloud in disbelief” as “’The 
Vincennes announced her intentions” to attack 
what was clearly a civilian aircraft. He speculated 
that “Robo Cruiser,” as the Vincennes was called 
because of its aggressive behavior, “felt a need 
to prove the viability of Aegis (the sophisticated 
anti-aircraft system on the cruiser) in the Persian 
Gulf, and that they hankered for the opportunity 
to show their stuff.”

Two years later, the commander of the 
Vincennes and the officer in charge of anti-air 
warfare were given the Legion of Merit award 
for “exceptionally meritorious conduct in the 
performance of outstanding service” and for the 
“calm and professional atmosphere” during the 
period of the destruction of the Iranian Airbus. 
The incident was not mentioned in the award.

President Reagan blamed the Iranians and 
defended the actions of the warship, which 
“followed standing orders and widely publicized 
procedures, firing to protect itself against possible 
attack.” His successor, Bush I, proclaimed that 
“I will never apologize for the United States 
—I don’t care what the facts are … I’m not an 
apologize-for-America kind of guy.”

… We know why Ukrainians and Russians 
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are in their own countries, but one might ask 
what exactly the Vincennes was doing in Iranian 
waters. The answer is simple. It was defending 
Washington’s great friend Saddam Hussein in 
his murderous aggression against Iran. For the 
victims, the shoot-down was no small matter. 
It was a major factor in Iran’s recognition that 
it could not fight on any longer, according to 
historian Dilip Hiro.131

	 Despite the obvious double standards, Western leaders 
were eager to  use  the suffering of the MH17 victims to push 
Russia into a corner. A case was made for sanctions, despite an 
extensive study by the political scientist Robert A. Pape—which 
examined 115 sanctions regimes and came to a success rate of 4 
percent.132 He added that sanctions are “more likely to enhance 
the nationalist legitimacy of rulers than to undermine it.’’133 The 
anger of the population, quite understandably, turns towards the 
imposers of the sanctions rather than their own government. This 
was especially predictable in Russo-Western relations, which have 
a long history of animosity. The September 2016 Russian election 
results seem to confirm this.134 Putin’s United Russia party gained 
its biggest majority to date—obtaining over three-quarters of the 
seats in parliament, granting it the ability to change the Russian 
constitution. On the other hand, the three pro-Western parties 
combined only managed to garner four percent of the popular 
vote. Thus, even a united pro-western front would not have 
passed the five percent threshold to enter parliament. As Stephen 
Cohen notes, “The pro-western, liberal, political movement in 
Russia is dead—and was killed by Washington.”135 The remaining 
opposition is, in fact, more nationalist than Putin.
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DIVISIONS ON THE 
WESTERN FRONT?

	 US Secretary of State John Kerry indicated multiple 
times that there had been disagreements with the EU over the 
extent of the sanctions regime against Russia.1 The US eventually 
even sent a special envoy to convince European countries to 
take a tougher stance.2 At this point, it is relevant to return one 
last time to the leaked phone call between Victoria Nuland and 
US ambassador Geoffrey Pyatt, where they more or less hand-
picked the interim government of Ukraine. We noted how Nuland 
didn’t “think Klitsch should go into the government.’’ However, 
what I have failed to mention before, is that Vitaly Klitschko was 
closely aligned with Germany. He spoke the language fluently, 
had met with several German ministers and was even decorated 
by the German federal government in 2010 for his efforts to 
improve German-Ukrainian ties. Indeed, these ties were hardly a 
secret, Klitschko’s UDAR party listed Angela Merkel’s Christian 
Democratic Union as a partner on its website. The US intelligence 
contractor Stratfor explains: 

All the traditional German parties—including the 
Christian Democratic Union, Social Democratic 
Party, the Christian Social Union, the Free 
Democratic Party, the Greens and The Left—have 
foundations that get funding from the German 
federal budget and work internationally to 
strengthen ties to Germany, promote democracy 
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and strengthen civil society. The two largest 
political foundations are the Friedrich Ebert 
Foundation (affiliated with the Social Democratic 
Party) and the Konrad Adenauer Foundation 
(affiliated with the Christian Democratic Union), 
which jointly receive around 250 million euros 
(around $345 million) annually from the federal 
government. And while all the German political 
foundations have programs in Ukraine, the 
Konrad Adenauer Foundation is the most active. It 
has the strongest ties to the Ukrainian opposition, 
particularly the Ukrainian Democratic Alliance 
for Reform led by Vitaly Klitschko, members 
of which as recently as November participated 
in events organized by the Konrad Adenauer 
Foundation.3 

	 It seems clear that, throughout the Ukraine conflict, 
US and EU agendas have differed. We have seen German and 
French intelligence officers disagreeing with US ‘propaganda,’ 
and even leaking this to the press. The schism is perhaps best 
demonstrated by the fact that the United States has been absent 
from all peace negotiations, starting with Yanukovych during 
Maidan and continuing later with Minsk I and II. In the leaked 
call with the US ambassador, Victoria Nuland expressed her 
contempt for Europe very clearly when she told Pyatt, “you know, 
Fuck the EU.’’ This antagonism between the EU and the United 
States underlies a fundamental reality: European economies are 
deeply  intertwined  with Russia’s.4 As of 2013, the total trade 
between the two power blocs equaled approximately $330 billion, 
nearly ten times the size of the US-Russia trade volume. The 
European Union accounts for roughly half of Russia’s imports and 
exports, and is easily its largest trading partner. Russian exports, 
in turn, consist mainly of fuel and energy, which are crucial for the 
functioning of European economies. In fact, these energy relations 
pre-date the end of the Cold War and even the Perestroika reforms 
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under Gorbachev. The most important pipeline supplying Western 
Europe with Russian gas was built in the early 80s, despite heavy 
protest from the Reagan administration, which then included US 
sanctions against Western Europe.5 The head of Stratfor—a private 
intelligence contractor once dubbed the ‘shadow CIA’ by Barron 
magazine for its close co-operation with the agency—described 
US policy in relation to the Ukraine crisis as follows: 

For all of the last 100 years Americans have 
pursued a very consistent foreign policy. Its 
main goal: to not allow any state to amass too 
much power in Europe. First, the United States 
sought to prevent Germany from dominating 
Europe, then it sought to prevent the USSR from 
strengthening its influence.

The essence of this policy is as follows: to 
maintain as long as possible a balance of power 
in Europe, helping the weaker party, and if the 
balance is about to be significantly disrupted—to 
intervene at the last moment. And so, in the case of 
the First World War, the United States intervened 
only after the abdication of Nicholas II in 1917, 
to prevent Germany from gaining ground. And 
during WWII, the US opened a second front only 
very late (in June 1944), after it became clear that 
the Russians were prevailing over the Germans. 
[This strategy was most explicitly articulated by 
soon-to-be president Truman in 1941, when he 
proposed: “If we see that Germany is winning we 
ought to help Russia and if Russia is winning we 
ought to help Germany, and that way let them kill 
as many as possible.]’’

What is more, the most dangerous potential 
alliance, from the perspective of the United 
States, was considered to be an alliance between 
Russia and Germany. This would be an alliance 
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of German technology and capital with Russian 
natural and human resources.6 

	 Nevertheless, to avoid the danger of exaggerating the 
rift and in order to properly asses its meaning, it’s important 
to point out that the United States has always favored a strong 
European Union, to be closely aligned with the US agenda. 
After WW2, the alliance was considered an important market 
for American corporations and served to overcome animosities, 
not insignificant after WW2, in the anti-Soviet camp. During 
the Cold war, Western Europe was heavily reliant on American 
troops, so US influence was not in jeopardy. To strengthen and 
maintain its position vis-a-vis the EU, the United States later 
pushed for the accession of strongly NATO-aligned states, such 
as the UK, Poland and the Baltic States. Incidentally, French 
President de Gaulle had publicly vetoed British accession into the 
EEC in 1963, the predecessor of the EU, provoking the fury of 
US President Kennedy, who subsequently threatened to withdraw 
his troops from Europe.7 De Gaulle called his bluff, and became 
all the more convinced that Britain was the United States’ “Trojan 
Horse.’’ Only after de Gaulle left office ten years later, was Britain 
admitted into the EEC. De Gaulle’s suspicions proved largely 
correct: Britain remained closely aligned with the United States 
both in the financial and security sphere. With regard to Ukraine, 
it was the only European country to openly train military forces. 
It is no coincidence that in July 2015, Barack Obama intervened 
in the British referendum debate, telling the BBC that “having 
the UK in the European Union gives us much greater confidence 
about the strength of the transatlantic union.”8 
	 Another notable ‘fifth columnist,’ to use de Gaulle’s 
terminology, is the Netherlands. It was extensively praised in 
a leaked cable from the US ambassador for steering European 
policy towards the US agenda, among other things.9 Indeed, Frans 
Timmermans, the Dutch minister of foreign affairs, joined in on 
the Cold war rhetoric during the Ukraine crisis with especially 
notable phrases, given the normally subdued and secular style 
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of Dutch politics. “Today there is an unholy alliance of anti-EU 
and anti-American sentiments,’’ he preached in Arlington, USA. 
But Putin will know that “Our Alliance as embodied by NATO is 
strong.’’10 In an extended interview on national television, he told 
the Dutch people to prepare themselves for an arms race; to get 
ready for an economic war that could drag the economy back into 
a recession, one that had barely even passed.11

	 Notably, Europe’s Eastern Partnership initiative—which 
led to the association agreement with Ukraine, and also includes 
the post-Soviet states of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia 
and  Moldova—was designed and proposed by the Polish and 
Swedish ministers of foreign affairs in 2008, Carl Bildt and 
Radoslaw Sikorski.12 Both are fiercely anti-Russian, going so 
far as to make comparisons between Russia and Nazi-Germany, 
which were then echoed by several senior US and British 
politicians, such as Hillary Clinton and David Cameron.13 In fact, 
Carl Bildt was one of the founding members of the Committee for 
the Liberation of Iraq, advocating for the 2003 invasion alongside 
senior US neo-cons. Sikorski, on the other hand, has lived for years 
in the United States and the United Kingdom. He’s been a British 
citizen for nearly 20 years, with his citizenship only revoked in 
2006 upon becoming minister of defense in Poland. During his 
time at Oxford, he was taught by the same tutor as former US 
president Bill Clinton, and was admitted to the same exclusive 
student society as British prime minister David Cameron. His 
wife, Anne Applebaum, is an American citizen and journalist. We 
see a similar pattern in the Baltic States. The current president of 
Estonia, Toomas Hendrik Ilves, lived most of his life in the United 
States. He worked for nearly ten years at Radio Free Europe, which 
was funded by the CIA for 17 years until it was taken over by the 
US Congress. Valdas Adamkus, the former president of Lithuania, 
who ruled for ten years, has worked for the US government for 
28 years, serving in the Environmental Protection Agency and 
before that as a senior officer within a US military intelligence 
unit. Lastly, the former president of Latvia, Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, 
who was also re-elected for a second term, was brought up in 
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Canada. Obviously, the ties of these Eastern European leaders to 
North America are very strong, and their states have all been at the 
forefront in “countering the Russian aggression.’’ 
	 In fact, emeritus professor of international relations, 
Kees van der Pijl, convincingly argues that Europe’s Eastern 
Partnership Initiative was a mediating instruments for the United 
States “and never was a ‘European’ endeavour outside the purview 
of Washington.”14 He documents substantial parallels between 
the EU agreements and a US State Department intervention 
blueprint, which was developed by two officials working under 
Condoleezza Rice, one of whom was a former ambassador in 
Kiev. The plan targeted ‘weaker states’ in crisis (including those 
with ethnic divisions) for far-reaching neoliberal overhauls, in 
order to “change the very social fabric of a nation.”15 The targeted 
state would ‘share’ its ‘sovereignty’ by signing “a voluntary 
agreement between recognized national political authorities and 
an external actor such as another state or a regional or international 
organization.’’16 As van der Pijl explains, “if Brzezinski had drawn 
the broad contours of a geopolitical reordering of Europe and the 
post-Soviet sphere, this was the operationalisation of that grand 
strategy with the help of a hands-on rulebook.”17

	 It is no coincidence that the eastward expansion of Europe 
has always been strongly favored by Washington. Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, the Democratic Party’s leading geopolitical thinker, 
considered the EU “the Eurasian bridgehead for American 
power and the potential springboard for the democratic global 
system’s expansion into Eurasia.”18 He explained: “The essential 
point regarding NATO expansion is that it is a process integrally 
connected with Europe’s own expansion.… Ultimately at stake 
in this effort is America’s long-range role in Europe. A new 
Europe is still taking shape, and if that new Europe is to remain 
geopolitically a part of the “Euro-Atlantic” space, the expansion 
of NATO is essential.’’19 Associate professor Gordon Hahn 
calculated that the new EU member states had taken an average of 
five years and eight months to accede to NATO, after their first EU 
association agreement came into force.20 This process was faster 
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than EU membership. Furthermore, Professor Sakwa notes that  
since the Lisbon treaty came into effect in 2009—despite having 
been voted down by referenda in the Netherlands and France—
acceding countries are now required to align their defense and 
security policy with that of NATO, resulting in the effective 
“militarization” of the EU.’’21 In the case of Ukraine—where EU 
membership is not in the cards—the US Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for International Security Affairs, Elissa Slotkin, stated 
that the Ukrainian army will be interoperable with NATO forces 
by 2020.22 As UCLA professor Perry Anderson observes:

Expansion to the East was piloted by Washington: 
in every case, the former Soviet satellites were 
incorporated into NATO, under US command, 
before they were admitted to the EU. Poland, 
Hungary and the Czech Republic had joined 
NATO already in 1999, five years before entry into 
the Union; Bulgaria and Romania in 2004, three 
years before entry; even Slovakia, Slovenia and 
the Baltics, a gratuitous month—just to rub in the 
symbolic point?—before entry (planning for the 
Baltics started in 1998). Croatia, Macedonia and 
Albania are next in line for the same sequence.23 

	 The rift between the different European blocs had already 
become apparent in 2003 over the decision to invade Iraq, which 
was opposed by Belgium, Germany and France—half of the 
original members of the EEC. Indeed, the alliance between France 
and Germany was the very goal of the EEC when it was founded 
in 1957. In an interview on Dutch television, US secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld defended the Iraq invasion: 

Now, you’re thinking of Europe as Germany and 
France. I don’t. I think that’s old Europe. If you 
look at the entire NATO Europe today, the center 
of gravity is shifting to the east. And there are a lot 
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of new members. And if you just take the list of all 
the members of NATO and all of those who have 
been invited in recently—what is it? Twenty-six, 
something like that?—you’re right. Germany has 
been a problem, and France has been a problem. 
… But you look at vast numbers of other countries 
in Europe. They’re not with France and Germany 
on this, they’re with the United States.24

	 Thus, it seems that the head of Stratfor touches upon an 
elemental reality. Namely, the war in Ukraine serves to keep the 
EU in line with the wider US agenda. We have seen that, since the 
Ukraine crisis, the existence and expansion of the NATO alliance 
has found new legitimation—which remains a pivotal organization 
for US influence over the EU. Germany and France were also 
successfully pressured to sanction Russia, even if these remain 
limited. In addition, the two countries allowed NATO to deploy 
troops in the Baltic States and to continue EU membership invitations 
to post-soviet countries. Furthermore, the TTIP negotiations started 
to prominently feature shale gas exports from the US, reflecting 
the lifting of a US exports ban.25 Although American shale gas can 
hardly replace the entire Russian supply, it will help to make the 
EU further dependent on the United States, while further isolating 
Russia. In addition, Germany is now facing a lot of pressure from 
Eastern Europe to drop its plans for building the Nord Stream 2 
pipeline, which would bypass Ukraine as a transit-country for 
Russian gas, thus depriving the country of its transit fees.26 The 
Ukrainian conflict has also sharpened the boundaries of acceptable 
discourse within Germany, as the intelligentsia has popularized a 
new pejorative slur, “Putin-versteher,’’ to refer to anyone diverging 
from the standard anti-Russian line.27

	 Nevertheless, some nuance is definitely necessary. The 
statement of the Stratfor intelligence analyst—that the US 
intends to prevent a German-Russian alliance—is obviously a 
hyperbole, and might say more about the Cold War mindset of 
US policymakers than actual realities on the ground. Clearly, the 
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widespread worries that were triggered by the election of Donald 
Trump particularly about his perceived disinterest in NATO and 
his preference for normalizing relations with Russia confirmed that 
the European intelligentsia has its own interest in perpetuating the 
cold-war paradigm. Indeed, the EU, and Germany in particular, 
had spent years supporting pro-Western political factions in 
Ukraine, despite the polarized state of the country. Furthermore, 
the EU consistently refused to even talk to Russia in relation to the 
association agreement, until it was forced to by the specter of war. 
It was also the EU who refused to provide substantial funds for 
the reforms embedded in the association agreement, which forced 
Ukraine to turn to the IMF after Maidan. Internal communications 
of European officials show they considered the IMF loans and 
the EU association agreement as part of one package, which was 
indeed the very reason Yanukovych postponed signing it.28 
	 The merging of Western agendas have also been 
pronounced in the global sphere. What remains perhaps most 
telling is that Russia, as well as the other BRICS countries, were 
excluded from both major intercontinental trade agreements 
involving the EU TTIP and TISA. It seems that France and 
Germany are just as committed to extending the Western frontier, 
but are simply more cautious about damaging their economic 
relations with Russia. Indeed, Jerry Harris documented in detail 
how such corporate links limited the extent of possible sanctions, 
even within the United States.29 Although US defense contractors 
have repeatedly bragged to their investors about surging markets 
in the wake of new hostilities with Russia, they also quietly 
flip-flopped once to protect their interests.30 When Congress 
banned the purchase of Russian rockets, necessary for launching 
military and intelligence satellites, Boeing and Lockheed Martin 
started lobbying against the legislation even with the aid of then-
Director of National Intelligence and fierce anti-Russian hawk, 
James Clapper Jr.31 As a member of the House Armed Services 
Committee rightly noted: “some of our biggest defense companies 
are lobbying on behalf of the Russians. That’s a strange position 
for the defense industry to have.”32 
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	 Clearly, if corporate interests can momentarily turn James 
Clapper Jr. into a dove, it is no surprise that the much deeper 
economic links between Russia and the European Union invoked 
further restrictions on their jingoism. This has evidently little to do 
with some fundamental divide. Incidentally, Professor Anderson 
was also skeptical about German and French resistance to the 
invasion of Iraq, the previous ‘major’ transatlantic rift.

Chirac and Schröder [respectively the former 
French and German heads of state] had a domestic 
interest in countering the invasion. Each judged 
their electorates well, and gained substantially —
Schröder securing re-election—from their stance. 
On the other hand, American will was not to be 
trifled with. So each compensated in deeds for 
what they proclaimed in words, opposing the war 
in public, while colluding with it sub rosa. Behind 
closed doors in Washington, France’s ambassador 
Jean-David Levitte—currently diplomatic adviser 
to Sarkozy—gave the White House a green light 
for the war, provided it was on the basis of the first 
generic UN Resolution 1441, as Cheney urged, 
without returning to the Security Council for 
the second explicit authorization to attack which 
Blair wanted, that would force France to veto it. 
In ciphers from Baghdad, German intelligence 
agents provided the Pentagon with targets and 
coordinates for the first US missiles to hit the 
city, in the downpour of Shock and Awe. Once 
the ground war began, France provided airspace 
for USAF missions to Iraq (passage Chirac had 
denied Reagan’s bombing of Libya), and Germany 
the key transport hub for the campaign. Both 
countries voted for the UN resolution ratifying 
the US occupation of Iraq, and lost no time 
recognizing the client regime patched together 
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by Washington. … As for the EU, its choice of a 
new president of the Commission in 2004 could 
not have been more symbolic: the Portuguese 
ruler who hosted Bush, Blair and Aznar at the 
Azores summit on 16 March 2003 that issued the 
ultimatum for the assault on Iraq.33

	 Thus, we have seen that European policy—including that 
of the German and French—quite consistently adapts to American 
designs, whether on Russia or Iraq. Most crucially, in deciding 
Russia’s place in the post-Cold War order in 1989, Western 
agendas had converged yet again. Thus we return one more time 
to the settlement of Eastern Germany and the future of NATO. A 
balanced account of this diplomatic episode was written by Mary 
Elise Sarotte, published as an afterward to her Princeton University 
Press study on post-Cold War Europe, an adapted version of which 
was published in the pro-establishment journal Foreign Affairs.34 
Based on primary documents, most of them recently declassified, 
she shows that a promise had indeed been made. In the words of 
US Secretary of State James Baker: “NATO’s jurisdiction would 
not shift one inch eastward from its present position.’’ The West 
German chancellor elaborated that “such a statement must refer 
not just to [East Germany], but rather be of a general nature. 
For example, the Soviet Union needs the security of knowing 
that Hungary, if it has a change of government, will not become 
part of the Western Alliance.”35 Based on repeated assurances of 
this nature, Gorbachev gave what German Chancellor Hermut 
Kohl called “the green light’’ for German reunification: a single 
economic and monetary union was created.  
	 Nevertheless, US President Bush was not pleased and 
wished to seize what he saw as an opportunity to advance on the 
Soviets. “To hell with that!,” he told the German Chancellor. “We 
prevailed, they didn’t. We can’t let the Soviets clutch victory from 
the jaws of defeat.” As Bush sought to claim his Cold war victory, 
his aims suddenly became more feasible. The Soviet Union’s 
economy was collapsing, and a strategy arose to “bribe the soviets 
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out.’’ West Germany gave fifteen billion Deutsche marks to the 
Soviet government—and this is how, in essence, the limits on 
NATO expansion were both promised and later unpromised—
not on the basis of morality, but due to power dynamics in the 
negotiation process. Sarotte elaborates:

In May 1990, Jack Matlock, the U.S. ambassador 
to Moscow, reported that Gorbachev was starting 
to look “less like a man in control and more 
[like] an embattled leader.” The “signs of crisis,” 
he wrote in a cable from Moscow, “are legion: 
Sharply rising crime rates, proliferating anti-
regime demonstrations, burgeoning separatist 
movements, deteriorating economic performance 
. . . and a slow, uncertain transfer of power from 
party to state and from the center to the periphery.” 

Moscow would have a hard time addressing 
these domestic problems without the help of 
foreign aid and credit, which meant that it 
might be willing to compromise. The question 
was whether West Germany could provide 
such assistance in a manner that would allow 
Gorbachev to avoid looking as though he was 
being bribed into accepting a reunified Germany 
in NATO with no meaningful restrictions on the 
alliance’s movement eastward.

Kohl accomplished this difficult task in 
two bursts: first, in a bilateral meeting with 
Gorbachev in July 1990, and then, in a set of 
emotional follow-up phone calls in September 
1990. Gorbachev ultimately gave his assent to a 
united Germany in NATO in exchange for face-
saving measures, such as a four-year grace period 
for removing Soviet troops and some restrictions 
on both NATO troops and nuclear weapons on 
former East German territory. He also received 
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12 billion deutsche marks to construct housing 
for the withdrawing Soviet troops and another 
three billion in interest-free credit. What he did 
not receive were any formal guarantees against 
NATO expansion.36 

Another MIT study by Joshua R. Itzkowitz Shifrinson 
suggests, however, that this chain of events does actually suggest 
an agreement against NATO expansion.37  Although it is true 
that no formal guarantees were issued, this is fairly standard 
practice in international diplomacy, especially so during the Cold 
War. For example, even the infamous Cuban missile crisis was 
resolved through an informal agreement. Shifrinson documents 
how American and West German officials quite consistently gave 
the impression that a deal against NATO expansion was actually 
on the table, all the way until the final reunification of Germany. 
As such, the formal agreement that no non-German troops 
would be deployed in Eastern Germany could be understood as a 
confirmation of such a broader informal understanding. 

Shifrinson shows, moreover, that US policymakers were 
consciously deceitful, privately making plans for US and NATO 
dominance in the region while suggesting otherwise during the 
negotiations. Such deceit was no small matter. Then U.S. National 
Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft recognized that a reunified 
Germany within NATO would be “the Soviet Union’s worst 
nightmare” and “rip the heart out of the Soviet security system.”38  
US assessments even considered the possibility that the Soviet 
Union would trigger a ‘’World War III scenario’’ to prevent this 
outcome.39  As Gorbachev told Kohl during the negotiations, 
“When you say that NATO would disintegrate without Germany, 
this also applies to the Warsaw Pact.’’40   

Whatever the exact nature of the broken promise, however, 
both Shifrinson and Sarotte agree that Gorbachev had proposed a 
way out of this Cold War dynamic: the formation of a pan-European 
security arrangement. The United States, which knew some 
West Europeans might have feared German reunification, made 
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sure this never happened. Bush communicated with his Western 
European counterparts, assuring French President Mitterand in a 
letter that “it is difficult to visualize how a European collective 
security arrangement including Eastern Europe, and perhaps even 
the Soviet Union, would have the capability to deter threats to 
Western Europe.” Sarotte continues:

As it happened, the next month, Gorbachev 
proposed just such a pan-European arrangement, 
one in which a united Germany would join both 
NATO and the Warsaw Pact, thus creating one 
massive security institution. Gorbachev even 
raised the idea of having the Soviet Union join 
NATO. “You say that NATO is not directed against 
us, that it is simply a security structure that is 
adapting to new realities,” Gorbachev told Baker 
in May, according to Soviet records. “Therefore, 
we propose to join NATO.” Baker refused to 
consider such a notion, replying dismissively, 
“Pan-European security is a dream.”

… By design, Russia was left on the periphery 
of a post–Cold War Europe. A young KGB 
officer serving in East Germany in 1989 offered 
his own recollection of the era in an interview a 
decade later, in which he remembered returning 
to Moscow full of bitterness at how “the Soviet 
Union had lost its position in Europe.” His name 
was Vladimir Putin, and he would one day have 
the power to act on that bitterness.41

	 This history underscores the obvious anti-Russian nature 
of NATO-expansion, which was also the very founding goal 
of the security alliance. Indeed, Tsygankov documented the 
persistence of Russophobia in US policy circles throughout the 
post-cold war period and the continued refusal to offer Russia 
NATO membership, as the country was portrayed as an eternal 
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expansionist threat. The latter was often explicitly seized upon 
by the “entrepreneurs who lobbied for NATO expansion,” as they 
“argued that it was essential to contain Russia, rather than merely 
improve security in Europe.”42
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|    Chapter Twenty-One  |  
  

COLD WAR POLITICS 
IN THE AGE OF TRUMP

	 Despite NATO’s anti-Russian tendencies, we have 
also seen that Vladimir Putin is not interested in challenging 
Western imperialism. Rather, Russia wants its ‘rightful place’ as 
a regional power in a multi-polar world. It is no coincidence that 
Russian officials regularly defend their actions by pointing to the 
similarities in Western doctrines.1 In fact, it is exactly this co-
operative stance that has won Putin a level of sympathy in some 
elite circles within the US. 
	 Although Trump has posed himself as an anti-
establishment figure, his cabinet has become by far the richest in 
history with factions of Big Oil, Wall Street, the Military Industrial 
Complex and the far right especially well represented.2 Henry 
Kissinger was advising Trump during the formation of his cabinet; 
an effort supported by a number of neocon officials from the Bush 
administration, such as Dick Cheney, Robert Gates, Condoleeza 
Rice and Stephen Hadley.3 All of these figures endorsed Trump’s 
most ‘pro-Russian’ cabinet pick: multi-millionaire and former 
CEO of ExxonMobil, now Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson. The 
man had previously secured an agreement with Russia over a $300 
billion oil drilling operation in the Arctic; was decorated in 2013 
with the Russian Order of Friendship by Putin, and was against 
the anti-Russian sanctions in the wake of the Ukraine crisis. 
Notably, the whole idea of appointing Tillerson was pushed by the 
aforementioned neo-cons in the first place—not Trump, and all 
of them have corporate ties to ExxonMobil.4 So does Tillerson’s 
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close friend, James Baker, who served in the Reagan and Bush 
senior administrations.
	 It is no coincidence that some realists have been voicing 
doubts about the US stance towards Russia from the very start of 
the conflict in Ukraine. Henry Kissinger, for example, urged co-
operation with Russia in the Washington Post as early as March 
2014.5 Mearsheimer, on the other hand, argued in Foreign Affairs 
that NATO triggered the crisis and that the US should focus on 
‘containing’ China, rather than a decaying power such as Russia.6 
Indeed, the European sanctions over Ukraine forced Russia to 
diversify its energy relations, leading to its signing a major 30 
year $400-billion gas deal with China two countries that are still 
mending their ties after decades of hostility.7 
	 After his inauguration, Trump spared no time in announcing 
new, largely unprovoked sanctions against Iran, which also 
included two Chinese companies and three Chinese individuals.8 
According to The New York Times, the administration had even 
planned to raid an Iranian navy ship residing in international 
waters—potentially the start of actual military confrontations—a 
plan that was fortunately cancelled after it leaked.9 Trump has 
stacked his administration with anti-Iran and anti-China hawks, 
whose rhetoric is steering towards a clear pro-war line.10 In fact, 
one of Trump’s closest advisors, the far-right extremist Steve 
Bannon, was on the radio in March 2016 predicting that: “we’re 
going to war in the South China Sea in five to 10 years.’’11 Trump 
is rapidly accelerating a process that started under Obama, the 
former president who oversaw the militarization of China’s 
borders in his grand “pivot to Asia.”12

	 These militaristic stances also threaten a détente with 
Russia itself, since Russia has alliances with both China and Iran 
through, among other affiliations, the aforementioned Shanghai 
Co-operation Organization. According to senior US, European 
and Arab officials, Trump has already been attempting to sway 
Russia into breaking with Iran.13 Yet the Kremlin has made it 
clear that it’s not willing to sacrifice its relations on the altar of 
American threat-diplomacy. The chairman of the International 
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Affairs Committee of Russia’s Federation Council, Konstantin 
Kosachev, for example, argued that “along with the new team’s 
anti-Chinese initiatives, it [anti-Iranian moves] could have a 
strong negative influence on Russian-American relations.’’14

	 Trump’s first overtures towards Russia have also been 
underwhelming. While massive military buildup and NATO 
military exercises continued around Russia’s borders, Trump 
offered to make the removal of sanctions dependent on an 
agreement over the reduction in nuclear stockpiles. Not only does 
this proposal ignore the vast disparities in conventional military 
power, such negotiations would be meaningless if the missile-
defense shields are not on the table. The President’s recent 
remarks about nuclear weapons don’t spark confidence in good-
faith negotiations either. Trump has repeatedly claimed that the 
START nuclear treaty with Russia was a ‘bad deal’ for the US—
something he reportedly also told Putin during their first phone 
call—pronounced himself ready for an ‘arms race’ and favored 
“unpredictability’’ in his use of nuclear weapons, not unlike 
Nixon’s madman theory.15 Unsurprisingly then, Trump’s nuclear 
offer was met with a swift rebuke from the Russian state. More 
precisely, Russia was willing to negotiate nuclear agreements, but 
not with the sanctions used as leverage.16  
	 To add insult to injury, the second ‘pro-Russian’ Trump 
appointment, National Security advisor Michael Flynn, reportedly 
favored NATO expansion in Montenegro.17 Flynn’s advice might 
very well be adopted by the Trump administration, despite the fact 
that more Montenegro citizens consider NATO a threat rather than 
a protection, according to a 2017 Gallup poll.18 Indeed, although 
much has been made about Trump’s supposed anti-NATO stance, 
such commentaries necessarily quote him out of context. Trump 
has actually been very consistent and explicit about his stance on 
NATO: the other side of the Atlantic needs to start paying up.19 
Trump’s off the cuff remarks about potentially leaving the alliance 
were always explicitly used as leverage to achieve that end. EU 
countries fail to spend at least 2% of their GDP on the military, 
a target stipulated in NATO agreements and only met by seven 
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out of 28 member states.20 No wonder that even the anti-Russian 
and Hawkish Lithuanian Defense Minister, Raimundas Karoblis, 
concurred that: “Mr. Trump was very right to send messages 
during the election campaign that Europe needs to invest more 
in defense … It’s really a wake-up call for all European Union 
member states.”21 Rather than “abolishing” NATO then, it seems 
Trump is only further militarizing the alliance. That includes the 
United States itself. Trump’s first federal budget proposal planned 
to increase military expenditure by a whopping $54 billion, more 
than 80 percent of the entire Russian military budget!22

	 Finally, a number of crucial cabinet-level positions such 
as the Secretary of Defense and CIA director have been filled by 
fiercely anti-Russian hawks.23 It is no surprise that both the Russian 
administration and public looked towards the Trump presidency 
with a healthy dose of suspicion.24 Although much has been made 
of the exchanges between Putin and Trump during the American 
election campaign, Putin’s calling Trump a ‘colorful’ figure is 
hardly a resounding endorsement. Putin has also complimented 
Obama on multiple occasions, as a simple matter of courtesy, and 
he even made the effort to correct Trump to say he never called 
the man “brilliant.’’25  Nor is it often recognized that there was a 
broad public debate within Russia on which presidential candidate 
would be better for the country. If some Russian analysts preferred 
a Trump presidency, and indeed there were plenty that did, this 
was often because they considered him the lesser of two evils, an 
argument that must sound awfully familiar to Clinton supports. 
Indeed, Trump’s endorsements of Putin have been equally 
exaggerated. As Stephen Cohen rightly notes:

All Trump has said in this regard is that Putin is 
“a strong leader” and “smart” and that it would 
be good “to cooperate with Russia” These 
are empirically true statements. They pale in 
comparison with, for example, the warm words 
of FDR about Stalin, Nixon about Brezhnev, 
and particularly President Clinton about Russian 
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President Boris Yeltsin, whom he compared 
favorably with George Washington, Abraham 
Lincoln, and FDR. Only against the backdrop 
of unrelenting US media demonizing of Putin 
could Trump’s “praise” be considered “lavish.” 
Unlike virtually every other mainstream American 
politician and media outlet, Trump simply refused 
to vilify Putin—as in declining to characterize him 
as “a killer,” for which there is also no evidence.26

	 Yet whether US-Russian relations improve is not solely 
dependent upon the Trump cabinet. Equally important is the 
level of elite opposition to any kind of détente, which reached a 
fever pitch as Obama was poised to leave office. US intelligence 
agencies, in a concerted effort with the US media establishment, 
attempted to discredit Trump’s legitimacy by arguing that “Russia 
hacked the U.S. election.’’27 Such rhetorical framing has caused 
half of Clinton voters to believe that Russia actually tampered 
with the vote tallies, a claim that none of even the most extreme 
propagandists has dared to make explicitly.28 Ironically, however, 
serious election fraud has occurred quite systemically in the 
United States, through the voter disenfranchisement strategies of 
the Republican Party. There is overwhelming evidence to suggest 
that the Republicans would not have won the 2000, 2004 and 2016 
Presidential elections without these efforts.29 
	 The integrity of US elections is hardly the concern of the 
US deep state which nonetheless, more specifically, peddled the 
story that Russia hacked and subsequently leaked e-mails from the 
Democratic National Committee (DNC), supposedly to swing the 
elections in Trump’s favor. The leaks were actually authentic, and 
it is certainly notable that the content, some of it explicitly about 
the integrity of the primary elections, received much less attention 
than the sourcing of the DNC e-mails.30 Nor was much attention 
paid to an investigation by Politico, which found that the Ukrainian 
embassy had, among other things, co-operated extensively with 
the DNC in an investigation of Trump’s campaign manager, Paul 
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Manafort.31 Indeed, Manafort was compelled to resign over the 
revelations; just like the four DNC officials who were implicated in 
the leaked e-mails. Yet US government responses were markedly 
different in both cases. After the DNC leaks, Obama expelled 35 
Russian diplomats; shut down two of their real estate compounds; 
sanctioned two Russian intelligence agencies, including some of 
its officials; threatened taking covert actions against Russia; called 
the hack an act of ‘armed conflict’ and delivered the message over 
a Red-phone system that was initially established for nuclear 
emergencies; the first time Obama had ever used the line.32 Yet 
the Ukrainian meddling—admittedly, less serious than a hacking 
operation—passed without as much as a comment from the US 
government. Overall, however, it is unlikely that either of these 
cases made a big difference. As Chomsky rightly observes:

	
Much of the world must be astonished—if they 
are not collapsing in laughter—while watching 
the performances in high places and in media 
concerning Russian efforts to influence an American 
election, a familiar US government specialty as far 
back as we choose to trace the practice. There is, 
however, merit in the claim that this case is different 
in character: By US standards, the Russian efforts 
are so meager as to barely elicit notice.33

	 Indeed, such double standards become obvious even 
when considering one of the tamer cases of US election meddling: 
the re-election of Boris Yeltsin in 1996, Russia.34 His election 
campaign was secretly guided by a number of US advisers, 
revealed only after the fact in Time magazine.35 Among other 
things, these US consultants urged Yeltsin to aggressively use his 
leverage over state-run media so that “Russia’s television became 
a virtual arm of the Yeltsin campaign.’’36 The Russian president 
also received a major $10.2 billion loan-guarantee from the IMF 
starting 1996, with some $4 billion paid out during the first year.37 
The cash injection allowed Yeltsin to pay some $2.8 billion in back 
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wages and to temporarily raise social spending in the run-up to the 
elections. The New York Times further writes that: “In announcing 
the three-year loan, [IMF representative] Mr. Camdessus put the 
Russian electorate on notice that the fund would cut off the money 
if the Communists came to power and abandoned the reforms.’’38 
Even these efforts, however, failed to sufficiently boost Yeltsin’s 
popularity, which is why he reverted to large-scale vote-rigging on 
the day of the elections. European and US officials subsequently 
pressured the OSCE to hide its findings of massive electoral fraud. 
This was revealed only 15 years later by the former head of the 
OSCE’s monitoring mission in Russia, Michael Meadowcroft.39 
So it happened that Yeltsin miraculously overcame his single-
digit approval ratings at the start of the campaign. Clearly, the 
publication of some authentic e-mails from a party office would 
have been the least of anyone’s concerns in 1996 Russia. 
	 Notably, both Wikileaks and independent US intelligence 
veterans have contested the truthfulness of the Russian hack story, 
to say nothing of its limited relevance.40 The Veteran Intelligence 
Professionals for Sanity (VIPS) argue that the e-mails must have come 
from an insider leak, rather than a hacking operation.41 This was echoed 
by former UK ambassador Craig Murray, who even claims to know the 
identity of the US official that leaked the e-mails.42 According to VIPS, 
the NSA has the capability to trace and publish precise and conclusive 
evidence for a hacking operation, “without any danger to sources and 
methods.’’43 Indeed, that is exactly what the US government did when, 
in 2014, it published a 56-page indictment of a team of Chinese hackers, 
all of whom were accused by name.44 For now, however, all of the 
supplied evidence concerning Russia has been either circumstantial, 
hearsay or “classified.’’45 In its highly publicized report, the Office of 
the Director of National Intelligence with input from the CIA, FBI and 
NSA (the latter most important agency expressed a lower “moderate 
confidence’’ in the claims) presented only conclusions, assessments 
and statements, rather than any new evidence. This was duly noted 
even by some of Putin’s fiercest opponents, and especially notable 
since the White House promised to make “as much of it public as 
they possibly can.”46
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	 In fact, the report’s annex on Russia Today was about as 
long as the main section dealing with the Russian hacking claims. 
The annex was also embarrassingly dated, stemming from 2012, 
and managed to name a show that had been off the air for two 
years. (Incidentally, the show’s host used her air time to denounce 
the annexation of Crimea).47 Ironically, the US agencies also 
repeated the long-debunked and exaggerated claims made by 
Russia Today about its audience reach, peddled by the channel to 
justify its funding from the Russian state. As a September 2015 
investigation by the Daily Beast pointed out: 

Of the top 100 most-watched over five years, 81 
percent—344 million views—went to videos of 
natural disasters, accidents, crime, and natural 
phenomena. RT’s political news videos, featuring 
the content by which it seeks to shape Western 
opinion and thus justify its existence, accounted 
for a mere 1 percent of its total YouTube exposure, 
with fewer than 4 million views. …

RT Documentary, cited as one of the brand’s 
least popular YouTube channels, got an average 
of 200 to 300 views per video in 2013. The Daily 
Beast found that now, only about 100 of RT 
Documentary’s videos have had more than 10,000 
views. Many of the most-watched are part of a 
graphic birthing series called “newborn Russia.”
[A leaked 2013 report of the now defunct RT-
competitor, RIA Novosti, documented that 
performance on cable television was hardly better, 
concluding that] … ‘RT names its competitors the 
news channels CNN, Fox, BBC, CNBC, MSNBC, 
Sky and also channels funded by governments 
—Al Jazeera and CCTV, … But compared to 
the leading news channels on the distribution 
network, RT does not bear comparison with the 
others on the sizes of the audiences claimed—the 
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others are watched by tens of millions of people a 
day, and RT by tens of thousands.’’

	 RT’s ratings in Europe and the United States seem to 
have improved significantly since that time, easily surpassing Al 
Jazeera—the network that was demonized and bombed during the 
Afghanistan and Iraq invasions, and whose US office shut down in 
2016—but RT remains far behind all top domestic news channels.48 
	 Like Al Jazeera, the channel offers much needed 
alternative perspectives.49 If you take a look at the US intelligence 
annex on Russia Today, for example, it mentions a whole range 
of supposedly sinister topics that are completely legitimate to 
report on: “allege[d] widespread infringements of civil liberties, 
police brutality, and drone use … criticism of the US economic 
system, US currency policy, alleged Wall Street greed, and the US 
national debt … RT runs anti-fracking programming, highlighting 
environmental issues and the impacts on public health.’’50 Notably, 
the report also wrongly claims that RT served as a pro-Trump 
outlet. Some examples of RT programme-names can easily dispel 
this notion: 

“Dictator Trump Threatens Free Speech,” “Why 
Trump’s Cabinet Is a Basket of Deplorables,” 
“How Trump Could Bring on the Crash of 2016,” 
“Does Trump Mean the End of the Internet as We 
Know It?,” “Why Trump’s Win Is a Koch Coup 
Against Our Democracy” and “Is Donald Trump 
the Master of BS?”—to name a few.51

	 There was only one candidate who received fairly 
consistent favorable coverage, Bernie Sanders.52 This is quite 
remarkable considering some of Sanders’ official policy 
positions: “to temper Russian aggression, we must freeze 
Russian government assets all over the world, and encourage 
international corporations with huge investments in Russia to 
divest from that nation’s increasingly hostile political aims. 
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… The United States must collaborate to create a unified stance 
with our international allies in order to effectively address Russian 
aggression.’’53 Clearly, RT is anti-establishment above anything 
else, and some of its hosts are among the most reputable of Western 
dissidents, such as the former New York Times war correspondent 
Chris Hedges, who resigned after being formally reprimanded by 
his newspaper for critiquing the invasion of Iraq—not inside the 
NYT, but during a speech he gave on a college campus.54 
	 All of this did not stop Western media from hysterical 
reporting about “Russian propaganda.’’ In January 2017, for 
example, The New York Times mentioned “Russian’’ or “Kremlin 
propaganda’’ more than once a day on average, including in 
five front-page stories.55  The most viral article, however, was 
published by the Washington Post in November 2016, titled 
“Russian Propaganda Effort Helped Spread ‘Fake News’ During 
Election, Experts Say.’’ The article claims that “stories planted 
or promoted by the disinformation campaign were viewed more 
than 213 million times.’’56 The problem? Nearly all of these 
news sites had no link to the Russian state whatsoever. The list 
was compiled by an anonymous internet group, PropOrNot, and 
included nearly any medium from left to right that challenged the 
dominant narrative pushed by NATO. As Greenwald and Norton 
noted: “Basically, everyone who isn’t comfortably within the 
centrist Hillary Clinton/Jeb Bush spectrum is guilty.’’57 The Post 
eventually recognized that it could not “vouch for the validity of 
PropOrNot’s findings,’’ but this correction was not promoted not 
even by as much as a tweet from the writer and therefore failed to 
reach a significant, let alone mass audience.58 
	 Notably, one US senator’s office had aided PropOrNot in 
publicizing its story because, as one spokesman put it, “there has 
been bipartisan interest in these kind of Russian efforts, including 
interference in elections, for some time now.”59 Indeed, similar 
to Ukraine, in December 2016 the senate passed a “Countering 
Foreign Propaganda and Disinformation Act,’’ which allocated 
an additional $160 million to address both “state and non-state 
propaganda and disinformation efforts aimed at undermining 
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United States national security interests.’’60 This comes on top 
of other US propaganda efforts which, as I’ve already noted, had 
been outspending known Russian programs by a factor of 200 to 
one.61 Not coincidentally, the new 2016 bill was introduced by 
two senators well connected to Ukraine and the Ukrainian UCCA 
lobby within the United States. Similar to the Western backing of 
Israel, it seems security ties have a led to a cross-fertilization of 
repressive strategies.62 
	 The narrative of losing an information war against Russia 
has firmly taken hold across the entire Western world. Indeed, 
the European Union and Germany announced new counter-
propaganda programs of their own.63 Both sides of the Atlantic 
are also considering censorship of “fake news’’ on social media 
to counter supposed ‘filter bubbles’ and ‘echo chambers’ where 
opposing views would be absent. Yet there is very little evidence to 
support this theory, apart for some sections within the ideological 
fringes.64 An extensive study by Alcott and Genskow estimates 
that the average “fake news’’ story reaches about 1.2 percent of 
Americans, only half of whom believe them.65 That makes the 
recent “fake news’’ phenomenon about as prevalent as holocaust 
denial in 1994 USA, and significantly less relevant than a whole 
range of other historical conspiracy theories.66  This is not to say 
that “fake news’’ was irrelevant for the election campaign; half of 
Trump voters, for example, believed the published Podesta e-mails 
talked about pedophilia and human-trafficking (something never 
promoted by Russia Today, incidentally).67 Yet the real question is 
why Trump was able to win the elections with a quarter of eligible 
voters voting for him; fewer votes than both McCain and Romney 
received in 2008 and 2012 respectively. Nor are Trump’s lies about 
millions of illegal voters so different from Reagan’s rhetoric about 
“crack babies’’ and “super predators’’ (the latter was also embraced 
by Hillary Clinton), or his denial of the aids epidemic.68 
	 Perhaps more importantly, however, censorship of “fake 
news’’ will not be neutral or objective. Not only is the whole issue 
being put on the agenda primarily by the extreme center—which, 
as shown, peddles more than enough “fake news’’ of their own —
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government links to social media censorship have been extensively 
documented, and will likely have a tremendous impact on the 
interpretation and implementation of “fake news’’ guidelines.69 
In fact, Facebook has already announced a test-run for such a 
policy in the United States, in partnership with the International 
Fact-Checking Network (IFCN), whose funders include all the 
usual suspects: the National Endowment for Democracy, the 
Open Society Foundation and the Omidyar Network, among 
others.70 With the exception of Climate Feedback, all of the US-
based IFCN signatories have been discredited by selection bias, 
erroneous fact-checking or a lack of rigorous standards.71 
	 To its credit, PolitiFact acknowledges the inevitability 
of human error, subjectivity and that “reasonable people can 
disagree” with its rulings.72 Indeed, even the IFCN signatories 
have regularly disagreed amongst each other (and PolitiFact once 
even with itself).73 Yet this begs the question why PolitiFact would 
want to be the co-arbiter on what nearly two billion Facebook 
users deserve to see—that‘s one in four people across the globe, 
half of whom use the network for consuming news.74 Facebook 
is not planning to censor stories outright, but rather to reduce 
their traffic by lowering them in people’s newsfeed. There are 
indications that this has already happened to Craig Murray, the 
former UK ambassador who testified that he knew the alleged 
leaker of the DNC mails, who saw his Facebook and Twitter traffic 
make a sudden and steep drop in December 2016.75 
	 There have also been widespread allegations of Russian 
ties to political parties in Europe, including hysteria over the 
potential integrity of the 2017 elections in France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and potentially Italy.76 This is mainly because there are 
serious contenders in favor of easing relations with Russia.77 US 
intelligence agencies have even announced an investigation into 
Russian infiltration efforts inside the European Union.78 Indeed, 
according to the Washington Post, among others, we have already 
seen such Russian meddling during the 2016 Dutch consultative 
referendum, which saw two-thirds of voters reject the EU 
association agreement with Ukraine. The agreement has already 
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been ratified by the lower house of parliament regardless of the 
no-vote, although it did lead to negotiations on the interpretation 
of a number of political clauses. This included a guarantee that 
the agreement “does not contain an obligation for the Union or its 
Member States to provide collective security guarantees or other 
military aid or assistance to Ukraine.’’79 
	 Once the referendum campaign started, foreign funds did 
indeed get involved, but these were not coming from Russia. George 
Soros’ Open Society Foundation (OSF), for example, publicly 
invested 200.000 euros in the yes campaign.80 The aforementioned 
leaked OSF documents actually suggest the figure to be 700,000 
euros, which would match the total amount of subsidies offered 
by the Dutch state for each side of the campaign.81 The Ukrainian 
state and civil society also joined in a major concerted effort, which 
one official called the “largest informational campaign in the 
history of our independence.”82 As an example, Myroshnychenko 
mentions the creation of a campaign website that got three million 
views, in a country of just 17 million.83 Another Ukrainian official 
earlier elaborated on a “variety of pre-election campaigns’’ by the 
Foreign ministry, stating that “there will be campaigns in social 
networks. There will also be public campaigns. I do not know the 
size of the billboards, but they will also be part of the campaign. 
There are going to be cultural events, information campaigns and 
‘interpersonal contacts’ with the involvement of opinion leaders 
and stars of show business.”84 
	 On the other hand, a NYT investigation into Russian 
meddling efforts was unable to unearth anything noteworthy. 
The article therefore sensationalized its finding that at least two 
individual Russians—one of whom actually grew up in Donbass, 
has a Ukrainian passport and made a career in Kiev, albeit with 
some ties to the Russian establishment—had actively campaigned 
in the “Ukrainian team’’ of the Dutch Socialist Party, advocating a 
strongly pro-Kremlin line.85  These mere two (!) individuals were 
then absurdly credited with having “tilted a Dutch vote.’’ As the 
article itself, however, was also forced to admit: “no one has yet 
come up with concrete evidence that the Russian state, rather than 
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individual Russians, is working to skew the election, and many 
wonder why Moscow would even bother trying to do so.’’86

	 So how exactly does this justify the Post’s headline 
claiming “the Dutch just showed the world how Russia influences 
Western European elections’’? Anne Applebaum—wife of the 
aforementioned Radoslaw Sikorski, who was responsible for 
Europe’s Eastern Partnership Initiative, something the Post fails 
to mention—cites a poll to support her argument:

59 percent of those who voted against the treaty 
listed, as an important motivation, the fact that 
Ukraine is corrupt; 19 percent believed that 
Ukraine was responsible for the crash of MH-
17, the plane that Russian separatists shot down 
over Ukraine in 2014 [with 193 Dutch citizens on 
board]; 34 percent believed that the treaty would 
guarantee Ukraine’s membership in the European 
Union. Of those three points, the second two are 
certainly false. The first, while true, is hardly a 
rational argument against a treaty designed to 
reduce corruption in Ukraine.87

	 More extensive research by the Foundation for Dutch 
Electoral Research (SKON) confirmed that the two most cited 
motivations for a no vote were corruption and potential EU 
membership.88 Yet there are still some major problems with 
Applebaum’s assertions. Firstly, the notion that the treaty has 
been ineffective in tackling corruption is not just promoted by 
“Russian propaganda channels,’’ but even by the European Court 
of Auditors itself.89 This is clearly no proof of Russian influence; 
nor is the fear of potential EU membership. I did a brief survey of 
some Russia Today articles during the campaign and found plenty 
that mentioned very explicitly that the association agreement 
would not lead to EU membership.90 This is no surprise, since 
this distortion has long been propagated by none other than the 
Ukrainian government itself—to make the agreement sound 
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more attractive to its population—something RT and the Russian 
government have long had the pleasure of debunking.91 Indeed, the 
Dutch No campaigners were citing these very Maidan politicians 
to prove their claims about EU membership.92

	 Finally, Applebaum’s treatment of MH17 is simply a 
complete distortion. Not only was it among the least (7th) cited 
motivations for a no vote (the survey allowed for multiple choices), 
but the option she cites only mentioned “because of MH17.’’93 
Pertaining to this topic, a media study only found an argument 
(with a mere 0.6% frequency) that people should vote “no’’ due to 
remaining “uncertainties about the attack.’’94 This was before the 
release of the official investigation, a time when even the Dutch 
state refrained from prematurely identifying the culprits. In fact, the 
prime minister has remained cautious to this very day, presumably 
to ensure international co-operation.95 Furthermore, “because of 
MH17’’ could also point to Kiev’s failure to close the civil airspace 
or its role in fueling the war that led to the assault. According 
to two nationwide surveys, only three percent of Dutch citizens 
believe the plane was shot down by the Ukrainian military.96 
	 Admittedly, some Russian news was occasionally 
shared by the far-right web-blog GeenStijl, which co-initiated 
the referendum. Yet this was evidently their autonomous choice 
and highly sporadic and selective as demonstrated by their claims 
about EU membership (a share-second among the most cited “no’’ 
arguments).97 Indeed, an investigation into the twitter networks 
of the five most prominent No campaigners found no noteworthy 
presence of either Russian trolls, media or government officials.98 
Nor did the No campaigners dominate Dutch media coverage. The 
aforementioned media study found that Geenstijl was the only 
medium that propagated more arguments for a no vote than vice-
versa. Most newspapers were propagating a yes vote in around 
two-thirds of their argumentative coverage, and so did the most 
widely read news site of the Netherlands.99 
	 Finally, credible surveys showed a fairly consistent two-
thirds advantage for a no-vote from the very start of the campaign; 
and although the turnout was at 32 percent only slightly higher 
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than the legal requirement, opponents of the agreement actually 
had a lower turnout than proponents.100 Obviously, a couple of 
individual Russians and some marginal ‘fake news’ could not 
have possibly “tilted’’ such a huge advantage. Any Russian 
influence also seems negligible compared to Ukrainian efforts, 
and especially irrelevant in light of historic US meddling. 
Probably the most damning statistic on the influence of “Russian 
propaganda,’’ however, is the amount of public support enjoyed 
by Putin. Shortly before the referendum, a Pew survey found that 
91 percent of Dutch citizens had confidence in Obama “to do 
the right thing regarding world affairs;’’ while Putin polled at 14 
percent.101 In fact, although generally less extreme, trends tend to 
be similar across the NATO zone.102

	 During the Dutch referendum, there was internationalist 
campaigning for a no vote, some of it in co-operation with 
Ukrainian leftists, for reasons that should be evident to the 
reader by now.103 Predominantly, however, the no campaign was 
dominated by xenophobic rhetoric, which has been growing at 
least since the nationalist politician, Pim Fortuyn, was shot in 
2002. In the Washington Post, Anne Applebaum suggests a link 
between the prospering of the far right, Putin and the referendum. 
Yet how this has anything to do with Russia remains elusive, even 
on a vague ideological level. Putin only made his traditionalist 
and Christian conservative turn, often cited as the reason for his 
far-right support in Europe, after his re-election in 2012; long after 
the rise of the far right.104 
	 In the Netherlands, the MH17 disaster has even forced 
the ultranationalist PVV party to occasionally adopt anti-Russian 
rhetoric.105 Admittedly, the PVV is the only Dutch party that gets 
significant funding from abroad. Yet these come from pro-Israel 
groups in the United States, the biggest donor being the David 
Horowitz Freedom Center.106 Incidentally, Horowitz also sits on 
the Board of Directors of the US-funded National Endowment for 
Democracy, alongside none other than Anne Applebaum herself.107 
Yet she somehow has the nerve to blame Putin, without any 
tangible evidence, for contributing to a Dutch environment which, 
as she rightly notes, is increasingly reflecting that of “the 1930’s.’’ 
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	 Much has been made of a supposed alliance between 
the European far right and the Russian state, but these ties seem 
to be tactical, opportunistic and limited.108 Actual funding has 
only been documented in the case of France’s Front National, in 
the form of an $11 million loan from a private bank owned by 
a Russian oligarch on good terms with the Kremlin. Notably, a 
2017 investigation by German intelligence officers was unable to 
find any evidence of Russian meddling in the country.109 Similarly, 
the UK’s foreign minister Boris Johnson admitted that: “We 
have no evidence the Russians are actually involved in trying to 
undermine our democratic processes at the moment. We don’t 
actually have that evidence.’’110 Indeed, such documentation has 
been strikingly absent in reporting on the topic; something the 
authors often recognize themselves. A widely cited 27-page report 
by the Atlantic Council, for example, tried to spin their lack of 
tangible proof as, bizarrely, proof of a sinister Russian strategy: 

The web of political networks is hidden and 
nontransparent by design, making it purposely 
difficult to expose. Traceable financial links 
would inevitably make Moscow’s enterprise less 
effective: when ostensibly independent political 
figures call for closer relations with Russia, the 
removal of sanctions, or criticize the EU and 
NATO, it legitimizes the Kremlin’s worldview. 
It is far less effective, from the Kremlin’s point 
of view, to have such statements come from 
individuals or organizations known to be on the 
Kremlin’s payroll.111

	 In other words, similar to the PropOrNot list, calling for 
détente with Russia—or even to just “criticize the EU and NATO’’ 
at all—is sufficient to be deemed complicit in a grand Russian 
plot. No wonder that the Atlantic Council report accuses a whole 
range of parties and individuals of being “the Kremlin’s Trojan 
horses,’’ including leftists such as Die Linke in Germany, Jeremy 
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Corbin in the UK and Syriza in Greece. In 2014, Lithuanian and 
Romanian officials even blamed anti-fracking activists of working 
for Russia, a claim subsequently echoed without evidence by 
the supreme commander of NATO.112 Among the organizations 
involved was Greenpeace, the same NGO so often hailed as a hero 
for its activism against Russian fossil fuel interests. But since RT 
runs anti-fracking programs, we are to suppose Greenpeace was 
indeed guilty of advocacy that “closely resembled known Russian 
propaganda.’’113

	 Evidently, the rise of anti-establishment politics within 
the European Union has reasons beyond Russia, and pointing 
fingers at a foreign enemy will do little to stop the far right in its 
tracks. In fact, such fact-free reporting has enabled ultranationalist 
leaders to flip the script every time they are confronted with their 
pathological lying.114 Nor does such framing do any justice to the 
fact that many ‘moderate’ pro-NATO and EU parties have been 
pandering for far-right votes for years, easily outdoing Putin—
who has consistently emphasized a multi-ethnic conception of his 
nation—in their racist rhetoric.115  
	 Clearly, reviewing all anti-Russian distortions is beyond 
the purview of this book, and would make for a fine media study 
in and of itself.116 It is notable, however, that the US security 
establishment was directly fueling the anti-Russian media 
campaign against Trump. As such, the Breedlove network that 
plotted against Obama is likely but a taste of the opposition 
that Trump will face, and it remains to be seen if he can push 
back against such pressures. Indeed, one of two ‘pro-Russian’ 
cabinet-level picks, National Security Advisor Michael Flynn, 
has already been forced to resign, after intelligence officials 
leaked that Flynn ostensibly discussed Obama’s last round of 
sanctions with the Russian ambassador before he took office.117 
This was potentially a violation of the Logan Act, an arcane 
law from 1799 for which no one has ever been prosecuted, 
that prohibits individuals outside of the administration from 
influencing foreign governments in disputes with the United 
States. 
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	 Notably, the transcript of the phone call hasn’t been 
released, and one account suggests that Flynn simply said that 
sanctions would be reviewed upon taking office, only after the 
Russian ambassador brought it up.118 If that is a crime, then there 
are certainly far worse precedents: Nixon sabotaged a peace 
initiative with Vietnam when he was on the campaign trail; Reagan 
prevented the release of US hostages in Iran to hijack the re-
election of Jimmy Carter; not hideous, but comparable to Flynn, 
Obama’s top Russia adviser, Michael McFaul, visited Moscow on 
the campaign trail in 2008, for talks with Russian officials.119 As 
Eli Lake rightly notes:

Normally intercepts of U.S. officials and citizens 
are some of the most tightly held government 
secrets. This is for good reason. Selectively 
disclosing details of private conversations 
monitored by the FBI or NSA gives the permanent 
state the power to destroy reputations from the 
cloak of anonymity. This is what police states do.  

In the past it was considered scandalous for 
senior U.S. officials to even request the identities 
of U.S. officials incidentally monitored by the 
government (normally they are redacted from 
intelligence reports). John Bolton’s nomination 
to be U.S. ambassador to the United Nations 
was  derailed  in 2006 after the NSA confirmed 
he had made 10 such requests when he was 
Undersecretary of State for Arms Control in 
George W. Bush’s first term. The fact that the 
intercepts of Flynn’s conversations with Kislyak 
appear to have been widely distributed inside the 
government is a red flag.120

Indeed, multiple officials were involved in leaking Flynn’s 
signal intelligence, which is considered one of the most serious 
felonies under US federal laws pertaining to classified material.121 
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Despite the fact that both Democrats and Republicans have 
been cheering this on, it is no secret that Obama has relentlessly 
prosecuted whistleblowers during his administration, more than 
any other president in history; and for leaks that didn’t have such 
obvious political motivations.122  In fact, these efforts seem to 
have been largely successful. Flynn’s replacement, Lieutenant 
General H.R. McMaster, is strongly hawkish on Russia;  so are 
two later key appointments, White House senior director for 
Russia and Europe, Fiona Hill, and US ambassador to NATO, 
Richard Grennell.
	 The leaks didn’t stop with Flynn either. Multiple 
investigations have been opened to scrutinize Trump’s ties to 
Russia, and more anonymous officials leaked their interpretation 
of signal intelligence to the press, claiming that multiple Trump 
“associates’’ have had contact with senior Russian intelligence 
officials in the year before the elections.123 The spin was obvious, 
but it’s actually unclear what was discussed and whether the 
individuals even knew that they were talking with Russian 
intelligence officials.124 Indeed, the only individual mentioned is 
Paul Manafort—a Trump campaign advisor who was discredited 
by having worked for ousted Ukrainian president Yanukovych. Yet 
the notion that Manafort is a Russian intelligence asset is certainly 
dubious, since he urged Yanukovych to sign the EU association 
agreement and lobbied Americans to support this, according to 
The New York Times.125 
	 A number of key figures including the house speaker 
Paul Ryan, both Republican and Democratic members of the 
Senate Intelligence Committee, which gained sweeping powers 
to investigate the matter, former CIA chief Michael Morell and 
even the former Director of National Intelligence until January 
20th, James Clapper Jr. affirmed that so far no evidence has 
been supplied that suggests actual collusion or co-ordination, 
rather than mere communication, with Russian officials.126 	
Such lack of evidence is especially striking considering the 
unprecedented attention the matter has received from both the 
US press and the intelligence community with large-scale and 



315 Cold War Politics in the Age of Trump

ongoing investigations by the FBI and both the House and Senate 
Intelligence Committees. An extensive New York Times article, 
based on testimony from more anonymous intelligence officials, 
further describes how “in the Obama administration’s last days, 
White House officials scrambled to spread information about 
Russian efforts to undermine the presidential election and about 
possible contacts between associates of President-elect Donald 
J. Trump and Russians across the government.’’127 These efforts 
also significantly widened the scope for possible leaks because 
“there was a push to process as much raw intelligence as 
possible into analyses, and to keep the reports at a relatively low 
classification level to ensure as wide a readership as possible.’’128 
(emphasis mine). 
	 As several former US ambassadors to Russia some of 
them strongly critical of Putin have already pointed out, while 
actual collusion would be concerning, mere communication is 
routine practice and highly encouraged for establishing normal 
diplomatic relations.129 Indeed, calls for the resignation of the 
attorney general Jeff Sessions—which followed quickly on 
the heels of Michael Flynn’s resignation—have been equally 
misleading. Sessions supposedly “lied under oath’’ when he said 
he had not been in contact with the Russians answering a question 
that was clearly inquiring into the actual matter of collusion, 
the reason why Sessions failed to mention a routine meeting 
with the Russian ambassador in his capacity as a member of the 
Senate Armed Services Committee.130 Notably, just days before 
the Russian controversy broke, Sessions’ ministry had dropped 
a 6-year Department of Justice lawsuit against a discriminatory 
voter ID law in Texas i.e., an actual threat to the American electoral 
system.131 Needless to say, this story did not receive nearly the 
same amount of attention, nor did any Democrat call for Sessions’ 
impeachment on this basis. In point of fact, four of Trump’s other 
cabinet-level appointments had made statements in their senate 
confirmation hearings that were much more misleading than 
those of Sessions.132 And these lies pertained to actual issues of 
concern to the American population such as Education Secretary 
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de Vos’ financial ties to anti-LGBT groups, and massive improper 
‘robo-sign’ foreclosures of home-owners by Treasury Secretary 
Mnuchin’s former bank.133 
	 In the final count, even if some of the worse allegations 
about the Trump-Russia connection turn out to be true when the 
investigations are concluded—and it’s certainly unclear whether 
a fair effort to that effect is even possible in this environment—
the premature and highly illegal leaks are clearly an effort to spin 
an anti-Russian campaign to hijack Trump’s détente ambitions. 
Along with the US withdrawal from the TTIP trade agreement, 
this was actually one of the few reasonable proposals of the new 
administration. As such, the anti-Russian frenzy only serves to 
detract from Trump’s massive assault on the dying remnants of 
the welfare state; his dangerous imperial posturing against China 
and Iran; his embrace of white nationalism; his denial of human-
induced climate change and, in fact, his reckless embrace of a 
nuclear arms race with Russia itself. As the reputable and long-time 
Putin-critic Masha Gessen righly notes: “Russiagate is helping 
him [Trump] both by distracting from real, documentable, and 
documented issues, and by promoting a xenophobic conspiracy 
theory in the cause of removing a xenophobic conspiracy theorist 
from office.’’134 
	 Trump himself has also been the target of the neo-
McCarthyist and fact-free Kremlin-baiting. During the presidential 
campaign, the former MI-6 agent Christopher Steele was hired by 
Trump’s Republican and Democrat electoral opponents, to find 
dirt on their contender. Steele managed to produce a 35-page 
memorandum with extraordinarily explosive claims: the Russian 
state would have gathered compromising material, involving sex-
videos with prostitutes, to blackmail Trump; the president-elect 
would have taken bribes from Russian officials; he supposedly 
even struck a covert a deal with Russia, who would hack the DNC 
in return for silence over Ukraine. The memo had actually been 
circulating for weeks in the media, but no one dared to publish such 
unsubstantiated claims—many basic factual errors have already 
surfaced—produced by such an obviously partisan operative.135 
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	 It was only after senior intelligence officials gave the 
report a veneer of officialdom that the memo exploded in the 
media. The officials included a two-page summary of the memo 
in a range of intelligence briefings, which included the President 
and the President-elect, a fact they subsequently leaked to CNN 
who dramatically covered the “breaking news.’’136 Of course, it 
was only a matter of time until one of the media channels, in this 
case Buzzfeed, decided to publish the whole memo and to rake 
in six million views; with the minor caveat (not even in the title) 
that “allegations are unverified, and the report contains errors.’’137 
As The New York Times rightly noted: “the decision of top 
intelligence officials to give the president, the president-elect and 
the so-called Gang of Eight—Republican and Democratic leaders 
of Congress and the intelligence committees—what they know to 
be unverified, defamatory material was extremely unusual.’’138 
	 One senior official later admitted to NBC News that the two-
page summary wasn’t even seen by Trump, but simply included 
in the annex of a thick document, as an example of unvetted 
“disinformation’’ that they didn’t get to during the oral briefing.139 
Yet this explanation obviously skirts  the fact that the briefing, and 
specifically the inclusion of the defamatory memo, was leaked 
to CNN and therefore able to make countless media headlines. 
By all appearances, that is the primary reason it was included in 
the first place. Indeed, when the story died down after a month, 
anonymous officials leaked signal intelligence yet again, claiming 
to have “corroborated some of the communications detailed in a 
35-page dossier.’’140 The problem is that these corroborations seem 
to be entirely irrelevant factoids since, as they themselves admit, 
“none of the newly learned information relates to the salacious 
allegations in the dossier.’’141 More specifically, they found that 
some of the conversations between Russian individuals detailed 
in the document took place on the time and place mentioned, but 
whether the actual content of the dialogues was accurate they 
wouldn’t say. As Ivan Katchanovski rightly observes about the 
memo:
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This published document has all features of 
kompromat [compromising material, sometimes 
authentic selective leaking but often outright 
forgery]. Such kompromat is often used in Ukraine 
[and Russia] during the presidential elections. It 
was beyond [the] realm of possibility for a private 
investigator or his/her team working for the 
Democratic Party to make numerous anonymous 
top government and business insiders in Russia 
and the Trump campaign … reveal over [such 
a] short period of time … all [of this] … secret 
information, which all just happens to be highly 
damaging to Trump[‘s] presidential campaign.142

	 Indeed, with the battle lines of the new cold war shaking, 
a similar struggle is unfolding inside Ukraine—and the earliest 
signs are not particularly hopeful. After Trump’s election, the 
pro-Western oligarch, Viktor Pinchuk, published a proposal 
to essentially follow the Minsk Accords, guarantee Ukraine’s 
international neutrality and postpone negotiations on Crimea’s 
status for 15-20 years.143 His reasonable suggestion was met 
with widespread and virulent criticism by Ukraine’s ‘totalitarian’ 
movements, and the Security Service of Ukraine subsequently 
opened an investigation against Pinchuk for “encroachment on 
the territorial integrity and inviolability of Ukraine.”144 Thus, 
even the pro-Western multi-billionaire was forced to cave in, 
later publishing a piece in Ukrainska Pravda where he retracted 
the bulk of his proposal claiming to have been misinterpreted 
in his earlier piece, which was supposedly cut and edited for an 
American audience by the Wall Street Journal.145 
	 By the end of January 2017, just nine days after the 
inauguration of Donald Trump, the Donbass conflict escalated 
again into full-scale war, for the first time since the signing of Minsk 
II. The OSCE even reported the heaviest shelling it had observed 
since the very start of the conflict in 2014.146 On the 1st of February, 
Deputy Defense minister Ihor Pavlovsky told the Ukrainian media 
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that “as of today, despite everything, meter by meter, step by step, 
whenever possible our boys have been advancing.’’147 His remarks 
echoed earlier front-line reports about a “creeping offensive’’ by the 
Ukrainian military.148 Although Pavlovsky was careful to accuse 
the rebels of provoking such “advanc[es],’’ the German newspaper 
Süddeutsche Zeitung reported that German officials blame  Kiev 
for the escalations.149 In fact, this seems to be acknowledged even 
by Ukrainian intelligence. Several sources told Ukrainska Pravda 
that the major January-February escalation followed the seizure of 
a strategically important rebel position by Ukrainian forces.150 In 
other words, Kiev, not the rebels, was responsible yet again for one 
of the most serious escalations of war. 
	 Notably, some of Trump’s fiercest opponents within the 
United States also supported the offensive. On New Year’s Eve, 
Republican senators Lindsey Graham and John McCain—two of 
the most outspoken anti-Russian hawks—visited Ukrainian troops 
on the front lines in Donbass. Footage has emerged of Graham, 
standing alongside President Poroshenko, inciting the soldiers to 
renew the war: “Your fight is our fight, 2017 will be the year of 
offense. All of us will go back to Washington and we will push the 
case against Russia. Enough of a Russian aggression. It is time for 
them to pay a heavier price.’’151 McCain subsequently assured the 
troops that such an offensive would be successful: “I believe you 
will win. I am convinced you will win and we will do everything 
we can to provide you with what you need to win.”152 
	 It goes without saying that no one will investigate whether 
this constituted a violation of the 1799 Logan Act. Yet the German 
officials made the obvious observation that Poroshenko—and by 
extension figures such as McCain and Graham—was probably 
trying to hijack Trump’s deténte ambitions.153 Indeed, this was 
not without success. On February 1st, Trump’s newly appointed 
UN envoy, Nikki Haley, attended her first open briefing session 
in the UN Security Council, where she made a “clear and strong 
condemnation of Russian actions.’’154 EU states quickly followed 
suit, unanimously vowing to continue their sanctions against 
Russia until the Ukrainian conflict had resolved.155 



|   UKRAINE IN THE CROSSFIRE320

	 The January-February offensive, however, was only 
partially successful in stoking the flames. Although Haley spent 
most of her UN speech in condemnation, she also emphasized that 
“we do want to better our relations with Russia;’’156 and that she 
wasn’t seeking to turn this into a routine, as her predecessor under 
Obama did. The Russian UN envoy, Vitaly Churkin, claimed to 
notice “a tangible change of tone … friendly enough, with the 
allowances for the circumstances and the subject.”157 I wouldn’t 
have been particularly convinced of Haley’s détente gesture 
myself, if it wasn’t for her taking the initiative to visit Churkin 
the next day. After meeting at his residence, a Russian spokesman 
said that “both sides expressed the intention to cooperate tightly 
within the United Nations in accordance with their respective 
capitals’ intentions.”158 	 Trump himself refused to blame Russia 
during a Fox interview, by arguing (wrongly) that it was unclear 
if anyone controlled the rebels.159 A White House statement, 
summarizing Trump’s call with President Poroshenko, refrained 
from assigning culpability for the recent hostilities. Trump’s offer 
for a new nuclear agreement, which was rejected, also de-linked 
the sanctions against Russia from the Minsk accords and Crimea. 
Nevertheless, several senior officials in his administration have 
affirmed that sanctions would stay linked to their initial pretexts, 
and as the new McCarthyist smears increasingly took a hold on US 
discourse, so did Trump himself. A later White House statement 
re-affirmed that sanctions would stay in place until Crimea was 
returned to Ukraine.160 
	 If the Trump administration sticks to that line, this means 
the first round of sanctions—which are the least extensive ones—
will likely stay in place. In fact, by March 2017, government 
insiders suggested to The New York Times that Trump had decided 
to shelve his entire détente project for the time being, as the 
administration continued to face heat over its supposed Russia 
connection.161 As the President put it at a press conference after 
Flynn’s resignation: “It would be unpopular for a politician to 
make a deal … It would be much easier for me to be so tough the 
tougher I am on Russia, the better.”162 
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	 This stance is certainly unfortunate; with figures such as 
Nuland gone, the dynamics in Ukraine had been shifting. After 
Trump was inaugurated, negotiations with Russia, the rebels 
and European officials intensified, according to officials close to 
Poroshenko.163 Although they argued that “major concessions’’ 
could be made towards Russia, their suggestions mostly seemed 
in line with the earlier signed Minsk accords. Furthermore, 
although Poroshenko harshly attacked Pinchuk after his first 
détente proposal in the Wall Street Journal, some reports have 
suggested that the piece was published in co-operation with 
the Ukrainian administration, in order to test public support for 
potential concessions.164 
	 Clearly, subsequent developments showed that 
Poroshenko would struggle to overcome the virulent nationalism 
he himself helped to create, and the January hostilities further 
indicate that multiple strategies were enacted simultaneously. The 
fact that negotiations seemed to have continued, however, was 
reason for cautious optimism. Indeed, on January 11th 2017, the 
Ukrainian Cabinet finally adopted an Action Plan to ease mobility 
for Donbass citizens crossing the conflict zone, improve the flow 
of humanitarian goods into rebel-held territory, and increase 
government services close to the contact line, even if only in 
government-held territory.165 This was highly necessary and still 
far too little. Just one month later UNICEF announced that the 
number of Ukrainian children in urgent need of humanitarian 
assistance had doubled in one year’s time, to one million in  
February 2017.166  Poverty figures have become deeply troubling 
throughout Ukraine. A march 2017 Gallup poll found that nearly 
half of Ukrainians (46%) experienced times in the past year 
‘’when they did not have enough money for food for themselves 
or their families -- the highest figure Gallup had ever recorded for 
Ukraine.’’167  The same global survey also found that 42 percent 
of Ukrainians now say they are suffering – a category based on 
people’s rating of both their current and future lives as below four 
out of ten – the third highest percentage in the entire world, only 
behind Haiti and South-Sudan.168	
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	 This leaves the most optimistic short-term scenario for 
Ukraine to be stable nationalist and authoritarian rule, combined 
with harsh foreign debt dependence. Some seem to prefer all-out 
war. Clearly, from a historical point of view, there seems to be 
little reason for rejoicing either way. The main movements of 
Ukraine—Maidan and Anti-Maidan—found themselves caught 
in an old, albeit unequal, imperialist rivalry. So it happens that 
the fate of the country is largely decided in the back rooms of 
Moscow, Washington and Berlin, rather than on the streets of 
Kiev and Donetsk. That is not to say that Ukrainians have had no 
agency themselves. On the contrary, some chose to seize the rising 
tide of the new cold war, and grass-roots mobilization got caught 
in its own nationalist competition. If only the protestors had taken 
an independent course, who knows what the future could have 
held. Perhaps that is the lesson of the Ukrainian tragedy.
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UDAR		  Ukrainian Democratic Alliance for Reform

UK		  United Kingdom

UN		  United Nations

UNA		  Ukrainian National Assembly 

UNDP		  United Nations Development Program

UNHCR		  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

UNICEF 		 United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund

UNSC		  United Nations Security Council

UNWFP		  United Nations World Food Program

UPA 		  Ukrainian Insurgent Army

US		  United States 

USA		  United States of America

USAF		  United States Air Force

USAID		  United States Agency for International Development

USD		  United States Dollar

USSR		  Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

VIPS		  Veteran Intelligence Professionals for Sanity

WIIW		  Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies

WNISEF		 Western NIS Enterprise Fund
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