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Master’s Thesis

Weaponized Memeing: The Online Invocation of Contested Memory
about WWII in the Russia-Ukraine War

Nate Ostiller

Introduction

For many around the world, the eruption of conflict in Ukraine in 2014 came as a shock,
and the ensuing annexation of Crimea and War in the Donbas were hailed as a redefining
moment for the global order. This was further amplified by the 2022 invasion, which
dramatically increased the intensity of the war. Scholars and politicians alike sought to
understand or explain Russia’s aggressive flaunting of global norms, as well as the
indiscriminate violence and widespread atrocities that have occurred in 2022, and used a variety
of frameworks to try make sense of their actions. Although state level policies and decisions
often take place behind closed doors, the reasons and justifications for Russia’s aggression were
stated relatively openly in a variety of public speeches and statements, such as Putin’s famous
speech after annexation of Crimea, or the various comments leading up to February 24th. Even
more perplexing, however, is what happened on the ground in Eastern Ukraine and Crimea. Due
to the murky nature of what unfolded in 2014 and the current state of the conflict, it was (and
continues to be) difficult to gauge the public support among Donbas and Crimean residents for
their respective anti-Kyiv movements. There are some indicators, such as the Crimean
referendum or opinion polls taken in Donetsk or Luhansk regions, but because they occurred
after the start of Russian-backed hostilities, determining the motivations for the support for
separatism, let alone the actual level, is all but impossible. Nonetheless, even the most ardent
supporters of Ukraine or those who argue that the entire operation was a Russian project will
concede that there was some level of local support. It is unclear to what level, or if it was
substantial enough to make a meaningful difference, but it is still a highly relevant subject to
study.! Out of this, a fundamental question arises; 'why was there grassroots support for

separatism and reunion with Russia in the Donbas and Crimea?".

1 A 2014 telephone survey by GFK (German polling company) found that ~70% of respondents wanted to join with
Russia



The outbreak of the exponentially more violent phase of the war that began on February
24th, 2022, once again thrust the Russia-Ukraine War into the global spotlight, this time to an
unprecedented degree. Once again, the world attempted understand Russia’s actions, and
moreover, given the indiscriminate bombing, widespread atrocities, and genocidal rhetoric
coming from Russia, to reckon with what prompted such seemingly unthinkable violence. In
particular, although the narratives about Russia’s supposed motivation to ‘De-Nazify’ Ukraine
were well-known among those from the region or who had been following the conflict, it took
others by surprise, and there were many primers coming from the West that attempted to explain
the sudden focus on long-ago events in WWIL. It is in this context that this subject takes on a
much greater significance because the information campaign described in this paper is being
used (at the time of this writing) to bolster the war effort.

This is not a new subject- indeed, attempting to explain separatist motivations, especially
when they concern ethno-linguistic/religious issues, has been a mainstay of political science
publications for some time now. In particular, the ethnically based conflict in the former
Yugoslavia sparked wide-ranging debates on why Croats, Serbs, and Bosnians who had
harmoniously lived together for decades suddenly took up arms against each other.? 3 One focus
that emerged from scholarly analysis of the Yugoslav wars was on the power of information (or
disinformation) as an animating force directed at the populace, especially when it invoked
controversial and sensitive historical issues. On all sides, there was a combination of what we
would now call ‘fake news’ about the current actions of nationalist forces on the opposing side
with the resurrection of old but still raw debates about history, ranging from as far back as the
Ottoman conquest of the Balkans to the internecine conflict in Yugoslavia during WWIL* This
mix proved to have a mobilizing factor for the local populace, as the disinformation about the
present was amplified and backed up by the historical memory of previous traumas.’

In the conflict in Ukraine, these same forces are at work. Attempting to explain or
analyze the motivations for separatism or reunion with Russia is far beyond the scope of this
paper, so instead I focus on a narrower subject; solely to analyze the pro-Russian discourse in the

information war in Ukraine. In particular, and as was mentioned before, it will be limited to

2 Majstorovic 1997

3 Macdonald 2002

4 Bencic, Odak 2016

5> Bencic, Odak 2016, 810



analyzing the rhetoric that attempts to animate people through the invocation of contested
history, namely about WWII. As I am not on the ground nor am engaged in an interview-based
study, I cannot comment on how effective this type of rhetorical attack is, but can only observe
that it is a ubiquitous feature of the history debates between the two sides. To that end, one can
infer that at least some on the pro-Russian camp believe that is an effective tool in the
information war. As such, this paper will analyze the discourse referencing WWII in Ukraine
through the lens of memory politics as a mobilizing factor.

Analysis of the usage of contested memory as an element of information war is itself not
a new subject. However, in previous relevant conflicts, such as in the former Yugoslavia, the
internet was not as much of a factor, and its rise and proliferation in the previous decades has
fundamentally changed the nature of information war. Certainly, many studies and articles have
analyzed the information war between Ukraine and Russia, and many others have detailed how
the rhetoric invokes WWIL® 78 2 10 A more detailed overview will be presented in the literature
review, but only recently has the internet as an information weapon been heavily studied. More
specifically, the rise of internet meme culture has had a profound effect on how we understand
what we can consider ‘news’ and ‘propaganda’ or just entertainment. As this was at play in the
Ukraine conflict, it will be the primary focus of my research. In general, studying the nexus
between the invocation of history, especially that which is contested, and information war, is not
novel, and if this thesis were solely centered on that, it would largely be a retread of the works of
numerous other scholars. In the Yugoslav conflicts, Rwanda, Indonesia, and many others, there
have been investigations into how such history was instrumentalized by elites and others to
mobilize or incite violence.!' 12 13 ¥ Much of this literature describes a complex process in which
historical grievances are nurtured over time using traditional media, local organizing, or other
various techniques that have been around for centuries. What is different, however, about this

paper, is that it attempts to show how this process works using new technology and methods of
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communication, namely the internet. At a basic level, it is a similar type of information war, but
the internet and especially social media allow for a unique way to compress wide-ranging and
often convoluted narratives into simple, digestible, and easily shareable memes or social media

posts.

Research Questions and Importance of this Study

In this paper, the study will be guided by the following questions, which will also serve to
provide a parameter to my research and effectively limit it to a narrow enough field. These
queries encompass both more objective elements of rhetorical analysis, as well as my more

subjective questions that refer specifically to the primary research at the center of my thesis.

- How did references to WWII in Ukraine fit into the larger information war between
Russia and Ukraine? How do they relate to controversies over historical memory of
WWII in Ukraine and Russia?

- What kind of messages, rhetoric, and symbols were (and are) most featured in the
(directionally Russian) memes about Ukraine that invoke WWII?

- What is unique about the communication of these messages via social media/memes?

The study of the effect of internet on society is relatively new, and the even narrower
field of analyzing the impact of internet humor and memes has only begun to properly spread in
the past few years, especially after the 2016 US election. The larger field of information war and
disinformation has exploded recently, as has the role of social media sites in larger conflicts.! '°
1718 Crucially, the Ukraine crisis has been one of the focal points of this interest, along with the
2016 US election, the Brexit vote, the Rohingya conflict in Myanmar, and others. Although there

have been studies on some of the individual aspects mentioned above, I have yet to find writing

on a more comprehensive analysis that ties all the pieces together. For many years, studies of

15 Fielitz, Ahmed 2021
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18 Allcott, Gentzkow 2017



cyber and information war focused primarily on more directly ‘military’ usage, such as hacking
of electrical grids, jamming radar, and other activities whose real world effects can be clearly
viewed.!'? 2° In the aftermath of the Russian interference in the 2016 US Election, there was a
noticeable increase in the attention paid to less concrete forms of internet warfare, namely
trolling and the use of platforms like Facebook and Twitter as a means of dividing, confusing,
and simply sowing chaos in society.?! Such types of information war are much less quantifiable
and traceable, and often involve a wide range of witting and unwitting actors alike, further
creating a gap between the ostensible origin (Russia) and those who put out the information on a
daily basis.?

In much of the coverage of Russian interference in the US Election, considerable focus
was directed towards simply identifying what messages, groups, or memes originated from
Russia, and further detailing their source from ‘troll farms’ like the Internet Research Agency in
St. Petersburg.?® 2* In my opinion, analysis of the actual rhetoric intended at dividing Americans
was lacking, especially concerning the historical context and grievances that provided an
opening for the messages to be amplified and so openly received.

The situation regarding this subject in Ukraine is messy and incomplete in many ways as
well. Much ink has been spilled simply on attempts to detail, attribute, or refute various
narratives about what happened on the ground during WWII in Ukraine. To this day, scholars
continue to argue about the complicity of Ukrainians in various wartime activities and atrocities,
and likewise the Red Army response to the Ukrainian pro-independence insurgency from the has
been the subject of considerable debate.?® 2° 27 28 2 To avoid being bogged down in these
attempts to define who did what, I will focus primarily on detailing what the prevailing
narratives are from the various sides. To be sure, it is much more important in this case to

analyze what is being said and who believes it than to try and investigate what actually happened

1% Thomas 2004

20 | ange-loanatamishvili, Svetoka 2015
2% Allcott, Gentzkow 2017

22 Sometimes this is referred to as 'hybrid war', but | prefer to use different terms
23 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019

24 Shane 2017

% Katchanovski 2014

26 Liebich, Myshlovska 2014

27 portnov 2016

28 Rossolinski-Liebe 2012

29 Rossolinski-Liebe 2010



over 70 years ago, which is certainly out of the reach of a master’s thesis. The study of memes
and social media was long considered not to be ‘serious’ subject, a notion that was compounded
by the fact that their usage of humor provides a cover of sorts that obscures their use as a
message delivery system.*® Despite whatever one may think about their effectiveness or relative
importance within the greater Russian-Ukrainian information war, it is clear that at the very least,
memes as a method of communication are commonplace on both sides. This fact, in combination
with the ubiquitous nature of memes about WWII, warrants a further study. Finally, although it is
largely beyond the scope of this paper, establishing a connection between the invocation of
contested history and information war may provide some glimpses of some of the more
unanswerable questions; was the information war effective? And if so, why? Finally, how has
this information war helped lay the groundwork for the genocidal war that began on February 24,

20227

Literature Review

This thesis will draw on a variety of backgrounds from multidisciplinary sources and will
attempt to combine them to answer a variety of key questions. The overall research question
guiding this project is as follows: how was (and is) contested historical memory of WWII in
Ukraine invoked and instrumentalized by the pro-Russian information war as a means of
encouraging separatism and discrediting the Maidan Revolution? More specifically, and how |
aim to operationalize the project, is it analyze how it is (and was) manifested via memes and
social media. As a result, [ will provide an overview and guiding framework for the themes and
theoretical backgrounds I am building upon. I have categorized my research thus far into four
categories: historical background of Ukraine in WWII (specifically narratives around Stepan
Bandera, the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) and Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists
(OUN); a more recent history of the events of 2014 to the present; a theoretical framework about

disinformation as a means of propaganda, especially how it is manifested online in memes and

30 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019, 2



social media; and finally, on concepts of contested historical memory and its effect on identity

and mobilization.

Historical Background- Research on WWII Narratives and Legacies in Post-Soviet

UKkraine

In a gross generalization, historical analysis and scholarship of WWII in Ukraine is often
used either implicitly or explicitly as a means of justifying either the pro-Ukrainian or pro-
Russian side. For the most part, Soviet era narratives about the OUN/UPA and Bandera were
“unambiguously negative” but also not truly discussed in an open manner.*!' 3 This is a useful
metric to analyze largely because much of the narrative became calcified and is still hugely
relevant in modern Russia and in places that Russia seeks to influence.®® 3*

Essentially, there are several points of controversy regarding Ukraine in WWII- was the
Ukrainian nationalist movement symbolized by the OUN/UPA and Bandera fascist in its
ideology? To what extent did the armed formation collaborate with Nazi Germany and commit
war crimes? In a more abstract sense, does the commemoration of the OUN/UPA, Bandera, and
other figures provide a tacit support for such actions? On a much larger scale, and one that is

beyond the scope of this paper, there is a controversy about how the larger war between the

USSR and Nazi Germany should be commemorated in modern Ukraine, and if so, how?

Some authors have written about the politics of WWII in modern Ukraine through the
prism of attempting to detail the wartime activities of the OUN/UPA, implicitly arguing that

their war crimes should be their defining element.

More useful for my purposes are the debates
regarding the usage of Bandera and the OUN/UPA as a nation-building symbol (albeit a
controversial one). Other works have explored the ‘resurrection’ of Bandera in post-Soviet

Ukraine,*® the role of OUN/UPA and the nation-building project,’’ the usage of Bandera as a
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symbol in Maidan®®, and an exploration of commemorative objects and practices dedicated to
Bandera in post-Soviet Ukraine.* To be sure, there are a plethora of writings on Bandera the
figure and his associated mythologies and representations, including the exhaustive 650 page
book by Rossolinski-Liebe.*® However, although I am interested in the history and of Bandera
himself, I want to be careful not to delve too deep into arguments over history, especially on the
‘who did what’ debates. Moreover, I do not intend to ascribe so much specific importance to
Bandera himself; I focus on him primarily because he has been chosen as the symbol of the anti-
Soviet insurgency in the 40’s-50’s. In other words, I choose to return to him as a symbol
(although there are other important individuals, such as Roman Shukhevych) out of expediency,
because even though he did not actually participate in most of the controversial events, he is the
most mentioned figure.*!

Finally, in short it is useful to outline the ‘holy’ and ‘canonical’ nature of the WWII
victory in both the USSR and in post-Soviet Russia, because it provides some context on why
attempts to stray from it are perceived as being so problematic. Many have argued that enormous
sacrifice and victory in the Great Patriotic War (GPW) has long been used as a unifying source
of ideological cohesion for both the USSR and post-Soviet Russia, and to question it (or even

worse, to commemorate those that were considered villains) is considered blasphemous.** #*

Historical Background- Separatism in the Donbas and the 2014 Events

In general, analyzing the variety of reasons and motivations that lead to separatism in the
Donbas and Crimea is beyond the scope of this paper. However, it is still useful to consider the
research of scholars who studied the events on the ground at the time, because it at the very least
illustrates that there were local grievances and some grassroots support for separatism that the
directionally Russian information war sought to exploit. Without acknowledging this, it is
difficult to draw a connection as to why the emotionally charged content that was used could be

construed as having a potentially mobilizing effect.

38 portnov 2016
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As such, the research onto changing feelings of legitimacy about the new post-Maidan
government, differing motivations for supporting separatism, anti-Maidan narratives used in the
Donbas, and the historical context of the Novorossiya rhetoric provided a useful base for
understanding why the directionally Russian information war would try to sway local opinion in
their favor.* 4 46 4748 In general, it is clear that there were a number of factors at work, that local
feelings about the post-Maidan government did not so neatly match the narratives put forth by
pro-Russian information war, and importantly, although the usage of contested history was by no

means the only method employed, it was a crucial one.

Disinformation, Propaganda, the Internet, and Social Media/Memes

The use of disinformation and propaganda as a tool of war (by other means) has been
analyzed extensively, but only recently has the internet sphere received such considerable
attention. In some ways, the Ukraine conflict was one of the first wars fought in the social media
age, and thus has been the subject of a variety of recent articles. Moreover, the importance (and
effectiveness) of social media and memes as a tool of disinformation became clear in the wake of
the Russian hack on the 2016 American Election, which spawned countless studies and the usage
of new (and now oversaturated) terms like ‘Fake News’. However, studying the veracity of
information campaigns is not within the realm of my study. What is relevant here, and how it
connects with the larger concepts of contested memory, is how information war invokes history
and/or utilizes previously held underlying beliefs or stereotypes. In particular, my research (both
on Ukraine and in other cases, namely the 2016 US election) focuses on how such campaigns are

manifested via social media/memes.

To begin with, there are a number of debates about the various terminologies, what the
overlap between fake news and information war is, the role of intention and motivation, and how

this all is expressed online and in social media. Tandoc Jr., Wei Lim, and Ling have provided an

44 Kasianenko 2019

43 Giuliano 2018
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47 Katchanovski 2016
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overview and typology of definitions of ‘Fake News’, as well as a brief history of the literature
surrounding it. Based on their wide-ranging article, the relevant typology to my project are types
of stories or pieces of media that can be defined as “the deliberate creating and sharing of
information known to be false.” ** Although they identify numerous other related categories, the
emphasis on the ‘deliberate’ aspect of the falseness and the ‘intention’ to deceive. Building on
this, [ move to the introduction of a typology defined as ‘computational propaganda’, or “the use
of algorithms, automation, and human curation to purposefully distribution misleading
information over social media networks.”’ This is especially important because it provides an
overarching framework for the full spectrum of disinformation attacks directed towards Ukraine,

which the authors argue was the “most globally advanced case of computational propaganda.”!

One of the difficulties with studying ‘Fake News’ is that it is a very wide-ranging topic
that contains a number of different subcategories and nuances. Although the abovementioned
typology specifically pertains to ‘deliberate’ misinformation, the actual intent of the
creators/sharers of such content can be difficult to ascertain. Moreover, as is evidenced by my
findings section, some of the memes/posts do not necessarily contain outright false information,
and on the other, some display such obviously manipulated imagery or cartoonish tropes that it
would also be difficult to say that they are ‘Fake News’. Satirical content is in particular a prime
example of this, because declaring that it is objectively intended to deceive or manipulate is not
SO easy.

In general, many scholars appear to agree that although satirical imagery as a political
tool (namely cartoons) have both existed and been studied for some time, the 2016 American
election was the first case in which the power of internet memes and culture were truly felt and
analyzed.>? As a result, such studies are a good place to start because the election (along with the
Brexit Referendum) are likely the most notable and highly studied examples of ‘weaponized’
memes.>* One of the more important arguments made by a number of scholars about memes in

the 2016 election is that the very fact that they are considered to be unserious and innocuous is

4 Tandoc Jr., Wei Lim, Ling; 2018, 140
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what allows them to become so insidious. This was especially true in 2016 because they had
largely been written off as “mere internet satire” but were arguably instrumental to Trump’s
electoral success.’* 3 Moreover, the nature of memes themselves provide a shield of sorts, in that
inflammatory memes can be shared with the guise of being satirical or ironic. In an analysis of
alt-right memes ostensibly in support of Trump’s 2016 campaign, Kelly Nagel argued that they
used “humor to radicalize audiences while concealing its racist agenda.”>® The ability for posters
to be able to fall back on the excuse that such memes are ‘just a joke’ and not intended to be
taken seriously as a means of avoiding personal consequences was made abundantly clear in the
2016 campaign and throughout Trump’s presidency.’’ Another important argument borne out of
analysis of the 2016 election is that memes and other viral (fake) news stories shared on social
media platforms allowed any average user to have the potential of being a significant source of
information, and in a way that was able to bypass the more “traditional gatekeepers” of mass
media.’® Sometimes, users can even be an unwitting “agent in the transmission of

disinformation” by sharing memes or viral stories that they are not aware are false.*

One challenge with studying online satirical material that may overlap with information
war is that it can be difficult to tell how much weight one can truly give a manipulated image
dispersed on the internet. Is it possible to truly attribute actions taken in real life to their source
on the internet? A useful piece of background material that addresses this within the larger
context of memes and internet culture is the 2020 documentary film “Feels Good Man”.®* The
film follows the rise of a seemingly innocuous cartoon frog that comes to be a ‘hate symbol’ and
later becomes directly tied to the American alt-right and a key but baffling force in the election
of Trump in 2016. Importantly, the film covers several important and highly relevant themes
present in my thesis. It analyzes how the humor and inanity of memes and internet culture can be

used as a mask to disguise their power, serious undertones, and ability to mobilize internet users

54 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019, 3
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into action, both online and off. Moreover, it shows how more critical studies into memes and
internet culture (especially its use by political figures) have been limited until recent years
because it has been deemed not ‘serious enough’. Such an argument was precisely how Trump
and other members of his family were able to use the Pepe meme as a dog whistle to their

followers while simultaneously maintaining plausible deniability.5!

To zoom in further, if one acknowledges that seemingly inane internet content can be
used as a means of swaying public opinion, then it is also important to determine how that might
be done. A successful information war should take advantage of existing sentiment or
grievances, but also not be so obvious so as to make it clear to the desired audience that they are
in fact being convinced of something. One theory of this method is that of “Reflexive Control”
(RC) , which can be defined as “a means of conveying to a partner or an opponent specially
prepared to incline him to voluntarily make the predetermined decision by the initiator of the
action.” 2 In other words, the social media disinformation campaign launched by Russia towards
Ukraine can be considered a non-military tool used as a means of accomplishing military goals.
This is not a new tactic, but rather one that has a long history in Soviet and other intelligence
services (and is generally an intuitive strategy).%® In line with the focus of this paper, one of the
more effective forms of RC in action build upon a deep cultural knowledge of the target country,
and instrumentalize them in order to make “the subsequent actions taken as a reaction to the
RC....thought to have been made independently.” ®* Although this is a useful starting point for
my research, there are a few key differences worth mentioning about how this paper uses this
existing theory and applies it to the modern day usage of social media and internet. In line with
older theories that much of cyber war would be used directly, Thomas’s 2004 article focuses on
the use of RC to influence ‘hard’ military capabilities, rather than the more nebulous sowing of

unrest that is the subject of this paper.®

61 peters, Allan 2021, 6

62 Thomas 2004, 237
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64 Thomas 2004, 241

5 Thomas 2004, 247

66 Haines 2015, 2 (As a caveat, | think it’s important to acknowledge that there is a tendency among both media
coverage and academia to stray into analysis that paints both Soviet and Russian disinformation campaigns as
especially insidious or unique, which can be evidenced by an overuse of terms that sound ‘scary’ like the
Gerasimov Doctrine)
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To be sure, there are a number of scholars who have studied the less direct usage of
information as a way to conduct war by other means. An article by Lange-Ionatamishvili and
Svetoka, “Strategic Communications and Social Media in the Russia-Ukraine Conflict” gets even
closer to my project be analyzing the concept of a “social cyber-attack”- which “involves acting
under false pretenses or anonymously, by either releasing a manipulated signal into the social
media or by manipulating an existing signal in order to achieve the desired effects: chaos, panic,
mass disorders.” ®” They detail a number of important concepts, notably that social media can be
a weapon of war, and that “cyberspace can also play a role in conducting a narrative-driven
operation where the main targets are not the machines or networks but the minds of the people.”
%8 Again, however, despite these relevant and useful observations, the article primarily focuses
on the usage of the internet in more direct cyber war tactics, such as hacking, which

differentiates itself from my study that is solely concerned with the power of information.

Other relevant sources include a piece on media manipulation in Ukraine and Moldova,
which analyzes an overview of the ‘psychological war’ waged; and makes particular note of
some of the most infamous pieces of disinformation, the fake story of the crucified child in the
Donbas.%® Other authors focus more specifically on traditional sources, on the Russian
disinformation campaign directed at the American election, or on personal accounts of their
experience as victims of Russian trolling campaigns.’”® 7! 7 The two most relevant pieces I have
found so far will detailed in the following section, as they relate more to historical memory but

also are directly connected to this issue of memes and social media.

To be sure, the study of memes and social media in the Russia-Ukraine conflict,

especially through content or rhetoric analysis, is not a new field, and has been researched by a
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variety of scholars.”® 7 One such article helps provides an overview of the memes that emerged
from either side, but is concerned mostly with the analysis of the memes, rather than a deeper
analysis of why or how they worked. One important concept that I have used in this study, is the
theory of ‘directionality’ as a key frame of viewing politically tinged memes. Essentially, it
argues that the origins of the meme are less important than the intention, especially because the

origins can be hard to trace.”

As such, numerous articles have been dedicated to providing an overview of memes
about WWII that originate from the post-Soviet world.”® In particular, scholars have studied the
“overabundance of competing memories” concerning WWII in the post-Soviet space, and that
the analysis of digital media concerning the war (at least at the time) had been largely unstudied
despite its enormous impact on identity formation.”” Specifically for the purposes of this thesis,
these studies of memes address some of the methodological pitfalls related to collecting memes,
including confirmation bias, cherry picking, etc.”® To be sure, they also detail the fact that
memes about WWII do not necessarily have to be political or directionally-based, but rather can
often be simply descriptive or abstract to the point of inanity, which falls beyond the scope of
this paper that is solely dedicated to analyzing clearly political memes.”® Finally, it is also
important to mention observations of the so-called ‘web wars’, or when new narratives of WWII
in the post-Soviet world challenge the hegemonic Soviet/Russian version, which has tended to be
viewed by Russia as “a betrayal of common Soviet memory of the war.” 8 In of itself, this

demonstrates that memes do in fact have a rhetorical power to provoke an emotional reaction.
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Historical Memory, Identity, and Mobilization

Theories of contested historical memory and its effect on identity building and
mobilization are central to my thesis. Indeed, two of my key claims are that the disinformation
campaign was successful in part because it instrumentalized a history (WWII) that many
believed to be a key part of their collective memory and simultaneously played on contestations
that both already existed and were based in truth. That is, differing regional narratives of WWII
in Ukraine had been a salient issue for some time, and the narrative that the disinformation
campaign was trying to push (that Ukraine was attempting to undermine the dominant Soviet-era
narrative about the GPW and subsume it with their own) was partially true. As a result, [ have
researched a variety of related articles and will employ preexisting theories and typologies.

In general, the overall concepts and themes related in my thesis that relate to historical
memory concern how historical narratives are used to justify modern day actions, and/or how
they can be used as a way to mobilize people to support one cause or another. Most of the
leading scholars in the field, including Jan and Aleida Assmann, Halbwachs, and others, concur
that the actual ‘objective truth’ of contested history is far less important than the way in which
the narrative is created and understood by following generations. Jan Assmann has illustrated
how to separate the concepts into two the different categories of ‘communicative’ and ‘cultural
memory’, which each come with their own ascribed time frames and levels of institutionalism.?!
In earlier works, Assmann defines ‘cultural memory’ as how “a group bases its consciousness of
unity and specifity upon this knowledge [concretion of identity] and derives formative and
normative impulses from it, which allows the group to reproduce its identity.”®? In the post-
Soviet context, wherein the GPW was one of the primary defining moments of history, and
therefore, of identity construction, applying theories of historical memory helps trace the
connection between dominant narratives of the war, their role in fostering collective identity, and
how those two are utilized in order to try and motivate people to support the opposing sides in

the Ukraine-Russia conflict.
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More specific to post-Soviet and post-Communist Europe, a number of scholars have
written about the so-called ‘memory wars’ that have been pervasive in the decades following the
collapse of European Communism. One of the defining pieces of contested memory are the
events of WWII and the Soviet legacy, and it is an area that scholars have particularly focused
on, which moreover illustrates the mobilizational power that these pieces of history can have.
One such example is that of the Estonian Bronze Soldier incident, in which contested history of
WWII was invoked by Russia as a means of stirring animosity among the populace.®* Despite the
specific nature of contested memory in the Baltic context, there are a number of parallels.
Analysis about how conflicting monuments to conflicting heroes, especially ones that diverge
from the canonical Soviet-era narrative, is especially relevant, because it demonstrates how
official memorialization and naming practices can provoke real life actions on the ground.** In
particular, where this overlaps with my study is how these same forces are at work in Ukraine,
albeit in the digital world rather than though physical monuments. Is there something
fundamentally different about how this process occurs online (and how narratives are represented
through memes rather than by physical monuments), or are they part and parcel of the same

strategy?

In general, these studies show that the blending of narrative memory wars about WWII
and their overlap into real life mobilization is not unique to Ukraine. While post-Soviet countries
and former Warsaw Pact countries are seeking to rethink how the events of the war are
considered, especially on the negative role of the USSR, Russia has doubled down on the war
narrative that has remained relatively unchanged from the Soviet period.®®> Moreover, as the
importance of the war victory increased over time in the USSR, it too has in post-Soviet Russia,
where many have described it as the primary “sanctified” event of the USSR and the only
remaining piece of Soviet historiography that Russians could still be proud of.%¢ 87 This
viewpoint has been crystalized by a number of prominent Russian politicians, such as Foreign

Minister Sergei Lavrov, who declared the Estonian Government’s plan to relocate a Soviet war
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memorial as “blasphemous”.®® The implicit opinion illustrated by the use of religious
terminology is that the dominant narrative of the war is sacred, and as a result, cannot be
questioned or threatened in any way. It is in this context that the narrative power of employing a
figure like Bandera can be better understood, because mythologizing him defies that

sacralization in a very explicit manner.

Indeed, other studies have analyzed the centrality of Russia’s invocation of WWII in its
information war with Ukraine, and how “the cultural memory of the Great Patriotic War has
been instrumentalized in the Russian media portrayal of Ukraine...”* In particular, there are
many explicit mentions of how old Soviet-era tropes and remnants of propaganda demonizing
the OUN/UPA/Bandera have been revived and invoked constantly and consistently in both
rhetoric and images in pro-separatist media, and used as a means of instilling fear into the local
population of the Donbas.*® *!

One study in particular, by Elizaveta Gaufman, approaches the topic through the
framework of “securitization theory”.”?> Importantly (for the purposes of my thesis) are the ways
the Gaufman analyzes the usage of social media as a subsidiary of the larger information war
(referring to state-controlled tv): “social networks users also refer to Ukrainian supporters of
European integration and the Poroshenko government as “Banderites” and “fascists”.”®> Gaufman
argues that it was the specifics of the controversial historical memory of WWII that made this
framing an easy sell to Russian domestic audiences and to some parts of Ukraine.’* It is precisely

this process of distilling complicated narratives into a simplified form and through an easily

transmissible format (social media), that will be the focus of this paper.
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Methodology Chapter

The methodology for this project is relatively simple, primarily because the aims of this
project are narrow and circumscribed. I do not intend to make any grand claims about causal
connections between the information war and an actual effect of minds being changed, but
instead simply to draw a linear connection between the historical context, the complicated
memory politics and associated contested history, and how it is manifested via memes and social
posts in the current Russia-Ukraine conflict. As a result, this project will be limited to content
and discourse analysis, focusing on a few specific themes: contested WWII memory, the
UPA/OUN/Bandera, fascism, and claims of Nazi collaboration. I do not claim that these are the
most important pieces of the information war, the most salient, or most convincing, but simply
that they are one of many crucial elements, and their ubiquity in of itself illustrates that at the

very least, they are consistently present.

Originally, I had planned on limiting my search to memes/social media posts from the
beginning of 2014, around the time of the referendums in the Donbas and after the official
annexation of Crimea, because other researchers have noted that “since violence tends to harden
or remake identities, it is important to study political opinion before the traumatizing effects of
armed conflict set in.””> However, I found that the content was remarkably consistent
thematically over the years, so I have primarily included examples from 2014-2016, but some
from later years as well. In line with my abovementioned goal to find the most extreme versions
of this content, I began my search by simply entering a few key search terms on two popular
VKontakte pages; Hapoanoe Ononmuenue Jlon6acca (National Militia of the Donbass), with
145K members (as of April 2022), and the page of Aleksandr Dugin, an outspoken and
somewhat notorious (perhaps with an overstated sense of importance) Russian nationalist with
more 33K followers.”® The majority of my material came from the National Militia of the
Donbass page, primarily because it was more active in posting meme content in general,

compared to Dugin’s more text-based page.’’ In conducting my search, I entered a few simple
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keywords; “bannepa (Bandera)”, “VIIA (UPA)”, and “®amm3m (fascism)”, which provided a
wide variety of examples of this type of content. As was mentioned in the literature review, the
concept of ‘meme’ is highly nebulous and impossible to define, which allows for a somewhat
broad category of material to be used here. In addition, I have included some more text-heavy
memes (and/or text captions associated with the memes) that provide some additional context.
The memes and posts that [ have collected here are in Russian or Ukrainian language, which I
have translated myself and checked by native speakers of Russian and Ukrainian. During the
selection process, I believed it was important to do my research of primary source material
mainly in Russian, because it is the dominant language used in the daily lives of residents of
Eastern Ukraine and Russia, of course. All the memes and posts are more or less unambiguously
anti-Ukrainian or directionally-Russian, but can be coded in the following ways (some are
overlapping):*® 1. Current Ukrainian political leaders/army/society as fascists or fascistic 2.
References to OUN/UPA/Bandera within current political context 3. Russia/Donbas as the
political heir to the defeat of Nazi Germany. Finally, there is a brief section that combines these
elements, but focuses more on the rhetorical dehumanization of Ukrainians. My process of
selecting these categories was largely intuitive, as they represented the most common themes that

appeared once I had conducted the original searches.”

Table of Findings

Current Ukrainian political | 30
leaders/army/society as

fascists or fascistic

References to 26
OUN/UPA/Bandera within

current political context

Russia/Donbas as the 12
political heir to the defeat of

Nazi Germany
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media and collected her findings using similar keywords
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There are several caveats and inherent limitations that I would like to address. I have
narrowed my search into a limited space that focuses on some of the more extreme, less nuanced
examples of this information war. Again, I make no claims that these are representative of the
information war as a whole, but for the ease of analysis, their brazen and unsubtle content allows
for the major themes to be more easily identified. The number of likes, reposts, or comments,
that each of these memes received is also not important for the purpose of this paper because I do
not intend to claim that any of these specific memes was more or less persuasive or popular than
any other. The point is not to try and pinpoint which memes or social media posts became viral
and contributed to influencing public opinion, but rather to analyze a particular piece of the
information war (from the hindsight view of 2022, an incredibly important, if not arguably the
most important, piece). As was mentioned above, one of the benefits of analyzing this type of
meme/social media content is that it tends to distill a particular narrative down to its bare
essentials; that is, something that can be easily illustrated in a simple image (edited or otherwise)
with a few lines of text. To be sure, the narrative themes analyzed here certainly have been
mentioned and/or show up in a number of other places, including speeches by politicians such as
Putin, traditional print media, and especially the ever-popular Russian-state run television media.
A full analysis of the vast spectrum in which the OUN/UPA/Bandera is mentioned in the
directionally-Russian information war is beyond the spectrum of this paper. For example, one
could produce a specific analysis of the ways in which this narrative has appeared in Western or
English language media, which would have a different audience but arguably similar intent
(demonizing the post-Maidan Ukrainian government). Focusing primarily on Russian and
Ukrainian language posts more closely limits the likely audience of these memes/posts to those
in Ukraine/Russia/the Russian speaking world.

One could argue that the time constraints I have placed on my primary source research
limit it to the most intense period of conflict (at least until the 2022 invasion), during which
emotions are higher and language is sharper. However, I would argue that the rhetoric on display
during this period is a product of the groundwork that had been laid for the decades since the end
of WWII, which is detailed in the following section. Moreover, the rhetoric remained remarkably

consistent even as I extended the parameters up to the current day. If anything, the ‘De-
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Nazification’ narrative surrounding the 2022 invasion has blunted the nuance of the preexisting
narrative and distilled it to its simplest core. Analyzing the period of 2014-2016 allows for a
deeper dive into the time in which different elements were tried and tested, and one can trace
their formation to the ‘De-Nazification’ narrative framework that has become a central part of
the 2022 invasion.

Selecting primary source materials from a small selection of locations, especially ones
that are likely to be considered extreme or obviously biased, will possibly lead to criticisms of
cherry-picking, but I think this can be somewhat easily overcome. I make no claims that
memes/posts I have selected are representative of the overall information war, but rather that
they are extreme examples that both cover what is certainly a central part of the larger narrative,
and that they are indicative of the views expressed (or at least supported) by the Russian
leadership. Many of the statements made by Putin and other Kremlin officials in both the lead-up
and during the 2022 invasion echo the sentiments made in the memes/posts referenced here. To
be sure, the pages typically contained a variety of different content relating to military/political
events in the current day, but often if they were not directly related, they used phrases like
“kapatenu (karateli, or ‘members of death squads)” to draw historical parallels to WWII.!®
Consistently depicted images or posts were edited out for clarity and to avoid repetition, but in
general [ tried to provide a somewhat representative overview of the type of content posted there.

There are also a number of regularly recurring elements of the information war that might
show up in the periphery of the narrative analyzed here, but are not specifically addressed. This
would include the notion of ‘Gayropa’ (the larger cultural battle between Russia and the West in
which Russia presents itself as the defender of traditional values), that Ukraine is simply a
puppet of the US/West, that Ukraine is not real country, but rather one created out of the
peripheries of various empires (this was stated directly by Putin in his speech preceding the 2022
invasion), and many others.!%! 192 19 Often memes or social media posts include aspects of
several narratives, including some of the ones detailed below, even if their primary focus appears
to be the UPA/OUN/Bandera narrative. As such, most of the analysis will be pertaining to the

primary subject here.
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Finally, considering the traditionally loosely defined concept of what a ‘meme’ is, the
content selected here share a number of visual characteristics, but also many differences. An
essential starting point for at least narrowing the field of what should be considered a meme
comes from Richard Dawkins, who is typically credited with the coining the word in 1976. Most
articles concerning meme theory tend to refer to his definition, that “memes as replicators that
should be considered as information units that are transferred via symbols”.!% In addition, others
have used a slightly less esoteric definition also stemming from Dawkins, in which a meme is
“ultimately...anything that can be subject to imitation.”!% A third definition from a previously
cited article defines a meme as a “remixed, iterated message that is rapidly diffused by members
of participatory digital culture for the purpose of satire, critique, or other discursive activity.”!%
For the purposes of this study, I have taken a combination of these definitions and used what I
understand to be a loose but typically understandable concept of what an internet meme is: a
digital image or cartoon, edited or otherwise, with or without text.'”” To be sure, this is a specific
but also loose definition, and it inherently limits several other likely useful or interesting
subtypes. For example, there a number of memes or other posts which are directionally neutral,
directionally unclear, or surreal/chaotic to the point where it is unclear what they actually mean.
To a certain extent, and according to some definitions, essentially anything can be a meme,
especially anything that is posted/reposted online.

In addition, I have included a few more text-based posts from the same above-mentioned
social media accounts for increased context. In line with the previously mentioned literature
about memes, the memes referenced here have a spectrum of emotional content, including satire,
mocking, insulting, or directly attacking. They were chosen for their subject matter, but I also
tried to include a variety of meme subtypes to demonstrate the larger spectrum. In general,
excluding the memes referencing the specific themes detailed above, the National Militia of the
Donbass page has thousands of posts that often contain military or political updates, or other
pieces of news that are based in the present. That is to say, posts that directly connect the current

conflict with the historical framework discussed in this paper do not form a majority of the
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content on the page, but rather a substantial majority. Due to the fact that is extremely time-
consuming to sort and count every post on such a popular page that has existed for 8 years, |
cannot definitively provide a total number of posts nor what percentage of them are posts

pertaining to the UPA/OUN/Bandera.

Following my search parameters, and after editing out many posts due to repetition,
overemphasis on a certain theme, or too vague of a connection to the stated subject, I have
selected 46 images- 42 from the National Donbass Militia and 4 from Aleksandr Dugin’s page.
To be sure, in the time range there were numerous other unrelated posts, but just including the
“¢amm3m (fascism)” produced countless results, as did the search words “bannepa (Bandera)” or

“VIIA (UPA)”.

Historical Backsround

This paper is not a historical study per se, and as was mentioned above, is not especially
concerned with wading into historical debates, but nonetheless it is crucial to establish some
basic points about both WWII in Ukraine, the wider Soviet narrative regarding the war, and the
Maidan Revolution in 2013-2014 that sparked the ensuing conflict. This study cannot be placed
in a vacuum, because the very fact that the history is so contested is a key element of the
information wars and the essential part of the memes that will be analyzed in the findings
section. However, fitting with the overall theme of the paper, I only briefly detail what are
arguably the most universally accepted ‘historical facts’, while focusing more on what the
narratives are about that history, whether or not it is divorced from reality. Finally, in order to
more fully understand why these divergent narratives provoke such an emotional response, it is

important to analyze what was the dominant, sacralized Soviet-era story about the GPW.

WWII in Ukraine, the OUN/UPA, and Stepan Bandera

The history of WWII in Ukraine is complex and multi-faceted and encompasses a story

far larger than the war between Nazi Germany and the USSR. Ukrainian territory was occupied
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by Germany, many battles were fought there, millions of Ukrainians fought in the Red Army,
and their contributions were an instrumental part of the final Soviet victory and celebrated as
such, although in the post-independence era the treatment of Ukrainians in the Red Army has
begun to be problematized.!”® Soviet Ukraine and the parts of Western Ukraine that were later
incorporated into the USSR after the war also had a significant Jewish population, and indeed the
territory was the scene of mass atrocities as part of the Holocaust. However, in addition to these
more well-known events (at least in the West) there was also a multi-front, internecine conflict
that largely unfolded in the western part of Ukraine, which involved Ukrainian nationalists and
the local Polish population, as well as occupying German forces and the Red Army. It is
precisely this insurrection, or however it is referred to, that has proven to be the central point
from which the majority of the contested history referred to in this paper emanates from.

The territory that is now Western Ukraine or (Galicia) and also the center of the
Ukrainian nationalist movement that sprung up in the 30’s and 40’s, had a complicated history
that differentiated it from the rest of Ukraine due to its history in Austro-Hungary, in which
ethnic autonomy was encouraged. It has been argued that the most complete crystallization of
Ukrainian national identity emerged from Galicia during this period, especially vis-a-vis the
intermingled Russian and Polish populations.!? Even prior to the Soviet era, Ukrainian
nationalists were determined to have their own Ukrainian state, a vision that was later articulated
fully by the OUN and their military wing, the UPA. Formed in the pre-war period, the OUN was
explicitly fighting for the creation of a new “Ukraine for the Ukrainians”.'!® Although there were
many other notable figures associated with the OUN (and the UPA that was formed later) Stepan
Bandera came to be the most well-known, which is still true to this day, and is the reason why
this paper will primarily focus on him as a symbol.!!! Ironically, Bandera himself was actually in
a German concentration camp during the war era, during which the UPA was formed and went
into action as an insurgency.!!'? The tangled politics and alliances of the UPA in this period was

complicated, and at times in the early years of the war they were aligned with the German
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occupiers in order to fight against the Red Army, (debatably) their primary target.'!* !'* Even
after the Red Army swept back through Ukraine in 1943, the insurgency against the Soviet
authorities continued until the mid-fifties and caused perhaps more than 120,000 deaths, at a
conservative estimate, in addition to mass deportations and other repressions directed at the local
populace.!' This part of the story is more or less accepted by all sides, but it was the other
wartime activities of the UPA that have primarily been the source of the vast majority of
controversy.

In line with the abovementioned ideology of Ukraine for Ukrainians, the UPA also
engaged in actions against the non-Ukrainian civilians of Western Ukraine, in particular the
Polish population, but also including collaboration with Nazi Germany in the murder of Jews (as
well as some self-directed actions).!!¢ 117 118 119 The most notable of these war crimes were the
massacres of Polish civilians in Volhynia and Eastern Galicia, in which 70,000-100,000 were
killed.'?® To be sure, this era of the war saw a multi-sided internecine conflict, in which Polish
self-defense units also were involved in attacks on Ukrainian villages, but some argue that it was
more of one-sided “ethnic cleansing organized by the OUN-B, the UPA....not a mutual
Ukrainian-Polish conflict.” '>! Of course, this perspective of history is not shared by many
Ukrainians, but this, along with the collaboration with Nazi Germany (and the existence of the
Ukrainian Waffen SS ‘Galicia’ Division) that have provoked the most controversy.

Roughly, there are essentially two dichotomous sides, with some further
complications.!*? On one side, roughly labeled as the Ukrainian nationalist perspective, the
UPA/OUN/Bandera are perhaps the primary symbol of the fight for Ukrainian independence in
the modern era. Moreover, Bandera himself has come to take on a mythical, larger-than-life

representation that actually has little to do with his real-life activities.'?* 12* As the predominant
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figure associated with previous Ukrainian independence movements, it is not surprising that he
(along with other OUN/UPA symbols and related figures) has become so deeply intertwined
with the current fight for Ukrainian independence. Advocates of this perspective have taken a
variety of somewhat contradictory stances towards the issue of the massacre of civilians during
the war; some have argued that the actions towards the Polish population was a “natural
reaction” to the history of Polish oppression and other more recent wartime events, and therefore
were somewhat justified.'?® Others, especially in the Ukrainian diaspora, have at various times
outright denied that the massacres happened (or that the OUN/UPA were involved in
collaborating in the Holocaust), or that there was a fundamental distinction between the OUN,
the UPA, and the figure of Bandera himself, so that the controversial elements could be cleanly
separated and delineated.'?® In general, although this is a gross simplification, there is a regional
divide in regards to what populations support and/or are more receptive to the pro-
OUN/UPA/Bandera narrative, with the largest bastion of support being in Western Ukraine,
which was also the primary area historically in which the OUN/UPA operated in.'?’

In the post-independence era, in which Ukraine was engaged in a lengthy and
complicated nation building project, Ukrainian history was “re-narrated as a centuries-long
struggle for independence,” of which the OUN/UPA insurgency was one of most crucial
moments.'?® Of course, there was still considerable regional divide on this subject, and at first the
lionization of the OUN/UPA/Bandera was relatively limited to the west, but it became
increasingly widespread after the 2004 Orange Revolution and presidency of Yuschenko.'?’
Bandera in particular became a historical symbol in the post-independence era of Ukrainian
nationalism and independence, and was thus represented frequently in sculptures, monuments,
museums, and place names, especially in Western Ukraine.'*° In addition to the more
performative aspects such as this, there were also official and administrative changes at the state
that reflected the shift in official attitudes towards the OUN/UPA/Bandera, including (somewhat

inconsistent) rehabilitation of OUN/UPA members and perhaps more symbolically, the naming
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of both Roman Shukhevych (the military commander of the UPA) and Bandera as “Heroes of
Ukraine™. 13! 132

In contrast, the opposing view, which can roughly fit under the umbrella of viewing the
OUN/UPA/Bandera as being mostly or even unambiguously negative, comprises several not
necessarily related groups, namely the pro-Russian camp, Poles, and Jews. In general, they all
emphasize the collaboration of the OUN/UPA with Nazi Germany, as well as the perceived
‘fascist’ nationalist ideology espoused by Bandera and other leaders.!* This “unambiguously
negative” narrative about the OUN/UPA was also heavily present in the Soviet era, when the
topic was allowed to be broached at all.!** The term ‘Banderivtsi’ became a pejorative word
targeted at all Ukrainians as a means of tarnishing the whole nation with the war crimes of the
OUN/UPA. '3 This utterance has become commonplace in Russian political commentary and
criticisms of Ukraine across the spectrum, from the popular film ‘Brat 2’ (in which it is used to
describe some unsavory Ukrainian gangsters) to speeches by Putin himself. 3¢ 137

Unsurprisingly, the negative Polish perspective focuses mostly on the Volhynia
massacres, while the Israeli/Jewish narrative is particularly concerned with their collaboration in
the Holocaust.!*® 13% All of the above-mentioned perspectives make careful note of their
interpretation of Ukrainian nationalist ideology (which is inextricably linked with and
symbolized by Bandera), in which there is “little tolerance” for other groups that live in Ukraine,
and an “uncompromising position and willingness to abandon all principles to attain the goal of
an independent Ukraine.” '*° However, it is interesting to note that the most controversial and
hotly contested actions of the OUN/UPA/Bandera do not necessarily involve Russia or ethnic
Russians, but instead Poles and Jews. This leads to a following question- what is it then about the
OUN/UPA/Bandera that provokes such an intense reaction from Russia, Russians, or a segment

of the Russian-speaking world? I believe that the answer lies in the power of the ‘sacralized’
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WWII narrative in the ‘Russian World’, and how glorification of the OUN/UPA/Bandera is

diametrically opposed to it.

The Sacralized Soviet GPW Narrative

As with many studies that deal with the connection of history to events occurring in the
modern day, it is difficult to make any sense of the findings displayed here without a proper
understanding of the historical narratives, and precisely why they continue to have such an
emotional relevance so many years later. As WWII is essentially the primary historical event
referenced here, and the primary animating force on both sides, I believe it is useful to briefly
detail how that status was acquired, especially for the Russian World, and just how central it is to
Russian identity.

Tsarist Russia was an intensely religious country, and after the 1917 Revolution,
Bolshevik leaders grappled with how to both decouple the popularity of the Orthodox church that
was intrinsically in contradiction with the new atheist regime, while simultaneously filling that
gap of ‘faith’ among the populace. One only needs to look at the personality cults and myths that
were subsequently formed around Lenin, Stalin, the October Revolution, and others (as well as
Mao Zedong in China, or even the Founding Fathers in the USA) to see how such figures and
events can be elevated to an almost religious level. Scholars such as Emilio Gentile have written
about how there is a need among the masses (or at least the elite perceives such a need) for a type
of faith that transcends normal political affiliations, regardless of if it is related to a traditional
religion.'*! From his perspective, this can be the ‘sacralization of politics’, or the “formation of a
religious dimension in politics that is distinct from, and autonomous of, traditional religious
institutions.” '*> As was mentioned above, this first took place in the creation of cults of
personality around Lenin and Stalin, in which it was argued that they were infallible, the sole
arbiters of truth who could do no wrong.'*

This was also applied to notable events like the 1917 October Revolution and the

subsequent Russian Civil War. However, as the leadership changed, the Stalin-esque cult of
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personality fell out of fashion under Khrushchev’s reign, and arguably most notably, the horrific
events of WWII and following victory occurred, there was a reshuffling of what figured into this
sacralized narrative. WWII (GPW) so deeply affected the whole country, leaving a mark on
almost every family and incalculable suffering, and moreover, the USSR emerged victorious. As
a result, especially after the ‘de-Stalinization’ period in the 50’s, the GPW came to be the

defining and primary unifying event of the Soviet era.!** 143

The GPW victory narrative became ever more important after the collapse of the USSR
in post-Soviet Russia, a time in which a variety of other sacralized elements from the Soviet era
came under attack or were problematized. This reformulation of history included questioning
figures like Lenin and events like the Civil War or even October Revolution itself which were
previously untouchable. The definitive, hegemonic narrative of the GPW became the primary
surviving remnant of the Soviet era which Russians could take pride in.'*® Others have argued
that it became a crucial “foundational” element of the building of post-Soviet Russia; a singular
event from the 70-year history of the USSR that the masses could unite around in the common
feeling that it had not all been for nothing.'*” The specifics of this narrative have been described
in length in numerous places, but in short (and in a much generalized fashion) it encompasses the
following elements: Unlike Western historiography of the war, the GPW began on June 22,
1941, the date on which Nazi Germany invaded the USSR.!* The war on the Eastern Front from
1941-1945 was “a defensive war of good against evil”, and “the Red Army was ‘displaying
unexampled valor’ fighting this foe. And the military was not alone: ‘the entire Soviet people
[were] rising in defense of [their] native land”.'*

In addition other controversial actions that occurred simultaneously, a majority of the
problematic domestic events of the war are also typically underplayed or altogether ignored.'>

This includes the mismanagement and unpreparedness of the Red Army in 1941 that helped

144 Edele 2017, 93

145 Nelson 2004, 54

146 Wood 2011, 175

147 Nelson 2014, 61

148 this explicitly excludes a number of earlier occurring events, such as the Winter War against Finland, the mutual
German-Soviet invasion of Poland, or the pre-1941 German conquest of Western Europe

149 Edele 2017, 93

150 Domanska 2019, 3
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contribute to the enormous casualties and failures at the beginning of the war, the repressions
against Soviet citizens (and those who came under Soviet influence in the later years of the war),
the often callous usage of human wave tactics or other strategies by the Red Army that resulted
in huge losses of life, and other events that deviate from this largely dichotomous ‘good vs. evil’
narrative. 1°! To be sure, this is a generalization, and even during Soviet times it was not
completely and unquestionably accepted by the masses. However, this official narrative has
become the norm, even described sometimes as “canonical”, which returns us back to the GPW

as a sanctified event.'>?

This sacralized narrative had an intense emotional attraction, and therefore criticizing or
deviating from it could be considered akin to blasphemy, a statement uttered by Foreign Minister
Lavrov after the Estonian Government removed a Soviet-era GPW statue from central Tallinn.!>
According to a 2015 survey of high school students in Kazan, “95% respondents believe[d] that
‘Great Victory’ [was] the most important event in the history of the country.” '>* The GPW is
constantly referenced in modern day Russia; commemorated every year in lavish Victory Day
parades, numerous big budget films and series, represented in countless statues around the
country (and the rest of the post-Soviet world), subject to strict control in history textbooks, and
a crucial part of the society’s collective historical memory, even as the number of surviving
veterans dwindle.!>> The GPW is a central foundational element of modern Russian (and the
broader Russian-speaking world) society, and “because the war is sacred, it cannot be
criticized.”!%

It is precisely in this context that the emotional reaction by Russians/the Russian World
to the glorification of the OUN/UPA/Bandera, who fought against the Red Army and sometimes
even collaborated with their ultimate evil enemy, Nazi Germany, can be better understood. While
even actions such as questioning the wisdom of certain Red Army strategies can be considered

sacrilegious by Russian society, removing GPW statues or renaming streets after OUN/UPA

51 ibid

152 ibid

153 Haukkala 2009, 206

154 Morozova, Muller, Fatykhova 2015, 162
155 Wood 2011, 174

156 Wood 2011, 199
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heroes is the ultimate insult; a “blasphemy against the highest national values.” '*7 As such,
therein lies an inherent dilemma- the primary symbols of the Ukrainian fight for freedom are
diametrically and inextricably opposed to the primary unifying symbol of modern Russian
society (and the larger ‘Russian World). The collective memory of the GPW victory is a crucial
part of the Russian World’s collective identity, and it forms a community, which Ukrainians are
perceived to be betraying by having a different sense of that collective memory.!*® It is no
surprise then, that the OUN/UPA/Bandera figure so prominently in the directionally-Russian
information war; it capitalizes on the existing and highly controversial gap in the historical
memory of the two nations, and provides a mobilizing power that is a crucial part of the larger

project to discredit and demonize the post-Maidan government in Ukraine.

The Events of 2013-2014

While this is not a history paper, I believe it is useful to briefly provide an overview of
the situation that unfolded on the ground in the Donbas and Crimea in early 2014. This is crucial
because the information campaign in some parts was aimed at having a mobilizing effect
Ukrainians, as well as for domestic audiences. To be sure, the Russian government were directly
involved, and despite their denials, it is clear that the Russian Armed Forces were actively
engaging in combat in the Donbas against Ukraine.'*® As it picked up steam in the spring of
2014, separatist fighters were clearly being supplied by Russia (the MH17 incident is a prime
example of this), but even so, the Ukrainian Armed Forces had gained the upper hand in the
conflict, and would arguably have suppressed it fully if the Russian Army had not directly
intervened in summer 2014.!% The Debaltseve and Ilovaisk battles fundamentally altered the
course of the war and openly illustrated that Russia was not just propping up the separatists, but

willing to be directly involved.'¢!

157 Gudkov 2005, 9

158 Assman 2008, 109, citing Halbwachs

159 Shramovych 2019

160 Ash 2014

161 https://uatv.ua/en/new-evidence-shows-russian-involvement-battle-ilovaisk/
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However, at times this story has been used to fully discredit the notion that the rebellion
originated locally in the Donbas and was instead an entirely Russian project. This argument
continues with the claim that there was little to no local support, and if it existed at all it was with
figuratively (or even literally) at gunpoint.'6? 193 164 In contrast, it is clear that to some extent,
there was some level of local support for separatism, and indeed that many of the initial fighters
originally came from the Donbas, not Russia.'® 1% The chaotic situation on the ground in early
2014, especially at the time of the referendum and escalation of violence makes it all but
impossible to truly assess the actual local level of support for separatism, but some researchers
have placed it around 25-30%.'67 168 To be sure, this is nowhere near the close to 90% of voters
in Donetsk and Luhansk who voted to separate from Ukraine when the referendums were held in
spring 2014, but also it is important to note that the vote were plagued by a variety of critical
irregularities.'® That being said, these likely inflated numbers should not be taken to
overshadow the notion that there was a “significant, albeit minority, portion of the Donbass

population [that backed] separatism”.!”

The Full-Scale War of 2022

On February 24, 2022, after months of military build-up on Ukraine’s borders, Russia
began a full-scale invasion of the country, attacking from multiple fronts and engaging in what
most believe to be the largest military operation in Europe since WWII. Before the invasion was
launched, and in subsequent rhetoric, Putin and other Russian leaders have justified the attack as
being needed to “to protect people who for eight years now have been facing humiliation and

genocide perpetrated by the Kyiv regime. To this end, we will seek to demilitarize and De-

162 Coynash 2019

163 Haran et al. 2019

164 primachuk 2022

165 Kasianenko 2019, 120

166 Gjuliano 2018, 4

167 Kasianenko 2019, 119

168 Giuliano 2015, 514

169 The referendum was organized and held by the separatist authorities and undertaken without international
monitors and under the supervision of armed guards. There were also rumors that voters were brought in from
other locations and that ballots were outright manipulated. (Kasianenko 2019, 119)

170 Giuliano 2018, 2
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Nazify Ukraine...”!"!

Although fully and deeply analyzing this new stage of the conflict that is
currently underway at the time of this writing is clearly beyond the scope of this paper, the
rhetoric of ‘denazification’ and constant references to Bandera elevate the importance of the
above-mentioned research questions, as well as illustrate the centrality of these themes in the
larger Kremlin-based information war. Moreover, it seems clear to say that this information war
had a wider purpose beyond just being targeted at potentially ideologically malleable residents of
the Donbas, but rather at laying the groundwork for preparing the Russian people for a widescale
aggressive war. To be clear, it is impossible to prove in hindsight that there was indeed a plan to
linearly connect the information war regarding the Donbas to the full-scale (so-called)
‘Operation Z’ (‘Special Military Operation’) that began in 2022, there is a remarkable
consistency of the themes and rhetoric. Although I will address this more fully in both my
analysis and conclusion sections, the war beginning while I am 60% completed with my writing
process surely has implications for this paper, so I will as much as possible attempt to retain the
original scope proposed in 2019, while also considering the fundamentally changed nature of the

situation between Ukraine and Russia.

Findings and Analysis

To begin with, there are some general observations to be made about the type of material
presented here. Although there are three separate codes, many, if not most of these memes/posts
contain more than one or all three. Moreover, to a large extent the themes are blended in of
themselves. This point will be returned to, but it is clear from analyzing the images that three
codes are inextricably linked. Often, the OUN/UPA/Bandera are explicitly or sometimes more
subtly framed as being synonymous with fascism. In some cases, only the word ‘fascism’ is
mentioned but it is clear that it refers to the OUN/UPA/Bandera and/or their commemoration.
Other items that pertain more directly to history and are (at least on their face) divorced from the
2014-2016 context are included precisely because their posting date draws a parallel without

being explicit. That is, the very fact it was posted during that time period makes a clear what the

171 pytin Speech 2022, cited by Treisman
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subtext is. Other references are also less explicit, such as certain words that are intended to
invoke WWII, or visual clues (i.e., dog whistles) that may go over the head of people who are
unfamiliar with the context. In general, and in line with the above-mentioned earlier
observations about memes, the meaning is often blunt, direct, and absent much nuance. Even in
cases in which outside viewers may not immediately understand the connections, those in ‘the
know’ or in the post-Soviet cultural space would likely be able to figure it out without much

difficulty.

To be sure, as was mentioned in the methodology section, the memes/posts here stem
from the extreme side of the spectrum, and I do not argue that my finding are necessarily
representative in their lack of nuance (although if anything, the narrative accompanying the 2022
invasion is even more simplified). However, I would argue that these findings, and indeed the
purpose of this project on internet memes in general, is to display how a narrative can be distilled
into its simplest form and then communicated using modern technology. The lack of nuance is
precisely the point; the message is a hammer, not a precise pinprick, and its repetitive nature
serves to drive it home. Moreover, it is the nature of social media/meme posts in general; that
there is a plausible deniability of seriousness which serves to amplify this effect. Even if the
claims made are outlandish or completely unbelievable, they can simultaneously be viewed as

‘just a joke” while also being repeated often enough that viewers begin to believe them.

The General Logic Chain

Despite the variation in images, themes, styles, and other aesthetic touches, I would argue
that all these memes/posts essentially follow the same logic chain that is a crucial part of the
Russian-based information war. The memes/posts here draw from three different but
interconnected aspects of this chain, which I would describe in the simplest possible terms.
Essentially, the Russian-based information war draws on the ‘sacred’ attachment to the GPW
victory among the Russian world, and pits it against the glorification of OUN/UPA/Bandera by
Ukraine, whom can be roughly considered to be one of the most important symbols of the
Ukrainian fight for independence. As with most information war that stems from a seed of truth,

the Russian narrative about Ukraine amplifies the historical connections between
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OUN/UPA/Bandera and Nazi Germany in order to effectively blur the lines between them so that
they become synonymous. Any support, perceived or otherwise, for OUN/UPA/Bandera, sworn
enemies of the Red Army and their ‘sacred” GPW victory, by Ukrainians either historically or in
the present era is thus considered to be indistinguishable from support for fascism or Nazism
itself. As was mentioned above, even problematizing or diverging from the official
Soviet/Russian narrative of the GPW is considered to be a blasphemous attack on the sacred
history, and therefore, akin to Nazism. All these elements of this logic chain are present in

various forms, and with various elements, in the following findings.

Simple Historical Memes/Posts

At times, history is presented without commentary on its face, but the subtext and

implications are clear. A very clear example is this image posted on May 8, 2016, on the

National Militia of Donbass (NMD) page.

XOPOUINHN BAHJJIEPOBEII -

mépTeni Ganaeposey

Caption: “Good Banderoyets- Dead Banderoyets”
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The date of the post in of itself is significant because it is the day in which Ukraine celebrates
Victory Day, as opposed to the ‘sacred’ holiday that is on May 9 in Russia. The implication is
clear and draws on both the disgust that many Russians feel towards OUN/UPA/Bandera and
emphasizes the fact that Ukraine has differed from the Soviet/Russian GPW narrative by
celebrating Victory Day on a different day.

@PAHUYICKME FPAXXAAHE, NPHU BXOAE COBETCKME FPAXKAAHE, NPU BXOAE
HAUMcCTOB B MaPnx HAUMCTOB B CTAnMHIrPAn

NMNOYEMY Mbl NOBEOUIIN?

Caption Left: “French citizens, as the Nazis enter Paris” Right: “Soviet citizens, as the Nazis enter
Stalingrad”
Below: “Why did we win?”

While this is clearly more directed at casting aspersions at the perceived weakness of
Europe than attacking Ukraine directly, the fact that it was posted on “National Militia of
Donbass” is telling. It reinforces the notion that the USSR, army and civilians alike, defended
their nation from Nazis while citizens in Western Europe watching helplessly, but more
importantly it subtly reinforces the idea that Russia and vis-a-vis the Donbas, are the heirs of this
victory. Again, the constant references to the GPW victory illustrate the extent to which the

collective memory of the war form a community that has a definitive notion of ‘us’ and ‘them’.
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Despite the decades that have passed, this “emphatic reverence” for the GPW victory is
communicated to younger generations through a variety of methods.!”> Moreover, it is such a
staple of popular culture and the subject of countless films and other forms of memorialization
that is clear just how central it is to Russian identity and indicative of the larger notion of Soviet

nostalgia.!” 174

Perhaps a more obvious connection is this post from 2016, which again simply contains a

historical photo.

ﬁ HAPOQHOE ONONMEHUE NOHBACCA
14 Feb 2016

XKans, uto He pobunu

Cwmeprs 6anauram OYH-YINA!

Caption in blue: “it’s a pity they weren’t (all) killed”
Caption in black: “Death to the bandits of OUN/UPA” (also on the sign held by the men)

172 Assmann 2011, 101
173 Baraban 2012, 295
174 Khinkulova 2012, 103
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This undated picture is posted with no context, and from an outside viewer it would likely be
hard to tell even what it refers to. Most likely, it is a picture of a Red Army detachment tasked
with crushing the UPA rebellion. The combination of the date of posting and the caption in blue
makes the meaning clear; from my interpretation it implies more or less explicitly that if they had

killed all the Banderivtsi in the 40°s/50’s, they wouldn’t be fighting them in the Donbas.

The following post contains both a historical photo from WWII, but one that is placed clearly in

the modern context via the heading and caption.

@ HAPOQHOE ONONMEHUE QAOHBACCA

B nosbpa 1943-ro, 72 ropa Hasan, Kues Guun 0CBOGOXASH OT HEMELKO-
DAWMUCTCKHX OKKYNAXTOB

Yrpom 6 nosbpa 1943 rona yornuasmu 1-ro YxpanHckoro $pownTa nog
KOMAHACHANKEM reHepana apmuur Huxonan Génoponrya Batyruna (Namarnmkn
KOTCOOMY CERMAC AKTHBHC NBITAOTCA 3ANPETUTL M CHECTH, QaxXe B camoM Kuese)
Kues Gbi1 0CBOGOXAEH OT HEMEUKO-AWHCTCKUX 3aXBATHHKOE.

See more

Hexoropsbie ykpauHibl 3a0buim,
4TO JKM3Hb MM Noiapwim He B bproccene

Heading: “In the morning of the 6" of November in 1943, the forces of the 1** Ukrainian front
under the command of General Nikolai Fyodorovich Vatutin (whose memorial they are actively
banning and demolishing, in Kiev itself) Kiev was released from German-fascist invaders”

Caption: “Some Ukrainians have forgotten, that they were given life not in Brussels”
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This post makes a direct connection between the Red Army (re)conquest of Kyiv and the
current political context of post-Maidan Ukraine.!”> The caption criticizes Ukraine’s connections
with Brussels, implying that they’re misguided in seeking membership with the EU because
Russia was truly their savior. Unsurprisingly, the caption also seems to neglect that a number of
Ukrainians also participated in the offensive, which would contradict the notion that it Russia
that ‘gave them life’.!” Moreover, this ties back into the previously mentioned narrative of the
sacred GPW victory and the dichotomy that it implies, in which the Red Army are objectively
portrayed as good and everyone opposed to them are shown to be objectively bad, absent any
nuance. The memory community formed by the collective memory of the GPW victory allows
for the creation of these black and white ‘us’ and ‘them’ (which applies to Ukrainians who do
not share those same memories) groupings.'’” Later in this findings section this narrative will be
expanded on, and intensified, as those who fought against the Red Army in any context are
depicted as being inextricably linked to Nazis themselves. The theme of extreme offense at the

notion of GPW statues being removed is present elsewhere as well, such as the following post.'”®

175 The spelling it as Knes (Kiev) rather than Kuis (Kyiv) is also indicative of the political position, as the latter is the
Russian spelling and the former is the Ukrainian version

176 As an aside, Vatunin himself was killed in a UPA ambush the following year

177 Assmann 2011, 109, citing Halbwachs

178 As of 2022, the Vatunin statue still stands in Mariinskyi Park in Kyiv

39



ﬁ HAPOQHOE ONONYEHWE QOHBACCA
19 Feb 2018

NbBOBCKME BNACTU COOBLMNK O NUKBUNAUMKM NAMATHUKA BopuaM ¢ dAWNIMOM

Bo Nlvaose 8 Gnuxaiiwee BpemMa HauHyT paboTsl NO AeMOHTaxy 30-MeTpoBOR
crens MoHymMeHTa 60eB0it CNassl COBETCKHMX BOHCK HA ynuue CTpuAcKkon,
YCTAHOBNEHHOrO B NAMATL 0 KPacHoapMenuax, oaepxaswux nobeny Han
Haumsmom 8 Benukoit OTevecTseHHoNl BoiHe

06 arom 19 despans 3a98UN 3aMeCTUTEND FOPOACKOro npeacesarens /lbeosa
AHapen MOCKaneHko Ha npecc-KoHdpepeHumnn.

bonee noapobro: https://novorossia.su/news/lvovskie-viasti-scobshchil..

Caption in blue: “Lviv authorities messaged about the liquidation of a monument to the battle
with fascism”

The text and implication both indicate that the destruction of these monuments is an affront to
the memory of the GPW, and words used themselves (‘liquidation’ and ‘in Kyiv itself”) indicate
an emotional reaction, as does the very fact they were posted in this time period. The following
post, a modern style ‘humorous’ meme belabors the same point about memorials, while also

directly referencing Bandera himself.
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To camoe 4YyBCTBO Kor/a CHeC(IH
BCe NMaMATHHKH (leHHnHYy, a Ha
naMATHHUK baH/epe gaxxe cpaTth
IIPOTHBHO.

Caption: “that feeling when they take down all monuments to Lenin, but it’s disgusting to even
shit on a memorial to Bandera”

Its attempts at humor notwithstanding, the meme again reinforces the blunt and dichotomous
nature of the narrative about OUN/UPA/Bandera; that they are so objectively evil (here in
contrast to the sanctified Lenin) that even animals wouldn’t want to defecate on anything that

commemorates them.

Bandera/UPA in the Post-Maidan Context- The Activation of Contested Historical Memory

In the current Russia-Ukraine conflict, references to OUN/UPA/Bandera have been one
of the primary ways in which Russia has sought to discredit post-Maidan Ukraine or sow doubts
and fear about the political intentions of the new government. In a logical progression from the
previous image, the content in the following section takes the rhetoric a step further by directly

conflating and combining the actions and ideology of OUN/UPA/Bandera from the 30°s-50’s
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and ascribing it to the current Ukrainian government. This is done in a manner of ways, from
abstract methods that require specific insider knowledge to simplistic content that hammers the
point home. For the most part, there is no distinction made between the nationalist ideology of
OUN/UPA/Bandera and that of Nazi Germany; they are considered to be one and the same.
Moreover, tacit or implicit approval of all the controversial wartime actions of the UPA is
conferred onto the current Ukrainian leadership, and to a certain extent, the society as a whole.
The nuance is removed from this type of information war to present the simplest, most concise
message, which memes excel at.!” Collective memory and its role in identity construction does
not necessarily have anything to do with the objective ‘truth’ of history, or a the desire to portray
an accurate retelling, but it is instead a story, which can be simplified into narratives that assist
with this group-building project.'®® In essence, OUN/UPA/Bandera were Nazis, and because
Maidan and the post-Maidan government took a more favorable approach to them, they are

Nazis as well.

179 petrova 2021, 6
180 Assmann 2011, 109, citing Halbwachs
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E Nerpo NopoweHko {X L Follow

Ckacysas 23 NiOTOro Ta yctaHosus Ha 14
XKOBTHSA, cBATO YI1A Ta yKkpalHCbKUX KO3akis
- [leHb 3axucHUKa YKpaiHu.

Petro Poroshenko tweet: “Canceled on the 23 of February, and then established on the 14* of
October, the holiday of UPA and Ukrainian Cossacks- the Day of Defenders of Ukraine”
Caption: “Feel the Holiness of the UPA!I"®

181

Although the graphic images above are presented without context, presumably the creator
of this image assumes that viewers will understand that these are pictures of murdered Polish
civilians during WWII, likely by the UPA. When contrasted with Poroshenko’s statement about
the creation of a holiday commemorating the UPA, the connection is clear- Poroshenko tacitly
supports such actions. Moreover, in a theme that will be explored further in the proceeding
sections, it implies that the government may support or plan to perform similar atrocities in the

Donbas.

181 As an aside, ‘ceaTo’ means ‘holiday’ in Ukrainian, while in Russian it is ‘npasgHuk’. It is unclear if the original
author correctly translated Poroshenko’s tweet to begin with
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1941-1943

EEHAG CAAGAL

HKAM m',‘l}(‘l."."imxm

 YKPAUHM3ALIUS

Caption: “Ukrainianization”

This image follows in the same trend, drawing a parallel between the actions of the UPA
towards Polish civilians during WWII and what are presented as atrocities at the beginning of the
Donbas War. Again, the images are presented without context or dates and could arguably from
any source, but accuracy is beside the point. Instead, it is to invoke an emotional response to the
correlation between images that likely tries to confirm preexisting beliefs about Ukrainian
Nationalism, which likens it to the ‘computational propaganda’ mentioned in the literature
review section.'®? It is precisely because the Russian World’s collective memory of this brand of

nationalism is so deeply connected with both Soviet-era fixation and demonization of

182 \Wooley, Howard 2017
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OUN/UPA/Bandera (as well as it deviating from the GPW narrative) that it makes it easier to

trigger an emotional and mobilizing response.'®?

@ HAPOAHOE ONONYEHWE NOHBACCA

YMA- Goinm oBbiuHbIMK NONKUIAMA.

3anyrusan MUPHDLIX MPaXAaH Ha OKKYNUPOBAHHLIX TEPPHUTOPURX,
3AHUMANUCH MAPOAECPCTBOM ¥ MACCOBLIMK YOMIHCTBAMM XUTENCH,
Boponuce nporus KpacHoi Apmur n HUI OQHOIO 60a He nposenn nporus
dawncTcxon apmun, a kaobopor nogaepxvueany u paboranu Ha Hee.

See more

."

A

YNA- ObINK 00BIUHBIMK NONHLAAMM.

JanyrMBany MUPHLIX IPaK A8H HA OKRYNUPOBAHHBLIX TEPPUT OPUAX,
3AHMMANKCH MAP0AENCTBOM U MACCOBLIMM YOUHCTBAMM M UTENEA.
boponuek npoTue KpacHon Apmum v HI 0JHOT0 OoA He NPOBENM NPOTUB
HaWMCTCHON 3PMKK, 3 HA000POT NOAABDHMBANK U PADOTANK HA Hee.

Caption: “UPA- they were ordinary policemen

They intimidated peaceful citizens on occupied territories, marauded, and killed a massive
amount of people. They fought against the Red Army and NOT ONCE fought against the fascist
Iarmy, but vice versa supported and worked with them”

This image, of a rally (presumably of UPA veterans) in one of Kyiv’s central squares, is
in the same vein as the previous. It portrays the UPA in the most negative possible light, absent
historical context and nuance, and implies that today’s Kyiv supports the abovementioned

actions. Moreover, it uses the phrase, “ordinary policemen”, which is likely a reference to the

183 Gaufman 2015, 150
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“ordinary men” theory that is often used to describe the actions of the Einsatzgruppen or other

Nazi death squads.'®*

Bandera himself is a mainstay of these images and posts; and as was previously
mentioned, his persona has taken on an outsized meaning compared to his actions in reality.
Particular offense is taken to his commemoration, especially when juxtaposed with the
concurrent decommunization policies that were popularized after Maidan. The following posts
illustrate the extreme fixation that the directionally Russian information campaign has on this

relatively brief piece of Ukrainian history, and specifically on Bandera himself.

184 Browning 1992
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HAPOAHOE ONONYEHME NOHBACCA
25 Oct 2016

Bannepy ysexkoseyar Ha 1000-rpusHeBon Kynope?

24 oKTa6pa Ha YKpanHe Obin YHUMTOXEH NOCNeaHMA NAaMATHIK JIeHKHY - B
YepHuroeckoi obnacrtu. Ho noyrBaTs Ha NaBpax NATPUOTLI HE TOPONATCA,
NOCKONDbKY Bnepeau ewe MHOro BaxHsix Aen 8 coepe AeKOMMYHU3aUUM, a TaKxe
AerpuBeHU3aumu.

See more

Vol
:
@
Q
-
-

Blue Caption: “Bandera will be perpetuated on the 1000 hryvnia banknote?”

Caption: “On the 24" of October in Ukraine, the last memorial to Lenin was destroyed in
Chernihivskyi Oblast. But there is no rush to rest on the laurels, because ahead there is an even
more important deal in the sphere of decommunization, and then of de-hryvniazation”

As was mentioned before, the centrality of Bandera to the representations of Ukrainian

nationalism comes from both sides- that is, it is a circular process in which the Russian insistence

that Bandera defines Ukrainian nationalism is then reinforced by the (very real) commoditization

of his figure in Ukraine, as illustrated by the image above. Of course, some of it is exaggerated,

namely that Bandera never actually was placed on the 1000 Hryvnia bill.
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HAPOAHOE ONONYEHME AOHBACCA
25 Sep 2016

"Marpuor, cocu woxkonagworo banpepy". B Ykpaune nosearca bangeposckue
KOH}eTbl

baupepu3aums YKpauHbl BUXKETCA YCKOPEHHbIMU TeMnamMu, Havaswuch pobko-
pobko ewe npu npesnpeHTe Bukrope KOWEHKO, B CerogHAWHeNn HaumcTCKon
YxkpauHe oceawenue obpasa ybuitusl u Teppopucra npuobpeno HesuaaHHblie
Macwrabol. UMmeHeM BaHaepbl Ha3bIBAOT YAKUUDLI U NNOWAAM, WKONLI U
NPeanpPHATHSA, e HEMHOro — ¥ HaYHYT NPHMHMMATL AeTen B IoHble 6aHaeposusl. U
BbINYCTAT 3HAYKK, rAe I0HbIA U KyaApsBbini ewe Ctenoyka ¢ Tpuaybuem Ha yene.
See more

PPRLEN NEPBWA ERDCTCICENA PUNIOT B
e

A o
= I e

Caption: “The Banderization of Ukraine is happening at an accelerated tempo. Starting timidly
even during the presidency of Viktor Yuschkenko, in today’s Nazi Ukraine the consecration of
the image of killers and terrorists reached an unprecedented scale. The name Bandera is put on
streets and squares, schools and enterprises, and even more- has started to be accepted by
children as young Banderovtsi. And they will release badges where the young and curly
Stepanchik will be shown with the trident on his forehead.”

Although references to Bandera are widespread around Ukraine, especially in the West, his

namesake is not as ubiquitous on products throughout Ukraine as the post implies.
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HAPOOHOE ONONYEHME NOHBACCA
9 Aug 2017

Cne noruka?

FepoaMu YKpauHbl NPU3HAKOTCA T, KTO NOMOran ruTnepoBuUaM YHUHTOXaATL YKPanHy
M YKpavHCKui HapoAa!

Y10 Xe xopowero Ana YKpanHbl ¥ YKPauHCKOro Hapoaa caenanu 3a nocnegHue 26
ner HacneaHuku banpepsl 1 LWyxesnya? Y10 NONOXKUTENBHOIO OHU BHECNW B Hale
o6WecTBO, B HaWY KYNbTYPY U XKU3HL?

Bonee nonpobHo YuTaTE Yy HAC Ha canTte https://novorossia.su/news/gde-logika

Blue Caption: “Where is the logic?”

Caption: “The heroes of Ukraine recognize those who helped Hitlerites destroy Ukraine and the
Ukrainian people! What good for Ukraine and Ukrainians has the last 26 years of heirs to
Bandera and Shukhevich done? What positive things have they brought to our society, to our
culture, and to our lives?”

However, these posts do demonstrate how the name itself has such an intense meaning

for those on both sides- “[it] is never neutral- it can be used pejoratively or proudly”.!®

Sometimes, the term ‘Banderivtsi’ (as in, those who follow Bandera), has been used simply to

185 portnov 2016, 2
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describe those who speak Ukrainian, or even those who are simply from Ukraine.!*¢ These posts
reinforce the notion that Bandera defines Ukrainian nationalism, and therefore, that the two are
inextricably linked. The post above argues that this allegedly single-minded focus on Bandera
(and another key UPA figure, Shukhevych) by post-independence Ukraine has provided little
material good for Ukrainians, especially when compared implicitly to the benefits that Russian
culture could have provided. By arguing that Ukrainian nationalism is defined by perhaps its
most controversial element, the rhetoric leaves little place for nuance and distills the entire

Ukrainian fight for independence to the one aspect most likely to be divisive and/or lead to

backlash amongst more skeptical or Moscow-prone populations.

186 ibid
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This image without a caption can be interpreted in different ways, but [ would argue
furthers the points made above. One more obvious explanation is that the (Ukrainian) hand
holding the (UPA flag) razor and cutting itself more or less explicitly argues that the brand of
Ukrainian nationalism defined by Bandera (and again, to refer to the above-mentioned section,
Ukrainian nationalism and Bandera are implied to be inextricably linked) is self-defeating and
only serves to harm the interests of Ukraine. Perhaps another explanation is that the UPA
ideology lies at the heart of all Ukrainians, and that there is no way of separating the two. To
return to the rhetorical strength of memes, a simple image such as this can be interpreted in many
ways, and largely depends on the preexisting mindset of the viewer.!®” However, one obvious
conclusion that can be made is that even on purely aesthetic grounds, the colors of the Ukrainian
flag and the red and black colors of the UPA flag are connected. One of the key successful
elements of such simplistic information campaigns is that repetition of easily distilled rhetorical
and/or aesthetic pieces (such as Ukrainian flag = UPA flag) is conducive to the information

sticking.!8®

UKraine as ‘Fascist’ or ‘Nazi’

The final piece of the logic chain, if one follows it from start to finish, is that because
Ukraine disavows the official Soviet-era GPW narrative, and instead chooses to commemorate
OUN/UPA/Bandera (who are deemed as fascist or Nazi), Ukraine is itself a fascist or Nazi
nation. This distillation of the narrative to its purest, most simplified, and arguably most
important, element, has become abundantly clear in the wake of the 2022 invasion, in which one
Russia’s primary stated reasons or objectives was to “denazify Ukraine”.!3® Although a full
analysis of the rhetoric that lead up to the 2022 invasion is beyond the scope of this paper, one
can easily trace the thread from the narrative elements analyzed in this paper to the full-on
branding of Ukraine as a Nazi/fascist nation, which therein provided a justification (from the

Kremlin’s point of view) for the all-out war that continues at the time of this writing in August

187 Flelitz, Ahmed 2021, 10
188 Johan, Bulow 2019, 1725
189 Trejsman 2022 (citing Putin)
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2022. A purview of a variety of memes and posts from the 2014-2017 period illustrate a variety
of different methods in which the directionally Russian information campaign sought to cement
the logic chain that the post-Maidan Ukraine that sought to break free from Russian influence
was defined by the UPA/Bandera, whom they deem as fascist, which therefore unquestionably
meant that Ukraine itself was fascist or Nazi. From the perspective of 2022, it is observable how
the rhetorical pieces ratcheted up in their intensity and became increasingly distilled into what I
would argue is the heart of the narrative- that Ukraine is fascist nation full of Nazis. Moreover, in
line with the narrative that Nazis are the mortal and sacred enemy of Russia, it leads to the
logical conclusion that it must be ‘De-Nazified’, a point explicitly articulated by Putin and other
leaders as a justification for the 2022 invasion. Lastly, as will be discussed in the final
discussion, I would argue that there is definite connection between the rhetoric of ‘de-
Nazification’ and the indiscriminate violence that has been directed at the Ukrainian nation

during the 2022 invasion.
Ukrainian Leaders as Fascist/Nazis
One consistent element that is regularly referred to is the direct connection between

Ukrainian political leaders and famous Nazis, especially during the first phase of the war that

coincided with the election of Petro Poroshenko. The images are typically presented without

context, but the meaning is clear due to the notoriety of the figure they are compared to.

Petro Poroshenko side-by-side with Hitler
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Former Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk side-by-side with a caricature of Himmler

Caption: “Ukraine Fourth Reich”

To continue with the previous themes regarding the lack of nuance, these images do not just
imply that there are problematic nationalistic tendencies in Ukraine, but rather that the
(democratically) elected leaders of post-Maidan Ukraine are actually or literally Nazis. The
juxtaposition of Poroshenko, Yatsenyuk, or other leaders with infamous Nazis like Hitler or

Himmler makes the connection explicit that they are one and the same.
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nasaps "Asona"” o navnxe xaer 9 Mas: Ha cropony flonbacca neperayr sce - or

Mapurynona no Oaeccel

Inasaps "A3oea" Axgpeit buneuxnit npuasan easTe JloHbacc CUnoi, B NPOTHBHOM
cnyvae, 9 Man Ykpanny X461 MacwTabHoe rpaxaanckoe NpoTHBOCTORHUE
nocnc;pmc cobuirea ORECC(! BOOAYICHUIA NPOTHBHMKOB PDEXUMD, 3 NOTOMY UX
AXTHBKIAUMM CNEAYET OXMAATL N0 CAMOMY WHPOKOMY SPOHTY - OT
CepeponoHeuxa, Kpamaropcka, Mapiynons oo Xapuxosa, Hukonaesa, Xepcowa, 1
Raxe Kveea.

See more

Caption: “the ringleader of ‘Azov’ in a panic waiting for May 9th: Everyone will join the side of
Donbass- from Mariupol to Odessa”
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@ HAPOAHOE ONONYEHUE AOHBACCA

Cepreit TykbAHCHKO: "Mycconuum caenan oawnam MOANHBIM, MTACD - CTPAWMHBIM,
a Nopowexko - yborum"

HUNEro He MOryT yKPauHCKKe NONUTUKK. 3aKa3anu UM yCTpouTb Ha YkpanHe
PAWN3M - U TO He CMOrNK, Vim 3a nocneadue 20 neT yensix NATL MUANHapAos
0anu, NANK B PYKH NOBOAKH OT HALUMOHANHUCTUYECKKUX FPYNNHPOBOK, KOTOPHIE
QECATH NeT rae-T0 B NArepax NoAo SIbBOBOM TPEHKPOBANNCL HEHABMARTD PYCCKMUX.

See more

{

e
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Caption: “Sergei Lykyanenko: Mussolini made fascism fashionable, Hitler [made it] terrible, and
Poroshenko- miserable”

“Ukrainian politicians can’t do anything. They got ordered to arrange fascism in Ukraine, and
they couldn’t do it. In the last 20 years they were given 5 billion dollars, they were given the
leashes of nationalist groups, whom for 10 years somewhere in a camp around Lviv they trained
people to hate Russians.”

The fact that these images are photoshopped or altered in different ways is irrelevant
because the emotional reaction provoked by the presence of Nazis (to reiterate, the mortal enemy

of Russia) is clear. If anything, the obvious doctoring and rhetorical hyperbole make it easy to
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fall back on the claim that it is not intended to be taken literally.!*® '°! Returning to the
previously mentioned definition of ‘fake news’, images such as this defy categorization because
it is arguably clear there is no “veneer of legitimacy”, but rather that they are obviously fake.'*?
193 Does the image of Poroshenko side-by-side by Hitler really intend to “mislead” viewers into
thinking they are one and the same? Perhaps another explanation comes from a trend among far-
right meme culture that such obviously inflammatory material is “harmless or just for laughs”,
which can make it hard to refute.'** After all, the creators of such content can always argue that it
would be foolish to truly think that such images are real. At the same time, the comparison can
make a lasting impact even when masked by humor or inanity. As Fielitz and Ahmed observed
about far-right internet culture in America, “young people especially are often not aware where
humor ends and indoctrination begins.”!> Although it is both unclear and beyond the scope of
this paper to determine exactly whom this content is targeted at, the argument holds here as well
in the sense that one can more easily start to believe even such exaggerated hyperbolic rhetoric if

it is used in such a repetitive manner.

One could argue that these images are a classic example of the internet phenomenon
‘trolling’, which is when someone “cause[s] disruption or exacerbate[s] conflict for the purposes
of their own amusement.”!*® Such obviously divisive content does not necessarily have to be
disseminated for the purposes of trying to convince viewers that Poroshenko is the same as
Hitler, but also simply to sow chaos online. Simply because the implied parallels are so extreme
is precisely why they are used; the act of luring others into taking the bait continues the
conversation and perpetuates the narrative. In this case, when someone is forced to argue that in
fact, Poroshenko is not Hitler, the damage has already been done because they are engaging in

the fact that the argument is even worth having.

190 Wiggins 2015, 480

191 Ahmed, Fielitz 2021, 10

192 Fake news as defined by Tandoc jr. et al. :” “news articles that are intentionally and verifiably false, and could
mislead readers”, Tandoc Jr. et al., 2018, 138

193 Tandoc Jr. et al. 2018, 147

194 Fielitz, Ahmed, 2021, 10

195 Fielitz, Ahmed, 2021, 11

1% Szwed et al., 2016, 54
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The “Ukraine: Fourth Reich” image presents a slightly varied narrative that invokes
another popular theme- that Ukraine is controlled by the USA. This is a notion that has been
widely studied and the memes about this are deserving of its own focused study, but it is
interesting to note that in this image, Obama is presented as the ‘Fuhrer’, and Poroshenko and
others are simply his underlings.'”” Such narrative confusion is notable but ultimately irrelevant
for the purposes of information war, because it both feeds into the larger theme of Ukrainians
being Nazis and introduces chaos into the conversation. It also illustrates the somewhat
disorganized and decentralized nature of the information war, which is a key distinguishing
feature of this type of internet-based tactics. Scholars have coined such a strategy as a “social
cyber-attack”, in which the aim is more to achieve the “desired effects [of] chaos, panic, [and]
mass disorders”, than to necessarily seek to convince someone of something.!”® Of course, such a
method is even more likely to be successful if the target audience is already predisposed to at
least be receptive of the message. That is, if one had already suspicions about the perceived
fascist nature of the post-Maidan government, then seeing an (even obviously manipulated)

image of them alongside famous Nazis would be more likely to instill fear.

Ukrainian Society, the Average Ukrainian, and EuroMaidan as ‘Fascist’

The portrayal of Ukrainian political leaders as fascist frames one part of the narrative;
that there is a top-down strategy to spread fascist ideology among the populace. According to
such logic, the ‘de-Nazification’ of Ukraine could likely be accomplished by solely blaming the
leadership and subsequently seeking to remove and/or replace them with those deemed to be
‘anti-fascist’. However, it is clear both from the following images and the larger information war
that a key part of the narrative is to paint Ukrainian society as a whole as either being pliant to
fascism or openly embracing it themselves. To be sure, there is somewhat of a dissonance among
this logic train in that on one hand, the Russian information war at times frames the conflict as a
Russian-backed attempt to ‘liberate’ Ukrainians (especially Russian-speaking Ukrainians) from

the fascist yoke of their leaders.!” Opposingly, the argument that the society itself is so deeply

197 Snegovaya 2015
1%8 | ange-lonamishviili, Svetoka, 2015, 106
199 https://www.timesofisrael.com/putin-vows-that-as-in-1945-ukraine-will-be-liberated-from-nazi-filth/
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imbued with fascist ideology would logically lead to the notion that it is not just the leadership
that is the problem, but the average citizen and the country as a whole that must be reckoned

with.2? Arguably, this appears to have become the dominant narrative in the 2022 invasion, in
which scope of the information war became wider and targeted at the population as a whole.?"!
The following images make this case in a variety of manners, from blunt, simplistic parallels to

more subtle methods that rely on subtext and preexisting knowledge of specific language or

historical events.

To begin with, this image superimposes the Swastika onto a Ukrainian flag and pastes it
onto what appears to be a pro-OUN/UPA/Bandera march. Like other images discussed above,
there is no nuance here; the argument clearly says that Ukraine is literally synonymous with Nazi
Germany. Again, the fact that the image is presented without context and that the superimposed
photo of the protesters is of unclear origin (if it is even a real photo of Ukrainians) is irrelevant.
Rather, it is an example of what has been deemed by some scholars as a “hate rumor”, which

seeks to “exploit ingrained dislikes of a target population”.?? In many ways, this image plays on

200 https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/1824184/?lang=en
201 jbid
202 | ange-lonatamishvili, Svetoka, 2015, 105
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decades of information war, dating back to the Soviet era, that sought to portray all Ukrainian
nationalism as being inherently fascist.®® 2°* In particular, given that this image was posted
during the more active period of the Donbas War, it builds upon the preexisting uneasiness that a
notable portion of Donbas residents already had towards Ukrainian nationalism. There are a
number of reasons for this, including the Moscow-engineered project of physically moving
ethnic Russians to the region during the 30’s, both to combat what they deemed as unacceptable
Ukrainian nationalism and to replace the millions of local residents who had died during the
terror-famine Holodomor.?%® In addition to that, the distinct Donbas culture, especially vis-a-vis
Western Ukraine, which was considered to be “a hotbed of aggressive Ukrainian nationalism”,
was nurtured and actively encouraged by pro-Russian politicians in the post-independence era.?%
These cultural divisions, especially regarding the perception of the GPW and commemoration of
OUN/UPA/Bandera predated Maidan and the War in the Donbas, so there was already fertile
ground for the exploitation of the issue in 2014. As a result, the logic of the notion that
Ukrainians (especially Western Ukrainians) are fascist because they support OUN/UPA/Bandera
was particularly salient in the Donbas in a manner that was not present in other parts of the
country.?%” If one were to follow this thread, it would be arguably understandable that a portion
of the populace in the Donbas would be scared of a perceived ‘Banderaist’ government in Kyiv,
and seek separatism or autonomy. This perception of fear was amplified and exacerbated by the
information war carried out in a variety of different media platforms that sought to convince
Donbas residents that Right Sector (a prominent far-right Ukrainian political organization) would

come to the Donbas and “carry out reprisals” 2%

203 Osipian 2014, 127

204 Rossolinski-Liebe 2010, 3
205 Oliynik 2015,

206 Osipian 2014, 128

207 Osipian 2014, 121

208 Osipian 2014, 119
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YKDPaHHa cerous...

310 becnpenen 6aHa OTMOPO3KOB
«[IpaBoro CexTopa-.

Caption: “Ukraine Today....this is the lawlessness of scumbag bands of the Right Sector”

Images such as this helped cement the notion, and play on both the preexisting anxiety about
Ukrainian nationalism (here represented by the red and black UPA flag) and fears of the

lawlessness that was thought likely to come out of Maidan.

Elsewhere, the concepts of Ukrainian nationalism, OUN/UPA/Bandera, and fascism are

presented as being inextricably linked- one necessarily being evidence of the others.
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HE BOCNUTBLIBAUTE HE BOCNUTBLIBAUTE

Caption: “Don’t bring up fascism!!! Don’t raise Banderovtsi!!!”

@ HAPOAHOE ONONYEHUE JOHBACCA

HukoNnaeeckue WKONLHUKK Q30T KNATBY BePHOCTH dnary. Hukakoro ¢awnama Ha
YKpaunHe xaxk Bbl NOHWMAEeTe HerT..

Caption: “Mykolaey schoolchildren give the oath of allegiance to the flag. No fascism in Ukraine
as you understand....”
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The juxtaposition of Ukrainian youth and specter of fascism is key here, as is the direct linkage
of the simple yellow and blue Ukrainian flag as being a symbol of fascism. Unlike the post
below, which connects the red and black UPA flag with fascism, claiming that the internationally
recognized Ukrainian flag is akin to fascism arguably implicates the whole Ukrainian nation with

the charge of being fascist.

[ Bbl VBH/ENH GALINIM?
NEBOYKA POCTO AENAET FTHMHACTHEY!

Caption: “where did you see fascism? The girl is just doing gymnastics!”
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) 104 ) 24 &> 16

Sign in the far right reads: “Glory to Hitler! Glory to Hitlerites and Banderovtsi!”

Again, this drives home the claims about the inextricable links between Bandera, Hitler, and
fascism in general. Hitler, the ultimate symbol of Nazism and fascism, also appears in the

following images.
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Mowu xnonui 2 ey
Moun ckakyHbl y

Caption [partially in Ukrainian]: “My guys- my horses”

209

\ CTiM Ha maji Naki

l, Onar
lll Vg » Onarom maxaif,

Kanu 3jp Xaun!

Caption [in Ukrainian): “Stand on the Maidan, wave your flag, so the country will shout Sieg
Heil!”

209 This is a reference to a famous song by Russian singer Yurii Gazmanov, “Mou MbICAK- MOM CKaKyHbI” [my
thoughts- my horses]
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HAPOIHOE ONONYEHUE JIOHBACCA
16 May 2015

Crpana 404 npoaonxaer CTpEeMUTENbHO KaTUTLCA B Be3any dawmama

NMopowexko nognucan 3akoH o6 oTkase YkpauHbl OT TepMuHa «Bennkas
OTevecTseHHan BOMHa» ¥ 0 NpU3HaHumn peatensHoct OYH-YIMNA 6opuboit 3a
HE3aBUCUMOCTb YKPanHbl

3akoHn «06 ysexosevenun nobeap Hag HaUM3IMOM B8O BTOpO MUPOBOM BOMHE
1939-1945 ronos», rnacut, 410 noHsTHe «Benukas OTevecTseHHan BOMHa»
3aMEHALTCH TePMHMHOM «BTOpas MMPOBaA BOWHA» M Ha3biBaeT 9 man «[lHem
nobenbl Hag HaUKM3MOM BO BTOPOW MUPOBOW BOMHE».

See more

Caption in blue: “Country 404 [not found) continues the extreme slide into the abyss of
fascism”

Caption in black: “Poroshenko signed into law the end of the phrase “Great Patriotic War” and
recognized the actions of the OUN/UPA fighters for the independence of Ukraine. The law ‘On
the immortalized victory against Nazism during the Second World War, 1939-1945’, states that
the concept of “the Great Patriotic War” will be replaced by the term “Second World War”, and
the name of May 9 [formerly Victory Day in Ukraine- and currently in Russia] will be called
“Victory Day against Nazism During the Second World War”.
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. MBaH NbBOBCKIN £ m

Cto10 2 B UeHTpe Kuesa,Ha nepeceyeHumn ynuy
Ha3BaHbIX B YeCTb (haWMCTCKMX NPUCNELLUHNKOB
N He BMXY HU Kaknx paluncTos.

B Kuene noasaTca ynuus Bangepst 1
Wyxesnya

noo'N

BiTaw KuaH 3 saxnueow nepemorow!... - Volodymyr Viatrovych | Facebook

www.facebook.com

Caption: “I stand in the center of Kyiv, on the intersection of streets named in the honor of
fascist minions, and | don’t see any such fascists”
Post on the side: “In Kyiv there will be streets [named after] Bandera and Shukhevich”

These images all show different but rhetorically similar methods of illustrating the
connection between Ukrainian nationalism, OUN/UPA/Bandera (and Shukhevich), and fascism.
Notable are the cases in which even the red and black UPA flag is missing, and it is instead just
the presence of the traditional yellow and blue Ukrainian flag that is purported to be a sign of
fascism. This in a sense amplifies the narrative, suggesting that the very nature of Ukraine as an
independent country, even absent the more controversial connection with OUN/UPA/Bandera, is
fascist.

Another notable element present in these images is the casual manner in which the term
‘fascism’ is used. Many have argued that in fact, Russia essentially has long declared that anyone

that they perceive to be their enemy is fascist, and that “baseless claims of denazification have
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underscored Russian aggression since World War II”.2!° In the months since the 2022 invasion
began, Russian politicians have stated that many countries that support Ukraine, such as Poland
or Estonia, are indeed fascist themselves, and may be next on the list to be denazified after
Ukraine.?!! Although the term has the specific historical context in Ukraine given the wartime
actions of the OUN/UPA/Bandera, it has largely become a catch-all attack on all of Russia’s

(perceived or otherwise) opponents.?!?

In these set of images alone, the UPA flag connotes fascism, as do the names of Bandera
and Shukhevich, but also the Ukrainian flag. Moreover, even the law to change the name that
WWILI is referred to or changing the wording of the Victory Day celebration can be construed as
a “slide into the abyss of fascism”. This is meaningful in that it both illustrates the rhetorical
power of the word, but also how it can be used to demean and define essentially anything or
anyone that is in opposition to Russia or diverges from the official narrative. On its face, the
entailed changes to the choice of wording of both the holiday and the way in which the war is
referred to have no mention of OUN/UPA/Bandera, or any other controversial aspects of the
directionally Ukrainian narrative of WWIL. In addition, the starting date of the war is changed
from 1941 to 1939.213 From a Western perspective, the names likely sound perfectly harmless
and indeed literally descriptive of the events they describe. However, in the context of the
sacralized manner in which the GPW and all related events and people are referred to, changing
the ‘biblical” wording is considered to blasphemous; and in this case, essentially the same as
supporting the alternate side altogether. The date change is illustrative as well because it refers to
the more controversial elements of WWII- the Molotov-Ribbentropp Pact and the Winter War in
Finland- that are conveniently left out of the official Soviet/Russian war narrative, in which the
Red Army is considered to be essentially blameless. The canonical nature of the narrative allows
little room for deviation, and in this heightened rhetorical environment, any such attempt is likely
to incite an emotional reaction and be considered an attack; which again can be deemed as akin

to fascism. This 'if you’re not with us, you’re against us' mentality is clearly expressed here. To

210 Rickus 2022

211 pupcenoks 2022

212 jbid

213 Ysing the year 1941 (when Germany invaded the USSR) as the starting date of WWII clearly indicates that it is
following the Soviet narrative, while using 1939 (when Germany invaded Poland) indicates a deviation to the more
Western narrative
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refer back to the role of collective memory creating a community, just as the GPW narrative
helps cement the Russian World into a cohesive whole, it is made even stronger by having an

opposing group; the group created by the positive collective memory of OUN/UPA/Bandera.?!*
215

The specter of the ultimate fascist, Hitler, is also present in several of these images, as in
the previous section. As was previously noted, such extreme and hyperbolic usage of his persona
serves a number of purposes. For one, it provides an obvious and blunt connection that is absent
any nuance. It is not that there is an abstract link between Hitler and modern day Ukrainian
society, but rather that Hitler is shown to literally think that pro-independence or nationalist
Ukrainians (read: anti-Yanukovych) would be “his guys”. However, as with all such
sensationalist memes in this style, the fact that it is so extreme almost guarantees it will create
controversy and a reaction from the opposing side. Researchers studying alt-right memes in the
2016 US election, many of which were similarly sensationalist and hyperbolic, and targeted at
demonizing political opponents, assessed that they used “shock tactics to create outrage, which
then gets framed as “political correctness’ or “triggered’ hysteria”.?!® In other words, such an
obviously outlandish and hyperbolic link as the ones above can always be dismissed as
something not be taken literally or seriously, which then provides plausible deniability to the
creator.”!” This type of exchange became a regular occurrence in the American online political
world, in which the line between trolling and information war became so blurred it was largely
indistinguishable.

The example of ‘Pepe the Frog’ in the literature review section is illustrative of this
phenomenon. On the one hand, the cartoon frog became a galvanizing and mobilizing figure for
those who were in the know; a dog whistle of sorts that connected this seemingly innocuous
cartoon to far right ideology.*'® On the other, that innocuous nature in of itself made it hard to
combat or refute by those on the opposing side. When Hilary Clinton condemned the “sinister

frog” it provoked a derisive reaction from across the political spectrum because it seemed

214 Assmann 2011, 109, citing Halbwachs
215 Liebich, Myshlovska 2014, 759

216 Nagel 2020, 3

217 Fielitz, Ahmed, 2021, 10

218 peters, Allan, 2021, 7
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laughable that a presidential candidate from a major political party would take the time to
publicly address what appeared to be such a trivial subject.>!” However, it is precisely this
juxtaposition that made the meme so effective and viral. In other words, “the wink and nod of a
cartoon frog allowed a rich, but easily deniable, symbolism.”??° To be sure, the figure of Hitler is
on its face imbued with highly sensitive and triggering emotional content that is widely known
around the world in a way that Pepe the cartoon frog is not. At the same time, Hitler as a figure
has also become so overused and abstracted from the man himself that some of the same logic
holds here. In such a debate there can be no winners, because to have taken the bait is to engage

in a discourse that is fundamentally not in good faith.

In addition to the more blunt and obvious references above, there are also a number of
more coded comparisons that would likely require at a viewer to be being attention to events on
the ground and to be familiar with the language and rhetoric stemming from the Soviet-era GPW

narrative.

219 jbid
220 jbid
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CTeHa B rasoBoM Kamepe cTeHa coxxéHoro [loma
KoHynarepsa Aywsuy npodcoiosos B Ogecce

Caption: “Fascism the 21* Century”

Left side: “wall on the gas chamber of the death camp Auschwit2”
Right side: “burned wall of the Trade Unions House in Odessa”
Red: Nuremberg will come and restore order!”
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HAPOAHOE ONONMEHUE NOHBACCA
30 Sep 2016

YKpo-kaparens Banepuit Baxuenko MNarpon. 27.09.16 ¢ NOMOLLLIC CTEKNOMOA U
asToMobuna ornpasvn ceba x Ganaepe, a 4-x nobpatimos 8 GonsHuLy.

Caption: “Ukro-Punisher Valeriy Vakhenko Patron. 29.09.16 With the help of a glass washer
detergent and an automobile he sent himself to Bandera [meaning death), and 4 fellas to the
hospital”

On its face, especially to audiences outside of the Russian-speaking world, these
refereneces might be hard to decipher, even when translated. The first image refers to the fire at
the Trade Unions building in Odessa in early 2014, that occurred during street clashes between
pro-Maidan protestors and pro-Russians/separatists (and a number of other football hooligans

and others) and resulted in the deaths of 42 people, mostly on the pro-Russian/separatist side.
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This highly controversial incident was widely discussed and there were attempts to place blame
on various different sides. However, as was mentioned in the historical section, this paper does
not make any attempt to attribute guilt or innocence in any such divisive events, but rather to
analyze the rhetoric that surrounds them. In this case, the directionally-Russian information war
utilized the incident as a symbol and example of Ukrainian brutality (read: fascism). In the
classic blunt fashion of the information war, the tragedy of the trade union fire was displayed
within the context of the perceived historical Ukrainian fascist barbarism. ““A Russian talk show
broadcast in May 2014 on Rossiia 1, for example, showed horrifying pictures from the Lviv
pogrom of July 1941, in which the OUN militia played a major role, and then cut immediately to
scenes of the burning building in which 42 pro-Russian activists died in Odessa earlier that
month.”??! The fact that the two events are just as disconnected as the trade union fire and the
gas chambers at Auschwitz is again irrelevant because their emotional power transcends
whatever tenuous link there might be. On its face, the message is simple: Ukrainians were
responsible for the Holocaust and other atrocities in WWII, and the same ideology guides them

to murder pro-Russians in the trade union fire.

The second image is also full of coded references that can be best understood within the
context of the GPW rhetoric and language. The word ‘Kapatens (karatel’)’ can be literally
translated as ‘punisher’, which makes some sense given the image, but it does not illustrate the
deeper meaning and invocation of GPW history. Specifically, the term originates from the war
and refers to “members of death squads™ that operated on Soviet territory during the war and
were responsible for the widespread murder of civilians.??? The term in of itself is imbued with
meaning, particularly for older generations, whom were likely familiar with its use as “the
conventional term used in Soviet war literature, memoirs and films for Gestapo and SS
troops”.?** Together with reference that the Ukrainian soldier “sent himself to Bandera”, the
same logic that draws upon decades of canonized GPW narrative is repeated. The Ukrainian
soldiers, themselves inextricably linked to Bandera, are thus implicated as being akin to the

ultimate evil; the crimes of Nazi Germany.

221 Himka 2014, 135
222 Osipian 2014, 117
223 Osipian 2014, 116
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Memes about Russia and the Separatists as the ‘Saviors’ and Inheritors of the GPW

Victory

Ostensibly, this paper is primarily concerned with images/memes/posts that seek to
demonize Ukrainians and paint them as dangerous fascists, and the majority of the primary
research already presented are examples of this narrative. In general, such type of information
war often skews to the negative; it is often easier to criticize others than it is demonstrate why
your side is better. An analysis of memes about the 2016 US election found that around 44% of
all posts were unambiguously negative, and used stereotypes and controversial pieces of history
as a means of attacking ones opponent.”** To be sure, the use of ‘satirical imagery’ in political
commentary long predated the internet era, as derisive and often offensive political cartoons
meant to lampoon opponents have long been a staple of political discourse.??®

In the Russia-Ukraine information war, demonization of the opposing side is arguably the
primary rhetorical weapon, but there is also another more positive-facing angle; the lionization of
Russia and/or the separatist forces. This alone has many aspects, but fitting within the larger
focus of this paper, this section will consist only of references to WWII. Just as the information
war seeks to paint Ukrainian nationalists as the heirs to Bandera and any and all controversial
pieces of Ukrainian WWII history, it simultaneously emphasizes that Russia, the separatists,
and/or the Donbas are the inheritors of the sacred GPW Victory, especially given their assertion
that that legacy has been rejected by Ukraine. In line with what some scholars have deemed a
‘compression of history’, this at times includes historical elements that date back even to the

Tsarist era.?2¢ 27

224 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019, 6
225 peters, Allan 2021, 1

226 Whitmore 2022

227 Galeotti 2022
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See more

Caption: “Answer one: Referendum. It is a rescue. No one will give a guarantee to people whom
do not have any collective political subjectivity. In such conditions the status of oblasts in a
unitary national government, led by a terrorist junta, is practically suicide. Political
independency is the only way to save the right to live for all of the Southeast

In red: “Donbass Stand Up!”

This picture, which references the need for separatism in the Donbas, invokes figures
from throughout Russian history and unites them in single compact theme that implicitly
demonstrates them as saviors. It includes Aleksandr Nevksy, the Russian tri-color flag, the
Soviet flag, the famous photo of Red Army soldier leading the charge shortly before his death,
the Archangel Michael that symbolizes the centrality of the Orthodox church, and crucially,
armed police next to the notorious Ukrainian Berkut riot police badge, whom most credit with

killing dozens of protesters at Maidan Square in February 2014.
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Caption (in blue): “We stand for all of us”
Caption (in red): “Russia will wake up”

This image incorporates many of the same images, with the addition of the black, blue,
and red flag of the self-declared Donetsk People’s Republic, and the black and orange St.

George’s Ribbon that has become such an ubiquituous symbol of the Russian military. As

unsubtle as always, the DNR soldier at the center is protecting a child. Although it is not stated,

based on the context it is heavily implied that he is protecting them from Ukraine.
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This image is again another variation on the same themes, albeit this time explicitly making the

argument that the DNR soldiers are fighting off the fascist Ukrainian hordes. Many of them are
wearing yellow armbands with the Wolfsangel emblem that is used by the Azov Battallion, and
in the foreground, one of the attackers carries a portrait of Bandera.??® There is a long tradition of
Russia branding itself as a ‘savior’ or ‘defender’, even ironically of the West, whom are also
traditionally considered to be the other.?* 23* This ties into WWII as well in that there is a deep-
seated notion in Russia that the West is not sufficiently grateful for the Soviet (read: Russian)
sacrifices that enabled victory over Nazi Germany.*! To be sure, this ideological conflict
between the West and Russia, even just as it pertains to WWII, is a huge subject in of itself, and
beyond the scope of this paper.

228 The Wolfsangel has been criticized as being of fascist/Nazi origin, and was replaced by a more neutral Trident
logo in May 2022- this will be discussed later in the paper

229 Carleton 2011, 616

230 Morozova et al. 2015, 163

21 Opletina, Kunyaeva 2019, 2005
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This piece of ‘fan art’ depicts a typical Donbas miner wielding a WWII era-rifle and standing in
front of the DNR flag. These images all emphasize the mashing together of different time periods
and thematic elements that can all be roughly boiled down to the essential piece: Russia/DNR
fighting for the Russian world against Ukrainian aggression. In addition, it brings in the added
aspect of selecting various heroic moments or figures from Russian history and placing them
within the context of the current Russia-Ukraine conflict, in order to create a sense of timeless

continuum that emphasizes Russia’s longstanding nature of being at odds with the West.
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Caption: “Free [me]!
“Free Ukraine from the band of fascists, Banderivtsi, and other bastards.”

This post, presented in a style that is reminiscent of classic Soviet propaganda posters, shows a
woman in traditional Ukrainian clothing pleading for help, assumably from Russia. It feeds into
the narrative that Russia (and implicitly the DNR/LNR) are the true saviors of Ukraine, whom
have been taken over by fascist elements. As was mentioned before, it also reflects the somewhat
incoherent nature of the information war, because it contradicts other posts which stress that
fascism and Ukrainian society are essentially inextricable. However, this convoluted logic
clearly became even more prominent despite its lack of coherence in the 2022 invasion, in which
one of the stated justifications for the attack was to liberate Ukrainians. Unsurprisingly, many
found the logic of seeking to ‘liberate’ Ukrainian in direct contradiction to Russian military
actions of indiscriminately bombing urban centers, engaging in mass extrajudicial killings of
civilians, rape, looting, and other war crimes. This assertion was darkly mocked by the satirical

‘news’ organization The Onion in the beginning of the 2022 invasion.
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Despite this, the framing of Russia needing to ‘protect’ Ukrainians (and especially Russian-
speaking Ukrainians) from their government and/or nationalist elements within the country has

emerged as one of the most commonly cited justifications for the invasion.

Discussion: Distillation and Diffusion

The directionally-Russian information war against Ukraine involves a variety of different
methods and approaches, and by no means are memes and other internet based tactics the
primary one. In fact, likely the vast majority of the information war, especially vis-a-vis
domestic Russian audience, is broadcast over state-run TV news. Although this is especially true
for older generations, scholars have estimated that as high as 94% of the Russian population
primarily gets their news or “information about the world from TV”.%*3 Given such numbers, it

would seem to suggest that the internet-based information war is only a minimal portion of the

232 https://www.theonion.com/confused-russian-soldier-was-told-ukrainians-would-be-h-1848784150
233 Gaufman 2015, 150
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larger front, and therefore less important. However, I would disagree for several reasons. For
one, those across the political spectrum have been increasingly focused on the internet (and in
particular social media) as the rhetorical battleground of the future, and indeed “the Russian
leadership is also keenly aware of the influential role played by new media in shaping public
opinion.”?** No electoral campaign in the US comes without an online and social component,
and this is only likely to grow as younger generations maintain their fixation on the digital world
and simultaneous distancing from traditional media.>*> The Russian MFA and embassies around
the world have active Twitter accounts which engage in the larger information war, often
rhetorically sparring online with their adversaries in Ukraine and the West. The digital
battlespace is unquestionably a key part of information conflicts in the current day.

However, this paper is not intended to focus on what pieces of this information war are
more popular or more persuasive, but rather on the content. To this end, much of the narrative
framework about the Russia-Ukraine conflict bears a striking consistency throughout different
types of media, and the themes illustrated by the images and posts above are a staple of official
Russian-state run TV news as well.*® Popular Russian talk shows regularly made extreme and
outlandish claims about the supposed crimes committed by the Ukrainian Army, including
cannibalism, mass rape, and the supposed ‘genocide’ of Russians in Eastern Ukraine.?*” One of
the most infamous incidents of ‘fake news’ in the directionally Russian information war, the
since debunked tale of a boy in Sloviansk being crucified by the Ukrainian Army, originated on
the Russian-State TV ‘Channel 1°, and then was widely disseminated across a variety of
platforms and sources.?*® Putin himself and other leaders often reference the exact same type of
tropes in their public statements; Press Secretary Dmitri Peskov remarked towards the beginning
of the 2022 invasion that Ukrainian irregular troops were putting weapons on trucks, with “the
principle of jihad-mobiles, except there they now call them Bandera-mobiles”.?’

As such, what is unique about the meme/internet information war, and why it is worth

studying, is that it illustrates how a complicated narrative comsisting of many different moving

234 Gaufman 2015, 155

235 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019, 3

236 Gaufman 2015, 149

237 Fedor 2017, 2

238 | ange-lonamatamishvili, Svetoka 2015, 109

239 https://www.farsnews.ir/en/news/14001207000931/Kremlin-Rssia-Pased-Miliary-Op-fr-Talks-B-Ukraine-
Rejeced-Negiains
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parts and imbued with layers of historical context can be broken down into a simple
communicative image + text that can be easily disseminated and understood. It is not that the
source material or overarching narrative and rhetoric displayed in the above-mentioned
posts/images are substantially different from what regularly occurs on traditional media or public
statements, but rather that it presents a unique and refined version that is distilled to its very
essence. To be sure, the directionally Russian information war vis-a-vis Ukraine has been widely
studied, but typically these studies focus on TV and other traditional media; in which narratives
are constructed and communicated over hours of broadcast or pages of print, in contrast to the
simple and easily digestible posts here.?*’ 2! This effect is amplified by images, even if they
might be manipulated, spliced together, or even drawn from scratch, because it is more

immediately associative and tends to stick in people’s minds.**?

In addition to their ability to be quickly and easily understood, even across cultural and
linguistic boundaries (albet minus the above-mentioned posts/images that require specific
understanding), the digital world of information war also has a very low barrier to individual
participation. Creating a meme requires almost no skill and no previous experience, and because
the narrative themes are broken down to their most essential form, almost anyone could select
from the available source material and make their own. As opposed to the world of traditional
media, online social media “enables average citizens to bypass traditional gatekeepers to share
user-generated content”.?** Moreover, the mass-participitory nature of the meme world
fundamentally changes the manner in which content is created, and perhaps even more
importantly, shared. One of the crucially unique features of the world of online information war
is that the intent of the distributor matters much less, and often unwitting or unideologically
motivated individuals end up being involved in the process. An average user may casually share,
for example, the image of Mykolaiv schoolchildren allegedly doing the Nazi salute, without
giving it much thought or even necessarily being overly engaged in the topic. However, when
another user sees that same post being shared, they will likely be completely unaware of who the

sharer is or what their motivations might have been, leaving the content to solely stand on its

240 Gulenko 2021

241 Saran 2016

242 57wed et al 2016, 84

243 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019, 9
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own. The largely anonymous nature of the social media world facilitates this process, and is
further amplified by the fact that there is typically no “significant third party filtering, fact-
checking, or editorial judgement”.?** To be sure, Russian-State run TV shows also regularly air
factually questionable content (as do many TV news shows in the US), but at the very least, the
viewer will know exactly whom is making the claim, and due to the highly partisan nature of TV
news, will probably have an easier time ascertaining what their motivation might be. In
traditional media, content is typically selected and run by a variety of different editorial teams,
and although certainly some stories become more popular than others, there is a semblance of
logic to the process.

Online, virality is a largely misunderstood and highly organic process, and one that can
be difficult to control or strategize around.>*> Some researchers have referred to the process as a
type of ‘Darwinism’, in which only the ‘fittest’ (or ‘dankest’, to use internet terminology)
survive.2*¢ Despite attempts to attribute some type of scientific element to understanding why
some memes become viral while others do not, the process is still largely intangible and
impossible to predict. Survival of the dankest often, but not always, means the ‘best’ meme, or
the one most likely to connect to a wide audience. At times, there is seemingly no logic to what
makes a meme go viral, which can be evidenced by the large number of seemingly meaningless
and incoherent memes that have become wildly popular. To be sure, there are some factors
which are conducive to virality, including a congruence between the image and the importance
of the events it describes, humor, emotionally charged content, or someone famous becoming
involved in the sharing process, among others.?*’ In studying virality, however, it is arguably
much easier to retroactively analyze a meme that became popular and try to understand what
factors led to its popularity than it is to predict beforehand that a meme will become popular,
even if it satisfies the same conditions. In the case at hand, it might seem more obvious in
hindsight that memes about the connection between Ukraine-Bandera/UPA-Nazism/fascism
would be likely to go viral, but there are also many other important themes that could have come
to similarly dominate the discourse. To a certain extent, there is a chicken-and-egg type situation

when it comes to assessing why a meme or narrative became popular after the fact. Was the
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narrative created from the top down and then found a receptive audience, further perpetuating its
popularity? Or rather, was it a back-and-forth process, in which different narratives were tested
and this one rose to the front of the pack due to a somewhat organic process? Alternately, was
the narrative preexisting within a segment of the population, and always bound to come to the
forefront because of its sheer emotional power? From the perspective of 2022, it is impossible to

know.

Discussion: Memes and Dehumanization

During the 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russia’s armed forces have engaged in
widespread and indiscriminate violence towards Ukrainians, both combatants and civilians alike.
Even before the discovery of the type of mass atrocities seen in Bucha, Irpin, Hostomel, and
other places, the sustained bombing of civilian areas of Ukrainian cities prompted leaders around
the world, including President Biden, to allege that the Russian army was committing
genocide.?*® Debating whether or not the atrocities amount to genocide is another matter
altogether, but what is relevant is how the amplified rhetoric seen in the following images and

posts engage in a form of dehumanization that can lay the groundwork for war crimes.

The usage of imagery to perpetuate negative stereotypes about nationalities or ethnic
groups has a long history. Long before the internet, cartoons or drawings containing racialized
tropes have been used as a means of other-izing marginalized groups. Perhaps one of the best
known examples is that of anti-semitic imagery, which has a set of concepts and rhetoric that
date back to the middle ages.?*” These “anti-semitic master narratives” are wide-ranging and
incorporate a variety of different theories and cliches, and often come to be represented
visually.?>® As was noted above, one of the powers of cartoons or images in general is that they
can surpass and overcome language barriers, allowing them to be easily disseminated globally.

Moreover, their ability to distill complicated narratives into a simple image enables such
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narratives to be replicated and cemented. Antisemitic cartoons or images often use a similar (or

some have argued, “identical”) visual tropes throughout history.?>!
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Figure 6 b. Poster for the film “The eternal Jew”" (Der ewige Jude, 1940) 254

These images portray Jews as fundamentally different than other humans, which goes hand-in-
hand with the narratives that sought to paint them as “vermin, blood drinkers, or demons in
league with evil forces”.?*> A full analysis of the scope of antisemitic imagery has been the focus
of numerous scholars and organizations, especially since the Holocaust, and is not relevant here,
but what is connected to the situation in Ukraine is the usage of imagery as a means of
dehumanizing a group. Nazi Germany promoted narratives of Jews being simultaneously
“insensate hords and mindless barbarians”, but also as “insidious and cunning agents of

malevolence”.>*® These widely disseminated concepts of Jews as a dehumanized threat

254 Yaakov, Kirschen 2015
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256 Landry et. al, 2021, 4

85



“facilitat[ed] violence by disengaging moral concern.”*’ Put simply, the dehumanization of Jews
through such imagery helped mentally prepare Germany for the mass violence it would direct at
Jews. To be sure, this type of dehumanizing rhetoric was not just limited towards Jews; Germany

also sought to portray Slavs as Asiatic hordes or ‘untermensch’, and used similar imagery that

emphasized their subhuman nature.?*8

The usage of imagery to cement the notion that the enemy are subhuman masses was central to
Nazi Germany’s information war and was a key part of the groundwork for atrocities towards
civilian population. Moreover, the incoherent manner of the narrative notwithstanding, in which
the ‘Untermensch’ were both mindless hordes and an existential threat, helped facilitate the idea

that the enemy must be destroyed.

The following directionally-Russian images about Ukraine and Ukrainians also employ

rhetoric that appears to deny the humanity of Ukrainians, and implicitly also argues that they

257 Landry et. al, 2021, 2
258 Connelly 2008
259 Holocaust Research Project
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must be destroyed. Sticking within the original scope of the paper, all these images reference

WWII or invoke OUN/UPA/Bandera.

8 HET NTFHY 1Mt

X BEDA, AME BMHA

XBATHUADC FAMMM M
HMA HX MO T BMA

Caption: “no reason to blame Banderivtsi: that’s the thing, it’s not their fault- that god didn’t
have enough clay and sculpted them from shit!”

The comparison of Banderivitsi to ‘shit’ is somewhat typical of sophomoric internet discourse,
but critically, the clay head displayed bears the Ukrainian trident, one of the main symbols of the

Ukrainian nation, and something that is completely unrelated to OUN/UPA/Bandera.
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Top caption: “Pensioners in Mariupol with St. George’s Ribbons were egged on the 9* of May”

Bottom caption: “right now the relationship to the St. George’s Ribbon in Ukraine is special”
The first image depicts a demonic/possessed figure that is being repelled by the ‘holy’ St.
George’s ribbon, which has often become synonymous with lionizing the modern day Russian
military, and has been widely used in the ‘Z’ imagery associated in the 2022 invasion. The
subtext is clear; the ‘evil’ and ‘demonic’ Ukrainians disrepected the ‘sacred’ holiday Victory
Day by egging those bearing the St. George’s Ribbon. The bloody visage of the demonic
Ukrainian women being repelled by the cross invokes exorcism and other such tropes, which

also reinforces the ‘holiness’ narrative about the GPW victory.
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Caption: “One nation- one fate”

This image on the left depicts people in Ukrainian national dress marching with SS flags, while
the image on the right shows unidentified executed people. The image in the bottom left
depicts a march in what is presumably modern-day Ukraine, in which participants carry flags
with Wolfsangel emblem (now associated with the Azov battalion, often invoked as an example
of modern Ukrainian Nazism), and flags bearing the emblem of the Ukrainian Waffen-SS
batallion, formed of Ukrainians during WWII, and whom fought with Nazi Germany. The dead
figure on the right is presented without context.

These images present a variety of themes that, when taken within the larger context,
arguably illustrate how the information war has sought to dehumanize Ukrainians and implicitly
call for their destruction. Although the first image attempts to use humor in its messaging, it also
contains a more sinister subtext. As with other images mentioned in previous sections, the image
equates Ukraine, Ukrainian nationalism, and Bandera as being one and the same. From this
perspective, in which all Ukrainians fighting for their independence are considered to be
Banderivtsi, it is not hard to trace the rhetorical chain to the first meme discussed in this paper,
which openly declares that the only good followers of Bandera are dead followers of Bandera.
This attempt to blend the concepts of Ukrainian nationalism into one distilled mass represented
by perhaps its most controversial symbol (Bandera), have been discussed at length throughout

this paper. If one considers that all those who seek an independent Ukrainian state, free of
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Russian influence (i.e. Ukrainian nationalists), to be Banderivtsi that must be destroyed, then it is
not a far leap to call for the destruction of the Ukrainian people, or at the very least, to be

mentally prepared for indiscriminate violence.

In general, these illustrate the use of visuals as a means to portray the enemy as being
subhuman. The previously shared image of the DNR soldiers defending against Ukrainian
attacker also depicts the 'aggressor' Ukrainians as a subhuman horde, with a visual flourish that
recalls the above-mentioned ‘untermensch’ poster. The numerical disparity between the DPR
defenders and the zombified masses of the assaulting Ukrainians amplifies this narrative. The
characters in the crowd bear all the key symbols of Ukrainian nationalism, and graphic nature of
the violence being perpetuated against them (the bloody gunshot to the head in center stage)

deliver a blunt message.

Lastly, the final image perhaps provides the best example of a meme that weaves together
all the major themes mentioned in this paper, while also explicitly dehumanizing Ukrainians and
calling for their execution. The statement, “one nation, one fate”, leaves little room for subtlety.
It explicitly links Ukraine to the SS, and directly and openly declares the wish to see them
destroyed. Although the image was posted several years before the 2022 invasion began, it in
many ways provides a harbinger of the type of rhetoric to come. Scholars of Nazi rhetoric and
the Holocaust have sometimes written that in fact, the argument that their should be a ‘Final
Solution to the Jewish Question’ largely congealed after the lack of immediate success in
Germany’s invasion of the USSR. As a result, some argue that the ‘Jewish Bolsheviks’ had
become considered to be increasingly dangerous, which correlated with their increased
demonization and subsequent start of the industrialized killing that marked the Holocaust and
occupation of Eastern Europe.?®® Arguably, there is a similar phenomenon at work in the 2022
invasion, in which the failure of the type of lighting success that Russia sought in the early stages
of the war, combined with their heavy losses, coincided with increasingly ‘genocidal’ rhetoric

and war crimes in Russian-occupied areas.?!
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Conclusion

On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and by the time
of this writing in August of 2022, has caused tens of thousands of deaths, the destruction of
numerous cities, and resulted in monumental geopolitical shifts. The fundamental nature of
European security and the relationship between Russia and the West has been changed to degree
not seen since the end of the Cold War, and Russia has similarly become isolated in a manner
that recalls Brezhnev-era USSR. Ukraine, on the other hand, is in a fight to retain its territorial
integrity and independence, which has already cost the nation a great deal. As was mentioned
before, one of Russia’s primary stated reasons for being the so-called ‘special military operation’
was to ‘de-Nazify’ Ukraine, and indeed, the Russian rhetoric surrounding the war has heavily
emphasized this issue. Although the topic of this paper was chosen in 2019, I would argue that it
has become remarkably prescient. The contested WWII history lie at the heart of claims that
post-Maidan Ukraine is somehow a neo-Nazi state, and therefore, central to the (at least
rhetorically stated) justification for the invasion in the first place. Indeed, discussions about
Nazis in Ukraine (especially the far-right militia Azov Battalion, which had supposedly neo-Nazi
roots) become commonplace in Western media as the world tried to make sense of Russia’s
rationale. Considering this, analyzing the narratives discussed in this paper is arguably more
important than ever. The images analyzed above are remarkably relevant in the current context,
and in hindsight, one can trace the gradual escalation of the rhetoric to the extreme point that was
manifested at the beginning of the 2022 invasion. Lastly, this war has also played out extensively
online, and both sides have made ample usage of memes and other social media tactics in order

to bolster their respective information campaigns.

‘Jumping the Shark’

To be sure, there are certainly a variety of motivations for Russia’s invasion, and we

should not take on face value simply what is stated. However, as reading into Putin’s mind to
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assess his true personal reasoning is both beyond the scope of any real scholarly study and a
generally fruitless task, the previous sections and connection to current events are limited to
simply analyzing the digital rhetoric related to contested WWII history. During the leadup to the
war, Putin and other Russian officials increasingly amplified their statements, adding in new
elements that questioned the very nature of the Ukrainian state, while simultaneously mixing the
previously used themes about OUN/UPA/Bandera. Much as the material from the first phase was
somewhat narratively incoherent, the current information war has included a variety of
contradictory elements. What is notable, however, is that despite how hyperbolic and blunt much
of the messaging in the above-mentioned images/posts were, posts from the same page after the
2022 invasion ratcheted up the vitriol even more, while maintaining a similar hyper-focus on
WWILI. The following few images were all taken from the same VK page from February 2022-

summer 2022.

3EJIEHCKWUW - YBUMULIA.

Top caption: “Zelenskiy- Killer

Bottom: “Fascist”
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This image is derivative of previously discussed posts, except this time with Zelensky as the
focus, and superimposed with random pictures of dead civilians (of course, which have zero
context). This 'Ukrainians are fascist' message is replete with the unsubtle placement of the

swastika and reddened eyes for extra dehumanizing effect.

1.5
RYCCKI CONAAT
CHOBA,0CB0BOXAAET
EBPONY/OT, QALIU3MA!

Caption: “Russian soldiers again are liberating Europe from Fascism!!!”

This continues the same theme as before, rhetorically linking the ‘Z’ ‘special military operation’

with WWII through the invocation of the 1945 date and the black and orange St. George’s

ribbon.
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KHEB 1946

Mbl, KQXeTCA, cTanu 3abbiBaTh, Kak AOMKHbI
BbINMAAETL HacTosAwme 6aHaepoBUbl

Caption: “Kyiv 1946- We, it seems, began to forget, how real Banderovtsi should look”

This is another derivation of previously discussed posts, though this time with a more chilling
context considering the mass atrocities committed against Ukrainian civilians, alongside the

implicit message that Banderivtsi are synonymous with Ukrainians as a whole.
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AEVATATAPVIZALA ReauhmaLs E HAPOQHOE ONONYEHME QO

YEXPAVMHA CATAMVHCKAR

Bovmitt JONeHCKOro, Onit MNEIMO TaKNE

XOBSA/HSKIET
CBOX IVE

TaM TOXE 6CTh KOT/od

Caption on the right: “Satanist Ukraine: Zelensky's war, they are just like that”
At the top: “Demilitarization- Exorcism- Denazification”

Middle: “the master is waiting [sic] for his servant”

Bottom: “there are also boilers there”

Finally, this last image increases the vitriolic rhetoric to a level of almost comic absurdism.
Presented without context or even visual ‘evidence’ of any kind, the post claims that Ukrainians
are Satanists in need of an exorcism, and drives the point home by depicting satanic symbols

alongside an upside-down Ukrainian trident for extra emphasis.
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To be sure, it is difficult to extrapolate much from a few images stemming from a single
page (albeit one that boasts it is connected to the official newspaper of Novorossiya), but they do
provide examples of the hyperbolic rhetoric that have accompanied the 2022 invasion.

In the first part of the information war, which the bulk of this paper has been devoted to,
the rhetoric was no doubt exaggerated and absent much nuance, but at the very least was rooted
in the contested WWII history between Ukraine and Russia that was likely to have a mobilizing
effect. Within the context of the more locally concentrated war, in which there was still some
plausible deniability that Russia was actively involved, there was a logic, twisted though it may
have been, that could appeal to those already emotionally attached to the GPW narrative and
uneasy about the prospect of Ukraine’s post-Maidan deviation from it. However, the type of
content such as the satanic post are indicative of how Russia’s information war ‘jumped the
shark’ in the 2022 invasion. Alongside other outlandish claims made by official Kremlin
officials, including the presence of bio-weapon labs and weapons to be carried by birds, some
have argued that the new extreme level of the information war lacks even the veneer of
credibility to capitalize on the existing sentiment or emotions about the contested history.?®* As
was analyzed in this paper, a significant portion of the information war used real (albeit, likely
exaggerated) disagreements about the very emotionally charged issue of WWII history as a
means of inciting mobilization, or at the very least, attempting to delegitimize the post-Maidan
government. As outlandish as some of the claims and correlations may have been, the images
and posts discussed here were tethered in part or in whole to controversies surrounding
OUN/UPA/Bandera, which are undoubtedly polarizing issues. Ladislav Bittman, the former
Czechoslovak secret police minister, noted in a book he wrote after defecting to the West, “every
disinformation message...must at least partially correspond to reality or generally accepted
views.?53 While this was the case during the first phase of the conflict between Ukraine and
Russia, it is unclear if the overblown rhetoric referencing avian-borne weapons and satanism can

draw on that same grain of truth.

262 \Whitmore, 2022
263 Haines 2015, 4, citing Bittman
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Memes and the 2022 Invasion

In general, the 2022 invasion has been marked by extensive use of the digital world as a
secondary battlefront, and both sides have widely employed memes or social media posts as a
means of information war. Directionally Russian memes often followed the same types of

narratives that were present in the first iteration of the war, albeit referencing current events

unfolding on the battlefield or the geopolitical sphere.

UKRAINIAN NAZI®
REPEATING HISTORY

—A
’@dvuqulun'

19L3 ZDZZ

SUPPORTED BY ' SUPPORTED BY

264

264 Twitter account @drugazstran, currently suspended
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This image posted on Twitter is illustrative of the use of repetitive tropes that can be
flexibly used in conjunction with concurrently occurring events. The image on the left has been a
mainstay of visual discourse that references OUN/UPA/Bandera war crimes, and was mentioned
above in several posts detailing atrocities associated with OUN/UPA/Bandera. The shocking
image of murdered children is sure to inflame emotions, even though it is taken out of context
and twisting the historical record.?®> On the right, there is a widely distributed image of the fate
that befell looters in various besieged Ukrainian cities; in which civilians or members of the
territorial defense took it upon themselves to imprison and/or publicly humiliate those caught
looting.2%® Consistent with the incoherent assigning of blame, above the looters is the
controversial Azov Battalion logo, although there is no indication or evidence that they were at
all involved in this particular incident.

On the other side, many have agreed that Ukraine has dominated the digital war and
made an extremely effective use of social media and viral images as a means of both
demonstrating resiliency and garnering support from the international community.?%” The
directionally Ukrainian information war has widely employed famous moments or episodes from
the war and turned them into memes, which then have been disseminated across the digital world
and into public discourse. Perhaps the most famous of these references is the Snake Island
incident at the very beginning of the war, in which the small Ukrainian garrison refused to
surrender to a Russian warship. Although the actual circumstances of the incident later were
debated, the episode has since become a defining moment of the war, and illustrative of the

power that virality can have on a narrative.

265 the emblem above is that of the Ukrainian Waffen SS battalion, separate from the UPA
266 Kaonga 2022
267 Thornhill 2022
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PYCCHMA BOEHHBH KOPAB/b — MM HAXYH

“Russian warship- go fuck yourself”
268

Ukrainian stamp commemorating the incident 269

268 Know Your Meme: Battle of Snake Island
269 jbid
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The phrase and image became hugely viral, showing up across the internet, on billboards in
Ukraine and elsewhere, bumper stickers, and was even uttered (in Russian) on the US Senate
floor by Senator Ben Sasse.?’® To be sure, it is difficult if not impossible to retroactively assess
why something went viral, the meme both uses humor and importantly, emphasizes the ‘David
and Goliath’ narrative that has been central to Ukraine’s framing of the war. This rhetoric has
been employed elsewhere, again using humor and referencing battlefield events, such as this

meme that was also widely circulated.

Not available in Russia.

271

270 Sasse 2022
271 Walfisz 2022
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It references the now famous incidents in which Ukrainian farmers used their tractors to tow
away Russian tanks that had been abandoned or stranded on the side of the road.?’? Indeed,
Ukrainian tractor memes became an illustrative example of the combination of humor,
overarching narrative, and virality, in which the all-powerful Russian military was humiliated by
some Ukrainian farmers. Again, the prevalence of these incidents has been debated but is
ultimately irrelevant, because their power as a narrative tool supersedes their connection to the

truth.

Another example is that of the figure of President Zelensky himself. In addition to him
and other Ukrainian officials personally using social media to demonstrate their resiliency and to
seek support, Zelensky as a figure has become viral on the internet, and the subject of countless
memes from a variety of sources, most of which favorably assess his bravery, especially in
comparison to other leaders (Putin above all). Many of these memes employ typically used and

widely-recognized templates, illustrating the highly flexible nature of the digital memeosphere.

What everyone thinks chad  what he actually looks like:
looks like:

272 https://www.voanews.com/a/ukraine-celebrates-its-tank-towing-farmers-/6678720.html
273 Twitter Account, ‘Ukrainian Meme Forces’ @uamemesforces
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Steal his look
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274 Twitter Account, ‘Ukrainian Meme Forces’ @uamemesforces
275 ;i
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At times, some of the digital forms of meme warfare have had real world benefits for the
Ukrainian war effort. One notable example is that of the viral image ‘Saint Javelin’, a spliced

image which depicts the Orthodox Madonna holding a Javelin anti-tank missile.

276

The image spread and become a hugely popular symbol of Ukrainian resistance, and moreover,
its creators used it to raise money for Ukrainian defense forces.?’’” Saint Javelin has been
repurposed onto stickers, murals, and shirts, including one that was gifted to Ukrainian officials

such as Defense Minister Reznikov, Kyiv Mayor Klitschko, and Zelensky himself.

276 Query 2022, np
277 ibid
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Indeed, one of the fascinating features of the 2022 invasion is that memes and digital
information war have not just been relegated to the sidelines or been the work of online internet
freelancers, but rather a more or less explicit element of Ukrainian government strategy. Official
Ukrainian Twitter accounts began posting memes in online spats with their Russian counterparts
in the aftermath of the 2014 war, and have continued since then, acknowledging that the satirical
dark humor of the digital world allowed for them to make headlines and potentially reach a wider
audience than the typical staid official press release would.?®! In December 2021, as the Russian
military amassed at the Ukrainian border and the international community hotly debated if there
would be a full-scale invasion, the Ukrainian Twitter account gained worldwide attention by

posting this meme:

280 jbid
281 Khurshudyan 2022, np
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282

The anonymous account managers explicitly noted that it was precisely the humor and trolling

that enabled this message to be so widely disseminated. “The truth is that humor has an

enormous power, especially when facing a brutal, self-aggrandizing and extremely serious

authoritarian regime like Russia.... They are so serious that they actually fear humor no less than

nukes. Memes do just that.” 233 Indeed, just as American political campaigns (and those around

the world, for that matter), learned that social media and memes are an indispensable part of any

modern campaign, there is a growing acceptance that the so-called ‘non-serious’ digital media

282

Official Ukraine Twitter Account, @ukraine
283 Khurshudyan 2022, np
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battlefront will be a crucial part of future military conflicts. 234 28 For their part, the Russian side
has embarked on a widespread branding campaign for their invasion- the usage of the letter ‘Z’-
which has appeared in traditional displays as well as a variety of digital and social media
locations. Interestingly, it is unclear whether this symbol was intentionally chosen as a
‘memeable’ representation of Russia’s military campaign, or if it was crowd-sourced after the
fact due to the letter being painted on Russian military vehicles (in order to distinguish them
from similar Ukrainian ones).?®® Whatever the origins were, it is clear that the symbol has
become a meme in of itself, used in equal parts by Russian and Ukrainian forces as a
representation of the opposing sides of the conflict. There is an undeniable power in the
simplicity of and humor that social media and memes are especially conducive for, and their

usage will almost certainly continue and be incorporated into military operations of the future.’

Contested History and Preemptive Measures

In the aftermath of the 2022 invasion, there has been a huge resurgence in the debates of
OUN/UPA/Bandera, the Azov Battalion, and the nature of Ukrainian nationalism in general. The
oft repeated Russian claims that Ukraine is a hotbed of fervent Nazi-influenced Bandera
supporters have encouraged many in the West to publish articles that attempt to explain these
controversial subjects and why they are so important to many Ukrainians. For their part, even
during the trauma of wartime in which political concerns are often a lower priority, Azov
Battalion itself decided in May 2022 to drop their controversial ‘Wolfsangel’ logo and replace it

with something more innocuous.

284 Moody-Ramirez, Church 2019, 3

285 | ange-lonatamishvili, Svetoka 2015, 110
286 Squer 2022

287 ibid.
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The new Azov Battalion logo

Even the especially controversial founder of Azov Battalion, Andriy Biletskiy (whom is no
longer in charge of the force) has sought to distance himself and the unit from antisemitism and

other controversial elements.?®’

As was detailed above, OUN/UPA/Bandera have long been polarizing, and the debates
about their centrality and importance as signals of Ukrainian nationalism/freedom fighting have
long predated the 2022 war, even among those who are sympathetic to the cause. Even as
OUN/UPA/Bandera may be unifying symbols for Ukrainians, they also are a perennial source of
conflict from other countries besides Russia, namely Poland and Israel (as well as the larger
Jewish community).?® Indeed, it is the very presence and celebration of these figures and history
that continues to give some of these groups pause about supporting Ukraine, even in the context
of the horrific war of aggression committed by Russia.?’! Although Poland has emerged as one
of Ukraine’s strongest supporters in the 2022 war, the Volhyn massacres have long been a
stumbling block between the two countries, and caused visible controversies in recent years,
such as when the Polish movie ‘Volhyn’, which vividly documented the massacres, was released

in 2007.%%? As a result, some have argued, especially before the 2022 invasion, that perhaps it

288 B3l 2022

289 Salama, Luxmoore 2022, np

290 | July 2022, Zelensky fired the Ukrainian ambassador to Germany after he made public comments in an
interview defending OUN/UPA/Bandera; Solomon 2022

21 ipshiz 2022, np

292 Katchanovski 2014, 3
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would be better for the Ukrainian nation and its relations with Poland and Israel, as well as the
EU as a whole, if a more honest reckoning of OUN/UPA/Bandera and their eventual jettisoning
from public commemoration was undertaken.?” Indeed, one could argue that Ukraine made itself
vulnerable to the type of Russian information campaign detailed in this paper precisely because it
continued to lionize figures like Bandera and Shukhevych. In order to preempt that, other figures
and events could be chosen so as not to unnecessarily stoke controversy. However, at the same
time OUN/UPA/Bandera represent so much more to many Ukrainians than simply their most
contentious piece of history. Moreover, some have argued that (at least before Maidan and the
2022 war), there simply were not enough other modern Ukrainian freedom fighting heroes to
draw on. As one Ukrainian political scientist noted, “When the time to select common heroes for
all Ukraine comes, it may happen that Bandera will not be among them. But such a Ukraine has
to be won yet.” 24

At the same time, most countries have their controversial periods of history which are
highly contested and debated, and it is unrealistic and arguably unwise for them to all be simply
scrapped in exchange for figures or pieces of history that are more universally accepted. After
all, there will always be those who are heroes for one group and villains for another. More
importantly, it is simplistic and naive to argue that Russia would have refrained from invading
Ukraine if they had chosen not to celebrate OUN/UPA/Bandera. In a speech in early June 2022,
Putin himself openly likened the invasion of Ukraine to imperial expansion by Peter the Great,
which makes the claims that the impetus for war was contested WWII history or ‘denazification’
difficult to accept at face value.?*” In conclusion, however, it is impossible to determine why an
individual such as Putin in an autocratic, personalistic government such as the Russian State
would choose to go to war. Attempts to do so are fruitless because they assume that one can truly
know what is inside the head of a single individual, so instead it is important and useful to study
what is said, regardless of its veracity. Even if we may decide that such ‘justifications’ for war
are drivel and not worth studying in an academic context, the truth is that enough people believe

them for it to gain traction, and ultimately provide a base of support for military action.

233 Rossolinski-Liebe 2012, 226
294 Narvselius 2012, 477, citing Kulyk, 2010
295 Rainsford 2022
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