Image from Twitter (MilitaryLand.net) May 29, 2022, when a new Azov unit was formed in Kharkiv. The unit Special Purpose Unit

part of Ukrainian Special Operation Forces (SSO).
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abstract

Is radical Ukrainian nationalism disappearing? However
marginal but playing a decisive role in the resistance against
Russian aggression, along with the rest of Ukrainian society, this
political movement has suffered terrible losses that raise ques-
tions about its ability to maintain itself in the post-war political
arena. This forward-looking essay examines the multiple chal-
lenges posed by thisissue, arguing that the Far-right in Ukraine
could perhaps find in the war an undeniable opportunity for a
renaissance.
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s a phenomenon intrinsically associated with the last
ten years of its history, the question of contemporary
Ukrainian nationalism and its radical declinations has
not only been raised since its sudden reappearance
during the Maidan revolution in 2014, but unfortunately remains
open today. Indeed, a brutal and rapid offensive by Russia on
Ukraine on February 24, 2022, under the guise of “denazifica-
tion” of the country, was enough for the question — in concreto
relegated to the background of Ukrainian political issues — to
erupt once again; leading to raw information, passionate and
sometimes biased columns, invectives, and hasty, confused or
even truncated demonstrations in line with the Russian narra-
tive. These allegations have often led to Ukraine’s significant
advances in democracy being downplayed, in more ways than
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one. Since the Maidan revolution and the country’s gradual exit
from the Russian zone of influence, Ukrainian society has more
than once shown its resilience in the face of the presumed rise of
the extreme right, giving it — let’s not forget — too few votes to en-
able the statement, as Russia wants, that this country has been in
the hands of a “fascist regime”, deviously piloted from the West.
However, far from falling into a form of “moral procrastination”,
it would be wrong to imagine that Ukrainian radical national-
ism is totally absent from the current political scene. Indeed,
Ukraine has only recently been learning the principles and
mechanisms of democracy, all this in parallel with a difficult test
imposed by Russia with the occupation, since spring 2014, of
part of its territory and the outbreak of a — until February 2022 —
covert war. This climate, specific to both post-revolutionary tran-
sitology and the implacable logics of the hybrid war, has had the
effect of encouraging the extreme right to extricate itself from
the marginality to which it was confined until recently. No longer
a simple ideological repellent used by the regime of Viktor Yanu-
kovych, the extreme right was able to benefit from the sparks of
2014 to make its grand entrance into public life.? Reconfigured

in a hurry to respond to popular demands and the climate of
insecurity distilled by the conflict in the east of the country, the
Ukrainian political field has become the cradle of new conflicts,
coalitions and ideologies that are overflowing and transforming
its initial configuration, within which nationalism has been able
to draw new contours, even if it has made significant changes in
the expression of its most extremist and unavowable aims.

IN VIEW OF THE MULTIPLE issues that have thus arisen in a country
in search of a future and answers, the Ukrainian far right has
therefore tried to capture several essential issues emanating
from the population itself and to influence certain government
positions, as was the case in October 2019, at the very moment
when Volodymyr Zelensky wanted in vain to undertake a de-
escalation in Donbas.? Similarly, by volunteering to defend the
territory during the first separatist and Russian incursions, the
far right has in its own way, like the other major political par-
ties, accompanied the revaluation of Ukrainian national feeling,
which is now fully accomplished. This reality should not, how-
ever, obscure the violent street activism of several militias and
groups during this period. Their actions showed that, beyond
any parliamentary process,* there were radical militant nuclei
that had no trouble exploiting certain weaknesses in the state to
act with impunity. If we had come to admit that the Ukrainian
far right had ultimately become the radical and vegetative side
of a form of patriotism now centered on the defense of the sov-

ereignty of a people, the Russian-Ukrainian conflict once again
raises the question of Ukrainian nationalism and its future. De-
spite repeated failures and continuous strategic flip-flops, Russia
intends to continue and complete its purge of radical elements
in Ukraine, thus locking itself into an unreasonable and barbaric
headlong rush. If this relentlessness has to do with an “imperial
mentality” galvanized by the atrophied narrative of the Great
Patriotic War®, we are nonetheless entitled, in the light of this
tragic anniversary, to question the future of Ukrainian radical na-
tionalism. We have so far observed a nation at war, fighting for its
survival regardless of political differences. But should we really
exclude the far right and radical Ukrainian nationalism from our
field of expertise? Forged in the heat of war in 2014, has it or can
it regain visibility in the long term?

The general context at the time of writing requires, of course,
that we take a strict stance on the issue described above. As we
have already said, the Russian-Ukrainian conflict is character-
ized by the massive use of information as a weapon. The Azov
regiment, to which we will return, has for example been targeted
many times by Russian propaganda, which refers to it as a “neo-
Nazi retaliation battalion”. Similarly, it should be remembered
that there are no less than around two hundred thousand men
and women defending Ukraine with courage and self-sacrifice.
Contrary to all the reductio ad hitlerum in the Russian media, the
vast majority of these fighters do not recognize themselves in
any way in the values of radical Ukrainian nationalism and the
movements that are at the forefront of it. However, our questions
deserve to be raised because of a double observation. Firstly,
with the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the various Western media
were quick to question the potential attraction of this conflict
for foreign radical right-wing movements. Because of its inter-
national dimension, this conflict has seen a massive influx of
foreign volunteers since its outbreak.S On numerous occasions,
Telegram channels of extremist groups such as the Misanthropic
Division have called on their European counterparts to join
Ukrainian nationalist fighting forces “for victory and Walhalla”.
Although overshadowed today by the urgency of stopping Vladi-
mir Putin at all costs, the idea of Ukraine becoming a giant train-
ing ground for the far right on both sides of the front line is more
relevant than ever. Finally, it is important to measure the imme-
diate consequences of the conflict on this movement. Regardless
of victory or defeat, the gaping stigma of war has always fueled
radical discourse and prophecies on the right and left. Question-
ing the future of Ukrainian radical nationalism in this way by no
means entails affirming any partisan position in these columns,
but rather laying the groundwork for a reflection that will make

“ALTHOUGH OVERSHADOWED TODAY BY THEURGENCY
OF STOPPING VLADIMIRPUTINAT ALL COSTS, THEIDEA
OF UKRAINEBECOMING A GIANT TRAININGGROUND FOR
THEFARRIGHT ONBOTHSIDES OF THEFRONTLINE
ISMORERELEVANT THANEVER.”



Azov is mobilizing, image before the war 2022.

it possible to grasp the complexity and depth of a phenomenon
that is as marginal as it is unique.

Toward therise of anew
nationalist vanguard?

The outbreak of the war in Ukraine has naturally resulted in a
large number of victims among Ukrainian nationalist forces. This
is the result of the systematic violence applied to the “denazifica-
tion” desired by Vladimir Putin’s regime. The martyrdom of the
city of Mariupol, considered since its recapture in May 2014 by
the Azov regiment as the cradle of a dormant evil, is the most
terrible example. It is necessary to mention, however, that the
extreme right-wing forces have suffered a great number of casu-
alties because of their ideals. War, however horrific, always sees
the most patriotic and radical rush to the front line and unfortu-
nately die in the first few days. Difficult to quantify, these losses
are significant to say the least, as they deprive the Ukrainian

far right of an old generation of activists. The disappearance of
well-known and structuring figures such as Mykola Kravchenko
of the National Corps’ or Taras “Hammer” Bobanych of the
Right Sector are all important losses that the Ukrainian far right
will take several years to replace. Is this enough to imagine the
eventual dislocation of these groups deprived of key figures or,
on the contrary, can we not imagine that a new generation of
activists, this time much more radicalized, will take over from
the old guard of yesteryear? Despite the setbacks and losses suf-
fered by the movement, nationalist youth is now extremely ac-
tive, releasing its own energy and obeying its own militant logic.
As in the days of the first skirmishes in the Donbas in 2014, it has
created new battalions such as “Revenge” from the Orthodox
ultranationalist group Order & Tradition, and “Kraken” or the
self-defense militias of Ivano Frankivsk.®

THE RISE OF THIS YOUNG generation of activists could not be more
problematic. Not only could it contribute to the renewal of the
far right in terms of numbers, but it could also lead to a return
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Azov soldiers patrolling in an improvised armored vehicle, 2014.

to violent action and radicalism. It is indeed interesting to note
that at the organizational level, this generation has paradoxically
been considered by the various nationalist parties as an essential
phalanx but also as a very volatile militant base, often incompat-
ible with classic political strategies. Mainly channeled into mi-
litias and other vigilante groups that answer to a hierarchy and
charismatic leaders such as Andriy Biletsky, the founder of the
Azov movement, or Evhen Karas of the C14, their radicalism and
desire for action have exceeded the words of command and end
up overflowing the structures responsible for containing them.
This risk stems from the very structure of these movements.
After its foundation in 2016, the Azov movement built a hetero-
geneous base of activists from different, previously marginalized
right-wing organizations and countercultures with divergent po-
litical agendas. Contrary to the old guard, the nationalist youth
who are often on the front line are in a confrontational relation-
ship with those they consider to be “enemies of the nation”,
going so far as to challenge their hierarchy, which is considered
to be too political and disinterested in field actions. Because of
their cultural influence and the weight of their ideology, these
young activists are clearly in a confrontational logic. Antago-
nism and conflict are the fields par excellence that define them
and bring them together. The main actors of the revolution, the
youth in Ukraine have been experiencing a crisis of confidence
in the country’s future for years. Several developments are caus-
ing anxiety. The war is taking a heavy toll on families and close
friends, and the economic recession is hitting young people in
particular, with 23% unemployment among young people over
25.9 Moreover, faced with the Ukrainian government’s lack of ini-
tiative to put an end to corruption, young people feel neglected
after so much effort to build a better future. Disillusioned by the
prevailing climate and the impasse of the solutions proposed by
the establishment, a part of the youth has gradually, since 2018,
invested in the ultranationalist and militarist ideological field,
which it considers to be compensatory themes that can ensure
political and patriotic legitimacy. If the Ukrainian far right had
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Ukrainian soldiers attack a Russian tank in Mariupol, March 2022.

been able to build a program from the Maidan onwards that was
more oriented towards a form of sovereignty or national popu-
lism, the war in Ukraine has pushed militant youth to go back

on these axioms. From now on, it distills into a discourse that is
more and more about identity. Of course, we fight for the nation,
but we also fight for European civilization, which must be pre-
served from the “Asian hordes”.! This conception of the fight is
based more on experience than on theories. While the old guard
of Ukrainian nationalism saw the war in Donbas as the continua-
tion of a struggle that began decades earlier against the Russian
occupiers, radical Ukrainian youth sees the Russian-Ukrainian
war as its baptismal act. This difference in appreciation of events
could have a significant impact on the future of political activ-
ism and the use of violence. For, as far as the whole population
is concerned, and not only the radicalized nuclei, today’s fear is
also that of those generations under 50 who were almost com-
pletely unaware of the concrete reality of conflicts. The war,
until then a technical matter entrusted to (semi)professionals,
the massive mobilization of Ukrainians, but also the multiplica-
tion of mass crimes on the scale of all the occupied territories, is
a “shock” that confronts younger generations, until then mostly
spared violence, with the tragedy of its history. From then on,
the latter could be forced to respond with an exalted rather than
ameasured reaction.

The fortresstrap?

Ukrainian right-wing radicals seek to reconcile virulent national-
ism and militarism. These theses, which are characterized by

an ultranationalist discourse, very directive in the institutional
sense, and by an exaltation of the soldier against the elites,

place them in the continuity of revolutionary nationalism, that
is to say, a fascist path refusing the military and moral defeat of
the nation. The origins of this doctrine go back to the interwar
period in Germany and the advent of the Conservative Revolu-
tion, some incarnations of which, like the Freikorps," were at
the forefront of this struggle against the supposed decline of the
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nation. Contemporary Ukraine has not been spared this phe-
nomenon, even if it is much less strong and spectacular than in
Weimar Germany. Indeed, in response to the patriotism of the
programs and speeches of the entire Ukrainian political spec-
trum, the nationalist parties, which had been deprived of their
main arguments, built a discourse highlighting the need to pro-
mote a fighting ideal through the strengthening of the Ukrainian
military apparatus. This discourse is perfectly practiced insofar
as it is based on a concrete reality. The proponents of this revolu-
tionary nationalism witnessed the setbacks of the regular army
in the first months of the conflict in Donbas in 2014. For many;, it
was only their intervention that was decisive in turning the tide
and avoiding an overall collapse of the front. In doing so, they
want to ensure that the Ukrainian nation, whose history is a con-
tinuum of struggles for the assertion and defense of sovereignty,
has the tools to achieve this ideal. They want a regime that is
both much stronger and fully committed to the establishment of
a “fortress”.2 It is therefore a manifestation of a kind of defensive
“state chauvinism”. Although marginal in its meanings, this dis-
course now has a certain resonance in the light of current events
as it becomes hybridized with that of the Ukrainian state: Wheth-
er it is the first statements of President Volodymyr Zelensky on
the need to obtain modern offensive weapons from the West to
return to the territorial status of 2014, or even the regrettable
but perfectly justifiable contextual outbursts against the Rus-
sian people:® These elements clearly demonstrate a potential
for hybridization of discourses that could ultimately strengthen
the far right in its demands. Given the security stakes, the in-
stinctive reaction of condemning this type of radical discourse
would no longer be self-evident for the state and even Ukrainian
civil society, which is oriented towards moderation and has an
aversion to violence. Not only would the condemnation not be
unanimous, but it could be implicitly approved. Caution is still
required, however, without overestimating the risks, as there
can be no question of underestimating the stabilizing capacities
of the state and the resilience of Ukrainian society.
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“THEY WANT AREGIME THATISBOTH
MUCHSTRONGERAND FULLY COMMITTEDTO
THEESTABLISHMENT OF A‘FORTRESS".”

HOWEVER, LET US put forward a counter argument to this hypoth-
esis. The post-modernity of the present century and its effects
are very particular to Ukraine. Indeed, despite the successive
political and diplomatic developments since the fall of the USSR,
Ukraine has been involved in a bipolar confrontation but also
in the heart of transnational demands that go far beyond the
revolutionary and chauvinist ambitions of the extreme nation-
alist right in the broad sense. In view of Ukraine’s deep aspira-
tions to turn the page on Russian influence once and for all and
to join the European family, nationalist activists are no more a
concern than a hope. The patriotic turn undertaken by the main
Ukrainian parties — which is ultimately based on the promotion
of values previously protected by the nationalist extreme right
— has largely contributed to the process of invisibilization of radi-
calities. The war-induced revaluation of strength by Volodymyr
Zelensky locks radicals into a rut: equated with the war patrio-
tism promoted today, as was the case after 2014, by the other
parties, they are instantly devalued and perceived as irrelevant.
In a system of representations where the defense of the nation
has replaced revolution as the horizon, the radical margins have
not yet found a way to make their activism understood.
However, are the concerns of their militants so disjointed
from those of their compatriots? On the evolution of the econo-
my, on the future of Ukrainian national sovereignty, on regional
security, on the place of the global Ukraine, the radicals express,
in their own way, problems that are not without importance for
many. The marginalization and hypothetical disarmament of
radicals are not necessarily definitive facts; their relative revital-
ization is conceivable if they evolve in a way that allows them to
speak to society again or to join a political movement in order to
express “a history in conflict” that is being written. Thus, faced
with the emergence of new threats, the need for a “new art of
war” and to take into account the shift in traditional geopoliti-
cal power poles, the Azov movement, unlike Svoboda or Right
Sector, had built a whole program around the notion of Inter-
marium (Baltic Union-Black Sea),'¢ which was intended to both
allow Ukraine to find outlets for its defense and give it back its au-
tonomy in the game that the powers in the region were playing.

Azov,apoliticalmessage
behind theglory?

In the line of fire of the Russian denazification, Azov, which is
both an elite regiment and a political movement, has managed,
despite the tragedy of Mariupol, to regain its former importance
and strengthen its legend. Once considered elite fighters, the
soldiers of this force are now a symbol of a nation’s martyrdom.
The respectability of Azov acquired through the war is consis-
tent with its strategy of distancing itself from violent members
who could give it a bad image, long before the beginning of the

Russian-Ukrainian conflict. To this end, it submitted to the 2014
Minsk Protocol, which provides for the integration of volunteer
battalions into the Ukrainian National Guard. However, this strat-
egy of de-demonization is double-edged: On the one hand, it has
allowed the regiment to get rid of a large number of radical ele-
ments, but on the other hand, it has allowed them to take over
the regiment’s brand image and even its elitist rhetoric of na-
tionalist inspiration, which has led to the creation of the political
party National Corps.” In terms of public order, the integration
of Azov into the National Guard was an undeniable added value
for the Ukrainian state, as it was now scrupulously controlled
and supervised. The verbal provocations of Andriy Biletsky,

the founder of the Azov regiment and the National Corps party,
were transformed into patriotic appeals, which generally satis-
fied both the exremist and mainsream patriotic elements, who
no longer officially sought to defend alleged Ukrainian racial
superiority. However, despite the evidence of a de-radicalization
of the Azov military entity, its ideology still stands for radical na-
tionalism and uncompromising political struggle. On the other
hand, regardless of the changes observed since 2014, it is still
difficult for Azov to completely rid itself of its extremist past and
the identity-based struggle it initially embodied.' The trivializa-
tion of Azov and most of its symbols since the siege of Mariupol
raises the question of affinity networks that intend to take over
its most bellicose and radical ideological legacies. Studies of ex-
tremist movements show us that the contemporary era is above
all characterized by an individualization and horizontalization of
discourse. This is a global phenomenon that particularly affects
the extreme right in both Europe and the United States." In the
present context, the trivialization of Azov refers to the question
of the self-identification of movements. Hegemonic in represen-
tations of heroism and the warrior ethos, the term “Azovian”
could on one hand be invested by movements to blur the lines,
making it difficult to appreciate their exact intentions in order to
remain ideologically and strategically flexible. This is the result
of the implosion of the Right Sector after the 2014 presidential
elections, which increased the number of formations of the same
name despite their contradictory ideological orientations. On
the other hand, it should be noted that the internet is part of the
phenomenon. Under the guise of supporting the Azov regiment
or other structures affiliated with it, sites have appeared which,
in addition to their radical political content, sell clothing of radi-
cal right-wing brands such as SvaStone, WhiteRex, Beloyar or
even flocked with the colors of the Azov regiment, and which
ultimately participate in its re-ideologization,* even if the pur-
chase may simply be a matter of virile and martial aesthetics and
not a militant act. Nevertheless, an idealization is taking place
which is materialized by an increase in activists wanting to re-
new this original political struggle, paradoxically, through their



40

essay

inclusion in the electoral game, giving rise to movements which
do not refuse this same depoliticization, quite the contrary.

By way of conclusion

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has certainly brought Ukrainian
society as a whole together, but it has opened up the common
spaces, with the circulation and interaction between moderate
and radical spheres that would allow radicals to have access to
the system, in a process of general recomposition of the political
spectrum. Although today it is confronted with major challenges
that threaten its existence, Ukrainian radical nationalism is by no
means doomed to disappear. The current context of war and its
stakes makes it difficult to assess radicalization and ideological
transfers, but this process cannot be ignored. By its mobilization
and its essence, it is clear that this once peripheral movement
has the potential to re-emerge in an unprecedented organiza-
tional and discursive configuration. Until the outbreak of the
conflict, Ukrainian nationalism was perfectly integrated into the
social fabric and ideological cleavages structuring Ukrainian so-
ciety. The war disrupted these paradigms and, regardless of vic-
tory or defeat, left an undeniable opportunity for a renaissance
for a movement that had previously been barely audible. E

Adrien Nonjonis a PhD-Candidate at the National Institute
of Oriental Languages and Civilizations, Paris.
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