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How Russian Propaganda Works Amid Tensions in 
Ukraine 

 

 
Introduction: 
 
Over the past few weeks (from November 2021 to February 2022) the Kremlin 
propaganda has become more antagonistic, offensive, and aggressive. Moscow intensified 
its disinformation operations against the West and first of all, versus Ukraine. A main 
reason of this extraordinary propagandistic mobilization is ongoing tensions between 
Moscow and Kiev.  
 
Yes, nowadays we hear and read the number of expert predictions or non-professional 
speculations about the possible scenarios that might emerge in Ukraine: Annexing the 
Donbas, limited operation, full invasion, unconventional war, withdrawal of Russian 
forces. Personally I think that Putin bids high. He wants to win something because he 
ultimately promises to de-escalate the conflict. Though President of Russia gives the 
impression that he is striving for war, he really expects benefits in return for non-
aggression and concessions. All of this gives the impression of a blackmail strategy. Putin 
may be talking about economic issues, lifting the sanctions imposed on Russia in recent 
years, and finally agreeing to Nord Stream 2. His interests vary. He would certainly 
consider even informal assurances that NATO would not expand to the East as a success. 
 
However, to my humble opinion, above-mentioned predictions (including mine) have 
limited practical meaning unless such kind of assumptions are made by intelligence 
services for the evaluation of further military and political risks. The only person who 
might know when, how, and if the aggression on Ukraine is going to happen, is Vladimir 
Putin. 
 
That's why the task of my Expert Opinion is to illustrate main propagandistic and 
disinformation narratives that Moscow has been intensively disseminating from 
November 2021 - examples of Russian lies about the current crisis and its causes.  
 
Provided information is fully based on the marvelous research of the US Department of 
State (“Fact vs. Fiction: Russian Disinformation on Ukraine”), EUvsDisinfo, and personal 
observations. 
 
 
Intensification of Propagandistic Rhetoric: 
 
Since the world learned of the Russian troop buildup near Ukraine's borders (November 
2021), Moscow and its online army of allies focused on a new propagandistic rhetoric: 
“the genocide of ethnic Russians”.  
 
The U.S. intelligence officials have said Russia has been generating a constant stream of 
disinformation about Ukraine since 2014, but there has been a strong surge in the past 
two months, writes The New York Times (Barnes, 2022).   
 

https://www.state.gov/fact-vs-fiction-russian-disinformation-on-ukraine/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/


Tech firm Logically, a British company that helps governments and businesses fight 
disinformation, monitors Russia-linked social media accounts such as RT and Sputnik, as 
well as Russian officials' Twitter accounts. According to the company, the number of posts 
and articles that portray some Ukrainians as neo-Nazis has increased dramatically since 
early November 2021. And a Moscow-backed information campaign accusing the US of 
planning a chemical attack has intensified noticeably since December 21, 2021 
(Osadchuk, 2022).   
 
However these info operations are not oriented only against the West, “much of the 
propaganda is aimed at a domestic audience in Russia and at pro-Moscow Ukrainians. If 
Russia does invade Ukraine, it wants to make sure it has the support of Russian speakers in 
the country as its tanks and artillery roll across fields or knock down houses,” - said Brian 
Murphy, the Vice-President for Strategic Operations at Logically (Barnes, 2022).  
 
There are 13 thousand documented cases of dissemination of fake news orchestrated by 
Russia and reported by EUvsDisinfo, 5 thousands of which concern Ukraine. And a short 
search on Twitter and Facebook is enough to discover that many users have fallen for it 
and have reposted them. Whether they are "useful idiots" (not surprisingly to use the 
jargon of the Cold War), or fake profiles opened by Moscow, or people hired or finally 
linked to European political parties of the right or far right (or in any case of their 
environment), the fact is that they have allowed the Kremlin's propaganda - from post to 
post, from like in like - to pollute our information system (Castellani Perelli, 2022).  
 
 
Main Narratives: 
 
The main goal of Russian disinformation is to make people believe that "Ukraine is a failed 
state, plunged into a socio-economic crisis and corruption", that "Ukrainians are a threat 
to their neighbors" and that Kiev lacks the ability to make decisions and the authorities 
are powerless. Especially in the case of information around the conflict in Donbas, 
Moscow does not mince resources and fabricates news about the events taking place at 
the front, being aware that the recipient has practically no possibility to check them 
(Cieśla, 2022). As for the most “popular” narratives: 
 

- “There have never been Russian soldiers in the Ukrainian Donbass”;  
- "The Ukrainian forces and the West will resort to provocations with chemical 

weapons";  
- "The Ukrainian secret services coordinated the protests in Kazakhstan.”   

 
These messages were actively boosted by Moscow and forwarded to pro-Kremlin 
European news agencies, in a period in which, Russian propaganda on the continent has 
definitely increased amid tensions between Moscow and Kiev (Castellani Perelli, 2022).  
  
Apart from it, there are the Kremlin-sponsored tiktokers, and the fake agencies that try 
to discredit Ukraine and demonize the West (Thomson and Creedon, 2021).  
 
  
 
 

https://www.logically.ai/
https://www.rt.com/
https://sputniknews.com/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/disinformation-cases/?text=Ukraine&date=&per_page=
https://oroszhirek.hu/2022/01/25/moszkvat-aggasztja-hogy-washington-fokozza-a-feszultseget-ukrajna-korul/
(%20https:/actualidad.rt.com/actualidad/414427-empresas-militares-privadas-eeuu-provocacion-ucrania
(%20https:/actualidad.rt.com/actualidad/414427-empresas-militares-privadas-eeuu-provocacion-ucrania
https://de.news-front.info/2022/01/13/es-wurde-bekannt-dass-ukrainische-spezialdienste-die-aktionen-der-pogromisten-in-kasachstan-koordinierten/


Report of the US Department of State: 
 
In January 2022 the US Department of State provided a marvelous publication that 
analyzes the Kremlin disinformation and propaganda attempting to paint Ukraine and 
Ukrainian government officials as the aggressor in the Russia-Ukraine relationship (US 
Department of State, 2022). Below you will see 7 main anti-Ukrainian disinformation 
narratives that Moscow has been disseminating since November 2021 according to White 
House. 
 
Myth 1: Ukraine and Ukrainian government officials are the aggressors in Russia-
Ukraine relations (Jewers, 2021).   
 
Reality: "False statements by the Putin regime blame the victim, Ukraine, for Russia's 
aggression," the State Department reported. It briefly recalls the events of recent years: 
that it was Russia that invaded Ukraine in 2014, that Russia is occupying Crimea and 
controlling the armed forces in Donbas. Now the Russians have gathered over 100,000 at 
the border with Ukraine.  
 
 
Myth 2: It is the West that is pushing Ukraine towards the conflict  
(Crowley and Sanger, 2022).   
 
Reality: "The Russian government is trying to trick the world into believing that 
Ukraine's behavior may provoke a global conflict and convince Russian citizens of the 
need for Russian military action in Ukraine," writes the State Department. He explains 
that Russia blames others for its own aggression, while Moscow is responsible for ending 
this crisis peacefully: through de-escalation and diplomacy. The Americans point out that 
Russia's actions towards Ukraine duplicate the known patterns of undermining the 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of countries that have already been used by Russians. 
They are reminiscent of the 2008 invasion and occupation of Georgia, as well as the 
failure to honor the 1999 pledge to withdraw their troops and ammunition from Moldova, 
where the Russians remain without the government's consent. 
 
 
Myth 3: Russian troop movements are normal unit rotation within the country (Gordon, 
2022).   
 
Reality: The Department of State notes that among those gathered at the border, about 
100,000 military personnel are seasoned unit battles. In addition, offensive weapons are 
being moved, for which there is no plausible explanation. There is no normal rotation of 
troops. The more so as the activities are carried out at the border of the country that 
Russia has previously invaded and is still occupying in places. "This is clearly a renewed 
threat from Russia to Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity," the State 
Department concludes. 
 
 
Myth 4: The US has planned chemical weapons attacks in the Donbas (BBC, 2021).   
 



Reality: "The United States does not use chemical weapons," stresses the State 
Department. It recalls that both the US and Russia are parties to the Chemical Weapons 
Convention. "However, the Russian government has used chemical weapons twice in 
recent years to attack and attempted murder of opponents, including on foreign soil," 
underline the Americans. 
 
 
Myth 5: Russia defends the ethnic Russian population in Ukraine (Jerusalem Post, 2021).   
 
Reality: "There are no credible reports that any ethnic Russians or Russian speakers are 
threatened by the Ukrainian government," the State Department reported. There are 
credible reports that Ukrainians live in conditions of severe repression and fear in the 
Russian-occupied Crimea and the Donbas. "In Crimea, Russia is forcing Ukrainians to 
accept Russian citizenship or lose property, access to health care and work," the press 
release reads. Voices of opposition are met with unfounded imprisonment, police raids 
and, in some cases, torture.  
 
Myth 6: NATO has conspired against Russia since the end of the Cold War, encircled 
Russia by force, broke promises of non-enlargement, and threatened Russia's security 
with the prospect of Ukraine's membership of the alliance 
 
Reality: NATO is a defensive alliance. At the summit in Brussels in June 2021, all 
members confirmed that the alliance does not seek confrontation and does not pose a 
threat to Russia. The State Department notes that the deployment of four multinational 
battle groups in the Baltic states and Poland in 2016 was a response to Russia's use of 
military force against its neighbors. "These forces are rotational, defensive, proportional 
and inferred by the host nations," the release reads. Before the illegal annexation of 
Crimea by Russia, there were no plans to deploy troops in the eastern part of the alliance. 
Besides, NATO has never promised not to accept new members. 
 
The State Department explains that the narrative about the encirclement of Russia is 
untrue. The land border of this country is just over 20,000 kilometers in length, of which 
only 1,215 is the border with NATO members. Of the 14 countries with which Russia 
borders, only five are NATO members. 
 
 
Myth 7: The West shuns diplomacy and goes straight to measures such as sanctions 
 
Reality: The Department of State informs about the diplomatic commitment of the US 
and allied countries to efforts to solve the crisis. It recalls President Joe Biden's two talks 
with President Vladimir Putin and dozens of meetings of high-level officials "as part of a 
comprehensive diplomatic effort to resolve this situation peacefully". 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
As a research fellow of The Centre for Eastern Studies Wojciech Górecki says, NATO 

enlargement is now very unlikely indeed. Yet Russia genuinely has a fear, even paranoid, 



of being hemmed in and surrounded by a hostile military alliance. It also helps to mobilize 
Russian society internally, which unites in the face of external threats. The armament of 
NATO's eastern flank has already deeply concerned Russia, which has a different view of 
the world than we do.  The Cold War perception of reality understood as a concert of 
powers still prevails there. For example, the Russians cannot imagine that Georgia or 
Ukraine can pursue an independent policy. In the opinion of Russian politicians, the West 
should first talk with her, the "patron" of the former republics, about the issues of Tbilisi 
or Kiev. 
 
The Russians strongly believe that Ukraine is a part of Russia. Russian elites do not notice 
that Ukraine has a different idea for itself. In 2014, when President Yanukovych was 
overthrown, and then Crimea and Donbass broke out, Russia with its aggressive policy 
shot itself in the knee. Moscow contributed to the building of the political foundations of 
the Ukrainian nation. While earlier, especially eastern Ukraine was pro-Russian, now a 
large part of Ukrainians feel that they are just Ukrainians. 
 
History proved that it is difficult to make unambiguous predictions. In any case, there is 
a good chance that Russia will achieve the opposite effect, and Ukraine will strengthen in 
its sense of separateness. Until recently, Kiev, which has been Russian-speaking, is 
rapidly become Ukrainian, and Ukrainian can be heard more and more often there, and 
less and less Russian. Ultimately, the Ukrainian conflict is not only an existential threat to 
peace, which cannot be underestimated. It is also a chance for a new offer for the post-
Soviet East in the future. 
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