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Abstract: This study analyses the nature and extent of involvement by neo-Nazi and other far-
right Ukrainian organisations in the Donbas war (2014-2022) and the Odesa massacre (2014). 
This issue is highly politicised with contrasting narratives. The Russian and Donbas separatist 
governments, as well as their media, have contended that Ukraine has been a Nazi or neo-Nazi 
regime since a fascist coup took place in 2014, while Ukrainian and Western governments and 
media have maintained that such elements in the Ukrainian far-right were marginal, trivial, even 
non-existent. The article interrogates the historical record with primary sources in the three 
most relevant languages—Ukrainian, Russian, and English. The investigation reveals crucial 
far-right involvement in both the early stages of the war in Donbas and the Odesa massacre. 
Although the percentage of far-right supporters and fighters in Ukraine was relatively small, 
they exercised disproportionate influence in the country due to their greater reliance on 
violence and armed formations. The Russian government, however, exaggerated the role of the 
neo-Nazis in Ukraine to publicly justify the illegal invasion in February 2022. 
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Introduction
This study analyses the nature and extent of involvement by neo-Nazi and other far-right 
Ukrainian organisations during both the Donbas war from its start in April 2014 until the 
Russian invasion in February 2022 and the Odesa massacre on 2 May 2014. Other than the 
Maidan massacre in February 2014, these were the most significant and contested cases of 
political violence in Ukraine from its independence in 1991 to the commencement of the 
Russia-Ukraine war on 24 February 2022.1 The role of far-right Ukrainian groups during these 
major episodes of political violence is controversial because they are beset by duelling, self-
serving narratives. Russian  President Vladimir Putin has claimed that the principal goal of 
the invasion is to “denazify” Ukraine.2 But well before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 
there have been several overt and covert Russian military interventions here, including the 
annexation of the Crimean peninsula and direct support for pro-Russian insurgencies in the 
Donbas region, particularly in August 2014 and February 2015. Following the overthrow of 
the pro-Russian Ukrainian government in February 2014, the United States and other Western 
governments have consistently opposed Russia’s interventions and backed the current central 
government of Ukraine. In addition to political support, financial and military assistance has 
been provided, including training during the Obama presidency.3 To justify this support, the 
US and other Western governments disputed any real power or even the existence of neo-
Nazi armed formations in Ukraine or claimed that they abandoned their far-right elements. 
Understanding the contested issue of far-right involvement in the Donbas war (2014-2022) 
and the Odesa massacre (2014) is valuable not only for elucidating intrinsically important 
historical episodes of political violence but also due to the contemporary relevance given the 
ongoing Russia-Ukraine war. 

This article proceeds in five sections. The first section highlights the contribution of our study 
by describing the weakness of the extant academic literature and our methodological approach 
to filling in important lacunae in the research landscape. The second section details the duelling 
of contemporary narratives over the political violence by the far-right in the war in Donbas 
and in the Odesa massacre. The third and fourth sections develop qualitative case studies with 
process tracing to illuminate the role of the far-right in the Donbas war and the Odesa massacre. 
The fifth section presents the conclusion. 

Developing the Extant Literature
Research on the far-right in Ukraine since the Euromaidan has been spotty. Studies on neo-Nazi 
and other far-right organisations in Ukraine following the Euromaidan have been limited in 
quantity, quality, and scope. Most studies have been produced by researchers outside academe 
in partisan think tanks or non-government organisations, as well as by journalists who did not 
subject their work to peer review.4 Such assessments are more likely to be politically driven 
and less likely to exhibit methodological rigour, even professionalism. For example, Anton 
Shekhovtsov, the former leader of the Crimean branch of the pro-Russian far-right Eurasian 
Youth Union, likened the Trade Union building arson attack during the Odesa massacre on 2 
May 2014, to his killing of Colorado potato beetles by collecting them in a box and burning 
them alive. He directly inferred that this was a massacre with far-right involvement but omitted 
this in his publications.5 Other works have relied on narrow metrics such as the vote-share of 
far-right parties in Ukraine, without assessing the violence itself in terms of the perpetrators 
and effects.6 Some researchers have claimed that the presence of Russian speakers in the Azov 
regiment and other neo-Nazi-led armed formations is evidence of their relative tolerance 
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and asserted that the Azov regiment had moderated by abandoning its far-right roots.7 Such 
analyses have tended to uncritically rely on Ukrainian and Western government narratives, 
accepting their claims at face value. 

By contrast, other studies suggest a greater degree of far-right involvement in Ukrainian political 
violence. One quantitative study found that far-right groups in Ukraine, such as Svoboda and 
Right Sector, fielded the most violent perpetrators and committed the lion’s share of attacks.8 
That study is restricted temporally, however, to the 2014 Maidan protests, which led to the 
violent overthrow of the relatively pro-Russian government and ultimately spiralled into the 
civil war in Donbas, the Russian annexation of Crimea, and Russian military interventions in 
these regions of Ukraine.9 Similarly, qualitative studies have presented evidence in the form of 
videos, eyewitness testimonies, confessions, and forensic examinations of Svoboda and Right 
Sector involvement in the Maidan massacre.10 Some other studies have focused on specific 
aspects of the far-right paramilitary and other armed formations during the war in Donbas.11 
One academic publication is specifically devoted to the Odesa massacre, which is called “The 
Odesa Tragedy,” though it concentrates on the public perceptions rather than the perpetrators 
and their consequences.12 This list of prior works is intended to be illustrative rather than 
exhaustive. The research landscape around these issues is growing, but uneven in scope and 
reliability; a lacuna remains in the literature in terms of evaluating rigorously, comprehensively, 
and dispassionately the nature and extent of far-right involvement in the Donbas war and 
Odesa massacre, which matters in terms of our understanding of the Russia-Ukraine conflict 
and political violence more generally.

To elucidate this understudied topic of the far-right in Ukraine, this study makes substantial use 
of primary source materials in Ukrainian and Russian—the main languages in Ukraine—as well 
as in English. This linguistic capability is conducive to a more nuanced, accurate assessment. 
Methodologically, the two case studies employ qualitative process tracing with the benefit of 
fluency in all three languages.13 The substantive focus and period of analysis are both tightly 
bounded; the role of the far-right on the Russian side and in the Russia-Ukraine war since 
February 2022, as well as during the Euromaidan, are weighty topics explored in our other 
works but fall outside the scope of this study. 

The term “far-right” denotes ultranationalists and both racial and ethnic supremacists in 
accordance with prior scholarship.14 The term “neo-Nazi” refers to far-right organisations 
that revamp elements of Nazi ideology, particularly its racial and ethnic supremacism, and 
use symbols associated with Nazi Germany or their stylised versions. As with Nazis, neo-Nazi 
organisations represent a form of fascism. Major neo-Nazi organisations in Ukraine during 
the time period covered by this study include the Social-National Assembly, its paramilitary 
wing Patriot of Ukraine, the National Corps, the White Hammer, and C14. Also included in the 
analysis are paramilitary and other armed formations organised and led formally or informally 
by these neo-Nazi organisations, such as the Azov battalion and regiment. Admittedly, militant 
groups are known to exhibit ideological heterogeneity.15 Within the political violence literature, 
a burgeoning area of research emphasises that members of the rank-and-file may be motivated 
by a variety of factors that diverge from the leadership, leading to a principal-agent problem.16 
In this study, we classify organisations as neo-Nazi, or at least neo-Nazi-led, when commanders 
are neo-Nazi, even if not all members can be presumed to share this exact ideology.

A prominent example is Andriy Biletsky, the leader of Patriot of Ukraine and the Social-National 
Assembly (SNA), both of which were transformed along with the Azov battalion and regiment 
veterans into the National Corps Party in 2016. He called the ideology of Patriot of Ukraine 
and SNA “Social Nationalism.” In a collection of his articles published in 2013, he described 
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that social nationalism, as the name suggests, combines elements of ultranationalism of the 
Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists with elements of national socialism and called both 
radical nationalism and national socialism “great ideas.” He wrote that social nationalism is 
based on “Sociality, Racism, and Great Power.”17 Specifically, it is based on the ideas that the 
“white race” is “superior” to other races and is the foundation of the Aryan Ukrainian nation; 
the Ukrainian nation is a “blood-racial community”; and that “the historical mission of our 
Nation (…) is to head and lead the White Peoples of the world in the last crusade for their 
existence, a march against the Semitic-led subhumans.”18 Biletsky openly made antisemitic and 
racist statements, such as his claim that the Jew is “an economic and political parasite.” He 
saw “a serious clash of native European peoples with foreign colonisers, mainly of African and 
Muslim origin” and believed that “an ethnic civil war can be won by the native Europeans only 
under the banner of the New Right National Revolutions.”19 

Biletsky was called the “White Leader” and his writings were published by both SNA and Patriot 
of Ukraine. He was the first commander of the Azov battalion, which was organised and led by 
Patriot of Ukraine and SNA in May 2014. Patriot of Ukraine, SNA, and the Azov battalion all used 
a symbol resembling a stylised swastika and Wolfsangel. Azov commanders and their historian, 
who himself serves in Azov, called the symbol the “Idea of the Nation” and claimed that it is an 
ancient Ukrainian symbol, even though it was created in 1992 for the Social National Party of 
Ukraine (SNPU). The creator of this symbol acknowledged that it was called “Idea of the Nation” 
to represent the radical nationalist ideas of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN). 
He also admitted that SNPU deliberately chose this symbol with the Latin letter N, instead of 
the equivalent Ukrainian Cyrillic letter, fully aware of its resemblance to Nazi symbols and 
association with the swastika for many Ukrainians, in particular in Lviv. As with other extremist 
groups that rebrand out of political expedience, the Social National Party of Ukraine changed its 
name to Svoboda in 2014, because the Nazi association was politically inconvenient.20 However, 
this symbol was retained by the SNA and by Patriot of Ukraine, whose Kharkiv branch split 
from SNPU because of these changes. 21 The Azov battalion and its propaganda magazine, which 
was named Black Sun, also used the Black Sun symbol, an ideological symbol used by Nazis 
and various neo-Nazi organisations. In addition, groups and individuals—including Patriot 
of Ukraine, SNA, National Corps, and Azov battalion and regiment leaders, commanders, and 
members—have displayed on their uniforms various neo-Nazi and Nazi symbols, such as the 
swastika, the SS sign, and 88 (Heil Hitler code). These, along with Hitler images, Nazi flags, and 
Totenkopf have also been seen in the form of patches, photographs, flags, and tattoos.

Although the term far-right incorporates both ultranationalist and neo-Nazi organisations, 
they are not ideologically identical despite their frequent overlap. This study empirically 
investigates the role of Ukrainian ultra-nationalist organisations such as Svoboda, the Right 
Sector, the Ukrainian National Assembly–Ukrainian People’s Self-Defence (UNA-UNSO), and 
Bratstvo; neo-Nazi organisations such as the Social-National Assembly, Patriot of Ukraine, 
the White Hammer, and C14; and various other paramilitary formations, special police forces, 
and National Guard units organised and controlled to various extents by them. These armed 
units include the Azov battalion and regiment, Dnipro, Donbas, Aidar, Sich, Carpathian Sich, 
OUN, and St. Mary’s battalions, and the Ukrainian Volunteer Corps. To assess these actors, 
this study analysed thousands of Russian and Ukrainian primary sources: online recordings 
of live broadcasts, videos of the armed conflict in Donbas and Odesa, and information posted 
on websites and social media by far-right organisations, their armed units, and activists. It 
also analysed media reports in Ukrainian, Russian, and English from diverse outlets such as 
Ukrainska pravda, Strana, BBC, The Guardian, The Washington Post, The New York Times, 
YouTube, Telegram, V Kontakte, Facebook, and Twitter. To mitigate bias, the authors analysed 
the primary source materials rather than relying on secondary interpretations.
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The Conflicting Narratives
Assessments of the far-right in Ukraine have been wracked by self-serving and thus unreliable 
perspectives. Russian and separatist leaders, as well as the media, have described the post-
Maidan violence in Ukraine, especially in Donbas and Odesa, as perpetrated by “fascists” and 
“Nazis” akin to genocidal massacres against Jews, Belarusians, Russians, and Ukrainians during 
the Holocaust and World War Two.22 They often called the Odesa massacre the “Odesa Khatyn,” 
a reference to the large-scale massacre of Belarusian villagers in 1943 by the Nazis and an 
auxiliary police battalion, which was based on a paramilitary formation of the Melnyk faction 
of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists. Based on this narrative, President Putin and 
his allies have claimed that invading Ukraine is not only justified, but “inevitable” to counter 
the “Nazi” or “Neo-Nazi regime” in Kyiv.23 Putin and his government thus declared the “de-
Nazification” of Ukraine as a key goal of “the special military operation” launched in February 
2022.24 This perspective—in its entirety—is widely assailed in the West.25 

By contrast, the Ukrainian and Western governments and the media tend to claim that the far-
right—including neo-Nazis—is marginal, even non-existent in Ukraine.26 They argue that since 
Euromaidan, Ukrainian fighters have almost entirely—if not entirely—shed their far-right 
elements, particularly neo-Nazi. To this end, it is a common point that the Azov Battalion ceased 
to be led by the neo-Nazi Patriot of Ukraine, a paramilitary wing of the SNA, since integrating 
into the National Guard as one of its regiments. Kyiv has stressed that the integration of Azov in 
November 2014 is proof of its transition to moderation and the absence of extremist fighters post-
Maidan.27 Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky awarded “Hero of Ukraine” titles in 2022 to 
prominent Azov leaders such as regiment commander Denys Prokopenko, deputy commander 
Sviatoslav Palamar, and senior officer Oleh Khomenko.28 After the commencement of the Russia-
Ukraine war in February 2022, many Western media outlets, politicians, government officials, 
and academics adopted this stance that Azov and other controversial Ukrainian fighters on the 
far-right had not only abandoned extremist elements, but were heroes against Russia’s illegal 
invasion.29 

The Indexing Theory of political communications emphasises that Western media follow 
narratives of its governments in covering foreign conflicts, including in post-communist 
countries.30 In some cases, Western media may have taken their cues directly from the Ukrainian 
government. After the Odesa massacre on 2 May 2014, the Foreign Ministry of Ukraine blamed 
the arson attack on provocateurs that were “paid generously by the Russian special services”, 
and the New York Times immediately adopted the same line that pro-Russia groups may have 
been responsible for torching the building.31 The Western narrative of the far-right in Ukraine 
since the Euromaidan is not without controversy. Volodymyr Ishchenko, a Ukrainian sociologist 
who specialises in the far-right in Ukraine, concludes: “The dominant narrative since Maidan 
in Ukrainian and much of the Western public spheres has been systematically downplaying 
the problem” by arguing that “the Ukrainian far-right” is “small and marginal.” He stated that 
“often, the far-right is just ignored.”32 

Notably, Western concerns over far-right fighters in Ukraine were more prevalent before the 
February 2022 invasion. For example, The Nation described Azov in 2018 as “pro-Nazi, as 
evidenced by its regalia, slogans, and programmatic statements.”33 In 2019, Radio Free Europe 
called Azov “far-right.”34 In 2020, The Guardian referred to Azov as a “neo-Nazi extremist 
movement.”35 Consistent with Indexing Theory, such coverage of the neo-Nazis in Ukraine 
before the February 2022 Russian invasion overlapped with similar expressions by Western 
governments. In its 2018 Human Rights report, the US State Department called the political 
wing of the Azov Regiment “a hate group.”36 In 2019, ambassadors from G7 countries warned 
against “extreme political movements in Ukraine, whose violent actions are worrying in 
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themselves.” The warnings referred specifically to the Azov movement and its violence during 
the 2019 presidential elections.37 The US Congress has displayed longstanding ambivalence 
over its designation of Azov. In 2018, forty Congress members signed a letter to the State 
Department with the request to designate Azov as a terrorist organisation because of its links 
to terrorist attacks in multiple countries and its recruitment of neo-Nazis in its ranks.38 A 
defence appropriations bill amendment was adopted by the entire US Congress in 2018, which 
banned US government funding and training of the Azov regiment due to concerns over its 
neo-Nazi views and members. Such concerns had been expressed by American officials for 
several years after the Euromaidan. The amendment was first unanimously adopted by the 
US House of Representatives in 2015. Congressman John Conyers put it bluntly, “I am grateful 
that the House of Representatives unanimously passed my amendments last night to ensure 
that our military does not train members of  the repulsive neo-Nazi Azov Battalion.”39 Under 
pressure from the Pentagon, however, Congress subsequently removed this first amendment. A 
similar amendment, proposing a ban on US military assistance to radical nationalist and neo-
Nazi organisations, voluntary police, and paramilitary formations under their command, was 
blocked in Congress in 2014.40 

In general, however, American and European governments have been careful not to issue public 
statements against the far-right in Ukraine or to call attention to it. This hesitancy began after 
the Euromaidan and became starker following the February 2022 Russian invasion. Indeed, 
Western governments and media increasingly whitewashed the empirical record to present 
the Ukrainian far-right formations as categorically moderate in order to boost international 
support. In June 2024, the US State Department stated that the Azov brigade was eligible to 
receive US weapons under the “Leahy Law” because it was cleared of human rights violations. 
It made this determination after claiming that the Azov brigade is a new unit that is not subject 
to the previous Congressional ban, even though in reality this brigade was created on the basis 
of the Azov regiment, celebrated the 10th anniversary of the Azov battalion creation as its 
own anniversary, and is led by original Azov battalion commanders.41 However, a subsequent 
amendment, which was included in the US defence bill which was passed by the US House of 
Representatives, specifically stated that “none of the funds appropriated or otherwise made 
available by this Act may be used to provide arms, training, intelligence, or other assistance to 
the Azov Battalion, the Third Separate Assault Brigade, or any successor organisation.”42 

Such instrumental portrayals of allies are not limited to this conflict. Other recent cases of 
political violence have also featured public relations campaigns by governments and media 
to present allies as arguably more moderate than their history and contemporary ideology 
indicate. For example, in the Syrian war, anti-Assad jihadist organisations allied with the West 
were euphemistically referred to as “rebels,” sometimes “moderate” ones, even when they 
fought under the direction of a Foreign Terrorist Organisation, as designated by the US State 
Department.43 A large body of literature within terrorism studies has found that the labelling 
of violent perpetrators by governments and media is not value-neutral, but expedient to serve 
political agendas.44 Particularly in these controversial cases of political violence, academe can 
play an important role in interrogating the empirical record to adjudicate the truth.45

The Far-Right in the Donbas War
Research within the field of terrorism studies has repeatedly noted the difficulty of determining 
the ideological beliefs of participants in political violence.46 However, fine-grained knowledge 
of the organisations can substantially increase confidence. Svoboda and the main organisations 
that remained within the Right Sector after the Euromaidan were widely understood as 
far-right for maintaining ultra-nationalist and ethnically supremacist views. They openly 
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described themselves as the natural successors of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN) and the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), inspired by the notorious OUN leader and Nazi 
collaborator, Stepan Bandera.47 Along with the UNA-UNSO, these organisations used the “Glory 
to Ukraine! Glory to the Heroes!” slogan, the official greeting of the Bandera faction of the OUN 
(OUN-B). This greeting, along with a fascist-style hand salute, was modelled on greetings and 
salutes of other well-known fascist parties in European history, from the Nazi party in Germany 
to the Ustashe party in Croatia.48 The Right Sector also adopted its red and black flag from the 
OUN-B and the UPA, which symbolized Ukrainian blood and soil, which were also pervasive in 
Nazi ideology and flags.49 But the existence of these symbols alone offers weak evidence of far-
right influence in the Donbas war without understanding the cultural and historical context. 

The violent overthrow of the Viktor Yanukovych government by means of the Maidan massacre 
triggered the resurgence of separatism in Donbas.50 After his overthrow in February 2014, far-
right parties and organisations in Ukraine expanded and organised their armed formations. 
Along with Ihor Kolomoisky, an oligarch who became the head of the Dnipropetrovsk regional 
administration, the Right Sector was instrumental in the formation of the Dnipro battalion in 
the spring of 2014.51 The Azov battalion, notorious for its use of neo-Nazi symbols in its official 
insignia, was also organised in the spring of 2014 and led by the SNA and the Patriot of Ukraine 
with the involvement of the Radical Party. As mentioned, “White Leader” Andrii Biletsky was 
the first commander of Azov.52 Based in Mariupol, the St. Mary’s battalion was formed in the 
fall of 2014 and led by the far-right Bratstvo party, which is described by its leader (Dmytro 
Korchynsky) as the “Christian Taliban.”53 Around this time, the Aidar battalion, nominally 
subordinated to the Ministry of Defence of Ukraine, was formed by the Maidan Self-Defence. 
One of its platoons was led by the White Hammer, a neo-Nazi organisation belonging to the Right 
Sector during the Euromaidan. Ilia Kiva, a Right Sector member, was the commander of another 
volunteer police battalion. A previously convicted criminal with a swastika tattoo became the 
commander of the Tornado Company, a special police unit. He and seven other members of 
his company were arrested and convicted for various crimes in the warzone, such as torturing 
detainees. A Nazi-style flag with a swastika was found in their prison cell.54 These units were 
all under the formal jurisdiction of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the National Guard, or the 
Ministry of Defence. From the start of their formation, they remained under de facto command 
of radical nationalist or neo-Nazi organisations. These armed formations sprouted up in the 
early stages of the conflict in Donbas and were stationed there in an attempt to suppress pro-
Russian separatism in the region by force. The Right Sector and the Organisation of Ukrainian 
Nationalists actively organised various militia and paramilitary units that were not subordinate 
to the central government of Ukraine. The Volunteer Ukrainian Corps, the largest paramilitary 
formation, was formed and led by the Right Sector specifically for the war in Donbas, though it 
also included battalions in Western Ukraine.55

The paramilitary formations, special police, and National Guard units, organised and led 
by far-right organisations such as the Right Sector, the Social National Assembly, Patriot of 
Ukraine, Svoboda, C14, and Bratstvo, constituted a small minority of Ukrainian fighters in the 
Donbas. Based on reports, we estimate the number of members of radical nationalist and neo-
Nazi organisations who served in various far right-led, regular, and other armed formations 
in the Donbas, at around five thousand. This estimate is conservative and represents just one 
percent of approximately 400,000 people who participated in this war on the side of the central 
government.56 Additional metrics of influence, however, are also important to consider. 

Despite their relatively small numbers, far-right fighters exercised disproportionate influence 
in the Donbas civil war, particularly in the early stages before the first direct Russian military 
intervention in August 2014. Far-right Ukrainian groups proliferated after the Euromaidan 
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because they were eager to fight and were responsible for a disproportionate level of violence, 
especially against civilians and prisoners of war in Mariupol and Krasnoarmiisk. Far-right 
organisations and far-right-linked battalions thus played a crucial role in escalating the armed 
conflict in the Donbas. Svoboda and C14, an avowedly neo-Nazi group affiliated with Svoboda 
until the summer of 2014, organised and led the Sich battalion from June 2014 onwards.57 
Meanwhile, the Right Sector carried out a deadly attack on a separatist checkpoint in Sloviansk 
on 20 April 2014. While Ukrainian and Western media denied far-right involvement in these 
events, the evidence to the contrary includes business cards linked to far-right members found 
after the attack. As well, Ukrainian court proceedings revealed that the weapons used by the 
Right Sector checkpoint attackers were the same as the snipers from this group who killed and 
wounded police during the Maidan.58 And two years after the attack on the separatist checkpoint, 
Dmytro Yarosh—the leader of the Right Sector—admitted his personal involvement in this 
attack.59 Oleksandr Turchynov, then acting president of Ukraine, and Kolomoisky’s deputy in the 
Dnipropetrovsk regional administration, reportedly orchestrated this Right Sector operation, 
aimed to seize and destroy a television transmitter near Sloviansk, several days after this area 
was seized by the Strelkov-led armed group of Russian nationalists and Ukrainian separatists.60 
This attack by the Right Sector constituted a major escalation of the conflict in Donbas because 
it broke both the Geneva Agreement signed on 17 April 2014 by Ukraine, Russia, the EU, and 
the US for a peaceful resolution of the conflict, as well as the Orthodox Easter truce between the 
Ukrainian government and separatists in Donbas.

Far right-led armed formations were also behind many other violent attacks in the Donbas, 
further escalating the conflict into a civil war. Videos, media reports, and admissions from 
commanders and other members of the Azov and Dnipro battalions indicate that they 
participated in the storming of the district police headquarters in Mariupol on 9 May 2014. 
Approximately ten people, including at least one protester, were killed.61 Analysis of online 
video streams, media reports, and Ukrainian government documents, also make clear that Azov 
played a major role in taking back the city of Mariupol from the control of separatists in June 
2014.62 The Dnipro battalion, along with other units, seized civilians in the Donetsk Region to 
prevent the separatist referendum on 11 May 2014. Videos show them shooting unarmed pro-
separatist protesters with Kalashnikovs, killing two locals. The Ukrainian government denied 
the presence of the Dnipro battalion, but it was confirmed by other credible sources, including 
admissions by battalion members in videos, like Volodymyr Parasiuk’s statement on social 
media, who became the People’s Deputy of Ukraine.63

The far-right-led armed formations perpetrated a disproportionate amount of violence in the 
first few months of the Donbas conflict and thus played a major role in escalating it into a 
larger civil war because the radical nationalist and neo-Nazi-led groups were far more willing 
to use force at that time. The Ukrainian armed forces, the security service, police and National 
Guard units were more reluctant to use force against the separatists in Donbas because their 
commanders and members were publicly blamed by the new government for attempting to 
forcefully suppress the Maidan protests—and in particular, for the Maidan massacre. Because 
the new Maidan government came to power through violence, which included the killing of 
police and protesters, it lacked legitimacy among many military, police, and SBU members in 
the Donbas region during this initial period of the conflict. Further, compared to the newly 
ascendant far-right groups in the aftermath of Euromaidan, the regular Ukrainian armed forces, 
the security service, the police and National Guard units were known for lower morale and 
higher desertions. Examples of this included the Donetsk SBU Alfa commander and Luhansk 
Berkut members, who joined the separatists.64 
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The relative role of the far-right in the political violence was not constant; it began to decline 
in the Donbas when newly elected president Petro Poroshenko ordered the Ukrainian military, 
SBU, police, and National Guard to wield lethal force against the separatists and launch the 
offensive in June 2014.65 The war was most intense and violent in 2014 and 2015, but the fighting 
declined significantly following the Minsk Agreements in 2015. However, ultra-nationalist 
and neo-Nazi fighters continued to exert a non-trivial role, even after the Ukrainian military 
intensified its operations in Donbas and purported to moderate the far-right fighters. After its 
formal incorporation into the National Guard of Ukraine, the Azov regiment and its commanders 
maintained a close organisational and ideological relationship with the neo-Nazi National 
Corps party. This party was formed by the Azov battalion founder and the first commander 
on the basis of neo-Nazi SNA and Patriot of Ukraine, and it included many Azov battalion and 
regiment veterans. The Azov regiment functioned as a military wing of the National Corps, 
which, in essence, represented overlapping elements of the same Azov movement.66 Indeed, 
Azov regiment commanders shared a neo-Nazi background and had served in the neo-Nazi-led 
Azov battalion.67 In other words, the rebranding from “battalion” to “regiment” did not alter the 
key personnel.68 For example, Azov regiment commander Denys Prokopenko was a member 
of the neo-Nazi White Boys Club, which was formed by the ultras of the Dynamo Kyiv football 
club. This group of ultras displayed various Nazi symbols and the Nazi salute on their social 
media and during football games. His Azov battalion platoon had used the Totenkopf insignia 
of the Nazi SS.69 Andriy Biletsky became the commander of the Third Assault Brigade, which 
was created by veterans of the Azov battalion and regiment and activists of his neo-Nazi group, 
the National Corps.70 In 2023, he stated in an interview with Ukrainian media that the united 
Azov movement included this Azov brigade under his command along with the Azov regiment 
and the Kraken unit.71 Such admissions in Ukrainian media highlighting enduring far-right 
allegiances seldom make their way into the Western press. 

Importantly, Azov commanders never publicly renounced their neo-Nazi views, symbols, and 
organisations. In fact, Azov leaders routinely denied in media interviews that they, their units, 
and organisations, were neo-Nazi, claiming that the well-documented Nazi symbols were fakes 
or Russian propaganda. Our research of Ukrainian social media as well as other researchers 
of the far-right in Ukraine, such as Lev Golinkin and Moss Robeson, have identified over one 
hundred cases of Nazi and neo-Nazi displays by at least several hundred Azov commanders 
and other members from 2014 to 2022. This number includes displays on uniforms, patches, 
photographs, flags, and tattoos of neo-Nazi and Nazi symbols, such as the swastika, SS sign, 
88 (Heil Hitler code), Hitler images, Nazi flags, and Totenkopf, and a fascist hand salute.72 The 
continued relevance of far-right extremism in Azov was evident at the very top. Arsen Avakov, 
the Minister of Internal Affairs, was personally involved in the Azov battalion formation and its 
later expansion to a regiment.73 President Petro Poroshenko circulated photographs awarding 
Ukrainian national medals and commendations to some of the most well-known neo-Nazis in 
Azov.74 The Nazi connection to Azov was clearly not due to a loss of agency control.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch reported that Azov was involved in many cases 
of torture, illegal detention, and disappearances during the war in Donbas.75 The impact of 
these far-right organisations cannot be measured strictly in terms of the direct physical effects, 
as terrorism researchers have emphasised in many other contexts.76 Ultra-nationalist and neo-
Nazi organisations were instrumental in blocking or “spoiling” a peaceful resolution of the 
armed conflict in Donbas, another well-established source of leverage for extremists.77 Far-right 
groups such as the Right Sector, Svoboda, and the Radical Party opposed the adoption by the 
parliament of Constitutional amendments based on provisions from the Minsk Agreements.78 
To this end, Svoboda activists launched a grenade attack on 31 August 2015 in front of the 
Ukrainian parliament, killing four and wounding dozens of policemen and National Guard 
troops, which helped to block these amendments, undercutting the logic of implementation.79 
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Far-right groups also challenged the implementation of President Volodymyr Zelensky’s 
electoral promise to peacefully resolve the Donbas war.80 In October 2019, Zelensky travelled 
to a front-line position in Donbas to personally convince the Azov fighters to stop blocking the 
implementation of the Minsk agreements by withdrawing along with separatist troops from 
the frontline, as he agreed during the summit with Putin and German and French leaders in 
Paris. But video of the encounter shows that Zelensky was taunted by activists of this neo-Nazi 
organisation who flouted his appeal.81 According to the Associated Press, thousands of far-right 
and nationalist activists shouting the far-right OUN and UPA slogan “Glory to Ukraine. Glory to 
the Heroes” marched through Kyiv protesting against a peace plan for eastern Ukraine.82 

The radical flank threatened Zelensky for implementing Minsk on other occasions as well. 
In May 2019, Dmytro Yarosh, the former Right Sector leader, publicly threatened to hang the 
new Ukrainian president on a tree if he fulfilled his election promise of a peaceful resolution 
of the conflict in Donbas.83 In 2021, Yarosh, the commander of the Ukrainian Volunteer Army 
organised by the Right Sector, was appointed Adviser to the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine, Valerii Zaluzhnyi.84 In the same year, videos, photos, and Ukrainian media 
reports show police standing down while neo-Nazi and other far-right protesters attacked 
the Office of the President of Ukraine and painted swastikas on its walls.85 The Russia scholar 
Stephen F. Cohen concluded that Zelensky “can’t go forward with peace negotiations” because 
“crazy fascist movements” in Ukraine “literally threatened his life.”86 Although far-right peace 
rejectionists posed political problems for Zelensky, they were also known to work closely 
with him. An activist of the neo-Nazi Patriot of Ukraine and former deputy commander of 
the Azov regiment was appointed the acting head of the National Police of Ukraine during 
the Poroshenko presidency and then became a deputy minister of Internal Affairs during the 
Zelensky presidency.87 Prime Minister Oleksii Honcharuk spoke at a “veterans party” organised 
by a front organisation for the neo-Nazi C14 with a stylised swastika of a neo-Nazi rock band 
behind him.88 The advisory council of the Ministry of Veteran Affairs under Zelensky retained 
activists of this neo-Nazi group, including those charged with assassinating the prominent 
opposition journalist, Oles Buzyna, in 2015.89

In sum, ultra-nationalist and neo-Nazi militant organisations were deeply involved on the side of 
the central government throughout the Donbas conflict. Although representing a small fraction 
of Ukrainian forces throughout the conflict, they committed a disproportionate amount of 
violence, particularly before President Poroshenko ordered the Ukrainian military to increase 
its use of force against the separatists in the summer of 2014. The much-touted absorption of 
Azov and other extreme right-wing militia under the official Ukrainian National Guard, police, 
and military command did not change either their command or their ideological displays. Many 
of the fighters worked closely with the Kyiv political leadership across administrations, when 
not using de facto veto power to block peaceful resolution of the conflict in this region. 

This interpretation departs from others that rely strictly on vote-share as the proxy for far-right 
influence. The influence of the far-right in Ukraine after the Maidan far exceeded its electoral 
support and membership. Svoboda and Right Sector leaders each won only one percent of the 
votes in the snap presidential elections in May 2014. In the parliamentary elections of October 
2014, Svoboda narrowly failed to clear the five percent threshold, receiving 4.7 percent. The 
Right Sector fared even worse, receiving only two percent of the votes. Ruslan Koshulynsky, 
one of Svoboda leaders, who was backed by the Right Sector, OUN, and C14, received only 1.7 
percent of the votes in the 2019 presidential elections, while Svoboda won 2.2 percent of the 
votes in the 2019 parliamentary elections. These weak electoral results indicate the limited 
national support of the far-right in Ukraine, but not its outsized role in the Donbas conflict. 
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The Far-Right in the Odesa Massacre
Other than the Donbas war, the Odesa massacre was the most significant and deadly instance 
of political violence after the Maidan massacre in Ukraine since its independence in 1991 until 
the Russia-Ukraine war in February 2022. The violence took place on 2 May 2014, between a 
“United Ukraine” rally and pro-Russian separatists, carried out with petrol bombs, gunfire, and 
rock-throwing, which ended up killing 48 people, primarily separatist protesters.90 The vast 
majority of the fatalities took place in the Trade Unions House, where 42 separatist activists 
and employees (forty men, seven women, and one boy) were killed when the building was set 
ablaze.91 

This massacre contributed to the escalation of the separatist conflict in Donbas into the civil war. 
As noted, the massacre was presented by separatist and Russian leaders and the media as akin 
to the Nazi massacre of Khatyn in Belarus, and many Odesa separatists joined the separatist 
forces in Donbas. Despite the importance of this massacre, the International Advisory Panel 
of the Council of Europe, among other international authorities, has noted that the Ukrainian 
government failed to properly investigate and prosecute those responsible.92 To ascertain the 
role of far-right groups in the Odesa massacre, a broad range of key information resources can 
be analysed, including videos and recordings of live broadcasts of the political violence (and 
the lead-up to it); published reports; primary source media in Ukrainian, Russian, and English; 
statements of responsibility; interviews; and testimonies from participants and eyewitnesses 
on both sides, as well as police commanders.

On 1 May 2014, the day before the mass violence, separatists protested in Odesa to demand a 
referendum on the newly installed government in Kyiv, which they blamed on far-right activists 
and Western interference.93 Based on testimonies from a special parliamentary commission 
report in the immediate aftermath of the May 2014 massacre, Ukrainian and regional 
government officials planned to use far-right activists and the Maidan Self-Defence to suppress 
the separatists in the Odesa region and disperse those who were encamped near the Trade 
Union building.94 Extensive evidence indicates that the police and firefighters were ordered by 
their superiors to stand by and not interfere during attacks. For instance, a special plan to deal 
with mass disturbances launched by the Odesa regional police was not authorised, reportedly 
because of decisions at the Ministry of Internal Affairs’ top level.95 Similarly, top regional officials 
of the police and other law enforcement agencies were ordered to attend a meeting with their 
national counterparts before and during the start of the clashes.96 The presence of Andriy 
Parubiy and five hundred Maidan Self-Defence members, who deployed from Kyiv to Odesa on 
the eve of the massacre, further suggests that the violent dispersal of the separatist camp by 
far-right activists was orchestrated by top government leaders.97 Parubiy was a founder and 
leader of the neo-Nazi Patriot of Ukraine, a paramilitary wing of the Social National Party of 
Ukraine in the 1990s. He was the head of the Maidan Self-Defence during the Euromaidan and 
headed the National Security and Defence Council at the time of the Odesa massacre. The State 
Bureau of Investigations of Ukraine launched a criminal investigation into Parubiy for the Odesa 
massacre soon after he was replaced as the ex-head of the Ukrainian parliament following the 
early parliamentary elections in 2019.98 One of the participants acknowledged in an Israeli 
documentary that he engaged in “provocations” in the Odesa massacre under the command of 
Parubiy, who had issued orders to attack the separatists and “burn everything.” We assess this 
acknowledgement as credible because he was filmed along with Maidan activists in the left wing 
of the Trade Union building in Odesa when the deadly fire began to burn the central entrance.99 
He and five other Georgian ex-military members also stated in American, Italian, and Israeli TV 
documentaries, Russian media interviews, on Macedonian TV, in depositions to Berkut lawyers 
for the Maidan massacre trial, and in testimonies to the Prosecutor General Office of Belarus 
for the Prosecutor General Office of Ukraine investigation that their groups of Georgian, Baltic, 
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and far-right-linked Ukrainian snipers received weapons, payments, and orders from specific 
Maidan and Georgian politicians, including Parubiy, to engage in a mass killing of police and 
protesters.100 The Maidan massacre trial subsequently confirmed their identities.101

A march led by the Right Sector and football ultras on 2 May 2014 was used as cover to implement 
this plan to destroy and burn the separatist tent camp.102 The SBU in the Odesa Region received 
advanced information about planned “provocations” and violent clashes between football 
ultras and pro-Russian separatists on game day between the Odesa and Kharkiv teams on 2 
May. A special train transported hundreds of football ultras from Kharkiv to Odesa.103 Football 
ultras in Ukraine were notorious for displaying neo-Nazi symbols and expressing neo-Nazi 
slogans during games and have historically linked up with the Right Sector and other far-
right organisations, as during the Maidan protests.104 Both the Right Sector and football ultras 
in Odesa and Kharkiv were dominated by the neo-Nazi Social National Assembly/Patriot of 
Ukraine, which organised the Azov battalion right after the Odesa massacre.

Odeska Druzhyna, a small separatist organisation in Odesa, was present among other separatist 
activists based on evidence from internet streams, videos, testimonies of participants and 
eyewitnesses, and special parliamentary commission reports.105 Odeska Druzhyna used 
identifiable red tape labels, and were not Right Sector agent provocateurs, as the Russian media 
and separatists claimed. However, the Ukrainian government and media also mischaracterised 
the involvement of Odeska Druzhyna by overstating its coordination with other separatist 
activists.106 The balance of forces was asymmetric; the groups of numerically superior activists 
of the Right Sector from Odesa and Kharkiv led by the neo-Nazi Social National Assembly/
Patriot of Ukraine, far-right football ultras, and Maidan Self-Defence units from Odesa and 
other regions attacked the separatists. Numerically disadvantaged, the latter took cover behind 
a police cordon.107 

An Odeska Druzhyna activist was filmed shooting in the direction of the far-right protesters 
with an AK-74-type assault rifle.108 The official investigation and the May 2 Group maintained 
that a Right Sector activist was killed by this separatist group member with a 5.45mm calibre 
bullet.109 However, leaked forensic medical expert reports describe a 5.65mm calibre bullet 
extracted from his body.110 This bullet reportedly disappeared and reappeared during the 
investigation. The fact that it did not match bullet samples of any legally registered firearms, 
the weak sound of the gunshots, as well as the lack of a recoil observed in the videos of the 
shooting, also suggest that the far-right protester may not have been killed by this separatist, 
who maintained that the weapon seen in the video was a movie studio prop.111 The killing of the 
Right Sector activist was not visible in that video nor in any videos of clashes. The investigation 
and various videos at the scene did not reveal the exact time or location of his killing, or the 
direction of the gunshot. An Odesa deputy police chief, who was filmed around the time of 
this killing before he himself was wounded, stated that he saw snipers in camouflage shooting 
from the second floor of a hotel there. He relayed that they killed this Right Sector activist and 
the second protester in order to blame the separatists for their killing and provoke a violent 
response against the separatists.112 Videos filmed before and after his shooting suggest that 
the second pro-Maidan activist was killed around the same time in the same area during the 
violent clashes with separatists and shooting from a Kalashnikov-type weapon by one of the 
separatists.113 However, the government forensic examination determined that he was killed 
by a bullet from a pneumatic sport-type weapon. Nobody was charged with his killing, and the 
moment and other circumstances of his killing remain not publicly known.114

In the clashes that followed the killings of these two pro-government protesters, four separatist 
protesters were killed and many other separatist protesters, policemen and at least one local 
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journalist were wounded. The forensic examination determined that three separatists were 
killed with hunting ammunition.115 A pro-government activist was filmed shooting with a hunting 
rifle in the direction of these separatists.116 This pro-government activist was later identified 
by the Minister of Internal Affairs as a Right Sector member.117 The government investigation 
charged him with killing at least one of the separatists. However, he was released from arrest 
and his trial was suspended indefinitely because of threats by the Right Sector and other far-
right activists against judges during his trial.118 Evidence—including a recorded phone call—
revealed that the events on May 2nd were coordinated by the Odesa regional administration 
official in charge of law enforcement agencies, and involved the participation of the Maidan Self-
Defence commander, Right Sector activists, football ultras, and Maidan Self-Defence units.119 
They attacked and burned the tent camp of various separatist organisations, whose activists 
and supporters then escaped to the nearby Trade Union building and tried to barricade the main 
entrance doors. Videos, internet streams, and testimonies of eyewitnesses show that attackers 
threw Molotov cocktails and burning tyres at the main entrance, set the entrance doors on fire, 
and blocked other exits. Videos, recorded calls to firefighters, and eyewitness reports reveal 
that the fire and thick smoke started from those burning tyres and Molotov cocktails thrown 
at the main entrance.120 The evidence does not support claims that the separatist protesters 
killed in this incident were Russian citizens, that they burned themselves by throwing Molotov 
cocktails from the roof of the Trade Union building or inside of the building, or that there was 
no far-right involvement in their killing. 

After initial denials, the May 2 Group admitted that the deadly fire started at the main entrance. 
The May 2 Group was a nominally independent association of mainly journalists, formed 
after the massacre supposedly to investigate it. It was created with the involvement of the 
Governor of  the Odesa region who was appointed by Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko 
within a week of the massacre.121 This governor represented not only the central government, 
but also the Kolomoisky’s oligarchic network, which financed the Right Sector volunteers from 
the Volyn Region in the Azov battalion and the Right Sector-led Dnipro battalion. 122 The Azov 
battalion was organised by the neo-Nazi SNA and its paramilitary wing, Patriot of Ukraine, 
which dominated the Right Sector in Odesa and Kharkiv, a few days after the Odesa massacre. 
But the May 2 Group still claimed that it was impossible to determine who started the fire 
because both sides were throwing Molotov cocktails. However, there is no public evidence of 
Molotov cocktails being thrown by separatists at the main entrance; on the contrary, numerous 
videos feature the far-right protesters throwing Molotov cocktails and burning tyres into the 
Trade Union building at that time.123 

Within Ukraine, far-right activists—particularly from the Right Sector and the SNA— were 
notorious for using tyres and Molotov cocktails to burn public buildings. Forensic examinations 
in the government investigation, recordings of radiocommunications by SBU Alfa group, an 
unpublished admission by a far-right activist to a French journalist, and an academic study 
determined that the Trade Union headquarters in Kyiv were burned by Maidan activists, 
including far-right ones, in order to stop its takeover by the Security Service of Ukraine Alfa 
unit.124 Far-right protesters also started fires by burning tyres in the Inter TV channel building 
and threatened to burn down the parliament of Ukraine, the Lutsk City Council, the Sviatoshyn 
District Court that heard the Maidan massacre case, the Constitutional Court, and Inter and 112 
Ukraina TV channels buildings by placing tyres next to their entrances.125 Prior usage of the 
same tactics by the far-right increases the likelihood of their direct involvement.

Analysis of online video streams, government investigation findings, May 2 Group reports, 
forensic medical examinations, eyewitness testimonies, and other evidence strongly indicate 
that 42 people perished as a result of the fire, smoke, and from trying to jump from the upper 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Governor_of_Odesa_Oblast
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Odesa_Oblast
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floors of the Trade Union building with far-right activists beating them on the ground and 
blocking the exits.. The victims were unarmed and included mainly separatists, their supporters, 
and several employees, in particular women, who were in the building at the time.126 Some of 
the strongest evidence of far-right involvement in the arson attack comes from the far-right 
itself, in the form of credit claiming. A growing body of research within terrorism studies 
focuses on credit claiming. An important finding is that perpetrators are far more likely to deny 
responsibility for their attacks than to take credit for ones that they did not perpetrate.127 This 
is particularly true when the targets are civilians. Nonetheless, many extremist groups do claim 
credit for civilian attacks.128 Statements posted by the Right Sector, the SNA, and the neo-Nazi 
Misanthropic Division on their websites and social media sites admitted the involvement of 
their organisations in the massacre. The Right Sector celebrated on its website the massacre 
by describing it as “another bright page in our fatherland’s history.” Claiming responsibility 
for the slaughter, it wrote: “In the first minutes of the battle, the ‘Right Sector’ activist was 
seriously wounded in the stomach. Several more PS [Right Sector] activists received injuries of 
varying degrees of severity. However, this did not prevent the rest of the PS fighters, together 
with football fans, from repelling the attack of pro-Russian provocateurs, and as a result, they 
successfully countered attempts to seize buildings in Odesa. Standing shoulder to shoulder, 
Odesa activists, football fans and ‘Right Sector’ fighters defeated the forces of pro-Russian 
mercenaries. Order has been restored in Odesa.”129 The Right Sector—which was dominated 
in Odesa and Kharkiv by the Social National Assembly and its paramilitary wing, Patriot of 
Ukraine—and the neo-Nazi Misanthropic Division (which joined the Azov battalion after the 
massacre) admitted on the social media platform V Kontakte and in other public statements 
that the fire was set deliberately.130

The official investigation of the Odesa massacre was a farce. Nobody was found guilty of 
perpetrating this mass killing. As noted, the Right Sector shooter was initially arrested but 
then released. Only separatists were among those arrested and tried for the Odesa massacre. 
The Odesa massacre trial of separatists resulted in their acquittal by a local court. The 
Ukrainian court based its decision on the lack of evidence in support of prosecution charges. 
Even the verdict acknowledged both the weakness of the investigation into the perpetrators 
and the role of Parubiy and other government officials.131 The Council of Europe and the UN 
Special Commission reports also noted the destruction of evidence.132 A report by the special 
commission of the Council of Europe found that the Ukrainian government’s investigation 
of the Odesa Massacre was inadequate, politically selective, and featured the falsification of 
evidence, despite the existence of video footage showing who threw the Molotov cocktails at 
the building.133

The Ukrainian media cited SBU sources that a far-right activist, who headed the Right Sector 
in Odesa during the Odesa Massacre, was a secret agent of the Security Service of Ukraine 
(SBU) and that he and far-right associates were paid by SBU to attack opposition politicians, 
threaten judges, and conduct other illegal actions.134 This would be consistent with the fact 
that the Right Sector was not investigated for the Odesa massacre even though the Right Sector 
publicly admitted involvement. His secret collaboration with SBU would also be consistent with 
the fact that SBU and the Prosecutor General Office refused to charge him for killing another 
person in Odesa in 2018. Moreover, in 2020, the SBU gave this far-right activist the status of a 
victim in this case, even though he streamed this killing on his social media account and the 
police investigation determined that he was the killer.135 In this sense, the Odesa massacre was 
not entirely anomalous; it featured post-Maidan far-right involvement with apparent support 
from high-level political leaders in a corrupt country where investigations and media have 
inconsistently followed the evidence. 
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Conclusion
This study assesses the role of the far-right in post-Maidan Ukraine, specifically, in the Donbas 
war and the Odesa massacre. These were two of the biggest episodes of political violence in the 
country leading up to the February 2022 Russian invasion. This area of research is worth close 
investigation because it represents intrinsically important episodes of political violence that 
have not attracted objective analysis based on available primary sources in Ukrainian, Russian, 
and English. Investigating the role of the far-right is also timely because the far-right in Ukraine 
is riven by duelling, self-serving contemporary narratives.

The predominant narratives propagated by governments and the mainstream media in Ukraine, 
the West, Russia, and separatist-controlled Donbas, concerning the role of the far-right in the 
war in Donbas and the Odesa massacre, have evidently been partisan. Contrary to the Russian 
government, separatists, and associated media, the Ukrainian government and military are not 
Nazi or even neo-Nazi. There were no neo-Nazis among the upper echelon of the Ukrainian 
government. President Zelensky is certainly not a Jewish neo-Nazi. He tried to placate and 
mainstream the far-right for political reasons, but has no observable personal affinity to that 
extreme ideology. 

Neo-Nazis constituted only about one percent of the Ukrainian forces before the Russian invasion 
in 2022, and there is weak electoral support for neo-Nazi parties throughout the country. 
Similarly, the policy of glorification of the OUN-UPA, their leaders, such as Stepan Bandera, and 
the adoption and use of their “Glory to Ukraine! Glory to the Heroes!” greeting by the state and 
the military, including Zelensky, do not make Ukraine a Nazi state. While the OUN and the UPA 
were far-right terrorist organisations, which collaborated with Nazi Germany and perpetrated 
the mass murders of Jews, Poles, and Ukrainians, they were not Nazis. Ukrainians could not join 
the Nazi party because Hitler and other Nazi leaders regarded Ukrainians as racially inferior 
and opposed independence of Ukraine while also dismissing the attempt to create even a 
puppet state by the Bandera faction of the OUN in Lviv shortly after the Nazi invasion of the 
Soviet Union. Thus, Putin cannot credibly justify the illegal invasion in February 2022 as a war 
to “de-Nazify” the “Nazi regime.”136 The power of the far-right and the glorification of the OUN 
and the UPA in Ukraine under Poroshenko and Zelensky were exaggerated and exploited by the 
Russian leaders to justify the invasion.

But the West’s efforts to whitewash the far-right in Ukraine also rests on empirically shaky 
grounds. Despite their relatively small numbers militarily and politically, the far-right in Ukraine 
exercised outsized power. The far-right organisations, volunteer battalions, and paramilitary 
units organised and led by them played, along with separatists and Russian nationalists, a 
significant role in starting and escalating the incipient civil war in the Donbas and then impeding 
its peaceful resolution. Even after technically integrated into the official Ukrainian forces, Azov 
and other far-right groups continued to harbour extremist views. Often brandishing the same 
extremist symbols, the core leaders and members remained and even ascended within the 
police, military, and security services during the Donbas war. Western media accounts have 
drawn heavily from biased Ukrainian sources, including “official” investigations and the May 2 
Group. Across numerous primary sources in Ukrainian, Russian, and English, we find evidence 
that the Right Sector, Social-National Assembly, its paramilitary wing Patriot of Ukraine, and 
groups of far-right football ultras from Odesa and Kharkiv played a critical role in the Odesa 
massacre against separatist protesters on 2 May 2014. Neo-Nazi SNA/Patriot of Ukraine, which 
dominated the Right Sector in Odesa and Kharkiv, organised the Azov battalion right after this 
massacre. 
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Despite the lack of international consensus over the definition of terrorism, a common 
interpretation is the use of violence by non-state actors aimed at creating fear for political 
ends, particularly when the targets are civilians.137 Depending on one’s definition, some attacks 
within the episodes of political violence covered in this study, such as the Odesa massacre, 
could, therefore, arguably be classified as terrorism. What is clear is that neither of the duelling 
narratives accurately captures the role of the far-right. This study has helped to fill that 
research lacuna by making use of substantial primary source materials in Ukrainian, Russian, 
and English. Besides the Maidan massacre, the Donbas war and the Odesa massacre are the two 
most substantial episodes of political violence from the independence of Ukraine in 1991 to the 
February 2022 illegal Russian invasion.
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