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Hate and Dehumanization 
in Russia’s Narratives on 
Ukraine

R
ussia’s invasion of Ukraine was an act of 
naked aggression. To spin its unjust war, 
Russia cloaked itself in a robe of propa-
ganda and disinformation. Russia’s narra-

tives include claims that Ukraine has been overrun 
by Nazis and needs to be “denazified,” a justification 
presented by Russian President Vladmir Putin on 
the day of the invasion. Russia’s narratives include 
the use of ethnic slurs and other dehumanizing 
language that seeks to justify and promote violence 
against Ukrainians. But how successful have these 
narratives been in mainstreaming their messages 
and reaching broad audiences?

A recent RAND study examined the spread of 
racially and ethnically motivated violent extremism 
(REMVE) narratives to shed light on how Russia’s 
hate-peddling narratives deployed in the war have 
spread online through social media. Using tools 
of network and content analysis on a multilingual 
body of data from X and Telegram, researchers ana-
lyzed Russia’s propagandists’ and proxies’ success 
in reaching broad audiences through social media; 
sought to understand who is shaping, spreading, 
and amplifying REMVE narratives; and examined 
whether these narratives are fueling REMVE sen-
timent in ways that might raise the risk of actual 
violence. 

Understanding these issues can help the U.S. 
Department of State and its counterparts under-
stand the effects of Russia’s REMVE narratives and 
inform policymaker responses. 

Identifying REMVE Content in 
Pro-Russian Narratives
To identify narratives originating in Russia that 
advance REMVE-infused ideas in the context of the 
war in Ukraine, researchers reviewed Russian state 
officials’ statements, major Russian state-sponsored 
media, and relevant nonstate voices on social media 
outlets. From these sources, they identified four 
themes prevalent in REMVE rhetoric, which are 
summarized in Table 1.

Researchers used keywords related to these nar-
ratives, translated into major European languages, to 
identify posts echoing these themes on X and Tele-
gram. The data pull for all the narratives produced 
a substantial body of posts—more than 43 million, 

What is racially and ethnically 
motivated violent extremism (REMVE)?

According to the U.S. Department of State, 
REMVE refers to individuals or groups moti-
vated to commit violence in the name of, or 
defending against perceived threats to, their 
racial or ethnic identity. Although the focus of 
the REMVE definition is on actions, the term 
captures a variety of communities motivated 
by identity-based hate and united by narra-
tives that seek to cast others as threatening to 
their—typically white (though often also Chris-
tian and male)—superiority. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RBA3450-1.html
https://www.rand.org/
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TABLE 1

REMVE Narratives

Narrative Description Examples

Denazification Casts Ukrainians as Nazi/fascist “The purpose of this operation is to protect people who, for eight years 
now, have been facing humiliation and genocide perpetrated by the Kiev 
regime. To this end, we will seek to demilitarise and denazify Ukraine.”

—Putin, “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” February 24, 2022

“In the new millennium, we are forced to fight against the reincarnation of 
fascism, its zombie offspring, which embodies the disgusting and cynical 
great-grandson of Hitlerism—the Nazi regime in Kyiv.”
—Dmitry Medvedev, “How the Anglo-Saxons Promoted Fascism in the 20th Century 

and Revived It in the 21st Century” [“Как англосаксы продвигали фашизм в ХХ 
веке и реанимировали его в XXI”], Security Council of the Russian Federation, 

May 2024, translated from Russian 

Dehumanization Maligns and dehumanizes 
Ukrainians as an ethno-national 
group, often using slurs 

“Here, various cockroaches that have bred in the Kyiv insectarium 
constantly threaten to ‘return Crimea.’”

—Medvedev, Telegram post, November 20, 2022, translated from Russian

“It was very easy to be a Khokhola. . . . They invented history, culture, 
literature, leaders, shoved self-determination into lard, borscht and vodka 
. . . , seasoned it with Nazism and Banderab and shoved this disgusting, 
sour chewing gum into one’s mouth.”

—Vladimir Solovyov, Telegram post, forwarded from “Yakemenko,” February 28, 
2022, translated from Russian

Antisemitism Blames the Jews, and Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
(who is Jewish) in particular, for the 
war

“I have had many Jewish friends since childhood. They say: Zelensky is 
not a Jew but a disgrace to the Jewish people.”

—Putin, remarks at Plenary Session of the St. Petersburg International Economic 
Forum, June 16, 2023, translated from Russian

“They say that Zelensky is a Jew, therefore he can’t be a Nazi. Of course 
he can be. . . . Nazism doesn’t have to be antisemitic. It can be anti-
Slavic, anti-Russian, which is what Ukrainian Nazism is.” 

—Solovyov, video, May 5, 2022, translated from Russian 

Anti-Western Casts Ukraine as a proxy for the 
“globalist,” “satanist,” or LGBTQI+ 
“agenda”

“We were so fed up with your democracy that you yourself vaccinated 
us with your own hands against this democracy for decades. Whatever 
Ukraine becomes—an LGBT capital or a venue for the Transgender 
Olympics—Russia will never want to be like that.”

—Margarita Simonyan, Telegram post, January 20, 2024, translated from Russian  

NOTE: LGBTQI+ = lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and other. 
a Khokhol is a Russian slur for Ukrainians.
b Stepan Bandera was a far-right leader of the militant wing of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists who was responsible for massacres of Polish and 
Jewish civilians in World War II.
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by about 3.8 million unique authors—in more than 30 
languages, across the two platforms. The number of 
posts pertaining to these narratives rose dramatically 
with Russia’s invasion, as expected. On X, for example, 
shown in Figure 1, the number of posts—which could 
be pro-Russian or pro-Ukrainian—rose from levels 
close to zero to more than 300,000 daily posts in the 
initial days of the war. It dropped dramatically in the 
months after the invasion, but saw smaller surges along 
with some major war-related events. 

Key Findings from Network and 
Content Analyses
Researchers used interactions between authors (on X) 
or channels (on Telegram) to map and analyze networks 
formed around discussions of these four narratives. 
These analyses shed light on (1) who the audiences are 
for this discourse, (2) which actors are central to the 
spread and amplification of the content, and (3) what 
topics are discussed.

Who Are the Audiences for Russia’s 
REMVE Narratives?
The networks formed around Russia’s REMVE-filled 
narratives on both platforms are quite multilingual. As 
expected, these networks are made up of large Russian-
language audiences—which are not confined to Russia 
but also present in many European countries. On X, the 
largest audiences that interact within REMVE networks 
spoke English, which was the second-largest language 
on Telegram after Russian. REMVE-filled discus-
sions also drew large Spanish-speaking audiences on 
X, which likely reflects Russia’s successes in building 
up information networks in Spain and Latin America. 
Other major European linguistic communities, includ-
ing German, French, and Italian, were also represented 
across the two platforms.

Researchers found some audiences centered in 
Eastern Europe that, while small, may be of greater 

concern. Serbian- and Bulgarian-language communi-
ties emerged as particularly vulnerable to REMVE 
messages on both X and Telegram. These communities 
more readily import REMVE content from English and 
Russian than others, and their content is more saturated 
with REMVE language. And these communities host 
some of the most-virulent non-Russian-language chan-
nels on Telegram—that is, those that make the most 
abundant use of ethnic slurs. Finally, researchers also 
examined the content posted by 86 existing European 
REMVE groups with Telegram channels: Here too, 
Serbian and Bulgarian extremist organizations used 
REMVE language in the context of Ukraine more often 
than groups from other linguistic communities. 

Who Is Shaping, Spreading, and 
Amplifying REMVE Narratives?
On X, the most popular sources of content are a mix of 
media sources, propagandists, and other prominent fig-
ures, such as social-media influencers, with many post-
ing in English. On Telegram, a mixture of pro-Russian 
news organizations, prominent propagandists, and 
military bloggers occupy a central place. The national-
ist and pro-Russian voices of these military bloggers 
interweave REMVE rhetoric in the course of reporting 
on the war, which can introduce casual usage of anti-
Ukrainian REMVE tropes to more-mainstream audi-
ences. Whereas content that receives the most attention 
from the networks comes from prominent, easily recog-
nizable accounts, the actors who most actively sought to 
engage the network on X and spread content were pre-
dominantly nonrecognizable and often anonymous. 

Many Russian state actors and state-affiliated 
actors are part of the networks spreading REMVE nar-
ratives on the two platforms. Their influence in the 
networks, however, is highly variable: Most state voices 
are not very central in the networks, while some state-
affiliated media figures are more so. However, tracing 
the full scope of the Russian state’s role on social media 
is difficult. Many of the actors who are more central to 

Many Russian state actors and state-affiliated 
actors are part of the networks spreading REMVE 
narratives.
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FIGURE 1 

Posts over Time, Pre- and Post-Invasion, on X
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the discourse may simply believe in the ideas or may 
be motivated by popularity. But influential and active 
actors on both platforms may well include proxies for 
the state or state affiliates, or even state organs operat-
ing covertly.

What Topics Are Being Discussed 
Within the Networks?
The researchers conducted analyses of the content 
of discussions within the networks on the two plat-
forms. On Telegram, Russian-language content was 
overwhelmingly focused on the war. In some contrast, 
English-language content included discussions of Rus-
sia’s war on Ukraine but also more prominently encom-
passed other topics, such as U.S.-centric alt-right and 
conspiracy content and the Israel-Hamas war. These 
features of Russian-language REMVE discourse also 
suggest the possibility that, if and as the kinetic aspects 
of the conflict subside, interest in the content spread 
by war-focused channels may also subside, decreasing 
their popularity and reach.

On X, researchers examined the context of the 
spread of ethnic slurs in the network. Slurs and simi-
larly dehumanizing language are particularly con-
cerning because there is a demonstrated relationship 
between dehumanizing individuals and the risk of vio-
lence against them. And relatively few European societ-
ies have significant preexisting animus toward Ukraini-
ans as a distinct ethno-national group. Thus, the spread 
of ethnic slurs is a decent indicator for whether pro-
Russian voices are successful at spreading narratives 
that are generally artificial to non-Russian audiences. 
Researchers found that slur-laden rhetoric is certainly 
present and reaches some international audiences. How-
ever, the uses of slurs on X tended to be overwhelmingly 
in the context of the war, rather than transforming into 
a more “pedestrian” anti-Ukrainianism outside that 
context (such as in content about Ukrainian refugees). 

Sample X and Telegram Content Posted on Networks

“Remember when Ukrainian neo-Nazis were greasing their bullets in pork fat, then 
they got steamrolled by the Chechens? ”

 —@jacksonhinklle, X

“Our submissives see #Swatikas and #SS regalia everywhere in #Ukraine and yet 
call #Russia “Nazi”. They know #Ukrainians butchered millions of Jews, Poles, 
Partisans in the #Holocaust yet hate the people who liberated the death camps and 
crushed the Hitlerite beast in #Berlin.”

—@georgegalloway, X

“We are fighting in Ukraine against fascism, satanism, and nazism. Those who do 
not want to live under the LGBT banner should rise up and help us deal with this.”

—@NeoficialniyBeZsonoV, Telegram, translated from Russian 

“Banderites are like an infection, get rid of them in time.”
—@swodki (Novorossia Militia Reports Z.O.V.), Telegram, translated from Russian

“In Israel, Khokhols write and leave notes on the Wailing Wall to draw attention to 
themselves. The content of some of them: ‘More money for Ukraine!’ ‘Ukrainians 
are also Jews.’ “Only a dead Moskal is better than a dead Palestinian.”

—@Slavyangrad (Slavyangrad), Telegram
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What Do Findings Say About 
the Impact of Russia’s REMVE 
Narratives?
Overall, findings from these analyses suggest some 
successes for Russian REMVE narratives—if success 
is defined purely in terms of reach. Pro-Russian actors 
have managed to push their narratives maligning and 
dehumanizing Ukrainians to multilingual communities, 
in which these narratives might be expected to have little 
resonance. But there are also distinct limits to Russia’s 
ability to successfully mainstream its propaganda and 
mobilize international audiences against Ukrainians 
using hateful and dehumanizing rhetoric. 

Although multilingual, REMVE conversations on 
these two platforms remain highly Russian-language 
dominated in key respects. Russian-language accounts 
and channels are the most active generators and spread-
ers of REMVE content. On both platforms, Russian-
language actors and content are invariably the most 
virulent and most central to the spread of the most 
dehumanizing rhetoric.

Although they actively generate dehumanizing 
content, there were distinct limits to pro-Russian, 
Russian-language actors’ ability to shape discussions 
around this content. The anti-Ukrainian, Russian-
language X accounts that posted the greatest volume 
of virulent content, and that most actively sought to 
engage others, did not draw much attention from others 
in the network and tended to have low numbers of fol-
lowers. That is, despite the apparent intent of these 
account holders to shape discourse in the network, 
they largely failed to do so. To some extent, this was 
also the case for some of the most virulent channels 
on Telegram. The most virulent voices also tended 
to be concentrated in specific, Russian-language–
dominated communities. Furthermore, at least on X, 

pro-Russian voices did not always have the most sway. 
Pro-Ukrainian and anti-Russian voices were well repre-
sented in some of these networks, and these voices often 
had higher numbers of followers and attention to their 
posts. These discourse communities on X were often 
not echo chambers, but contested information spaces 
between Russia and Ukraine. 

Implications for Policymakers
The study’s findings suggest some implications for how 
U.S. policymakers might counter Russian REMVE 
narratives and reduce the threat that they catalyze vio-
lent extremism against Ukrainians and other targeted 
identities: 

•	 Extensive and elaborate U.S. government-led 
campaigns to specifically target the actors 
producing REMVE narratives or the spread of 
narratives on social media platforms may be 
unnecessary. Active challenges to REMVE nar-
ratives are already being made on social media 
by pro-Ukrainian voices, whose successes are 
likely due to the organic nature of the response 
and the authenticity of the online voices.

•	 The U.S. government can increase the supply of 
fact-based information and counternarratives 
to support known and trusted voices operating 
within online communities. 

•	 The U.S. government can also support efforts to 
investigate, reveal, and publicize state-affiliated 
actors and proxies, which can help reduce their 
credibility. 

•	 The U.S. government and partners could selec-
tively support organizations and individuals 
with credibility for audiences that appear partic-
ularly susceptible to Russia’s REMVE narratives, 
including audiences in Eastern Europe that tend 
to have strong pro-Russian sentiments, such as 
Serbian speakers and Bulgarian speakers. 

•	 The best methods to forestall violence and 
hamper violent actors may be in the realm of 
law enforcement and investigations rather than 
information efforts. 

•	 Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) and Spe-
cifically Designated Global Terrorist (SDGT) 
designations could continue to be useful tools, 
particularly for organizations in the countries 
where there is greater susceptibility to Russian 
REMVE propaganda.

There are distinct 
limits to Russia’s 
ability to successfully 
mainstream its 
propaganda.
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