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			Praise For 
Intent To Destroy

			‘Eugene Finkel, who correctly called Russia’s war against Ukraine 
“genocidal,” makes the case here with erudition and verve. Those who want Russian perspectives on the war will find the relevant ones here’

			Timothy Snyder, New York ­Times–bestselling 
author of On Tyranny

			‘Vladimir Putin claims that Russians and Ukrainians are one and the same people, but as Finkel convincingly argues in his new book, the relationship between the two nations has been anything but brotherly, with Russians doing their best to dominate and recently destroy Ukraine. A powerful ­antidote to those who claim that NATO is the main culprit responsible for the current war’

			Serhii Plokhy, author of The ­Russo-Ukrainian War

			‘A masterpiece. This is a must-read to understand Russia’s mission to des­troy Ukraine over hundreds of ­years—and the heroic resistance against it. Utterly essential if you want to know what’s at stake in the greatest war in Europe since WWII’

			Peter Pomerantsev, author of Nothing Is True 
and Everything Is Possible

			
			‘As Mark Twain said, history does not repeat, but it often rhymes—and it is certainly doing that in Ukraine today. Ukraine’s problem is that Russia has not only tried, and mostly succeeded, in dominating it for two hundred years, but that as a consequence, its own distinct history and narratives have been eclipsed, especially for foreigners. Today, then, it is more vital than ever that we understand the roots of this war. Finkel has written a superb and, above all, readable guide for the perplexed. The current conflict did not begin in 2022, nor in 2014, nor at independence in 1991, and Finkel has done a masterful job in giving us a clear understanding of what we need to know. However, what makes his work especially valuable is that he does not shy away from tackling head-on difficult and controversial historical topics that many will find uncomfortable. He has done what needs to be done’

			Tim Judah, author of In Wartime: Stories from Ukraine

			‘Russia’s attack on Ukraine in 2022 surprised many of us. But it shouldn’t have. Finkel’s masterful account of centuries of Russian designs on Ukraine spells out why Moscow won’t leave Kyiv alone, and what defenders of Ukraine should do about it. A must-read account of the most important foreign-policy question of our age’

			Ben Ansell, author of Why Politics Fails

			‘An unprovoked invasion, a forced-adoption program, massacres of civilians, the upending of truth, a jagged Z symbol deployed to signal loyalty to a repressive regime—the parallels between present and past in Russia’s war on Ukraine are breathtaking. A work of deep expertise and sober sensitivity, Intent to Destroy connects these threads and details the repeated waves of devastation that have resulted from Russia’s long-term obsession with eradicating Ukraine’s separate identity’

			Charles King, New York Times–bestselling author of 
Gods of the Upper Air

			
			‘A powerful indictment of Russia’s centuries-long obsession with eliminating the Ukrainian identity, language, and people’

			Yaroslav Trofimov, author of Our Enemies Will Vanish

			‘Finkel tells a story of violence, identity, and the final stages of empire in Eur­ope—the story of Ukraine. Starting with attempts by imperial Russia in the nineteenth century to destroy Ukrainian identity, Intent to Destroy stretches through Stalin’s genocidal famine in the 1930s to Putin’s invasion today. However, as Finkel shows, Ukrainian identity, even in military or political defeat, survived until the collapse of the Soviet Union; since then, and especially since 2014, it has evolved into something powerful and enduring. This is a book that can help explain the most important war and geopolitical crisis in Europe today, and which does so with clarity, learning, and sensitivity. Anyone interested in understanding what is happening in Ukraine should read it’

			Phillips Payson O’Brien, author of The Strategists

			‘This is a highly readable yet most rigorous account of how Russia has—for generations—tried to subjugate, repress, control, and destroy the Ukrainian nation and the Ukrainian state. Finkel, a master of empirical detail and with immense comparative knowledge, makes plainly evident why what Ukrainians understand to be their core civic duty and identity is so frightening and despised by Russia, and tragically, why it must be, in Russia’s view, destroyed’

			Olga Onuch, coauthor of The Zelensky Effect

			‘Finkel’s Intent to Destroy spans several centuries, delving into some of the most heinous atrocities perpetrated by the Kremlin on Ukrainian lands. Despite the extensive scope, the text is rich in nuanced analysis, being equally valuable for scholars and accessible to readers unfamiliar with the region. What stands out most is Finkel’s approach: Rather than striving for unattainable objectivity, he bravely acknowledges his deep investment in producing responsible scholarship that is guided by honesty’

			Olesya Khromeychuk, director of Ukrainian Institute London

			
			‘The ongoing war between Russia and Ukraine is the culmination of centuries of painful interactions involving a punctuated but progressive rise of Ukrainian national consciousness and a concomitant rise of fear in a Russia threatened by an independent Ukrainian nation. Finkel provides an accessible, nuanced, and dynamically presented historical background to the conflict, highlighting Russia’s imperial drive, and juxtaposing the historical places two nations find themselves in today’

			Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, director of Russia 
Institute, King’s College London
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			To my grandmother, Lina Guler, born in Kyiv, 1931.
May she live long enough to see her hometown at peace again.
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			A Note on Places 
and Names

			Every place in Ukraine has multiple names and ways of spelling. The Ukrainian L’viv is L’vov to the Russians and Lwów to the Poles. Jews, until World War II the city’s second largest community, called it Lemberik, and the Austro-Hungarian government that ruled it before 1918 knew it as Lemberg. For all places within the internationally recognized borders of Ukraine and for people who have lived there, I use the Ukrainian name and follow the Library of Congress transliteration rules unless there is an internationally recognized spelling or these people explicitly consider themselves Russians. Thus, Chernobyl Nuclear Plant even though it is Chornobyl in Ukrainian, and Nikita Khrushchev rather than Mykyta Khrushchov. Where possible, I also tried to eliminate apostrophes and other diacritical marks. Readers who know Ukrainian will easily recognize the place or the name even without these marks, and those who do not will not be affected by this decision. All translations from Ukrainian and Russian are mine unless indicated otherwise.

		

		
			
			

		

		
		
		

	
		
			
			Introduction

			Russians and Ukrainians [are] one people—a single whole,” the leader of Russia proclaimed. Ukrainians are “Russian brothers who are being freed,” declared the Russian commander in chief before going to war. Moscow was invading to protect “brothers of the same blood, Ukrainians,” claimed the Kremlin. Each of these declarations could have been made by Russian president Vladimir Putin prior to the massive invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. Yet only one was. The other two date to 1914 and 1939, and without deep historical knowledge, it is difficult to distinguish Putin’s words from 2021 (the first statement) from those made by Russian imperial (second) and Soviet (third) officials at the beginning of the two world wars.

			Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine is the single most important event in Europe since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. It is also arguably the major global geopolitical development since 9/11. Putin’s explicit goal is to dismantle the Western-dominated, post–Cold War global order and reestablish the Kremlin’s domination over much of ­Eurasia. Russia cannot achieve this without controlling Ukraine, “the gates of Europe.” The Russian invasion has reshaped relations between the world’s great powers and redefined the nature of existing alliances and international organizations, such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU). It also seems to be inescapable—on television, on social media, at sporting competitions, on theater stages, in dinnertime conversations. This is how 1939 might have looked, had the internet and cell phones existed eighty years ago. Russian violence against Ukraine will continue to shape European and global politics for decades to come.1

			The Russian invasion has also brought mass murder back to Ukraine. It has already killed tens, likely hundreds, of thousands of soldiers and civilians, displaced millions, revived the threat of nuclear conflict between Russia and the West, and it might yet unleash a global famine. The ­Russian state targets civilian infrastructure, destroys Ukrainian identity and culture, and intentionally kills, tortures, and rapes civilians. More than seven hundred thousand Ukrainian children have been transferred from Russian-occupied territories in Ukraine to Russia proper. There, they will be reeducated and taught to be Russians. Russian propagandists and state officials openly talk about destroying Ukraine and Ukrainians, killing millions, drowning and burning children.

			Genocide and crimes against humanity are, sadly, found frequently throughout Ukraine’s history. Indeed, both concepts became enshrined in international law thanks to scholars from Lviv, a city in western Ukraine and my birthplace. Raphael Lemkin, a graduate of Lviv University when the city belonged to Poland, coined the term “genocide,” a ­combination of the Greek word genos (a race) with the Latin cide (killing). For ­Lemkin, genocide was a coordinated effort to annihilate national groups by destroying the very foundations of their existence. The United Nations (UN) later defined the term as “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such.” Sir Hersch Lauterpacht, a British legal scholar who grew up in Lviv, played the key role in developing the concept of crimes against humanity, which now encompass acts such as murder, rape, torture, or deportation “committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population.”2

			The Russian violence against Ukraine is neither sudden nor unprecedented. The ongoing aggression, the mass murder, and the ideas that undergird them did not spring into being in 2022. Rather, they are products of a two-hundred-year-old history. Since the mid-nineteenth century, dominating Ukraine and denying Ukrainians an independent identity, let alone a state, have been the cornerstone of imperial, Soviet, and, eventually, post-Soviet Russian policies. These policies rejected and suppressed the very existence of the Ukrainian language, history, and culture. Even during the brief periods in which Soviet and post-Soviet governments in Moscow tried to move away from these ideas, they persisted among large segments of Russian society and became policy once again when new leaders arose. Russian emperors, Joseph Stalin, and now Putin have been intent on destroying Ukraine as a state, as an identity, and as an idea. At times, the goal of the political destruction of Ukraine morphed into physical annihilation of Ukraine’s residents. Massacres, deportations, famine, and torture are time-tested methods of Russian domination over Ukraine and its residents.

			Russia’s quest to dominate and, occasionally, physically destroy Ukraine has long been driven by two key factors: identity and security. The idea of the shared origin and fraternity of Russians and Ukrainians (and Belorussians) is a staple of Russian self-perception and historiography. Russian elites and intellectuals see their state as the sole heir of Kyivan Rus’—a medieval polity that encompassed most of contemporary Ukraine, Belarus, and western Russia—and thus as the rightful inheritors of Kyiv’s geographic and spiritual legacy. Being Russian implies a special relationship with—and very often a sense of entitlement to—at least some parts of Ukraine and its past.

			The second key factor is security, first and foremost the security of Russia’s autocratic regime. Insurgencies, subversive ideals, and utopian philosophies threatening the stability of successive Russian and Soviet governments have found fertile ground in Ukraine from which to spread into Russia. Nothing scares a Russian autocrat more than a democratic and free Ukraine, because if Ukrainians can build a democracy, then the supposedly fraternal (from the Kremlin’s perspective) Russians might too.

			National security concerns have also played a role. The “gates of Europe” open both ways, and many a Western invader has passed through Ukraine to attack Russia. Finally, Ukraine’s fertile soil was crucial to feeding and funding the Russian and Soviet empires, necessitating their ­control over Ukraine.

			Combined, identity, security, and the interaction between them have driven Russia’s policies toward Ukraine since the nineteenth century. During some periods, identity politics reigned supreme, in others security took precedence, but both were almost always present.

			Identity and security concerns, however, do not automatically translate into actions. Notions of identity are a necessary foundation for Russia’s quest for domination of Ukraine, but identity alone cannot explain specific policies and decisions. There is no straightforward, predetermined path from believing that all Russians ought to live under Moscow’s rule to mass murder. Nostalgia, nationalist resentment, and a sense that one’s nation is unjustly divided by borders are not cultural trends unique to Russia, and these feelings do not necessarily lead to violence. National security concerns can also be addressed in multiple ways, and most do not involve invading neighboring states and annexing their territory.3

			The story of Russia and Ukraine is therefore not merely a story of society-level factors and historical processes but also a story of the choices people make. That Russia and Russians would be deeply interested in Ukraine is natural considering history and geography; that they would, time and again, decide to destroy Ukraine is not.

			The story of Ukraine is also the story of all the groups living there, not just ethnic Ukrainians. The defining feature of the lands lying between Western Europe and Russia is diversity. Ukraine, as a quintessential and literal borderland, historically did not just separate but also blended nations, languages, religions, cultures, and empires. Ukrainians, Poles, Russians, Jews, Greeks, Tatars, Germans, Bulgarians, Armenians, Hungarians, Romanians, Serbs, Swedes, Turks, Roma, Czechs, and other communities called the lands that now constitute Ukraine home. Stalinist repression, World War II, and postwar violence shattered many of these communities, but Ukraine’s diversity, though greatly diminished, remains.

			Often this diversity was an advantage, but at times of crisis, ethnic, religious, and linguistic differences would tear the region apart in spasms of violence, turning Ukraine into what historian Timothy Snyder famously labeled “bloodlands.” Appreciation of Ukraine’s diversity is crucial to understanding the region and Russian-Ukrainian relations. Ukraine’s diversity allowed Russian and Soviet governments to practice a “divide and repress” strategy that leveraged local cleavages to recruit supporters for Russian rule and ensured the acquiescence of large parts of the population. Control over Ukraine depended upon a ready pool of local supporters who sustained and promoted the Russian-dominated political order. Often these people were local elites, but, when needed, imperial, Soviet, and post-Soviet Russian governments would also rely on other groups.

			Thus, the Holodomor, the man-made famine of 1932–1933, killed millions in the ethnically Ukrainian countryside but largely spared the Russian-speaking cities. The brutal Soviet counterinsurgency and mass deportations of the 1940s were limited to Ukraine’s westernmost regions and Crimea. The oppression of Jews and the expulsion of Crimean Tatars did not threaten the Slavs, while the attacks on the Ukrainian national movement, language, and culture typically left minorities unmolested. At any given time, there were substantial parts of Ukraine’s population that were safe, prioritized over their neighbors, and content with Moscow’s or Saint Petersburg’s dominance.

			

			*

			Russia and Ukraine both trace their origins to the Kyivan Rus’, a medieval state centered on Kyiv, Ukraine’s current capital. As much as anything, Russia’s violence against Ukraine is about history and inheritance, both physical and symbolic. In the thirteenth century, a Mongol invasion destroyed the Kyivan state, and its western parts, including Kyiv, were soon swallowed by the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. While Kyiv declined, Moscow, originally a tiny and unimportant principality, prospered and grew stronger. After breaking free of Mongol rule, Moscow elites started viewing themselves as the rightful (and sole) heirs of both the Kyivan Rus’ and the Orthodox Christian Byzantium. Moscow’s territorial expansion quickly turned it into a formidable Eurasian power. Meanwhile, in Ukraine, a mid-seventeenth-century Cossack uprising against Poland led to the creation of a semi-independent Ukrainian polity in parts of what is now eastern and central Ukraine. Too weak to protect their rule against the larger and stronger Poland, Cossack elites in 1654 swore allegiance to the Moscow tsar. Kyiv came under Russian rule, and the region eventually became officially known as “Little Russia” (whereas Moscow’s original domain was referred to as “Great Russia”).

			Throughout the eighteenth century, Russia continued expanding. In several wars it defeated the Ottoman Empire and conquered today’s southern Ukraine, annexed Crimea, and, together with Prussia and Habsburg Austria, partitioned Poland, thus bringing almost all of Ukraine under the Romanov empire’s control. By the nineteenth century, the Russian Empire ruled all Kyivan Rus’ lands apart from the Austrian-controlled Galicia, now western Ukraine. But repeated Polish uprisings, aimed at regaining lost independence and bringing large parts of Ukraine back under Warsaw’s rule, threatened Russian control of the region. In response, the Russian government began promoting ideas that legitimized the ­Russian ownership of Ukraine. A historical narrative that emphasized the shared origins of the Great and Little Russians and positioned the Russian Empire as the successor of Kyivan Rus’, and thus the rightful owner of its patrimony, became a staple of official Russian historiography and identity. Importantly, this narrative was not simply imported from Saint Petersburg and shoved down the throats of Little Russians; people hailing from or living in what is now Ukraine and whom we would now label as ­Ukrainians played an important role in articulating the ideas that undergirded Russian perceptions of itself and of Ukraine.

			
			In several short decades during the nineteenth century, these perceptions of shared origin along with Russia’s increasingly repressive nature and turn toward narrow, exclusionary nationalism transformed the celebration of historical unity of two fraternal yet distinct groups into a campaign of forced Russification. Starting in the 1860s, the publication of Ukrainian-language books was first significantly restricted and then virtually banned altogether. The Little Russian elites, intellectuals, and small but growing middle class had to either become Russians without adjectives or face persecution. Many chose the former option, but a small group of activists and intellectuals rebuffed the Russian identity and began promoting a distinct Ukrainian one that rejected the myth of the shared origin and fate of Russians and Ukrainians. In doing so, these activists joined and were assisted by the rapid development of Ukrainian culture, identity, and political life that was happening across the border in Austro-Hungarian Galicia. The stakes of this identity conflict were high for the Russian Empire; because of Ukraine’s size, strategic location, and economic importance, the government in Saint Petersburg perceived the Russification of Ukraine as essential to the survival of both the Romanov empire and the Russian nation.

			When World War I broke out in 1914, Ukraine became one of its main theaters. The Russian Empire viewed the war as an opportunity to solve the Ukrainian question once and for all by occupying and annexing the Ukrainian-majority Austrian regions of eastern Galicia and Bukovyna and destroying the Ukrainian culture, language, and political activism in these areas. The Great War was also a watershed moment, when Russian policies expanded beyond the persecution of individuals and targeting of Ukrainian language and culture to large-scale physical violence against entire communities. Mass expulsions, pogroms, and looting now went hand in hand with banning Ukrainian-language publications, targeting culture, and forcing Galician Ukrainians, most of whom were Greek Catholics, to convert to Orthodox Christianity.

			The Great War destroyed the Russian Empire, and Ukraine became ground zero for the wars that followed the empire’s collapse. Millions perished during the years of chaos and violence that included pogroms, famine, economic ruin, disease, warfare, and massacres by different armies, militias, and bands fighting it out in Ukraine. The disintegration of the Russian Empire also gave Ukraine a chance to establish an independent state, the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR). Yet Ukrainian statehood did not last, in large part due to internal weakness and divisions. Decades of extensive Russification meant that the urban professional and working classes—the backbone of government administration and the ­modern economy—were mostly hostile to the idea of independent Ukraine, and pogroms perpetrated by the Ukrainian government forces alienated Ukraine’s large and important Jewish community.

			As if internal divisions were not enough, Ukraine was also facing multiple external enemies. In Galicia, an attempt to create a Ukrainian state failed after a bitter war against Poland. The two main adversaries in the Russian civil war, the Communist Reds and the anti-Communist Whites, were both determined to destroy the UNR. For Vladimir Lenin and his Communist regime, control over Ukraine was crucial for security reasons. The Reds needed Ukraine as the breadbasket to feed Russia’s cities, as a buffer to protect Moscow from Western invasion, and as a springboard to export the Communist revolution to Warsaw, Berlin, and Paris. The Whites were committed to the idea of “one, indivisible Russia” and despised the Ukrainian national movement even more than they hated the Communists. For many Whites, a Communist Russia that controlled Ukraine was preferable to a White one that did not.

			After the Reds’ conquest of Ukraine and defeat of the Whites, the Soviet Union, as the new Communist state became known, sought to accommodate the supporters of Ukrainian identity by promoting Ukrainian language, education, and culture, as long as the content was compatible with Communist ideology. But Joseph Stalin, who replaced Lenin in 1924, was hostile to all things Ukrainian and viewed Ukrainian language and culture as inherently anti-Soviet. Ruthless and paranoid, Stalin set out to turn Ukraine into “a model republic” and the bastion of Moscow-based Soviet power. Forced Russification returned with gusto, and Soviet Ukrainian writers, artists, and scholars were mercilessly repressed. Stalin’s collectivization of agriculture and food procurement policies, which were heavily biased against Ukrainian peasants, produced a massive famine, the Holodomor, in which up to five million people perished. For Stalin, famine, repression, and state terror were tools to eliminate any threats to Kremlin rule by destroying Ukraine’s potentially unreliable social and ethnic groups one by one through the “divide and repress” strategy.

			In 1939, Stalin teamed up with Adolf Hitler to invade and, once again, partition Poland. This invasion brought all Kyivan Rus’ lands under Moscow’s rule and united Polish-ruled western Ukraine with the Soviet one. World War II violence, the Holocaust, and the ethnic cleansing of the Polish minority—first by the Ukrainian nationalist forces and then by the Soviet government—reduced Ukraine’s diversity even further. Postwar deportations and repression of Ukrainian nationalists in Galicia finally turned Ukraine into a reliable, loyal, and increasingly Russian-speaking part of the Russia-dominated Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).

			After almost seventy years of Soviet rule, the built-in flaws of the Soviet economic model, mismanagement, corruption, and repression destroyed the USSR. As the Soviet Union barreled toward disintegration and Ukraine’s independence became increasingly likely, Russian nationalism reared its head. The tsarist-era perceptions of historical unity and shared origin and fate of Russians and Ukrainians had become fully ingrained during the Soviet times; most Russians viewed themselves and Ukrainians as practically indistinguishable and Ukraine as an extension of Russia. The prospect of suddenly losing Ukraine was simply too painful for many Russians. This fear of loss was especially acute with regards to eastern Ukraine, which had a substantial number of ethnic Russians, and Crimea, a region that occupied pride of place in Russian and Soviet myths of martial glory.

			When the USSR collapsed in 1991 and Russia and Ukraine went their separate ways, the return of Ukraine under Russian dominance became the dream of Russian Communists, nationalists, and conservatives. These groups despised democracy and sought to recreate the Russian Empire or the USSR, a resurrection that would be impossible without controlling, and, if needed, destroying Ukraine. Even among Russian liberals, many viewed Ukraine as an artificial state and some harbored neo-imperialist attitudes.

			Yet Ukraine, while young, inexperienced, and struggling, was now an independent country, and with every passing day its distinct character, national identity, and differences from Russia became more entrenched. This attachment to Ukraine’s statehood was especially pronounced among the younger generations who grew up in independent Ukraine, knew no other homeland, and did not feel nostalgic for the USSR. These people, and the growing Ukrainian middle class more broadly, wished to live in a prosperous, European, and democratic country rather than be junior partners in the Kremlin’s autocratic and repressive Russian World. When Russia invaded, these “independence generations” would lead the fight to save Ukraine.4

			Russia’s first president, Boris Yeltsin, did not let imperial restoration and conquest become official policy, but when Vladimir Putin replaced Yeltsin in 2000, Russia’s policies toward Ukraine gradually changed. Putin, a product of Soviet security services, was deeply nostalgic for the lost empire. Increasingly nationalist, he set out to restore Russia’s greatness. Putin also dismantled what little remained of Russia’s democratic institutions and, over time, transformed Russia into a full-blown autocracy. When, in 2004–2005, the citizens of Ukraine took to the streets to protest a stolen election and prevented Putin’s preferred candidate, Viktor Yanukovych, from becoming president, the Kremlin began viewing Ukraine as a key threat to regime survival. The West, Putin believed, was using Ukraine as a base to undermine his rule, and if Ukrainians could defeat an autocratic takeover, then Russians might too. The anti-Ukrainian phobias of the Kremlin, the nationalists, and the Communists converged.

			Yet, from the Kremlin’s perspective, if Ukraine could be controlled it did not need to be destroyed. In 2010, Yanukovych came to power by winning a free and fair election. In 2013, his increasingly dictatorial tendencies, extreme corruption, and decision to eschew a pro-European path in favor of membership in a Moscow-led alliance sparked a revolt among Ukrainians who rejected this autocratic and Moscow-dominated future. In February 2014, after the Euromaidan protests—or, as Ukrainians call it, the Revolution of Dignity—a violent standoff that left more than a hundred protesters dead, Yanukovych fled Ukraine.

			For Putin, the ousting of Yanukovych was a watershed. Ukraine could no longer be controlled, and thus the Kremlin moved to dismantle it. While many histories of the Russian war on Ukraine begin with the February 2022 attack, in fact the invasion started in 2014. Immediately after the Euromaidan’s triumph, Russian troops took over Crimea, and in March 2014 Russia annexed the peninsula. Russian nationalists, adventurers, and mercenaries with deep ties to the Russian government and security services then moved to eastern and southern Ukraine to join forces with local pro-Russian activists and foment violence in the hope of creating New Russia (Novorossiya). Pro-Russian sentiments did exist in these regions, but most Ukrainians did not wish to become Russians and the Novorossiya project faltered, with the exception of parts of the Donbas region that were captured by squads of armed Russians. When Ukraine moved to quash this armed insurrection, the Kremlin sent the Russian army to save Novorossiya from defeat while flatly denying any involvement. In the meantime, the Russian propaganda machine went into overdrive, depicting Ukraine as a fictional entity, its government as a NATO-controlled illegitimate junta, and its population as Russians who are oppressed by violent, neo-Nazi Ukrainian nationalists and who pine for a return to Moscow’s fold.

			The Russian annexation of Crimea and the war in the Donbas shook and mobilized Ukrainians. Over the two decades of independence, most citizens of Ukraine had developed a patriotic attachment to their country. Many of those previously sympathetic to Russia were offended by the invasion, Putin’s blatant lies, and Kremlin propaganda. To better resist the Russian threat, the Ukrainian government that replaced Yanukovych introduced multiple reforms, strengthened governance, improved trust in institutions, and reduced corruption. Ukraine’s diversity and cleavages did not disappear, but a broad civic national identity became dominant in response to the existential danger. Ukrainians also wanted peace and in 2019 elected Volodymyr Zelensky—a Russian-speaking Jewish actor from the country’s south who was popular in Russia and spent years working there—as president in the hope of negotiating a compromise with Putin. The Kremlin, however, did not want a compromise; it wanted Ukraine, and even Zelensky was not willing to give Putin de facto control over the country.

			By 2021, a combination of a stalemate in the Donbas, Putin’s slide toward extreme Russian nationalism, his detachment from alternative sources of information because of COVID-19-induced isolation, and growing concerns about the aging dictator’s historical legacy all combined to convince him to solve the Ukrainian question once and for all.

			On February 24, 2022, Russia launched a massive invasion of Ukraine. The Kremlin envisioned an easy victory, after which Ukraine’s political and social elites would be either killed or repressed and a new puppet government would turn Ukraine into Russia’s client state. High on their own supply of propaganda and oblivious to what Ukraine had become since 2014, the advancing Russian troops expected to be greeted as liberators and did not anticipate much resistance from the presumably weak and divided Ukrainian state. But instead of flowers and welcoming ceremonies, Russian forces were met with widespread, determined, and successful defiance from the overwhelming majority of Ukraine’s population—Russian and Ukrainian speakers, Orthodox and Greek Catholics, Muslims and Jews.

			Being Ukrainian in a civic, political sense is a deliberate choice. This choice means rejecting the Kremlin’s deep-seated belief in its right to dominate Ukraine and its certitude about the unity of Russian and Ukrainian people. From the Russian perspective, Ukraine’s defiance represented a rejection of the natural order of things and a betrayal that could not be tolerated. The punishment for this betrayal was violence. Unable to destroy Ukraine, Russian troops switched to killing Ukrainians. Unlike Jews during the Holocaust or the Tutsi in Rwanda, Ukrainians are being persecuted not because they were born different but because they chose to be different. The invasion became a genocide, deadly violence intended to destroy Ukraine as a state and Ukrainians as a national group because they dared to chart an independent path.

			*

			I grew up in Soviet Ukraine during the perestroika and then lived in Israel, so as a scholar I had always been interested in how societies and people respond to extreme situations: war, genocide, state collapse, and rapid change. As a professor of international affairs at Johns Hopkins University, I wrote and coauthored three books and multiple articles on past violence and genocide: the Holocaust, the legacies of World War II, and rebellions in the nineteenth-century Russian Empire. I’ve also written widely on contemporary politics—autocracy, national identity, political use of past tragedies, strategic thinking, and reforms—in post-Soviet Russia and Ukraine. Never did I imagine that my expertise in past mass murder and post-1991 Russia and Ukraine would eventually intersect, yet the Russian invasion did just that. When Russia invaded, my experience helped me to understand the nature of Russian violence early on. To the best of my knowledge, I was the first expert to argue, in an April 6, 2022, article in the Washington Post, that Russia’s actions—a combination of eliminationist rhetoric on state media and mass murder conducted by the Russian troops in northern Ukraine—meet the legal definition of genocide.5

			The idea that Russia seeks to destroy the Ukrainian nation as such is now generally accepted among scholars of genocide. But the genocidal violence that started in 2022 is only a snapshot of the much longer Russian effort to dominate Ukraine. Other books on the Russian invasion typically focus on the most recent events or present blow-by-blow reportage, but I believe that it is impossible to understand the invasion of 2022 and the ideas that drive Putin without going back decades, even centuries, to the origins of Russia’s intent to destroy Ukraine. Even more crucially, without comprehending these ideas we cannot hope to prevent future violence once the current war is over. At the same time, nationalist visions and historical myths alone cannot explain when mass violence erupts, why people fight, and how humans turn into genocidal perpetrators. For that, we need to rely on social science research and evidence from other genocides, such as the Holocaust or Rwanda. In short, to understand Russian violence and Ukrainian resistance, we need to combine a historical narrative that goes back to the origins of the conflict with insights from political science, sociology, and research on genocide. This is exactly what I aim to do.6

			This book is also how I fight back. On June 16, 2022, when I was spending most of my days reading, speaking, and writing about Russian violence against civilians in Ukraine, Dutch security services revealed that an undercover Russian military intelligence (GRU) officer had tried to infiltrate the International Criminal Court (ICC) and had even gotten a position at the institution. The ICC—which investigates Russia’s crimes in Ukraine and which, in March 2023, issued an arrest warrant against Putin—is an important target for the GRU. The Russian spy, Sergei ­Cherkasov, spent years preparing for this task while living under a false identity as Brazilian citizen Victor Muller Ferreira. Victor Muller Ferreira was my student. He attended two of my small, research-intensive, master’s level courses, including one on genocide. After graduation, Victor/Sergei asked me for a recommendation letter for a position at the ICC. I happily obliged. I helped a Russian spy in his task to infiltrate the ICC and potentially gain access to its investigations in Ukraine.

			I have not done anything wrong; I have neither the tools nor the training to identify an extensively prepared intelligence officer. Still, the cruel irony of doing everything I could to raise awareness of Russia’s violence while inadvertently helping a Russian agent tasked with harming an institution that investigates it almost broke me, physically and mentally. My job is not fighting Russian intelligence, it is research and teaching, but what’s the point of being a scholar if the only nonacademics who benefit from my expertise are Russian spies?

			I therefore neither claim nor wish to be a dispassionate and detached observer. My connection to Ukraine is personal. I was thirteen when I left the USSR, but Ukraine is and will always be an important part of who I am. Personal attachment might blur one’s vision, but it also permits feeling things bone-deep that detached observers cannot. Major historical events are, after all, not just about abstract social processes but also about humans and the pain they inflict and suffer.
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