
CONTENT ANALYSIS

The Washington Post article reviewed below is littered with one-sided opinion masquerading as news.  The article, which insinuates into readers minds the view that Russia is planning aggression against Ukraine and is solely to blame for the deterioration in relations between the two countries, contains numerous inaccurate statements, claims unsupported by data or facts, and a consistently one-sided perspective.  No facts are brought to bear that show any Russian intent to commit aggression against Ukraine.  It should be noted that this article follows a summer replete with articles in the Post and other mainstream media and other news outlets purporting to show that Russia would attack Georgia this summer.  ROPV continues to wait and see when those predictions will be borne out in reality and whether anyone else will hold the U.S. mainstream media responsible in any way for its misleading reporting.
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Kremlin Intensifies Pressure as Ukraine Prepares for Vote - Russia Lodges List of Complaints Against Neighbor
PHILIP P. PAN

KIEV, Ukraine -- Five years after Ukraine defied Russia and turned toward the United States and Europe1,6,3 in a peaceful, democratic revolution, Moscow is poised for a comeback in this former Soviet republic.

The pro-Western president who came to power as the hero of the Orange Revolution is struggling with single-digit ratings just months before he stands for reelection. The man Russia backed in 2004 is leading the race to succeed him. And the next-strongest candidate also appears acceptable to the Kremlin.

But rather than sit out the election, Russia has redoubled its efforts to portray Ukraine as a hostile neighbor, lodging a barrage of complaints against its policies and plunging relations between the two countries to their lowest point since the fall of the Soviet Union.2,7

The vilification campaign has puzzled and alarmed analysts here as well as in Washington and Moscow. Many say Russia is trying to tilt the electoral field even further in its favor. But because that seems unnecessary, some are also asking whether Russian leaders might be laying the groundwork for a more serious confrontation with Ukraine, just a year after a brief war with another pro-Western neighbor, Georgia.10,5

"Wars and conflicts begin with discussion of them as an option," said Valeriy Chaly, a foreign policy scholar at the Razumkov Center, a top research institute in Kiev. "Now, for the first time in years, the word 'war' is being used here, and it's not dismissed as impossible."

Eighteen years after the Soviet Union's collapse, Ukrainian independence still does not sit well with many Russians -- and a sizable minority in Ukraine -- who feel strongly about the country's cultural and historic ties to Russia. Relations have always been strained, but they became especially rocky after the Orange Revolution, when huge crowds protesting election fraud and autocratic rule rejected the Russian-backed presidential candidate and swept in a pro-Western government.3,2,7

The democratic uprising worried Russia's own authoritarians, and Ukraine's subsequent push to join NATO alarmed them further. Recriminations between Moscow and Kiev became almost routine and culminated in a prolonged standoff over natural gas deliveries to Europe in the winter.

In recent weeks, though, Russian officials have ratcheted up the rhetoric, accusing Ukraine of sending troops to Georgia last year to kill Russian soldiers and of disrupting the operations of the Russian fleet in the Ukrainian port of Sevastopol.3,2,7 Russian President Dmitry Medvedev issued a letter last month that denounced his Ukrainian counterpart, Viktor Yushchenko, and read like a brief for war.1 

The letter catalogued more than a dozen "anti-Russian" policies, including Ukraine's NATO bid, mistreatment of Russian investors, limits on the use of the Russian language, and efforts to promote a version of history that says the Soviet Union committed genocide against Ukrainians in the 1930s.

In a somber video released with the letter and staged with warships floating in the Black Sea behind him,3,5,7 Medvedev said he would refrain from sending a new ambassador to Ukraine, adding that tensions between the two countries had "hit unprecedented levels."

"Basically, we've entered a cold war," said Oleksandr Tretiakov, a parliamentary leader in Yushchenko's party who argues that Russia is trying to use its economic clout and control of the media to portray Ukraine as a "failed state" and unravel the Orange Revolution, which Moscow describes as a U.S.-engineered coup.

Some say the Kremlin is trying to distract its population from problems at home; polls show that Russians have more negative attitudes toward Ukraine than they do even toward the United States. But the message has resonated with many in Ukraine who are nostalgic for the Soviet era. Ukraine's 46 million people include 8 million ethnic Russians concentrated in the east and south.

A friendly government in Ukraine is a strategic priority for Russia. Ukrainian pipelines carry Russian gas to Europe, and the Black Sea Fleet is based in Sevastopol under a deal that expires in 2017. But there is also an emotional bond, because both Russians and Ukrainians trace their history to a medieval kingdom that was centered in Kiev.3,2,7

Prime Minister Vladimir Putin once argued to President George W. Bush that Ukraine wasn't a real country, and speaking to reporters in late May, he read approvingly from the diaries of an imperial general who referred to Ukraine as "Little Russia."3,11,7

Dmitri Trenin, director of the Carnegie Moscow Center, said the Kremlin cannot imagine Russia as a great power without Ukraine. The debate among policymakers, he said, is between moderates who want to prevent Ukraine from joining NATO and ensure that it continues delivering Russian gas, and officials calling for a proactive strategy aimed at "soft dominance" over the country.

"Recently, it's moving toward the more proactive position," he said.1,4

Both Putin and Medvedev have a personal stake in reversing the Orange Revolution, which was seen in Moscow as a humiliating defeat. Putin, when he was president, recognized the losing candidate as the winner of the election, while Medvedev, then Putin's chief of staff, supervised the heavy-handed campaign effort that backfired.1 

Mikhailo Pohrebinski, a political consultant who advised Ukraine's former president and often worked with Medvedev, said Russia's president appears to be building a case that Ukraine is violating its 1997 friendship treaty with Russia -- the only agreement in which Moscow has recognized Ukraine's borders.

The escalation of tensions comes at a difficult time for Ukraine, which has been hit hard by the global economic crisis and is struggling to enact painful reforms required for billions of dollars in emergency loans.2,7 With the January presidential election approaching, the nation's fractious leadership is even more divided and distracted than usual.

Russia has not endorsed a candidate, as it did five years ago when it backed the then-prime minister, Viktor Yanukovych, who is now leader of Ukraine's largest opposition party and has made progress shaking his old image as a corrupt autocrat. 

Though he may still be Moscow's favorite candidate, and is the front-runner in the race, Russia seems to be spreading its bets this time. Only Yushchenko has been attacked by name by Russian media, and he has proven such an unpopular and ineffective leader that he has little chance of winning reelection anyway.

Oleksandr Sushko, research director at the Institute for Euro-Atlantic Cooperation, said the Kremlin is trying to force itself onto the campaign agenda and hold a "casting call" in which the candidates must clarify their positions on the issues Russia cares about.

But all of the major candidates, including Yanukovych, favor further integration with Europe, and none is likely to make as many concessions as Russia demands once in office, he said. As a result, the Kremlin is trying to increase its leverage over them now, while also preparing for a confrontation if that fails.

Yanukovych's strongest opponent in the race is Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, a leader of the Orange Revolution and former ally of Yushchenko's who says she will improve relations with Russia without sacrificing Ukraine's independence.

Tymoshenko won praise from Putin after negotiating a deal with him to end the standoff that cut fuel supplies to much of Europe last winter. But she committed Ukraine to buy a fixed amount of gas in the contract, and now, with demand down in the recession, she is trying to renegotiate.

She and Putin emerged from a meeting last month saying Russia had agreed in principle to give Ukraine a break. But critics say Tymoshenko has left herself open to be blackmailed by the Kremlin, perhaps just before the election. For example, Russia has objected to a deal that Tymoshenko signed with the European Union to help modernize and reform Ukraine's gas sector.3,4,7

Julia Mostovaya, deputy editor of Kiev's most independent newspaper, Zerkalo Nedeli, said Yushchenko's failure to pursue further democratic reforms after the Orange Revolution has left Ukraine vulnerable to Russian influence.

"It's a very dangerous situation now," she said. "We have two leading candidates without principles, and Russia has leverage to influence both."1,7 
1 ,6,3 OPINION PRESENTED AS NEWS, SLANTED TERMINOLOGY, INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: That Ukraine “defied Russia” is a matter of interpretation.  Therefore, this is opinion disguised as news.  Since the Orange ‘revolution’ the journalist is referring to was, in his own words later in the article, a reaction to electoral fraud by some of Ukraine’s parties, it is unclear whether the revolution constituted ‘defying Russia.’  Since the much of the Russian-speaking population is pro-Russian and a majority opposes Ukraine’s membership in NATO, it is not clear that Ukraine “turned to the United States and Europe.”  Moreover, this is rather slanted terminology.  Many Western pro-NATO expansion and/or anti-Russian analysts, commentators, journalists, and government officials claim that Russia, unlike the West, is engaged in slanted, ‘19th century,’ ‘zero-sum thinking’ when it sees the expansion of Western influence as a loss for Russia.  So when Western commentators do the reverse, is this not slanted, 19th century, zero-sum thinking? 


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This is a central point of the article. It is simply one-sided and slanted to refer to Russia’s efforts to “portray” Ukraine as hostile.  The administration of Ukraine’s extremely unpopular president Viktor Yushchenko in fact has been hostile towards Russia.  The journalist’s claim is also inaccurate in that the Kremlin has only criticized a portion of the Ukrainian leadership and some allied scholars for conducting anti-Russian policies, not Ukraine as a whole.  A partial list of Ukraine’s antagonistic policies are mentioned in passing, in watered down form, late in the article, and denigrated rather than investigated.  Quoting the journalist himself: “The letter catalogued more than a dozen ‘anti-Russian’ policies, including Ukraine's NATO bid, mistreatment of Russian investors, limits on the use of the Russian language, and efforts to promote a version of history that says the Soviet Union committed genocide against Ukrainians in the 1930s.”  Please note the quotation marks put around the words “anti-Russian policies,” they do not appear when the journalist refers to Moscow’s “vilification campaign.”  Moreover, recall that the journalist himself writes that Ukraine’s Orange ‘revolution’ constituted defying Russia.  Does defiance constitute opposition and does opposition warrant the prefix ‘anti’ before Russian in descrbing it?  Let the reader decide.  Later, the journalist accidentally reveals to readers some reasons why Moscow considers Ukraine’s actions ‘anti-Russian’: “A friendly government in Ukraine is a strategic priority for Russia.  Ukrainian pipelines carry Russian gas to Europe, and the Black Sea Fleet is based in Sevastopol under a deal that expires in 2017. But there is also an emotional bond, because both Russians and Ukrainians trace their history to a medieval kingdom that was centered in Kiev.”  The journalists of the mainstream media never pursue the question – just the question – of whether the strategic value of Ukraine for Russia’s security interests and its further westernization and democratization is greater than the very limited security value Ukraine’s membership in NATO might bring to the U.S. and the West.  In the bargain, journalists might write one article on just how provocative that alliance’s encroachment around Russia might be perceived in Moscow.


10,5 OVERUSE OF SAME WESTERN SOURCES and SENSATIONAL CONTEXT: The journalist writes that an alleged “vilification campaign” conducted by Moscow has “alarmed analysts in Washington and Moscow,” yet the opinions presented in the article - besides those of Pan and the Washington Post’s editorial board - are those of a Ukrainian political scientist, a Ukrainian parliamentary deputy from the party of the anti-Russian president, a Ukrainian political consultant, a director of a pro-NATO expansion Ukrainian think tank, a Ukrainian journalist, and one Russian political scientist who works in an American think tank.  In addition, this paragragh insinuates into readers’ minds the idea that Russia is preparing military aggression against Ukraine.  It does so by tacking on the phrase “just a year after a brief war with another pro-Western neighbor, Georgia” to the idea that Moscow “might be laying the groundwork for a more serious confrontation with Ukraine.” 


3,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This statement is fundamentally inaccurate because the real reason for Russian-Ukrainian tensions lies in NATO expansion.  NATO expansion, begun in the mid 1990s created great distrust of the West in Moscow because the West had promised NATO would not be expanded beyond a reunified Germany.  With each successive wave of expansion and talk of a new wave to include Ukraine and Georgia relations gravely deteriorated.  Omitting this fact and pinning Russian-Ukrainian relations’ downturn and Russian displeasure with Kiev on the Orange revolution conveniently paints Moscow as primarily distrustful of democracy rather than of the encroachment of world history’s most powerful military alliance around its borders.  The claim that “Ukraine’s subsequent push to join NATO alarmed (Moscow) further” does not give sufficient weight to the effect of earlier rounds of NATO expansion on Moscow’s attitude towards the Orange revolution.  The leaders of the ’revolution’ – both Yushcenko and Tymoshenko – were calling for Ukrainian membership in NATO.  This highlighted statement is also inaccurate, since it contradicts the journalist’s previous claim that the Orange ‘revolution’ was ‘defiance of Moscow‘ not, as he states here, in disgust with election fraud.  That the issue was not rejection of a “Russian-backed” candidate per se is evidenced by the fact that Ukrainians now favor two Russian-backed candidates – Yanukovich and Tymoshenko – over the pro-Western Yushchenko. 


3 ,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This statement is somewhat inaccurate in that the Russians have not just claimed that Ukraine sent troops to Georgia.  They have charged that the Ukrainians were there training snipers, and the Ukrainians have acknowledged that.  Moreover, the Russians have provided evidence that Ukrainians also took part in fighting.  One can question the veracity of the evidence, to be sure, and check it by doing some investigative journalism.  But this article does not do that, of course, and the Washington Post will not do this.  The Post is more likely to cover up any knowledge of Ukrainian fighting against the Russians and refuse to report on any evidence that might emerge.  The U.S. mainstream media only investigates charges that incriminate Russia, as evidenced by their coverage of the August 2008 Georgian war.  It hotly pursued any avenues of investigation that would prove Russian planning for war or firing the first shots but ignored those avenues pointing to Georgian instigation of the war.  We do know, because the Ukrainians have admitted it, that Kiev did sell many weapons to Georgia on the eve of the war.  Ukrainian Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, moreover, demanded an investigation into whether or not those weapons were sold on the cheap in violation of Ukrainian law.  This has never been the focus of an article, no less any ‘investigative journalism’ by the Post or any other U.S. mainstream media outlet.


1 OPINION PRESENTED AS NEWS:  Whether or not Medvedev’s letter “read like a brief for war” is a matter of opinion presented here as news.  It might be added that if the journalist is opining that the letter’s charges of Ukrainian activity appeared as a causus belli, then perhaps he should also have spoken about a Ukrainian ‘vilification campaign’ and not just Russia’s ostensible “vilification campaign” against Kiev and not put the word ‘anti-Russian’ in quotation marks in the sentence immediately following this one when he refers to Kiev’s policies and not only Russia’s ostensible “vilification campaign”?  Indeed, since the journalist opened the article referring to Kiev’s “defying” of Moscow and turning pro-Western, is not such an action ‘anti-Russia’ by his own zero-sum logic? 


3,5,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, SENSATIONAL CONTEXT, ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This statement is inaccurate and, moreover, deliberately misleading and deceptive.  The “warships floating in the Black Sea” are from Russia’s Black Sea Fleet.  Its base in Sevastopol, Crimea is one of the many bones of contention listed in the letter and brought about by the collapse of the Soviet Union into 15 states which the West in general supported, in particular those who edit and write on Russia for the Washington Post.  The base is particularly contentious now because of NATO expansion.  Russia will need to build and outfit a new base at the cost of billions of dollars if NATO brings Ukraine into the alliance.  In some sense the West bears some responsibility for this problem.  Crimea was historically Russian territory unless one wants to go back to the Crimean Khanate as a model.  Russia had to defend Sevastopol and Crimea during the Crimean War from encroachement by the Ottoman Turks, French and British at the costs of tens of thousands of Russian soldiers’ lives.  Now Moscow stands to completely lose access to Crimea once it comes under Western control if Ukraine joins NATO; something NATO nor the West really does not need to ensure their security or interests.  There was nothing inherently wrong about Russia and Ukraine remaining in a unified state or confederation of some sort as long as communism fell, but many supported the break up without thinking through the complications – security, territorial, and ethnic – that would arise and lead to bloodshed in the former USSR as a result.  In this sense, perhaps the West bears even more of the responsibility for the deterioration in Russian-Ukrainian relations.


3,2,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, OMISSION OF KEY FACTS, ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The statement that “(a) friendly government in Ukraine is a strategic priority for Russia” is misleading and hence inaccurate in the sense that the idea could have been put this way: “Ukraine’s membership in NATO and the transatlantic community will damage Russian national security and interests.”  However, putting it this way would tip off readers as to the less than benign consequences for Russia of NATO expansion and make Moscow’s recent defiance of the West on so many issues from Iran, Venezuela, etc. more comprehensible.  Stating that Moscow has “strategic priority” connotes more aggressiveness on Moscow’s part and puts its actions in a darker light.  


3,11,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, UNIDENTIFIED SOURCE, ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE:  The claim that Putin once said to President Bush that “Ukraine is not even a real state” is based on one hearsay report from a source that refused to be identified.  Furthermore, President Bush has never confirmed that Putin said this to him.  Putin’s reading from diaries of a general who referred to Ukranian as “Little Russia” does not necessarily mean he regards Ukraine as Little Russia, and since Putin and other official Russian leaders and documents have recognized Ukraine’s status as an independent state suggests that Putin does regard Ukraine as Russian territory; this, despite the fact that Ukraine received the entire Crimea through a likely illegal decision made by the Soviet communist regime in 1957. 


1,4 OPINION PRESENTED AS NEWS and CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS: This, of course, is opinion presented as news without data or facts to support it and with the Washington Post finding those analysts that agree with their point of view and then printing their opinions as ‘news.’  No data is presented to support the view that there are two poles among Russian foreign policymakers or that the trend is moving in the direction of the pole that supports soft dominance.  To be sure, the specialist quoted here, Dmitry Trenin, is a deservedly well-respected analyst of Russian security affairs, but this does not change the fact that his is merely an opinion among many others.  That the Post always produces experts with opinions that support its editorial line is a sign of gross bias and propaganda masquerading as news.  Moreover, soft dominance by definition cannot mean Russian plans for war, which is the idea the journalist started off the article implying.  This was apparently the closest opinion that he could find to support the Post’s line.  


1 UNIDENTIFIED SOURCE: The author provides no source for this information.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE:  If the Orange ‘revolution’ was so democratically revolutionary, then why were these reforms not undertaken in the four plus years the orangists were in power before the economic crisis?  As I have argued here before, the Orange ‘revolution’ and all the other colored ‘revolutions’ were largely or in some great part mini-revolutions from above in which one portion of the state authorities used state institutions and temporary mobilization of part of the public to seize power from another group of state authorities.  The ‘from below’ or societal component of the revolution was not the pivotal element in the transformation of power, the actions and mobilizing power of authorities were key.  This has been borne out by the lack of or limited progress in democratization and economic reform after the colored revolutions, not unlike the similar lack of progress after Russia’s own revolution from above that brought down the Soviet regime and state.   See Gordon M. Hahn, “Colored ‘Revolutions’ Darken,” Russia: Other Points of View, 18 April 2008, www.russiaotherpointsofview.com/2008/04/the-darkening-o.html#more and Gordon M. Hahn, Russia’s Revolution From Above: Reform, Transition, and Revolution in the Fall of the Soviet Communst Regime, 1985-1991 (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2002).   


3,4,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This statement is inaccurate in that the fact that Russia objected to a policy Tymoshenko supports cannot be an “example” of how Tymoshenko is vulnerable to “blackmail.”  No data, facts or argumentation support his view, and it is clearly one-sided in that the journalist tries to will into existence without any factual basis what his editors want readers to think.


1,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA, CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS, and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Again Pan and the Post seek out opinion that agrees with their propaganda line and produce it as ‘news’ fit to print.  Moreover, one of the two leading candidates, Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, when she was a leader of the Orange ‘revolution’ along with Yushchenko was a courageous democratic revolutionary, in the Post’s view.  Now that she shows a willingness to negotiate with Moscow and maintain at least cordial relations, she is “without principles.”  Meanwhile, the influence that billions of dollars in military and economic assistance and investment will bring along with Ukraine’s entry into NATO or may be lost without entry into NATO is not seen as Western or U.S. influence, no less blackmail. Moreover, the article was already unable to demonstrate any ‘vulnerability to blackmail by the Kremlin’ with regard to Tymoshenko and did not even attempt to show any such vulnerability regarding Yanukovich. 






