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Make the Past Clear
Access to Archives for the Protection  
of Freedom of Speech

Today, access to the KGB archives in Ukraine is open for any-
one. This only requires a passport. From any country. You 
can even submit your application online. This law was 
passed on 9 April 2015.

It took place 24 years after Ukraine gained indepen-
dence. It took our team 10 years to accomplish. And al-
though Ukraine was not the first country to do this in the 
post-Soviet space, our legislation is the one of the most lib-
eral in Europe. Even the Baltic States admire the openness of 
access to the Soviet intelligence services documents.

How did this happen in Ukraine?
We showed the need for archival reforms for ordinary 

people and made it one of the prerequisites of the country’s 
political transformation. Archival reform also became a part 
of the media reform with its struggles against censorship 
and free access to information.

But we started this work with a crash of illusions. The 
changes were unnecessary not only for archivists (as expect-
ed), but also to a large extent to historians. Why? For vari-
ous reasons: those who already had access through person-
al connections or “gifts” were satisfied with the exclusivity. 
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Some wanted to wait furtively for the changes to occur in or-
der not to annoy the archival directors, but others simply did 
not want to waste time.

The volume of the secret archives of the KGB in Ukraine 
could be described as an imaginary 9 storey building. Nine 
floors, densely packed with evidence of an entire era — and 
this does not need a specialist? Unfortunately, that was the 
case. We made a mistake in the target audience.

The opening of the archives in Ukraine was very worry-
ing to Russia, which dumped approved information to the 
audience as political manipulation. Protest over this is not 
enough to counter propaganda — objective arguments are.

This was one of the goals or our NGO, the Center for Re-
search on the Liberation Movement, when it was created in 
2002. The initiators intended to research and narrate the his-
tory of Ukraine, primarily the armed resistance to the Nazis 
and Soviets during and after the Second World War. A profes-
sional approach needed the access to more reliable sources 
than memoirs recorded 60 years after the events took place. 
At that time, the idea that there were practically no docu-
ments about the UPA underground prevailed. Time to time, 
opponents unveiled testimonies about their “crimes”, and 
time to time there were documents found among their col-
lectors: either ripped out of the archives or excavated from 
an underground insurgent bunkers. The attitude of Ukraini-
ans toward the liberation movement and the communist re-
gime was shaped by ignorance. Our ambitious goal to learn 
and spread facts was impossible without access to archives.

Precedents of access of this type in the post-Soviet space 
were set by the Baltic States. And their experiences only 
added optimism. The experiences of other countries in East-

ern Europe were also useful in practical terms. The Polish, 
Slovak and Czech archives were a powerful source. Access 
was necessary to the Ukrainian ones. 

In 2005, after the Orange Revolution, Ukraine made 
a democratic change. But these “better times” were post-
poned in the humanitarian sphere. Despite the creation 
of the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance, and 
large-scale research into the Holodomor, access to the KGB 
documents remained limited.

In 2007, the then director of the Center for Research on 
the Liberation Movement, Volodymyr Viatrovych, angered 
by yet another archival rejection, gave an interview to the 
influential “Lvivska Gazeta”, which published an article en-
titled “Ukraine still Preserves the Secrets of a Non-Existent 
State.” In response to this article, the Head of the SBU invit-
ed Viatrovych to a meeting and suggested that he solve the 
problem himself. 

The development of the necessary policies to start the 
declassification process lasted a year. It was impossible to 
adopt the appropriate law in the circumstance of political 
uncertainty, so other means to open access to the archives 
were found. Since January 2009, the KGB documents in the 
SBU Archives have been available to people. The interest of 
academics increased, however, not significantly. Instead, 
thousands and thousands of people were primarily cautious, 
and then more and more began to seek the archives for in-
formation about their relatives. The information that was 
opened up in these incomplete two years of access showed 
the scale of secrets that are an interest not only to scholars 
but also to ordinary people.

And the media.



6 7

Make the Past ClearYaryna Yasynevych

It turned out that our history was not boring, and the 
available archival documents, contained living secrets. 
What is behind these pieces of paper and fierce pain, and 
absolute absurdity. The KGB did not only put the “SECRET” 
stamp on the confiscated photos of UPA insurgents, but also 
on jazz posters or rock-n-roll posters.

Despite screams from Russia, a civil disaster did not 
happen: people were interested in the fate of their loved 
ones, and not for a thirst of revenge.

The issue of access to the KGB documents was of great 
importance for Russia, as evidenced by the fact that the sec-
ond decree of the newly elected President Viktor Yanukovych 
on the SBU was to the dismissal of the archive director. The 
first was the appointment of a new head of the special ser-
vices. Valeriy Khoroshkovskyi immediately responded: “The 
truth that was to be communicated to the Ukrainian people 
has already been reported” and the “concern of the special 
services, above all, is to protect their secrets.”

Documents of the deceased KGB were once again secret.
In support of these words, the SBU initiated the prose-

cution of historian Ruslan Zabily for…disclosure of state se-
crets: for working on documents about the Holodomor and 
the UPA. In 2010, Zabily headed the Center for Research on 
the Liberation Movement and led the newly created muse-
um in the former Gestapo and NKVD-KGB prison in Lviv: 

“Łącki Street Prison”. 
Three years of deprivation of liberty was threatened not 

only against him, but also against historians in general. 
The SBU could achieve this…
And we received another lesson: historical archives 

should not remain in the hands of the special services. Never. 

And not only for reasons of sustainable access, but that “and 
lead us not into temptation” by the simple forced decisions 
using the Yezhov method.

This persecution gave a boost to the large-scale civil 
campaign for the right for the truth: for the access to infor-
mation from the archives, for the possibility to know about 
the history of their country for everyone.

The campaign was consonant with the journalistic 
movement “Stop Censorship!”, which defended freedom of 
speech, fought against editorial pressure, the criminaliza-
tion of defamation and access to information on state expen-
ditures. 

The special services squeezed everything out of their ar-
senal: searches, interrogations of all employees of the CD-
VR and the Museum, confiscation of private computers, at-
tempts to close the Museum, transferring the ownership 
of the premises of the former KGB prison into the hands 
of the SBU.

Finally, the historians won a public dispute with the 
special services. Thanks to the media attention the issue, 
whether the KGB testimony on the Holodomor and the UPA 
documents confiscated by the Chekists are a Ukrainian state 
secret, was published on the front pages of magazines and 
discussed on the TV during prime time. Even those loyal to 
the authorities supported historians due to the absurdity of 
the accusations.

It is noteworthy that the Ukrainian “Stop Censorship” 
movement for freedom of speech began in 2010 after the re-
moval of a film about the Holodomor from one of the most 
rated TV channels. Journalist Myroslav Otkovych quit and 
called upon others for help. Numerous other cases of cen-
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sorship were revealed. They concerned corruption and those 
who were in power and — even history. 

The price of gas in the 2000’s and the tools of genocide 
in the 1930’s. This was Russia’s demand from Ukraine: pay 
a lot and remember little. This was the minimum of actu-
al topics that created an information coalition of historians 
and journalists, to defend freedom of speech and access to 
information.

Finally, the security forces took a pause in regards to 
their efforts against historians, especially in light of tremen-
dous international pressure. But the sword of Damocles of 
criminal punishment had been still hanging in the air, until 
the case was finally closed quietly during Euromaidan.

The problem should have been solved in a comprehen-
sive way.

The CDVR team had already a clear idea not only of the 
purpose, but also about the practical challenges of a free ac-
cess organization. We believed that once again a window of 
opportunity is open and we cannot afford to lose time in de-
veloping changes “on the march”.

The program “Open Archives” began in 2011 and pro-
vided educational, analytical and advocacy work. We talked 
about access opportunities, learned from foreign experiences 
and developed architecture of reform. We drafted a “shelved” 
law, despite skepticism from others on our prospects. We 
found devoted partners and motivated professionals.

After the Euromaidan, the question of access to the ar-
chives of the repressive authorities of the USSR was placed 
as a priority in the parliamentary coalition and the new gov-
ernment. The Institute of National Remembrance’s bill was 
approved by the Government and passed through the Par-

liament as a law. On the 9th April 2015, it was voted upon 
in the decommunization package and on 21th May, the act 
came into force.

From now on, everyone could learn about KGB secrets. 
They were declassified without paying for access: the ar-
chives in Ukraine have no right to charge for copies made via 
phones or cameras. None of the former Chekists can restrict 
information about themselves.

Was it a success? At this moment, one key point of the 
reform — the creation of a civilian archive of the Institute 
of National Remembrance — in which documents from the 
special security forces will be moved to, has yet to be im-
plemented. This step will guarantee sustainable access, irre-
spective of the political situation, and deprive law-enforcers 
and special service units of their influence over history.

Therefore, advocacy for reform is ongoing. And in order 
to consolidate the existing results, CDVR, the Ukrainian In-
stitute of National Remembrance and our partners, the Na-
tional Museum “Łącki Street Prison” and the Revolution of 
Dignity Museum in particular, increase their collaboration 
with media. The “Deconstruction” project, within which this 
handbook was brought out, — is a vivid example of such in-
teraction.

That what has been made public, can no longer be hid-
den. You cannot manipulate what is already known.

Ten years ago, we began with the fact that archival re-
form was needed for our own professional interests.

But the ultimate goal does not change: the human rights. 
Everyone should have the opportunity to freely get ac-

quainted with their family and country’s past. Each victim 
should be able to speak openly about his/her history. Even 
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with distorted interrogation protocols or a cursory note in 
the margins of a Chekist paper.

This mission is impossible without access to the ar-
chives. But it is also impossible without the work of histori-
ans and journalists, publishers and editors, writers and hu-
man-rights activists. Without those of us how have a voca-
tion to examine the past.

Each year, interest in the Ukrainian archives increases 
by 50%. The country has received an additional tool in con-
fronting the hybrid aggression of Russia. Ukraine gives for-
eign historians and the media the opportunity to learn actu-
al facts about the Soviet past: we have copies of the majority 
of All-Union KGB instructions and orders.

Thus, decommunization can not only deprive the Ukra
inian public space of the symbols of propaganda of the total-
itarian regime but also provide information about its mech-
anisms and essence.

We are certain that these crimes will not be repeated if 
they are known to the world. And we did our best to make 
this information accessible to everyone.

We invite you all to the Ukrainian archives.

Yaryna Yasynevych,
Program Director of the Center 
for Research on the Liberation 
Movement, consultant for the Historical 
Documentation Series of the “Book Club 

“Family Leisure Club” Publishing House

www.facebook.com/yaryna.yasynevych

Yaryna Yasynevych
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How and where to start
the archival search

A journalist can find materials for interesting topics and 
stories in every archive. In order to have a successful first 
visit, one should prepare in advance. Only after having un-
derstood the principles of archival work, structure of archi-
val institutions, ways to access the file, one can expect his/
her search will be successful. 

Steps of Successful Search
The question “What do you have that is interesting?” 

is usually the first question asked by reporters. This ques-
tion makes an archivist feel embarrassed. Why? Everything 
in the archives is interesting to an archivist. Thus, you may 
risk getting an unsatisfactory answer or being dismissed. 
But you may definitely be surprised at what is so interest-
ing here! For example, the document about the facts of the 
USSR’s attack on Poland and its division into an alliance 
with Nazi Germany and how the Polish troops carried out 
the resistance to the Red Army would certainly intrigue you. 
On the other hand, an archivist will unlikely be surprised. 

Before visiting an archive, it is first worth collecting the 
most possible information about the search subject from 

Андрій Когут

директор Галузевого державного архіву  
Служби безпеки України 

www.facebook.com/andriy.kohut
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publicly available resources. This will help you determine 
what specifically you would like to find in the archives and 
where exactly search for it. 

Preparatory Stage 
â  Ask your relatives and friends, ethnographers and con-

temporaries
â  Search in newspapers, journals, and libraries 
â  Search in e-archives and online database

During this stage the basic facts about a person, event 
or specific journalistic media project are found. One also 
gets an overall understanding about related historical peri-
ods related to the required material, and questions that need 
to be answered through the archival search are formulated. 

Last, first, and patronymic names and place of birth are 
the basic data, without which a personalized search cannot 
be done (in case you need to research a person).

In a search, all possible variations of first and last 
names must be entered: the spellings could differ because 
of various transliterations during a person’s life; particular-
ly after the collapse of empires, changes in countries’ bor-
ders and occupational forces, etc. So, if you know exactly 
how the person was registered in Polish, Romanian, Hun-
garian, Russian, German, or other languages, you should 
submit all the data available, since it can help during the 
archival search. 

In order to identify a person it is important to know his/
her date of birth. Identical first, last and patronymic names 
in different people can happen quite often. That is why birth 
date plays a crucial role in successful archival searches. If 
in doubt about the birth date, but still the place of burial 
is known, that place must be visited. An inscription on the 

gravestone, if it exists, will most likely have the date of birth 
on it. 

The place of birth is one more valuable factor in identifi-
cation. Nevertheless, some difficulties can occur here as well. 
Not all settlements exist to this day: they might have been de-
stroyed, abandoned, or amalgamated into cities. The practice 
of renaming was quite widespread. The latest example of this 
is the recent de-communization when some 987 settlements 
were renamed. Not all were given their historical names. Here 
and there local communities chose totally new ones. 

As with the multiple versions of spelling of names, the 
most complete information about the names of villages 
and towns should be given. It can be of use during archival 
searches.

The place of residence at the time of arrest, detention, 
or repressions are worth taking into account. As a rule, ar-
chival and criminal files and other documents of repressive 
regimes are kept at the place of their enactment / creation or 
returning of a verdict.

It is important to remember that during the twentieth 
century administrative-territorial system in Ukraine had 
been changed multiple times. If the settlement where your 
hero lived or events of your story took place had its adminis-
trative affiliation changed, then you should approach the ar-
chives of all the regions to which this settlement could have 
belonged. 

Most of aforementioned information can be usually 
found in the internet. The best examples are those that deal 
with famous personalities and key events. If a case is less 
known, then one should be looking at more informational 
resources. 
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Local newspapers and magazines from the relevant peri-
od are important. Some publications are already digitalized 
and can be found online. If not, visit local libraries. Some-
times museums and memorial institutions have such pub-
lications in their collections. Besides, they can have docu-
ments, pictures and personal belongings of heroes of your 
media projects. 

When preparing for an archival visit, one should consult 
with librarians, museum and memorial personnel, academ-
ic, educational and scientific institutions and organizations, 
ethnographers. 

Important local resources of information are: 
â  Newspapers and magazines 
â  Libraries 
â  Academic and educational institutions, scientific orga-

nizations 
â  Museums and memorial institutions 
â  Monuments, memorial plaques, inscriptions on graves 
â  Ethnographers and old-timers. 

Obviously, the most important is contact with the per-
son’s relatives before you start searching about him/her in 
the archives. They, as well as ethnographers, neighbours or 
even contemporaries can relate local and family lore. Pre-
paratory interviews with them will give you the necessary 
information for further archival research and will help in-
form you about the historical circumstances in which your 
character lived; you may get to know about events related 
to him/her. 

Ask relatives, friends and acquaintances about: 
â  Last, first and patronymic names of the chosen person, 
â  Date of birth (day, month and year), 

â  Place of birth (village or town, district, region, country),
â  The twist of fate.

It is recommended to start your search on the internet. 
Due to the technical development of online data and digital 
archives most of your search can be done only by computer. 

Online Database 
“Rehabilitated by History”:
â  “The National Bank of the Data of Victims of Political 

Repressions of the Soviet Era in Ukraine” the period of 
1920–1990 is over 200,000 people

â  Printed publications about repressed persons in the con-
text of each region (oblast)

â  Scientific-documentary magazine “From the Archives of 
the VUCHK-GPU-NKVD-KGB” 
www.reabit.org.ua 

Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance:
â  National and regional volumes of the Book in Memory of 

the Holodomor Victims of 1932–1933 in Ukraine (avail-
able in an electronic form)

â  Geographic Information System “Holodomor of 1932–
1933 in Ukraine” (http://194.44.11.188/)
www.memory.gov.ua 

Archives of the Institute of Church History of the 
Ukrainian Catholic University:
â  database of priests before and after 1945;
â  over 2000 interviews, 100 video interviews, over 5000 

photos, and 5000 documents.
http://ichistory.org.ua
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Russian databases of victims of political 
repressions:
â  “Victims of Political Terror in the USSR”, International 

Society “Memorial”, 1930–1990 
www.lists.memo.ru

â  “Stalin Lists”, 1936–1938: 
www.stalin.memo.ru 

â  “Open List”. Victims of political repressions of 1917–1991
https://ru.openlist.wiki 

â  “Immortal Barracks”: the names and stories of prison-
ers of Gulag
https://bessmertnybarak.ru 

Databases on the Second World War:
â  “Saxon Memorials in Memory of the Victims of Political 

Terror”
www.dokst.ru 

â  Russian generalized data bank “Memorial”, 1941–1945
www.obd-memorial.ru

â  Russian electronic bank of documents “Heroic Deeds of 
the People in the Great Patriotic War of 1941–1945”
http://podvignaroda.ru

â  Polish program “Personnel Losses and Victims of Repre
ssions Under the German Occupation”, 1939–1945
www.straty.pl

E-Archives
Electronic Archives of the Ukrainian Liberation 
Movement:
â  Documents and collections from Security Service of 

Ukraine Branch State Archives 

â  Archive of the Center for the Research on the Liberation 
Movement 

â  Thematic collections
http://avr.org.ua

Ukrainian Periodicals On-line Archive:
â  Іnterwar periodicals of Galicia, Volhynia and Bukovyna
â  Occupation publications of the Second World War period 
â  Periodicals published in DP camps 

https://libraria.ua 

Web resources about the Holodomor:
â  Holodomor Victims Memorial (testimonies, archival 

documents)
http://memorialholodomor.org.ua 

â  Page with archival editions
http://www.archives.gov.ua/Sections/Famine/Publicat/ 

â  “In Memory of the Holodomor”
www.memory.gov.ua/page/pamyat-pro-
golodomor-1932–1933 

Resources about the Holocost:
â  Yad Vashem’s collections

www.yadvashem.org/collections.html 
â  Catalog of the Holocaust Museum in Washington

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/ 

Archival websites and European search services:
â  Polish search services “Szukaj w Archiwach”

http://szukajwarchiwach.pl
â  Archives of Polish IPN

http://ipn.gov.pl/buiad/archiwalia-ipn 
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â  National Digital Archives of Poland
www.audiovis.nac.gov.pl 

â  Czech Search Services
www.badatelna.cz 

â  Archives of the Czechoslovak Communist Special Ser-
vices StB
www.abscr.cz/cs/vyhledavani-archivni-pomucky

â  Documents of the Soviet Epoch
http://sovdoc.rusarchives.ru 

Archival projects or web sites with archival data:
â  International project “Memory of the People”

www.pametnaroda.cz
â  Open Society Archives

www.osaarchivum.org 
â  Media Library of the German Communist Special Ser-

vices Stasi Mediathek
www.stasi-mediathek.de 

â  KGB documents website created by the Baltic countries
www.kgbdocuments.eu 

â  Harvard Project on the Soviet Social System Online
http://hcl.harvard.edu/collections/hpsss/index.html 

â  Karta Centre
http://karta.org.pl 

â  “Chernobyl Historical Workshop”
http://1986.org.ua 

Requests to the Archives
Once the basic information has been collected, date and 
place of birth of the character of the story of journalistic ma-
terial or the circumstances of one or another event are es-

tablished, one can proceed to the next stage — access to the 
archives.

One can write a letter to the archives requesting an ac-
cess to archival materials of certain persons, events, etc., for 
acquaintance, even though one might not have the relevant 
information that is needed about the exact place where the 
documents are based. In order to receive a quick and posi-
tive confirmation, please include in your letter where exactly 
the requested information can be stored, i.e. in which fonds 
or collections. 

You can find these facts in scientific articles and mono-
graphs, or archival descriptions of fonds, annotated indexes 
and directories. 

The law requires that such reference information is pro-
vided on the website of each archival institution. Hence, be-
fore sending your request, one should get acquainted with it. 

On the archival site you can find the following useful in-
formation not only during the preparation of your request it-
self but later on during your work in the reading room:
â  directories and guides of the archives
â  descriptions of fonds and collections
â  rules of the reading room
â  cost of paid services and conditions for their provision
â  working days and working hours of the reading room
â  contact details

If you address archives with the purpose to familiarise 
yourself with documents that have already been mentioned 
in scientific literature, you then learn the archived legend 
there. In this case the archivist will know exactly what spe-
cific materials you will be working with. One of the largest 
libraries of electronic copies of publications on history can 
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be found on the website of the Institute of History of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences of Ukraine: http://history.org.ua.

According to the setting of Ukrainian archives, the ar-
chived legend must include abbreviation (name) of the ar-
chive, numbers of the fonds, description, file, and sometimes 
the number of the volume. For example: ГДА СБУ (Branch 
State Archives of the Security Service of Ukraine). — Ф (fonds). 
13. — Оп (list). 1. — Спр (file). 376. — Т (volume). 1.

If you do not have a specific archival legend, then it is 
worth to search the archive’s website for any possible back-
ground information. 

First, one should find out what kind of fonds are need-
ed. As a rule, the fonds name is formulated according to the 
fonds-founder (organization, institution, department, and 
author or document collector) and based on the content of 
documents in order to reflect the nature of the information 
as much as possible. Also, the list for fonds, descriptions 
and files includes their deadline dates. These facts help with 
orientation of the chronological range of included docu-
ments.

A fonds can contain from one to several lists. Each de-
scription can have thousands of files. Fonds, lists and lists of 
files are placed differently in various archival websites. Do 
not be discouraged in file you were not able to find the infor-
mation right away. 

Directories and guides of the archives contain much 
wider range of information (usually annotated one) about 
archived fonds and their structural units. Apart from quanti-
ty of units where files are stored, there is a short description 
of exact documents to be found there. As a rule, such pub-

lications are available in a pdf format or in the sections of 
“Publications” or “Helpdesk”.

For example, the guidebook of the Branch State Archive 
of the Security Service of Ukraine describes lists, number of 
storing units (files and volumes); listed are the units of re-
pressive bodies, which became the founders of certain fonds. 

When researching within archives with stored docu-
ments of communist intelligent services of the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe, one should start with the guide-
book through the archival network “Documents of Commu-
nist Intelligence Services in Europe”. It provides the infor-
mation about the archives of former communist special ser-
vice agencies of Bulgaria, Germany, Czech Republic, Hunga-
ry, Poland, Romania, and Slovenia. There is the description 
of legislative framework, the organizational structures of 
the relevant archives, archival fonds and collections includ-
ing the most secret operating documents. The description of 
the rights of applicants to access and distribute these mate-
rials is provided. 

In case if information is not available, one can always try 
searching articles or reviews with the information about cer-
tain archives. It often occurs that even though information 
of the Soviet Intelligent Services was commonly recorded in 
Russian, modern lists and guidelines are formed by national 
languages of the countries and are kept in the archives of re-
publican departments of the KGB (e.g., in Georgia or Moldo-
va). International collections and descriptions are useful in 
these cases. E.g., analytical report “Open Access to the KGB 
Archives: Ukrainian Experience for the Eastern Partnership 
Countries”. Information about fonds of the communist in-
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telligence services in Azerbaijan, Belarus, Armenia, Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine has been collected there. It also states 
non-governmental organizations that are processing these 
archives or trying to provide access to them. 
Link to useful information: 
â  Center for Research on the Liberation Movement: www.

cdvr.org.ua/dostup 
â  Guide by the Branch State Archives of the Security Ser-

vices of Ukraine: http://www.cdvr.org.ua/sites/default/
files/archive/putivnyk_ua.pdf 

â  A Guide to the Archives Network “Documents of the 
Communist Intelligence Services in Europe”: www.cdvr.
org.ua/sites/default/files/archive/handbook-el.pdf 

â  Analytical report “Open Access to the KGB Archives: 
Ukrainian Experience for the Eastern Partnership Coun-
tries”: http://www.cdvr.org.ua/sites/default/files/archive/ 
kgb-archives-eap-ru.pdf (in Russian), http://www.cdvr.
org.ua/sites/default/files/archive/kgb-archives-eap-en.
pdf (in English)
Public, academic and human rights organizations may 

have publications and additions about the archives of com-
munist intelligence services as well. They are helpful in find-
ing contacts of experts and researchers who are involved in 
this topic. 

If it is not possible to find directories, indexes or online 
lists of fonds, you will be provided with such for your infor-
mation during your visit to the archive, in the reading room. 

Requests to the archives are recommended to be written 
before your visit; plan your visit after you have received a re-
sponse to your letter. Sample requests are usually posted on 
web sites of the archives.

In case you are not sure which archives can have nec-
essary testimonies, then write to several. This will save you 
time; you will get the wide ranged information and find spe-
cific archives with necessary documents.

Whom to Address?
Repressed:
â  ГДА СБУ (Branch State Archives of the State Security 

Services of Ukraine) — political repressions 
â  ГДА МВС (Branch State Archives of the Ministry of Inter-

nal Affairs)  — administrative repressions (eviction, de-
portation)

â  ЦДАГО (Central State Archives of Public Associations) — 
political repressions (files of rehabilitated persons)

â  State regional archives — political repressions and filtra-
tion files:
— As per the requested person’s place of birth
— As per place of residency
— As per arrests 
— As per place where the punishment is served

â  ГІАЦ МВС РФ (Main Information and Analytical Centrе 
of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian Federa-
tion) — information about the persons who served their 
sentence or were re-sentenced on the territory of the 
Russian Federation. 

Second World War:
â  Regional archives (by place of birth and / or military call 

on service)
â  ЦДАГО (Central State Archives of Public Associations)   — 
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about persons who fought in the Ukrainian Staff of the 
Partisan Movement 

â  ЦДАВО (Central State Archives of Higher Authorities 
and Management) — with the information about Soviet 
prisoners of war

â  military commissions — at the place of appeal
â  The search services “Red Cross Society of Ukraine”
â  РҐВА (Russian State Military Archives)  — before 1940 

inclusive,
â  ЦАМО РФ (Central Archives of the Ministry of Defence of 

Russian Federation) — after 1941 inclusive
â  ЦВМА МО РФ (Central Military Navy Archives of the 

Ministry of Defense) — those who served in the Navy
Letters of request to the archives can be sent by e-mail 

as well as by regular mail. A response should be received no 
later than in a month with additional time for post delivery. 
Lately, the archives communicate through email more often. 
Nevertheless, letter correspondence should be considered 
as an option. 

If archival information is needed in less than a month, it 
should be mentioned in the request. As a rule, archives try 
to meet the needs of reporters/journalists. 

It is advisable to specify if you plan to work on the ar-
chival site periodically, e.g. throughout the year. In this case 
you need to mention what topic you would work on. This 
will allow saving you time and you will not need to write a 
request to the archives each time further on. 

When searching for information, archivists follow the 
Law of Ukraine “On Applying of Citizens” if a case is related 
to archived fonds with the following documents:

â  about destinies of people including those repressed 
â  about the facts on history of settlements
â  about historical events 
â  about activities of various organizations and institutions

Hence, any retrospective information would fall under 
this category. 

If a reporter/journalist is interested in the archived ma-
terials and activity of a facility in particular, then his/her re-
quest will be considered under the Law of Ukraine “On Ac-
cess to Public Information”. In this case the archival institu-
tion is obligated to provide a response within five working 
days. 

The following topics are included in particular: 
â  regulations of the archives 
â  regulations of operational rules and regulations of the 

reading rooms 
â  staff designation
â  designation of functions and duties of management 
â  working hours.

According to Article 5 of the Law “On Applying of Cit-
izens”, one can address the archive in the following ways: 
â  in person (proposed by a citizen and recorded by an offi-

cial staff member at the personal appointment)
â  in writing
â  by mail
â  by email
â  through a designated person

A written request (hard copies or e-mail) is the most 
commonly used. The benefit of it is that in case of refuse in 
response to a letter of inquiry, the reason must be provided. 
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You must mention in your request (pg. 5):
â  name and address of an archival institution
â  last, first and patronymic names of an applicant 
â  place of residency of an applicant 
â  explanation of what kind of information is being 

requested 
â  date
â  signature

When sending a request by e-mail instead of the graphi-
cal signature, it is enough to write first and last names of an 
applicant. 

If you plan to do video recording inside the archival fa-
cility, make sure you specify this in your request. Also, in-
formation on all the video recording crew, as well as a list of 
equipment to be carried into the facility must be provided in 
this letter (e.g., camera, microphone, light, etc.). It is recom-
mended to address an archive in advance in such situations, 
preferably in a month. 

Useful hints: if you are not a freelancer, a request should 
be submitted using an editorial office form.

Time frames of reviewing of requests (pg. 20):
â  within 5 days — a response sent out immediately if the 

requested material is available (no longer that 15 days), 
if no additional search is needed 

â  within 1 month — an official response
â  within 45 days — in certain cases if additional search is 

needed (an applicant must be informed about it).
If the required information is stored in other archival lo-

cation than being addressed to, the archivists must forward 
the request as per designated location. An applicant still re-
ceives the notification from the archive that the request has 

been forwarded to another institution with the exact name 
of the institution. 

When sending a request to the archive in advance, it is 
guaranteed that at the time of your visit the archival facil-
ity personnel would have sufficient time to prepare neces-
sary files, book pass(es) and make sure audio or video re-
cording arrangements within the archival facility have been 
confirmed. 

At the times of anniversaries, jubilees, and memori-
al dates this approach may secure your visit reservation in 
case there might be other requests by another team of re-
porters for the same date and time. Things like this happen. 

The most optimal timing to follow is to request about a 
visit to the archive a month in advance. If you are unable to 
plan accordingly, then at least a week is sufficient. 

Using Archives
You can come to the archive without pre-booking but you 
will still have to submit a request on the spot. You will be 
permitted to work in the reading room only the next day. 

The pass band system operates in most archives. For this 
reason one must get a pass first. A document certifying a 
person has to be presented. The recommended type of docu-
ment is a passport or driver’s licence. 

Every archive has approved rules of work in the reading 
room. The rules explain in detail what exactly a visitor can 
do and in what sequence. It is worth getting to know these 
rules (posted on websites of most institutions) before one’s 
visit to an archive in order to understand the nature of archi-
vists’ work. 
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When in the reading room, one should first fill a visitor’s 
application. You will be instructed on the work rules of the 
reading room as well as on the legal responsibilities while 
working within the archival facility. 

Before starting to work with archival documents a vis-
itor must be notified about his/her full responsibility for 
sharing the content of the information of repressive organs. 
Possible legal consequences of publicly presented informa-
tion are explained. You are then considered to be informed 
about the responsibility once you have started working with 
files. Hence, the documents you received from the staff of 
the reading room must be read thoroughly. 

Documents you will have an opportunity to work with 
are an integral part of the National Archival Fonds as part 
of cultural heritage of Ukraine. You should be very careful 
and attentive when researching files. You are not permitted 
to take documents outside the reading room or pass them to 
another individual. 

It is strictly prohibited to make notes in archival docu-
ments or write on sheets of paper located on top of archival 
files. 

Copies of archival documents made by using your own 
technical means (cameras or smart phones, cell phone scan-
ners) can be made only with flash off. An option of creat-
ing imitating sound should be off as well. To make copies 
is prohibited if a document had potential to be damaged by 
doing so.

If high quality copies of materials are needed, one can 
request such services from employees of the archive. There 
is a charge for this service. One should clarify the cost, pa-
rameters and time of making a copy. 

If an archive has a copy of the document (digital or on 
microfiche), one will receive it for being familiarized with it. 
An access to the original documents can be denied if: 
â  documents are unique (provided only in exceptional 

cases upon the written approval of a head of the archive 
and if backup copies are available) 

â  documents are in an unsatisfactory condition 
â  documents that have not passed scientific and technical 

processing or are in the process of it 
â  documents are under review of their availability and 

condition, being under restoration or other type of work, 
are stored in the facilities currently under construction, 
or in case of moving massive amount of documents to 
new locations as well as in emergency or extraordinary 
situations 

â  documents that contain information with limited access
Please remember: very rarely archives have practice to 

offer access to files right after they were requested. This is re-
lated to the specifics of an archival file. Before being provid-
ed to you in the reading room or delivered to the room, each 
and every file is being checked in the fonds storage by the 
employee. These files are checked for possible damage, any 
missing sheets, etc. Apart from it, getting stored fonds is do-
ne only after the management of the archive has approved it. 
The employees appreciate your understanding and patience 
while they fulfil their duties as per requirements of the leg-
islation.

Every archived file contains so-called the ‘sheet of usage’ 
where everyone who works with a certain file must indicate 
the date, write his/her last and first names, the purpose of 
requesting a document, and sign the sheet. 
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According to the work rules and regulations of most of 
reading rooms, up to 10 files per day can be ordered (in 
some cases there are restrictions of up to 1000 sheets).

A visitor may lose the right to work in a reading room for 
violation of the rules of reading rooms.

As a rule, description of fonds, guides and reference ma-
terials in the reading room is accessible to everyone. Em-
ployees of the archive try to compile materials according to 
themes and specifics of facilities of their current work. 

If you were able to identify fonds and files which you 
need to review before coming to the archive, then you can 
definitely start your first day in the reading room working 
with available archived files. 

Ukrainian archives keep all documents in file volumes 
with mandatory certified records at the back of the last sheet. 
This guarantees that the content of the file has not been 
changed. In case there were changes in a document list, re-
cords would have notes on when the changes applied and 
what exactly was altered. 

For example, when working with a file you notice that 
some sheets are numbered. It means this file has been refor-
matted, i.e. it has some documents removed or added. 

At the beginning of the file, a list of documents is at-
tached with the list of additional sheets corresponding to the 
file. Every sheet is numbered. Numbers are put only on the 
first page of a sheet. As a rule, the back side of the sheet has 
no number. When booking (e.g., to make copies), you need 
to indicate the back page of the certain sheet. In this case you 
need to add the abbreviation “зв.” to the page number (“зв.” 
meaning ‘back side of the sheet’). An average file contains 
approximately 250 sheets. The size of files can vary, though. 

Work rules and regulations of the reading room state 
terms during which the reserved files are on hold for your 
review. If you, for instance, have not claimed requested 
files for two months, they will be returned to their original 
archived storage location. A new application must be filed 
with request to access these files; an applicant then waits for 
the files to be provided. 

When working in the reading room, do not forget that ar-
chives have two extra important tasks: preserve national ar-
chival heritage and provide access to it. 

The System of Archival Institutions
The State Archival Services of Ukraine (http://www.ar-
chives.gov.ua) is the central executive body responsible for 
realization of the government policy for archival function-
ing. In other words, this is the institution that manages, co-
ordinates and supports methods of work of all archival insti-
tutions in Ukraine.

Central state archives are under direct supervision of the 
State Archival Services of Ukraine. Among them are the two 
historical ones which are located in Kyiv and Lviv. These ar-
chives store the most massive amount of historical documents. 

Central State Archives of Ukraine: 
â  Central State Archive of Public Associations of Ukraine 

(ЦДАГО)
â  Central State Archives of the Supreme Bodies of Power 

and Administration of Ukraine (ЦДАВО)
â  Central State Historical Archive of Ukraine, city of Kyiv 

(ЦДІАК)
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â  Central State Historical Archive of Ukraine, city of Lviv 
(ЦДІАЛ)

â  H. Pshenychnyi Central State Cinema and Photographic 
Archives of Ukraine 

â  Central State Cinema and Photographic Archives of 
Ukraine (ЦДАМЛМ)

â  Central State Archive of Foreign Ukrainian Studies 
(ЦДАЗУ) 
The Central State Archive of Public Associations 

(ЦДАГО) was established in 1991 and is based on the for-
mer archived materials of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of Ukraine (http://cdago.gov.ua). It contains 
not only materials on fonds of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of Ukraine, but also lists the fonds of So-
viet partisan formations that were active on the territory of 
Ukraine during World War II, and documents of political 
parties for the period from early twentieth century till pres-
ent. The Central State Archive of Public Associations stores 
the volumes of criminal files of rehabilitated persons. These 
materials have been transferred to the Archives of Security 
Service of Ukraine at the beginning of 1990’s. This is how 
the of Wilhelm von Habsburgs’ file was transferred. He was 
known under a different name Vasyl Vyshyvanyj, Colonel of 
the Legion of Ukrainian Sich Riflemen, and was an unoffi-
cial candidate for the Ukrainian throne.

The Central State Archive of Higher Authorities (ЦДАВО) 
(http://tsdavo.gov.ua) stores the documents of activities 
of most powerful structures that existed on the territory in 
Ukraine during the twentieth century. This is where you can 
work with the documents of ministries and departments of 
the era of Ukrainian statehood of 1917–1920. The fonds of 

so called “Prague Archive” were brought to Kyiv after World 
War II when the Red Army took over the capital of Czecho-
slovakia. These fonds have important testimonies about 
Ukrainian immigration during the post-war period. 

Local State Archival Institutions
State archival institutions function in every region. As a rule, 
they store documents of the National Archival Fonds tan-
gent to local history. Every institution is a structural subdi-
vision of the local regional state administration subordinat-
ed to its head and controlled by the Ukrainian State Archive. 

Regional state archives store documents not only for the 
period of the twentieth century but also during much earli-
er periods, depending on the region. Some volumes of archi-
val and criminal files on rehabilitated persons and filtration 
files from local departments of Security Services of Ukraine 
(not including Poltavska region) were transferred to these 
institutions in early 1990’s.

27 State Archives of Regions and State Archives of the 
Autonomous Republic of Crimea, cities of Kyiv and Sevas-
topol: 1,5 million of archival and criminal files with docu-
ments of punitive and repressive regime of corresponding 
territories in the USSR and Ukrainian SSR, including 1 mil-
lion 373 thousand of so-called filtration files on persons 
who were in German captivity, 169 thousand of criminal 
files on rehabilitated persons.

Sectoral State Archives 
Sectoral state archives have been established and function-
ing within the framework of certain authorities such as Se-
curity Services of Ukraine, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Min-
istry of Defence or Foreign Intelligence Services. They are 
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under direct subordination and leadership of their frame-
work bodies and coordinated by the Ukrainian State Archive.
â  Branch State Archive of the Ministry of the Interior Af-

fairs of Ukraine (ГДА МВС)
â  Branch State Archive of the Foreign Intelligence Services 

of Ukraine (ГДА СЗР)
â  Branch State Archive of the Security Services of Ukraine 

(ГДА СБУ)
Specifically, this type of archives keeps the documents 

of corresponding former Soviet authorities stored. Now-
adays these archives must work according to the Law of 
Ukraine “On Access to the Archives of the Repressive Organs 
of the Communist Totalitarian Regime of 1917–1991” and 
provide free access to its fonds.

Archives of NGO
Historical documents can also be stored in archives of dif-
ferent NGO, publishing houses and private collections. For 
example:
â  Archive of the Center for Research on the Liberation 

Movement
â  Museum-archive and Documentation Center of the Ukra

inian Samvydav of the Smoloskyp Publishing House
â  Museum-archive of Press and Samvydav

як читати 
документи кґб
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How a Reporter 
Should Write  
About History

History is related to eternity, journalism deals with present. 
In order to convert historical research into journalistic mate-
rial, an author has to accept the rules of media procedures 
and be open to compromises, so wider audience would un-
derstand the content. It is not about making down-to-earth 
or simplifying scientific and research text, but about its tran-
sition to a story telling from the past. It is about possibility to 
capture, entertain, and teach the contemporaries. 

A journalistic text is not the same as the research. 
That is why one should not try to include all the informa-
tion found when researching a topic. The content of your 
text (or a series of texts if you work on several non-related 
stories) has to contain only the most important and interest-
ing facts. From the perspective of a historian, a journalistic 
text would always be incomplete and not deep enough in re-
search. Even a journalist who is very immersed in the sub-
ject may think that he is required to simplify the story too 
much. This very superficiality, simplicity and generalization 
gives a chance to be heard by people who do not read histor-
ical works or visit archives personally. 

Отар Довженко 

медіаексперт, співредактор онлайн-видання 
MediaLab, керівник моніторингового центру 
громадської організації «Детектор медіа»

www.facebook.com/otardovzhenko
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Avoid using a scientific style. The journalistic mate-
rial has to be written in a simple way, without specific ter-
minology and complicated syntax. The National Geographic 
History Publishing uses the language that allows both cu-
rious school students and pensioners understand it. At the 
same time, vulgar conversational style inherent in the yel-
low press should be avoided either. When defining the style 
of your text, consider whether you would use the same vo-
cabulary and style when telling your story to someone else. 
For example: The figure of Yevhen Konovalets is an import-
ant link in the continuity of the history of the Ukrainian liber-
ation movement. He and his associates were among the first 
to embark on the path of realization of the idea of Ukrainian 
statehood and moved the Ukrainian society towards the path 
of liberation struggle. They inspired the next generation of 
the activists of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
and and Ukrainian Insurgent Army by their activity (Istorych-
na Pravda — Historical Truth, www.istpravda.com.ua/arti-
cles/2018/05/13/152450). 

Indeed, we understand what the author wants to say. 
But is this the proper way of saying it in the given context? 

“The figure of Konovalets” is Konovalets himself. “Embarked 
on the path of realization of the idea” means they began to 
embody the idea (note that there are two “paths” in this sen-
tence — “realization” and “liberation struggle”). It is unlike-
ly that you ever seriously use the word “activity”. Then, why 
to use this way of communication with your reader? This is 
often done in order to provide the text of the celebration, to 
emphasize the importance of what is being discussed... But 
the effect is the opposite: a reader simply skips lines that 
does not carry the content load or he/she stops reading. 

A journalistic text is always a story. It means that it 
has a plot and heroes. 

Heroes can also be people who already passed away. 
You reproduce what happened to them, quote their words 
or documents that have their actions recorded or indicated 
their fate. About any phenomenon, any event from the past 
is better to be told through someone’s personal story. Speak-
ing of an organization, community, institution and even 
country, never forget about the people who stood behind it. 

The plot can be both a development of action (you de-
scribe what happened to the heroes), and the develop-
ment of thought (you build a logic of reflections that helps 
understand the meaning of long past events). In both cas-
es, the reader will gradually discover a story by learning 
something new.

Identify the subject of your text. Is it a person or event, 
is it the period of time at which this person acted or the 
event occurred, is it the process in which the person partici-
pated? Is the story narrated by the found documents and ev-
idence quite typical? When writing, for example, about the 
repressed persons, who proved their innocence in the Soviet 
court, do not forget that it is rather an exception, not a rule. 
The fact is millions of others were not so lucky.

The journalist text is not read for long. This does 
not necessarily mean that you have to artificially reduce it 
by eliminating important things. It is important that the title 
of the text, the ice (subtitle) and the first two or three para-
graphs are developed so they do not scare the reader but 
vice versa you want to drag the reader to further reading by 
presenting intrigue, paradox, and uniqueness of the story 
which will be developing further. Journalists are well aware 
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that they should do so with news, but often forget about up-
dating the text, working with analytical and journalistic for-
mats.

First, the title draws the attention of a reader to the 
text. No matter how genius and exclusive the material is, if 
the reader does not pay attention to the title, he/she may not 
read the text after. At the same time, one can not abuse the 
audience's attention by using scandalized headlines and 
misleading by them. For example, “The Secret of the Pol-
ubotok’s Gold Is Uncovered” can only be written in case it 
is true, but not when your text contains only hypotheses or 
versions.

Headings that are common to scholarly articles and re-
search papers are absolutely not appropriate for journalistic 
materials. For example, the headlines from the site histori-
ans.in.ua “Violence in Architecture of the Twentieth Century 
Till Present: Finding Ways to Overcome” or “Memory of the 
Conflicts and Dialogues of the Poles with Neighbouring Peo-
ples in the Cultural Landscape of Poland’s Capital” reveal the 
theme of the text (“about what?”). Instead, in the journalis-
tic material the main task is to convey an idea, that is, “what 
do I want to say with this text?”

The title should correspond to the edition format you are 
preparing the material for. For example, in many online edi-
tions compilations of titles are standard. The first part is fig-
urative or metaphorical attracting readers’ attention and in-
triguing, and the second one is more informative, revealing 
the actual subject of the text. Here are some examples from 
Istorychna Pravda:
â  The Frozen Past. Soviet Ukraine in the Arctic Ocean
â  Pirates of the Dnieper Rapids. River War of 1919–1921

â  Colonel and Solitude. Personal Life of Yevhen Konovalets
â  Great Bluff. The Recruitment Campaign in the Galicia Di-

vision as Manipulative Technology
This is not the only possible header format in this edi-

tion. However, if you propose the editorial text under the ti-
tle “Secrets of the Past” or “Heroes Do Not Die,” you should 
be prepared to ensure that the editor changes the title to the 
one that, in his opinion, will attract readers' attention and 
display the meaning of the text more effectively.

A significant part of the audience of online publica-
tions comes from social networks where texts are displayed 
as snippets, i.e. icons that include a headline, subtitle (ice), 
and picture. Below is an example from Istorychna Pravda:

When Melanchton Leaves Luther’s Shadow
Reformation is not only Martin Luther himself.  
It also includes his students and followers.  
Many of them were extraordinary personalities who  
deserve acknowledgement and memory. One of them...

Even if this publication is visited by a professional au-
dience that is purposefully interested in history, a picture 
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(cover of the book), a title and ice may cut off almost all 
random readers, except for those who are familiar with the 
name of Melanchton. 

Here is another example:

Shy Authoritarianism
Why do Stalinists and Nazis deny the facts  
they are proud of?

Above is a pronounced cartoon with recognizable char-
acters, an attractive title, and a question in the ice. A reader 
hopes to receive the answer to it in the material. You cannot 
always predict what will snipe your future material in social 
networks (it depends on the editor, layout and format of the 
publication, etc.). However, the finished text presented to 
the customer is the text with the title, the lead/subtitle, the 
logical beginning and closing.

The media workers call the first part of the text a nut 
graph (the “nuts” paragraph). It should reveal the content of 
the material and not to be so exhaustive or it might discour-
age people to continue reading.

Let's take a look at how the nut graph of Ivan Siyak’s 
case material is made:

Five years in Stalin's concentration camps were spent by 
a centurion of the Ukrainian Galician Army (UGA) and com-
mander of the Ukrainian People's Republic Army (UNR Army) 
Ivan Siyak. His life, along with more than a thousand other 
prisoners, broke the ball of NKVDist in the Karelian tract of 
Sandarmokh. After more than half a century, the secret ar-
chival file was revealed and taken over by his great-grandson 
and full namesake Ivan Siyak. In his family, his great-grand-
father’s story, the story of a lawyer and active freedom fighter, 
was being retold as a family legend (Radio “Liberty”, www.ra-
diosvoboda.org/a/28999555.html). 

In this example, “lure” which should attract the audi-
ence’s attention is not only the figure of the hero, but also 
a reference to his family history. To use global generaliza-
tions and “lyrics” at the beginning of the text would be a 
mistake (e.g. “Ukraine has fought for its independence for 
centuries”, etc.). Start with a bright, strong, unusual, and 
paradoxical introduction. Choose some facts that would re-
ally catch readers’ attention. Such a beginning in English is 
called a kicker. In order to develop a habit of not starting 
your story with generalizations, it is useful to read quality 
English-language journals, ex. The New Yorker.

The reader usually does not know the story. For ma-
ny, even for educated people, historical facts, names and 
dates have remained in the forgotten school curriculum (at 
professional and often even at the most general levels). 

Keep in mind that the surnames of Sudoplatov, Azef 
or Horlis-Horsky do not tell readers anything; they do not 
know what was being discussed in the Third Universal of 
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the Central Council of Ukraine. General public knows only 
the fact the Stalin's repression occurred. That is why abso-
lutely every detail must be explained. For example, recall-
ing the NKVD and the NKGB, it is necessary not only to deci-
pher the abbreviations, but also to explain what was done 
by one and the other agency. However, abbreviations should 
always be deciphered, except for the most well-known ones. 
For the first time in the text one writes “All-Ukrainian Cen-
tral Executive Committee”, and then you can use the abbre-
viation AUCEC.

This also applies to geographical names. If you write 
about Sandarmokh, Solovki or Steplag, most readers will 
not be able to imagine where and how far from home a pris-
oner found himself. At best, for them all this territory is “Si-
beria”. Google maps give you the ability to create your own 
map from the house of the character to the place of exile. 
This will clarify real distance between destinations. If the 
map in the material cannot be used, at least explain where 
the mentioned place is located.

Take into account the target audience for which you 
are writing. If readers are younger than 35, that is, they 
were not born or were children at the time of the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, they would have limited understanding 
of the words “perestroika” and “putsch”, the last names of 
Masol, Kravchuk or Yeltsin. The knowledge of these people 
about the history of the second half of the twentieth century 
is extremely mythologized and dotted. Instead, the older au-
dience may remain under the influence of Soviet propagan-
da myths or recent political propaganda.

The use of initials in texts should be avoided. This 
practice, preserved from the Soviet times, is unacceptable 

for modern media. The initials, instead of the names, de-
personalise and depreciate the people you are writing 
about. For example: About “politics” and secularism in Het-
man Mazepa's anathema testifies at least the fact of Hetman 
Ivan Skoropadskyi's letter to Kyiv Metropolitan J.Krokovskyi 
(www.historians.in.ua/index.php/en/post-mazepa/2280-an-
drij-bovgirya-getman-izmennik-konstruyuvan). From the let-
ter “J” before the name of the Metropolitan, the reader is un-
likely to guess which name he had (Joasaph). 

If the surname leaves no doubt who it is about (Be-
ria, Stalin, Bandera, etc.), it is quite enough to mention it. 
In other cases first and last names should be used (Roman 
Shukhevych, Severyn Nalyvaiko, etc.). An exception may 
be a pseudonym, part of which is an initiate letter, such as 
O. Henry.

Documents are illustrations. Referring to a scan co-
py of the interrogation protocol of your hero or newspaper 
print from seventy years ago, you must realize that 95% of 
readers will not dive into this text. They will just glance at 
the text to see how it looks. If it is important for you to have 
a document or part of it read, then quote the text. Howev-
er, keep in mind that readers are inclined to skip too long 
quotes, so you should choose the most eloquent excerpt 
while the rest of it is briefly retold.

When referring to or recalling the document, explain its 
meaning and the status of the person who signed it. For ex-
ample, the words “member of the OUN Home Executive and 
the ideological referent of the OUN” to an uninformed read-
er will not say anything. It is of no interest what the men-
tioned person was engaged in the organization, which was 
your character’s rank and status.
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Reference to sources must be made. This will indi-
cate the transparency of the text; readers will trust you as 
the author. If you are preparing the material for an online 
publication, immediately place a hyperlink. The WAS online 
magazine, one of the most popular publications on history 
of Ukraine, uses the traditional format for a list of literature 
for scientific publications in the end. This, though, is unnec-
essary. The absolute majority of readers will not use this list. 
References in square brackets in the text can disorient and 
divert attention. If your source can not be found on the In-
ternet, it is enough to just name it (e.g., the historian writes 
such in a book with such a name ...).

Publications in the media are not facts. What we to-
day call journalistic standards began to operate relatively re-
cently, and only in democracies of Western countries. In the 
press of the first half of the twentieth century you might find 
misinformation, propaganda, giving the desired for a valid, 
false links, the use of rumors and assumptions, and the sub-
stitution of facts by estimates. Therefore, mentioning a cer-
tain event or fact in the media at that time should not be pre-
sented as a direct proof that everything was exactly the way 
it is presented. This is especially true of the press of totalitar-
ian states and those periods when an armed conflict or polit-
ical confrontation is taking place in the country. 

A great example is the “Kharkiv Oldies” project www.sta-
rosti.com.ua which published newspaper prints form one 
hundred centuries ago. Now there is 1918 in the “Oldies”, 
Kharkiv once again moved from one authority to another, 
and you can make sure that the newspapers of the time pub-
lished questionable (and probably censored) news: In the 
Kupyansk county after Bolsheviks left, there were various mil-

itary assets left at many stations, which some institutions ex-
press desire to take away. Measures have been taken to collect 
property in military warehouses. The Rylsk district comman-
dant in the Kursk province informs that the residents are very 
friendly towards the Bolsheviks and hostile to the Ukrainians 
and Germans, especially after the annulment of the previous 
land law. There are many criminals and agitators in the county 
(www.starosti.com.ua/starosti/polozhenie-v-harkovshchine).

Having published such a quotation without context, the 
author-manipulator can draw any politically colored conclu-
sions from it, but the uninformed reader with no knowledge 
of details can speculate about the given information even 
more.

Be restrained in assessments. The purpose of the jour-
nalistic text is not to impose the attitude towards the per-
son, event or phenomenon (it is the task of propaganda) on 
the reader, but give him/her enough nutrition for reflection 
and formation of their own thoughts. Trying to saturate the 
text with emotional epithets almost always change its qual-
ity. The statement that deported Crimean Tatars were “car-
ried out in inhumane, humiliating conditions that caused 
people great suffering” will not give the reader any idea or 
sense of how horrible these conditions were. Moreover, this 
very formulation can be used in another context — for ex-
ample, describing passengers of Lviv minibuses. Provide 
specific conditions and allow the reader evaluate them. The 
same applies to moral and ethical assessments. Each reader 
has their own ethical standards: someone may respect the 
Ukrainian insurgents who in the late 1940s seemed to the 
Soviet government to be unreliable traitors, and someone 
would call their actions justifiable and reasonable. Your task 
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is to tell about who, when and under what conditions did it, 
giving enough information for self-reflection.

Objectivity in journalism is obviously unattainable: it 
is a philosophical category. Therefore, the statement that 
the journalist should always be objective is incorrect. When 
they say so, keep in mind that the author should be:
â  impartial, that is, describing a conflict and not support-

ing any of its sides. If there are different versions of what 
has happened, the author should present them and may 
give them a reasoned assessment without revealing 
which one he/she dislikes;

â  not involved, that is, not benefitting from the events of 
one of the parties in the conflict and not being its par-
ticipant. Should we consider a biased journalist whose 
work is paid by a foreign fund as the one who is promot-
ing certain values ​​(left, right, democratic, etc.)? At least, 
readers have the right to know about such connection;

â  nonjudgmental, that is, to be able to distance himself 
from his own attitude to what he is investigating and not 
to make assumptions about what is still not clear. Im-
partiality is not indifference, but the readiness for the 
fact that reality does not fit into the matrix of author's 
perceptions and beliefs;

â  neutral, that is, to choose words that do not program 
readers for a certain attitude to the described people, 
facts and events. This guidance contradicts the desire of 
many journalists to “state things as they are”. Such guid-
ance can be satisfied in the format of the column. Neu-
trality is also important because appalling assessments 
can push people who have different perspectives on sit-
uations in your text. Name the Soviet troops in Ukraine 

in 1944 as invaders, and part of the audience may not 
perceive your material further; call them the liberators 
and you might scare the rest. Allow these people lose 
the chance to change their minds by learning the facts.
The tendency of selection of facts and evidence that 

are consistent with the author's hypothesis is unaccept-
able. By constructing a reality this way, a journalist risks not 
only his personal reputation but also the audience's trust 
in the editorial staff of the media in which the material was 
published.

Facts and comments must be presented separate-
ly. Authors who work with oral or written memoirs of eye-
witnesses of historical events often forget that this is only 
a subjective reflection in the memory of an individual. The 
fact that someone remembers certain times does not nec-
essarily coincide with historical facts. Thus, there are texts 
about how humane the Nazi occupation regime was in com-
parison with the Soviet one. They are built on memories of 

“good German soldiers” who treated children to chocolate 
and paid for water from the well. These memories, of course, 
are important, but should be presented in the context and 
supplemented by facts.

The author's “I”, that is, writing from the first per-
son or introducing ‘myself’ into the text as a character, is 
appropriate in the case where the description of the actions 
of the author is not only important but necessary for under-
standing what is being said. An example of it is when the 
author himself shares memories and the process of his cre-
ative searches and discoveries itself is part of history. In the 
absolute majority of cases, there is no need for this, and the 
author's misuse of “I” is simply a way to nourish his vanity. 
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One of the forms of inappropriate inclusion of the author in 
the text is writing about himself in a third person — “the au-
thor of these lines”, “your author,” and so on: As soon as 
the Correspondent gets into an unremarkable yellow build-
ing on Zolotovoritska-Street in Kyiv, the entrance to which 
for many years was closed for most Ukrainians, the depu-
ty head of this institution Volodymyr Birchak warns with a 
smile: “You know, if something happens, the Security Ser-
vices of Ukraine now have a file on you! It's still thin, but 
we will see it later” (https://ua.korrespondent.net/ukraine/
politics/3516417-arkhiv-smerti-sbu-povnistui-vidkryla-do-
kumenty-radianskykh-spetssluzhb).

This passage could be presented as follows: “You know, 
if anything, the SSU now has a file on you! It's still thin, and we 
will see it later,” says Volodymyr Birchak, the deputy head of 
the Archives of the Security Services of Ukraine, with a smile. 
The entrance to this yellow house at Zolotovoritska-Street in 
Kyiv for many years has been closed to most Ukrainians.

It is unacceptable in journalism to talk about you in plu-
ral — “we have analyzed”, “we have researched” etc., since 
it is the usual practice of post-Soviet (pseudo) science.
â  Differentiate the specifics of the genre. Different 

forms of journalistic text can be used to tell a history 
based on archival documents. 

â  Information (news) genres might be needed when tell-
ing about your discovery.

â  The analytics involves detailed analysis (“spreading 
out”) of the chosen problem and finding the answer to a 
question that is important or interesting to the audience. 
Correct analytics is based on many sources. It requires 
a well-balanced approach, taking into account different 

arguments, in particular those with which you as the au-
thor do not agree.

â  Publicism (columnarism, essay writing) allows not on-
ly to tell the story, but to reflect on it, expressing the au-
thor’s own opinion while sharing associations and emo-
tions with the reader. The fact is even a subjective opin-
ion sounds convincing to a wide audience only when it 
is substantiated. The author explains why he believes 
this way.
The genre of artistic reporting is well suited for telling 

stories based on documentary evidence. Based on facts, the 
developed artistic reality fills the space between facts. The 
report provides stories from the past by living sound. The 
Polish reporter Mariusz Szczygieł in his books on the Czech 
Republic recreated a whole stratum of the history of the 
twentieth century through memoirs and archival documents.

In modern media the boundaries of genres are blurred. 
One can combine elements of different genres and even 
genre groups by constructing your text in a way that is best 
suited for your story. However, it is important that the mate-
rial remains intact. A detailed detainment of the documen-
tary evidence of repression followed by breaking up on the 
pathetic typing of the crimes of the Soviet regime would at 
least confuse the reader.



Fakes, Disinformation 
and Propaganda:  
How the Archives  
can Overcome Them

Information performs one of the key roles in conflicts and 
wars and both opponents actively use it. In recent years, 
with the advent in hybrid wars, the information component 
is a defining one. Archival material can also be a weighty 
tool. It is important for journalists to understand how to use 
it in such a war and — most importantly — how it can help 
withstand such attacks. 

Early on during the informational wars, opponents in-
troduced censorship, the closure of borders or the confisca-
tion of editions of newspapers and magazines. Today, when 
the internet has made accept to information globally avail-
able, it is almost impossible to stop. It can even contradict 
the principle of liberal democracies. 

One of the most recent of these examples is the hybrid 
war which has been conducted by Russia against Ukraine, 
which has not only imposed armed intervention or facilitat-
ed the creation and maintenance of illegally armed groups 
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on the territory of the temporarily occupied parts of Donetsk 
and Luhansk oblasts, but also conducts a war in informa-
tional space. Whether Ukraine receives assistance or wheth-
er sanctions are imposed against Russia are dependent on 
what the world knows about us.

Moreover, depending on the historical narrative which 
media disseminate and support, the event itself may receive 
completely opposite interpretations. An example would be 
the Euromaidan/Revolution of Dignity. From the Ukrainian 
side, it was interpreted as a protest of the youth supported 
by the historical reluctance of Ukraine to remain under the 
influence of Russia. Information efforts from Russia did and 
are doing everything to show these protestors as “fascists”, 
almost as if they were the heirs of National Socialism of the 
Second World War.

Sometimes the aggressor sufficiently confuses and mis-
leads as many interested readers/listeners as possible, so 
that those who can help cannot make any decisions and 
hesitate as to the actual picture of those events or facts. His-
torical narratives using fake news, dissemination of disin-
formation and outright or veiled propaganda are tools of 
such information warfare.

Historical narratives are a phenomenon that has a 
fairly wide interpretation. The very term “narrative” implies 
a “story, tale”. Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle called 
the narrative a presentation of facts as the narrator wants 
in order for listeners to understand them. This is the art of 
persuasion with the help of historical arguments — with 
truth, close to the truth or outright fictitiousness. The bas-
es of historical narratives are these facts and their interpre-
tations. The narrative is the instrument, through which the 

author interprets the past in the so-called secondary simu-
lation system*.

Propaganda is the deliberate, systematic attempt to 
form a perception of a phenomenon, manipulate knowledge 
and direct behaviour in order to achieve an intended result. 
It has a purposeful impact on individuals or social groups in 
order to attract supporters and allies to its side, to impose 
one's convictions on them and to set desirable behaviour 
patterns. The art of narrative is used in propaganda**. 

Disinformation is the introduction of erroneous 
thinking to the listener through the presentation of mis-taken 
or false (invented) information. This is the fabrication of da-
ta, tactics of disapproval (slander, lies) which are used to dis-
credit the enemy. Creating and disseminating misleading in-
formation or the creation of false information is intended to 
harm the pattern of a country chosen as the target of such an 
informational attack. Disinformation differs from propagan-
da by the fact that it focuses on the negative, misleading and 
disappointing. This is a process of systematic actions***.

* Metodologiczne problemy narracji historycznej. Pod red. Jana Po-
morskiego. Lublin: Wydaw. UMCS, 1990; Struktura narracji histo-
rycznej, przeł. Elżbieta Wilczyńska. „Białostockie Studia Literatu-
roznawcze” 2010, nr 1; Wprowadzenie do historii. Jerzy Topolski. 
Poznań, Wydawnictwo Poznańskie, 2009.

** Propaganda & Persuasion. Garth. S. Jowett and Victoria O’Don
nell. Sage Publications, 2012.

*** Richard Deacon. Spyclopaedia: An Encyclopaedia of Spies, Se-
cret Services, Operations, Jargon and All Subjects Related to the 
World of Espionage. Macdonald, 1988; Richard M. Bennett. Espi-
onage: An Encyclopedia of Spies and Secrets. Virgin Books, 2002;
http://ms.detector.media/trends/1411978127/scho_girshe_ 
dezinformatsiya_chi_propaganda_doslidzhue_proekt_coda/;  
http://rcb.gov.pl/dezinformacja-rosyjska-bron-strategiczna/
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Fake news or fakes is the submission of fake or half-
truth news which create a misleading perception of reali-
ty for the listener/reader/viewer. The purpose of spreading 
fake news is to ignore the truth and construct a fictional re-
ality. Fakes can work to change the picture of the world as 
a whole while undermining its foundations at its weakest 
source. This is a deliberate misinformation campaign on a 
social scale. Digital technologies and the internet make it 
easy to create and distribute fake news*.

The use of these methods in a hybrid war gives tangible 
results, especially if there is already a certain group ready 
to accept or support a certain historical narrative in the so-
ciety in which one is planning to carry out an information-
al attack. In post-communist countries, such environments 
include, above all, those who thirst for the communist past, 
believe its propaganda and live within the myths and stereo-
types of “victory of the world revolution”.

Contemporary Russia does not only accentuate 
post-communist environments but also uses ultra-right 
and other radical environments. Post-communists place 
the “evil Western bourgeois” in the center of their narratives, 
which “throws chains around the working people and poor-
er societies.” Blameless people often see enemies in their 
neighbours, who allegedly inflicted some pain on his peo-
ple in the past and now they must “rise up from their knees” 

* https://ec.europa.eu/poland/news/180619_fake_news_pl; 
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/polis/2017/03/11/fake-news-the-best-
thing-thats-happened-to-journalism/;  
http://ms.detector.media/media/trends/1411978127/ 
ot_feykvykh_novostey_k_feykovoy_zhizni/

and “show their strength to others.” Often, enemies can co-
incide: “bourgeois”, “oligarchs”, “America”, “liberals”. And 
everyone has their “own”, based on his ideology: “fascists”, 

“nationalists”, “leftists”, etc. the use of such different envi-
ronments in Russia during their informational warfare re-
flects their divide et impera* strategy. 

From the KGB archives, we learn of the constant atten-
tion paid by the Chekists to the relations of Ukrainians to the 
Poles and Jews. The communist secret services tried to pre-
vent any cooperation between them. For this purpose, spe-
cial informational operations were carried out which was to 
compromise and disperse all involved parties.

A striking example of this is the use of these methods in 
Polish-Ukrainian relations. Poland is an ally of Ukraine in 
the international arena and consistently supports Ukraine 
in its intentions of Euro-Atlantic and European integra-
tion. Russia is trying to maintain its sphere of influence over 
Ukraine and therefore, the union or simply the rapproche-
ment of Ukraine to Poland and the Western world is consid-
ered a threat to its interests.

Over the past three years, the most controversial is-
sues and contradictions in Polish-Ukrainian relations have 
emerged in the historical policies of both countries. Histo-
ry is far from last place in the political discourse of Poland 
and Ukraine. Russia is trying to use this in their own way — 
by promoting its historical narratives, which deepen the Pol-
ish-Ukrainian controversy. All these narrative find support 
in various environments of Ukraine and Poland. 

* From the Latin to “divide and conquer”.
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By using methods of propaganda, disinformation and 
fake news, Russia is trying to radicalize the Polish-Ukrainian 
discussions around history and consolidate (spread) these 
antagonistic themes in the media space of both countries. 
These are not necessarily narratives that concern the Pol-
ish-Ukrainian conflicts of the past but also those that deep-
en the negative attitude of the two neighbouring countries 
to each other. 

One of the historical narratives which Russia actively 
disseminates for its propaganda purposes is that “the Poles 
began the Second World War alongside Nazi Germany.” The 
main theses of this narrative are as follows:
â  The Poles are responsible for the beginning of the war 

because they collaborated with the Nazis and participat-
ed in the division of Czechoslovakia in the fall of 1938; 
it was Poland, and not the Soviet Union, which was 
co-responsible with Nazi Germany for the start of the 
Second World War;

â  Poland worked closely with the German government 
until 1939 and planned to seize the territory of Sovi-
et Ukraine and Belarus in order to get access to the  
Black Sea.
The text which features the accusation that Poland be-

gan the Second World War was posted on the website of the 
Russian Ministry of Defence in 2009*. Although it was re-
moved from the ministry website after criticism from histori-
ans, it can be found on other Russian electronic resources**.

* https://lenta.ru/news/2009/06/04/falsification/
** https://vz.ru/information/2009/6/4/294019.html

In 2017, after the statements by the Polish Foreign Min-
ister, Witold Waszczykowski, on the joint responsibility of 
the Soviet Union for the German invasion of Poland and the 
beginning of the Second World War, the aforementioned 
narrative gained popularity as is seen in the publication 

“How Poland was an Ally of Hitler”: 
“It is Poland that, along with Germany and its other allies, 

carries the most direct blame for the outbreak of the Second 
World War, which, by the way, did not actually begin with an 
attack on Poland but with the division of Czechoslovakia and 
the destruction of an independent Czechoslovak state. This 
division took place with the support of the West and the direct 
participation of Poland”*. 

This narrative is also spread in Ukrainian media — as an 
attempt to counterbalance the Polish narratives about the 
cooperation of the OUN with Nazi Germany and the equal-
ization of Ukrainian nationalism with the Nazi and Soviet 
regimes. For example, in the publication: “Poland: Forgot-
ten Allies of the Third Reich”: 

“How Poland helped Hitler. The history of the Second 
World War today is accepted as an interpretation of a black 
and white concept: evil Hitler attacked innocent Poland. But 
there are many inconvenient facts within this concept which 
include a joint crime of the two aggressors less than a year be-
fore the Second World War. This history of the initial stage of 
the war, if it is transferred to a domestic level, is more like the 
friendship of two thieves, who rob an apartment together. And 

* https://topwar.ru/123798-kak-polsha-byla-soyuznikom-gitlera.
html
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they later quarrel and one kills the other. Similarly, the same 
occurred between Poland and Germany in 1938-1939, and 
later between the Reich and the USSR”*.

An example of the propaganda using this same narrative 
can be seen in the text from the Russian internet resource 
politikus.ru: “How Poland unleashed the Second World 
War”. One of the messages of this Russian propaganda can 
be read in the text using a historical narrative on the “bad 
and treacherous Poland and friendly and peaceful Russia in 
its relations with Ukraine”: “History teaches us, exactly how 
glorious the Poles are. Primarily, one must not enter into any 
close ties with them — do we need a crazy person working in 
a gunpowder factory?”** After such a text, the reader forms 
a mistrust towards Poland and the Western world in gener-
al, and believe that only Russia is a reliable ally for Ukraine.

The distribution of disinformation occurs with the use of 
false or half-truth material. For example, to convince a read-
er that Poland began the Second World War together with 
Germany and was its reliable ally for years, Russian media 
spread an authentic photograph of Józef Piłsudski’s symbol-
ic funeral in Berlin with Adolf Hitler present but with the de-
scription being “Adolf Hitler during the funeral of Piłsudski in 
Warsaw. 1935”***. 

The description and photograph strengthen the read-
er’s belief of the friendly relations between the Nazis and the 

* http://vgolos.com.ua/articles/polshha-zabutyj-soyuznyk-tretogo- 
rejhu_302354.html
 **  https://politikus.ru/articles/88167-kak-polsha-razvyazala-
vtoruyu-mirovuyu-vonu.html

*** http://rusplt.ru/fact/polsha-i-reyh.html

Poles in the interwar period, as well as the Second World 
War being a direct consequence of such relations.

The picture of Piłsudski’s symbolic funeral also ap-
peared in the Ukrainian media with the following fictional 
description: “Here the Poles forbade the Banderites in com-
municating with Hitler…Here is a photo of Hitler at the funer-
al of his close friend Bandera…Oh, no…Bandera was then sit-
ting in a German concentration camp! And this is the hero 
of Poland, the father of the nation and such things — Piłsud-
ski’s coffin”*. (by the way, Stepan Bandera was not in any 
German concentration camp in 1934. In June 1934 he was 
arrested by the Polish police and detained in a Lviv prison, 
then was moved to Krakow and Warsaw.)

Also there is this example of fake information in an arti-
cle on the site zrada.org, which begins with a reference to a 
visit of the Polish Foreign Minister Witold Waszczykowski’s 
to Lviv in November 2017, who talks about the “friendship 
of Hitler and Pilsudski”. The article supposedly uses Hit-
ler’s words: “If Piłsudski was alive — there would be no war”**. 
This fake quote is used to convince the reader that if Piłsud-
ski lived than Nazi Germany would not begin a fight with Po-
land and would be her ally in the war and seize Ukrainian 
and Belarussian land. This fake has been actively dissemi-
nated in the Russian social networks since 2013.

One can also disassemble the antagonistic historical 
narratives of both countries and societies which is distrib-

* www.obozrevatel.com/abroad/na-pohoronah-banderyi-v-seti-
pokazali-istoricheskoe-foto-s-gitlerom.htm

** https://zrada.org/hot/4-oun-upa-vijna/1857-stepan-bandera-
gitler--ta-pilsudskij-nezruchne-foto-dlya-polyakiv.html
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uted and spurred on by Russia, using various methods of 
informational warfare, and by using the KGB archives. It is 
false that the archives are only for historians. The spread of 
historical narratives through the media testifies that archi-
val materials are no less useful for journalists as for histori-
ans. First, one should clearly learn to distinguish between 
propaganda, disinformation and fake news:

1. Propaganda is the systematic repetition of one narra-
tive in different forms, sometimes with different names, but 
with a common thesis. These theses are backed up by quota-
tions take out of context. The description of the events is al-
ways non-negotiable and fully corresponds with ideological 
or political goals. Information is not balanced and is submit-
ted only selectively. 

Often, in order to explain an event, a collective image of 
experts is used, as for example: “German historians”, “Pol-
ish researchers”. According to these outlines, there are no 
specific individuals whose information can be verified.

For the listener/reader/viewer, such a collective image 
should inspire belief in the correctness of the assertions and 
truthfulness of the information provided. It is worth remem-
bering that propaganda often happens in different ways: 

“white”, “gray” and “black.” The easiest to identify is “white” 
propaganda as the source of its distribution is not hidden. 
The other two types — “grey” and “black” — use either third 
parties (“black propaganda”) or independent or specially 
created sources when disseminating information.

Propaganda is not only used to form a negative image of 
a person, but it can also be used to create its own positive 
image. 

2. Disinformation mainly focuses on the negative. In-
formation is presented in such a way as to cause a strong 
emotional sensation in the listener or reader which leads to 
erroneous conclusions.

Much false or distorted information has no references or 
referrals to its source. Instead of facts, comments are sub-
mitted which the listener/reader perceives as facts. If, how-
ever, quotations are submitted and an author is sources, 
then the information on where or when these words were 
spoken is not provided. 

Disinformation is often distributed through social me-
dia. For the most part, it is short texts with the description to 

“spread urgently”, “shocking”, “this has never been seen be-
fore.” Such words attract the attention and immediately ad-
just the reader/listener’s emotional perceptions.

3. Fakes and fake news differ from disinformation in 
that they are immediate false, fictitious information where-
as disinformation manipulates the facts and data on what 
actually happened, representing them in a different context 
or manipulating one for the other.

Disinformation is always created with a specific purpose, 
but fake news may appear as a result of the carelessness of 
the author/journalist. If a fake is created purposefully, then 
it performs the same role as disinformation. True, the con-
centration on the negative is not its main feature. Purpose-
fully created fake news confuses the reader/viewer/listener 
and does not allow them to know if the news is true or not.

Typically, fakes — especially photo-fakes, can be easily 
verified by searching the internet: for example, by checking 
on a photo by using the search “Find this image on Google” 
or using TinEye (www.tineye.com).
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Media materials that also relate/touch upon historical 
issues are also very vulnerable to toxic content — propa-
ganda, disinformation and fakes. The dynamism of informa-
tion flows, the lack of time to fact-check, the lack of proper 
knowledge about where and how it is possible to check the 
authenticity of these facts and the adequacy of expert opin-
ions also contribute to this.

While working on messages, releases and other media 
publications that are tangent to historical issues, a journal-
ist should first evaluate their sources to detect the presence 
of toxic content. 

They should primarily pay attention to:
â  language and terms — whether there is any ideological, 

subjective taint;
â  distributor of information — who distributes, promotes 

and comments on the material;
â  source of information — where exactly were these facts 

mentioned for the first time and their origin.
It is worth paying close attention to the use of “language 

of hatred” and the emotional tone of the material. As a rule, 
the more emotionally descriptive the material, the greater 
the likelihood that it will contain toxic material. At the same 
time, it should be remembered that this does not apply to 
the direct testimonies of eyewitnesses or quotes from archi-
val documents.

Ways of disseminating information, especially through 
social media, helps in understanding whether there is a de-
liberate advancement of a particular narrative, and if so — 
by whom. Here it is important to find the source: who was 
the first to publish the data; to what extent this person or 

media relates to history, or whether this person, organiza-
tion or institution is even real.

The most important part of working with medial materi-
als on historical topics is checking their authenticity: did 
the described events really take place (or did eyewitnesses 
write about them), the source of their origin can be checked, 
they are presented to the fullness (as possible in the media). 
It is in this crucial point of working with historical materi-
als that archives are critically important. As a rule, historical 
conclusions, hypotheses, assumption or (re)constructions 
are created using archival information.

Before using any historical data in your material, it is 
necessary to determine where the originals of your evidence 
are stored, to check that they are correctly used by histo-
rians and experts, or whether a selective approach is ap-
plied and whether or not these events have even taken place  
at all. A good rule of thumb is to reference the archival stor-
age place of the cited testimony. If the citation on the infor-
mation is missing — this should be a red-flag. In this case, it 
is definitely worth searching for a verification of the source 
of information.

Today, many digital archives and full-text repositories 
exist online, which can help in checking the authenticity 
of statements, topics and narratives. If the material you are 
preparing concerns sensitive, tricky or acute questions, it is 
best not to be lazy and go to the archives directly in order 
to personally make sure you do not fall prey to propaganda, 
disinformation or fake news.

The verification of archival sources referenced by media 
materials is also important because historians and archival 
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workers are constantly finding new evidence which uncov-
ers another perspective of a certain event. In order not to re-
peat the narratives that have already been denied by schol-
ars, it is not worth working with information which seems 
to contradict historical knowledge provided in textbooks or 
on “Wikipedia”. However, one also needs to carefully check 
what the researchers’ sources are and if they are really new.

Having mastered the methods of conducting informa-
tion warfare, a journalist will be able to better understand 
historical narratives. And by using open archives, one can 
not only help identify examples of propaganda, fakes or 
disinformation in historical narratives, but also create new 
ones that are built upon true sources.

замість 
післямови
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Where the Devil  
is Hiding
About Journalistic Standards  
in the Post-Truth Era

At the very beginning, any, literally any, new media project 
in Ukraine (and I was involved as a participant or an observ-
er with several of them) declares that it is to be guided in its 
policies by the BBC Editorial Guidelines. This 215-page doc-
ument is considered a “sacred cow” of modern journalism. 
It is mandatory for all employees and services of the Brit-
ish Broadcasting Corporation and is the unsurpassed model 
for professional journalists all around the world. Even those 
who have never looked inside it know that it is imperative for 
journalist to uphold the objectivity and impartiality, as well 
as the equal representation of all points of view in a conflict 
(as any news by definition is a veiled or obvious manifesta-
tion of a conflict, unless it is a clearly natural disaster like 
the 2010 eruption of Eyjafjallajökull volcano in Iceland).

Some seasoned members of the professional communi-
ty, in addition to objectivity, have heard of such basic field 
standards as reliability, accuracy, efficiency, and separation 
of facts from personal biases. But this convention is not al-
ways considered obligatory to follow, otherwise we would 
not have seen yesterday’s news absent fact-checking, and 
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we would not have seen headlines replete with judgments 
like “a scandalous oligarch” and “an odious politician” — 
the archetype of outrageous violations of principles, even in 
the case of a certified scoundrel.

Actually, in my opinion, the demonstrative neglect of 
standards in contemporary Ukraine is not as dangerous (be-
cause it is obvious and is quickly recognized under scruti-
ny) as a verbatim application of badly assimilated rules. Pri-
marily, this concerns “objectivity” and “impartiality”. These 
concepts harbor the epistemological trap, but more on it 
later, meanwhile, let’s consider such an attractive outward 
pose — although why is it “a pose”? For someone, it is organ-
ic, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world.

American textbooks mention the legendary journalist of 
the last century Walter Cronkite, a longtime anchor of the 
CBS evening news. Opinion polls consistently named him 

“the man Americans trust most.” Over the span of his career, 
he regularly hosted television debates of presidential nomi-
nees: Eisenhower vs Stephenson, Kennedy vs Nixon, John-
son vs Goldwater, Nixon vs Humphrey, Nixon again vs Mc-
Govern, Carter vs Ford, Reagan vs Carter... And no one ev-
er, including the participants in the debates, knew whose 
side the moderator was on. Only having finished his ca-
reer, Cronkite admitted in an interview that he always sym-
pathized with the Republican Party. However, this exam-
ple is cited in the United States nowadays as a charming 
fable against the backdrop of the CNN predictably back-
ing the Democrats, while Fox News openly supporting the 
Republicans.

Igor Pomerantsev, a well-known Russian-British jour-
nalist and poet, recalls the torments he faced when in 1980, 
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with some journalistic experience already under his belt, he 
joined the BBC Russian Service. Throughout his first year, 
British producers regularly rejected his materials with the 
only remark: “This is not BBC!” Not BBC, because it was 
too personal, too emotional, too categorical ... Judging by 
the fact that he was not fired and was much endured, his 
newcomer’s experience was not unique to the Corporation. 
What is and what isn’t BBC is determined by a strict protocol 
(the already mentioned BBC Editorial Guidelines), neverthe-
less, the subjective opinion of experienced editors is deci-
sive, and it is described by another useful common expres-
sion involving ‘a stiff upper lip’. Recall Daniel Craig’s James 
Bond and you will get the image: a steel look, a minimum of 
emotions, and a willingness to cut throats ... no, not for Her 
Majesty’s sake, but for the interests of the society that the 
Corporation embodies.

But one should not demonize the oldest and most re-
spected broadcaster in the world: it produces an incredible 
quantity and variety of programs, including entertainment 
ones, and its news is consistently accurate, interesting, vi-
brant, and peppered with remarkably restrained British hu-
mor. Straightforward requirements for quality information 
intersected with, firstly, cultural traditions and, secondly, 
the privileges of good living. Standing on a “three-hundred-
year-old lawn” in the middle of the island, it's not so difficult 
to feel above the fray.

The issue of objectivity has become particularly acute 
in recent times when post-truth prevails worldwide, and Eu-
rope, in the case of Ukraine, faces a hybrid-warfare type ag-
gression from Russia. Not only an average viewer/listener/
reader but also the bureaucrat in charge lacks reliable da-
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ta for strategic decision-making. When the BBC's CEO To-
ny Hall claims that the “Big Four” or GAFA (Google, Ama-
zon, Facebook, Apple) have “created hyperinflation” in the 
global content market, the state of affairs is certainly appall-
ing. Most of all, there is the surplus of information supply, 

“white noise”, which is difficult to discern and where valu-
able data are hard to discriminate, separating them from di-
vergence, propaganda, fakes, and simply junk.

The problem was highlighted over half a century ago 
when Walter Sullivan, a well-known American journalist 
and a science reporter, used the catchphrase the “informa-
tion explosion” in his The New York Times column. Even be-
fore personal computers, the internet, blogs, and social net-
works, he noted the tendency that global information in-
creases exponentially: each year it swelled by 30%. Assum-
ing that 30 years ago the information volume in all countries, 
on all carriers was estimated at about 6.3 exabytes (1 exa-
byte = 1018 bytes), presently it has just exceeded 1,000 ex-
abytes. To illustrate the point (recognizing a certain simplifi-
cation of a rather complicated process): a standard one-page 
text on an A4 sheet contains four kilobytes of data, and an 
average person lacking speed-reading skills, without rest-
ing and sleeping, can read and learn about one megabyte of 
printed content per day.

Overproduction and hyperinflation of the content re-
sult in the situation where only those who are crying out the 
loudest and dumbing down the most, while deliberately ig-
noring facts and rational arguments, are being heard. This 
very media landscape is hence called “post-truth”. Thus, 
Donald Trump shouted over the CNN; thus, a notorious 
RT [Russia Today] television channel has almost got estab-
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lished in the US media market; thus, some two hundred not-
so-bright guys and jills from a psychological operation outfit 
owned by a former Putin's cook, managed to interfere in the 
2016 US general election. Therefore, before journalists step 
up to a symbolic bully pulpit to share news, an observation, 
or an opinion, they have to assume the utmost responsibility, 
because among all this mishmash the quality of their state-
ments, that is their efficiency and relevance, is their only ad-
vantage and the assurance of credibility.

Meanwhile, the current practice demonstrates the oppo-
site. Reporters, editors, producers, columnists often employ 
self-censorship to avoid accusations of bias (or, at worst, 
mask their bias) by distancing themselves as far as possible 
from the subject of their attention and giving voice to both 
sides of a conflict equally. This is noticeable in countries 
with established press traditions, and the same is happen-
ing in Ukraine, in spite of their absence.

The principle of audiatur et altera pars (listen to the 
other side as well) comes from the legal culture of antiqui-
ty, which laid the foundations of due process in the court 
of law. From there it moved on to the field of rhetoric and 
thus determined the way of thinking for the entire Europe-
an civilization. However, beyond clear rules and regulations, 
the equality requirement for different points of view regard-
less of their origin, the integrity of their holders, and the 
possibility of verification become its perversion rather than 
a guarantee of a deeper and more comprehensive consider-
ation of a problem.

Imagine an epidemiological congress where, on the one 
hand, scientists and clinicians report on new vaccines and 
epizootic outbreaks and, on the other, sorcerers and authori-
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ties on witchcraft talk about ways of fending off witches that 
cast illnesses and poison wells. Or even better, envision an 
astrophysical debate between representatives of NASA’s Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory, responsible for the Mars flight trajec-
tory, and scholars on the Book of Ezekiel, a Hebrew Prophet 
of the Old Testament. Roughly, that is how bad press’ cov-
erage of controversial events in various regions often looks 
like, and especially the reports of the Kremlin mouthpieces 
on the course of the Russian-Ukrainian war.

When fairly authoritative Western media publish mate-
rials about a “civil war” in Eastern Ukraine and a threat of 
Nazism that allegedly provoked it, we are witnessing a clear 
demonstration of the method of non-interference, an ab-
stention from naming the actual perpetrators of the calam-
ity or shaming the criminals at large. When Ukrainian TV 
channels and other information outlets invite speakers call-
ing for peace at all cost, we are dealing with “sorcerers”, or 
more precisely, with conscientious swindlers and provoca-
teurs who masquerade themselves as Mindreaders, akin to 
the 1979 eponymous American TV game show.

The “above the fray” tactic is characteristic not only of 
the mass media but, unfortunately, it is intrinsic to the en-
tire establishment of the “First World”. Yulia Latynina, a 
now-exiled Russian journalist once lampooned the infa-
mous OSCE commission report on the 2008 Russian-Geor-
gian war authored by a Swiss diplomat Heidi Tagliavini: “If 
you believe the Georgians, it’s the Russians who started the 
war, and if you trust the Russians, then it’s the Georgians. 
And who is in the right, we do not know”. Latynina offers 
a lucid analogy: “the Germans claimed that Poland started 
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the WWII, and the Poles declared that it was Germany, but 
the truth ought to be somewhere in the middle”. She ends 
with a piercing formulation: “It is Hitler's word against the 
word of a Jew from Auschwitz, the balance is struck!”

To abstain from the sacred duty of an intellectual to seek 
truth, to call a spade a spade, or as the French say: “appeler 
un chat, un chat (to call a cat a cat)” — is a distinctive fea-
ture of the modern leftist discourse of “political correctness”, 
for which there is a considerable temptation to suspect not 
only immaturity but also an explicit mercantile interest, as 
it is well-known that Moscow amply supports materially a 
good deal of Western officials and public intellectuals. Un-
fortunately, this assumption simplifies the picture way too 
much.

Considerable responsibility for the fragility of self-de-
termination of the press over the past decades lies with 
the dominant traditions of postmodernism, fashioned by 
French philosophers brought up by the Parisian barricades 
of 1968. In this discourse, the very concept of “reality” is 
subject to the unconditional ban, and the world is described 
by a random number of completely equal expressions. Inde-
pendence from facts, the indefinite relativity consequently 
leads not only to the cultural relativism but also to the ethi-
cal one, the substitute for which in the world of leftist ideas 
is sought in the fight against various kinds of discrimination. 
Thus, the journalistic standpoint of exemplary non-interfer-
ence, refraining from conclusions fully corresponds to the 
prevailing academic tendency.

Fortunately, in the world of theory, there are other ways 
to describe the phenomena we are examining, and in the 
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world of practice, there are other commonly accepted pat-
terns of dealing with facts and delivering them to the gener-
al public. Untarnished authors and quite respectable media 
still do exist, including the latest crop. Among them, yester-
year's private blogs such as Politico, Huffington Post, Buzz-
Feed, and others. An interesting point: having turned into 
more powerful information ventures, they have substantial-
ly upgraded their toolkit and now give high priority to ensur-
ing the reliability of information. Therefore, the rules of in-
tegrity are universal.

Let's take a closer look at a standard message of a 
news agency, one of the hundreds of millions: “Paris, May 
12, 2018 (Reuters) — An assailant shouting “Allahu akbar” 
killed a passer-by in a knife attack that also wounded four 
others in the heart of Paris late on Saturday before he was 
shot dead by police, French authorities said.” Here every-
thing corresponds to the basic rules taught in the first class-
es of the school of journalism — the answers to the man-
datory questions are given: who, what, when, where, why, 
in what way (the “Quintilian principle” formulated in An-
cient Rome as part of the then obligatory discipline of rhet-
oric, the art of thought expression). But if you pay closer at-
tention to the text, it raises an additional question: whom 
am I dealing with? Who articulates this? Reuters? What or 
who is Reuters? Okay, I am aware that Reuters is an informa-
tion agency founded in 1851 that does carefully scrutinize 
all the facts before they are made public and retains people 
who can be relied upon. Hence, this message is neither the 
voice of God who speaks from heaven nor it is an inscription 
on sacred tablets but a specially trained reporter who, even 
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remaining anonymous, was on the scene in person, talked 
to the police, the eyewitnesses, the paramedics and expe-
ditiously published the collected data. Then, I do have faith. 
But if I were told the very same news by a next-door neigh-
bor, I would probably have treated it a bit differently.

In fact, it was on this very occasion that Michael Polanyi, 
a Hungarian-born British-American biologist and philoso-
pher of science, remarked that any form of knowledge, even 
purely factual, contains a personal statement, a hidden val-
ue judgment. For example, if a textbook postulates that the 
Earth revolves around the Sun, then these words contain not 
just this fact, but the textbook’s author personal attitude to-
wards it: “I am convinced that this is exactly the case” and 

“I deem it necessary to inform you of it,” and so on. To say 
that “something is true” means signing a certain obligation 
or declaring one’s consent, thus, introducing an element of 
responsibility for its content. 

From the common-sense point of view, such a perspec-
tive is a seemingly obvious one but an inexperienced con-
sumer, especially of the older generation, raised in the en-
vironment of state monopoly on truth, without hesitation, 
trusts news reported in “a newspaper” or “on TV”, and with 
the dedication of sancta simplicitas disseminates it further 
on as one’s own. This is exactly what the “viral” news of a 
subversive nature, which Kremlin propaganda generously 
supplies to Ukraine, counts on. But even the younger gen-
eration [of Ukrainians] are buying it, only gaining their trust 
requires additional legitimization. Volunteer analysts from 
the Ukrainian Crisis Media Center and the Maidan Monitor-
ing Information Center, in particular, regularly track chains 
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of hybrid news up to their source. Usually, such news is 
launched at the same time by bots from many social net-
works addresses with minimal variations in expectation un-
til it is reposted by someone real with the least significant 
status on the network. Then, it can be reprinted in margin-
al online publications with an existing link, and it is further 
possible that they will be picked up by leading outlets, de-
termining to one degree or another the political climate in a 
society on a given day.

Summing up the preliminary result: “objectivity” in 
journalism is, on the one hand, a culturally-specific myth, 
on the other — it is an imitation of adherence of all the ver-
ification procedures. In the end, no reporter or editor can 
distance oneself from one’s personal experience, tradition, 
mental frame while introducing a new text into the existing 
narrative prevailing in the relevant community. The crafting 
of a particular message, the choice of its components, the 
order of their presentation, even the particular terms used 
paint the text one way or another in certain subjective tones. 
The same applies beyond strictly verbal information. A pho-
tographer frames the picture, a film editor selects a min-
ute-long cut out of several hours of footage. Again, a news 
editor or a news producer sets up the agenda for a certain 
date — or simply makes it up based on editorial objectives 
and one’s own hierarchy of values.

The strive for objectivity could be a manifestation of in-
dividual professional perfectionism, a desire to convey a 
phenomenon in all its contradictions (is Ukraine's position 
in the military conflict so impeccable, or aren’t we demon-
izing our fellow citizens who stick to different convictions?) 
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but more often than not it is only a posture in order to war-
rant audience confidence. And this, unfortunately, is the re-
ality of a hybrid warfare.

It's time to return to the document with which we started 
our “flight data analysis” and which, according to my obser-
vations, a lot of my colleagues referring to have never seen at 
all. After all, it begins with the following: “In a perfect world, 
the BBC Editorial Guidelines would consist of one sentence: 
use your own best judgment. No set of rules or guidelines 
can ever replace the need for producers, editors and manag-
ers to use the wisdom that comes from experience, common 
sense and a clear set of editorial and ethical values when 
confronted with difficult editorial challenges” (emphasis is 
mine — YM).

Every word here is worth its weight in gold. It turns out 
that the usual procedures, algorithms, and protocols are 
valuable not by themselves, but only as a means of ensur-
ing maximum integrity, avoiding manipulations, and poten-
tially harming individuals and society as a whole, an instru-
mental manifestation of ethics that a society shares in soli-
darity.

In the end, protocols are the result not only of the accu-
mulated collective knowledge but also of the mutually ac-
ceptable arrangements on both sides of the barricade. Half 
a century ago a phenomenon called “new journalism” or 

“gonzo-journalism” came into being. Its representatives: Tom 
Wolfe, Truman Capote, Hunter Thompson, Norman Mailer, 
and others brought a story of the author (or an implicit au-
thor) to the forefront, did not shy away from artistic visions, 
shared their personal impressions, thus personifying their 
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texts as much as possible. This was partly a response to the 
dread of the prevailing style, which has outgrown its func-
tional framework, partly an attempt to increase the legitima-
cy of the message and its credibility, to introduce details and 
nuances that are fundamental to understanding the phe-
nomenon but remain hidden behind the scenes of conven-
tional methods of presentation.

The crucial point was: no rules can replace an author's 
personal responsibility. The author must have experience 
and conscience, be sure regarding what did happen and 
how, carefully gather all the details, check and recheck the 
names and facts, consult all the relevant authorities, be 
skeptical, refrain from wishful thinking, not be gullible, and 
write up it all down in a simple and accessible manner as 
quickly as possible. Only then shall I add a piece of his or 
her vision into my world’s puzzle.

The information explosion put forth one more task be-
fore a journalist: to be a filter, a firewall in front of an ava-
lanche of chaos that just passes for orderly information sup-
posedly loaded with meaning. An author — or a collective 
author under the auspices of a trusted brand — is the best, 
most reliable defender against social entropy and purpose-
ful sabotage. Alexander Genis, a Russian-American writer, 
frames this job by describing his relationship with his fa-
vorite daily The New York Times: “Having lost to the Inter-
net, the newspaper became wiser and now it is not so much 
sharing information as protecting the reader from it, select-
ing and revealing the most important things.”

The final product is a certainty, the elimination of entro-
py, as Claude Shannon, a father of the information theory in-
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structed. The game of relativity, the information relativism 
(“let’s listen to both sides and refrain from conclusions”) — 
is not only an admission of helplessness but also a moral 
compromise, a capitulation to the devil. Truth is always one 
and the same. It can be complicated (in fact, it cannot be 
uncomplicated), but one’s job is to figure it out. And final-
ly. A famous Jewish writer, a Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel once 
noted: “We must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, 
never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never 
the tormented.“

The described dilemma concerns, of course, not just cur-
rent information. Any journalism, counting opinion journal-
ism as well, devoted to social problems, history included, is 
a subject to the same laws. It operates within the same con-
cepts: facts, actors, given circumstances, the final content, 
a moral takeaway. It has the same result — reducing chaos, 
uncertainty, narrowing the devil’s territory.


