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ABSTRACT

How do people form beliefs about the factual content of major
events when established geopolitical orders are violently chal-
lenged? Here, we address the tragic events of 2 May 2014, in
Odesa, Ukraine. There, Euromaidan protest movement supporters
and opponents clashed following Russia’s annexation of Crimea
and the onset of the Donbas conflict, culminating in the worst
civilian death toll the city had seen since World War I1. Shortly after,
we surveyed Ukraine’s population about who they thought had
actually perpetrated the killings and relate people’s answers to
alternative narratives (frames) that an original content analysis
finds were available to Ukrainian citizens through different
media. We find evidence, consistent with theories of hot cognition
and motivated reasoning, that the Odesa violence triggered emo-
tional responses linked to ethnic, regional, and partisan identity,
which then activated attitudes associated with these identities
that, in turn, led people to adopt very different (sometimes highly
improbable) beliefs about who carried out the killings. Ethnic
identity in particular is found to have strongly moderated the
effects of television, with Ukrainian television greatly influencing
Ukrainians but backfiring among Russians, and Russian television
mainly impacting non-Ukrainians. Education and local information
are found to reduce susceptibility to televised factual narratives.

How do people form beliefs about the factual content of major events when
established geopolitical orders are violently challenged? The answer has
major theoretical and practical implications because such beliefs can (1)
alter levels of support for different sides in the conflict, potentially shaping
its outcome and (2) impact the degree to which elements within each side are
able to commit atrocities without sanction from within their own commu-
nities (Hamilton et al. 2006, 88; Rowling, Sheets and Jones 2015, 311). In this
paper, we use original survey evidence to study the case of the tragic events of
2 May 2014 in Odesa, a clash culminating in 48 dead between people we will
call “pro-Maidaners” (demonstrators and their supporters pursuing what
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2 H. E. HALE ET AL.

they understood to be the agenda of the 2013-2014 “Euromaidan” protest
movement, also referred to as “pro-unity” forces) and “anti-Maidaners”
(demonstrators and their supporters opposing this agenda, also referred to
as “pro-federalization” forces). According to official statistics, 42 perished by
fire in the city’s Trade Union Building at Kulykove Pole and 6 lost their lives
in earlier clashes in the city centre, with 208 being wounded (International
Advisory Panel (IAP) of the Council of Europe 2015, 15). This represents not
only the worst civilian death toll the city has seen since World War II, but
one of three major “shock events” (along with the sniper attacks of 20
February 2014, and the downing of Malaysian Airlines flight 17 on 17 July
2014) that quickly came to punctuate the narratives of both sides regarding
Ukraine’s Euromaidan protests and the emerging conflict in Ukraine’s east-
ern Donbas region (Toal and O’Loughlin 2017).

Despite the event’s importance, the Odesa tragedy has generally not yet
been treated in depth in the scholarly literature (Sakwa 2015; Toal 2017;
Wilson 2014; Yekelchyk 2015; Charap and Colton 2017, 201) and, crucially
for our purposes, it poses an important puzzle. Three aspects of this event are
largely undisputed in Ukraine. First, the deaths occurred during violent
clashes between pro- and anti-Euromaidan protesters. Second, of the 48
fatalities, almost all (46) were anti-Euromaidan protesters and their suppor-
ters, of which 42 were among the Trade Union building dead and 4 died
from gunshot wounds sustained during clashes downtown earlier in the day
(OHCHR 2016, 10). Third, these were in fact killings, the intentional taking
of lives: Survey research that we will discuss extensively below finds that only
1% of the population in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy considered
these deaths to be accidental. Given this general agreement that the dead
anti-Maidaners were intentionally killed during clashes with pro-Maidaners,
one might expect ordinary citizens to have accepted as fact that the anti-
Maidaners had been killed by pro-Maidaners, with disagreements cantering
mainly around attitudes to the event, including whether such violence was
justifiable under the circumstances. This expectation turns out to be incor-
rect. Instead, we find that a clear majority of Ukrainian citizens believed that
the killings of anti-Maidan activists had been committed by anti-Maidaners
themselves. We thus formulate our study’s central puzzle as follows: What
caused ordinary Ukrainian citizens to diverge not only in their attitudes to
the Odesa tragedy, which is less puzzling, but about their beliefs regarding
the facts themselves as to who committed the killings?

While there is a robust theoretical literature explaining why people adopt
different political attitudes of all kinds, far fewer studies have systematically
addressed why people come to adopt different versions of the actual facts
towards which attitudes form, especially facts involved in the occurrence of
political violence. By standard definitions, a fact refers to a specific piece of
information that is true (‘Definition of Fact in English’, n.d.). Thus, for our
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GEOPOLITICS 3

purposes in analysing a conflict setting, terms like “belief regarding the facts”
refer to acceptance that a given set of specific events actually occurred in the
course of a conflict. Beliefs about facts are distinct from attitudes, preferences,
opinions, or values, all of which reflect people’s evaluations or normative
interpretations of what they regard to be factual material (Chong and
Druckman, 2007a, 107). Our focus is thus not on whether people believed
the Odesa killings were somehow justified or morally forgivable under the
circumstances, or even about who was to “blame”, which also implies a
normative evaluation of what occurred and can involve judgements of indirect
as well as direct causation (Javeline, 2003; Toal and O’Loughlin, 2017; Tuathail,
2009). Instead, we investigate why people in Ukraine developed different
beliefs about the facts of who actually perpetrated the killings, regardless of
whether the killers were regarded as somehow justified or blameworthy.

Our approach builds upon existing theory in two ways. Initially, it con-
siders whether theories developed to explain attitudes can be extrapolated
also to explain differing beliefs about facts involved in political violence.
Secondly, it takes those theories that have been developed to explain differing
beliefs about facts, most of which address “settled times” in longstanding
democracies or are conducted in laboratory settings, and explores the extent
to which they help us understand patterns in an actual conflict setting like
that in Ukraine in 2014. These theories are evaluated using original survey
research conducted in Ukraine almost immediately after the Odesa tragedy
and relating these data to a careful analysis of two dominant narratives that
appeared in media widely available in Ukraine at that time.

Most broadly, we find not only that humans regularly fail to be impartial
in evaluating events in a conflict setting where the stakes in accuracy would
seem to be high, but that what they regard as the basic facts themselves also
varies systematically with identifiable predispositions. Perhaps reflecting the
heightened role of affect in conflict, we find the most support for theories of
hot cognition and motivated reasoning: The Odesa violence appears to have
triggered emotional responses linked to ethnic, regional, and partisan iden-
tity, which then drove responses to media coverage and activated attitudes
associated with these identities, all of which in turn powerfully shaped
people’s conclusions about the facts of what happened. One implication is
that media’s role is far from straightforward. Ukrainian television had the
effect of leading self-identified Ukrainians to believe its version of the facts
but also backfired among self-identified Russians viewers, making them less
likely to adopt this same narrative. And Russian media were effective in
casting doubt on the Ukrainian television line, but only among non-
Ukrainians and not in getting them actually to adopt Russia’s own version
of the facts. Education and access to local information are found to be the
most potent forms of “inoculation” against a dominant narrative, but only
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4 H. E. HALE ET AL.

weakly so. All this sheds light on why reconciliation during conflict generally
as well as in Ukraine specifically has proven to be very difficult.

Explaining beliefs regarding the facts of war

At least since Plato’s Republic, thinkers have agonised over diverging beliefs
about what is factual (Plato, 2017). Carl von Clausewitz recognised it might
be particularly difficult to discern basic facts in wartime, comparing this
uncertainty with a “fog” that “gives to things exaggerated dimensions and an
unnatural appearance” (von Clausewitz, 2013, Chapter 3, Section 24). While
we now know a great deal about the nature of this fog and its consequences,
we still have much to learn about why different people might discern
different things within it as we describe having happened in Odesa. A large
and interdisciplinary body of documents explains the production of alter-
native conflict narratives that can involve differing portrayals of the facts
involved, but these tend not to engage in a systematic analysis of what types
of people tend to form or adopt different beliefs about these facts. In
addition, their units of analysis are usually the narratives themselves or
their elite spinners rather than the “ordinary” individuals who may or may
not buy into them (Brass, 1997; Carr, 1961; Hopf, 2012; Kalyvas, 2003;
Laruelle, 2009; Toal, 2017; Wedeen, 1999).

Other studies do take the individual as the unit of analysis and thus offer
some purchase on our empirical puzzle, employing survey methodology and
experimental techniques to explore attitude formation in the presence of
alternative narratives (often called “frames” in this literature). Their focus,
though, tends to be mostly about attitudes (preferences, opinions, values),
leaving application to beliefs regarding facts untested (Druckman and Lupia,
2016; Taber and Lodge, 2016; Zaller, 1992). Research that does systematically
address individual-level variation in beliefs regarding facts appears primarily
in efforts to understand why people believe rumours, conspiracy theories, or
other forms of misinformation and to explore what might induce people to
reject them (Berinsky, 2015; Bordia et al., 2005; Cobb, Nyhan and Reifler,
2013; DiFonzo and Bordia, 2007; Radnitz and Underwood, 2017). And most
focuses on “peacetime” questions like why people believe false information
presented in an election campaign or policy debate in the United States
(Berinsky, 2015; Nyhan and Reifler, 2010; Sides, 2016). While these peace-
time findings can supply some plausible solutions to our central puzzle, their
portability to violent settings largely remains to be tested.

This peacetime research has generally centred around two broad bodies of
theory that share a common point of departure. What they share is a general
agreement that people are far from the rational information processors that they
themselves — and many social science theories — tend to assume they are (Chong
and Druckman, 2007b; Converse, 2006; Druckman and Lupia, 2016). More
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GEOPOLITICS 5

specifically, they concur that people tend not to harbour coherent belief systems
but instead a conglomeration of thoughts (“considerations”) that are usually not
entirely consistent with one another (Zaller, 1992). The particular attitudes that
people happen to formulate at any given moment, as when responding to an
interviewer or deciding how to vote, will thus be highly subject to the particular
considerations they happen to have in mind (that are cognitively “available”) at
that time (Druckman, 2014; Taber and Lodge, 2016; Zaller and Feldman, 1992).
Where the two schools diverge is in whether they emphasise influences on
availability that are primarily internal (emerging primarily from the person’s
own cognitive drives) or external (resulting mainly from influences in the
environment). That is, theories of external influences tend to portray individuals
as highly responsive to cues available in a given situation itself, such as media
accounts or elite efforts to “frame” situations in different ways, with these cues
effectively “priming” individuals to have certain considerations (and not others)
foremost in mind when formulating an attitude or belief (Chong and
Druckman, 2007b). Theories of internal influence, on the other hand, concen-
trate on impulses people themselves bring to a situation — such as emotional
drives or self-interest linked to social identities - that predispose them to form
beliefs in particular ways or make them more receptive to some situational cues
than others (Taber and Lodge, 2016).

Our study develops two sets of hypotheses that emerge from these two
schools, one set (which we together describe as H1) coming from external
influence theory and the other set (H2) from internal influence theory.
Turning first to external influence theory, perhaps the staple finding
supporting it is that repeated exposure to a particular narrative (frame)
will make it more familiar and hence influential in belief formation
(Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Zaller and Feldman, 1992). This is because
repetition enhances the availability of the considerations involved and
hence the probability that the individual will base conclusions on these
considerations (Chong and Druckman, 2007a, 110). A counterintuitive
implication is that even the act of debunking false information can
increase the propensity to believe it simply because the debunking keeps
the idea available in memory (Berinsky, 2015; Cobb, Nyhan and Reifler,
2013; Nyhan and Reifler, 2010). Media are particularly powerful shapers of
availability through frame repetition, with regular viewership priming
individuals to have certain considerations in mind when forming beliefs
about important issues (Chong and Druckman, 2007b, 115; Iyengar and
Kinder, 1987). Hence:

Hla. More frequent consumption of media that consistently convey a parti-
cular version of the facts will correlate with a tendency to believe these are the
facts.
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6 H. E. HALE ET AL.

Other external stimuli are found to limit the power of a dominant narra-
tive to shape attitude formation, however, the most important being simple
access to contradictory accounts or information (Bordia et al., 2005; Sides,
2016). When people face a single narrative about the facts, meaning that only
one narrative is strongly available in the environment, the addition of even a
single dissenting voice can significantly weaken the ability of the most
prevalent narrative to influence belief formation - at least, among certain
kinds of people (Asch, 1956; Chong and Druckman, 2010; Sniderman and
Theriault, 2004). Relatedly, direct access to credible alternative sources of
information about an event, including the kind of first-hand information that
people living in close physical proximity to the event might have, has been
reported to make people more resistant to a prevalent view, even when this
prevalent view dominates the media they consume (Bordia et al., 2005; Di
Tella, Galiani and Schargrodsky, 2012). This leads us to anticipate:

H1b. People who consume media or other sources of information not asso-
ciated with the most media-prevalent narrative, or who avoid media conveying
the dominant narrative altogether, will be less likely to adopt the version of the
facts conveyed in a dominant narrative.

Similarly, since geographic place is widely found to reflect complex local
clusters of experiences and shared understandings, and scholarship on
Ukraine specifically has repeatedly highlighted the role of regional division,
we would expect these aspects of the environment to shape which considera-
tions are most available for individuals when forming beliefs (Linke and
O’Loughlin, 2015; Barrington and Herron 2004; Barrington and Faranda,
2009; Sasse, 2010a, 2010b). We thus expect:

Hic. Patterns of belief formation will be spatially patterned, with regions
having related experiences being most likely to interpret the new event in line
with interpretations of their own experiences.

Turning to internal influence theories (H2), we concentrate here on
research into motivated reasoning, which occurs when a (usually) subcon-
scious, uncontrolled motivation of some kind drives certain considerations to
become cognitively available during attitude formation (Festinger, 1957;
Kahneman, 2011, 80-81; Leeper and Slothuus, 2014; Taber and Lodge,
2006). By these lights, people are held not to be neutrally responding to
external frames or environmentally available stimuli when formulating
beliefs, but instead bring certain cognitive drives to the situation that lead
them to be selective among or even outright reject what they find in the
situation itself. One such motivation has been found to be a drive for
cognitive consistency that can be highly impervious to the appearance of
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GEOPOLITICS 7

new facts (Chong and Druckman, 2007a, 104; Sniderman and Theriault,
2004). To the extent such a drive is important, we would anticipate:

H2a. People will tend to adopt beliefs about the factual nature of a new event

that are consistent with (that justify rather than challenge) older relevant
beliefs.

Other research, however, indicates that the most powerful belief-influencing
motives involve affect, supporting theories of “hot cognition” (Taber and Lodge,
2016, 64). Studies have thus found that people spontaneously and unconsciously
experience feelings within the first milliseconds of becoming aware of an event,
with these feelings then activating cognitive pathways of considerations to
produce an initial opinion that is highly resistant to change - all before conscious
processing ever has a chance to kick in (Erisen, Lodge and Taber, 2014; Taber
and Lodge, 2016). Since social group identities tend to be deeply associated with
senses of linked fate and hence powerful feelings when events impacting group
life chances occur (Dawson, 1995; Hale, 2004; Petersen, 2002; Tajfel, 1982), we
would expect (and research finds) connections linked to identity to be important
pathways through which hot cognition occurs. Even more specifically, we would
expect this affective cognitive process to predispose people towards beliefs that
somehow favour their own social groups (Althaus and Coe, 2011; Druckman
and Lupia, 2016). Here we focus on two identity categories that longstanding
research has determined to be major influences on attitudes and beliefs: ethnicity
(Dawson, 1995; Druckman and Lupia, 2016) and partisanship (Campbell et al.,
1980; Druckman, 2014, 475-477; Gerber and Huber, 2009; Lavine, Johnston and
Steenbergen, 2012; Rahn, 1993). This yields:

H2b. People will tend to express beliefs about the factual nature of a new event
that put their own ethnic categories in a more positive light.

H2c. People with strong political party identification are more likely than are
others to adopt a belief that is advanced by leaders of their party.

While these hypotheses and the theories they reflect are not mutually
exclusive, it remains an open research question exactly when and where
internal or external influences can be expected to dominate cognition
(Druckman, 2014, 478-479; Taber and Lodge, 2016, 64). Violent settings
are a case in point because the roles of emotion and uncertainty are expected
to be greater than in the kinds of peacetime contexts that gave rise to these
theories (Petersen, 2017). On one hand, some research indicates that higher
levels of anxiety (likely to be found in conflict situations (Lambert et al,
2010, 890)) tend to motivate people to prioritise accuracy and seek out new
information, which can lead them to rely less on their prior views and
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8 H. E. HALE ET AL.

heuristics while becoming more susceptible to cues available in the environ-
ment (for example, media coverage) (Bolsen, Druckman and Cook, 2014;
Devine, 1989; Marcus et al., 2005; Valentino et al., 2009, 2008). This would
lead us to expect stronger findings for H1 than for H2 in a setting like
Ukraine in May 2014. On the other hand, different studies find that high
accuracy motivation can lead people to conduct deeper memory searches that
wind up mainly accessing and thus heightening the impact of prior (internal)
attitudes on current attitudes (Taber and Lodge, 2016, 70-71). Moreover,
since violence can trigger a wide range of strong feelings, not just anxiety,
one might expect internal cognitive processes driven by affect to dominate
immediate environmental factors in belief formation (Erisen, Lodge and
Taber, 2014; Taber and Lodge, 2016). Violent upheaval can also be expected
to raise the levels of complexity and uncertainty, which research has linked to
a greater role for internal influences like cognitive heuristics (Lau and
Redlawsk, 2001, 2006; Radnitz and Underwood, 2017). These considerations
would thus lead us to expect to find stronger support for H2 in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the Odesa tragedy and the developing conflict. Our study
now turns to a discussion of the 2 May 2014 Odesa tragedy as a useful case
for testing these hypotheses in a setting of political violence.

The Odesa tragedy: competing narratives in media available in
Ukraine

To understand who came to form different beliefs about the facts in our
case at hand, it is important to establish what we can about the 2 May
events even though we do not attempt to establish “the truth”. Three and a
half years after the tragedy, the official investigation remains incomplete
and many questions remain unanswered. The investigation itself has been
criticised by the Council of Europe for falling short of European standards
and the requirements of the European Human Rights Convention (RFE/RL,
2015). Other rights groups, such as the Office of the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the Kharkiv Human
Rights Protection Group (KHPG), have also criticised the failings of the
official investigation (which led to a case against Ukraine filed in the
European Court of Human Rights) (Coynash, 2017a), arbitrariness of the
courts dealing with the 2 May cases, and delays in judicial proceedings
(Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2017,
17-18). The sensational acquittal on 18 September 2017 by a court in the
Odesa region of 20 anti-Maidan defendants charged with involvement in
riots on 2 May 2014 is unlikely to put the case to rest, given the presiding
judge’s conclusion that the prosecution’s case was so poor that it didn’t
even try to prove guilt and the Prosecutor General’s promise to appeal the
acquittal (Coynash, 2017b).
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GEOPOLITICS 9

Despite the failures of the official investigations, non-partisan civic groups
and international agencies have conducted extensive investigative work and
have issued reports that document key facts about the tragedy. The
International Advisory Panel (IAP) of the Council of Europe - set up to
review the investigations into the violent incidents that took place in Ukraine
from 30 November 2013 onwards, including the events in Odesa - issued its
report on the key facts of the 2 May 2014 tragedy and presented the results of
its official investigation (International Advisory Panel, Council of Europe
2015, 14). Other useful sources include the reports of the “2 May Group”, a
group of 10 Odesa activists representing a range of political views who have
been carrying out their own inquiry in parallel with the official investigation.
The 2 May Group published a detailed chronology of the 2 May events, as
well as an expert examination of the fire in the Trade Union Building, on its
website (Gerasimova, 2016a). This is in addition to early and as-yet unpub-
lished scholarly treatments of the topic and related events (Katchanovski,
2016; Sakwa, 2015; Wilson, 2014). Based on the evidence available to date,
the background to what transpired on 2 May can be summarised as follows.

Background to the Events of 2 May

The fire and resulting deaths in the Trade Union building followed an after-
noon of clashes in downtown Odesa between pro-Ukrainian and pro-Russian
activists. The two camps - often referred to as “Euromaidan” (or simply
“Maidan”, meaning public square) and “anti-Maidan” - had been publicly
active in Odessa since shortly after the Euromaidan protests began in late 2013.
The anti-Maidan was physically concentrated around a tent encampment set
up on Kulykove Pole, a large public square in front of the Trade Union
building. Euromaidan activists did not have a permanent camp but routinely
gathered along Prymorsky Boulevard, near a monument to Duke de Richelieu
(Kozloff, 2017). The two groups had tense relations and their activists had
clashed before, though only on a small scale and without fatalities. This being
said, it is possible to trace a history of coordination and non-hostile interaction
between the two camps, leading some observers to find it credible that the 2
May violence was instigated not by Odesans themselves but by outsiders (The
Voice of Russia, 2014; Ukraiins’ka Pravda, 2014).

According to the 2 May Group investigation, representatives of local
authorities covertly developed a plan together with the leaders of the two
conflicting forces to end the standoff. The idea was that after a scheduled
pro-Ukrainian unity march that included local Euromaidan activists as well
as soccer fans sometimes known as “ultras”, the ultras of the eastern cities of
Odesa and Kharkiv (whose teams were slated to play a match in the city on
the evening of 2 May) would demolish the Kulykove Pole tents. It was
believed by local actors that the liquidation of the anti-Maidan tent city at
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10 H. E. HALE ET AL.

the hands of soccer ultras was in the interests of all sides - including the anti-
Maidan activists themselves, as the maintenance of their tent city had become
too expensive and difficult to maintain. The anti-Maidan forces would thus
avoid the embarrassment of having to shut it down themselves and instead be
able later to claim that they were victimised (Gerasimova, 2015a). The alleged
plan was foiled when the tent-camp leadership split, with one group issuing
an appeal to anti-Maidan activists to gather in downtown Odesa to prevent a
march of “fascists” (Gerasimova, 2015b). Violent clashes between pro-
Maidan and anti-Maidan activists in downtown Odesa resulted in the first
six deaths, all by firearm. With the first two being pro-Maidan activists, the
other four came from the anti-Maidan camp (Gerasimova, 2015c).
Pro-Maidan activists then marched to Kulykove Pole, where some anti-
Maidan activists — up to 400 people, not all party to the protests — barricaded
themselves inside the Trade Union building. Numerous videos show the two
sides exchanging gunfire and hurling Molotov cocktails at each other, with
Pro-Maidan protesters being filmed burning the anti-Maidan tents.
According to subsequent investigations, the deadly fire inside the Trade
Union building started in five separate places, with the main source being a
barricade blocking the entrance to the building. And while the official govern-
ment investigation found that fires had started from inside the building in four
of these locations, this is disputed by a 2 May Group expert, who finds that
these four fires were secondary and occurred as a result of the fire spreading
from lower floors (Balinskii, 2014). Investigations concur that the barricade at
the entrance caught fire when pro-Maidan forces threw Molotov cocktails and
other objects like a burning tire at it. Anti-Maidan activists defending the
entrance threw Molotov cocktails in return. Flames quickly engulfed the
barricade, which was made out of wooden objects connected to a trail of
combustible liquids brought into the building by its defenders. A 2 May Group
activist (an expert in biochemistry) explained in a report that given the
available evidence, it is not possible to make a definitive determination as to
which of these specific simultaneous activities and conditions (e.g. Molotov
cocktails being thrown both ways, the spillage of combustible liquids, the
explosion of these liquids thereafter) was the main cause of the front entrance
fire. The only thing certain is that the fire started “as a result of throwing or
preparing combustible mixtures inside the building or in its immediate proxi-
mity” (Balinskii, 2015). The front barricade blaze subsequently spread into the
lobby and up the central staircase, with temperatures rising sharply and rapidly
due to a chimney effect, causing 42 people inside to lose their lives from burns,
carbon monoxide poisoning, and jumping out of the burning building.
Investigations by independent groups such as the 2 May group and the
International Advisory Panel of the Council of Europe have also linked the
high number of fire deaths to a fatal delay in the emergency services’
response. The first fire crews took up to 40 minutes to arrive at the scene
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GEOPOLITICS 11

even though the closest fire station was less than a five minute drive away,
with specific officials directly responsible for fire engines not being ordered
immediately into action (International Advisory Panel (IAP) of the Council
of Europe, 2015). Five emergency services officials were charged with crim-
inal negligence in the fire’s aftermath (Gerasimova, 2016b). Two of them,
including Volodymyr Bodelan, then the head of the Odesa region emergency
services (who ordered a delay in dispatching the fire engines), have gone into
hiding - with allegations made that Bodelan had assistance in escaping
justice (Coynash, 2016).

From the very day of the tragedy, dramatically different narratives
accounting for the 2 May events emerged in Ukrainian and Russian media
that continued to be prominent throughout the period of our study. The
difference was particularly stark in television coverage, where two almost
diametrically opposed versions of the facts emerged. On social media, in
particular on Facebook (headquartered in the United States), more nuanced
narratives developed as users of opposing persuasions challenged each other’s
accounts in public posts. Because television has far greater reach than any
other form of media in Ukraine, we focus our study on the main televised
framings of events, though we do later explore whether alternative sources of
information tended to weaken Ukrainians’ adherence to key elements of the
televised narratives. The accounts below are based on an original analysis of a
randomly selected sample of reports from the most-watched Ukrainian (1+1,
Inter, Ukraiina, Channel 5, ICTV, and First National) and Russian television
channels (First Channel/ORT, NTV, Rossiia 1) during May 2014 by one of
the authors.

Ukrainian Television and Its Version of the “Anti-Maidaners Did It (AMDI)”
Narrative

Taken together, Ukrainian television channels reach a far greater audience
than any other medium in the country. According to our survey (described
below), this amounts to some 92% of the population. Channels have different
ownership, and their owners are sometimes political opponents. A summary
of the ownership patterns of the main outlets viewable in Ukraine during
May 2014 can be found in an online appendix (Table A1) along with survey
findings as to the share of the population that had watched news on each
channel at least once in the week preceding the survey, also in May 2014. Yet,
despite this diversity of ownership, with the exception of some minor
nuances in coverage, there was not much diversity in the narratives of the
2 May events advanced by different Ukrainian television channels, so we treat
what they conveyed as a single general frame.

The dominant narrative in the coverage of the Odesa events by Ukrainian
television can be summarised as follows. On 2 May, Odesa witnessed a
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12 H. E. HALE ET AL.

Russia-orchestrated provocation that was meant to be the first step in a large-
scale “Russian spring” destabilisation of southeastern Ukrainian regions. The
pattern closely resembled what had recently happened in Donetsk, where
violent attacks on pro-Maidan marches by anti-Maidan radicals were fol-
lowed by takeovers of government buildings and the proclamation of “peo-
ple’s republics” that Russia then propped up militarily. Local anti-Maidan
activists and paramilitary groups from the breakaway Transnistria region of
Moldova carried out the attack on the pro-Maidan march that started the
chain of violence on 2 May, coordinated by subversive groups from Russia
and financed by former officials of Yanukovych’s government (Fakty ICTV,
2014; TSN, 2014).

Ukrainian television portrayed Odesa’s police as having either failed to
prevent the clashes or colluded with anti-Maidan activists, again drawing
parallels with Donetsk, where earlier that same week police had stood by
while pro-Maidan activists were violently assaulted (Podrobnosti INTER,
2014). Widely aired video footage supported these claims in Odesa, showing
anti-Maidan activists shooting at pro-Maidan demonstrators from behind
police lines and police and anti-Maidan attackers sporting the same red arm
bands. The 2 May Group investigation later clarified that the police “arm
bands” were in fact red tape commandeered from pro-Russian activists so as
to attach protective gear to their clothing (Gerasimova, 2016a).

Regarding the Trade Union building fire, this narrative emphasised that
pro-Maidaners did not necessarily cause it. Instead, television showed video
of anti-Maidan activists inside the building hurling Molotov cocktails from
the roof and windows at the pro-Maidan crowd outside, indicating that Anti-
Maidaners could have caused the fire themselves. Ukrainian television also
showed pro-Maidan activists trying to save their opponents from the burning
building once the fire started, and focused neither on shooters from the pro-
Maidan side nor on instances of pro-Maidaners attacking anti-Maidaners
who tried to escape the burning building.

Russian Television and Its Version of the “Pro-Maidaners Did It (PMDI)”
Narrative

The primary narrative emerging on television that challenged the AMDI narra-
tive dominating Ukrainian television appeared on Russia’s three main, state-
controlled television channels. A significant share of Ukrainian citizens could
still access these outlets one way or other throughout May 2014 even though the
government had initiated efforts to block their broadcast in Ukraine back in
March; the full ban came into effect only later in the year (Ennis, 2014).

The Russian channels characterised the Odesa events as “the 21st century’s
Khatyn”, drawing parallels with the infamous episode in which Nazis trapped
civilians in a building and burned them to death in the Belarusian village of
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Khatyn during World War II (Rossiia 1, 2014a). According to this version of
the facts, it was Ukrainian radical nationalists who had done the killing,
having been brought in from outside the city by Right Sector activists from
Kyiv and soccer ultras from Kharkiv. Post-Euromaidan Ukrainian law enfor-
cement agencies (the SBU and Ministry of Interior) were guiding events.
Accordingly, it was reported that in mid-April, after the start of the armed
conflict in Donetsk and Luhansk regions, Euromaidan activists had started
blocking roads leading to Odesa and Andriy Parubiy (head of the National
Defence and Security Council and former head of the Euromaidan self-
defense units) had visited Odesa shortly before the tragedy. Moreover, the
events in Odesa coincided with the start of Ukrainian government military
action against pro-Russian forces in the Donetsk region (in Sloviansk and
Kramatorsk). Overall, Russian television painted a picture of an aggressive
post-Maidan Kyiv “junta” trying violently to put down “supporters of feder-
alism” and Russian-speakers more generally.

Russian television also highlighted the inaction and possible collusion of
the police with the perpetrators of violence, but characterised the activists
with red armbands attacking pro-Maidan march participants from behind
police lines as pro-Maidan agents-provocateurs, not anti-Maidan activists.
Accordingly, the red “armbands” worn by police were interpreted as evidence
that Ukrainian law enforcement had colluded with Ukrainian nationalists to
stage a provocation. The provocation would then provide an excuse for pro-
Maidan forces to attack the anti-Maidaners in the Trade Union building
(Pervyi Kanal, 2014). The Russian coverage neglected instances of pro-
Maidan activists aiding those trapped in the burning building to escape
and instead emphasised pro-Maidaners attacking those who tried to escape
the inferno and preventing fire crews from reaching the burning building.
Opverall, the narrative was clear that pro-Maidan activists intent on murder-
ing their completely unarmed opponents had set the deadly fire on purpose.

Various conspiratorial and semi-conspiratorial accounts also found their
way into Russian news coverage. These ranged from claims that there were
many more victims and that the Ukrainian authorities had covered up the
real numbers to allegations that pro-Maidaners had used an unknown poi-
sonous gas against the anti-Maidan activists inside the building. One version
even attempted a link to the United States, noting that the new head of the
Odesa regional police appointed days after the 2 May tragedy, Ivan
Katerynchuk, had studied in the FBI European Academy in Budapest in
the 1990s (Rossiia 1, 2014Db).

Method: UCEPS Data and the Odesa Events

Given the “factual” context as best it can be reconstructed at this point and
these two dominant competing frames, how did adult residents of Ukraine
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form their beliefs about exactly what happened within the first few weeks
after it happened? We exploit the first wave of the Ukrainian Crisis Elections
Panel Survey (UCEPS), original data commissioned by two of the authors
and carried out by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS)." A
stratified multistage area probability technique produced (with a respectable
overall response rate of 51%) a sample of 2,015 respondents designed to be
representative of the whole of Ukraine minus Crimea. The survey thus
included full subsamples in Donetsk and Luhansk, though we had to replace
certain sampling points with methodologically equivalent ones (including 75
respondents) to avoid violent areas. When percentages of the population with
one or other disposition are given in this paper, they are calculated with a
KIIS-computed weight designed to bring the sample into line with official
population statistics from 2013 on sex, age, and region. Interviews began 16
May 2014, just two weeks after the Odesa events, and ended 24 May 2014, on
the eve of Ukraine’s post-revolution presidential election. While ideally we
would have measures of people’s political attitudes that were collected prior
to the Odesa events, we are aware of no panel survey that includes the
necessary questions while also spanning and asking about the Odesa tragedy.
Our survey thus provides an unusually good opportunity to study people’s
beliefs regarding the facts of a new event while memories were still likely to
be fresh but also after people had experienced at least two weeks of exposure
to the different narratives discussed above.

Our survey included one question specifically devoted to the Odesa events.
This item was designed to be as specific as possible about the facts of the case
and thus did not ask generally about who was to “blame” for the tragedy, a
formulation that could have led people to finger those they held responsible
for unleashing the larger crisis facing Ukraine that made the Odesa tragedy
possible, which is not precisely what interests us in this study. Instead, the
questionnaire asked people who they thought actually committed the major-
ity of the killings that took place:

A lot has been said and written about the fact that dozens of people were killed in
clashes in the city of Odesa in early May. If you have heard about these events, please
tell me, in your opinion, who most likely committed the majority of the killings?

1. Provocateurs from the Russian Federation

2. Local pro-Russian Odesans

3. Local pro-Ukrainian Odesans

4. Ukrainian nationalists not from Odesa

5. Provocateurs from the European Union or USA.

Responses were also coded for people who volunteered that they did not know
about these events, who thought someone or something else was mainly
responsible for the killings, who volunteered that no one was to blame (i.e.
that it was an accident), who found themselves unable to answer the question,

540

545

550

555

560

565

570

575



GEOPOLITICS 15

and who refused to answer. Respondents who answered “other” were asked
what they meant, and the answers were hand-coded by two of the coauthors.
The estimated distribution of views in the population is given in Table 1.

Because the nuances distinguishing only moderately different versions of
the facts are not what interest us in this study, we create a variable that
collapses the answers to this question into three main categories: people
whose responses fit an AMDI version of the facts, those whose responses
correspond with the PMDI narrative, and those who for whatever reason did
not give a response in line with one of these narratives (a category we treat
here as constituting “neutral” responses). These summary categories and
statistics are also in Table 1. Importantly, in coding someone’s beliefs about
the killings as being in line with “the PMDI (AMDI) narrative”, we do not
assume that this individual was buying into any of the other normative or
factual claims propagated on Russian (Ukrainian) television. We are con-
cerned only with whether accounts about the factual question of who carried
out the killings match.

To test H1 and H2, we undertake a multinomial logit regression
analysis designed to identify the correlates of adopting beliefs about the
Odesa killings consistent with the primary claims of either the AMDI or
PMDI narratives or with a neutral response. Along with basic demo-
graphic controls such as age, gender, education, and community size
(capturing, in part, urban-rural distinctions), we include in our model a
variety of factors that should be correlated with adoption of a given belief
if one of the hypotheses is valid. Each measure is described in the
discussion that follows, and a full listing of the survey items used to
generate these indicators and a frequency distribution of these

Table 1. Distribution of views among adult residents of Ukraine on who com-
mitted the 2 May 2014 Odesa killings as of 16-24 May 2014 (sum is not 100%
due to rounding.).

Belief % support
“Anti-Maidaners Did It” (AMDI)

Provocateurs from the Russian Federation 43.6
Local pro-Russian Odesites 10.9
Total 54.5
“Pro-Maidaners Did It (PMDI)”

Local pro-Ukrainian Odesans 2.7
Ukrainian nationalists from Odessa 10.3
Provocateurs from the European Union or the United States 54
Total 18.4
“Neutral”: responses not clearly aligning with AMDI or PMDI

Other 29
I have not heard about these events 0.8
Nobody is to blame, it was an accident 1.1
Hard to say 219
Refuse to answer 0.5
Total 27.2

TOTAL 100.1
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dispositions can be found in an online appendix (Tables A2 and A3),
along with information on how these variables are correlated with each
other (Table A4). To avoid listwise deletion, for those independent vari-
ables that are not binary (distinguishing only between the affirmation of a
trait and failing to affirm it for any reason), we substitute means for
responses of hard to say or refusals to answer; a discussion of patterns
among these can be found in the online appendix’s Discussion 1.

Findings

Table 2 presents the main results. They are reported as “full effects”, which is
simply an average marginal effect when all independent variables are scaled
from 0 to 1, with O representing the variable’s minimum observed value in
the dataset and 1 its maximum observed value. The advantage over reporting
average marginal effects is to avoid intractably small coefficients for finely
gradated independent variables while also making the coefficients on each
variable more readily comparable in that all coefficients (not just those on
binary variables) reflect the estimated effect of going from a variable’s
observed minimum to its observed maximum value. So, in ordinary lan-
guage, a full effect is our complete model’s estimate of the average change it
makes in people’s likelihood of adopting a particular belief if everyone in the
dataset began at the minimum observed value of a factor (for example,
having no education) but then everyone was raised to that factor’s maximum
value (for example, having the highest level of education) with all respon-
dents kept at their actual values on all other independent variables.
Accordingly, full effects are an “observed-value” approach of the kind that
has become recommended for presenting results like ours (Hanmer and
Kalkan, 2013). We deem a finding insignificant if we cannot rule out a
zero effect with at least 95% statistical confidence. For convenience of inter-
pretation, factors that are significantly correlated with a belief about the
Odesa Kkillers consistent with the Anti-Maidaners Did It (AMDI) narrative
are shaded in orange (that is, such factors correlate positively with believing
anti-Maidan forces committed the majority of the killings and/or negatively
with believing pro-Maidan forces did it). Factors correlated with a view of the
Odesa deaths consistent with the Pro-Maidaners Did It (PMDI) narrative are
shaded blue (that is, correlated positively with believing pro-Maidan forces
perpetrated the killings and/or negatively with believing anti-Maidan forces
did it). Readers interested in the full results of the regressions reported in
both parts of Tables 2 and 3 can find them in online appendix Tables A5
and A6.

HI: Environmental Influences (Media and Local Information/Experience)
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Table 2. Full effects of factors on probability of adopting beliefs about the Odessa killings.

Anti-Maidan Pro-Maidan
Did It (AMDI) Did It (PMDI) Neutral

H1a. Ukrainian TV news 0.14** (0.05) 0.05* (0.02) —0.19%* (0.04)
H1a. Internet TV news 0.06 (0.03) —-0.01 (0.03) —-0.06 (0.04)
H1b. Russian TV news —-0.04 (0.02) —-0.00 (0.01) 0.04 (0.02)
H1b. Facebook 0.07 (0.04) 0.01 (0.03) —0.08 (0.05)
H1b. VKontakte —-0.02 (0.03) 0.00 (0.02) 0.01 (0.03)
H1b. Oknoklassniki —-0.02 (0.03) 0.02 (0.01) —-0.00 (0.02)
H1b. No TV 0.10 (0.07) 0.05 (0.03) —-0.15* (0.07)
H1b. Lives in Odessa -0.05 (0.04) 0.05%* (0.02) —0.00 (0.04)
H1c. Donbas —-0.06 (0.08) 0.11%* (0.03) -0.06 (0.07)
H1c. Galicia 0.03 (0.07) -0.09 (0.06) 0.06 (0.05)
H2a. Maidan participant 0.11** (0.04) —0.05 (0.04) —-0.06 (0.05)
H2a. Anti-Maidan participant -0.14 (0.07) 0.11 (0.05) 0.03 (0.09)
H2a. Approves Yatseniuk 0.22%* (0.04) —0.21%* (0.05) -0.01 (0.06)
H2a. Pro-ATO 0.27** (0.07) —0.11** (0.03) —0.16** (0.05)
H2a. Pro-EU 0.12%* (0.04) —0.09* (0.03) —-0.04 (0.05)
H2a. Pro-language autonomy —0.14** (0.05) 0.08* (0.03) 0.06 (0.04)
H2b. Russian-speaker -0.07 (0.03) 0.02 (0.02) 0.04 (0.03)
H2b. Russian ethnicity —-0.05 (0.04) 0.07* (0.03) -0.01 (0.04)
H2b. Orthodox (Moscow) —-0.05 (0.04) 0.01 (0.02) 0.04 (0.06)
H2b. Orthodox (Kyiv) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.02) —-0.06* (0.03)
H2c. Batkivshchyna Party 0.07 (0.06) —-0.04 (0.05) -0.02 (0.08)
H2c. Party of Regions —0.06 (0.11) 0.07* (0.03) —-0.00 (0.09)
Age —-0.07 (0.04) 0.00 (0.03) 0.07 (0.04)
Education 0.06 (0.04) 0.00 (0.03) —-0.06 (0.04)
Female —0.07** (0.02) —0.01 (0.02) 0.07** (0.02)
Larger community —-0.04 (0.04) 0.07** (0.02) -0.03 (0.04)
N 2015 2015 2015

Note: As full effects, the reported numbers (calculated from a multinomial logit model) reflect the difference
in the probability of adopting a given belief about Odesa (relative to all other responses) that results when
a given factor is raised from its minimum value in the dataset to its maximum and all other variables are
held at their actual values in the dataset (standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01).

A quick glance might seem to confirm Hla: Consuming Ukrainian televi-
sion news (a binary variable) is associated with a statistically significant 14%
greater chance of believing that anti-Maidan forces carried out the killings
(that is, its full effect is 14%). But, the next column reveals something unex-

pected: Ukrainian television news is also associated with a greater likelihood of

believing that the pro-Maidan forces “did it”, with a full effect of 5% points.
This is possible because our dependent variable has three outcomes:
Effectively, Ukrainian newscasts’ primary effect appears to be making people
much less likely (with a full effect of 19%) to give a neutral response. While the
net effect is in the expected direction since the magnitude of the pro-AMDI
effect is greater than that of the pro-PMDI effect, this dual effect is not what is
anticipated by Hla. We suspect based on internal influence theory, however,
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Table 3. Full effects of factors on probability of adopting beliefs about Odesa killings.

Anti-Maidan Did It (AMDI) Pro-Maidan Did It (PMDI) Neutral

H1b. Odessa —-0.08* (0.04) 0.09%* (0.02) -0.01 (0.04)
H1c. Donbas —0.25%* (0.07) 0.23** (0.04) 0.02 (0.08)
H1c. Galicia 0.22% (0.09) —0.19* (0.07) —-0.03 (0.06)
H2b. Russian-speaker —0.14%* (0.04) 0.07** (0.02) 0.07 (0.04)
H2b. Russian ethnicity —0.15%** (0.04) 0.13** (0.04) 0.02 (0.05)
H2b. Orthodox (Moscow) —-0.05 (0.05) 0.03 (0.02) 0.02 (0.06)
H2b. Orthodox (Kyiv) 0.07 (0.04) 0.02 (0.03) —-0.09*  (0.03)
H2c. Batkivshchyna Party 0.19%* (0.06) —-0.15* (0.06) —-0.04 (0.08)
H2c. Party of Regions -0.18 (0.14) 0.14%* (0.05) 0.03 (0.10)
Age —0.06 (0.04) —0.01 (0.03) 0.07 (0.04)
Education 0.12*% (0.05) —-0.02 (0.03) -0.10 (0.05)
Female —0.09** (0.02) —-0.01 (0.02) 0.10**  (0.03)
Larger community -0.03 (0.04) 0.07** (0.02) -0.03 (0.04)
N 2015 2015 2015

Note: As full effects, the reported numbers (calculated from a multinomial logit model) reflect the difference
in the probability of adopting a given belief about Odesa (relative to all other responses) that results when
a given factor is raised from its minimum value in the dataset to its maximum and all other variables are
held at their actual values in the dataset (standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01).

that certain cognitive impulses may be interacting with consuming Ukrainian
television in ways that can explain these findings, so we return to discussing
Ukrainian television’s effects later, when evaluating H2.

Also surprising is that media conveying alternative narratives or potentially
contradictory information neither weaken the propensity to adopt the dominant
narrative (AMDI) nor enhance the chances of believing PMDI, thereby failing to
support H1b. Remarkably, this concerns not only use of most prominent social
media platforms in Ukraine (as captured by binary variables for Facebook,
VKontakte, and Odnoklassniki), but also watching Russian television (also a
binary variable). It would appear, then, that the potency of Russian media as
established in studies of attitude formation and blame attribution (Gerber and
Zavisca, 2016; O’Loughlin, Toal and Kolosov, 2016; Peisakhin and Rozenas,
2017; Toal and O’Loughlin, 2015) does not extend unambiguously to belief
formation regarding the facts involved in conflict. This null finding does not
appear to be the result of too few observations: Not only is 2,015 a relatively large
number of respondents for such an analysis, but the signs of the coefficients are
negative not only for believing AMDI but also for believing PMDI. If anything,
then, Russian television appears to be effective not in fostering belief in its
preferred narrative but in promoting scepticism of both narratives. But again,
these findings are insignificant. Avoiding television altogether (not just avoiding
newscasts) is also not significantly correlated with a tendency to adopt either
narrative, though television teetotalers are 15% less likely to be neutral.
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The only external influence theories (versions of H1) that find support
in Table 2 have to do with local knowledge and experience, as captured in
binary variables for living in Odesa, the Donbas (Donetsk or Luhansk
regions), and Galicia (Lviv, Ternopil’, and Ivano-Frankivs’k regions). As
expected by H1b, people who live in Odesa and thus are most likely to
have more direct access to private information about what actually hap-
pened are 5% more likely to believe an alternative to the dominant
narrative, fingering pro-Maidaners as the killers. And confirming Hlc,
residents of the Donbas, which has directly experienced large-scale unpop-
ular violence carried out by pro-Maidan forces as part of the “Anti-
Terrorist Operation” that was then getting underway, were 11% more
willing to believe pro-Maidan forces could be capable of the Odesa kill-
ings. Galicians, without this direct local experience of pro-Maidan violence
on this scale, do not stand out one way or other, controlling for everything
else. While we cannot rule out that these regional variables are capturing
some other feature of these regions that is not controlled for in our study,
they are at least consistent with Hlc. With only these very modest excep-
tions, therefore, our findings so far are in line with prior research implying
that internal cognitive drivers are likely to dominate environmental fram-
ing when individuals form beliefs about the factual content of new events
occurring in violent settings.

H2: Internal Cognitive Drivers (Cognitive Consistency, Ethnicity, Partisanship)

On the surface, Table 2 appears to strongly support H2a regarding the
importance of cognitive consistency but not H2b or H2c regarding the role
of ethnic and partisan identities in influencing belief formation about the
Odesa tragedy. To test H2a on cognitive consistency, we included two variables
that measured other relevant beliefs through self-reported actions (binary
variables for participating in either a Euromaidan or an anti-Maidan protest)
and four variables capturing positions on distinct major issues of that period
that were widely believed to be connected with the conflict between pro- and
anti-Maidaners: a six-point scale of job performance approval regarding pro-
Maidan Prime Minister Arseny Yatseniuk (with the lowest value being that he
was not actually a legitimate prime minister) and four-point scales on whether
people mostly or fully (dis)agreed with the propositions that Ukraine should
join the European Union, that “Ukraine’s regions should be allowed to make
Russian an official language locally”, and that “the central government should
use force to regain control of any state buildings seized by pro-Russian forces
in eastern Ukraine” (a government initiative that was officially dubbed the
Anti-Terrorist Operation and often referred to simply as the ATO).

The confirmation of H2a is robust: people who supported then-Prime
Minister Arseny Yatseniuk, the government’s military campaign to reestablish
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control of the Donbas, and integrating with the European Union and those who
opposed giving regions autonomy on language rights were significantly more
likely to believe that people who disagreed with them on these issues (anti-
Maidaners) were the killers and to reject the claim that pro-Maidaners did it.
Moreover, the full effects were the largest of all the factors tested here, in several
cases over 20%. Similarly, self-reported Euromaidan participants were 11%
more likely to buy the AMDI version of the facts, though results are insignificant
regarding the PMDI narrative. Anti-Maidan participation is also insignificant.
Of course, we have no measures of what these individuals’ views were prior to 2
May, so we cannot definitively rule out the possibility that Odesa caused a
massive shift in beliefs. But we think this unlikely. For one thing, as shown
when we set up the puzzle in this study’s introduction, the widely agreed-upon
factual information available in the situation itself would most likely have led
people to conclude that pro-Maidaners were the killers, which if anything should
have triggered changes of belief away from rather than towards the pro-Maidan
perspective. In addition, if media were forming the initial impressions of Odesa
that triggered a massive belief conversion to pro-Maidan sentiment, we should
have seen much more pronounced media effects on beliefs about Odesa. Finally,
extensive research on public opinion in Ukraine has documented attitudinal
cleavages that are deep and enduring and closely associated with the attitudes
examined here (D’Anieri, 2007; Darden and Grzymala-Busse, 2006). It is highly
likely, then, that for the most part, these attitudes predated 2 May and shaped
beliefs about the events of that day more than the other way around. Additional
evidence will be presented below.

Beyond this, at first glance, Table 2 would seem broadly to discredit the
notion that identities, either partisan or ethnic, matter as predicted by H2b
and H2c. In our analysis, we consider basic measures of language use,
ethnicity, and religion, all of which have been persistently and robustly linked
to political dispositions in Ukraine (Arel, 2005; Barrington, 2012; Darden and
Grzymala-Busse, 2006). We capture language through a standard measure: A
bilingual interviewer begins with a greeting that is the same in both
Ukrainian and Russian, records the language of the response, and uses that
language to ask which language the respondent is “more comfortable” speak-
ing, recording Russian, Ukrainian, and different versions of “both”. We
created a binary variable for people who unequivocally answer “Russian”.
For ethnic self-identification, we construct a binary variable that codes as
“Russian” an individual who, after telling the interviewer “the degree to
which” they “belong to the following groups” (Russian, Ukrainian, other),
responds “Russian” when then asked “if you had to register as only one
nationality, which would you choose?” We also analyse binary variables for
the two largest religious denominations in Ukraine, the Orthodox Church
headquartered in Kyiv and the one based in Moscow. In addition, we include
measures of “transitional partisanship” (a concept developed specifically for
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the post-communist context (Colton, 2000)) for the two parties that were the
most powerful leading up to 2014: the Party of Regions, formerly led by
Viktor Yanukovych, and the Batkivshchyna Party, led by Yulia Tymoshenko,
whose associates became both prime minister and acting president after
President Yanukovych fled. Of all these measures, we find only two relatively
weak significant results in the predicted direction: 7% full effects for Russian
nationality and Party of Regions partisanship on adopting the PMDI account.

Here, however, we should recall that internal influence theories would
place identity at an early point along the cognitive pathway from the initial
emotional response triggered by an event to the final formulation of a belief
expressed in a survey. In fact, identity is likely to be there right at the
beginning, providing the cognitive categories through which the event’s
relationship to the individual is initially perceived and which in turn deter-
mine the nature of the instantaneously occurring affective response (Hale,
2008, 47-50). If this interpretation of hot cognition theory is correct, we
might suspect that the belief consistency reported in Table 2 is actually
mediated by identity, that identity is in fact the mechanism activating the
internally stored attitudes (pro- and anti-Maidan) that are found to influence
what people come to think are the facts in a situation of violence.

Table 3 provides substantial evidence for this interpretation, presenting
results from a version of the regression analysis that includes only variables
measuring identity (as we have defined it) and geographic place (along with
the demographic controls). In combination with Table 2, it reveals that belief
formation regarding Odesa is very strongly related to all the identity cate-
gories we consider here except for religion, and all in the expected direction,
but that these effects virtually “disappear” or shrink considerably once the
attitudinal variables are included in the equation. The much higher potency
of the spatial variables in Table 3 compared with Table 2 also suggests that
influential regional identities are at work that are distinct from the informa-
tional and experiential effects discussed above, a possibility that has founda-
tions in other studies of Ukraine (Barrington and Herron 2004). It appears to
be the case, then, that the drive for cognitive consistency detected in Table 2
is strongly channelled by identity.

This finding also leads us to wonder whether identity might help us
understand the puzzling polarizing effect of Ukrainian television news:
Perhaps what is happening is that (in line with hot cognition theories)
individuals are bringing strong identity-charged predispositions to the tele-
vision screen that might moderate their reaction to what they see there. That
is, maybe predispositions are not so much driving people to select only
programming with which they agree (indeed, about 92% of the population
watches Ukrainian television news, so any such self-selection is minimal) as
driving polarised reactions to it. Because no single party could claim even as
much as 4% of the population as its loyalists in May 2014, partisan identity is
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certainly not capable of driving the effects we find for Ukrainian television.
For this reason, we train our attention on ethnic identity as a possible
moderator of media effects.

It turns out this is exactly what we find if we add to our full statistical
model (the one reported in Table 2, with all variables included) an interac-
tion between identifying as Russian and consuming Ukrainian television
news. Figure 1 reports the results graphically, with the dots representing
the estimated full effects of Russian and Ukrainian television news among
different ethnic populations and the whiskers representing 95% confidence
intervals. Most important are Figures 1a and 1b: These show that consuming
Ukrainian television makes non-Russians close to 20% more likely to believe
the “Anti-Maidaners Did It” version of the facts that predominated on its
airwaves, but that it backfires among Russians, who become about 15% more
likely to believe the “Pro-Maidaners Did It” account. Figures 1c and 1d show
that this finding holds if we replace “Russian” as our ethnic and linguistic
category of interest with “Ukrainian”: Ukrainian television’s narrative falls on
fertile soil among Ukrainians but backfires among non-Ukrainians.
Figures le-1h show that Russian news does not produce this same kind of
polarisation, instead having no consistent, statistically significant effects. (If
anything, Russian television just makes non-Ukrainians more sceptical of the
AMDI narrative, though we are on thinner ice ruling out self-selection effects
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Figure 1. Full effects of TV news on believing AMDI/PMDI by ethnicity. For full results from
models estimated to generate this figure, see online appendix Table A8.
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Figure 2. Full effects of TV news on believing AMDI/PMDI by language. For full results from
models estimated to generate this figure, see online appendix Table A9.

here since Russian ethnicity is a predictor of watching Russian television,
though not Ukrainian television; see online appendix Table A7 for an
analysis of the correlates of consuming different Ukrainian media.)

An analogous analysis, summarised in Figure 2, informs us that an indi-
vidual language preference for Russian (unlike ethnic self-identification as
Russian) is not significantly contributing to the polarizing effect of Ukrainian
television. On average, Figures 2a through 2d report that Ukrainian televi-
sion’s impact is consistently positive for both the AMDI and PMDI narra-
tives across categories of language preference. This indicates that what is
primarily driving the polarizing reactions to Ukrainian television is not
pragmatic language preference but ethnic self-identification, as the theory
of hot ethnic cognition would lead us to expect. As for Russian television, we
also find in Figures 2e through 2h that its impact on beliefs about the facts of
Odesa does not vary strongly by what language someone prefers to speak,
except that it appears to be making non-Ukrainian-speakers more sceptical of
the AMDI narrative.

Might individual characteristics other than ethnicity also be driving the
polarizing effect of Ukrainian television news? To begin, we test for interac-
tions with education and do find evidence for a limited moderating effect. As
Figure 3 shows, Ukrainian television’s backlash effect rises slightly with
higher education levels while its positive effect on believing AMDI declines
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Figure 3. Full effects of TV news on believing AMDI/PMDI by education. For full results from
models esimated to generate this figure, see online appendix Table A16.

sharply with education. In analysis not presented here due to space con-
straints but available in the online appendix (Figure A1), we find that these
patterns are consistent among both Russians and non-Russians, indicating
that education’s moderating effects are separate from those of ethnic self-
identification. We also detect very slight interactions between age and tele-
vision consumption (see summary results in online appendix Figure A2): The
effect of Ukrainian television is positive across all age categories, though
youth are slightly less susceptible to it and a bit more likely to backlash by
becoming more likely to believe PMDI. Youth tend to be more influenced by
Russian television than are their older counterparts, but the difference in full
effects between the very oldest and very youngest people in the sample is in
the low single digits. Age does moderate the effect of television, therefore, but
this moderation is too weak to be driving the polarisation reported in
Table 2. We find that gender does not significantly moderate the effects of
Ukrainian television, though Russian television is more effective in sowing
doubts about the AMDI narrative among its female than among its male
viewers (see online appendix Figure A3). Overall, then, while ethnic lines
appear to be the most pronounced driver of Ukrainian television’s polarizing
effect, it also appears to depend on education levels and, to a much lesser
degree, age, but not gender.
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Conclusion

Overall, to the extent that Ukraine in May 2014 is representative of violent
settings, our study indicates that internal influence theories are better at
explaining how people come to believe different versions of the facts in
conflict situation than are external influence theories. In particular, the
results of our analysis are consistent with a hot cognition argument that
the Odesa violence initially stimulated strong feelings linked to identity
(ethnic, partisan, and regional) that then activated associated political atti-
tudes, leading people to adopt versions of the facts that were consistent with
these attitudes (Erisen, Lodge and Taber, 2014). Importantly, these internal
processes are detected even in an environment in which powerful domestic
mass media (which often feature as major drivers of cognitive outcomes in
accounts informed by external influence theory) were virtually united in
presenting a different version of the facts. In particular, despite presenting
a coherent AMDI narrative and having by far the most consumers of any
mass media in Ukraine, Ukrainian television was able systematically to
persuade only non-Russians and the less educated. Among Russian viewers
and the more educated, Ukrainian television actually produced a backlash,
making them more likely to believe the alternative PMDI version of the facts.
While watching Russian media is not found to have a significant average
effect, we do find small effects specifically among non-Ukrainians, women,
and youth. These effects, though, primarily involve generating scepticism of
the dominant account instead of actually convincing people that the PMDI
account favoured by Russian television is correct.

While we do not offer a paired comparison with a peacetime setting, our
study at a minimum suggests the following implication for how people form
beliefs about facts: In violent settings, people are more likely to follow their
own identity-charged predispositions and less likely to have their minds
changed by media or other external influences than they are in peacetime.
In our study, the only external factor that stands out for influencing beliefs
about what happened in the Odesa tragedy is physical proximity to the event
in question: People who lived in Odesa and presumably had more private
sources of information about what happened were more resistant to the
dominant narrative on Ukrainian media. A related implication seems to be
that strong state-led efforts to shape media coverage of the facts of a conflict
risk polarizing society rather than unifying it around the preferred view:
People already predisposed by identity and other beliefs to support the
government’s version of the facts may be convinced, but such coverage can
generate a backlash among others, who can be prompted not only to doubt
the official line but actually to regard its opposite as more credible. This
constitutes an important limitation to theories of media effects and external
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influence theories more generally that would seem to bear further testing in
other violent situations.

Drawing implications for Ukraine itself overcoming deep social divisions
more generally, our results would seem to justify a good deal of pessimism. If
people are quick to interpret events primarily in ways that exonerate their own
in-groups and justify their prior beliefs rather than in ways that reflect
considered and impartial reasoning - a finding that applies to both “sides”
considered here - reconciliation may be difficult and each side may feel rather
unconstrained domestically from engaging in bad behaviour. One bright spot,
however, could be our finding on education: Education, at least the highest
levels of it, does seem to give people tools they need to subject what they see on
television to criticism. Local knowledge also indicates that at least this form of
environmental stimulus can moderate people’s tendency to reaching self-ser-
ving conclusions about the facts involved in violence. But if our case study of
the 2 May Odesa tragedy is any indication, despite the progress in national
unity that has been noted in some studies (Haran, 2017; Kulyk, 2014, 2016),
Ukraine still has ahead of it a long road to reconciliation and full social unity, a
road that state leaders could do much more to promote (Zhukov, 2017).

Note

1. Replication data and an online appendix of additional and supporting analysis (includ-
ing all online tables and figures mentioned in the text) may be found at https://
dataverse.harvard.edu/dataverse/uceps.
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