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Europe: How Right is the Left?

The German radical Left in the context of the ‘Ukraine crisis’

Thursday 13 June 2019, by TKACHENKO Kyrylo (Date first published: 15 May 2019).

In 2014 Ukraine suddenly became a major focus of the western radical Left. The
subsequent degree of overlap between radical-left and far-right interpretations and
activities of the events in Ukraine has been striking. How to explain this? A good place to
start, argues Kyrylo Tkachenko, is Germany.

The ‘Ukraine crisis’ and the reaction on the Left

By reading the most serious leftwing newspapers in Germany or by listening to the speeches of the
most prominent leftwing politicians there, one would learn the most curious things about Ukraine.
For instance, the Maidan attracted an ‘anti-Semitic ultra-right mob” which was about to create
‘ethnically liberated zones’; [1] according to new Ukrainian legislation, the Russian language was
forbidden; [2] there was an increase in anti-Russian violence in Ukraine; [3]the ‘regime change’ in
Ukraine was financed by 5 billion dollars from the USA; [4] there is an institution to train political
activists in Ukraine which is named after Joseph Goebbels; [5] the Ukrainian trident state symbol is a
Nazi symbol; [6] and so on, and so on.

This is just a selection drawn from newspapers with a print run of over 10,000 copies, and from the
comments of leading politicians from Die Linke. Statements of this kind are not quoted out of the
context; on the contrary they are quite representative. Even in Jungle World, the most anti-Stalinist
and Russia-critical among the largest German leftwing newspapers, we can find statements like
‘Crimea is as much Russian as Lower Saxony is German'. [7] If we go to the next level down, we
encounter still greater absurdities about Ukraine, from repetition of the classical topoi of Russian
chauvinism that Ukraine is not a ‘real’ country and Ukrainian is not a ‘real’ language, [8] to the
revelations that there has been ethnic cleansing of Romanians in Ukraine or that ‘in reality’ the
Maidan was organized by ‘Zionists’. [9]

Of course, there have been some notable exceptions, but these have remained minority voices which
have barely influenced the general trend. For instance, a scene during the last party congress of Die
Linke, in June 2017, was quite telling. A proposal to condemn the annexation of Crimea and Russia’s
involvement in the war in the Donbas was not only dismissed overwhelmingly; the vote to do so was
received with applause, some of it standing. [10] This scene is emblematic. If one takes a closer look
at initiatives like the picketing of the Russian embassy in Berlin during the late stages of the siege of
Aleppo, one can observe many infuriated voices from the Left, condemning it as a ‘Russophobic
action’ which had nothing to do with peace efforts. [11] At the same time, one will look in vain for
any visible leftist participation in this case or any similar action. One can learn a great deal about
leftwing support for the self-proclaimed ‘antifascists’ in the Donbas, but it is hard to find anything
supporting the territorial integrity of Ukraine, solidarity with inhabitants of Aleppo, or homosexuals
being persecuted in Russia. Even where it exists, it is typically relativized by the ‘but’ clause in the
very same sentence. There are dozens of similar constellations, which in sum yield not an
assemblage of individual unrelated instances, but a coherent picture of an undeniable and clear
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trend among the German radical Left.

It is important to emphasize this, because there is an argument that the Left is simply a broad and
multifaceted movement, so any generalisations about the alleged dominance of pro-Russian
viewpoints are incorrect. Typically, this argument is advanced by people like those who came up
with the proposal that was declined during the Die Linke congress. Nevertheless, these people stay
in the party and still take part in demonstrations in which banners like “‘Thank you Russia for the
liberation of Aleppo!’ are tolerated, and read newspapers in which the worst Stalinist crimes are
denied. [12]

In summary, the German radical Left has accepted the Russian master narrative about Ukraine,
including the most blatant propaganda lies. At the beginning, many people (including this author)
supposed that this was just an aberration, albeit deplorable, and one subject to correction by factual
critique. But four years on from the beginning of the Maidan, it is impossible to avoid the conclusion
that this impression was wrong.

No German leftwing newspaper ever apologized for spreading so many lies about Ukraine, although
the great bulk of them could have been avoided by simple fact-checking (even without any
knowledge of Ukrainian or Russian).

Dietmar Bartsch, the co-chair of the Die Linke faction in German parliament, has never withdrawn
his statement that there is an institution to train political activists in Ukraine which is named after
Joseph Goebbels. Moreover, he was never admonished, at least not openly, by his colleagues from
the party. The allegation that the Maidan was financed by five billion dollars from the US, made by
another Die Linke co-chair, Sahra Wagenknecht, during parliamentary debates, is still to be found on
her official website, without any comment. [13] The statement is simply a lie produced by the
Russian propaganda machine, still circulating in the leftwing milieu despite being comprehensively
refuted. [14]

To the best of my knowledge, nobody from Die Linke has ever apologized for calling the Ukrainian
trident a ‘Nazi symbol’.

As of the beginning of 2018, basically nothing has changed since 2014. The item on the agenda of
Die Linke which demands the dissolution of NATO and the creation of a collective security system
with the participation of Russia remains unchanged despite Russia’s redrawing of borders by means
of war. [15]

The pro-Russian stance goes so far that another prominent member of the party, the ex-chairman of
its parliamentary faction, Gregor Gysi, can state that it would be better for the rest of the world if
Trump and Putin were to come to an agreement about the division of their respective spheres of
influence [16] whereas another high-ranking representative of Die Linke, Alexander Neu, has denied
Russia’s bombing of Aleppo - at a point when Russia had been bombing Syria, more or less openly,
for eleven months. [17] Each time Assad’s regime is accused of using chemical weapons,
representatives of Die Linke never tire of casting suspicion on the facts. They demonstrate ‘against
the bombing of Syria’ only when the United States threatens to intervene. At the same time, their
silence about the bombing carried out by Russia and the regime itself is deafening.

Notwithstanding some remarkable exceptions, the narrative about Ukraine as generally accepted by
the German Left can be summarized as follows: Maidan is a putsch financed by the western forces;
Ukraine is currently ruled by radical nationalists and fascists; Russia was provoked by western
intrusion and was forced to protect itself; even if Russia does support the breakaway ‘people’s
republics’, the conflict in the Donbas is an instance of civil war instigated by NATO; Russia never



invaded Ukraine; and so on, and so forth. As contradictory as this narrative is, it’s vivacity and even
a kind of a peculiar coherence becomes clear in the light of some intrinsic features of the leftwing
worldview and its correlation with the relevant agenda of the far right.

‘Geopolitical turn’ and the formation of a new red-brown coalition

To highlight the context, one example is instructive. The Prizrak (Ghost) battalion, fighting for the
‘people’s republics’ in eastern Ukraine was seen by many leftists as a ‘communist’ detachment. Its
leader Alexey Mosgovoy was praised as a true ‘antifascist’ and dubbed the ‘Che Guevara of Donbas’
in many newspaper articles, statements, and leaflets produced by the German leftists. [18]

Another Prizrak commander was invited to the conference in Berlin to speak next to the co-chairman
of the Die Linke parliamentary faction. [19]

In fact, even at the peak of their presence, communists constituted a tiny minority in the

battalion. [20] The majority of Prizrak’s members consisted of rightwing extremists including many
hardened neo-Nazis. What is quite telling about western ‘communists’’ presence in the battalion is
that many of them became members of Prizrak’s subunit InterUnit, led by the French fascist Victor-
Alfonso Lenta and containing other representatives of his Unité continentale, inspired by the
writings of Alexander Dugin. [21] As we can judge on the basis of interviews, photos and videos,
while in Prizrak rightwingers did not hide their views and their symbols were omnipresent in the
battalion. Nonetheless, in explaining their motivation to join, leftists from western Europe usually
cited their wish to be part of the ‘fight against fascism’. [22] One Spanish communist, for instance,
described his indignation at seeing so many ‘fascist emblems’ being used in the Ukrainian army as
the main reason for his decision. [23]

The irony is that the peak of German Left activities in support of Prizrak coincided with the period
when the concentration of neo-Nazis in its ranks was at its highest. It was not only several times
higher than in the Ukrainian army as a whole, but possibly no less than in the notorious Azov
battalion.

We can hold that Prizrak’s supporters knew very well what they were doing, but despite everything
continued to do it. They may really have believed that their engagement is truly leftist and
antifascist. It is not that all of them were Kremlin agents working for money, or that their attitude
was profoundly cynical. On the contrary, it is the very feeling of moral superiority which motivated
their engagement despite whatever message may have come from the real world.

What is the cause of this contradiction?

The most significant recent developments in the western radical Left is the ‘geopolitical turn’. It
declares itself in taking sides with any regime perceived as anti-western, and especially with Russia.
This phenomenon is hardly new, but it has taken on new proportions and even a clearer meaning
since the annexation of Crimea.

One immediate explanation is a kind of obsolete ‘leftist’ reflex based on the confusion of the former
Soviet Union with modern Russia. Although the confusion itself is not exclusively ‘leftist’ and still
forms part of a broader western cultural heritage, this cannot be the whole story. Moreover, this
reflex in itself is a kind of a symptom of some intrinsic features of the Left.

The remarkable feature of the geopolitical turn in the western Left is the degree of its overlapping
with the agenda of the far-right. Its most obvious appearance is the whole set of unifying concepts of
the enemy. Those are United States, NATO, European Union, ‘corrupted’ elites and so forth.
Although there are notable exceptions both on the Left and on the Right, anti-Americanism and



Euroscepticism became a predominant trend on the both sides. Particularly noteworthy is the
general correlation between the degree of anti-Americanism and anti-Semitism. The more anti-
Americanism becomes the central part of the worldview, the clearer it shows its anti-Semitic
connotations. As judged against the backdrop of the situation in Germany, this applies to the far Left
at least as much as to the far Right. It is important not only to state their common enemies, but also
to investigate the criteria used for their selection. I would argue that the bonding substance of this
construct is anti-liberalism.

This is not solely about hatred of the United States. As we can judge by the German Left, even
hardened anti-Americanists were able to change their stance as soon as the White House was
overtaken by an outspoken anti-liberal. The fact that this could be justified by some ‘geopolitical’
considerations only attests that the new turn in the western Left is not about geopolitics at all.

The same applies to Russia. For the western Left the country was, under Yeltsin, not an inspiration.
The true excitement was triggered first by Russia’s military adventures abroad, justified (and
cheerfully accepted by the Left) as a part of the grand battle against western expansionism. The
crucial thing is that, both in the case of Ukraine and Syria, Russia fought pro-democratic revolts
aimed at bringing down dictatorship and defending civil liberties. It is no accident that the western
Left was not moved by the Chechen war, although it was even more brutal than the both the war in
Syria and Ukraine and could be somehow defended from the standpoint of international law (as far
as Russia, still being an empire, at least acted within its internationally recognized boarders). We
can be quite sure that if and when Russia becomes a normal, democratic and peaceful state it will
also cease to be an inspiration for the international radical Left.

The ‘geopolitical nature’ of the sympathies and aversions of this new red-brown coalition is
determined by the single factor of anti-liberalism. ‘Red-brown alliance’ is not a term which everyone
will like. How legitimate it is? The alliance to which I refer is not limited to content-related overlaps,
but has reached a degree of coordinated action. German leftists’ support of the rightwing
detachments like Prizrak would be just one of many examples for such direct cooperation.

Especially in the case of the ‘people’s republics’ in eastern Ukraine there is a whole range of
activities which clearly overstep the measure of merely content-related overlaps.

In the case of Ukraine, the degree of coordination and mingling reached a remarkable level. Those
people who figured as ‘international election observers’ during the illegitimate referendum after the
annexation of Crimea were for the most part representatives of European far-left and far-right
parties (of course they didn’t find anything negative to report). [24] The biggest faction among pro-
Russian so-called ‘peace demonstrations’ in Germany have been Die Linke voters, the second largest
being the voters of right-populists Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD). [25] It is noteworthy that the
demonstrations themselves have been organized by prominent anti-Semites, which apparently did
not hinder even some high-ranking representatives of Die Linke from taking part in them. [26] It is
not only that one can replace whole paragraphs devoted to Ukraine from far-right newspapers and
magazines with those from their leftist counterparts without the readers even noticing the swap: in
some cases even the contributors appear to be the same people (like Mark Bartalamai, who
simultaneously produces videos and texts about Ukraine for the far-left newspaper Junge Welt and
for the rightwing populist magazine Compact). [27]

In the course of the last three years we have witnessed rightwing conferences attended by leftists
and vice versa. The degree of mingling goes so far that some events cannot be ranked properly, as
they bring together people from far-right and far-left more or less equally. [28] The whole craziness
of the situation is probably best illustrated by the constellation which could be observed during the
Conservative Forum held in Saint Petersburg in March 2015. During this remarkable event, which



gathered some of the worst far-right extremists from all over Europe, numerous speakers declared
that they represented ‘true anti-fascism’. Outside, at the same time, people who came to protest
against the congregation were arrested by the police. [29]

The ‘Ukraine crisis’ may be the major trigger for the formation of red-brown alliances, but surely not
a single common battleground. Even more important in the current context are the activities
towards bringing down the European Union, as illustrated by such coalitions as that between
leftwing Syriza and right-conservative Anel in Greece, the joint efforts of rightists and leftists during
the Dutch referendum on the agreement between EU and Ukraine, the degree of convergence in
Euroscepticism exercised by the far right candidate Marine Le Pen and the far left candidate Jean-
Luc Mélenchon during the last presidential election in France, or the mingling of anti-immigrant
rhetoric and EU-critique by the latest hope of the radical Left, British Labour party leader Jeremy
Corbyn. [30]

Besides Ukraine, other spectacular instance would be Syria. The degree of overlap in support of
Assad has been remarkable. In both far-right and far-left interpretation it is the West that is
primarily responsible for the war. Especially in this case, hatred towards ‘colour revolutions’
illustrates both the depth of the leftist anti-liberal resentment (sometimes verging on outright
conspiracy theories) as well as the racist underpinnings of the self-proclaimed ‘anti-imperialist’
ideology at best. It is not only that in this hermetically closed interpretational framework distant
subaltern subjects are paternalized in the worst hypocritical manner, within ‘anti-imperialism’ they
simply cannot appear as fully-fledged political actors: as long as they do not content themselves with
living under some miserable dictatorship they can only be perceived as puppets of western
masterminds duped by some hideous CIA operation.

The relativization or/and outright praising of the Russian military intervention in Syria is just a
logical counterpart of the leftist outrage about the alleged western ‘intrusion’. Whereas some
prominent leftist politicians claimed that there is no evidence that Russian bombs target civilians or
expressed doubts as to whether Assad’s forces ever used chemical weapons, some popular leftist
newspapers have cheerfully labelled the capture of Aleppo as a ‘liberation’. [31] The degree of
overlap with interpretations predominant on the far Right goes so far that in Europe we have already
witnessed pro-Assad demonstrations during which some demonstrators raise their fists (as a
communist greeting) while others proudly show a Nazi salute. [32]

In short, the red-brown coalition is not limited to the joint efforts linked to the so-called ‘Ukraine
crisis’ and can be observed not only in Germany. Similar trends are visible in Spain, Italy and
France: there are certainly more Spanish and Italian communists fighting for the brown puppet
‘people’s republics’ in Donbas. While Die Linke’s Sahra Wagenknecht tends to use more elaborate
doublespeak and compromised constructions, which allow her to claim afterwards that she did not
mean what she actually said, the French far-left leader Jean-Luc Mélenchon is straightforward
enough to demand the summoning of a ‘peace conference’ with the aim of redrawing borders in
eastern Europe. [33]

Shared resentment

The pursuit of a common political agenda is a trend discernible at both extremes of the political
spectrum. Though this phenomenon manifests itself primarily through content-related overlaps, I
believe there are good reasons to refer to it as a red-brown alliance. Its commonalities are based on
shared anti-liberal resentment. Of course, there remain palpable differences between far left and the
far right. But we should not underestimate the dangers already posed by these left-right
intersections, as well as what we might lose if the resentment-driven backlash becomes mainstream.



This text is a revised excerpt from a book being prepared by the author which will be published by
the Krytyka publishing house in autumn 2018.

Kyrylo Tkachenko
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