
Abel Polese
Ukraine’s museum of anti-terrorist operation

ABEL POLESE,UDC 316.4+327.5

Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Gover -
nance and Political Science of Tallinn University,
Estonia 

Ukraine’s Mu seum of Anti-Ter ror ist Op er a tion1

Abstract

The ATO mu seum, which opened its doors to the pub lic in May 2016, is in dis put ably
some thing more than mere chron i cles of an armed con flict in Ukraine’s east ern bor der -
lands. Well, like other mil i tary mu se ums, it skil fully rec re ates a bat tle field at mo sphere.
The mu seum cel e brates the brav ery of Ukrai nian sol diers fight ing against the en emy — 
the ter ror ists who are en croach ing on their home land. It also draws at ten tion to the suf -
fer ings of ci vil ians, who sud denly be came vic tims of Putin’s hy brid war. Yet, that is not
all. An other as pect that co mes to the fore (al beit it is not stated di rectly) is the mu -
seum’s role in boost ing Ukrai nian na tional iden tity. The “anti-ter ror ist nar ra tive”, as
the au thor puts it, may be a unique tool for uni fy ing Ukrai nian na tion. Quite of ten, a
com mon en emy over rides lin guis tic or cul tural dif fer ences: it makes people feel united
around the most basic of human needs — survival. 

The lo ca tion of the mu seum does not seem to have been cho sen at ran dom. On the one
hand, Dnipro is just 100 kilo metres away from the front line. On the other hand, this re -
gion did not al ways lean to wards pro-Ukrai nian po lit i cal forces. But the four-year
con flict has made Dnipro a bul wark of Ukrai nian unity and independence. 

Keywords: Ukrai ni ans, na tional iden tity, anti-ter ror ist nar ra tive, hy brid war, com -
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184 Соціологія: теорія, ме то ди, мар ке тинг, 2018, 3

 A. Polese, 2018

1  First published in the Transitions Online magazine 28 February 2018. Access mode:
http://www.tol.org/client/article/27560-the-museum-of-anti-terrorist-operations.html.



What was thought as a way to re mem ber the vic tims of a bloody con flict and
point fin gers at the en emy, might turn out to be a unique in stru ment of iden tity
build ing in Ukraine.

How far can an elite go in its ef forts, vol un tary and in vol un tary, to fos ter a na -
tional iden tity in a given con text? From mega-events [Menga, 2015, 2016;
Militz, 2016] and mas sive pub lic pro jects to na tional sing ing and tour ism bro -
chures [Pawłusz, Polese, 2017], a team of schol ars, my self in cluded, have been ex -
plor ing a num ber of ways to boost na tional identity in post-So viet coun tries
[Isaacs, Polese, 2015, 2016; Perchoc, 2018; Polese et al., 2017, 2018].

We have looked at iden tity mark ers per pet u ated by non-po lit i cal ac tors
[Datunashvili, 2017; Fabrykant 2018] — a new fash ion or habit [Gavrilova, 2018;
Pechurina, 2017] that goes vi ral na tion ally, or a so cial move ment with which a
large por tion of the pop u la tion iden ti fies [Bulakh, 2017]. We have stud ied po lit i -
cal mea sures con ceived for other pur poses [Kevlihan, Ó Beacháin, 2013, 2015]
that end up af fect ing the iden tity of a con sid er able per cent age of a na tional pop u -
la tion.

But we had never con sid ered na tion build ing through ter ror ism — or, more
spe cif i cally, through an anti-ter ror ist nar ra tive. 

Un til a few weeks ago, at least.

Terrorism and National Identity

Credit goes to the or gan is ers of the CAT-ference1, who ar ranged a visit to the
mu seum of Anti-Ter ror ist Op er a tion2 in Dnipropetrovsk, or Dnipro, as it has
been the of fi cial name since May 2016. A joint ini tia tive of vet er ans of the con flict 
and the re gional ad min is tra tion, the mu seum was launched about two years ago.

I must ad mit, the use of the term “ter ror ism” to la bel what is hap pen ing now a -
days in east ern Ukraine sounds rather awk ward to me. How ever sur pris ing, the
mu seum does pro vide an ex cel lent chance to re flect on the shades of mean ing that 
words some times may as sume and how def i ni tions can be used.

It also of fers an op por tu nity to re flect on how an anti-ter ror ism mu seum
might play a role in the pro mo tion of Ukrai nian (civic) na tional iden tity in a re -
gion that has not al ways ac cepted the nar ra tives con structed by the cen tral ad -
min is tra tion in Kyiv.

In most of the gov ern ment-con trolled me dia, the peo ple fight ing against the
Ukrai nian state in the east ern re gion are termed “ter ror ists”; sub se quently, ac -
tions against these groups are called “Anti-Ter ror ist Op er a tion”. A mu seum de -
voted to how the state of fi cially re acts to these events has to be called, by vir tue of 
def i ni tions, “the mu seum of Anti-Ter ror ist Op er a tion”.
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1 CAT (Cities After Transition) is an extensive network of scholars primarily interested in
urban issues regarding the post-socialist countries of Central and Eastern Europe and the
former Soviet Union. The name “CAT-ference” refers to several conferences organised by this
network. The 7th International Urban Geographies of Post-Communist States Conference,
mentioned by the author, took place in Kyiv and Dnipro on 26–29 September 2017.
2 On 30 April 2018, the four-year Anti-Terrorist Operation was officially replaced by the
Joint Forces Operation (JFO) in Donbas, marking Ukraine’s shift to a more active defense.



The choice of this name, then, leaves noth ing open to mis in ter pre ta tion. Is
there any one who, at least nom i nally, sup ports ter ror ists? En dors ing any thing
re lated to ter ror ism is some thing so cially un ac cept able. Sym pa this ing with in -
sur gency, sep a rat ist as pi ra tions or even Rus sian for eign pol icy might be a po si -
tion that is hard to de fend. How ever, ter ror ism is ob vi ously the word you do not
want to use to back up your cause if you seek some kind of sup port by peo ple or
states. It is a ghost that em bod ies the worst of the hu man con di tion: vi o lence,
mur der, kill ings of in no cent peo ple.

The mu seum is stra te gi cally lo cated a mere 100 kilo metres (about 60 miles)
from the front line of the con flict. Geo graph i cally, it can be re garded as boost ing
the com mon al i ties be tween Kyiv and east ern Ukraine, since the ex hib its cover
op er a tions in a large part of this re gion. Ideo log i cally, it downplays eth nic iden -
tity in east ern Ukraine and puts Ukrai nian cit i zens, re gard less of their or i gins, in
the same boat. They are all at risk of vi o lence, or kill ing, by a com mon en emy —
the ter ror ists. And those fight ing them de serve a me mo rial in a mu seum that
some how cel e brates the unity of Ukrai nian peo ple, in teg rity of the coun try’s ter -
ri tory and the com mon val ues, or even his tory, that peo ple from Transcarpathia
to Donbas are sup posed to share.

Is there any thing that unites peo ple, and peo ples, better than com mon en e -
mies?

The Faithful Wife and the Returning Husband

Af ter walk ing through 19th cen tury and So viet build ings to reach the mu -
seum, one en ters a small play ground that has been trans formed into a vir tual bat -
tle field. The vi sual ef fect is strik ing: road signs with bul let holes, blown-up cars
and a few items evok ing the ide al is tic ap proach of many Ukrai ni ans to the con -
flict — like a small bunker where it reads (in Rus sian), “No need to fear” and out -
side (in Ukrai nian), “If not us, then who [will de fend our home land]?”

The gloomy at mo sphere stirs up a chill ing feel ing of in se cu rity. You are led to
think: they are at tack ing us, and we have to de fend our selves from the en emy. But 
who is the en emy? The an swer can be found in the name of the mu seum — the
“ter ror ists”. But what ter ror ists? And what do they want?

Fur ther into the mu seum, an swers are pro vided. They want to an ni hi late
Ukraine and Ukrai ni ans — from the older to the youn ger gen er a tions, from their
val ues to their de sire for a peace ful and sta ble life. 

Out side, sur rounded by bunk ers and ve hi cles, one can feel as if he/she is on
the bat tle field, with an eye on what sol diers do and risk. The in side part of the ex -
hi bi tion, on the con trary, seems de signed to re flect the in ner fears and sen ti ments
of Ukrai nian peo ple. A re pro duc tion of a hos pi tal chair is shown, while an in scrip -
tion il lus trates the num ber of wounded and doc tors needed to treat so many of
them. Chil dren’s draw ings ex press fear and hope, and a sol dier-shaped piece of
plas tic or wood bears the writ ing, “Dad, come back alive”. Maps, names, quotes
and artefacts re trieved from the front line dec o rate the walls to add a per sonal and 
more dra matic twist to the events.

Tra di tional val ues and ste reo types dom i nate here. A pic ture shows a woman
wait ing for her hus band, who has he ro ically left his fam ily to de fend the home -
land. As a good wife, she is wait ing for him while tak ing care of the house, im plic -
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itly ap pre ci at ing Ukrai nian fem i nin ity, which com bines beauty with the
strength and pa tience to en dure hard ships.

A small space un der the stairs is oc cu pied by a bunker with a bed where a
teddy bear gives an ex tra touch of drama, re mind ing the vis i tor that this is a con -
flict which af fects en tire fam i lies, in clud ing women and chil dren.

The Construction of an Enemy

Vis i tors then en ter a room with pic tures of all the lo cals who have died dur ing 
these years. The vi sion is heart break ing, with por traits of 18- or 19-year-old boys, 
their faces just com ing out of pu berty, who have been killed in the con flict. Cloth -
ing and per sonal items add a per sonal touch to the room.

The mes sage is im plicit but clear: all these peo ple have died de fend ing their
home land against the en emy. Ukraine has never been im mune from ques tions
about re gional iden tity — some times drift ing into sep a rat ist ideas, but some times 
sim ply prompt ing some re gions to chal lenge the of fi cial nar ra tive on na tional
iden tity put for ward by the cap i tal city. This par tic u lar nar ra tive seems to coun -
ter any such in cli na tions and emphasises that Ukraine is un di vided and fiercely
stand ing up against the en emy.

That fram ing is com pleted by the au dio vi sual parts, which you can ex pe ri -
ence at the end, and which dis pel all doubts. The en emy is the scar i est one — the
one that you could not see, the ter ror ists with un clear ob jec tives but to kill and
de stroy. How ever, lit tle hint has been pro vided to sug gest where these ter ror ists
are from and what they want.

The movie is pro jected onto the ceil ing and all the white walls of an empty
room in the midst of which you are stand ing. It starts with an over view of how
peace ful and pros per ous Ukraine and its peo ple have been over the cen tu ries —
re puls ing in va sion at tempts for the sake of an hon est and hum ble life.

Then Rus sia, in par tic u lar Rus sian po lit i cal ac tors, en ter the pic ture. You see
foot age of po lit i cal dec la ra tions on Rus sian TV by the likes of Putin and an ex -
treme na tion al ist Zhirinovsky, as well as scenes from the front. Vi o lence, fear and
suf fer ings of the com mon peo ple are jux ta posed with po lit i cal state ments and ev -
i dence of Rus sian in ter ests in the coun try.

Returning the Eastern Regions

Dnipro and its sur round ings have thus be come — through the mu seum and
the re gion’s role in the con flict — a le git i mate part of Ukrai nian ter ri tory. They
con trib ute to the writ ing, or re writ ing, of Ukraine’s his tory. Peo ple from this area 
fight for Ukraine, die for Ukraine, and bravely and vig or ously face a pow er ful en -
emy not just of Ukraine but also of its peo ple, de priv ing it of its youth, men and
free dom.

A com mon en emy is stron ger than lin guis tic or cul tural dif fer ences: it brings
peo ple to gether by mak ing them feel united around the most ba sic of hu man
needs — sur vival.

Much has been said about the pol i tics be hind all of this; much can be said and
much blame can be tossed at any of the ac tors in volved in the Ukrai nian con flict.
But this ar ti cle is not the place for it. As a scholar of na tional iden tity I have been
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fas ci nated by the amount of ef fort de voted to build ing a na tional nar ra tive em -
bed ded in a mu seum.

Was it done on pur pose or is it just a side ef fect? What were the in ten tions of
the cre ators, and cu ra tors, of the mu seum? We will prob a bly never find out. Na -
tion build ing is per formed through for mal rules, laws, di rec tives and a num ber of
other in stru ments that are of ten not con ceived, at least con sciously, to in flu ence
na tional iden tity. Be yond the all-too-clear mes sages con veyed, that was pos si bly
the most fas ci nat ing as pect of my visit.
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