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Russia’s war against Ukraine: Note on terminology 
 
Western media frequently refer to the Russian and proxy forces that are occupying Ukrainian territory in parts 
of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts as “separatists” or “Russian-backed separatists.” These terms are inaccurate 
and misleading for several reasons.  
 

1. The term “separatists” conveys, inaccurately, that the war in eastern Ukraine is an internal Ukrainian conflict. 
This is incorrect. There was no “separatist” movement, either non-violent or violent, in eastern Ukraine from 
independence in 1991 to 2014.  
 

2. In early 2014, Russia sent in special forces, agents provocateurs, intelligence officers, mercenaries, and 
Russian militias that fomented unrest in the eastern parts of Ukraine. It was these Russian special operations 
that created the impression of a “separatist” movement.  
 

3. In August 2014, Russia carried out the first of two large military offensives, deploying Russian tanks, artillery, 
mortars, rockets, and thousands of Russian regular army troops, who engaged directly in heavy combat with 
Ukrainian forces.  
 

4. For seven years, Russia has armed, supplied, financed and controlled the so-called “Peoples’ Republics” in 
occupied Donetsk and Luhansk. While it is true that some local Ukrainians participate in fighting against the 
Ukrainian state, this is true of any occupation of territory by a foreign power. In every interstate war, there are 
local collaborators who take the side of the occupying power. That does not make these people “separatists.” It 
makes them traitors.  
 

5. The term “separatist” inaccurately denotes an agency that the Russian-controlled so-called “Peoples’ 
Republics” simply do not have. The administrations of these ‘Peoples’ Republics’ are dependants of the 
Russian state. They do not act independently, but on the orders of the Russian authorities. Should Russia 
withdraw its support, these “Republics” would cease to exist the next day.  
 

6. Moreover, the term “separatist” is a direct result of Russia’s attempts to present the war in Ukraine as an 
internal Ukrainian conflict, in which Russia is a mediator, rather than an aggressor and a party to the war.  
 

7. The Russian authorities have been lying about the extent and nature of the Russian state’s aggression against 
Ukraine for 7 years. International media should not (however unwittingly) afford legitimacy to this lie by 
reporting on the war that Russia is waging against Ukraine using the terminology that the Russian government 
has set.  
 

8. Far more accurate terms to use are “Russian occupying forces” or “Russian forces” and “Russian-proxy 
forces.” 
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