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• In recent weeks, the Kremlin has started to 
shift its framing of the war in Ukraine, gradually 
reorientating it away from Putin’s initial objective 
of ‘denazification’ to instead focus on the 
overarching justification of strategic defence 
against nuclear and/or chemical/biological warfare.

• This realignment of Russia’s campaign narrative 
comes after the apparent stagnation of its forces 
in Ukraine. The new framing has enabled Moscow 
to concede that the war is not going as planned, 
while at the same time doubling down on the 
need to continue it.

• By positioning its invasion as a strategic necessity 
geared towards the pre-emptive defence of 
Russia, not ‘just’ regime change, the Kremlin has 
adapted to the slowing of its campaign and upped 
the strategic ante, providing a logical basis for 
more indiscriminate tactics while simultaneously 
saving face for Putin and his inner circle.

• In recent days, while this shift in narrative focus 
has been taking hold of the pro-war information 
landscape, there have been signs of a new 
but still-emergent surge in Kremlin-aligned 
communications activity around Ukraine.  
This build-up, especially given Moscow’s recent 
repositioning of the war, may turn out to 
precipitate a new phase in the campaign.

Three weeks into Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Kremlin-
backed influencers on- and offline have started to revise and 
reframe the initial stated logic behind it. 

Having first positioned it, in line with Putin’s 24 February 
declaration of war, as a necessary evil that was geared 
towards dislodging the purported ‘Nazi’ regime in Kyiv, 
prominent voices in the pro-Russia comms space have been 
adapting this logic since early March. They have begun to 
speak of the war more in terms of pre-emptive resistance 
and strategic deterrence, their framing of and justification 
for it altering course to accommodate for the stagnation of 
Russia’s advances. 

Importantly, this adapted positioning does not mean the 
Kremlin is doubting whether or not it should continue the 
war, even though it concedes that the Ukrainian resistance 
has been stiff and that Russia’s advances have been far slower 
than expected. Instead, this new perspective makes a case—
albeit begrudging—for escalation, and the deployment of 
potentially more indiscriminate tactics in order to get the 
war over and done with quickly, if not cleanly. 

Having emerged early on in the invasion, this position 
is now being promoted by some of the Kremlin’s most 
reliable media personalities, including on state television. Its 
newfound prevalence could be seen as both confirmation 
that the war is not going to plan and a sign that the campaign 
could imminently be set to become more indiscriminate.
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Moscow adopted its new, more defensive framing of the 
invasion in the first week of March, but there were signs of 
it at the very outset of the war when Russia’s advances first 
began to stall. 

One of its earliest proponents was Igor Dimitriev, a 
Ukrainian national from Odessa embedded, purportedly 
as a civilian, with the Russian army north of Kyiv. Having 
entered into Ukraine from Belarus on 24 February, 
Dimitriev—who, had the war gone as planned, was likely 
tipped for a position within the puppet regime installed in 
Kyiv—has provided frequent updates from the frontlines 
via his channel on Telegram, which has just shy of 90,000 
subscribers. 

On 25 February—that is, just one day on from Putin’s 
declaration of war—Dimitriev’s initially triumphalist and 
unequivocally supportive framing of the invasion started to 
change tack as he began to account for the fact that things 
were not going as planned. 

While his is just one voice in a vast, interconnected 
ecosystem of Kremlin-aligned pro-war activists, it is an 
influential one. As a civilian embed accompanying the 
forces charged with taking Kyiv, he clearly has buy-in from 
Moscow, and, on that basis alone, his opinions carry weight. 
Moreover, as a well-known and long-established part of the 
pro-Russia information ecosystem, his posts are regularly 
amplified by some of the biggest and most influential 
Kremlin-aligned feeds, giving him even greater reach. 

As it is, though, Dimitriev was not alone in his adoption 
of this perspective. Indeed, three weeks on from the day 
he first voiced his concerns, his more nuanced framing of 
the Russian war effort had entered into the state-curated 
mainstream.

BACKGROUND

Figure 1. Igor Dimitriev’s channel on Telegram.
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Like many other proponents of the war, in the run up to 24 
February, Dimitriev was confident in a swift Russian victory. 
On 13 February—that is, eleven days before the invasion—
he wrote that, if or when Russian troops were to move 
in, ‘Order will be restored quickly, then life will return to 
normal. No nerves. Everything will be fine.’ 

That said, he also conceded that it may not all be 
plain-sailing. On 17 February, for example, he said that 
Russia’s need to take military action against Ukraine 
was tantamount to ‘Zugzwang,’ a German term which 
refers to a situation in chess when a player has to make a 
strategic move that may temporarily worsen their position. 
Notwithstanding the potential short-term risks, he held, 
Russia had no choice but to liberate Ukraine from the 
shackles of ‘neo-Nazi ideology.’ 

Incidentally, a few days after he said that, he posted the 
text ‘ZZ.OZ.ZOZZ,’ presumably because he believed the 
invasion was set to commence on 22 February 2022. He 
later deleted the post, which was captured and archived by 
ExTrac.

BEFORE THE INVASION 

Figure 2. Dimitriev posts ‘ZZ.OZ.ZOZZ.’
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On the morning of 24 February, a few hours after the first 
push of Russian forces into Ukraine, Dimitriev shared 
that he was at the forefront of the offensive, travelling 
down the northern axis towards Kyiv from Belarus. Just 
before 10:00 local time, seemingly under the impression 
that the campaign was still going to plan, he wrote, ‘On 
the outskirts of Kyiv. There is almost no [mobile internet] 
connection, so I do not promise regular updates. We have 
been meeting limited resistance, which is being carefully 
suppressed.’ 

A few hours later, he wrote that things had slowed, 
although his tone was still optimistic:

‘Kyiv is an hour away. A slight hitch 
on the way arose because the 
enemy had bombed the bridges, but 
[our] engineering units have already 
advanced and are providing crossings. 
To family and friends—please do not 
worry about me and take care of 
yourself. For those who are in Kyiv, 
keep in mind that the city will soon be 
cut off.’

THE FIRST DAY 

Figure 3. Dimitriev posts from the Russian line just north of Kyiv.
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Within the space of 24 hours, Dimitriev had changed his 
tune. By then, it had become clear that Russian forces were 
not advancing anywhere near as fast as the Kremlin had 
initially hoped. Accordingly, he wrote: 

‘To my great regret, the Crimean 
option [i.e., the swift annexation 
of Ukraine, as occurred in Crimea 
in 2014] did not work out. The 
command of the Armed Forces of the 
Russian Federation avoided strikes 
on Ukrainian army and tried to 
minimise losses and the destruction of 
infrastructure. This led to additional 
losses for themselves [the Russian 
military]. I think they’ve now moved 
on to a tougher approach. Now the 
operation will bring more deaths. And 
this is a great grief.’

He was still, however, far from despondent. On 26 
February, for example, he joked about the upcoming assault 
on Kyiv (which, as of 15 March, still has not materialised). 
Parroting the Kremlin line that Ukraine was lawless and 
ruled by a criminal regime, he wrote that, once Russia 
had moved into Kyiv, at least ‘there will be less chaos—
everyone will shoot at us [Russia’s invading forces], instead 
of each other.’

EMERGING DOUBTS

Figure 4. Dimitriev responds to the slowing of Russia’s advances in Ukraine.
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After that post about an ‘upcoming’ assault on Kyiv, 
Dimitriev was silent for several days. He eventually 
resurfaced at the beginning of March, his tone almost 
unrecognisable from what it had been less than a week 
before. 

His first post read, ‘For a week I was in complete 
information isolation. I can’t write about the movement 
on the fronts, and I don’t want to. What I want, sincerely, 
is for civilians to suffer less. I really want this!’ And, two 
days later on 4 March, he conceded for the first time that 
Russia may even not win the war, writing that his contacts 
in Ukraine were begging the Russian army to keep fighting 
and noting that ‘if everything fails and this [regime] remains, 
I don’t want to live here [in Ukraine]’. This echoed a new 
aspect of the Kremlin’s campaign narrative—i.e., that, 
should Russia now concede, pro-Russia Ukrainians will be 
in grave danger of revenge attacks from their fellow citizens.

On 7 March, there was another marked shift in his rhetoric, 
one that further aligned with the Kremlin’s own change in 
discourse tack. This saw him echoing the claims of Russia’s 
Foreign Intelligence Service director, Sergei Naryshkin, 
from four days earlier. He reframed the war as something 
that was geared towards strategic defence against nuclear 
weapons, not regime change and ‘denazification.’ Following 
several posts in which he expressed his consternation at 
the civilian toll of the war, he wrote:

‘At first I could not understand why 
Putin decided on this most brutal 
military operation, contrary to all 
his actions in previous years. […] 
Everyone is talking about some secret 
report that changed his attitude to 
what is happening in Ukraine. I always 
let this pass my ears [just ignored it] 
[but] now it has become clear that the 
report triggered a completely different 
side of Putin; there was information in 
it about nuclear weapons. You must 
understand: Putin is a Soviet officer, no 
matter how busy he is with economic 
issues, and it is in his nature to fight a 
potential enemy with nuclear weapons. 
What was in the report is not clear. 
Whether the Ukrainians themselves 
started producing something or the 
British brought in the components,  
I don’t know.’

With this post, Dimitriev’s concerns about the costs of the 
invasion—to both Ukraine and Russia—were displaced by 
what has now emerged as the Kremlin’s new narrative of 
choice regarding the war. Notably, this post was amplified 
by prominent pro-Russian channels such as Z 🔥Сводки 
ополчени я Новоросси и  (ДНР, ЛНР, Украи на, Война), 
which has over 250,000 subscribers on Telegram. 

A NEW LOGIC
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Figure 3. Dimitriev posts from the Russian line just north of Kyiv.
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This incremental process of narrative realignment has 
been taking shape amidst major shifts in pro-Kremlin 
communications dynamics online. 

Throughout the conflict, the behaviour of pro-war 
communities online has been consistently telling—at times 
pre-empting kinetic activity and at others mirroring its 
evolution. As Figure 6 shows, an initial and likely inauthentic 
surge in activity set the stage for the invasion in the 
week running up to it, amplifying Putin’s claims about the 
prospect of genocide and, tied to that, the need for the 
‘denazification’ of Ukraine. A few days later, there was a 
somewhat natural spike as the invasion itself was launched. 
This was followed by a two-step decline that mirrored the 
stalling (from 24 February to 1 March) and, subsequently, 
stagnation (from 2 March onwards) of Russia’s advances 
into Ukrainian territory. Had Russia been able to sweep 
through to Kyiv in the first 24 hours of the campaign, as the 
Kremlin apparently believed would happen, there would 
almost certainly have been a third spike instead of this lull.

Given that, by 14 March, there were signs of a new but 
still-emergent intensification in pro-Kremlin comms, it 
may turn out that the recent plateauing of activity was a 
temporary refit phase while Russia regrouped its forces and 
repositioned its campaign narrative ahead of the next stage 
in its invasion.

In any case, it was during this period of depleted 
momentum—both comms and kinetic—that Naryshkin’s 
allegations about Ukraine’s purported nuclear 
capability first surfaced. Given the Russian doctrine of 
informatsionnaya voyna (‘information war’), which places 
communications and military activity in lockstep, there is a 
reasonable likelihood that these recent shifts in influence 
dynamics—both qualitative and quantitative—may 
precipitate a new strategic development in the war.

COMMUNICATIONS ACTIVITY

Figure 6. Pro-Kremlin comms activity on Telegram, 01 February 2022 to 14 March 2022
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Moscow’s new, nuclear framing of the Ukraine conflict is 
now being promoted as mainstream thinking across the 
Kremlin-aligned influence landscape. Online, prominent 
propagandists like Vladimir Soloviev have been pushing out 
the very same narrative, while, offline, many of Moscow’s 
most well-established advocates have begun reiterating it, 
including on state television.

Importantly, this more nuanced position, while markedly 
less belligerent in tone, should not be mistaken as a 
sign that there are doubts about whether or not the 
war should continue. If anything, it ups the stakes and 
indicates that Moscow may be on the cusp of doubling 
down in Ukraine. It revises and aggrandises the Russian 
war logic, holding that there was always a deeper and 
hitherto unknown set of objectives at play behind Putin’s 
‘denazification’ claims at the end of February. In doing so, 
it reorientates and re-legitimises the invasion around the 
purported need to preserve the security and integrity 
of Russia—and, indeed, the rest of the world—against 
the rising, soon-to-be nuclear and/or chemical/biological 
threat of Ukraine. 

Through this more strategic and security-focused lens, the 
Kremlin is now framing its war as justified and necessary 
no matter how difficult it has turned out to be militarily 
and notwithstanding its costliness to the Russian people. 
Crucially, this doubles up as a face-saving mechanism for 
Putin; what had previously seemed like his personal folly is 
now being recast as a decision based on rational, strategic, 
and security-minded thinking.  

SIGNIFICANCE

Figure 7. Kremlin propagandist Soloviev doubles down on Moscow’s new framing of the war.
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