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Abstract:	 The Russian Federation has a wide arsenal of tools at its disposal 
for conducting information warfare to achieve its strategic objectives 
in the ongoing status confl ict with the West. The active exploitation 
of conspiracy theories has thrived since pro-Kremlin forces started 
armed confl ict against Ukraine in 2013–2014. This article focuses 
on the crash of Flight MH17, widely used by the Russian media to 
fabricate various conspiracy theories which make out that the West 
and Ukraine are responsible for the disaster. This study examines 
several Russian outlets and TV channels and concludes that the 
Russian media often used falsifi ed stories and emotional rhetoric in 
narratives they spread about the crash of Flight MH17. The narratives 
used to create these conspiracy theories claim that the incident was 
a Western provocation attempting to generate hostility towards 
Russia. In disseminating these kinds of conspiracy theories, the pro-
Kremlin media created distrust against the West and the Ukrainian 
government among a larger audience and produced discomfort and 
disorientation about Western and Ukrainian news. 
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1.	 Introduction: conspiracy theories as an effective tool  
of information warfare

Since the evolution of communication networks over the last 25–30 years, of 
which the internet and social media soon became the most powerful influencers 
of public opinion globally, more and more conspiracy theories have become 
available across various types of media outlets, influencing the everyday lives 
and mindsets of people around the world. The world entered into a post-truth 
environment where the boundaries between truth and lies, facts and beliefs, 
became fuzzy and hardly recognizable. New information channels enormously 
multiplied the number of sources by which information could reach its potential 
customer and made fake news hardly distinguishable from real ones. Conspiracy 
theories (CTs) can be spread very fast via social media with the help of the 
massive and coordinated fabrication of fake news which is skilfully entwined 
with mainstream news streams (Nissen, 2015). This new environment encouraged 
the rapid dissemination of politically-motivated conspiracy theories in which 
personal beliefs successfully compete with objective facts. Interdisciplinary 
research on conspiracy theories includes various disciplines such as psychology, 
history, philosophy, semiotics, religious studies, media and communication, 
and political sciences (see Abalakina-Paap, 1999; Burnett et al., 2005; Clarke, 
2002; Coady, 2003; 2006; Dentith, 2014; 2016; Knight, 2002; Macdonald, 2007; 
Robertson, 2016; Ventsel, 2016). 

Russia, whose historical and cultural roots of conspiratorial tradition extend back 
to the long-gone imperial period (Shinar, 2018), has been among the pioneers of 
contemporary information warfare and actively started to use different forms of 
information campaign to further its political goals. During Putin’s presidency, 
anti-Western conspiracy theories became vital instruments for mobilizing 
supporters of the regime, and simultaneously for discrediting his opponents. 
Consequently, conspiracy theories became effective tools in modern information 
warfare, tools actively introduced by the Russian Federation in its hostilities 
against Ukraine (Mölder & Sazonov, 2018; Sazonov, 2019b). The current study 
focuses on a selected sample of the Russian media (e.g., TV channels, news 
agencies, publications, and digital media) and examines their connection with 
the conspiracy theories that emerged concerning the catastrophe of Malaysia 
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Airlines Flight 17 (MH17) which was shot down on 14 July 2014 during 
the course of armed conflict between Ukraine and the pro-Kremlin rebels in 
Donbas. This article argues that the Russian media often turned to anti-Western 
conspiracy theories in order to support Russian information campaigns against 
Ukraine and to justify the accusation of responsibility of the West and Ukraine 
over the downing of Flight MH17. 

2.	 Methods and data sample

The term ‘conspiracy theory’ has been defined as a specific type of communication 
process (Ventsel, 2016, p. 310) which gives “a proposed explanation of some 
historical event (or events) in terms of the significant casual agency of a 
relatively small group of persons—conspirators—acting in secret” (Keeley, 
1999, p. 116). For their analysis, the authors used qualitative content analysis 
(Kracauer, 1952–1953) of articles published in Russian media outlets and news 
portals. For this content analysis, we only selected materials about the incident 
which consist of or could be designated as conspiracy theories. In total, 19 
articles1 were published from 18 July 2014 to 8 August 2018 in Russian media 
outlets and news portals in the Russian language: NewsFront, TV Zvezda, Utro.
ru, Komsomolskaya Pravda, Tsargrad.tv, Russia Today (RT), Newsland.com and 
Radio Echo Moskvy, representing a wide spectrum of media sources with various 
target audiences and impacts, including more marginal and less influential ones 
like Tsargrad.tv and those which are well-known and influential sources for 
Russian-speaking audiences in Russia and abroad like Komsomolskaya Pravda 
or RT. Komsomolskaya Pravda provides nine articles, representing half of the 
total sample, while each of the other sources provide one or two articles. A period 
of four years was chosen in order to study the actuality and relevance of the topic 
(the case of MH17 and conspiracy theories) in Russian information warfare 
over several years, particularly after the investigation into this catastrophe was 
begun by international investigators in Europe. This study is supported by some 
material from the Russian media published in English. 
1	 The analysed sources include Afanasyev, 2018; Aleksandrova, 2014; Belokonova, 

2018; Demchenko, 2014; Komsomolskaya Pravda, 2014; Krakova, 2018; Lagovski, 
2014; MK.ru, 2014; Newsland.com, 2018;  Polosatov, 2014; Radio Echo Moskvy, 
2014; Remizova, Rogoza & Brusnev, 2015; Russia Today, 2014; Sazonov, 2014; 
Tsargrad.tv, 2017; Varsegov, 2014; Viktorov, 2018; Zhuravko, 2018a; 2018b.
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3.	 Russia’s conspiratorial legacy in the status conflict  
with the West

Yablokov (2018) analyses the historical evolution of conspiratorial thinking in 
Russia from the Imperial period of the 19th century through the whole Soviet 
period up to the modern day under Putin’s presidency and he sets the prosperity 
of Russian anti-Western conspiracy theories in the period after the Crimean War 
from 1853 to 1856 which was recognized as a major defeat of Russian policy 
by the ruling elites. This period was very productive in building a strong image 
of the West as an adversary. Russia had found itself in a war against major 
powers in Europe who were allied with the Ottoman Empire, i.e., Great Britain, 
France and Sardinia (which soon became part of Italy), and the patriotically-
minded elite of the Russian Empire came to the conclusion that, due to Great 
Britain and its allies turning the war against Russia, the West had betrayed 
Russia, supported Russia’s eternal enemy the Ottoman Empire in this conflict 
instead and disallowed Russia from gaining new territories.  Consequently, the 
West obtained the image of ultimate and insidious power which seeks ways to 
undermine Russian progress towards its glorious future.

The narrative of Western conspiracies against Russia did not die with the end 
of the Russian Empire and in the Soviet Union conspiratorial thinking was a 
widely practised political tool for keeping society in a constructed information 
space (The Moscow Times, 2014). During the Soviet era, the belief that Western 
countries were dreaming of the annihilation and humiliation of the Soviet Union 
was overwhelmingly disseminated in the society. As follows, many Russian 
people still believe that a Western plot against the Soviet Union had taken place 
and that the West deliberately destroyed the USSR. Russian society has always 
suffered from messianic expectations, a mindset which could also encourage 
conspiratorial thinking to thrive. In the 19th century, Russia had taken upon 
itself the role of protector of the Eastern Orthodox Church which should defend 
Christian minorities living in the Holy Land under the Ottoman Empire. In the 
ongoing status conflict with the West, Russia also tends to position itself as 
protector of traditional and conservative values in standing against the assault 
of Western liberalism and so-called ‘gay propaganda’ (see Dugin, 1992; Fursov, 
2016).

The conflict in Ukraine opened a new phase in the status conflict between Russia 
and the West (Rácz, 2015; Pabriks & Kudors, 2015), in which the new Ukrainian 
government had been assigned the role of a Western puppet after the removal 
of President Yanukovych. Status conflicts refer to the political environment in 
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which powers compete for position and influence in international society (see 
Forsberg, 2014; Larson & Shevcenko, 2010; Lebow, 2010; Renshon, 2018; 
Wohlworth, 2009). Russia has been open-minded in challenging the post-Cold 
War cooperative international system, seeking higher status among competing 
powers and developing their status conflict with the West. After the end of the 
Cold War, Russia kept the status of privileged partner to the West with no real 
prospect of membership of either NATO or the EU (Trenin, 2006, p. 89). 

In the mind of a Russian nationalist with anti-Western views, the West appears 
as an ultimate and insidious ‘Other’ seeking to undermine the progress of the 
Russian nation towards its glorious future (Yablokov, 2015, p. 302). One of 
the Kremlin’s top strategists Vladislav Surkov (2019) has outlined Russia’s 
ideological direction, accentuating that “the state of Russia will continue to 
exist and will be a new type of country the likes of which we have never seen 
before”. Surkov (2018) emphasizes Russia’s strategic goal of modernization 
without Westernization, which might unravel its strategic mindset while 
challenging its post-Cold War security governance, which is supported by 
institutional collaboration on global and regional levels. He describes Russia 
as a Western-Eastern half-breed nation with a double-headed statehood, hybrid 
mentality, intercontinental territory and bipolar history, with only two allies—its 
army and navy (paraphrasing the words attributed to Tsar Alexander III)—and, 
being alone in this hostile environment, needs to be able to cope with its own 
strength. Surkov justifies the aggressive policies of President Vladimir Putin and 
emphasizes that this will be a major new development and a long-term sustained 
opportunity for the Russian Federation to embody its strategic goals (Sazonov, 
2019a).

The anti-Western spirit strengthened in Russian society especially after the 
beginning of the Russia-Ukraine conflict in 2013–2014. Political spin doctors 
like Gleb Pavlovsky (chief of the pro-Kremlin Foundation for Effective Politics) 
and Vladislav Serko (First Deputy Chief of Presidential Administration) drafted 
a network of educational programs and publishing houses served by pro-Kremlin 
public intellectuals which carried out anti-Western information campaigns. As 
a result, conspiratorial thinking was transferred from the margins of Russia’s 
public sphere to the very core of the country’s political discourse (Alyukov, 
2018). In order to achieve its objectives, Russian propaganda uses quite a wide 
arsenal of tools in the planning and conducting of information warfare, with the 
active use of CTs among others (Arold, 2015, p. 14).  

According to Krakova (2018) the Russian population is quite susceptible to 
believing CTs, thinking that there are people who wish to destroy traditional 
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Russian spiritual values and re-write Russian history as they believe there 
exist plots against Russia and secret organizations that want to destroy, harm 
and humiliate Russia, its culture, orthodoxy and values. In 2018, the state-
run Russian Public Opinion Research Centre VTsIOM pollster claimed that 
66% of respondents believe “there is a group of people who seek to rewrite 
Russian history and replace historical fact in order to hurt Russia and diminish 
its greatness” and 63% believe that “a group of people are trying to destroy the 
spiritual values formed by Russians through the propaganda of non-traditional 
sexual relations” (The Moscow Times, 2018).

The roots of the ongoing conflict between the Russian Federation and the 
Ukraine lie in the fall of 2013 when the Ukrainian government led by then 
President Viktor Yanukovych refused to sign the association agreement with 
the European Union, which should have intensified trade between them and 
opened up EU markets to Ukrainian goods. This act was fiercely opposed by 
the Russian Federation which interpreted the new deal as taking Ukraine away 
under the Western sphere of influence. Russia was able to pressure Yanukovych 
to abandon the association agreement, which in turn provoked massive protests 
in the Maidan square of Kyiv. A large part of Ukrainian society understood 
the decision made by President Yanukovych and his government as a denial of 
Ukraine’s future in Europe (Vasilyeva, 2018). 

Russia’s greatest concerns about Ukraine’s enhanced partnership with the 
European Union were caused by their dedication to seeing the world as a 
battleground. Status-related conflict with the West and identifying the West as 
an organic adversary to Russia became a dominant political narrative for the 
Russian elites following economic strengthening during Putin’s presidency and 
his pioneering speech on Security Policy at the Munich Conference in 2007. 
This narrative identified Western institutions, the European Union among others, 
as competing adversarial powers to the Russian Federation (Mölder, 2016, 
pp. 104–106). Moreover, Ukraine has historically always played an essential 
part in narratives related to Russian nation-building (Müür et al., 2016, p. 31). 

Tense relations brought about a new boost to anti-Western conspiracy theories 
distributed by Russian-controlled information channels. Anti-Western 
conspiratorial discourse played a pivotal role in explaining Russia’s actions 
during the course of the Ukrainian conflict in 2013/2014 and later. Yablokov 
(2015, p. 309) claims that Russia’s strategic goals in Ukraine are based on the 
conspiratorial assumption that the US provoked this regime change and toppled 
President Yanukovych in order to increase Western influence over the post-
Soviet space.
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Russia’s policy towards Ukraine has indicated changes in tactical outcomes 
while implementing its strategic challenges during the conflict. The annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 was a successfully completed non-linear attack (Darczewska, 
2014) for which the Ukrainian armed forces were not prepared and to which 
they surrendered without resistance. The war in Donbas manifests a different 
strategy where a never-ending perpetual war might be the end in itself, and 
according to which Russia seems to be more interested in destabilization of the 
post-Soviet space, which Russia often calls its particular “sphere of influence” 
(Mölder, 2016, pp. 108–109). These strategic challenges were covered by active 
information campaigns which attempted to shift responsibility for the situation 
leading to armed conflict from Russia onto the West (Darczewska, 2014).

4.	 The MH17 story

The catastrophe of Flight MH17 was just one of a few occasions when Western 
involvement in Donbas was evoked by pro-Russian conspiracy theorists 
(Sazonov, 2019b). In July 2014, heated battles between the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine and pro-Russian rebels took place in Donbas. Ukrainian units tried to 
cut off rebel supply lines coming from Russia in the area of Shaktarsk. During 
the Battle of Shaktarsk, a Malaysian civilian aircraft, carrying the designation of 
Flight MH17 from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur, was most probably accidentally 
shot down in the area. Before the incident, several Ukrainian aircraft were shot 
down over rebel-controlled territory. Telephone calls made by the rebels and 
recorded by the Ukrainians led to the conclusion that Boeing 777-200ER had 
been shot down by mistake as it was thought to be the Ukrainian airplane AN-26 
(Dutch Safety Board, 2015).

Nevertheless, Russia actively targeted this tragic event involving a scheduled 
international passenger flight to promote conspiracy theories, accusing Ukraine 
and the West of using civilian lives to fuel the War of Donbas (Sazonov, 2019b). 
These conspiracy theories gained traction from the fact that the crash of Flight 
MH17 was not the first incident of its type, with a Boeing 777 of Malaysia 
Airlines (Flight MH370) mysteriously disappearing in March 2014 on its 
journey from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing, allegedly over the Indian Ocean and far 
away from its route. No rational explanation has been found to how the plane 
deviated from such a course, nor any sign to confirm that the plane fell. 

The criminal investigation of the MH17 case was led by the Public Prosecution 
Service of the Dutch Ministry of Justice. Besides the Netherlands, experts from 
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Australia, Belgium, Malaysia, and Ukraine participated in the Joint Investigation 
Team (JIT). The investigation was conducted by the Dutch Safety Board (DSB) 
and the Dutch-led joint investigation team. A missile was launched from pro-
Russian  terrorist-controlled territory  in the Eastern part of Ukraine (Dutch 
Safety Board, 2015).2 In September 2016, the JIT released its findings which 
concluded that the aircraft had been shot down with a 9M38 Buk missile fired 
from a rebel-controlled airfield near Pervomaisky in the Donetsk Republic. The 
Buk missile system had been transported from Russia into Ukraine on the day of 
the crash, and then back into Russia after the crash with one missile fewer than 
it arrived with (Dutch Safety Board, 2015).

Russian media outlets, TV channels and social media networks (Odnoklassniki, 
VKontakte, Facebook, Twitter) produced a massive amount of disinformation 
and multiple conspiracy theories about the crash of Flight MH17 (Sazonov, 
2017, pp. 148–149). This particular research, which focused on professional 
online media outlets, clearly demonstrates that the dissemination of conspiracy 
theories can be a strong and powerful tool in status-related information warfare. 
Most of the conspiracy theories shared by these outlets attempted to convince 
the audience that the West (e.g., the United States, the Netherlands, NATO 
and the European Union) and Ukraine were responsible for shooting down the 
aircraft and promoted the image that the crash was a pure Western provocation 
which aimed to implicate the unrecognized people’s republics in Donbas in this 
crime. Other CTs claimed that Flight MH17 was not in that area at all and it 
was actually another plane that was shot down instead. One alternative scenario 
portrayed the event as a terrorist act, making the claim that MH17 exploded 
because a bomb was detonated inside the aircraft. 

The crash of Flight MH17 is a good example of the ‘data deluge’ method (Arold, 
2015, p.  14) by which the Kremlin’s purpose was to disorientate the target 
audience simultaneously in Russia, Ukraine, and the West (Sazonov, 2015). 
‘Data deluge’ refers to a huge data flood in which a massive amount of diverse 
content or disinformation is produced and transmitted over various channels of 
media. Russia uses this method effectively to influence larger audiences with 
controversial information so as to convince or disorientate the target audience 
(Mölder & Sazonov, 2018, p. 323). Russian channels actively deployed and 
disseminated multiple conspiracy theories about the MH17 incident in order to 
2	 The investigation was conducted by the Dutch Safety Board and the Dutch-led joint 

international investigation team. The Dutch side concluded that MH17 had been shot 
down by a missile (Buk system). This missile was launched from pro-Russian ter-
rorist-controlled territory in the Eastern part of Ukraine. For more see Dutch Safety 
Board (2015).
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confuse the audience and to cast doubt on official information. Such narratives 
overwhelmed the audience with a huge amount of information, people being 
targeted with controversial data and facts, fake stories and conspiracies (Arold, 
2015, p.  14). Misperceptions were fabricated and spread among the target 
audience in order to create a situation where people would stop believing the 
media completely. The alternative goal was probably to influence the audience 
through knowing how people often like to believe in conspiracies. Pro-Kremlin 
information channels used fake, falsified or fabricated stories, witnesses, 
pictures, and videos with emotional and often sarcastic and offensive rhetoric 
to produce dozens of theories about by who, how and why Flight MH17 was 
shot down. The most popular stories claiming Flight MH17 was shot down were 
related to Ukraine who was made out to be responsible for initiating provocation, 
with this act of terrorism being ordered by the Ukrainian president Petro 
Poroshenko himself (see Belokonova, 2018; Newsland.com, 2018; Zhuravko, 
2018b; Viktorov, 2018). However, alternative narratives claim that Flight MH17 
was shot down by the orders of the CIA or the American government, or that 
it was even shot down by an Israeli missile (see Sazonov, 2014; MK.ru, 2014; 
Remizova et al., 2015; Tsargrad.tv, 2017). They conducted several interviews 
with experts who allegedly possessed secret materials, videos and documents 
proving that Russia or the pro-Russian republics of Donetsk and Lugansk did 
not perpetrate the crashing of Flight MH17, but it was instead caused by the 
involvement of Ukraine and the West (see Komsomolskaya Pravda, 2014; 
Remizova et al., 2015; Zhuravko, 2018a).

Moreover, Komsomolskaya Pravda has deliberately promoted another incident 
involving Flight MH370 on March 2014 and referred to paranormal causes 
like a “hole in time” (Lagovski, 2014). The article in Komsomolskaya Pravda 
from 24 August 2014 asserts that the same Boeing which disappeared over the 
Indian Ocean in March 2014 and has the different flight designator 9M-MRO, 
was shot down in Ukrainian airspace in July 2014 (Varsegov, 2014). Some 
narratives spread by Russian channels claimed the plane disappeared because of 
an unidentified flying object (UFO). Other theories tried to convince the public 
that the crash had been organized by groups aiming to get the New World Order 
(e.g., Illuminati) to trigger a third world war. Pro-Russian rebel commander Igor 
Girkin (Strelkov) was quoted as saying: “According to the people who collected 
the corpses, most of the corpses—“stale”—people have died up to a few days 
ago” (O’Donoghue, 2017).
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5.	 Four conspiracy theories disseminated by the Russian media

On the basis of a qualitative content analysis, four main outcomes of anti-
Western CTs about the case of MH17 have been found. These theories were 
disseminated by Russian media outlets from July 2014 to August 2018 and have 
been classified according to the type of party at fault which these theories evoke. 
However, these four most popular conclusions do not represent the full list of 
CTs produced in relation to the case of Flight MH17:
1.	 Ukraine is responsible for the catastrophe of MH17;
2.	 The MH17 crash was a classic Western provocation against Russia;
3.	 The United States (or the CIA) shot down MH17;
4.	 The Netherlands portrayed as guilty. 

CT 1: Ukraine is responsible for the catastrophe

The largest proportion of articles portrayed Ukraine (e.g., state, government, 
Ukrainian army) as being responsible for the crash of Flight MH17 in Eastern 
Ukraine. According to this narrative, Ukrainian armed forces were blamed for 
shooting down Flight MH17 and Ukrainian soldiers, sometimes mentioned by 
name, were the guilty parties for this catastrophe (see Varsegov, 2014; Polosatov, 
2014).  

A few days after the crash, Komsomolskaya Pravda produced only a little 
information about the incident. From 23 July 2014 the situation suddenly 
changed and Komsomolskaya Pravda began to accuse the Ukrainian armed 
forces of most probably being responsible for this catastrophe. For example, on 
the 23rd of July, six days after the crash, an article published by Komsomolskaya 
Pravda claimed that a Ukrainian soldier named Sergei Patchenko was the most 
likely culprit who shot down the aircraft (Aleksandrova, 2014). Nevertheless, no 
serious facts were ever reported to support this claim. Later on, Komsomolskaya 
Pravda stopped mentioning this name but the narrative accusing Ukraine of 
forcing down the commercial aircraft continued to be disseminated (Radio Echo 
Moskvy, 2014). 

Stories actively distributed by Russian federal television channels, online, 
and on social media targeted the audience with confusing and sometimes 
controversial information. They accused the Ukrainian government (sometimes 
called a “fascist junta”) or President Petro Poroshenko personally of shooting 
down Flight MH17 (Viktorov, 2018). On 28 May 2018, a former member of 
the Ukrainian parliament Aleksey Zhuravko (2018b) published an article in 
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NewsFront which claimed that, according to rumours in President Poroshenko’s 
close circle, Poroshenko personally gave the Minister of Defence an order to 
shoot down Flight MH17. The idea that the order to destroy Flight MH17 was 
given by the President of Ukraine was also promoted by TV Zvezda, which 
is owned by the Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation (Newsland.
com, 2018; Zhuravko, 2018b). On 17 September 2018, the Russian newspaper 
Komsomolskaya Pravda published an article about a briefing of the Russian 
Federation’s Ministry of Defence concluding that a Ukrainian missile destroyed 
Flight MH17 (Belokonova, 2018). Another story in Komsomolskaya Pravda 
believed that Ukrainian dispatchers changed Flight MH17’s planned route and 
it was because of this that the plane flew into airspace where military actions 
were taking place (Demchenko, 2014).

On 22 December 2014, Komsomolskaya Pravda (KP) published an article 
which claimed that Flight MH17 was shot down by the captain of the Ukrainian 
Army Voloshin. They even found an anonymous witness interviewed by KP 
who explained how a Ukrainian officer was involved (Komsomolskaya Pravda, 
2014). Russian investigators found a witness called Yevgeny Agapov who had 
allegedly served in the Ukrainian Air Force and confirmed that Flight MH17 
had been shot down by Captain Voloshin, who was immediately rewarded by 
Poroshenko for this act (RT, 2015). Zhuravko (2018b) mentioned that Voloshin 
later committed suicide in his apartment in Nikolaev.

CT 2: The MH17 crash was a classic Western provocation against Russia

In Komsomolskaya Pravda, Yevgeny Sazonov (2014) described the case of 
MH17 as a classic Western provocation against Russia. He claimed that NATO 
and the United States were interested in sending their troops into Ukraine for, 
as he put it, “a so-called peacekeeping mission” but Russia did not react to such 
provocation from the West. And thus the West apparently organized the shooting 
down of the civilian passenger flight. In order to prevent Western military 
involvement, Yevgeny Sazonov (2014) proposed preventive intervention from 
Russia into the conflict area to take responsibility of the defence of the borders 
along the Luhansk People’s Republic and the Donetsk People’s Republic. 

Tsargrad.tv3 promoted a theory that stressed that there had been tight cooperation 
between the West and Ukraine in organizing a provocation against the pro-
3	 Tsargrad.tv is a media group led by a Russian businessman Konstantin Malofeev in 

cooperation with representatives of the US religious right movement (e.g., the former 
Fox News employee Jack Hannick). Well-known conservative conspiracy theorists 
such as Alexandre Dugin or Alex Jones often appear on this channel.
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Kremlin rebels. According to this theory, the West and Ukraine co-organized 
the shooting down of Flight MH17. Since its very foundation, Tsargrad.tv has 
been actively propagating anti-Western conspiracy theories, blaming the United 
States for bombing civilian objects in Iraq since 2003 and for destroying the 
World Trade Centre buildings in New York on 11 September 2001 (Tsargrad.
tv, 2017). 

CT 3: The United States (or the CIA) shot down MH17

Several articles published by the Russian media claimed that Flight MH17 was 
destroyed due to the detonation of a bomb by claiming that the crash was an act 
of terrorism organized by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA); the CIA 
was also, however, directly accused of shooting down the airplane (Remizova 
et al., 2015). 

On 17 December 2017, the Russian media channel Tsargrad.tv introduced this 
idea and published an article with the title ‘Boeing in the air above Donbas was 
shot down by the order of the US’, in which the author pointed out that tests 
concerning the crash of Flight MH17 were performed in laboratories in the 
United States and Lithuania, countries already engaged in developing hostility 
against Russia. According to this article, there exists no proof which could 
confirm that the Russian missile system Buk shot down Flight MH17 (Tsargrad.
tv, 2017). This article defends Russia and blames the West, especially the US, 
for “dirty deals” by underlining the fact that neither the Russian Federation nor 
pro-Russian rebels have any motive for this crime, whereas the pro-Western 
regime in Kyiv has great interest in discrediting fighters in Donbas who oppose 
the Nazi-friendly dictatorship (Tsargrad.tv, 2017). 

An article published on 12 August 2015 in Komsomolskaya Pravda referred 
to information which came from Sergey Sokolov, a former security guard of 
Russian oligarch Boris Berezovski, who was working for a private detective 
agency. He and his colleagues allegedly investigated secret materials called 
“17.17” and came to the conclusion that this crash in Eastern Ukraine gave every 
indication of being a secret CIA operation (Remizova et al., 2015). The federal 
information agency Analitika and Bezopasnost (‘Analyses and Security’) called 
upon Sergey Sokolov to present his own version of events which, according to 
the article, had not been previously considered. Sokolov assumed the crash was 
a special operation conducted by Western secret services and that Flight MH17 
was destroyed by a bomb placed on board.
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CT 4: The Netherlands portrayed as guilty

Although this narrative was mostly disseminated by fringe portals and outlets 
such as the information agency of the Russian public movement “Renaissance. 
The Golden Era”, it has still been widely used in Russian media and social 
media. This conspiracy theory relies on obvious facts such as how Flight MH17 
was flying from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur, which makes the Netherlands and 
its government easy targets for conspiratorial accusations together with the fact 
that the government of the Netherlands started an investigation into the crash 
of Flight MH17.

Some materials that were published assert that the passengers’ fate was sealed 
when the Boeing was “dropped down”, while the Netherlands and Ukraine 
have been accused of trying to sabotage the FIFA World Cup 2018 tournament 
(Afanasyev, 2018). Yuri Antipov, who identifies himself as an independent 
technical expert, supports the theory that Flight MH17 was destroyed by 
explosives stowed aboard the aircraft and he criticizes theories that a missile 
could have destroyed Flight MH17 (Remizova et al., 2015). Antipov presented 
his theory which claims that there were more bombs on board the aircraft. He 
postulates: 

	 All witnesses say they heard several explosions in the air. Some 
witnesses say they heard two explosions, others mention three. But 
the Russian system ‘Buk’ can make just one explosion… If it ever has 
to be proven the plane was blown up, the Netherlands will be fully 
responsible for the fact that a plane took off from their airport with a 
bomb on board. (Remizova et al., 2015)

Narratives promoted by the Russian media also affected Western conspiracy 
theorists. American writer and historian Eric Zuesse is convinced that Ukraine 
should be blamed for downing the Malaysian aircraft and that the West is 
lying in order to keep the EU and US anti-Russian sanctions in place. Zuesse 
(2018) brings up the fact that Russian claims this airliner was shot down by the 
Ukrainian Government have been ignored by the US-allied news media which 
is attempting to cover up what he calls “actual evidence”. He incriminates the 
Netherlands government in partially funding the coup of February 2014 which 
overturned Ukraine’s government and installed the new regime in its place. 
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6.	 Conclusion

The conflict in Ukraine which broke out in 2013–2014 immediately became part 
of an enhanced status-related conflict between the Russian Federation and the 
West. Anti-Western feelings emerged and started to attract the political elites of 
the Russian Empire after the Crimean War of the mid-19th century, a time when 
many prominent representatives of the Russian elites felt themselves betrayed 
by the West. Since then, Russia has started to promote more forcefully the 
idea of Russia as a unique civilization suffering under constant attack from the 
West in their secret aim to govern the whole world. During the Soviet regime, 
conspiracy theories about the West reached their peak in official propaganda, but 
these misperceptions did not dissipate along with the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union as Russia continued its civilizational battles.

The vast majority of conspiracy theories presented in this content analysis 
blame Ukraine for the incident. The rest portray the West, the United States and 
more rarely the Netherlands as responsible for the catastrophe of Flight MH17. 
Nevertheless, almost all the narratives disseminated by the Russian media 
concerning Flight MH17 firmly prove its link to the status conflict between 
Russia and the West, which is strategically promoted by the Russian Federation 
in its attempt to increase the impact it has on international relations. In this 
conflict, Ukraine has been portrayed as a puppet state which is heavily dependent 
on its Western hosts. Such articles often feature interviews with people who 
allegedly possess secret materials on the MH17 crash which prove that Russia 
and pro-Russian rebels could not possibly have organized this crash, and that it 
was done by Ukraine and the West.

The crash of Flight MH17 represents just another case of a tragic event 
incurring real losses about which the Russian media has intentionally distributed 
fabricated news and stories in order to disorientate and confuse the audience, 
using it as a propagandistic tool against the Ukrainian government to portray it 
as weak and unreliable. A strong anti-Western component has also been retained 
in the rhetoric of these fabricated narratives around the event. Samples from the 
Russian media have attempted to create a kind of illusion of Western provocation 
directed against the Russian Federation and pro-Russian rebels in Donbass, in 
which Ukraine was sided with the West, in order to accuse them of this crime.
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