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Abstract: The military conflict in Southeastern Ukraine provides vast re-
search opportunities in most diverse areas and in a zone of ongoing com-
bat with all its attendant social ramifications. This article provides a re-
view of some key questions of this war: why volunteer battalions conduct 
some harmful and inhumane acts and what may be done next to prevent 
violence after the war. Because war creates big areas without any con-
trol, there are huge non-transferable investments, incidents like torturing 
civil people, etc. The authors try to explain what conditions may impact 
the behavior of battalions and what should the governments do after the 
war ends. 

Keywords: Russian-Ukrainian conflict, psychology of violence, proxy war, 
non-transferable investments, volunteer battalions. 

Introduction  

The military conflict in the southeast of Ukraine is creating a vast field of re-
search in the most diverse areas and has led to the creation of a local but on-
going combat zone with all its attendant social ramifications. A large number of 
volunteer battalions were formed within Ukraine during the first months of the 
war, which became some of its main players. As demonstrated by previous lo-
cal conflicts in the post-Soviet space like the Chechnya wars and the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict, the majority of such confrontations do not end when the sit-
uation is resolved by the governments of the parties involved. As many of these 
conflicts have the characteristics of a local civil war, a number of political, so-
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cial, and cultural shifts occur in the conflict zone itself.1 The participants, the 
volunteers of the battalions who find themselves involved in the conflict for an 
extended period of time may, when the conflict’s hot phase ends, be trans-
formed in the public consciousness from defenders of the homeland into an il-
legal military group. It is the fact of these fighters’ voluntary participation in the 
hostilities that complicates their subsequent return to civilian life. This occurs 
especially if a battalion took on substantial political weight over the course of a 
conflict and later endeavors to influence the situation in domestic policy. As is 
apparent in the example of the conflict in Mukacheve, this is now a matter of 
immediate concern for Ukrainian policy and national security.2 

Thus, the present research is devoted to an examination of the causes and 
consequences of this issue, and to the phenomenon of members of this bat-
talion making so-called “non-transferable investments.” 

3 The core question 
posed is the following: how do the personal and social characteristics of the 
commander of a volunteer battalion affect the level of general non-transfera-
ble investments? This research aims to test two hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1. The number of non-transferable investments made by a vol-
unteer battalion overall is directly dependent on the commander of that 
battalion. 

Hypothesis 2. A battalion commander’s propensity for making non-transfer-
able investments depends on his personal and social characteristics. 

The research examines the following empirical material: volunteer battal-
ions formed during the Ukraine–Russia conflict in 2014–2015; personal and so-
cial characteristics of the commanders of those battalions; the battalions’ ac-
tivities during the conflict; media coverage of their activities; and the official as-
sessment of their activities by Ukrainian authorities. 

To this end, the following research methods were used: 

 Content analysis of open Ukrainian- and Russian-language media 
sources on the Internet; 

 Content analysis of official documents of the Ministry of Defense of 
Ukraine, the administration of the President of Ukraine, and Ukrainian 
government decrees;  

 Correlational analysis of identified indicators and characteristics based 
on the data obtained from content analysis; 

 A method of modeling social processes based on social and political 
theories and conventions. 

                                                           
1 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 2006). 
2 Ivan Lyubimov, “Extractive Institutions, Closed Borders and Economic Development,” 

available at http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2543169. 
3 Tudor Lubenov, Ivan Marinov, Emiliya Velizarova, “Risk of Flooding: Activities, Para-

meters and Regional Peculiarities (Case study: Varbitsa watershed basin, Bulgaria),” 
Glasnik Srpskog geografskog drustva 89:4 (2009): 75–83. 



Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Ukrainian Commanders  
 

 59 

To test the first hypothesis, the paper shall turn to classical works on the in-
teraction between a leader and a given social group. 

Sociological and Psychological Validation 

In his work, “The Psychology of Evil,” studying the phenomenon of non-trans-
ferable investments made by American soldiers in Abu Ghraib, Philip Zimbardo 
attempts to refute the classic notion that an inclination toward sadistic vio-
lence is an innate deviation in a human being.4 Rather, it is relatively rare and 
applies to only 5 % of humans overall.5 The researcher posited that anyone—
even the most seemingly normal person—is capable of cruelty and outward 
manifestations of violence if a number of factors are present. The core issue 
Zimbardo studied is that soldiers committed such acts against prisoners of war 
because they considered this to be the most fully “good” performance of the 
social role assigned to them; namely, they believed that by beating and abusing 
prisoners of war they would be able to obtain useful information from them, 
thereby gaining favor with the command structure.6 

Based on empirical data obtained during the Stanford prison experiment, 
based on the Abu Ghraib issue, the research concludes that normal people will 
begin to use violence if four factors are present at the same time: (1) anonym-
ity; (2) impunity (the relieving of responsibility); (3) an image of hatred with re-
spect to the victims of the violence; and (4) an environment of brutality.7 For 
the manifestation of the most brutal forms of violence, which include pillaging, 
abuse of prisoners, and the mass killing of civilians, it is important that all these 
conditions be met in their totality. 

As can be noted, three of the four factors were present in the conflict in 
Southeast Ukraine. The image of an enemy did indeed exist, the environment 
was demanding, and ski masks and camouflage provided a sufficient degree of 
anonymity. As such, the only difference between battalions that made non-
transferable investments and others is the fourth factor: impunity. Impunity, 
the removal of responsibility from the individual, in and of itself provides addi-
tional motivation to take this action as the best execution of the social role 
(warrior) in which he finds himself. Thus, the more violent his behavior, the 
better he manifests the required qualities, namely more successfully than 
those around him. The individual is capable of performing actions condemned 
by society when he is relieved of all responsibility for those actions. At that 
moment he believes even the murder of another can deliver the maximum 
benefit in his social group. 

                                                           
4 Philip G. Zimbardo, “The Psychology of Evil,” Eye on Psi Chi 5 (2000): 16–19. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Mark Danner, Torture and Truth: America, Abu Ghraib, and the War on Terror (New 

York: New York Review of Books 2004). 
7 Craig Haney, Curtis Banks, and Philip G. Zimbardo, “Study of Prisoners and Guards in 

a Simulated Prison,” Naval Research Reviews 9 (1973): 1–17. 



Michael Komin and Alexander Vileykis, Connections QJ 15, no. 1 (2016): 57-71 
 

 60 

In field conditions in a civil war, however, only commanders can provide 
soldiers with such impunity.8 Therefore, the level of non-transferable invest-
ments by fighters is dependent on the commander’s personal and social traits. 
In essence, a battalion commander becomes a “local dictator,” a figure who 
builds a new social reality around the battalion. The commander is the sole 
source of orders that place the soldiers in certain social roles. In a civil war, 
there is weak vertical control over the commander himself and more often 
than not, an absence of control from higher levels. But even if such control ex-
ists, it is extremely difficult to exercise it at any given moment, since in condi-
tions of constant combat it is the commander’s duty to make operational deci-
sions. 

An experiment by another social psychologist, Stanley Milgram, supports 
the idea outlined above by appealing to human psychology.9 The experiment 
designed by the researcher, where the test subject is supposed to obey another 
subject’s orders (fulfill his role), revealed shocking results. The experiment con-
sisted of simulated training where the subject was supposed to ask questions 
and, in the case of an incorrect answer, press a button that would produce an 
electric shock. When the readings on the scale approached “point XXX” (a le-
thal dose), screams and pleas to stop could be heard from the other side of a 
wall, but the head of the experiment insisted that the test continue. Ultimately, 
two thirds of psychologically “normal” people were able to continue to the 
point of “killing” the test subject. This experiment demonstrates that the pres-
ence of the factors identified by Zimbardo and the individual’s desire to per-
form his social role as well as possible are capable of causing a person to com-
mit non-transferable investments. The key factor in making these investments 
is impunity; in this case an “endorsement” from an individual who possesses a 
higher social status in a given group. The commander of a volunteer battalion 
in Southeastern Ukraine fully meets this criterion. 

The direct relationship between a commander’s personality and the number 
of non-transferable investments made by the battalion may be viewed from a 
sociological standpoint as well. A description of this idea is found in a work by 
American sociologist Erving Goffman devoted to the shaping of attitudes in US 
military regiments during the Second World War.10 Goffman attempted to find 
a correlation between soldiers’ behavior on the battlefield and in territory they 
occupied, as well as certain social and cultural traits of the soldiers themselves. 
The initial hypothesis was similar to commonly accepted dogma: sociologists 
had previously believed that the key factor in a unit’s behavior was the person-
ality traits of the overwhelming majority of the soldiers. That is, if a large num-

                                                           
8 Philip G. Zimbardo, “The Human Choice: Individuation, Reason, and Order versus De-

individuation, Impulse, and Chaos,” Nebraska Symposium on Motivation 17 (1969): 
237–307. 

9 Stanley Milgram, Das Milgram-Experiment (Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1974). 
10 Erving Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other 

Inmates (New Brunswick, NJ: Aldine Transaction, 1961). 
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ber of criminal or marginal subjects were gathered in one unit, that military 
unit would have a greater probability of doing “bad things;” looting, for exam-
ple. 

Goffman’s work makes it clear that this hypothesis was invalid. Even detach-
ments consisting mostly of criminal subjects displayed heroism on the battle-
field and strictly followed the command’s orders. Yet other units that seemed 
less disposed to doing “bad things” did commit serious crimes. The best exam-
ple supporting this hypothesis is the 101st Airborne Division, the “Screaming Ea-
gles,” which in 1944 consisted mostly of criminals, but performed in an exem-
plary fashion during the Bastogne operation.11 

In addition, Goffman offers an alternative theory that is empirically con-
firmed in his research. The attitude and combat capabilities of a regiment are 
determined not by the overall number of soldiers, but by one or two active ac-
tors who often instill an image of their behavior in the unit. If a person appears 
in the unit and begins to actively urge his comrades to treat the local popula-
tion cruelly and he himself is the first to begin acting in this manner, there is a 
greater probability that others in the unit will adopt an identical attitude. 

Further evidence of this theory is present in an experiment by French social 
psychologist Serge Moscovici demonstrating that an active minority forces 
other members of a group to abandon their own position.12 The experiment 
studied the ability of an active minority to impose their point of view on an 
agreeable or passive majority. The results showed that even a small but active 
group of agitators is capable of bringing those around them to their (often ob-
jectively false) point of view. It is this phenomenon that makes the study of a 
commander’s personality important, as in a volunteer battalion (as opposed to 
regular troops) the commander is the primary source of ideas for the entire 
unit. It is he who shapes the battalion, meaning that he translates his values to 
the rest of the unit. 

Thus, considering the aforementioned factors, analyzing the reasons for a 
battalion to make non-transferable investments, requires an understanding of 
the reasons for taking such actions on the part of the commander himself. The 
present hypothesis is that the personal and social traits of the commander in-
fluence this process. This issue, as well as the very concept of non-transferable 
investments, is examined in the following section. 

Theory of Non-transferable Investments 

The term “non-transferable investments” was coined by political scientist Milan 
Svolik in his article, “Moral Hazard in Authoritarian Repression and the Fate of 

                                                           
11 Mark Bando, 101st Airborne: The Screaming Eagles at Normandy (Minneapolis, MN: 

Zenith Imprint, 2011). 
12 Serge Moscovici, Psychologie sociale des relations à autrui (Paris: Nathan, 1994). 
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Dictators.” 

13 He posits that a dictator in an authoritarian regime commits a 
number of acts that on one hand are aimed at strengthening his influence (per-
secution of his opposition, corruption, cronyism, and so forth) and on the other 
hand increase the chance of his prosecution should he be removed from power 
(a tribunal, imprisonment, or death penalty). Svolik terms as non-transferable 
investments those actions by a dictator that simultaneously satisfy two of these 
conditions, i.e., investments that an autocrat may only use while he is in power. 
Non-transferable investments are analogous to fraud, scams in a sort of ab-
stract game that allows one to quickly achieve maximum gain, but at the same 
time threatens harsh punishment. 

Expanding on this theme, Russian political scientist and economist Ivan Lyu-
bimov applies the logic of the “dictator’s dilemma” to individuals who possess a 
substantial amount of authoritarian control in certain conditions that are lim-
ited in time and resources.14 As an example the author suggests military com-
manders in Argentina who repressed soldiers and robbed the civilian popula-
tion with no fear of prosecution as long as they controlled a given territory. In 
such situations, local autocrats become “permanent bandits” who seek to in-
crease their wealth by making non-transferable investments.15 

Meanwhile, the individual faces a dilemma: by committing these illegal or 
illicit acts he will reap a windfall of benefits and privileges. However, if he loses 
power, the risks of payback increase. In order to make a decision the person 
must predict how the situation will play out and assess the probability and se-
riousness of prosecution in the worst case scenario. 

In the framework of this study, it is assumed that the conditions of civil war 
pose a similar dilemma for commanders of military units, because with weak 
oversight from higher authorities and hostilities taking place within his own 
country, a volunteer battalion commander has total authority within the terri-
tory in which the battalion is operating. Thus, it is possible to apply the theory 
of non-transferable investments for the purpose of examining processes that 
occurred within Ukraine from May 2014 through March 2015. It was during this 
period that the executive authorities and the high command of Ukraine exer-
cised the least control over the battalions’ actions.16 Therefore, the empirical 
portion of this study is built on a content analysis of mass media, open Internet 
sources and official documents from Ukraine’s government bodies that de-

                                                           
13 Milan W. Svolik, “Moral Hazard in Authoritarian Repression and the Fate of Dicta-

tors,” The Political Economist 13:2 (2011): 7–9.  
14 Ivan Lybimov, “The Effect of Dictatorship,” Slon, 9 July 2015, available at 

https://slon.ru/posts/53823 (in Russian). 
15 Martin C. McGuire and Mancur L. Olson, “The Economics of Autocracy and Majority 

Rule: the Invisible Hand and the Use of Force,” Journal of Economic Literature 34:1 
(1996): 72–96. 

16 Gerhard Simon, “Collapse and a New Beginning: The Ukrainian Revolution and Its 
Enemies,” in Conflict, Crisis, War, a special issue of Osteuropa 64 (2014): 5–6. 
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scribe and characterize the actions of the battalions and their commanders 
during this period. 

The following actions by battalion commanders served as examples of non-
transferable investments: 

1. Documented amoral behavior toward prisoners (abuse, violence, torture), 
as well as a refusal, on principle, to take prisoners.  

2. Documented amoral behavior toward local civilians (looting, kidnapping, 
violence).  

3. Use of battalion resources for personal gain (blackmail and attacks on busi-
nesses in a given territory, participation in smuggling, participation in cor-
ruption schemes to supply the battalion with resources, etc.).  

4. Aggressive statements about other pro-Ukrainian forces.  

5. Disdain for the lives of the battalion’s own soldiers, leaving them in danger, 
etc. 

It is important to note that the third item was the most common type of 
non-transferable investment made by commanders of Ukrainian volunteer bat-
talions during the period in question. In accordance with the theory described 
earlier, the present paper considers all other actions by commanders to be 
transferable investments, i.e. actions that could benefit the battalion com-
mander even after he loses that status. 

Reasons and a Model for Making Non-transferable Investments by 
Field Commanders of Volunteer Battalions during the Conflict in 
Southeastern Ukraine 

The second hypothesis of this study involves the following question: what mo-
tivates a volunteer battalion commander to make non-transferable invest-
ments? To find an answer, the “Theory of an Authoritarian Personality,” as out-
lined by a group of researchers, was applied.17 

Using methods of psychological analysis and associative testing, an F scale 
makes it possible to determine to what extent a given individual is capable of 
becoming a “local dictator.” 

18 The authors of the theory identify four main 
causes of the process: (1) the individual’s personal history, (2) his personality 
traits, (3) his degree of satisfaction with his current social status, and (4) his 
current social setting. 

                                                           
17 Jos D. Meloen, “The F-Scale as a Predictor of Fascism: An Overview of 40 Years of 

Authoritarianism Research,” in Strength and Weakness, edited by William F. Stone, 
Gerda Lederer, and Richard Christie (New York: Springer, 1993), 47–69. 

18 Jos D. Meloen, L. Hagendoorn, Q. Raaijmakers, and L. Visser, “Authoritarianism and 
the Revival of Political Racism: Reassessments in the Netherlands of the Reliability 
and Validity of the Concept of Authoritarianism by Adorno, et al.,” Political Psychol-
ogy 9 (1988): 413–429. 
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In the framework of the study these criteria were operationalized, which led 
to the following indicators: 

1. age of the individual 

2. level of education and profession 

3. job experience, career, and employment history prior to participating in the 
conflict (special attention is given to whether an individual has a criminal 
record) 

4. participation in public and political life prior to participation in the conflict 

5. individual’s social status prior to participation in the conflict 

6. individual’s career and employment after participation in the conflict 

7. individual’s social status after participation in the conflict. 

Additionally, based on data from items 3 and 4, the authors formulated a 
secondary categorical indicator 8, and based on data from 2, 3, and 5 obtained 
secondary categorical indicator 9: 

8. degree of the individual’s disposition to take risks  

9. individual’s need to increase his symbolic capital. 

The theoretical rationale for obtaining indicators 8 and 9 is based on French 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of transformation of various types of capi-
tal and on an adaptation of that theory proposed by contemporary Russian his-
torian and political scientist Georgi Derluguian.19 

The theory of capital transformation posits that an individual’s capital (be it 
social, political, economic, or symbolic) may increase or transform from one 
into another through certain actions. In this regard, each of these types of capi-
tal requires practical implementation, which compels the individual to perform 
actions. In his work, Derluguian notes that a high level of symbolic capital (ad-
vanced education, broad erudition, and a high level of intelligence), but a ra-
ther low level of other types of capital is typical for most people in the post-So-
viet space. For people there, this phenomenon creates a high degree of dissat-
isfaction with one’s social status. The individual thus seeks to transform his 
symbolic capital into other types of capital – political, economic, or social. 

In the conflict in the southeast of Ukraine, most commanders possessed a 
high level of symbolic capital (education and a high degree of public activity), 
and therefore sought to use the military conflict and their position as a battal-
ion commander to transform it into: 

 political capital (coopting into the existing elite) 

                                                           
19 Georgi M. Derluguian, Bourdieu’s Secret Admirer in the Caucasus: A World-System 

Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Georgi M. Derluguian, et al., 
“Adept Bourdieu in the Caucasus. Sketches for the Biography in the World-System 
Perspective,” Directmedia (2013). Cf. Pierre Bourdieu, “Forms of Capital,” in Cultural 
Theory: An Anthology, ed. Imre Szeman and Timothy Kaposy (Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011), 81–93. 
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 social capital (public recognition, enhanced image in society as a “Defender 
of the Homeland”)  

 economic capital (personal enrichment). 

Thus, the need to transform symbolic capital into another type of capital 
becomes a key motivation for the battalion commander to make transferable 
or non-transferable investments. In this regard, each specific instance of 
transformation displays particular aspects: 

1. In the case of symbolic capital being transformed into political capital, the 
individual resorts to non-transferable investments when the commander—
despite his celebrity and political weight—is not coopted into the elite.  

2. When symbolic capital is transformed into social capital, the individual pro-
ceeds to make transferable investments when he places an increase in per-
sonal popularity above the battalion’s military successes or consciously ex-
aggerates his contribution and the battalion’s contribution to a positive 
outcome of the fighting.  

3. Any transformation of a battalion commander’s symbolic capital into eco-
nomic capital is accompanied by an increase in non-transferable invest-
ments, since combat operations cannot be aimed at making profit. Any ac-
cumulation of wealth under such conditions is illegitimate and is regarded 
by society as amoral. 

However, even when a commander is unable to achieve the desired level of 
capital, in many cases no transition to non-transferable investments occurs, 
because additional personal and social traits, which were operationalized ear-
lier, affect the commander’s “willingness” to do “bad things.” 

The empirical portion of this study also analyzes the effect of a constellation 
of social and personality traits, the level of an individual’s predisposition to take 
risks, and the need to transform symbolic capital into ultimately making non-
transferable investments. 

Empirical Test of Hypotheses and Summary of Classification 

The present study examined thirty of the largest volunteer battalions that op-
erated during the conflict in Southeastern Ukraine.20 It is worth noting that 
from the beginning, the sample excluded the military unit commanded by a 
major Ukrainian political figure, Dmitry Yarosh, because he differs significantly 
from other battalion commanders and requires analysis using entirely different 
methods. 

In total, the study analyzed: 

 Bereza, Yuri – commander, Dnepr-1 Battalion 

 Berkelya, Oleg – commander, Kremenchuk Battalion  

                                                           
20 See Annex 1 for more detailed information about the sources selected for content 

analysis.  
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 Biletsky, Andrei – commander, Azov Battalion  

 Vitko, Artem – commander, Lugansk-1 Battalion  

 Voytsekhovsky, Bogdan – commander, Kiev-2 Battalion 

 Volsky, Igor – commander, Lvov Battalion 

 Goncharov, Vitaly – commander, Svyatoj Mikolaj Battalion  

 Gumenyuk ,Aleksandr – commander, Kievskaya Rus Battalion  

 Deydey, Evgeny – commander, Kiev-1 Battalion  

 Katruk, Volodimir – commander, Ternopil’ Battalion  

 Kolesnik, Nikolay (Mikola Kolesnik) – commander, Krivbas Battalion  

 Kokhanivsky, Mikola – commander, Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN) Battalion  

 Mateychenko, Konstantin – commander, Artemevsk Battalion  

 Melnichuk, Sergei – commander, Aidar Battalion  

 Moroz, Ruslan – commander, Vinnitsa Battalion  

 Onischenko, Ruslan – commander, Shakhtyorsk Battalion  

 Pisarenko, Aleksandr – commander, Sich Battalion 

 Pitskiv, Roman – commander, Chernigov Battalion  

 Polischuk, Aleksandr – commander, Ivano-Frankovsk Battalion  

 Portyanko, Vladislav – commander, Sichyaslav Battalion  

 Semenchenko, Semyon (real name: Konstantin Grishin) – commander, Don-
bas Battalion 

 Storcheus, Ruslan – commander, Kherson Battalion  

 Teteruk, Andrei – commander, Mirotvorets Battalion 

 Fatsevich, Aleksandr – commander, Svityaz Battalion  

 Fedorenko, Aleksandr – commander, Poltava 2 Battalion  

 Shvalya, Nikolay – commander, Zolotye Vorota Battalion  

 Shevchenko, Vyacheslav – commander, Kirovograd Battalion  

 Shestakov, Sergei – commander, Shtorm Battalion 

 Yagolenko, Andriy – commander, Slobozhanschina Battalion  

 Yangolenko, Sergei – commander, Kharkov-1 Battalion. 

Information was collected on each commander based on the indicators 
listed earlier. The resulting data was then digitized and, subsequently, correla-
tion analysis was used to determine the effect of each factor on a commander’s 
predisposition to make non-transferable investments. 

The resulting dependence is presented in Table 1. The results require some 
theoretical interpretation and a search for causal links. These shall be examined 
step-by-step. 
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1. The closer a subject’s age is to 40, the greater his propensity to make non-
transferable investments. This correlation is based on the phenomenon of the 
“post-Soviet man” described by Derluguian. The generation of the 1980s in 
post-Soviet countries possesses the greatest sense of “lost opportunities” (after 
the fall of the USSR and the rise of capitalism on the 1990s). They are simulta-
neously seeking a means of self-realization, possess sufficient symbolic capital, 
and have a significant amount of time for an abrupt career upswing. To make 
this career advance, they are prepared to make non-transferable investments. 
In direct contrast, the younger generation (27–35) does not see the current 
conflict as their “last chance” and are thus less inclined to do “bad things.” The 
older generation (47-60) does not feel ready to “stake everything.” 

2.1. A subject’s military education reduces his propensity to make non-
transferable investments. This consistent pattern can be explained as follows: 
battalion commanders who received a military (Soviet) education are the least 
likely to perceive a military conflict as a source of personal enrichment. 

2.2. A subject’s education level does not affect his propensity to make non-
transferable investments. The overall results regarding this correlation vary. On 
one hand, the commanders who were more highly educated possess greater 
symbolic capital and have a greater need to transform it into some other kind 
of capital. On the other hand, the better-educated commanders more often 
than not have a higher social status and occupy a higher position in society, 
which means they are less prepared to take risks and make non-transferable 
investments. 

3. A criminal past or record increases the propensity to make non-transfera-
ble investments. This pattern was to be expected. Individuals who had previ-
ously committed crimes have lower moral and social barriers against doing 
“bad things,” and also have a higher propensity to take risks, which prompts 
them to make non-transferable investments. 

4.1. An individual’s participation in entrepreneurial activities increases the 
propensity to make non-transferable investments. This pattern is also explained 
by a subject’s greater propensity for risk-taking if he has been involved in busi-
ness activities. It should be understood that in post-Soviet Ukraine any entre-
preneurial activities, especially medium and large businesses, involve height-
ened risk. 

4.2. An individual’s participation in public and political activities has no ef-
fect on the propensity to make non-transferable investments. Just as in item 
2.2, no distinct correlation could be found between a commander’s public and 
political engagement and his willingness to make non-transferable investments. 
On one hand, a commander’s experience in this area raises his symbolic capital; 
on the other hand, that symbolic capital is based upon society supporting some 
of his merits, and committing acts that society views as immoral may lead to 
the loss of what the commander already has. 

4.3. An individual’s participation in the activities of security services (police 
or intelligence agencies) reduces the propensity to make non-transferable in-  
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Table 1 
  

Factor  Effect  

Age  The closer the subject is to 40 years of age, the greater the 
propensity to make non-transferable investments.  

Education  A subject’s military education reduces the propensity to 
make non-transferable investments.  

 A subject’s education level does not affect his propensity to 
make non-transferable investments. 

Criminal record  A criminal past or record increases the propensity to make 
non-transferable investments. 

Type of activity  An individual’s participation in entrepreneurial activities 
increases the propensity to make non-transferable 
investments.  

 An individual’s participation in public and political activities 
has no effect on the propensity to make non-transferable 
investments.  

 An individual’s participation in the activities of security 
services (police or intelligence agencies) reduces the 
propensity to make non-transferable investments.) 

Social status 
(pre-conflict) 

 The lower the individual’s pre-conflict social status, the 
greater the propensity to make non-transferable 
investments. 

Social statue 
(post-conflict) 

 The higher the social status (career, income level) an 
individual attains in a certain period, the lower the 
propensity to make non-transferable investments in the 
future. 

Propensity to 
take risks 

 The higher an individual’s propensity to take risks, the 
greater his propensity to make non-transferable 
investments. 

Transformation 
of symbolic 
capital 

 The greater the need to transform symbolic capital, the 
great the propensity to make non-transferable investments.  

 The overall level of symbolic capital an individual possesses 
has no effect on the propensity to make non-transferable 
investments. 

 
 

vestments. This interrelation is explained by an already considerable amount of 
co-opting of the commander into the existing elite. In this situation, his further 
career in the security services depends on how much his actions in the post of 
commander meet the expectations of the leadership. 

5. The lower the individual’s pre-conflict social status, the greater the pro-
pensity to make non-transferable investments. This pattern was expected. 
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Commanders whose pre-conflict social status was fairly low have greater ambi-
tions than their colleagues, and need more to increase their economic capital. 

6. The higher the social status (career, income level) an individual attains 
during a certain period, the lower the propensity to make non-transferable in-
vestments in the future. This correlation attests to the efficiency of the mecha-
nism by which the battalion commanders are assimilated into the existing eco-
nomic or political elite. Early coopting may serve as a reward for the more suc-
cessful commanders who commit only socially approved acts. Such cooptation 
may also serve as added incentive for other commanders. 

7. For patterns related to ‘propensity for risk’ and ‘need to transform 
symbolic capital’ see the analysis in the paragraph above. 

Based on the data obtained and on previously described patterns, we offer 
a summary classification of battalion commanders by dividing them into three 
groups according to the level of non-transferable investments they made. This 
classification is displayed in Table 2. 

 
Table 2 
 

High level of non-trans-
ferable investments 

Medium level of 
non-transferable 
investments 

Low level of non-
transferable investments 

Battalion commanders 

 Biletsky, Andrei, Azov 
Battalion 

 Voytsekhovsky, Bogdan, 
Kiev-2 Battalion 

 Kolesnik, Nikolay (Mikola 
Kolesnik), Krivbas Battalion 

 Melnichuk, Sergei, Aidar 
Battalion  

 Onischenko, Ruslan, 
Shakhtyorsk Battalion 

• Kokhanivsky, 
Mikola, OUN  

• Polischuk, 
Aleksandr, 
Ivano-Frankovsk 
Battalion 

• Semenchenko, 
Semyon 
(Konstantin 
Grishin), Donbas 
Battalion 

• Bereza, Yuri, 
Dnepr-1 
Battalion 

• Fedorenko, 
Aleksandr, 
Poltava 2 
Battalion  

• Yagolenko, 
Andriy, 
Slobozhanschina 
Battalion 

 Berkelya, Oleg, 
Kremenchuk Battalion  

 Vitko, Artem, Lugansk-1 
Battalion  

 Volsky, Igor, Lvov Battalion 

 Goncharov, Vitaly, Svyatoj 
Mikolaj Battalion  

 Gumenyuk, Aleksandr, 
Kivskaya Rus Battalion  

 Deydey, Evgeny, Kiev-1 
Battalion  

 Katruk, Volodimir, Ternopil’ 
Battalion  

 Mateychenko, Konstantin, 
Artemevsk Battalion 

 Moroz, Ruslan, Vinnitsa 
Battalion  

 Pisarenko, Aleksand, Sich 
Battalion 

 Pitskiv, Roman, Chernigov 
Battalion  

 Portyanko, Vladislav, 
Sichyaslav Battalion 

 Storcheus, Ruslan, Kherson 
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Battalion  

 Teteruk, Andrei, 
Mirotvorets Battalion 

 Fatsevich, Aleksandr, 
Svityaz Battalion 

 Shvalya, Nikolay, Zolotye 
vorota Battalion  

 Shevchenko, Vyacheslav, 
Kirovograd Battalion  

 Shestakov, Sergei, Shtorm 
Battalion  

 Yangolenko, Sergei, 
Kharkov-1 Battalion 

Examples of non-transferable investments 

 Accusations against other 
battalion members aimed 
at asserting one’s own au-
thority; Irpen and Zhitomir 
(2014) are examples  

 Attacks against MVD repre-
sentatives in Kiev 

 Organization of illegal 
demonstration in front of 
the Ministry of Defense in 
February 2015  

 Kidnapping of officers and 
civilians, robbery, rape  

 Establishment of racket-
eering gangs  

 Smuggling coal from the 
DNR  

 Providing false information 
to official media 

• Most common 
example is a 
commander 
abandoning his 
battalion during 
the Ilovaisk 
Kettle (Battle of 
Ilovaisk) to save 
his own life. 
Such actions 
caused the 
death of many 
soldiers. 

 Extremely rare 

Key reasons for making non-transferable 
investments 

Key factors preventing the 
making of non-transfera-
ble investments 

• Criminal past 

• Inclination to take risks 

• Social activity preventing 
being coopted into posi-
tions of power 

• Long period of low social 
status that prevents being 
coopted into power 

 • Military education prevents 
the making of such 
investments, as this 
changes the person’s at-
titude toward conflict  

• Discipline 

• Past participation in brutal 
military conflicts 
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Conclusion 

This research established a clear correlation between the personality and social 
characteristics of battalion commanders and the “bad things” done by the bat-
talion, and consequently the level of non-transferable investments made by the 
commander personally. A strong link was also noted between the commander 
and the behavior of his battalion, namely, hypothesis 1 can be considered con-
firmed. There is a further link between the social characteristics of a com-
mander examined according to the F-scale method and his further behavior 
during a conflict. 

In summary, it can be said that the present methodology makes it possible 
to identify potential war criminals who are prepared to make non-transferable 
investments in the course of a conflict. This theory has broad practical applica-
tions. It may be used to predict which individuals will resort to non-transferable 
investments in a nascent conflict, such that it is now possible to prevent some 
war crimes and thus reduce the number of victims of a given confrontation. 

Annex 1 

Information sources for content analysis 

1. Official website of the Ukrainian Ministry of Defense, www.mil.gov.ua 

2. Official website of the Ukrainian Office of the Prosecutor General, 
http://www.gp.gov.ua/  

3. ATO official Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/ato.news  

4. ATO Heroes New Agency, http://www.atoheroes.org/    

5. Official ATO webpage, https://urp.ssu.gov.ua  

6. Obozrevatel News Agency, http://obozrevatel.com/crime/   

7. Unovosti News Agency, http://unovosti.tk/category/rassledovaniya/   

8. DOSIE News Agency, http://dosie.su/ 
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