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These last months I have been outraged. I have not screamed and yelled in public, but I have been eaten by an anger caused by the great wrongdoing of our time: the war in Ukraine. That is, the insane Russian attack on their neighbouring country.
It makes me mad.
All those lies. The slimy distortion of facts, the betrayal.
All that senseless violence. The raped women, the men shot in the back of the head, children blown up in missile strikes.
The futility of it all. Everything done without any rhyme or reason, without anything to gain for anybody.
I have also been outraged at a more personal level. I believe this reason can be shared by us all gathered here today. We love words, we love language – or many languages. For us the beauty and power of words is in the good they can accomplish. Words create worlds and words unite them.
Words can also break up worlds, if they are misused.
Like Russia does misuse them. Or like the Russian leader does. I do not mention his name. He does not deserve the acknowledgment. I call him the little man.
X
I am a journalist and a non-fiction author. By using words I want to tell things that are true. Facts that are backed up by evidence. Events that have eyewitnesses.
As a journalist and a non-fiction author I want to express things clearly and accurately – and I don't want leave too much to be deciphered from between the lines. My aim is that the reader has an opportunity to understand things as I try to tell them. That does not always happen. However I try, every reader has their own interpretation of the words they read.
But the main thing is the writer's intention. For a writer reporting fact the only intention can be – and must be – to convey accurate and relevant information.
Therefore I despise those who misuse words. Propaganda makes me livid. It misleads, creates false words and it stirs up hatred.
Propaganda is the violence of language.
It is also the violence of the mind.
In propaganda, between the lines there is a strong message. Because we claim this and that, we have the right to do this and that. Propaganda aims to justify crimes forehand and to dilute them afterwards.
X
But to the little man I want to say, your tricks do not work everywhere.
We can see thorough your propaganda. We laugh at you and your delusional thoughts.
Little man, I have read your propaganda closely and kept an eye on what there is between the lines. There is fear.
Little man, you have a tendency to see yourself as a martyr and pity yourself. Because you fear no one likes you, no one respects you, no one thinks you are great.
Little man, your fears are true. Nobody cares for you.
Therefore I can well understand why you pity yourself. For no one else does.
XX
Earlier this June I was traveling in Ukraine for my work. While in Ukraine I wrote for the Helsingin Sanomat newspaper. I rode trains with daring people who were returning home to Ukraine, even though it is dangerous. In the city of Kharkov I marveled at the boldness of the citizens who were set to carry on their everyday life, when the city was daily bombed by Russian missiles. In Dnipro I met refugees who had stayed in their homes until last minute, because no one, of course, wants to leave their home.
I returned to Finland a little more than a week ago.
I returned empowered.
Not empowered by war – empowered by the people, the Ukrainians.
In Ukraine I realized that the little man had truly made a blunder.
He tried to win Ukraine for himself. Instead he has already lost Ukraine forever. Even those Ukrainians  who previously felt affinity with Russia have turned their backs on the country, appalled.
For the little man it is a sordid failure.
Ukraine was a natural, loyal partner to Russia. So much common history, so much common in religion, language and everyday life. If you look at it from the Russian point of view, there was so much to be gained by peaceful co-existence, nothing at all to be gained by war.
But the little man could not help his nature. Dictatorship could not help its nature.
XX
The tragedy in Ukraine is also a tragedy in the use of words.
Language unites. Those who speak the same language understand each other even between the lines. They can sense what is not said directly, things that are implicit in common experiences, stories and beliefs.
Language can make nations. Or it is possible to make a nation where many languages flourish.
Finland was born by the power of language – not only that – but language united us Finns and set us apart from the rest, gave an identity to the nation.
In Ukrainian history language has played a similar role. It is often said that the Ukrainian language has a lot in common with Russian, as though that meant that Ukraine is naturally inclined towards the East. But language also connects Ukraine also to the West: Ukrainian has a lot in common with Ukraine's western neighbour Poland. But above all Ukraine has been throughout its history a multicultural nation, and Ukrainians have found the use of multiple languages quite natural.
The little man in Russia says that in Ukraine Russian speakers are being repressed, that there is even a genocide going on against them. That is a lie.
In a grotesque manner the truth is exactly opposite to what the little man claims. It is true the Russian speaking Ukrainians are being bombed right at this moment. But not by the Ukrainian military – it is done by the Russian one.
I met some of these people; they were living under Russian aerial attacks in Kharkov. Kharkov is a Russian speaking city right at the Russian border.
The citizens of Kharkov were dumbfounded. Many of them said they still could not believe this war was real. Of all the nations in the world we are bombed by Russia! The country with which the Kharkovians had shared their everyday life.
One of the people I interviewed was a 58 year old lady called Lyudmila. She told me it was true that she spoke Russian, but she was not a Russian. She wants to live in an independent Ukraine. And up to early February life in Ukraine was in her mind quite good. She said:
'There is no language problem in Ukraine. We wondered earlier about comments like that. No we understand they were fabricated in order make this war possible.'
Lyudmila's sister lives in Russia in the Tula Region. They used to visit each other regularly. The border between nations was not a border in their everyday life.
Lyudmila told me about her conversations with her sister. I summarise what she said:
Her sister in Russia supports the war. Her sister in Russia says there are nazis in Ukraine.
Who are the nazis here? Lyudmila asked. Am I a nazi, your own sister? Do you really think so?
Lyudmila told her sister that in Kharkov Russian missiles mutilate people and destroy homes.
Her sister in Russia replied that there is no war there. In our TV it says there is not.
Lyudmila asked her grandson to film a video from the window of his home. The video showed apartments blocks bombed to rubble. The video was sent to the sister. See for yourself!
You are bombing yourselves, the sister in Russia said.
Listening to Lyudmila's story I wanted to cry.
Families had been torn apart by words.
That is violence of language. Words have been turned into weapons that mutilate people inside, deep down in their soul.
Lyudmila and her sister had everything in common. Once even the spaces between lines were full of understanding. Now they do not speak to each other at all.
XX
This makes me mad.
But there is also something to console us all, us who love words for the good that lives in them.
There is the certainty that the little man shall lose.
He is already a captive of his fictions. He has to constantly force people to believe that the war is right. Therefore he must follow up his lies with other lies. Otherwise something might be revealed that every dictator fears: the truth.
Propaganda works only so long as the listeners are willing read the spaces between lines and find the meanings the dictator wants to feed to them. But as the lies wear out and lose their power, they make the liar weak.
When that time comes, even in Russia the people shall dare to say something they have already glimpsed: that the little man shall ruin Russia as well.
XX
Ukraine is strong, because it can be true to itself. Ukraine does not need a bizarre masquerade or twisted propaganda to make false claims of its strength.
I do not want to say that everything Ukraine tells about the war is true. But their underlying idea is completely different from that of Russia.
Ukraine has no need to force anybody.
Ukraine has no need to find justification for the war, because self-defense is justified. There is no need to suspect the motivation behind the mission, because the mission is life itself. And, after all, you don't have to force the people to believe that peace is the right thing.
Ukraine may speak freely. Therefore its words have power. When used right, words make people act – not because they are forced but due to their own free will.
That is why, in the end, the freely spoken words win.
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