News / current affairs summary

A longstanding debate within the field of history has lately been reignited between historians and the public due to a recent controversy about the culpability of Nazi atrocities. To be Specific, the question of morality within the soldiers’ sense of duty to protect their homeland on the eastern front from the USSR by collaborating with Nazi Germany during the occupation of Poland in 1941. The debate among historians is whether the soldiers in the Ukrainian SSR that sided with Nazi Germany against the USSR, purely for dutiful reasons, are partly, or at all, responsible for the crimes against the Jewish population during the Second World War. 
 
On September 22nd, 2023, 98-year-old Yaroslav Hunka was brought into the House of Commons in Ottawa, Canada, to be celebrated by the Parliament for his service as a World War Two veteran by House Speaker Anthony Rota. He was applauded for his continuous service in fighting against Russia and supporting Ukraine until modern day. Among the high-ranking Canadian Parliamentary members were Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, who also celebrated the veteran. However, it was later found to be a substantial blunder from every person in the House of Commons as it was revealed online that Yaroslav Hunka was in fact, one of the Ukrainian soldiers mentioned prior that joined with Nazi Germany against the USSR during World War Two. Hunka enlisted with the 14th Waffen Grenadier Division of the Schutzstaffel (SS) voluntarily at the age of 18 years in 1943. This finding sparked an immense controversy in Canada and the world; where since PM Trudeau has apologised for the mistake to the Jewish Community and claimed the House Speaker, Rota, is responsible for the invitation and recognition of Hunka. 
 
This leads to the debate, where someone may say that fighting against the USSR does not necessarily make a person automatically a Nazi. That they were just a person in an extreme situation who was forced to choose one evil over the other. That history is a complex matter, and it is easy for the media to propagate a black-and-white story based on what seems to be a simple conclusion. The author Keir Giles makes the point that it is harder to sell the idea that volunteers were enlisted to the Waffen SS instead of the Wehrmacht (Germany unified armed forces) based on an ideological basis rather than group the whole of the SS together as a force set on genocide. He argued that it is a more straightforward concept for the public to understand based on simplicity instead of complicated truth. *Giles, K. (2023, October 2). An essay that Hunka wrote years before this event spoke about his time in the SS and his reasoning for enlisting with the SS. He recorded his account of witnessing children and families being taken to Siberia under Stalin's rule, families that included his own aunt and uncle. Due to this and the 18 months of cruel Soviet rule, when the Galicia Division was introduced, many young Ukrainians took the opportunity to do (what they felt) was their duty to their homeland. 
 
However, in his essay, Hunka did not explicitly mention exactly what actions he took in the war, only that there were a few ‘bad apples’ *Mercer and Woolf (2023, September 28) in his division, but for the most part, the recruits he was with died ‘heroic deaths.’ This omission of details does not lend him any favours, as it only leaves a space for suspicion or accusations. After the end of the war, some Ukrainian soldiers that were a part of the Grenadier Division faced allegations of the same war crimes that the rest of Nazi Germany were held trial for the killings of civilians in Poland. But, in the 1980s, the Canadian Federal Commission of Inquiry on War Criminals was brought out by the request of the Canadian Jewish Congress after information resurfaced that roughly 2,000 Ukrainians from the Grenadier Division immigrated to the country in the 1950s. The Federal Commission accepted that they could not analyse the records of the Soviet Union. However, it said they did not find evidence pointing to the conclusion that the Ukrainian immigrants partook in the accused war crimes. For apologists of Hunka or this division in the debate, this would confirm that Hunka is an innocent soldier who fought for his country. However, looking at the other side, they would question that the Soviet records were not obtained. Therefore, they could not conclude for sure that they were innocent of the war crimes. Although it cannot be said that Hunka shares the antisemitic beliefs of the Nazi party, historians recovered a newspaper for the division dated April 1945, which has an article covering ‘Jewish punitive expeditions,’ and other antisemitic material, said by Professor John-Paul Himka. This material included Nazi propaganda, such as caricatures of a Jewish person with a yellow star, being cowed by a Nazi SS soldier. This material is what Yaroslav Hunka and his fellow soldiers consumed, which does leave the possibility that Hunka could have been affected by such material. There was also an implication for soldiers of the Grenadier Division to be linked to a Massacre of Huta Pieniacka, a Polish village. But returning to the argument in the defence of Hunka, Giles would label this as another instance of the term SS being simplified as a force for genocide, as there is inconclusive evidence that the division, let alone Hunka, was a willing participant of such an act.  
 
To conclude, the recognition of Yaroslav Hunka in the House of Commons has reignited a complex historical debate about the actions and responsibilities of soldiers during WWII. While some argue that certain members of the SS served out of duty rather than adhering to Nazi ideology, opponents contend that any collaboration with the Nazi party is indefensible. This controversy underscores the need for a nuanced understanding of wartime actions and motivations, particularly in the light of recent events that demonstrate potential ignorance or oversight of the past.


Giles, K. (2023, October 2). Fighting against the USSR didn’t necessarily make you a Nazi. Politico. https://www.politico.eu/article/fight-against-ussr-nazi-waffen-ss-trooper-yaroslav-hunka-world-war-ii-soviet-union-germany/

Mercer and Woolf (2023, September 28). Yaroslav Hunka said in essay that he enlisted in Nazi unit to protect homeland. The Globe and Mail. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-yaroslav-hunka-nazi-unit-essay/
