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Abstract

This thesis examines the role of the Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine and its
transformation from a socially embedded group into a perceived security concern in the
context of political cries and external intervention. Drawing on theoretical insights from
identity studies, societal securitization, and ontological security, the study describes a
causal mechanism explaining how historically constructed identity ambiguity can become
politically activated. The thesis argues that Soviet-era policies of demographic engineering
and cultural integration produced a “Blurred Identity” among Russian-speaking
populations, characterized by overlapping linguistic, cultural, and political affiliations. The
ambiguity persisted throughout the post-Soviet period, allowing for multiple and context-
dependent forms of identification, However, moments of political crises - particularly the
Orange Revolution, Euromaidan, and the Russian interventions of 2014 and 2022 -
transformed this latent ambiguity into a site of political contestation. Through processes of
securitization and external narratives, segments of the Russian-speaking population were
increasingly framed as both objects and agents of geopolitical conflict. Ultimately, the
study shows how external interventions did not consolidate a pro-Russian constituency but
instead contributed to the development of civic-based consolidation. These findings
challenge simplistic assumptions about ethnic and linguistic divisions and emphasize the

dynamic nature of identity and conflict.

Abstrakt

Tato prace zkouma roli rusky mluvici menSiny na Ukrajin€ a jeji transformaci ze socialné
zakofenéné skupiny ve vnimany bezpecnostni problém v kontextu politickych vykiiki a
vnéjSich intervenci. Studie, Cerpajici z teoretickych poznatkil ze studii identity,
spolecenské sekuritizace a ontologické bezpecnosti, popisuje kauzalni mechanismus
vysvétlujici, jak se historicky konstruovana nejednoznac¢nost identity mtize politicky
aktivovat. Prace tvrdi, Ze politiky demografického inzenyrstvi a kulturni integrace ze
sovétské éry vedly k ,,rozmazané identité* mezi rusky mluvicim obyvatelstvem,
charakterizované piekryvajicimi se jazykovymi, kulturnimi a politickymi ptisluSnostmi.
Tato nejednoznacnost pretrvavala po celé postsovétské obdobi a umoziovala rozmanité a
na kontextu zavislé formy identifikace. Momenty politickych krizi — zejména Oranzova

revoluce, Euromajdan a ruské intervence v letech 2014 a 2022 — vSak tuto latentni



nejednoznacnost transformovaly v misto politickych sporti. Prostiednictvim procest
sekuritizace a vnéjSich narativli byly segmenty rusky mluviciho obyvatelstva stale vice

vnimany jako objekty a aktéti geopolitického konfliktu. Studie v konecném dusledku

v

ukazuje, jak vnéjsi intervence ne konsolidovaly proruské voli¢ské obvody, ale naopak
ptispély k rozvoji obcansky zalozené konsolidace. Tato zjisténi zpochybnuji zjednodusené
predpoklady o etnickych a jazykovych rozdéleni a zdliraznuji dynamickou povahu identity

a konfliktu.
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1. Introduction

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991 symbolized a transformative
period for the Eurasian continent, as newly independent republics met the complexities of
state-building connected with ethnic divisions lasting for decades. These divisions
appeared not as a result of organic accidents but the direct result of centuries of imperial
Russian rule and subsequent Soviet cultural engineering. In Ukraine, this inheritance
resulted in the creation of a substantial Russian-speaking minority - the largest outside of
the Russian Federation - which comprised approximately 22% of the population at the time

when the state’s independence was declared.

For decades, this minority existed in the unique sociological position, often described
by “Active Ambivalence” (Kuzio, 2015). However, the 2013-2014 Euromaidan protests
and the following Russian occupation of Crimea and parts of the Donbas initiated a
“securitization” of the Russian-speaking minority’s identity by both the Ukrainian state
and external Russian actors (Buzan et al., 1998). By February 2022, the full-scale invasion
by the Russian Federation shifted these internal cultural ambiguities into the matter of
existential survival. After the beginning of the war, the Russian-speaking minority found
itself in a “double-sided” paradox: while Russian state narratives claimed to protect them
and offer cultural union under doctrine of the “Russian World” (Russkiy Mir) (Laruelle,
2015), the actual military actions of the Russian state against Ukraine target the cities and

lives of people who consider themselves ethnically Russian.

This study fits into the broader academic fields of Political Sociology and
International Relation, particularly analysing the intersection of societal security and
national identity. It is founded upon the “Copenhagen School” of security studies,
established primarily by Barry Buzan, Ole Waver, and Jaap de Wilde (1998), examining
how cultural variables like language and religion are transformed from private affairs into

geopolitical mechanisms.

While existing literature profoundly covers the political polarization of Ukraine’s
East and West - as seen in the work of Arel (2005) on the 2010 presidential campaign and

Wilson (1995) on the class dimensions of Donbas communities - there is a significant
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research gap regarding the “East Slavic Identity Vacuum” described by Kuzio (2015) and
how it is being filled in ongoing conditions of war. Much of previous research, such as the
studies conducted by Wilson (2000) and early works by Khmelko (2015), often relied on

traditional primordialist assumptions that treated language equally with political loyalty.

This study addresses the lack of detailed analysis regarding what the thesis terms as
"Blurred Identity" successfully transitions into a stable civic-political category of citizens

despite external pressures and internal decolonization policies.

The primary goal of this thesis is to analyze the evolution of the Russian-speaking
minority’s identity in Ukraine as a response to both domestic policy and external
aggression. Another significant objective is to evaluate the impact of post-2014 and post-
2022 legislative pivots (eg. Decommunization and Language Laws) on the societal security
of this minority. Additionally, the thesis aims to determine if this minority represents a
latent threat to Ukrainian sovereignty or if such a threat is shaped and constructed by

Russian state-led manipulation.

The central research question of this thesis is how has the dynamic interplay between
Russian external narratives (including institutional power like the Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) and the Ukrainian state’s decolonization
policies shaped the evolving perception of the Russian-speaking minority’s political
loyalty in modern Ukraine? Whereas the secondary question is how are these evolving
perceptions and state-level decolonization efforts reflected in the minority’s contemporary

electoral alignment and identity consolidation?

To answer the central question, the study utilizes five critical chapters. The second
one aims to investigate the ethnic and cultural shifts on the Ukrainian territory during the
time of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, which created and shaped the Russian
minority by 1991. The third chapter studies the relation between the Ukrainian state
policies and minority’s reaction and whether political decisions correlate with rise and fall
of pro-Russian parties. The fourth part suggests how the “Russian World” doctrine and the
institutional soft power of the UOC-MP to “freeze” the identity of the Russian-speaking
minority and establish what this thesis defines as the “Double Loyalty Paradox” during the



period of strategic ambiguity (1991-2014). Eventually, the fifth chapter aims to analyze to
what extent did the Ukrainian legislative pivot - specifically the 2015 Decommunization
Laws and the 2019 Language Law - test the “East Slavic Identity Vacuum” and push a
transition from “active ambivalence” to a concise civic choice. As a conclusion, this thesis
aims to analyze how the Russian-speaking minority utilized civic values as a critical
security mechanism to resolve their “identity crisis" in the face of Russian military

aggression.

This study provides important contributions to both theoretical knowledge and
practical policy-making in the field of identity politics, especially in post-Soviet states. The
research adds a new point of view on “Societal Security Crisis” by demonstrating how
“Blurred Identities” react in the conditions of war. It contributes to the theoretical
understanding of Ontological Security (Mitzen, 2006), proving that individuals can
navigate a deep “identity crisis” to adopt purely civic identity values when their previous
“biographical integrity” is threatened by the very state that claimed to protect it. It moves
beyond the binary Russian versus Ukrainian to offer a nuanced look at the “Soviet
Paradox” and its ultimate resolution through civic self-determination. The findings have
direct applications for Ukrainian policymakers and international democratic institutions.
By highlighting that decolonization policies can foster a wider civic alignment when united
with protected pluralistic rights, the results could inform integration strategies that
prioritize civic mechanisms over ethno-linguistic variables. Furthermore, the evidentiary
framework for identifying Strategic Information Operations (Soldatov & Borogan, 2015)
can assist security analysts to study counter narratives that weaponize “ontological

insecurity” in multiethnic societies.
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1.1 Literature Review

The literature review for this thesis serves to reject the “primordialist” trap of
viewing ethnicity - the stable assumption that identity is a permanent internal voice.
Instead, the thesis suggests identity as a dynamic sociological construct shaped by

centuries of state-led engineering and changing political contexts.

The foundational research by Serhii Plokhy (2015, 2017) is crucial because it reveals
the intellectual efforts used to legitimize colonization mechanisms through the “Triune”
myth. This literature significantly explains how the modern “Russian World” ideology is
not a new phenomenon, but a direct legacy of imperial narratives that “defined” the
Ukrainian nation out of independent existence. Additionally, Wanner (1998) and Graziosi
(2005) provide an important framework to analyze the Soviet era as a “demographic
rupture”. Their work is vital for explaining why Holodomor and state-led industrial
migration created a “sociological vacuum”, primarily “freezing” ethnic identity through

bureaucratic schemes such as “Fifth point” and "propiska”.

To address the post-1991 landscape, this thesis heavily relies on Taras Kuzio (2001,
2015) and Mykola Riabchuk (2002) to identify the major features of geographical division
within Ukraine. These scholars importance define “Active Ambivalence” and the “East
Slavic Identity Vacuum”, these concepts are essential for this research as they help to
understand why the Russian-speaking minority often remained in a state of “inaction” or
“conformity of non-decision” as long as the daily life remained stable. However, this study
identified a gap: previous literature has largely treated language as a direct proxy of
political loyalty. This thesis addresses that gap by analyzing the transition of this "Blurred

Identity" into stable civic-political categories under war conditions.
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The works of Volodymyr Kulyk (2019, 2024) and Ole Waever (1993) are vital to
highlight the causation of how private linguistic practices were transformed into a
“Societal Security Crisis” with assistance of external narratives. Additionally, Cyril
Hovorun (2018) and Stoeckl (2020) provide a framework for analyzing the UOC-MP as an
institutional site where identity and geopolitical influence overlap. This literature provides
the tools to analyze how the Russian Federation "securitized" the Russian language and
religion, creating a narrative that Ukrainian decolonization policies and religious reforms

are existential threats to the speakers’ safety.

1.2 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework integrates colonization theory, social constructivism, and
ontological security to establish a holistic understanding of the minority’s evolution. Based
on Plokhy (2017), this theory moves beyond classic Western colonial models to present
unique events and features common for Russian-Ukrainian history. It identifies an
“ontological trap” where imperial language, currently weaponized by the “Russian World”
doctrine, was a driving force for social mobility, effectively creating the Russian-speaking

urban class which is central to this study.

The study introduces the concept of "Blurred Identity" - which this thesis defines as a
state of active ambivalence where linguistic and cultural boundaries remain undefined and
fluid unless political events lead to identity shifts - to analyze how these individuals
underwent the internal identity crisis and successfully transitioned into a stable civic-

political category.

Utilizing Brubaker (2004) understanding of “Group Identity" is fundamental for this
thesis as it treats ethnicity as a “category” rather than a permanent “group”. This is
theoretically crucial as it explains why political choice in Ukraine is no longer

predeterminant by language, but by the source of the existential threat. This theory allows
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research to hypothesize that decolonization efforts foster civic alignment rather than ethnic

division.

Drawing from Mitzen (2006), the theory explains why decommunization initially
triggers "aggressive resistance”. It emphasizes that individuals need “security of the self”,
thus, rapid changes in political and cultural landscape feels like an attack on their
“biographical integrity”. This theory helps to understand why the minority might prefer
“familiar” Russian narratives and geo-cultural values over “unfamiliar” European ones to

avoid or delay a deep identity crisis.

As an original contribution, this thesis proposes the “Double Loyalty Paradox”.
While the "Blurred Identity" describes a state of inaction, the Double Loyalty Paradox
particularly addresses the institutional influence of the UOC-MP. It describes parishioners
who maintain a canonical link to Moscow while holding a firm civic loyalty to the
Ukrainian state. Research by Hovorun (2018) informs this by describing “internal
divergence” within the church, where believers distinguish between their religious home

and their political citizenship.

1.3 Research Design and Methodology

This research presents a qualitative empirical research design with a focus on
comparative case study analysis to identify causal links between state policy, external
narratives, and minority’s political position. By observing the Russian-speaking minority
from the 19th-century imperial era through to the 2026 post-invasion landscape, the study

ensures that the analysis of identity and propaganda is based on multiple evidentiary levels.

This research consists of a longitudinal case study from the 19th-century imperial era
to the 2026 post-invasion landscape. This is conducted through triangulation strategy.
Primary state documents are used in the form of legislative texts (Valuev Circular, Ems
Ukaz), electoral records, and referendum results (referendums in Donetsk and Luhansk

regions) to analyze the institutionalization of identity.
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Additionally, to maintain academic objectivity, this study identifies “Russian
Propaganda” through a defined framework of Strategic Information Operations and studies
the systematic use of the “Russian World” doctrine across various platforms where media

narratives directly relate with Kremlin foreign policy.

The methodology treats these sources as instruments of historical reconstruction and
sociological comparative analysis. By observing the transition from “strategic ambiguity”
under President Kuchma to the “stability mandate” of Yanukovych, this research presents
how the Russian-speaking minority transformed into an increasingly consolidated and
politically relevant electoral group . Additionally, the methodology examines the 2022
invasion as an ultimate “turning point” that gives an end to “conformity of non-decision”.
By cross-referencing census data (1926, 1959, 2001) with KIIS (2024) surveys, the study

traces the shift from ethnic belonging to civic-political identification.

Research Indicator What study aimed to The shifts
find
Linguistic Profile Share of population From 73% in 1959 to 2024
declaring as native rejection of Russian as a
language. primary communication
tool.
Electoral Preferences | Alignment with pro- Collapse of the “Stability

Russian parties (e.g. Party | Mandate”, transition to
of Regions) civic nationalism regardless

of native tongue.

Institutional Trust Trust in the UOC-MP vs. Emergence of the “Double
the Ukrainian State. Loyalty Paradox”; 55.5% of
parishioners blame Russia

for the war.

Historical Narrative Attitudes towards imperial | “Othering” of the Soviet

and Soviet monuments and | past; rising recognition of
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the UPA. independent historical
narratives (UPA).

Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Identity Indicators and Sociological Shifts

This research expects to find that the existential threat posed by the Russian
Federation has not made the minority more loyal to Russia, but has instead actively
accepted civic identification with the Ukrainian state. This study hopes to demonstrate that
political choice is no longer dictated by a “mother tongue” but is primarily determined by
the source of the threat. Furthermore, the thesis expects to find that while “Forced
Ukrainization” narratives were engineered to trigger self-defensive mechanisms, they were
ultimately ineffective as breaking civil ties to Ukraine’s sovereignty for the majority of the

minority.

2. Historical Formation of Identity

2.1 The Notion of Identity
To understand the Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine better, this thesis moves

beyond the “primordialist” trap - the idea that identity is strictly fixed as an internal voice
that people “have”. Identity as a concept according to Brubaker (2004) is treated not as an
eternal feeling of “groupness”, but as a crucial factor that varies depending on stable or
shifting political context. The author highlights that ethnicity often exists as an invisible
“category” rather than a “group”, and the Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine serves as
an applicable example of this idea. During the time of stability, their language or cultural
upbringing was merely a background feature of existence, not an essential vital driver of

political action.
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This creates a phenomenon which is called “Active Ambivalence”. For the majority
of citizens coming from post-Soviet countries, various identity elements, such as Ukrainian
citizenship, Soviet cultural heritage, and Russian language - functioned together without
revealing their fundamental ambiguities. As long as daily life remains stable, these
variables do not require a decisive choice. The "Blurred Identity" was not a condition of

constant internal confusion, but a state of inaction.

The shift from a “blurred” private sphere to a “politicized” public identity becomes
crucial during political instability, crisis, or war, when the question about state sovereignty
becomes a major priority. Waver (1993) defines this situation as a “Societal Security
Crisis”. In such a scenario, identity becomes a security affair if it is perceived to be under
the threat. Particularly in the Ukrainian context, the Russian Federation's state-led ideology
of the “Russian World” attempts to put a choice upon Russian-speakers by claiming that

they were under the direct threat from the Ukrainian state.

However, the vulnerability of this ambivalence did not present itself in the
appearance of common support for Russia, but rather created passivity. The Russian state
did not always require active approval for its action, it relied on the absence of pressure to
decide, so as to undermine the local resistance. When identity is not strictly defined,
Russian political narratives can feel “familiar” rather than “foreign”, weakening the

psychological barrier to external influence.

The critical events of 2014 and particularly 2022 fundamentally transformed this
mechanics of ambivalence. When the major source of the existential threat in the face of
Russia became extremely evident, conformity of non-decision has disappeared. Evidence
from modern sociological surveys and data which will be presented further, show that the
threat did not make the minority more loyal to Russia, but rather smoothed the main
determinants of civic identification with the Ukrainian state. As uncertainties vanish,
political choice is no longer predetermined by the mother tongue but primarily by the

source of the threat.

The history of complex coexistence of Russian and Ukrainian identities during the

Russian Empire and the Soviet Union presents this argument clearly.
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2.2 The Imperial Roots

The fundamental conflict between Russian and Ukrainian identities is not new to
history, it comes from a sequence of historical events. Russia’s modern denial of Ukraine
as a separate ontologically distinct political entity is rooted in the difficult history of

colonial domination and attempt to erase Ukrainian independent identity.

The theoretical analysis on the next historical events can help to understand the
current state of affairs. Plokhy (2015) in his work moves beyond classic claims of
justification of colonialism used by the Western countries, showing the narratives that were
unique in the common Russian-Ukrainian history. The author argues that the Russian
Empire presented the East Slavic world through a united framework of the All-Russian
Nation (obscheruskii narod). Imperial narratives foster the picture, where the Ukrainian
nation is not sovereign, but is “defined” out of existence in general. Portrayal of Ukrainians
as “Little Russians” (Maloross) aimed to deny the entire history and unique identity, with

the objective to include it into the unified Russian core.

The current state-led ideology of the “Russian World” that seeks to justify militarism
by “protection of compatriots abroad”, starts its way from the imperial myth of the
“Triune”. The Russian Empire’s intellectual efforts were connected with different ways to
legitimize colonization and cultural domination across its absorbed states. One of these is
“Triune” Myth, the idea of which was to present Great (Russians themselves), Little
(Ukrainians) and White (Belarusians) Russians as a “triune” (Plokhy, 2017). The historical
differences between these three nations are absent in this idea, so it can be considered as a

rightful cradle of the modern “Russian World” ideology.

Language as an integral part of the national self-consciousness was targeted as one of
the most crucial parts of identity that ought to be forbidden. Two major laws on this regard
- the Valuev Circular (1863) and Ems Ukaz (1876) were not created simply out of the
censorship, but as an attempt to forbid Ukrainian language from being a part of the that

time high culture (science, theater, education), reducing its role to merely folk songs or
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kitchen talks. As Plokhy (2017) describes, by labelling the entire language as “peasant”,
officials sought to present Ukrainians as an ethnographic group rather than politically-
capable nation. Here the “ontological trap” occurs: if a mother tongue can not be used for
literature, law, or physics, people are forced to learn and switch to imperial language to
achieve social mobility. As a consequence, this created a Russian-speaking urban class

which is currently studied.

2.3 The Soviet Engineering

During the “imperial” era language was banned, which led to the rapid russification
of the cities, while the countryside remained linguistically Ukrainian in the vast majority of
cases. Whereas, the 30 December of 1922 established a new era on the Ukrainian territory
- the “Soviet” one, where the approaches to identity became a part of the governmental
discourse and was widely institutionalized. This period has significantly shaped the

modern Russian-speaking category of Ukraine.

In the first half of the twentieth century, two major events provoked rapid shifts in
ethnic map of Ukraine: the Holodomor (1932-1933) and World War II. As this map from
Figure 1 shows, the landscape of Ukraine looked relatively monoethnical in 1926. The
evidence shows that small Russian-speaking groups were present in Southern-Eastern
Ukraine and urban-industrial areas, while the vast majority of the country remained

Ukrainian-speaking.
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Ethnic groups in Ukraine

Pluralities, 1926 census

Figure 1. Ethnic pluralities in rural districts of Ukraine based on the 1926 census.
Adapted from Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute (2014).

One of the most significant tragedies in Ukrainian history - the Holodomor (1932-
1933) was provoked not as a result of coincidence or the chain of unpleasant economic
circumstances, but violent “clearing” of space. As Graziosi (2005) argues, the Holodomor,
which took lives of approximately 5-7 million people, can be viewed as a demographic
rupture, which can be interpreted here as a “sociological vacuum” that the Soviet Union
used as an opportunity to fill with state-led immigrations. The famine touched the mostly

rural Ukrainian-speaking core in the Center, South and East.

Following World War II, which took lives of over 10 million Ukrainians, with over
700 towns and cities, and additionally 28000 villages destroyed, the “infill”” was
intensified by the thousands of Russian military personnel and industrial workers that were
deployed to Ukrainian urban areas. Compared with imperial cultural bans, this type of
russification was more functional: Russian became the official language of reconstruction,
the military and the rapidly restoring “Soviet future”. This state-led immigration ensured
that by the time of Census of 1959, the urban population of Eastern Ukraine, particularly
the Donbas region, were not Russian only linguistically, but were populated by the
demographic category that was loyal primarily to the Soviet State rather than local

Republic. As illustrated in Figure 2, the proportion of people who indicated Ukrainian as a
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native language was comparatively lower particularly in the Donbas, Crimea, and Odesa

regions.

Share of the population of the regions of the Ukrainian SSR
and the city of Kyiv that declared Ukrainian as their native language
(1959 census)

Ukrainian SSR
overall:
72.99%

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 85% 90% 95%

Figure 2. Share of the population in the Ukrainian SSR indicating Ukrainian as their
native language (1959 Census).

The establishment of the new nationality - the “Soviet person” became one of the
most important tasks for the newly created socialist state, so as to solve two major
problems regarding unification of the 15 republics under one centralized government. The
first one was to promote a soft factor that can suppress highly possible noncompliance
from the nationalities and intellectual units, which would demand independence. The
second one - to erase the national identities as a whole, to guarantee the survival of the
state ideology and its main values throughout generations. Wanner (1998) argues that the
Soviet Union did not just ignore the ethnic factors, but completely froze it via bureaucratic

mechanisms.

Various tools were utilized to achieve this objective. The internal Soviet passport,
particularly the “Fifth Point” (pyataia grafa) that defined a person's nationality, created a
view of “biographical” identity which was at odds in many instances with a “linguistic”
identity. Systematically, it appeared that a person who comes from a Russian-speaking

background and surroundings was legally marked as a Ukrainian, which creates lack of
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clarity into the self-identification. Another legal mechanism to proceed with an explicit
sense of identity was the residency permit (“Propiska”). This system regulated internal
migration by giving a person a residence permit by the address of living, which made
population flows within the republics more strict and carefully regulated. In this specific
case, to move from a Ukrainian-speaking village to a Russian-speaking city, one required a
state permission. Here lies another “ontological trap”: moving to the city makes the
immigrant undergo immediate social pressure to adopt Russian as the main language to
secure a “decent” propiska and better job opportunities. This evidence suggests that
urbanization in Ukraine was not simply a move from the rural areas to the city, but rather a
move from one cultural realm to another. The bureaucracy created a “Soviet paradox” - a
class of “Russian-speaking Ukrainian” that felt “culturally Soviet”, but “ethnically

Ukrainian” (Wanner, 1998).

Even though the “state-sponsored” identity persisted, partially, this
institutionalization of the ethnic-linguistic categories to the certain extent played a paradox
with preservation of the sense of “Ukrainian-ness” during the period of total state-led
russification. Originally, the state bureaucratically insisted that the Russian-speaking
population can be considered Ukrainian as well, and this helped to prevent transition into

the “generic Russian” identity.

2.4 The Blurred Identity

With all conditions described above, the size of the Russian-speaking minority in
Ukraine after the declaration of independence in 1991 numbered 11,35 million (22% of the
country’s population), with an even bigger proportion of people considering Russian as a
mother tongue. The aims of the post-Soviet Ukrainian government were to promote
Ukrainian-led cultural values and linguistic narratives and slowly, but decisively, to

distance itself from the influence of Russian cultural tradition.

The question of explicitly defined self-identitification became crucial, as a huge
proportion of the population had to face the choice between remaining loyal to well-known
Russian/Soviet values, or to adapt to the values and priorities of the modern Ukrainian

society. This “ambivalence” is not simply a psychological condition of being unsure, but a
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particular political and sociological factor that Kuzio (2015) calls “East Slavic Identity

Vacuum”.

The phenomenon of "Blurred Identity" - which Kuzio (2001) more formally
classifies as “Identity Ambivalence” - presents a critical vulnerability in Ukraine’s national
security system. As the author argues, in South-Eastern Ukraine, a large number of citizens
did not have a strict border between Russian and Ukrainian cultural-linguistic identity.
This factor assisted in keeping multiple historically conflicting, but still overlapping
identities: Ukrainian, Soviet, and East Slavic. In the stable background free from internal
conflicts, this ambivalence is no threat to the state's security. However, this category of
nationally undetermined population in case of the conflict does not actively resist to
foreign intervention and does not feel total alienation towards Russia, as it can logically
relate to being a part of the “Russian World” narrative (Kuzio, 2015). This argument can
explain a potentially important part of Russian foreign policy: this suggests that Russia did
not seek a victory upon the entire population, it needed an ambivalent part of it that would

not resist.

Kuzio (2001, 2015) identifies two conflicting identities that were created in the
Russian Empire, and practically implemented by the Soviet Union. The author calls it the
“Maloross” (Little Russian) identity, which may identify itself as Ukrainian, but does not
recognize the significant separation of it from the Russian one; Maloross might also hold
the belief in the described earlier “triune” of Russian nation. For this group, Russian as a
language is not viewed as a foreign tongue, but as an essential cultural driver, making it a

speech community of the Kremlin-led media and political ideas.

The internal dispute in modern Ukraine can be described not as simply Russian
versus Ukrainian, but as a conflict of two different political cultures put in the strictly-
defined area with borders. The current Ukrainian-European project is based primarily on
national self-determination and distancing from imperial legacy, meanwhile a Soviet
person identity (which is often Russian-speaking or bilingual), does not necessarily intend
to join the Russian Federation, but has deep emotional and cultural ties with the common
Soviet past (Riabchuk, 2002). This "Blurred Identity" perceives Ukrainian decolonization

policies not as a liberation and a vocal claim on its own independent history, language and
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traditions, but rather as a threat to the ontological security, which can provoke either a deep
identity crisis or aggressive resistance. Cultural ambivalence created a vacuum of
belonging that Russian state-led narratives aim to fulfill, which repeatedly happened during

history.

Ultimately, the Russian-speaking minority in modern Ukraine should be analyzed not
as a static ethnic category, but as an evolutionary product of centuries of history, fulfilled
with state-led marginalization promoted to create a unified imperial category. However,
the recognition of the engineering process does not undermine the current presence of this
group in the sovereign Ukraine; it rather aims to highlight the democratic necessity for the
state for integration not through the ethno-linguistic variables, but rather through the civic

mechanisms, ensuring that their rights are protected as a part of the pluralistic society.

Therefore, the annexation of Crimea and intervention of the Donbas (2014),
additionally with the start of the Russian-Ukrainian War (2022) made significant shifts in
the current self-identification of Russian-speaking Ukrainians. As the Kyiv International
Institute of Sociology (2024) states, the majority of Ukrainians categorize “Russian” as a
political variable rather than the ethnic one. This transition to civic-based national
determination allows Russian-speaking citizens who demonstrate their political loyalty and
alignment with the Ukrainian state as a rightful and integral part of the nation. This
challenges the hypothesis that decolonization policies of Ukraine create a more “self-
independent Russian identity”, but instead foster a wider civic alignment where language is

secondary to the political state’s objectives.
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3. Post-Soviet Politics and Separatist Narratives

3.1 The 1990s and the “Federalization Debate”

The Declaration of Independence of Ukraine (1991) became a turning point in the
state-building of the modern Ukrainian nation. However, the state had to manage the major
dilemma about the form of the newly formatted government - unitarian or federalist. As for
the country that has been historically divided between various neighboring empires,
influential states, and political units, with the Ukrainian population comprising 72.7%,
Russian minority having 22%, and more than a hundred different ethnic groups, the logic
of unitarian state, which is suited the most for nation-building, loses its essential vitality
because a significant portion of the state's population do not self-recognize themselves as
Ukrainian. The question about potential federalization was raised immediately and

provoked heated debates within the state.

Figure 1. Population of Ukraine by Nationality,
1995

1 Ukrainian M Russian Ukrainian/Russian
B Other combinations M Remaining nationalities

| Source: Table 5.

Figure 3. Population of Ukraine by Nationality (1995). Adapted from Khmelko
(1995) as cited in U.S. Census Bureau (1997).
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Before the creation of the Ukrainian Constitution in 1996, the form of government
remained ambiguous. Independent Ukraine inherited the rigidly centralized system of the
Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, which had no successful experience with institutional
decentralization. As a result federalization of Ukraine was primarily perceived not as a
solution of tensions between the Ukrainian-speaking West and Russian-speaking East, but
as a risk of losing control over the state by the political elites, preserving fears of the
former Soviet nomenclature for state’s collapse, as it has happened with the Soviet Union.
In 1991, Crimea was seen as the most conflicting region in the state - it became a part of
Ukraine in 1954 by the initiative of Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev due to agricultural
connections and territorial proximity with Ukraine. As 67% of the peninsula’s population
contained ethnic Russians, according to the results of 1994 Crimean referendum, Kyiv
granted Crimea status of the autonomous republic, therefore preserving unitarian status for

the rest of the territory.

In 1994, major tensions grew on the Donbas. This year became a peak of the
economic crisis, with inflation reaching thousands percent and industries’ work being
undermined because of worsened logistical and trade connections with former Soviet
republics and rapid increase of prices on energy consumption. The Donbas region is rich in
coal mines, and the class of Donbas miners who were considered as a working-class
aristocracy during the Soviet Union, unexpectedly appeared below the poverty line, what
eventually provoked social unrest and belief in unreliability of the central government.
Donbas miners of Donetsk and Luhansk regions organized strikes where demands of
federalization and regional autonomy became vocal, with further demands to

institutionalize Russian as language of administration and education.

With growing tensions, the regional plebiscite held referendums in Donetsk and
Luhansk regions in March 1994. A vast majority of the electorate - approximately 90% -
supported the idea to grant Russian language the status of second official administrative
language alongside Ukrainian. Additionally, nearly 90% of voters in these oblasts
preferred constitutional transformation of Ukraine into federation, which was perceived by
regional elites as an essential security means to protect regional Russian-speaking minority

from framed “Ukrainization”. Consequently, the central government claimed the results of
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this referendum to be strictly "consultative", so the question of federalization was not

raised on the political level in Verkhovna Rada.

Sasse (2007) argues that these referendums were not merely the main prerequisites to
separatism, but rather a balancing mechanism within the “semantic trap” of post-Soviet
modernity. While these consultative surveys were held, people with post-Soviet identity
experienced transitioning into an “East Slavic Vacuum”, in this regard the Russian-
speaking minority in the Donbas and Crimea was going through a sharp sense of
"ontological insecurity”. By allowing the vote on federalization, the state aimed to
institutionalize the dispute to potential paramilitaries into the electoral sphere. The
referendum solved the issue of potential uprising - by giving a sense of autonomous agency
to the "Blurred Identity" group, Ukraine delayed the “Societal Security Crisis” described
by Waever (1993). Essentially, regional referendums served the purpose of conflict-

management as it prevented the immediate escalation at that specific period of time.

3.2 Kravchuk and Kuchma in Comparison

The switch of the narrative from "Blurred Identity" to national “strategic ambiguity”
was symbolized by the victory of Leonid Kuchma in the 1994 elections. The term of the
first president of independent Ukraine - Leonid Kravchuk (1991-1994) - was defined by
the main post-independency discourse - particularly the necessity to establish state
sovereignty based on national unity and legality. Kravchuk aligned himself with national-
democratic forces (such as the centre-right party People’s Movement of Ukraine) to
legitimize independence. Wilson (1997) believes that orientation on nationalist-
conservative movements helped Kravchuk to restore the sense of mental sovereignty and
uniqueness by moving Ukrainian language away from “peasant” and “medieval” labels

that persisted in imperial and Soviet era to the high cultural, social and political status.

However, Kravchuk’s presidency led to hyperinflation, and consistent neglect of
economic reform in favor of symbolic nation-building. Industrial collapse eventually led to
the alienation of the Russian-speaking urban class, which in the long-term perspective, led
to symbolic strikes (such as ones in Donetsk and Luhansk in 1994), and after 2014 - to the
armed backlash in the region. In the 1994 election campaign Leonid Kuchma became the

main opponent of Kravchuk, and the president's narratives were centered around

26



caricaturing Kuchma as Russophile, who would trade Ukraine’s sovereignty to Moscow’s
geopolitical interests. Kuzio (1996) highlights how this rhetoric has actively mobilized
interests of security-driven Ukrainians, but on the other hand alienated East and South

where the fear of “Forced Ukrainization” was strong enough to impact voters’ loyalty.

Despite doubtful reputation from nationalist voters, the second president of Ukraine
Leonid Kuchma (1995-2005) symbolized the first peaceful transfer of power in the post-
Soviet space and provided a decisive strategy to the “identity vacuum” in the East and

South of the country.

At first, Kuchma campaigned with close connections to traditional pro-Russian
slogans, for instance, rooting for making Russian a second state language and supporting
further integration with the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). These political
slogans helped him to receive votes from the “middle group” - 27% of people, whose
admirers belonged both to Russia and Ukraine, however felt alienated with Kravchuk’s
“Ukrainization”course. D’ Anieri (2007) defined this plan as “strategic ambiguity" - while
recognizing a complicated Soviet legacy where citizens felt culturally Soviet and ethnically
Ukrainian, the author suggests Kuchma’s administration embraced a flexible strategy
rather than merely enforced a new order. With the beginning of Kuchma’s term, the
president institutionalized strategic indecisiveness in order to balance complicated Soviet
nostalgia and economic deals with Russia alongside rapidly developing multi-vector
foreign policy toward Europe. Kuchma was capable of recognizing and acting upon
“Active Ambivalence” of Russian-speaking urban class to integrate their ontological
security into the language status and cooperation with CIS. As Sasse (2007) notes, the
prevention of armed uprisings on the Donbas was majorly Kuchma’s administration
achievement, regional demands were effectively treated as “conflict-management”

mechanisms as well as a vent for regional pressure rather than an actual call for separation.

Paradoxically, during Kuchma’s presidency, according to the 2001 Census the
number of Russians has decreased from 22% in 1989 to 17% in 2001. The reason why the
total Russian-speaking minority dropped by approximately 3 million people in 10 years
can not be explained by mass repatriation to the Russian Federation, but by more complex

ethnic reidentification.
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Reidentification or assimilation was a primary driver and determinant variable why
families with mixed Russian-Ukrainian ancestry decided to be registered as Ukrainian.
Khmelko (2005) suggested that approximately 25% of families in 1989 were ethnically
mixed, but Russian self-identification was considered to be bureaucratically and socially
“prestigious” during the Soviet era. However, after 1991 the perspective on “prestige”
changed, as identifying as Ukrainian became a crucial marker of loyalty to the recently
created sovereign state. Scholars suppose that over 70% decrease of Russian population
from 1989 is caused majorly by reidentification of Russians, who by 2001 started to
identify themselves as Ukrainian. This is considered to be a strong and healthy process of
national consolidation, where "Blurred Identity" started to associate itself as a part of

Ukrainian political project rather than the East Slavic problematic region (Kuzio, 2005).

Another important factor is a natural decline, known as the 1990s “post-Soviet
mortality crisis” that has affected Russian-speakers more significantly than Ukrainians. As
the Russian population was mostly concentrated in aging industrial centers in the East, the
group sharply experienced decline when deaths outplaced births, whereas natural growth of
population in rural, younger Ukrainian-speaking population in the West and Center was
comparatively higher. Additionally, repatriation of Russians to Russia was present as well,
however weakly contributed to a 5% drop. The “steady flow” of Russian labor and military
workers to Ukraine largely stopped in 1991, the flow reversed, and some of the Russian
families with weak local ties and connections repatriated back after the collapse of the
Soviet Union. At the same time, Wilson (2000) and Kuzio (2005) emphasize that the vast
majority of Russians in Ukraine perceived themselves as natural citizens living in their

homeland, not solely as a “diaspora”, therefore self-justifying their stay.
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Figure 4. Ethnic composition of the population of Ukraine according to 2001 Census
(Kardcsonyi et al., 2014: 115)

Meanwhile, an ideological shift in Leonid Kuchma’s presidency started in 2003 over
the Tuzla Crisis - a territorial dispute between Russia and Ukraine over the Tuzla island in
the Kerch Strait. This dispute serves as a catalyst for Kuchma’s pivot, emphasizing that
even publicly known as a “pro-Russian leader” can be threatened by Kremlin’s foreign
interests and desires for regional domination. In 2003 he published a book with title
“Ukraine is not Russia”, where he argues that while Russians viewed Ukraine as an
integral part of their state and mentality, Ukrainians were a separate nation with their
unique culture and independent history. This shift of rhetoric was largely accepted by the
new liberal-democratic elite during the Orange Revolution, highlighting the new definition

of identity.

3.3 The Orange Revolution (2004-2005)

The Orange Revolution became the first open backlash within Ukraine between two
identities, characterized by peaceful strikes and the absence of human casualties. A spark
to revolution was caused by systematic electoral fraud during the second round of 2004
presidential election, where the ruling party tried to place Viktor Yanukovych as president.
Arel (2005) notes that the crisis and spreading revolution was not solely over the stolen
vote, but rather as a direct confrontation of two incompatible views on the state’s future:

Viktor Yuschenko’s “Ukrainian-European project” based on nation’s autonomous choice
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and self-determination, and the Viktor Yanukovych's post-Soviet favor of “Strategic
Ambiguity”. The new civic generation viewed Kuchma’s passive choice to hold economic

ties with Russia as threatening to European integration.

3.4 Electoral Politics and Mobilization of Identity

It is crucial to outline the presidential campaign of Viktor Yanukovych - a candidate
from the social democratic and russophilic Party of Regions. One of the key stones of his
electoral campaign was a representative division of Ukrainians into “three sorts”,
engineered by Russian political technologists such as Gleb Pavlovsky and Marat Gelman.
According to this landscape, the Ukrainian population was divided into three hierarchical
groups:

l. First Sort (Western Ukraine): presented as the “nationalist” or “pure”
Ukrainians, systematically portrayed as political radicals (“Galician extremists’) who
sought to impose their culture and language on the rest of the country.

2. Second Sort (Central Ukraine): viewed as transitional between West and
East zone that was occasionally influenced by Western radicals.

3. Third Sort (Eastern and Southern Ukraine): defined as the industrial core
and the motherland of the “true” labor culture (the Donbas region), but often perceived as a
marginalized group that is expected to be treated as “low-class” citizens under the pro-

Western administration.

The primary goal of such a representation was to weaponize the East Slavic identity
vacuum, which would feel threatened by the victory of the “Orange” candidate, Viktor
Yushchenko. By playing on the “ontological insecurity” of the Donbas and Crimea, who
are portrayed as “third sort” and with a high chance would be culturally erased,
Yanukovych triggered Russian speakers to become defensive and pro-Russian. Passive and
indecisive political position transformed into survival regime: instead of the background
feature, Russian language shifted to a deeply political variable. Moreover, by labeling
"Ukrainian-European project” as a result of nationalist, or sometimes even “fascist”
ideology, Viktor Yanukovych made Russian political goals and cultural values to seem

more “familiar” for people being born and raised in the Soviet Union. This move has
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somewhat erased obstacles to a feeling of a closer alignment with external narratives rather
than domestic policies and sovereign choices. Moscow has begun to be viewed as a

protector from “First Sort” Ukrainians rather than an opportunistic economic ally.

As a conclusion, the 2004 campaign presented a critical change in mobilization of
the "Blurred Identity", by utilizing “anti-propaganda” measures to undermine opposition,
Viktor Yanukovych’s administration aimed to strengthen its positions while presenting
idea of “Three Sorts of Ukrainians” (Paniotto, 2004). This narrative co-designed by
Russian technologist Gleb Pavlovsky served to trigger feelings of alienation and rising
danger to peaceful coexisting of two nations on the shared political landscape, making the

Russian-speaking minority seek a protector in the face of the Russian Federation.

Describing the third Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko (2005-2010), he marked
a significant shift of Ukrainian identity from “Strategic Ambiguity” of the Kuchma era to
decisive claim on language, separate history, and local traditions. His administration
prioritized the memory of significant events of the Ukrainian history, such as official legal
recognition of Holodomor; restoration of historical monuments such as Baturin fortress
(this city was the main residence of Ukrainian hetmans - leaders of Zaporizhian Cossacks);
as well as restoration of the residence of Bohdan Khmelnitskiy in Chyhyryn. By state-
financed promotion of Ukrainian language in cinema, literature, and arts, Yuschenko
aimed to replace the long-lasting heritage of “Soviet paradox” with coherent civic self-

determination.

Despite successful economic reforms and overall growth of GDP per capita, the
ongoing decolonization policies were often viewed by the Russian-speaking urban class
not as a historical liberation, but an attempt to erase their contribution to the country’s
history, which later will be perceived as a threat to ontological security. As Kuzio (2005)
and Kulyk (2019) argue, Yushchenko's active emphasis on “Ukrainization” provoked an
even stronger feeling of alienation, which ultimately pushed the group to become an easy
target for Kremlin-led narratives. At the same time of Viktor Yuschenko’s presidency, the
Russian Federation actively started to develop the ideology that will be determinant for the

post-2012 Vladimir Putin’s presidency terms’ - the “Russian World” doctrine.
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3.5 Regionalism or National Loyalty?

By 2010, Ukrainian population had witnessed different projects and national
strategies for the nation’s wellbeing, some of them being strongly nationalist and
independence-centered, others symbolizing the inevitable rise of multiculturalism and
Euro-Atlantism in the European framework, while others promoted political and economic
alignment with the Russian Federation. Particularly after the presidency of Viktor
Yushchenko, the question how popular negative attitude towards Russia reached its peak
during the presidency of pro-Russian Viktor Yanukovych became significant and electoral-
based. While it is explained what claims have bought Yanukovych Southern and Eastern
voters’ loyalty, it is important to analyze the correlation between Russian-speaking urban

class and support for the Party of Regions.

Party of Regions (PoR) was a pro-Russian political party, created in late 1997, and
became the largest party in Ukraine between 2006 and 2014. After the Orange Revolution,
the party has not actively participated in the elections, the last election in which the party
competed was in the 2012 parliamentary elections. The most prominent party members
were the 4th president of Ukraine Viktor Yanukovych and his prime minister Mykola
Azarov. The Party's ideology is popularly described as social-democratic regionalism and
russophilia aligned with a strong sense of euroscepticism. The Ukrainian Eighth

Administrative Court of Appeal banned the party on 21st of February 2023.

One of the thesis hypotheses is that the electoral preferences of the Russian-speaking
minority in post-Soviet Ukraine directly correlate with the rise and fall of pro-Russian
political parties and their rhetoric, demonstrating a stable minority’s alignment with pro-
Moscow forces. To agree with or to disprove this claim, it is needed to bring up the extent
of Ukraine’s polarization in the presidential elections of 2004, 2010, and parliamentary

elections in 2012.

As it was described above, 2004 Presidential elections symbolized a peak of the

Orange Revolution polarization. With the measures used by PoR, results present a strong
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geographic divide between South and East voting for Yanukovych, which almost
identically correlated with Figure 1 which shows the proportion of people considering
Ukrainian as their native language was at its lowest. Figure 5 suggests that the “Three Sorts

of Ukrainians” strategy efficiently influenced ontological insecurity of Russian speakers.

2004 Ukrainian Presidential Election .
BuSiopu Npeawdenma Yepoiu 2004 f -

Figure 5. The 2004 Polarization

Even after the pro-European Yushchenko's presidency and expected long-lasting
narratives of the Orange Revolution, the results of 2010 presidential elections represent the
strengthening of Russian speakers' securitized issues and consolidation of East Slavic
Identity Vacuum. As Figure 6 shows, regional divide persists, with Yanukovych capturing
48.95% majorly from the Donbas and Southern regions. With values claimed by
Yanukovych, "Blurred Identity" group favored well-known “stability” and “conformity of
non-decision”, which are prioritized more than rapid decolonization and memory politics

presented by Yushchenko's administration.
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2010 Ukrainian Presidential Election
Bubopu Mpesudenmo Yapainy 2010

13.05%

5.96%

Figure 6. The “Stability” Mandate (2010)

By 2012, PoR became capable of institutionalizing regionalism, as results of
parliamentary elections prove it. Figure 7 presents that the party achieved 30% of the
national vote, maintaining the largest support majorly in the East and South. Such a
political landscape reflects how the Russian-speaking category transformed into the
consolidated political force, highly influential on the domestic level compared to 1991.
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Figure 7. Institutionalized Division
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As Figures 5, 6 and 7 present, support for the Party of Regions is the strongest in the
regions which experienced the most intense Soviet era engineering and years of large-scale
russification. The geographical division between Western and Eastern Ukraine clearly
represents the “Societal Security Crisis” - where the differences and insecurities were
strategically weaponized, deepening contradictions between Ukrainians from the West and

Eastern Russian minorities, when the latter were pushed into more defensive positions.

3.6 Turning Point: Euromaidan VS Anti-Maidan

Maidan Uprising or Euromaidan became a symbolic and decisive point in the history
of independent Ukraine, when the vector of state’s development seemed to be determined,
bringing the end to ambiguity and passivity. Started with president’s Yanukovych sudden
decision not to sign the European Union-Ukraine Association Agreement, but instead to
tighten closer with Russia and the Eurasian Economic Union, protests started on 21st of
November on Maidan Nezalezhnosti in Kyiv and lasted till 22nd of February 2014.
Originally started as a peaceful demonstration in support of Europe, the protesters
demanded for the resignation of the Yanukovych and Azarov government with rising
violence from government-led security service, which resulted in the death of 108
protestors and approximately 1900 people being injured. When the inability of the
government to oppress the protestors became evident, Yanukovych, Azarov and other PoR
officials fled Ukraine, signing the agreement about interim unity government, early
elections and constitutional reforms on the 21st of February 2014. Maidan Revolution
presented the world a clearly articulated Ukrainian independent mentality, which aims to
owe its future without external pressures. Protests marked the end of “patronal politics”
that kept Ukraine in the Russian sphere of influence. However, for the Russian-speaking
urban class, for whom the fall of the Party of Regions symbolized a loss of their
“biographical identity”, which is no longer safe within the new Ukrainian state’s vector

(Yekelchyl, 2015).

The resistance to the new reality took the form of the counter-protests and
demonstrations called Anti-Maidan, being a clear manifestation of the ontological
insecurity. The Russian Federation, concerned with the events happening in Ukraine and

fearing loss of its regional influence, actively supported counter-protestors and framed
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them if not as ideological allies then victims of “fascist coup” ruling in Verkhovna Rada.
Kulyk (2019) emphasizes that the Kremlin-led narrative portrayed Maidan as the major
threat to Russian language and East Slavic traditions. This strategic information operation
was designed to fill the identity vacuum with terror. While suggesting that a new
government and order would remove Russian language, Anti-Maidan successfully pushed
the unsure population to present disagreement in a form of aggressive defense. Protests
took place in the largest Ukrainian cities, such as Donetsk, Luhansk, Sevastopol, Kharkiv

and Odesa.

However, it is important to highlight that the support of PoR does not necessarily
lead to regional separatism or strong support for the Anti-Maidan movement. Figure 8
represents the correlation between electoral support of PoR and Communist Party of
Ukraine (known to be pro-Russian as well) in 2012 and support of Anti-Maidan in 2014 by
regions. In cities like Donetsk, Luhansk or Mariupol, the overlap between electoral support
and mobilization is the most evident, while in cities like Kharkiv, Mykolaiv and Odesa,
despite high support of “party of power”, the actual Anti-Maidan mobilization was
comparatively lower. This shows that even those who voted for Yanukovych, motivated by
linguistic or regional identity considerations of Russian-speaking conformity,
proportionally a smaller part of them was willing to engage in the actual separatism. Cities
like Kherson and Zaporizhia show high loyalty to Ukrainian political projects, despite
previous support of PoR and constant anticipation of “Russian World” narratives in these
regions, reflecting the well-documented complexities and fluidity of identity in Ukraine
(Kulyk, 2016) . As such, the Figure 8 should be interpreted as an illustrative correlation
rather than definitive evidence, particularly given that the underlying data sources are not

independently verifiable (Rotozeev, 2014).
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Figure 8. Correlation Between 2012 Party of Regions/Communist Support and 2014
Anti-Maidan Activity. Adapted from Rotozeev (2014).

Though active support of Anti-Maidan was spread locally in the Donbas and Crimea,
and other Southern-Eastern regions remaining bound to Ukraine, 2014 became the end of
conformity of non-decision. The conflict which has started from within and later deepened
with external narratives, made individuals to make a confident decision. In the East, where
the population identified mostly as Ukrainian-Russian, were forced to lean towards one of
the sides and chose which one is hostile: pro-European Ukrainian course or familiar

“Russian World” that promised protection to its followers but demanded loyalty.

As it was repeatedly emphasized in this chapter, within the first twenty years of
independence, the Russian minority in Ukraine has undergone drastic changes and
transformations, starting from an ambivalent and indecisive position, later turning into the
powder keg in the South and the East of the state. The broader understanding of why such
changes happened rapidly and irrevocably, it is crucial to study the influence of the
Russian Federation, because the neighboring state played a determining role in the identity

crisis happening in Ukraine.
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4. The External Influence and Weaponization of Propaganda

4.1 The Russian World (Russkiy Mir) as a Strategic Doctrine

The relations of the Russian Federation with various post-Soviet independent states
after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 were developing in different directions.
Russia became a state-successor of the Soviet Union, recognized so by the international
community and the countries that signed Alma Ata protocol in 1991, therefore joining the

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).

The roots of the ideology of the “Russian World” (“Russkiy Mir”’) come from the
national drive of the Russian Federation to unite the Russian population under the key
variable that includes common language, culture and citizenship. However, the concept
significantly changed due to years of dynamic shifts in Russian geopolitical trajectory,
such as occupation of Georgian South Ossetia and Abkhazia in 2008, annexation of
Ukrainian Crimea and invasion of the Donbas in 2014, and eventually with the start of

Russian-Ukrainian war in 2022.

Through the years, the border between “civic” Russian nationalism, as it intended to
be at the point of doctrine’s creation, and “ethnic” nationalism became less defined. The
Kremlin officials started to use the concept of “Russkiy Mir” more and more to justify the
territorial expansions as the protection of Russian speakers living abroad. The definition of
“Russian” transitioned from merely Russian citizens to everyone who speaks the language.
This shift is most clearly presented in Vladimir Putin’s essay “On the Historical Unity of
Russians and Ukrainians” (2021), where the concept changes from soft-power cultural
project to an explicit military doctrine. Evidently, the “Myth of Triune” is highly
influential in Russian modern political discourse and present in “Russkiy Mir” doctrine,
such as in this essay, president Putin argues that Russians and Ukrainians are “one people”
who share a common spiritual source and destiny, therefore denying the significant identity
changes that happened on Ukraine’s national landscape since the collapse of the Soviet

Union.

It is crucial to define the difference between the “Rossiiskii” (Russian by nationality)
and “Russkiy” (Russian by language and ethnicity), as the meaning of these two words are

systematically twisted in the Russian government discourse. Laruelle (2018) creates a
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concept of “modular nationalism” to explain how ideology can be shifted to serve different
purposes. According to the author, Russian nationalism is not a static ideology, but rather a
“modular” mechanism, because it tends not to obtain a strict type of nationalism, but
selects various elements (cultural, religious, or imperial) depending on political aim. She
suggests that Russia can be an example of a global “illiberal” turn, in such a framework,
the state on the level of government rejects Western model of liberalism not merely
because of borders, but because it presents Western values as “alien” that historically do
not align with values of the Russian people (Laruelle, 2018). The fundamental competition
between Russia and the Western countries lies in the ideological realm, and Russkiy Mir is
a part of it. Russia presents itself as a “guardian” of tradition and individuality against a
“decadent”, culturally falling West. The main “threat” of this kind of nationalism is its
natural flexibility, because it can stay “civic” to keep ethnic minorities within Russia silent,

but shift to “ethnic” when it aims to start a “liberation” of Russians within Ukraine.

Another valuable concept that can assist to understand the division is classic Hans
Kohn dichotomy. Kolste (2016) uses this model for the key analysis between “Western”
civic nationalism, which is regulated by borders and law, compared with “Eastern” ethnic
nationalism, which is predetermined by language, blood and culture. Scholar highlights a
clearly visible “ethnic turn” in Putin’s third presidency turn (post-2012), when certain
Kremlin’s policies blurred the line between Rossiiskii and Russkii identities. This erasure
allowed the Kremlin to consider a Russian-speaker in Ukraine as more “Russian”, than a
non-Russian speaker within the Russian Federation (Kolsteg, 2016). This intentional move
provides strong evidence that transition was a determined political strategy to gain internal

legitimacy.

To understand how ideology gained its current ethnic narrative, it is important to
discover what measures were used to institutionalize it. Russia was keen on creating an
organization similar to the British Council or the Goethe-institut to promote a deeper
cultural exchange with the global community. The Russkiy Mir Foundation was
established in 2007 by the presidential decree and originally followed strictly soft-power
objectives: promoting Russian culture, language, and support for diaspora (Laruelle, 2015).
The blurriness of the term Russkiy Mir in the title was not significant, it allowed the
foundation to function in countries like Latvia or Ukraine, while under the umbrella of

“cultural exchange” new networks and influences were built.
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Soon enough, the cultural aims were shifted to more radical approaches via security
officials. Putin’s third term became important for the creation of the Siloviki — officials
from security backgrounds like the Federal Security Service (FSB), who started to portray
the Russian diaspora as a geopolitical instrument instead of simply a cultural group.
Scholars called it the “weaponization of culture”, where the aim to “defend compatriots”
became a legal justification for military operations (Soldatov & Borogan, 2015). The
rhetoric rapidly switched from “dialogue” to “protection”, meanwhile by 2014, the

“Russian World” stopped being simply a language club.

Another pillar of Russkiy Mir is the Church, which built a significant framework for
protectionist narratives. The Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC)
described Russkiy Mir as a metaphysical struggle, emphasizing that Russia’s permission to
act the way it does comes from being a “Katechon” (a biblical force that fights with
“Antichrist West”). Patriarch exploits the “Kyiv Baptismal Font” narrative to highlight that
Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus share a unified “baptismal font” that creates a “spiritual sin”

out of their division (Stoeckl, 2020).

4.2 “Crimea Effect” and War in Ukraine

The rates of social unrest regarding domestic politics during Putin’s administration
within Russia were different through the years, the satisfaction was slowly declining since
the first Putin’s presidency term. Russkiy Mir started to be viewed as a universal cure —
doctrine was instrumentalized to solve political problems on domestic and international

levels.

The annexation of Crimea in 2014 can serve as a key evidence to support this claim.
Even though the annexation caused a wide discourse and protests from the Western states,
this event helped to reduce the social unrest and promote the consolidation. In 2013, the
Russian economy started to stagnate, however the Kremlin publicly exchanged economic
prosperity for “national pride” as a universal cure for the Russian citizens. Figure 9
demonstrates that Putin’s approval rates were stuck in the low 60s in 2013, but

skyrocketed to 80%+ soon after the annexation (Levada Center, 2014).
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Figure 9. Viladimir Putin’s Approval Rating (1999-2023)

At the same time the idea of “sanctification of freedoms” became widely promoted —
the idea according to which Russians were willing to accept limited political liberties in

exchange for “sacred” return of Crimea, “back to where it belongs” (Carnegie, 2015).

Total radicalization of the doctrine followed at the moment, when Russian authorities
searched for reasons to morally legitimize the 2022 Invasion in Ukraine. According to
Russkiy Mir, Ukrainian sovereign nation historically never existed, but was created
artificially, more than that — Ukraine as a state worked on the erasure of Russian and
Soviet cultural elements and promoted systematic oppressions of Russian speakers. Kulyk
(2016) points out the process of “othering” and separating Russian speaking Ukrainians
from ethnic Ukrainians to create an internal conflict. The ambiguous nature of the concept
is presented in the way Russia tries to “liberate Ukraine” — fighting Ukrainian “Nazis”,
Russian military actions destroyed various Russian-speaking cities (like Mariupol), though
it claimed to protect it (Kulyk, 2023). The entire idea of “de-nazification” of Ukraine lies
in the manipulation of the memory of WWII to present a sovereign neighbor as an

existential “Nazi” enemy to the prosperity of the “Russian World”.

4.3 Targeting the Minority: Exploiting “Blurred Identity”

While having an internal unresolved disputes about cultural and historical

contribution and the current role of Russians in Ukraine, the Russian Federation
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strategically played on rising feelings of alienation experienced by the largest minority to
use it for its own geopolitical and ideological purposes. Even as a state-successor of the
Soviet Union, with the increasing power of president, Russian cultural domination within
the federation, and much more impactful role of the Russian Orthodox Church in the post-
independent state, Russia pursues the main features of the Russian Empire rather the
multicultural and equality-based Soviet Union. This explains how it uses majorly imperial
narratives without directly positioning it as an empire, while exploiting imperial political

strategies and official claims.

In the three parts of “Triune” described above - “Maloross” (Little Russian) is an
essential description of how Ukrainians are viewed in the framework of the “Russian
World”. This type of portraying a nation acknowledges some features of so-called
Ukrainian-ness but at the same time rejects its separation from Russian origins - the main
pillar. While the core of the debate in the form of East Slavic Identity Vacuum is already
present on the territory of Ukraine, Russian propaganda seeks to fill it with seeds of doubt
by suggesting a familiar and friendly alternative with Russian culture as the main cultural
driver. In such a framework, Ukrainian independence is perceived as “artificial" and

unnatural separation from the core (Kuzio, 2001).

The polarization between the West and East was clearly engineered with help of
Russian political technologists, such as Gleb Pavlovsky and Marat Gelman, who helped
Viktor Yanukovych’s administration to create the map of “Three Sorts of Ukrainians”. As
Shekhovtsov (2009) highlights the strategic weaponization of such a representation,
because technologists used a hierarchical categorization of the Ukrainian population
deliberately to manufacture fragmentation rather than mobilize national unity. Labelling
Western Ukrainians as “First Sort” radical nationalists and Eastern Ukrainians as the
“Third Sort” industrial core helped to create a stable idea that one group has politically
dominated the other one and therefore necessitated their marginalization. The main aim of
this artificial division was not to promote cultural hegemony of Russian-speaking identity,
but to trigger a survivalist defensive mechanism. This has transformed the Russian
language from a private non-politicized to highly impactful political variable mobilized to
gather loyalty in the East and South. The author argues that by viewing the “Ukrainian-

European project” as fascist and inherently unfamiliar, technologists made Russian
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political values seem familiar and safe, efficiently lowering psychological resistance to

external influence.

Mitzen (2006) created a framework of “Ontological Security” that can be applied to
the case of "Blurred Identity" groups resisting democratic institutions in Ukraine. The
author suggests that individuals or groups do not seek physical security but rather seek a
strong “security of the self” - a sense of who these people are and what their role in the
local society is. Such as in the case of the Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine, an
individual’s identity - their “biographical integrity” - is founded on the particular linguistic
or cultural landscape, specifically Russian/Soviet one, any rapid shift on this landscape
symbolizes an existential threat. The sense of the “self” takes a major part in identity-
building, being disconnected from the surrounding national background. This can explain
why Russian-speakers in Ukraine preferred "conformity of non-decision”. To make a
decisive choice of purely Ukrainian civic identity causes an “identity crisis” - a
complicated rejection of previous sense of self. So as to avoid this choice, sticking to
Russian “familiar” narratives gives a predictable though artificially manipulated and
implied sense of ontological stability. Additionally, all these factors together help to
explain why decolonization policies tend to provoke “aggressive” resistance from the
minority's side. It does not necessarily prove that the minority rejects the Ukrainian state
and its nation-building policies but rather indicates the narrative of how the state destroys

the original environment that makes the minority's life senseless.

4.4 “Forced Ukrainization”

Another famous narrative aiming to justify Russian’s “assistance” for the
compatriots abroad is the definition of “Forced Ukrainization”. The widespread initiatives
and measures of promotion of Ukrainian as a state language caused tensions in historically
polyethnic regions and was transformed into a “security affair” by Russian propaganda.
Initially appeared in 1992-1994 as a singular pro-Russian world statements promoted by
former mayor of Moscow Yury Luzhkov and member of State Duma Konstantin Zatulin,
“Forced Ukrainization” became one of the most prominent narratives in a broader

framework of viewing Ukraine as a “nazi” state. Russian media operations did not simply
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promote Russian language, but “securitized” it by labeling Ukrainian language policies as
the major existential threat to the speakers’ safety. Perception of this narrative forces the
“Blurred Identity” to view the state's policy not solely as a social change but as an attack
on personal security. Russian propaganda effectively uses the process of “othering” to
build a psychological barrier between Russian-speaking Ukrainians and the rest of the state
(Kulyk, 2024). Post-Crimea annexation and the Donbas invasion, the portrayal of the
Ukrainian government became more hostile in the Kremlin's official position,
systematically “othering” Ukrainians that “intend to destroy Russian-speakers identity”. By
that, the Kremlin persuades the minority to look at the Russian Federation as their only
“protector” from those who aim to erase their existence. Kulyk (2024) points out that these
ideas serve to replace civic loyalty with linguistic one, removing the state borders and
suggesting that Russian as a native language makes the Russian World to be your political

home, regardless of citizenship.

The trap of “Soviet Paradox” described by Wanner (1998) adds a more nuanced
background of why shifting to Ukrainian civic identity feels like a betrayal of self-identity.
While the Soviet system allowed people to live in the state of “Active Ambivalence”, no
choice between two identities was necessary. The beginning of the full scale-war in 2022
and current decolonization policies “unfreezed” the need for choice, forcing individuals to
experience identity crisis. During the Soviet era, urbanization meant adopting Russian as a
language of social mobility and status, and by state promotion of Ukrainian in urban
spaces, individuals perceive it not as “liberation”, but a direct threat to the social status that

has been achieved through decades of work.

Riabchuk (2002) moves beyond the debate merely about the ethnic tensions,
suggesting that the foundation of the conflict is rooted in two distinct and essentially
incompatible political projects. This is described by political cultures: first one can be
defined as the “Soviet person” (Homo Sovieticus) which operates not through blood but by
a political culture of “strategic indecisiveness” and reliance on state’s protection against
ontological insecurity. Such a group, just as it was during the Soviet era, does not actively
participate in politics and believes that it has limited choice on nation’s development, so
major preference is “stability” and “conformity of non-decision” provided from above. The
second group sticks to the “Ukrainian-European project”, founded on decisive self-

determination and distancing from imperial legacy. Here is the fundamental struggle on the
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Ukrainian landscape, where both of these groups are presented: modern view on
development of independent nation and nostalgic ties to the Soviet Union and “Russian
World”. The author highlights that the narrative of “Forced Ukrainization” achieves its aim
because it transforms nostalgia from pleasant memories to the weapon. The change of
order subconsciously dictates to the “Soviet person” that their entire past and most
valuable elements - values, holidays, and history - will be removed by the “nationalist”
West, making the ‘Russian World” to seem like a secure space where people’s

“biographical integrity” stays untouchable.

The prominent case study that demonstrates the Kremlin's efforts to divide Ukraine
into two opposing camps was Euromaidan in 2014. The Euromaidan uprising became a
well-prepared soil for Russian propaganda which sought to trigger Russian-speakers'
feeling of insecurity and eventually push them to armed defense. The Russian-led state
narrative did not present the transition of power in Kyiv as civic resistance, but as a violent
“fascist coup” manufactured and paid by Western countries to destroy Eastern Slavic
heritage of the region (Wilson, 2014). Despite these narratives not getting the expected
amount of support, some of the Russian minorities in the East experiencing ontological
insecurity have fallen under this idea quite heavily. Psychological manipulation created to
trigger passive urban classes to act aggressively and defend their interests transformed into
the Anti-Maidan movement which was described above. However, as it was shown on the
Figure 8, this mobilization was rather unsuccessful, while cities like Donetsk and Luhansk
underwent rapid transition from loyal voters to insurgents, others like Odesa and Kharkiv
showed a significant difference between electoral support and the actual armed resistance.
This supposes that while “fascist coup” claim was actively used to provoke defensive
anxieties, it was inefficient to break the civic ties with Ukraine’s sovereignty to majority of

the minority.

4.5 The Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate: Institution

and Influence

One of the claims currently existing in the Ukrainian public discourse is that the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate has served as a key institution for

promoting “Russian World” and its values, thus acting as a soft power extension of
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Russian narratives. To test this, it is necessary to see the roots of the church, to examine
what kind of ties with the Russian Orthodox Church it had before 2022, and define the

impact of this church in the post-invasion Ukrainian society.

The question whether UOC-MP is a soft-power extension was complicated from the
beginning of Ukrainian independence. In 1992 the major split within the Orthodox Church
of Ukraine created two different fractions: Ukrainian Orthodox Church (under the
jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate, often called UOC-MP to distinguish itself from
the second one) and Orthodox Church of Ukraine of Kyiv Patriarchate, which was not
recognized by other Orthodox Churches at the time. The UOC-MP claims a lineage dating
back to the Baptism of Rus’ in 988, though major jurisdictional and institutional changes
happened in three historical shifts: 1686 Annexation, when under political pressure the
church was transferred from Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople to the Moscow
one; and 1990 Autonomy declaration, when the ROC granted its Ukrainian branch
autonomy in management so as to prevent church’s full independence; and 1992 split

between two churches.

To challenge the hypothesis about church’s absolute loyalty to Kremlin’s agenda, it
is crucial to describe two perspectives which tend to conflict while analyzing the true role
in of UOC-MP in the modern Ukrainian socio-cultural landscape: the prevailing “security-
centric” view promoted by political scientists, and the “sociological/theleological” view
held by religious scholars on the other hand. Based on the main arguments presented from
both perspectives, the presented conclusion is about church being a complex site where
identity, philosophy, and spiritual aspects overlap rather than being merely a geopolitical

tool serving to fulfill the vacuum.

The UOC-MP since 1991 has historically articulated itself as the primary community
of “Ontological Security” in Mitzen’s (2006) understanding, because church serves to
postpone the sense of continuity and order in an individual’s life when the political and
economic situation around is unstable. For the vast majority of the Ukrainian population,
particularly those who experience deep emotional familiarity to a shared Slavic past or ties
with the Soviet Union, the UOC-MP represents a “home” institution that remained stable
and loyal towards its people during the turbulent changes of the post-Soviet nation-

building.
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Scholars like Wanner (2007) have highlighted that religious life in Ukraine is very
often less representative of dogmatic adherence and more about the fundamental need and
sense of “belonging”. For these parishioners, the Moscow Patriarchate was not viewed as a
primary and undeniable source of truth which dictates who is worth loyalty - but as a
guardian of a thousand-year-old tradition that was inherited by modern Orthodox
Christians worldwide. This provided a “common Slavic past” with a strong sense of
historical grounding and aim justification that helped to mitigate the Russian minority
identity crises of 1990s and 2000s. The church for these parishes is viewed as a “sacred

place” free of high-level national politics with strictly defined borders.

On other hand, a common idea in the Ukrainian contemporary political discourse by
scholars like Kuzio (2015) is grounded on the belief that the UOC-MP operates as “Fifth
Column” or a Russian soft-power extension, where religious affiliation translated into
political loyalty to the Russian State. This “Extension of Influence” hypothesis suggests
that the church is a passive channel for the “Russian World” ideology. However, this thesis
argues in favor of a “Double Loyalty Paradox” because for many believers there is a clear
distinction between the canonical source of their religious beliefs and their civic identity as

UKkrainian.

To support this claim, sociological surveys by Razumkov Centre (2024) provides
statistical evidence that 55.5% of UOC-MP parishioners believe that the Russian people
are responsible for the war against Ukraine, actively disproving the Kremlin’s “liberation”
narrative. It is necessary to mention that results of surveys differ across regions: for
instance, in Western regions of Ukraine, 88% of UOC-MP believers view the European
Union and NATO positively; however in the Central and Eastern Ukraine where
euroscepticism almost correlates with disagreement with Russia's military actions, trust in
the President and central government remains significantly lower (approximately 17%),
while support for Ukrainian military remains stably high and posits a dominant factor.
Here can be drawn a summary: if the church were an efficient weapon of influence, the
parishioners' view on NATO, the European Union, and Russian responsibility would
mirror Kremlin-driven narratives. Instead, data presents that acceptance of “Ukrainization”

is dominant not in the liturgical tradition but in the political alignment.
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Casanova (1994) describes another key change in religious logic of Ukrainians. With
the rapid modernization of society, it eventually allowed a “privatized” realm of religion
where the believer's spiritual belonging remained an autonomous and undeniable right of
the citizen, just as in every democratic society. In this sense, religious preference of the
believer which aligns with Moscow-linked hierarchy does not automatically dictate their

political choices in the electoral pool or on the actual battlefield.

Furthermore, this study aims to go beyond religious and philosophical considerations
and pay attention to the official confirmations of UOC-MP independence verified by
documents and registered facts. One of the major concerns in the current Ukrainian
discourse regarding UOC is its financial history, which logically seems to be compliant
with Moscow, making the church a silent taxpayer rather than the active autonomous
payer. The 1990 Gramota (Charter) is the foundational document granted by Patriarch
Alexy II of Moscow which legalized the status of UOC, explicitly stating that it is
"independent and autonomous in its management”. Under the following UOC status, the
church is a separate legal entity from the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), owning its own
property (or renting it from the Ukrainian state), having its own bank accounts, and not

paying tithe to the center in Moscow while paying taxes only to the Ukrainian government.

Another fundamental document followed by the 2022 invasion was The Statute of
the UOC (Amended May 2022). The Feofania Council on the 27th May of 2022 declared
the decision to remove the Moscow Patriarchate from the church’s title and independent
promotion abroad, which was done through a bottom-up movement driven by the local
clergy who suffered from Russian shelling and missile strikes. After the Council, the UOC
leadership published an amended Statute where there is no clause in either Russian or
Ukrainian church statutes that mandate a “tribute” of percentage of income to be sent to
Moscow. Till nowadays, no financial audit by the Ukrainian state (including those
conducted by the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) during 2022-2024) has produced
objective public evidence of centralized flow of money from Kyiv to the Moscow
Patriarchate. While some “Orthodox Oligarchs” like Vadym Novynskii indeed contributed
to the UOC financially, for lack of clear evidence, these can be considered as private

donations, not state-to-state transfers to Russia.
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Besides juridical differences, the prominent theologian and former official within the
UOC-MP Cyril Hovorun (2018) points out the existing internal divergence within the
church. The author argues that the UOC is a pluralistic body that contains both radical pro-
Russian elements and a civic, patriotic “pro-independence” movement. Simultaneously, the
cases of more than 100 criminal proceedings over UOC clergy are well-known in the
Ukrainian public sphere, containing categories such high treason and espionage,
justification of aggression, and collaborationism. While these numbers are numerous, they

represent less than 1% out of the 10000 priests serving in the UOC.

Media narratives pretty often treat UOC as a high-entitativity group judging the
whole category based on the actions of its representatives, meaning if one priest is a spy,
then the entire institution presents a spy network. However, this is cognitive bias studied
by Lickel et al. (2003) which centers on the assumption that from a psychological
standpoint, holding millions of parishioners accountable for the individual crimes of a few
dozen is a form of collective punishment. The work of scholars on collective responsibility
suggest that groups are morally responsible for individuals’ actions if the group’s center is
missing or some official from above mandated this crime. Concluding on this, since the
UOC’ official 2022 Statute condemns war that the Russian Federation has started and
supports Ukraine’s sovereignty and nation-building, the crimes committed by pro-Russian
priests is not a zone of whole church’s responsibility, as they were not promoted by

institutional policy.

If the church's role is discussed and has not been appointed in the society yet, it is
crucial to judge it by the aggregate output for the overall sustainability. Thousands of UOC
priests have signed petitions for a “canonical tribunal” against Patriarch Kirill and his
closest assistants, as well as most parishioners view arrests of these priests as “betrayers of
the flock” rather than clear representors of collective faith. Additionally, judging the whole
church by the criminal action committed by its worst actors can paradoxically strengthen
the Kremlin's soft-power narrative of “martyrdom” of the true Church being prosecuted by
Ukraine, which perfectly works to gain support for Russia among conservatives and

traditionalists globally.

The annexation of Crimea and war in the Donbas which took place in 2014 and the

ongoing Russian invasion to Ukraine which started in February 2022 pushed the Russian-
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speaking population to the deepening crisis of identity where the decision to choose
between Ukrainian-European project and the “Russian World” became inevitable. Despite
all the measures and attempts to create a loyal to Russian interests group on the Ukrainian
territory, which were described in this chapter, Russia did not succeed in turning the
minority to its side. The next chapter will analyze reasons of why russophilic narratives in
Ukraine collapsed: as a result of the successful de-Rusification policies or minority’s final

choice in conditions of existential crisis?

5. State Response and Decolonization

The Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine from 2014 to 2026 has undergone the
most radical changes, more in twelve years than within the last two centuries. Ukraine had
to react decisively and unarguably when the Russian aggression began in 2014. That
required not only a military response when defending its borders, but also determination in
shaping a new independent Ukrainian mindset, where the national key determinant is no

longer ethnicity or native language, but political loyalty and major civic values.

5.1 From Ambiguity to Agency: The Post-2014 Legislative Pivot

The period from 1991 to the post-2014 can be described as a shift from “Strategic
Ambiguity” to “Ontological Clarity”, especially within the framework of Leonid
Kuchma’s “conflict-management” presidency. This change was necessitated particularly
because of external pressure from the Russian Federation, when identity was transformed
from the private background upbringing to critical security determinant variable. The

choice between Russia and Ukraine became a necessity instead of an insignificant choice.

As it was described in detail in the previous chapter, “Strategic Ambiguity” is an
intentional policy of inaction which aims to balance the complex Soviet legacy with a
developing Western foreign policy toward the European Union and the United States
(D’ Anieri, 2007). This kind of ambiguity was a part of Leonid Kuchma’s presidency, when
regional tensions first started to appear, however they were correctly mitigated by

administration so as to balance decent economic relations with Russia and start cultural
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alignment with Europe. Sasse (2007) argues that early Ukrainian state-building heavily
relied on “conflict-management” mechanisms such as regional referendums in the Donbas
in 1994 that has allowed local population to express their political will without getting the
region to follow separatist logic. However, the acknowledgment of the problem happened,
though results being viewed as “consultative” rather than mandatory applicable, the state
has officially institutionalized disputes into the electoral sphere, which ultimately helped to
delay the “Societal Security Crisis”. This period for the Russian-speaking minority in
Ukraine is defined by a state of “Active Ambivalence” where intersectionality of identities

did not require a decisive choice.

As a result of Euromaidan and the escape of president Viktor Yanukovych to Russia
in 2014, Russia has witnessed a first decisive shift in the modern Ukrainian mindset, where
the country’s future was no longer determined by political and economic ties with Russia.
The annexation of Crimea and the Donbas invasion in 2014 were supposed to establish the
dominance of Russian power in the Eastern European region, doubting that Ukraine can
resist and defend its contemporary values. While realizing that military invasion can lead
to human and financial losses, Russian authorities decided to push on the existing division
between the West and East. Particularly difficult events in Crimea and the Donbas
insurgency turned out to be for the Russian-speaking minority, their previous "ambiguity"
which granted stability became a high-risk security obligation. Identity shifts served as a
response to the happening events when a clearly existential threat presented by external
intervention created a comfortable environment for pro-Ukrainian patriotic narratives even
among the Russian-speaking minority (Shevel, 2016). The conformity of “non-decision”
started to be erased: from 2014, despite the verbal resistance from generations being born
in the Soviet Union, political choice to accept the modern Ukrainian project became

dictated not merely by “mother tongue” but by the existential source of the threat.

The most prominent acts which have symbolized the actual transformation of
Ukrainian cultural landscape from “Maloross” to the independent one were the 2015
Decommunization Laws. Symbolizing the collapse of ambivalence, they became a major
legislative rupture from the “post-Soviet” identity vacuum, moving Ukraine from the
condition of passive observation to active creation of its independent cultural and linguistic

space. Thesis suggests that the analysis of these laws through the lens of Volodymyr
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Kulyk’s research can fundamentally assist in understanding how decolonization
transformed from merely a domestic debate on culture into an influential tool of national

security.

The four laws presented in 2015 were created to “reconstruct” the Ukrainian
landscape full of the imperial and Soviet remnants and symbolic, which aimed to
“unfreeze” the bureaucratic identity mechanisms labeled during the Soviet era. Therefore,
these laws passed on the constitutional level served as a turning point from “Strategic
Ambiguity” of the Kuchma era, where Soviet cultural heritage peacefully co-existed with
Ukrainian citizenship. By removing symbolic statues, renaming 50,000 streets, the state
after decades of independence has addressed what Graziosi (2005) calls “sociological
vacuum” which was left by years of Soviet engineering. This is a trigger for the
“Ontological Trap” to unveil: the Russian-speaking urban class experiences the removal of
Soviet symbols like an attack of “biographical integrity" , as the state begins to remove and

dismantle the very legacy that secured the feeling of self.

Kulyk (2016, 2024) presents a critical framework for understanding why this
“cleansing” was crucial to foster an ideological border between Ukraine and the growing
danger of the “Russian World”. Kulyk argues that decommunization served as a process of
“othering” the Soviet past. Re-defining it as a “foreign” colonial intervention and rule was
determinant for building an organic future for Ukrainian socio-cultural space. This
“othering” was essential for Ukraine’s distancing from the spreading Kremlin’s narrative
of “Triune” myth which aims to portray Russians and Ukrainians as one people. By clearly
defining the Soviet era as a "demographic rupture” and a period of “‘state-led engineering”
rather than natural expression of people’s will, the state made individuals choose between

decaying over time Soviet heritage and modern Ukrainian project.

Weaver’s (1993) concept of “Societal Security Crisis” explains how linguistic and
cultural practices transformed into the state security affair. Beyond the cultural framework,
for the identity changes to happen, decolonization should be viewed not as a lifestyle
choice but as a defense against an external existential threat. The key-defining feature of
belonging to the “Russian World” for the Russian Federation is Russian language,

therefore by securitizing language as a tool that justifies intervention, the other side ought
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to start de-russification as a counter-measure to defend state’s sovereignty. While
Kremlin’s actors used the narrative of “Forced Ukrainization™ to trigger fear and
willingness of armed defense, the state utilized different logic to claim that unified civic
identity tied to common citizenship and land rather than ethnicity is the most valuable

protection against weaponization of culture by a foreign state.

As a result, the 2014 invasion and the start of the full-scale war in 2022 became key
events in the downfall of “conformity of non-decision”. The Russian-speaking minority in
Ukraine has widely accepted civic identification with the Ukrainian state as it tries to
defend their lives, whereas the expected ally in the face of the Russian Federation
destroyed the “biographical integrity” it claimed to protect. This transformation serves as
evidence to state that individuals can navigate a deep “identity crisis” to adopt new civic

values when their previous sense of self is exploited for geopolitical purposes.

Figure 10 presents the main point of Kulyk’s argument: decolonization does not posit
merely a removal of symbols and signs that indicate about the past “greatness” but rather
replacing of the “Soviet Paradox” with a coherent national narrative retrieved from the
country's history. For instance, the public recognition of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army
(UPA) (1942-1949) despite remaining much lower than disagreement with demolition of
Soviet monuments across Southern and Eastern Ukraine, the general rise of recognition

serves as an empirical evidence that civic values are slowly replacing Soviet nostalgia.
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Figure 10. Comparative Attitudes Toward Decommunization and National Historical

Narratives (2013-2015)

5.2 The Language Law and “Securitized” Culture

Another significant step into distancing from Russian influence became The Law
“On Ensuring the Functioning of Ukrainian as the State Language” (No. 2704-VIII) which
utilized another sensitive affair in Ukrainian society - "bilingual ambiguity” that
characterized the first two decades of independence. The status of Ukrainian language has
been finally institutionalized on the legal level in over 30 spheres of public life, including
public administration, culture, science, and healthcare. This act has closed a historical
“gap” between “prestigious” Russian language in times of empire, major procedural
language of the Soviet Union, and “peasant” and medieval Ukrainian which was
systematically excluded from governing and public spheres such as education, theater, and
literature. By issuing the 2019 law, policy intended to move Ukrainian away from its
imperial-era primitive labels, establishing it as the major driver for social mobility and sign
of high-culture. Additionally, according to the law, national broadcasters were required to
increase Ukrainian content from 75% to 90%, ensuring the supremacy of the language in

the media sphere.
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Ensuring the status of Ukrainian as the only functional language in public affairs and
culture in the paradigm of the “Russian World” presents a threat to the Russian-speaking
minority, therefore causing a verbal counter-measure. The Kremlin and pro-Russian forces
within Ukraine viewed these policies as “Forced Ukrainization” to pressure survivalist
defensive mechanisms within the minority. From here the narrative about Ukraine as a
“nazi” state appears: external actors “securitized” the language situation by describing
decolonization policies as an existential threat to Russian speakers’ safety. Russian
political technologists resorted to “anti-propaganda”, as it was described above, labeling
current “Ukrainian-European project” as “fascist” comparatively with “familiar” and well-
known Russian political values. This framing allows one to view national decolonization
policies not as an essential to the nation-building measures, but as an attack on minority’s
“biographical integrity”, making the entire situation to become a security affair (Waver,

1993).

Drawing on the current situation, where minority appeared in between two opposite
political models, the hypothesis suggests that the Ukrainian state’s decolonization efforts
and measures to erase Soviet socio-cultural heritage strengthened the resistance of the
Russian-speaking minority to the state's policies, and created a more determinant and self-
independent Russian identity within the country, increasing internal national divisions.
Indeed, initially the state’s decolonization efforts such as 2015 Decommunization Law and
the 2019 Language Law caused a degree of “ontological insecurity” among Russian—
speaking communities in the East and South. Rapid removal of symbolic heritage felt like
an attack of shared identity and dismantling the environment that seemed nearly
biographical. This period is characterized by exploitation of minority’s fear and
dissatisfaction, particularly leading to the support of the Party of Regions which became

influential on active usage of “East Slavic Identity Vacuum” in the political agenda.

Despite initial reaction, the empirical evidence anticipates stronger influence of
civic-based values rather than strengthening of self-independent Russian identity within the
state. The start of the full-scale invasion in 2022 became an ultimate point in transition
from “Soviet person” to Ukrainian citizen, making language secondary to political loyalty.

Instead of creating a more unified Russian identity, the obvious existential threat posed by
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the Russian Federation made the minority actively reject the “Russian World” doctrine as
not corresponding to the real state of affairs. The “conformity of non-decision” vanished at
the moment when Ukrainian policies were no longer more threatening than Russian missile

attacks.

The expected outcome of this hypothesis lies in increased internal division, which is
visibly refuted by contemporary sociological data and the “Double Loyalty Paradox™.
Evidence, which will be presented further, shows that the vast majority of Russian
communities have accepted Ukrainian civic identification, viewing “Russian” as a political
description of aggression rather than a desired ethnic connection. Despite resistance in the
beginning, decolonization policies have achieved a wider civic agreement, especially when
united with pluralistic legal rights. Instead of the widespread local separatism across
regions, "Blurred Identity" proved that “biographical integrity” can be reconstructed

through self-determination rather than following ideas of military power.

Ultimately, the claim fails to advocate for the stronger Russian-speaking identity
within Ukraine. By attempting to turn the Russian-speaking minority against policies of the
Ukrainian government pushing on “ontological insecurity”, the Kremlin instead destroyed
the safe environments for the people it claimed to protect. The shift from “linguistic threat”
to “existential threat” is crucial here as it put an end to indecisive minority’s political
choices and made clear that ethnicity is not a determinant variable in regards to civic
loyalty. To support this claim and refute this hypothesis, data from KIIS (2026) and the
Sociological Group Rating reveal an interesting dynamic: nationwide, 52% of Ukrainians
categorically reject the transfer of the Donbas to Russian control, even if such a process
was aligned with security guarantees. The cross-regional consensus indicates about the
failure of external narratives and polarization, rejection of territorial concessions remains
consistent across the country, where there is 57% categorical rejection in the West, and 49-
50% in the South and East, which are perceived as a major target regions by the “Russian
World”. Instead of viewing de-russification as an erasure of minority’s cultural code,
Russian speakers in Ukraine see “ontological clarity”, particularly after the start of the full-

scale invasion.
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5.3 Integration Through Civic Loyalty vs Ethnic Variable

The modern Ukrainian state’s integration strategy was institutionalized in the 2023
Law “On National Minorities (Communities) of Ukraine”. This law highlights a transition
toward a new “political hierarchy” where the state's reliability and loyalty is grounded on
civic principles rather than ethnic or linguistic variables. Recent results of sociological
surveys suggest that the war has accelerated a “civic-minded” generation where self-
identification as a part of the Ukrainian people remains stable at 95%-98% nationwide,
regardless of ethnic background and mother tongue (KIIS, 2024). With a subsequent
proportion of the Russian-speaking Ukrainians being on the frontline from 2022, Kulyk
(2024) highlights how the absolute majority of Ukrainians now consider Russian-speaking
citizens as a completely legitimate part of the nation, who proved their identity as patriots
and ready to act for the state’s welbeing. Furthermore, civic integration was widely
presented in the 2025-2026 Roadmap for Civil Society Development, which has
institutionalized importance of consolidation on policy level by creating inclusive
“participation tools” such as participatory budgets and public consultations aimed at
strengthening a unified civic identity, especially in communities responsible for Internally

Displaced Persons (IDPs) and fostering post-war recovery.

The data from KIIS (2024-2025) Omnibus Surveys which provides broader empirical
evidence about the decisive rupture between Russians in Ukraine and in the ones in Russia
shows that only 12% of Russian-speakers within the country hold a good opinion towards
Russian Federation , while 76% maintain a clearly negative view, describing Russia as an
existential threat. Additionally, by February 2024, 66% of Ukrainians - including 43% of
those who spoke Russian at home - supported the idea of complete elimination of Russian
from official communication. According to the survey from 2024, the majority of
Ukrainians categorize “Russian” as a political variable related to the Russian Federation
rather than the ethnic one. Results of these surveys indicate that “Russian-speaking
Ukrainian” is no longer an ambivalent or blurred category but a stable political identity that
excludes the risk of having “Double Loyalty Paradox” and views decolonization as

essential necessity for nation-building and state sovereignty.

The major potential problem of internal division and state pressure is increased

regional separatism, which was expected in conditions of war and overwhelming external
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levers. Paradoxically, the outcomes were the opposite - successful state policies and
Russian invasion led to the “thinning” of the “East Slavic Identity Vacuum”. As previously
shown on Figure 8, while previous support for pro-Russian parties and politicians was
initially high, actual mobilization for separatism (Anti-Maidan) was low and consistently
decreasing in urban centers like Kharkiv and Odesa. Kuzio (2024-2025) states that by
adapting a “social-constructivist” approach to the national policies, Ukraine has managed
to replace “Blurred Identities” with a coherent and stable consciousness that portrays
imperial Russian values “alien” rather than “familiar”, particularly in the modern paradigm
of ongoing war. The intergenerational difference plays a significant part in strengthening
of civic mindset too: research in border regions like Mykolaiv shows that while older
generations preserve certain traits of the Soviet identity willingly or unconsciously,
younger generations have successfully embraced a Ukrainian identity, being driven by
pragmatism, psychological consequences of war, and critical rejection of the Soviet-

Russian legacy.

5.4 Theoretical Synthesis: Resolving the “Ontological Trap”

The final resolution of the “Societal Security Crisis” in Ukraine is not merely a
matter falling under the category of legislative acts, but a fundamental reconsideration of
“security of the self “ in response to existential threats from outside. The “Soviet Paradox”
described by Wanner (1998) where individuals followed a “cultural Soviet” identity while
remaining ethnically Ukrainian - presented the state of “Active Ambivalence” and "Blurred
Identity", where the necessity to choose between two conflicting cultural identities was not
clearly signified. Hence, the stable political landscape alongside the remnants of the
imperial and the Soviet past contributed to the minority’s indecisiveness deepening the
existing contradictions. In these conditions, the resolution of ambivalence does not come in
the form of natural evolution, but rather works through a push, particularly 2015
Decommunization Laws as a measure of state-led decolonization acted as a catalyst for
“unfreezing” this identity. By physically removing the Soviet symbols (street names,
statues, rebuilding the monuments), the state removed “biographical integrity" that

protected “conformity of non-decision”.
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Another important shift is evident with the “Ontological Trap”. Historically, the
“Ontological Trap” was set during imperial times, which forced Ukrainians to adopt
imperial language and rules to achieve greater social mobility. However, this synthesis
points out at the inversion of this trap in contemporary Ukraine: by institutionalizing
Ukrainian language for a set of administrative and civic institutions, the state has created a
new framework where civic loyalty and linguistic re-identification became the new drivers
of social integrity and mobility. Identifying yourself as a Ukrainian is no longer a claim
based on ethnicity, but on the sense of national solidarity, feeling of belonging to this exact

territory, and active participation in the civil society.

The separation from the “Triune” myth was critical for embracing the modern
“Ukrainian-European” project, where on the international arena the state is identified with
the future prospects rather than determined by the historical inaccuracies, being propagated
externally. The process of “othering” of the Soviet past serves to break the intellectual
legacy of the “Triune” myth, where Ukrainian identity is no longer tied to the shared Slavic
history. By redefining the Soviet era a “foreign demographic rupture”, the state provides
the minority with a valuable narrative to reshape their previous "Blurred Identity" as a

colonial enforcement rather than organic self.

Despite the significant identity shifts which were strengthened as a result of Russian
full-scale invasion, the unity of the nation has to be developed through democratic
pluralism, which would serve as a critical security mechanism. Institutionalization of
inclusive loyalty such as in the 2023 Law “On National Minorities” signifies a shift toward
a “political hierarchy” where national belonging is determined by loyalty to the state rather
than “mother tongue”. This directly addresses the narrative of “Forced Ukrainization”
implied externally, ensuring that “Russian-speaking patriots” are legitimate part of the
nation, failing the Russian attempts to “securitize” the feeling of belonging, and portrayal

of Ukraine as a state where ethnic Ukrainians have more constitutional rights.

Additionally, adaptation of Brubacker’s (2004) approach of viewing ethnicity as a
“category” rather than a static “group” helps the state to allow individuals to moderate their
“identity crisis” without feeling alienation and vulnerability toward changing political

landscape. The sociological data presenting 95%-98% civic identification particularly in
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Southern and Eastern regions prove that “East Slavic Identity Vacuum:” is being filled by
coherent civic consciousness that rejects imperial values and sees them as “alien” to their
personal survival. Ultimately, the Russian minority in Ukraine has undergone the identity
crisis by seeking the “security of the self”” not by returning to “familiar” and well-known
Russian narratives, but by adopting a civic-national values system that offers protection

against the very state (Russia) that threatens their existence.
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Conclusion

The primary objective of this thesis was to explore the evolution of the Russian-
speaking minority in Ukraine, using analysis beyond the “primordialist trap” which this
study views as an idea that identity is strictly fixed as an internal voice that people “have”.
By analyzing this group as a dynamic sociological construct, the research has demonstrated
that identity is shaped by state-led engineering, shifting political contexts, and the

fundamental human need for “Ontological Security” and feeling of group belonging.

The historical evidence presents that the Russian-speaking urban class was largely a
product of an “Ontological Trap”, created by imperial era and Soviet-style mechanisms
that utilized language as a mandatory tool for social mobility. This eventually resulted in
the “Soviet Paradox” - a category of citizens who remained “culturally Soviet” even after
the dissolution of the USSR in 1991 but “ethnically Ukrainian”, existing in a state of
“Active Ambivalence” as long as daily life remained stable. However, the events of 2014
and the 2022-full scale invasion served as an ultimate “Societal Security Crisis” that

caused an end to the state of “conformity of non-decision”.

This research refutes main hypotheses, which suggested that Russian state-led
narratives are determinant for minority’s loyalty; that electoral preferences of Russian-
speakers demonstrate alignment with “Russian World”; as well as UOC-MP acted as a
Russian soft power extension; additionally that state-led decolonization efforts increase
internal division. Instead, data from 2024-2026 indicates a significant shift toward civic-
based national values. The existential threat posed by the Russian Federation effectively
eliminated the “Russian World” doctrine for the minority, making linguistic characteristics

secondary to political loyalty and civic participation.

These findings contribute to the academic literature in Societal Security and
Constructivism by illustrating how “Blurred Identities” can be resolved through self-
determination during existential crises. It suggests a psychological perspective on why
individuals may initially resist the cultural changes to maintain “biographical integrity”,
but eventually align with a civic project that offers effective security. Practically, these

findings offer that integration strategies for 2027 and beyond should prioritize civic
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mechanisms over the ethnic variables, setting the foundation for a pluralistic society where

loyalty is determined by common citizenship.

It must be noted that this thesis addresses a highly sensitive topic during an ongoing
geopolitical conflict, which requires a cautious interpretation of sociological trends. An
important limitation of this study was the limited accessibility of official information from
Russian government sources. Furthermore, the reliability of available Russian data is

highly questionable due to state-driven narratives and the weaponization of information.

Future research should focus on the long-term efficiency of this civic shift in the
post-war period. Specifically, studies could analyze the interaction between the 2023 Law
“On National Minorities” and local integration in de-occupied territories to conclude if the
current civic consensus remains the primary unifying factor of the Ukrainian social

contract in the absence of the direct military threat.

Summary

Primérnim cilem této prace bylo prozkoumat vyvoj rusky mluvici mensiny na
Ukrajing s vyuzitim analyzy piesahujici ,,primordialistickou past®, kterou tato studie vnima
jako myslenku, ze identita je striktn€ fixni jako vnitini hlas, ktery lidé ,,maji“. Analyzou
této skupiny jako dynamického sociologického konstruktu vyzkum prokézal, Ze identita je
formovana statnim inzenyrstvim, ménicimi se politickymi kontexty a zakladni lidskou

potiebou ,,ontologického bezpeci® a pocitu sounalezitosti se skupinou.

Historické dikazy ukazuji, Ze rusky mluvici méstska t¥ida byla z velké ¢asti

produktem ,,ontologické pasti*, vytvofené imperidlni érou a mechanismy sovétského typu,
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které vyuzivali jazyk jako povinny nastroj pro socialni mobilitu. To nakonec vyustilo v
,,s0vetsky paradox“ — kategorii obCant, kteti ziistali ,,kulturné sovétsti i po rozpadu SSSR
v roce 1991, ale ,,etnicky ukrajinski“ a existovaly ve stavu ,,aktivni ambivalence*, dokud
kazdodenni zivot zlstava stabilni. Udélosti roku 2014 a rozséhla invaze v roce 2022 vsak
slouzily jako kone¢na ,,krize socidlni bezpecnosti®, ktera ukoncila stav ,,konformity

nerozhodnuti®.

Tento vyzkum vyvraci hlavni hypotézy, které naznaCovaly, ze ruské statni narativy
jsou urcujici pro loajalitu mensin; ze volebni preference rusky mluvicich osob demonstruji
soulad s ,,ruskym svétem*; a ze UPC MP fungovala jako prodlouzeni ruské mekke sily; a
dale ze statni dekoloniza¢ni snahy prohlubuji vnitini rozdé€leni. Data z let 2024—-2026 misto
toho naznacuji vyznamny posun smérem k obCansky zaloZenym narodnim hodnotdm.
Existencialni hrozba, kterou pfedstavovala Ruska federace, uc¢inné€ eliminovala doktrinu
,ruského svéta“ pro mensinu a jazykové charakteristiky ucinila druhotfadymi vuci politické

loajalité a obCanské ucasti.

Tato zjisténi ptispivaji k akademické literatuie v oblasti socidlni bezpecnosti a
konstruktivismu tim, Ze ilustruji, jak 1ze ,,rozmazané identity* vyfesit sebeur¢enim béhem
existen¢nich krizi. Navrhuje psychologicky pohled na to, pro¢ se jednotlivci mohou
zpocatku branit kulturnim zménam, aby si zachovali ,,biografickou integritu®, ale nakonec
se pfizptisobi obéanskému projektu, ktery nabizi G€innou bezpecnost. V praxi tato zjisténi
naznacuji, Ze integracni strategie pro rok 2027 a dale by mély uptfednostiiovat obcanské
mechanismy pred etnickymi proménnymi a poloZit zaklad pluralitni spole€nosti, kde je

loajalita urcena spole¢nym obcanstvim.

Je tfeba poznamenat, ze tato prace se zabyva velmi citlivym tématem béhem
probihajiciho geopolitického konfliktu, coz vyzaduje opatrnou interpretaci sociologickych
trendil. DiileZitym omezenim této studie byla omezena dostupnost oficidlnich informaci z
ruskych vladnich zdrojh. Spolehlivost dostupnych ruskych dat je navic velmi sporné kvili

statem fizenym narativiim a zneuzivani informaci jako zbrani.
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Budouci vyzkum by se mél zamé&fit na dlouhodobou efektivitu tohoto obcanského
posunu v povale¢ném obdobi. Konkrétné by studie mohli analyzovat interakci mezi
zékonem ,,0 narodnostnich mensinach* z roku 2023 a mistni integraci na deokupovanych
uzemich, aby se dospélo k zavéru, zda soucasny ob¢ansky konsenzus zlistava primarnim

sjednocujicim faktorem ukrajinské spoleCenské smlouvy bez pfimé vojenské hrozby.

64



List of References

1. Arel, D. (2005). The “Orange Revolution”: Analysis and implications of
the 2004 presidential election in Ukraine. Stasiuk-Cambridge Lecture on Contemporary
Ukraine, University of Cambridge.

2. Brubaker, R. (2004). Ethnicity without groups. Harvard University Press.

3. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. (2015). Russian ideology

after Crimea. https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2015/07/russian-ideology-after-

crimea

4. Casanova, J. (1994). Public Religions in the Modern World. University of
Chicago Press.

5. Central Election Commission of Ukraine. (2004). 2004 Ukrainian

presidential election, first round results [Map]. LleaTpanpHa Bubopua Komicis

6. Central Election Commission of Ukraine. (2010). 2010 Ukrainian

presidential election, second round results [Map]. LlenTpaibHa BuOOpYa KOMICis

7. Central Election Commission of Ukraine. (2012). 2012 Ukrainian

parliamentary election. List results by region [Map]. Llentpansna BuGopua KoMicist

8. Council of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. (2022, May 27). Statute on

the Management of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Amended and Supplemented). Kyiv
Metropolitanate of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.

0. D’Anieri, P. (2007). Understanding Ukrainian Politics: Power, Politics,
and Institutional Design. M.E. Sharpe.

10. Donetsk Regional Council. (1994, March 27). Decision No. 4: On the
conduct of a regional consultative survey of citizens' opinions on the status of the

language, federalization, and the CIS. Archive of the Donetsk Oblast State Administration.

11. Graziosi, A. (2005). The Soviet 1930s: A re-evaluation of a critical decade.
Harvard Ukrainian Studies, 27(1/4), 129—-159.

12. Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute (HURI). MAPA: Digital Atlas of
Ukraine.

13. Hovorun, C. (2018). Political Orthodoxies: The Vicissitudes of the

Christian Spirit in the Times of the "Empire". Fortress Press.

65


https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2015/07/russian-ideology-after-crimea
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2015/07/russian-ideology-after-crimea
https://www.cvk.gov.ua/en/index.html
https://www.cvk.gov.ua/
https://www.cvk.gov.ua/

14. Khmelko, V. (1995). Population of Ukraine by nationality [Pie chart]. As
cited in U.S. Census Bureau (1997), Ethnic reidentification in Ukraine (Working Paper
No. 90).

15. Kolste, P., & Blakkisrud, H. (Eds.). (2016). The New Russian
Nationalism: Imperialism, Ethnicity and Authoritarianism 2000-2015. Edinburgh
University Press.

16. Kulyk, V. (2016). National identity in Ukraine: Impact of Euromaidan and
the war. Europe-Asia Studies, 68(4), 588—608.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2016.1174980

17. Kulyk, V. (2019). Identity in transformation: Russian-speakers in post-
Maidan Ukraine. Europe-Asia Studies, 71(5), 826—846.
18. Kulyk, V. (2024). National identity in time of war: Ukraine after the

Russian aggressions of 2014 and 2022. Problems of Post-Communism, 71(4), 296-308.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2023.2224571

19. Kuromiya, H. (1998). Freedom and terror in the Donbas: A Ukrainian-
Russian borderland, 1870s-1990s. Cambridge University Press.
20. Kuzio, T. (1996). Kravchuk to Kuchma: The Ukrainian presidential

elections of 1994. Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics, 12(2), 117-144.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13523279608415306

21. Kuzio, T. (2001). Identity and nation-building in Ukraine: Defining the
‘Other’. Ethnicities, 1(3), 343-365. https://doi.org/10.1177/146879680100100304

22. Kuzio, T. (2005). Ukraine: State and nation building. Routledge.

23. Kuzio, T. (2015). Ukraine: Democratization, Corruption, and the New

Russian Imperialism. Praeger.

24. Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS). (2024). Dynamics of
civic and ethnic identity in Ukraine: Results of the longitudinal sociological monitoring.

25. Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS). (2025). Public opinion
survey "Omnibus": Attitudes towards Russia and Russians.

26. Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS). (2026). Public moods
and perceptions of territorial concessions: Regional analysis of January 2026 survey
results.

27. Laruelle, M. (2015). The “Russian World”: Russia’s soft power and

geopolitical imagination. Center for Global Interests.

66


https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2016.1174980
https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2023.2224571
https://doi.org/10.1080/13523279608415306
https://doi.org/10.1177/146879680100100304

28. Laruelle, M. (2018). Russian nationalism: Imaginaries, doctrines, and
political battlefields. Routledge.

29. Law of Ukraine No. 317-VIIL. (2015). On Condemning the Communist
and National Socialist (Nazi) Totalitarian Regimes and Prohibiting the Propagation of
their Symbols. Holos Ukrayiny.

30. Law of Ukraine No. 2704-VIIL. (2019). On Ensuring the Functioning of
Ukrainian as the State Language. Holos Ukrayiny.

31. Law of Ukraine No. 2824-IX. (2023). On National Minorities
(Communities) of Ukraine. Holos Ukrayiny.

32. Levada Center. (2014, August 6). August indicators: Putin’s approval
rating reaches 87%.

33. Lickel, B., Schmader, T., & Hamilton, D. L. (2003). A case of collective
responsibility: Who it helps, who it hurts, and when it occurs. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 29(2), 194-204. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167202239045

34. Luhansk Regional Council. (1994, March 27). Decision on the regional

poll regarding the status of the Russian language and the federal-land structure of
Ukraine. Archive of the Luhansk Oblast State Administration.

35. Mitzen, J. (2006). Ontological security in world politics: State identity and
the formation of the security dilemma. European Journal of International Relations, 12(3),
341-370. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066106067346

36. Paniotto, V. (2004). Ukraine: Presidential elections 2004 and the Orange

Revolution. Kyiv International Institute of Sociology.

37. Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia. (1990, October 27). Gramota
(Charter) of Alexy Il to the Metropolitan of Kyiv and All Ukraine granting independence
and autonomy in management. Moscow Patriarchate Archives.

38. Plokhy, S. (2015). The gates of Europe: A history of Ukraine. Basic Books.

39. Plokhy, S. (2017). Lost kingdom: The quest for empire and the making of
the Russian nation. Basic Books.

40. Putin, V. (2021, July 12). On the historical unity of Russians and
Ukrainians. President of Russia.

41. Razumkov Centre. (2024). Ukrainian Society, State and Church in War.

42. Riabchuk, M. (2002). Culture and cultural politics. In G. Kasianov & P.
Ther (Eds.), A Laboratory of Transnational History. Central European University Press.

67


https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167202239045
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066106067346

43. Rotozeev, S. (2014). Correlation between support for Anti-Maidan and
PR/KPU in 2012 by city [Bar chart].

44. Sasse, G. (2007). The Crimea question: Identity, transition, and conflict.
Harvard University Press.

45. Security Service of Ukraine (SBU). (2024). Report on counter-intelligence
measures in the religious sphere.

46. Shekhovtsov, A. (2009). Alexandr Dugin's Neo-Eurasianism: The New
Right a la Russe. Religion Compass, 3(4), 697-716. https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1749-
8171.2009.00158.x

47. Shevel, O. (2016). The Parliamentary Elections in Ukraine, October 2014.
Electoral Studies, 39, 159-163. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2015.03.015

48. Sociological Group "Rating". (2025). Twenty-third nationwide survey:
Identity, values, and the future of Ukraine.

49. Soldatov, A., & Borogan, L. (2015). The red web: The struggle between
Russia’s digital dictators and the new online revolutionaries. PublicAffairs.

50. Soviet Census. (1959). All-Union population census of 1959: National
composition and native language. USSR State Statistical Committee.

51. Stoeckl, K. (2020). The Russian Orthodox Church and human rights.
Routledge.

52. Supreme Council of Crimea. (1994, March 27). On the conduct of a
regional consultative survey (referendum) on the status of the Republic of Crimea
[Resolution].

53. Sushko, O., & Prystaiko, O. (2025). 2025-2026 Roadmap for Civil Society

Development. Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine.

54. Ukrainian Research Institute. (2017). Demolition of Lenin statues and
recognition of UPA [Map]. Harvard University.

55. Wever, O. (1993). Societal security: The concept. In Identity, migration
and the new security agenda in Europe. Pinter.

56. Wanner, C. (1998). Burden of dreams: History and identity in post-Soviet
Ukraine. Pennsylvania State University Press.

57. Wanner, C. (2007). Communities of the converted: Ukrainians and global

evangelism. Cornell University Press.

68


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8171.2009.00158.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8171.2009.00158.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2015.03.015

58. Wilson, A. (1995). The Donbas between Ukraine and Russia. The Slavonic
and East European Review, 73(2), 265-289.

59. Wilson, A. (2000). The Ukrainians: Unexpected nation. Y ale University
Press.

60. Yekelchyk, S. (2015). The conflict in Ukraine: What everyone needs to

know. Oxford University Press.

List of Appendices

Appendix no. 1: Comparative analysis of identity indicators and sociological shifts
(table)
Appendix no. 2: Ethnic pluralities in rural districts of Ukraine based on the 1926

census (map)

Appendix no. 3: Share of the population in the Ukrainian SSR indicating Ukrainian
as their native language (1959 Census) (map)

Appendix no. 4: Population of Ukraine by Nationality (1995) (diagram)

Appendix no. 5: Ethnic composition of the population of Ukraine according to 2001

Census (map)
Appendix no. 6: Results of the 2004 Ukrainian presidential election by region (map)
Appendix no. 7: Results of the 2010 Ukrainian presidential election by region (map)

Appendix no. 8: Results of the 2012 Ukrainian parliamentary election by region
(map)

Appendix no. 9: Correlation between support for Anti-Maidan and PR/KPU in 2012
by city (bar chart)

Appendix no. 10: Vladimir Putin’s Approval Rating (1999-2023)

Appendix no. 11: Demolition of Lenin statues and recognition of UPA (map)

69



