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Abstract 

The Russian-Ukrainian tensions have recently sparked greater debates on an international scale, 

particularly since the Russian attack on Ukrainian independence in 2014. For the purpose of 

being able to contribute to these, my thesis explores the underlying problems causing this most 

recent conflict in the modern history. The research will demonstrate that the freedom of religion 

and the freedom of the media are being held hostage for the political purposes, while causing a 

deeper social trauma in a form of polarization and identity crisis. The international actors, 

particularly the EU and NATO are examined along with their efforts, as the blame for the 

responsibility of the conflict is often put on them. The questions of sovereignty, territorial 

integrity and unity of the nation are challenged in the chapter overseeing the legislative 

framework of the parties to the conflict. The methodology used for this research is the analysis 

of texts and reports with the aim to challenge the Western and Eastern prerogatives, respectively. 

The findings of the research show a clear and deep relation between the issues of identity, 

religion and language, while proving their undoubtable influence over the conflict and the 

struggle between Ukraine’s path forward, specifically choosing between the Western path 

towards modern democracy or Eastern return to traditional values. The results show that the 

connection between the national identity and the conflict is important and can bring us to further 

understand not just the roots of the conflict, but also the possible way out of it.  

 

Keywords: conflict, religious freedom, freedom of the media, national identity, Ukraine, Russia, 

international organizations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Glossary 

CBU     Security Service of Ukraine 

CSTO   Collective Security Treaty Organization 

DIF            Democratic Initiatives Foundation 

DPR     Donetsk People’s republic 

HRW        Human Rights Watch 

ICC               International Criminal Court 

IDP     Internally Displaced People 

IIL               Institute of International Law 

ILC              International Law Commission 

IRFA           International Religious Freedom Act 

JCCC        Joint Centre for Control and Coordination 

KIIS         Kyiv International Institute of Sociology 

LPR       Luhansk People’s republic 

NPT    Treaty on Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 

OHCHR  Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 

OSCE   Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

ROC        Russian Orthodox Church 

SMM          Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine 

START    Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 

TCG         Trilateral Contact Group 

UOC     Ukrainian Orthodox Church 

UAOC       Ukrainian Autonomous Orthodox Church 

UNHCR   United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

USCIRF   United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 
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Introduction 

This study deals with the conflict between Ukraine and Russia, which began with the 

vast demonstrations called Euromaidan in the end of 2013 and in the beginning of 2014 

respectively, and explores the underlying problems causing this most recent conflict in the 

modern history, as well as possible way to solve it. Many scholars writing on the topic of the 

current on-going conflict in Ukraine have used their main sources for research originating from 

Western countries. However, this can give a pretty biased opinion on the conflict, using the 

arguments of many of NATO countries. In order not to create this bias, this research explores 

both the sources from the West as well as from the East, in order to challenge one another and 

also to present positions of both observers, or if you want, participants to the conflict, which 

since 2014 has grown to be international. I will intentionally use the term conflict instead of a 

crisis, because based on the normative framework and definitions of the two terms1, a conflict 

also discusses an international presence involved, which is, to this date, undeniable in the 

Eastern Ukraine.  

I will begin by presenting an important survey, showing differing views of the conflict 

between Russians and Ukrainians. The survey was conducted by Levada Centre and Kyiv 

International Institute of Sociology (KIIS)/ Democratic Initiatives Foundation (DIF) and the 

divergence in opinions found is scandalous and worrying. The results show that while 70% of 

Ukrainians believe that the conflict is between Russia and Ukraine, only 26% of Russians 

believe the same, which creates a general assumption that is also widely streamed by the 

Russian Federation that the conflict is in fact just a crisis between Russian-speaking citizens 

and Ukrainian-speaking citizens of Ukraine, in other words, an internal conflict.2 Researchers 

warn that such a bias can be a fertile ground for “radical groups to promote acts of violence as 

justified by the ‘de-facto war status’.”3 Another worrying factor coming from the East and 

South of Ukraine is a 25.8%, or 19.4% respectively, support for Ukrainian unification with 

Russia.4 

It is important to note that at the time of the conduction of my research, the crisis in 

Eastern Ukraine was still an on-going conflict. While conducting the research, following 

 
1 Author’s note: Definitions stated in section “Terms” 
2 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/russo-ukrainian-war-putin-must-be-held-accountable/, 

Accessed 11 November 2020 
3 Onuch, O. (2015). Brothers Grimm or Brothers Karamazov: The Myth and the Reality of How Russians and 

Ukrainians View the Other. Ukraine and Russia: People, Politics, Propaganda and Perspectives (1 ed., Vol. 1, pp. 

36-58), pp 49 
4 Ibid, pp 51 
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important milestones can be tracked with relation to the conflict: exchange of political prisoners, 

including Oleg Sentsov and sailors detained by Russia, in three waves (September 2019, 

December 2019, April 2020), 5  permanent withdrawal of forces from three contact lines 

(Stanytsia Luhanska, Petrivske, Zolote),6 ceasefire agreed upon at the meeting of Normandy 

Format on 9 December 2019,7 creation of a Ministry for Occupied Territories, for reintegration 

of Donbas in Ukraine (February 2020),8 Netherlands bringing Russia to European Court for 

Human Rights for downing of the MH17 flight in 20149 (July 2020), sudden snap exercise 

conducted by the Russian Armed Forces along the border of Ukraine involving 150 000 troops 

(July 2020)10, American president Trump pulling out American troops from Germany (June-

July 2020),11 construction of two warships in Crimea,12 another ceasefire agreed upon at the 

meeting of the Trilateral Contact Group on 22 July 2020,13 tighter publicly acknowledged 

relations between Belarus and Russia since the beginning of the anti-government protests after 

the presidential elections in Belarus (September 2020),14 Ukrainian military exercise Rapid 

Trident 2020 in cooperation with NATO allies (September 2020),15 Russian snap exercise 

Caucasus 2020 in the Southern Military District (September 2020),16 local elections in Ukraine 

except for the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and parts of Donetsk and Luhansk regions 

(October 2020),17 prevalent victory of pro-Russian candidates in the local elections in October 

2020,18 the EU approved a 60 millions of EUR support for Ukraine to address the socio-

economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic (October 2020),19 the European Investment 

 
5 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-49610107, Accessed 20 July 2020 
6 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-50713647, Accessed 20 July 2020 
7 https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/zagalni-uzgodzheni-visnovki-parizkogo-samitu-v-normandskomu-

58797, Accessed 20 July 2020 
8 https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-polytics/2869690-ukrainian-government-to-create-ministry-for-occupied-

territories.html, Accessed 30 July 2020 
9 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/10/world/europe/netherlands-russia-mh17-ukraine.html, Accessed 20 July 

2020 
10 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8533525/Putin-orders-snap-Russian-military-drills-border-

Ukraine.html, Accessed 20 July 2020 
11 https://time.com/5858231/putin-ukraine/, Accessed 20 July 2020 
12 https://www.spokesman.com/stories/2020/jul/20/putin-attends-keel-laying-of-new-warships-in-annex/, 

Accessed 20 July 2020 
13 https://www.osce.org/chairmanship/425921, Accessed 20 July 2020 
14 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/belarus-national-awakening-offers-hope-for-ukraine-as-

soviet-collapse-continues/, Accessed 19 November 2020 
15 https://www.mil.gov.ua/en/news/2020/09/17/ukrainian-american-military-exercise-rapid-trident-2020-has-

started-in-lviv-region/, Accessed 6 November 2020 
16 http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/64087, Accessed 6 November 2020 
17 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/ukrainian-local-elections-zelenskyy-fairytale-is-over/, 

Accessed 18 November 2020 
18 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/why-war-torn-east-ukraine-votes-for-pro-russian-parties/, 

Accessed 18 November 2020 
19 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1802, Accessed 19 November 2020 
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Bank approved EIB Group Climate Bank Roadmap 2021-2025 aimed at financing and 

supporting priority investments in conflict-affected regions of Eastern Ukraine and meeting 

infrastructure needs for IDPs (November 2020),20 Ukraine presented a Plan of Joint Steps to be 

approved by the Trilateral Contact Group to end the conflict by March 2021 (November 

2020),21 Ukraine and Turkey agreed on further military cooperation (November 2020)22. Since 

the beginning of the conflict, over 1,5 million people have registered as internally displaced 

persons (IDPs) within Ukraine,23 which demonstrates the large scope of the population being 

affected by the conflict in Eastern Ukraine. None of these people are able to return to their 

homes due to the lack of sustained peace. Another shocking number is 100 000, which 

represents the number of people that have applied for asylum in other countries since 2014.24 

This thesis seeks to answer the following research question: Can the conflict be 

explained in other than military dimension? The main aim of my research is to explore the 

underlying requirements to achieve peace in Ukraine. To achieve this, I will argue for the view 

that the four pillars of culture, identity, language and religion create a sociological dimension 

to the conflict that needs to be dealt with along with the military confrontation. I will explore 

the causes and impacts of the conflict on the national identity with focus on the efforts to build 

sustainable peace in the region of Eastern Ukraine, but also heal the polarized society as a whole. 

My research will analyze the struggles between Russian and Ukrainian identity. I will explain 

how the sympathies between the West and the East have had an impact on national and 

international relations of Ukraine and on near internal disintegration. Furthermore, I will 

demonstrate how the information flow can influence the streamed narratives and the general 

views of the conflict. Finally, the legislative changes will be presented in order to show how 

they reflect the attempts to protect religious freedom and respective national identities of the 

two enemies.  

I will begin by examining the role of the Church in Ukraine and Russia and its roots and 

connections to the national identity, which will be my following area of focus. Along the 

identity issue, I will demonstrate that the causes of the conflict lie upon four main pillars: culture, 

identity, language and religion. It is important to note, that while these four pillars are not 

 
20 https://www.finchannel.com/world/ukraine/79418-eib-to-support-towns-most-affected-by-conflict-in-eastern-

ukraine, Accessed 18 November 2020 
21 http://www.ukrweekly.com/uwwp/russia-foists-negotiations-with-donbas-proxies-of-ukraine-via-fake-minsk-

roadmap/, Accessed 18 November 2020 
22 https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-defense/3130758-ukraine-turkey-agree-on-further-military-

cooperation.html, Accessed 19 November 2020 
23 https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/pdfsummaries/GA2020-Ukraine-eng.pdf, Accessed 13 August 

2020, pp 4 
24 https://www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/ukraine/, Accessed 13 August 2020 
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necessarily a part of the direct military confrontation in the studied conflict, I will defend the 

view that they are an important part of the conflict, if not one of the main causes of it. The 

reason for believing this is the global rise of nationalist movements and general growing 

skepticism concerning international alliances and the Post-Cold war global structure. 

Additionally, coming from a country that once used to be part of the Soviet Union, but has since 

the end of the Cold War joined the Western international structures, particularly the NATO and 

the EU and made it a cornerstone of its international politics and relations, I attempted to verify 

the assumption that the international influence represents a threat to the old Eastern national 

identity and destroys the Russian concepts of Novorossiya, Russkij mir and three nations 

concept, all of which are presented in my research. Furthermore, since the beginning of the 

conflict, the mainstreamed information about the conflict only concerns the military 

confrontation, the ceasefire violations, the destruction of civilian infrastructure and never-

ending attempts to achieve a lasting peace through multi-lateral negotiations. When I started 

looking for the causes of the conflict, most of the streamed narratives spoke about the issue of 

Western structures attempting to destroy the Eastern ‘traditional regime’ and threatening Russia 

right at its borders.25 I sought to find explanations of these issues, and the topic of national 

identity and its vulnerability towards influence sparked my further interest in this conflict, so I 

decided to explore this issue. While it is not part of the mainstream information or part of 

discussions in the international arena, I believe I contributed to the pool of the research 

conducted on the conflict in Ukraine that lacked the perspective examined in the following 

chapters. To summarize, I will present the threats to the identity due to the Western influence 

in a post-Soviet Ukraine challenging the strong traditional roots of the Russian Federation and 

the efforts to create Ukraine completely independent from Russia. As a verifying mechanism 

for these assumptions, the legislative part serves as a practical tool to demonstrate that in fact, 

in response to the conflict, the legislative changes have mainly focused on the protection of the 

national identity.  

It is important to note that the formal independence that we can observe on-going has 

been done in a reverse manner. Firstly, there was an effort to make Ukraine a part of the Western 

structures, including EU and NATO, which started the armed conflict in 2014 and created an 

identity crisis among Ukrainians. Lastly, we can observe the most recent and major event, the 

religious independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. 

 
25 Author’s note: Ukraine and Belarus are the only countries at Russia’s Western border that are neither part of 

the NATO nor the EU 
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I would also like to underline that I will only examine the period since the Soviet Union 

until the present in my research, being aware that there are many further historical influences 

related to the topic, however, I decided to focus on a more recent period for the purpose of 

finding possible grounds for reconciliation of the conflict and peace-building preconditions. 
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Method and theoretical framework 

For the purpose of the research, the material that will be analyzed in this thesis comprises 

the articles, researches, publications and statistical data collected for the purposes of opinion 

polls. Due to the lack of previous research on this topic, the sources of the articles wary and 

depend particularly on the key words that I looked for in order to find viable sources. The 

material used particularly belonged to the field of research of international relations of Ukraine 

with its Western and Eastern neighbors, as well as to the field of internal and national relations 

of Ukrainian and Russian population. The latter was particularly considered in relation to the 

nationalist struggles in Eastern Ukraine, particularly in Crimea and Donbass, where the 

arguments were supported by the statistical data collected in the recent years with focus on the 

issues of language, religious and cultural identities. Specifically, I looked for sources that 

discussed the issue of the conflict in Ukraine and topically focused on the international 

organizations involved in the conflict, the relevance of media channels in spreading propaganda 

and the linkage of culture, identity, language and religion on the conflict in question. Moreover, 

due to the above mentioned lack of previous research, the four pillars on which the theoretical 

framework of my research is built upon, are considered individually and consequently put 

together in greater context of their relation to the information stream and international influence. 

I consider the chosen type of research to be the most appropriate to answer my research question 

and evaluate the hypotheses. However, enriching the research by the conduct of interviews 

could further confirm the results, and verify the secondary data through collection of primary 

data. Due to the current pandemic situation caused by the Covid-19, this step could not be 

realized. Therefore, the legislative changes concerning the conflict this study focuses on, are 

utilized as the key mechanism to test the underlying assumptions, specifically the importance 

of the four pillars in the on-going conflict.  

I would like to emphasize, that as a researcher, considering the ethical norms and 

requirements, the research takes apolitical and neutral perspective, respecting the political 

correctness. Therefore, the topics that could be considered as politically sensitive, were not 

examined to the point where the assumptions could not be verified by reliable sources. On that 

note, it is also important to mention, that I attempted to reach the highest reliability of the 

research by verifying the sources of the qualitative material through platform to verify the 

respectively biased information and avoided stating these as the sources of information by 

confirming the degree of factual reporting. In cases, where various information were conflicting, 
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despite coming from reliable sources, these were well expressed and mutually challenged in the 

respective parts of the research. 

As for the method of the data collection, I looked for linkages between international or 

external impacts on the national identity of Ukraine in the on-going conflict and explored the 

factors influencing this with regard to the societal key stones that are argued for – identity, 

language, culture and religion. The reason why I chose to examine these pillars in particular is 

due to their importance in the Russian identity, which is demonstrated throughout the research, 

both when they are considered and presented separately along with the history of their 

importance in the Eastern culture as well as together when presenting the concepts of the 

Russian identity, particularly the Novorossiya, Russkij mir and the three nations concept. While 

many of the researchers26 warn about the importance of considering the history of the national 

identity in Ukraine to be crucial in resolving the on-going conflict, not much effort has been 

done in this regard. One could presume that the efforts of Ukraine to become part of the modern 

Western structures in the past decade can be understood as alienation from its Russian roots. 

However, what are the Russian roots and how can they be explained? For the purpose of finding 

answers to these questions, I present the four pillars as the underlying framework, which proves 

to be important when examining the issues of the information flow and international influence. 

It is important to note that these four pillars are examined in order to explore the picture of the 

state of the overall civic identity in Ukraine and its influence over the on-going conflict. These 

particular pillars are identified in the beginning and each of them represents a fracture of a 

presumably multi-faceted concept of identity. While I acknowledge other interpretations of the 

identity and presented pillars, these will suffice to support my research question. The pillar of 

identity refers to the self-identification in a society torn by the conflict, and examines the 

Ukrainian and the Russian identity reciprocally in a geopolitically structured Ukraine. It also 

questions how the identity can be influenced by either the Western global concepts or the 

traditional Russian culture. The pillar of culture builds upon the historical narrative of how the 

society was formed in Ukraine and in Russia respectively. It presents the crimes and persecution 

from the era of the Soviet Union. The pillar of religion discusses the importance of the Orthodox 

Church, its influence from Kyiv and Moscow, as well as the history of crimes against religion 

conducted in the Soviet regime. I also examine how the question of religion is significantly 

becoming a political question in the conflict in Ukraine. Lastly, the pillar of language is 

demonstrated to better understand how the linguistic affiliation can contribute to the above-

 
26 https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/kremlin-memory-wars-and-the-search-for-a-unifying-

ukrainian-national-identity/, Accessed 19 November 2020 
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mentioned self-identification. Furthermore, while these issues do not seem to be part of the 

mainstreamed information that the general public receives in regard to the conflict, this research 

shows that they are nonetheless important when considering the causes and consequences of 

the conflict. My arguments are well supported by the German Green Political Foundation, the 

Heinrich Böll Stiftung, which presents the nation rebuilding process necessary in order for 

Ukraine to join the European path. They support their claims by polls showing “a considerable 

strengthening of self-identification of people as Ukrainians and of identification with Ukrainian 

culture and language,” further arguing that the democracy and the rule of law in the Ukrainian 

political system represent a key value in Ukrainian national identity.27 I particularly chose to 

consider the issues of language, religion and culture due to their historical importance in the 

Slavic national identity, which will be demonstrated in the following chapter exploring the 

history of identity and nation in the Russian culture and then further when I present the concepts 

of the Russian influence. These pillars were examined for the purposes of exploration of the 

ground for peacebuilding discussions to resolve the conflict. This was carried out through the 

beforehand research of the elements of influence, particularly the general information flow, 

such as TV, newspaper or religious channels. To resolve the issues of language and access to 

the sources in foreign languages, the assistance of translators and dictionaries was used. 

The study of the sources included elements of the content analysis and discourse analysis. 

Specifically, the issues of language where the pillar of language was discussed, while the 

examination of the meaning and the context in which the communication took place was the 

primary focus. Using the elements of the discourse analysis, I examined the structure of the text 

and how it created emphasis on the information being delivered and how it constructed a 

narrative that targeted the society - whether the general public or specific groups. I also used 

the qualities of the content analysis, particularly when I examined the religious texts and 

channels and looked for key words that were analyzed. It was also convenient to use when I 

looked for propaganda and bias in the communication and respective intentions of the 

information to be streamed. 

This research hopefully brings new knowledge and understanding of the topic, as it 

explores the societal implications of the conflict. In the practical part, it demonstrates the 

legislative changes that have occurred in reaction to the issues of the four pillars in the recent 

years and reflect how the theoretical affirmations fit into the wider concept of other than just 

armed developments in the conflict. 

 
27 https://eu.boell.org/en/2018/04/25/europe-and-ukrainian-civic-national-identity, Accessed 19 November 2020 
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However, a field study which would include the above-mentioned conduct of interviews 

with representatives of each of the societal structures in question would further benefit the 

examined topic, particularly with the representatives of the Church or the media. This would 

allow to possibly draw more universally applicable conclusions with a views to the severe 

polarization of the Ukrainian population since 2014, but also well ahead before it.  

On the other hand, I must argue, that despite, or better said, thanks to the wide scope of the 

aspects that were examined in relation to the research question, which focuses on the 

sociological aspects of the conflict in Ukraine, this qualitative research which benefited from a 

large scope of previous researches and reports and their analysis, the objectives to find ground 

for peacebuilding efforts with focus on the national identity issues and issues of language and 

religious freedom were achieved. The topic addressed a fresh perspective on a relatively new 

and more importantly, still on-going and developing conflict, and therefore contributed to its 

assessment in a wider context. Lastly, balancing between the Western and Eastern sources, 

which have often contradicted themselves, I challenged one and the other, while proving 

another growing issue in the modern history, i.e. the importance of the quality of the 

information. The demonstration of statistics throughout the text comparing the responses to the 

conflict-related questions within the Ukrainian and Russian community respectively further 

proves this trend. 
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1 Identity and nation 

This chapter will evaluate on the four pillars on which this research is built, particularly 

the culture, identity, language and religion. I will begin by examining the role of the Church in 

the nation and withal connected religious persecution, discrimination and violence. I will devote 

attention to demonstrating how deeply the religion is rooted in national identity of the enemies 

in the conflict under study. In order to aid our comprehension of the cultural background, the 

matters of language and media freedom shall be examined. 

1.1 Church in Ukraine 

In order to fully examine the role of religion in Ukraine and the freedom of religious 

belief, it is necessary to look back at the history of religion in Ukraine. In this context, it is 

important to note that Ukraine only gained its official independence from Russia, former USSR, 

in 1991. Before that, Ukraine was under the influence of the Russian Empire (1654-1917), so 

its dependence and subordination to the Russian nation is a long-term issue and comes from a 

long history of the close relation of the two.  

It has been repeatedly argued by Putin that “the Russian and Ukrainian people is 

practically one people,” who share “a common religion, common faith,” as well as “culture, 

language, tradition, and mentality,”28 implying the undeniable bond that the two nations share. 

It is legislatively arguable that while Russia remains and characterizes itself as a secular state, 

it can legitimately award the Orthodox church as a ‘primus inter pares’, however, this does not 

give it the right to privilege it over other religious denominations recognized in the country.29 

Nevertheless, the aspirations of Russia to go back to the concept of Russkij mir, which will be 

discussed in the following chapters, envisage the “intersection of the interests of the Russian 

state and the ROC.”30 (author’s note: ROC – Russian Orthodox Church) On the contrary, the 

clear separation of the state and the religion is enshrined in the Ukrainian Constitution. In the 

same spirit, Russia argues for its secularity of the State, but the vast evidence of actions shows 

quite the contrary. In January 2019 the institutional independence of the Orthodox Church of 

Ukraine from the Russian Orthodox Church was recognized for the first time since 1686.31 It 

has been reported by the Department of State of the US in its yearly report on the evaluation of 

 
28 Kuzio, T. (2015) The Origins of Peace, Non-Violence, and Conflict in Ukraine. Ukraine and Russia: People, 

Politics, Propaganda and Perspectives (1 ed., Vol. 1, pp. 109-122). pp 118 
29 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09637490802013198?journalCode=crss20, Accessed 14 August 

2020 
30 http://www.seguridadinternacional.es/?q=es/content/role-religion-and-values-russian-policies-case-hybrid-

warfare, Accessed 14 August 2020 
31 https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/UKRAINE-2019-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-

FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf, Accessed 13 August 2020, pp 1 
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the freedom of religion in Ukraine, that in Donetsk and Luhansk region, officially recognized 

as part of Ukraine, the occupying forces of the Russian Federation require any religious entity 

other than the Russian Orthodox Church to be registered, as provisioned in Russian Yarovaya 

law from 2016, non-recognizing them as legal entities by Russia, despite the fact that these 

entities are registered and recognized according to the Ukrainian law. I highlight once again 

that this is conducted on the official territory of Ukraine within its internationally recognized 

borders.32 The first Church to publicly condemn the Russian occupation and annexation after 

the outburst of the violent conflict in March 2014 was the UOC-KP (Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church of Kyiv Patriarchate), risking this position would not allow them to be recognized as a 

legal entity on the territory of Russia based on the Yarovaya law. This was used as an excuse 

by the Russian armed forces to freely attack the church property and also its believers. The 

UOC-KP has therefore found itself in a precarious situation, as any attempt to register itself 

would send a signal of a recognition of Russian annexation of Crimea.33 The harassment of 

Crimean Tatars is a recurring issue in Russian-Ukrainian history, proven by the act conducted 

by Russia in order to officially ban the Mejlis in Crimea, the chief political body of the Crimean 

Tatars, decided by the Russian Supreme Court in 2016, restraining the representatives of this 

entity from entering Crimea.34 

 

1.2 Crimes against religion during the Soviet Union 

During the era of the Soviet Union, believers suffered great losses among their members, 

among which were clergymen, that were either killed or sent to labour camps. Revealed 

documents from interrogations suggest that those who wanted to protect their lives decided to 

sell themselves to the KGB and started cooperation, proving another aspect of direct influence 

on religion by the governmental institutions and high-level leaders. 35  Furthermore, it was 

claimed at a US Committee of Foreign Affairs hearing in 1985 that the persecution of “Baptists, 

Adventist, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Orthodox and Roman Catholics” was widespread and also 

justified in the Soviet constitution and the penal code.36 The crimes included among others a 

discrimination in employment, defamation in the press or educational discrimination. 
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Furthermore, by mid 1930’s, already around 90% of religious property, including “church 

buildings, monasteries, convents, seminaries and hierarchical structures” were destroyed due to 

the religious persecution in the Soviet Union.37 

The Russian Orthodox Church has historically, due to its imperial background from times 

of the Russian Empire, become a corner-stone of the State and the religion became a strong part 

of the society and identity of a nation and a tool for defining political order and keeping political 

influence.38 It was with this excuse that the religious persecution took place for many years 

during the Soviet Union, as any collision with religion, e.g. in a form of a different religious 

denomination, was perceived as a threat to the State, the Government and the Regime. 

Linking the history of the Soviet Union to the present day conflict, the study conducted 

by a non-profit organization Truth Hounds in 2019 shows and manifests the international crimes 

perpetrated by Donetsk Peoples’ Republic (DPR) and Luhansk Peoples’ Republic (LPR) on 

Crimean peninsula, based on information gained through “fact-finding missions and witness 

interviews”.39 In their study, they prove that members of certain religions and denominations 

are persecuted due to their religious beliefs at places outside of Ukrainian government 

controlled areas.40 Their arguments are further supported by the 2017 Annual report of the 

United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, which confirms the religious 

persecution executed by the Russian Federation and suggests the violations to be included in 

all relevant discussions related to the conflict and apply pressure through “advocacy, diplomacy 

and targeted sanctions.”41 However repressive though, it is an undeniable fact that the USSR 

government advocated and promoted a so-called ‘Ukrainisation’ during the early years of the 

Soviet Union, which had for a goal a promotion of Ukrainian language and culture and also 

legitimization of the Soviet Regime in Ukrainian eyes. It resulted in a turnover of the identity 

in Ukraine, demonstrated when comparing majority of the members of the Security Service of 

Ukraine (CBU) shifting from Russian to Ukrainian identity, specifically, in 1922 only 23% of 

CBU members identified as Ukrainians, but 11 years later, the percentage grew to 60%.42 The 
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result was later regretted by Russia due to the progressive “de-Russification of the proletariat 

in Ukraine and its adoption of Ukrainian culture,” which further led to the estrangement of the 

two nations.43 Since the proclamation of the independence of Ukraine in 1991, the issue of self-

determination has been on the table, particularly in affiliation to history, religion and culture. 

  

1.3 Attacks on religious property  

Several international agreements, including the Geneva Convention of the UN, prohibit 

intentional attacks on buildings dedicated to “religion, education, art, science or charitable 

purposes, historic monuments, hospitals.” 44  Such actions are breaching international 

humanitarian law and are considered war crimes. The Oxford Manual, adopted by the Institute 

of International Law (IIL) in 1880 also specifies that ‘all destruction or willful damage to 

institutions devoted to religion, charity, education, art and science, is formally forbidden’.45 

Furthermore, the International Law Commission (ILC) considers a war crime, as grounded in 

its Draft Code from 1996, any “seizure of, destruction of or willful damage done to institutions 

dedicated to religion, charity and education, the arts and sciences, historic monuments and 

works of art and sciences.”46 Based on these following legislative norms, even use of religious 

property by armed pro-Russian militants in Eastern Ukraine, is in violation of these norms. We 

can see in many of the Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine (SMM) reports updates about 

damage to civilian infrastructures, damage to educational institutions as well as religious 

buildings, such as the attack on St. Andrews Church in 2018,47 which are all in breach of these 

above mentioned laws. Earlier that year, an attack on religious kindergarten occurred in Velyka 

Dobron in Zakarpattia region.48 This issue remains urgent and the damage is still being done, 

like very recent shelling of a church building in Donetsk region in May 2020.49 

 

1.4 Independence of Ukrainian Orthodox Church from Russian Orthodox 

Church 

After many years of endeavors to make Ukrainian Orthodox Church independent from 

the Moscow Patriarchate, this effort became a success on 5 January 2019. This step could 
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undermine the Russian influence in the Ukrainian region, as the religion plays an important role 

in the Russian identity politics. The efforts to achieve independence gained a lot of attention 

after the fall of the Soviet Union, which has been characterized by religious persecution, and 

after the independence of Ukraine in 1991. Furthermore, the strengthened attention was to be 

observed during Maidan protests in the late 2013 and early 2014 when the polarization of the 

society and people taking sides deepened the religious issues and thus created a religious 

dimension to the on-going conflict. Russia’s occupation and annexation of Crimea and its 

hybrid war conducted against Ukraine within its internationally recognized borders made the 

talks about independence from Russia on religious level all the more imperative. As already 

mentioned above, the attempts to achieve autocephaly of Kyiv from Moscow started back in 

1991, after Ukrainian independence from Russian Federation, former Soviet Union. The request 

was rejected and later in 1992, a part of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) tried to unite 

with Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church (UAOC) to form an entity called Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church with Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP). However, this attempt was declined by 

the UAOC, leaving three coexisting entities on the territory of Ukraine – UOC-MP, UOC-KP 

and the UAOC, all of which shared very similar values, but competed over property and 

supporters and churchgoers.50 In reaction to the Ukrainian attempt to achieve independence in 

2019, Russia conducted an attack from Fancy Bear group, who allegedly targeted “senior aides 

to Patriarch Bartholomew amid the autocephaly debate.” Bartholomew’s reaction to the 

suspicion accused Russian counterparts of using “’black’ propaganda.”51 Russia has arguably 

been against the step to allow another Ukrainian independence from Russia’s influence. 

Understandably so, as the religious influence has been Russia’s soft power used already in the 

era of the Soviet union, attempting to influence international organizations by passing Soviet 

policy deeper into the international agenda through religious propaganda.52 Russia losing its 

influence not only internationally, but also nationally and losing the support from its neighbors 

and former official partners, threatens the whole apparatus that Russia has built already in the 

Soviet Union, promoting nationalism, conservatism and restraint from Western values. As the 

study conducted by the European Parliamentary Research Service in 2019 shows, it has been 

argued that “in 2015, spiritual-moral values were explicitly identified as a matter of Russian 
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national security.”53 In response to the 2014 conflict in Eastern Ukraine, Patriarch Kirill of 

Moscow tried to stay neutral towards Russian military invasion into Ukraine, fearing of losing 

followers from either the Ukrainian or the Russian side of the Orthodox Church.54 Since the 

adoption of UOC independence in 2019, his prerogative has changed significantly, and Kirill 

decided to side with Putin, Moscow and Russia, blaming the US and the West for tearing apart 

“the last connection between our people (Russians and Ukrainians).”55 In addition, several 

Russian priests of the Russian Orthodox Church decided to side with the pro-Russian separatists, 

allowing them to use the property of the church for the purpose of the storage of their 

ammunition. Russia’s aggressive actions have also undermined Kirill’s position abroad and 

their soft power. This is yet another proof that the prerogative is being conducted on a very thin 

ice here, combining the Church and a supposedly secular political structure of the State, trying 

to gain the public support and inclination to one and another. However strategic this step might 

be, it is a dangerous one, because to influence the general opinion and win supporters for Russia 

to strengthen its interests in Eastern Ukraine, is a manipulation of internal affairs and a menace 

to territorial integrity and sovereignty. It can divide the population into two groups: the first, 

which would lose their religious belief completely due to disgust over Church’s connection to 

the politics (and that, in my opinion, is the better option), and the second, which would surrender 

to the streamed prerogative and show incorruptible support to the Russian efforts, however 

corrupted they might be themselves. In 2017, Pew Research Center published a study 

demonstrating a strong relation between “religion and national identity in Orthodox-majority 

countries in Eastern Europe,” further showing a considerably low percentage of Ukrainian 

population agreeing that “a strong Russia is necessary to balance the influence of the West,” 

compared to relatively high number of support from other Eastern European countries and 

Russian direct neighbors. 56  According to a study conducted by Viktor Savka and Uliana 

Yatsyshyn from Lviv National Polytechnic University in 2014, who examined the prerogative 

and vocabulary used by respective religious entities operating in Ukraine, it is proven that the 

claims made by UOC-MP use much more of a sharp vocabulary, such as ‘fratricide’, ‘war’ or 

‘territorial integrity of our country’. In contrast, UOC uses in its claims a softer, but very much 
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patriotic and loyal vocabulary, calling for ‘Russian saboteurs’, ‘defense of the Ukrainian people’ 

and ‘territorial integrity and independence of Ukraine’. 57  Based on such inconsistent 

terminology, one can clearly see the divergence among the messages that were to be received 

and consciously supposed to influence national views on the conflict. 

Since the acquirement of independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, experts have 

been warning that in relation to the conflict, “any violence sparked by the church could be 

blamed on Kyiv.” The freedom of religion is enshrined in the Ukrainian Constitution since 

1996,58 however the Security Service of Ukraine (CBU) has repeatedly found that Russian 

officials and religious representatives meddled in the internal affairs of Ukraine by “’targeted 

instigation’ of interconfessional conflicts” which could lead Ukraine to use a prerogative for 

‘an open military invasion by the Russian armed forces’.59  

 

1.5 Ukrainian national identity vs Russian national identity 

Since Ukraine gained its independence in 1991, several regions with ethnic minorities 

were created. Autonomous Republic of Crimea was the only region that was represented by a 

majority of Russians, while at the same time Donetsk, Luhansk, Dnipropetrovsk, Odesa and 

Kharkiv comprised a significant number of Russian community. Data from census are 

confusing and probably not accurate due to the political changes in Ukraine since the beginning 

of the conflict in 2014, however, the 2001 census indicates a “growth of the Ukrainian 

population (77.8% up from 72.7% in 1989), partly through assimilation and changes in self-

identity, and partly through migration, of Russians in particular.”60 Furthermore, these statistics 

register a 5% decline in Russian population in Ukraine. When comparing the pre-Soviet era and 

the present, ethnic Ukrainians now compose a majority in urban cities, mainly in the Western 

part of Ukraine, where a strong nationalistic position has been taken and played an important 

role also during the initial Euromaidan protests in the end of 2013 and in the beginning of 2014, 

respectively.61 Historically, there have been many nationalist movements in Western Ukraine 

which had for a goal a freedom from the Soviet Union controlled by Russia. These movements 

were often negatively referred to as pro-Nazi or anti-Semitic. On the other hand, the East was 
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characterized as an origin of the Regions Party, which was strongly influenced by Viktor 

Yanukovych, who was a key figure in the rise of the Orange Revolution, a famous protest 

against electoral manipulations with involvement of pro-European movement in 2004. The 

protest brought country to near disintegration and civil war, dividing the country between 

Yanukovych versus Yushchenko supporters before and after the corrupted election in 2004. 

These elections were annulled late in 2004 by the Ukrainian Supreme Court, and the initial 

winner Yanukovych was overthrown in a new election by Yushchenko.62 This does not change 

the fact that although Yushchenko was the winner, his presidency was complicated and 

intertwined with Yanukovych, for certain time serving as prime minister, who in the following 

elections in 2010 won the presidency and stayed the president of Ukraine until his overthrow 

during Euromaidan protests in 2014, forcing him to leave the country and seek asylum in Russia, 

where he supposedly resides until now. Although Yushchenko’s presidency and pre-election 

goals in 2004 seemed to be Western-oriented, I dare to say that no Ukrainian president before 

the 2014 conflict wanted to set Ukraine on a path towards the West. Perhaps president Kuchma 

had certain aspirations towards the West, but his plurality of the vectors in the international 

relations only bolstered the general confusion in both national and international policy of 

Ukraine.63 The 2014 elections after the fall of Yanukovych were also influenced, this time by 

separatist leaders, who obstructed participation of voters from Donetsk and Luhansk, where 

only about 20% of the total amount of eligible voters could participate in the election. Crimea 

did not participate in the election at all.64 The conflict was also responsible for a vast decline in 

the Ukrainian population in 2014, with over 1 million people either willingly or forcibly 

migrating to the Russian Federation or other regions.65 Yanukovych’ said ousted comments in 

reaction to his overthrow, blaming the US for responsibility over the conflict, calling the regime 

a ‘junta’ - “a council or committee for political or governmental purposes, especially a group 

of persons controlling a government especially after a revolutionary seizure of power.”66 He 

declined accusations of losing power after his fleeing to Russia, which was in contravention 

with international voices.67 Regarding the Russian annexation of Crimea, defiers of the Western 

attitude agree that the protests were in fact a ‘coup’ and an assault on Russian-speaking 
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community in Ukraine, and this attack gave Russia the right to correct its supposed historical 

wrong from Soviet times, specifically the 1954 decree to transfer Crimea to the belonging of 

Ukrainian Soviet Republic. This decree was still legally eligible in 1991, during the fall of the 

Soviet Union, which allowed independent Ukraine to keep Crimea, with one condition from 

Russian President Boris Yeltsin, who insisted on a lease of Sevastopol for the purpose of its use 

by the Russia’s Black Sea fleet until 2042. 68 Everyone believed that this binding security 

measure would ensure non-invasion of Russia to Ukraine.69 However, this above mentioned 

decree and its legibility is one of the arguments used in Russian rhetoric nowadays to vindicate 

their annexation of Crimea, along with the argument of ethnic Russians occupying the majority 

of Crimean peninsula.70 Although the 2014 protests and new election might have set Ukraine 

on a long and challenging path away from the Russian influence, they contributed to further 

polarization of the country and the more Western rhetoric has been used in Ukrainian politics, 

the more it has caused the East of the country to isolate and alienate, removing the region 

completely from power, making it a hostage between Ukrainian and Russian policy-making 

and the respective struggle between the right or wrong way ahead.71 The statistics show that, 

during 2004 elections, there was an identity bias among Yanukovych’s voters with a 

considerable difference between “feeling Russian” and “speaking Russian”, with the first figure 

being perceptibly lower than the second. In Crimea, the figures are at the highest with 75% of 

voters considering themselves Russian and at the same time 97% being Russian speakers. In 

Luhansk and Donetsk, the identity question shows lower quota than in Crimea, however, the 

language question still proves high number of Russian speakers in the Eastern Ukraine.72 

Unlike Crimea, the Donbass region, which comprises both Luhansk and Donetsk, 

contributed largely to the growth of Ukrainian GDP with its coal industry, which was 

discovered in 1720. Key to understanding the diverging views of possible further development 

of the conflict and respective conditions for a lasting ceasefire is shown in a survey conducted 

by Data Pew Research Centre, which shows that comparing the population’s relatively positive 

relation to Russia in 2002 with 60% of respondents having ‘very favorable opinion of Russia’, 

this trend has declined immensely with 60% of respondents having either ‘somewhat 
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unfavorable’ or ‘very unfavorable opinion of Russia’.73 Although the same survey has not been 

conducted conversely, when Russians were asked if personal freedoms of people of Ukraine 

are respected by Ukrainian government, 73% of respondents responded negatively to this 

question.74 

Many of the researches and surveys conducted focused on the issues of minority groups, 

which were prone to be influenced by nationalism or propaganda and their views therefore 

differed significantly and could change quickly and easily over time. However, Olga Onuch 

suggests in her article to focus on the “expanding Ukrainian and Russian middle classes, which 

seem to converge on policy preferences, peaceful external relations, and are not as easily 

susceptible to nationalist rhetoric.”75 Her idea can be supported by the fact that the middle class 

contributed significantly with support and participation to the Euromaidan protests. However, 

maybe unexpectedly, there has even been a ‘minority group’ in Russia that marched in Moscow 

in support of the Euromaidan protests in Ukraine, creating a quantitavely lower number of 

supporters of Ukraine in Russia compared to supporters of Russia in Ukraine, but there’s no 

doubt its qualitative representation created an opinion that not the whole Russia is unilaterally 

standing against Ukraine and maybe there’s even hope for reconciliation between the two 

nations. As the basic preconditions for possible resolution of the conflict, researchers underline 

the need for Ukraine to be geopolitically neutralized. However, they also agree that it either 

needs to be “controlled by Russia – and autocratic – or to be dysfunctional.”76 The general 

agreement however remains that Russia will not give up on Ukraine, at least not on Crimea and 

Donbass, nevertheless it can diminish its active military involvement, but under current 

conditions set out in the international arena, Russia won’t let Ukraine become completely 

independent, and certainly not a part of the EU or NATO, because it would mean that Russia 

would allow its perceived long term enemies right at its borders. Therefore, most predictable, 

however still unimaginable scenario is such that Ukraine will give up on its efforts to become 

part of the Western international structures, encouraging the Russian active combat units to 

withdraw from Ukraine, a solution often referred to as quid pro quo, favored by two American 

strategists, Michael O’Hanlon and Jeremy Shapiro.77  
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1.6 Russian language in Ukraine 

Language representation within Ukraine differs based on the regions and the Western 

versus Eastern compass. Russian language is largely represented in the East, logically so due 

to the borders with Russia. It is often said that the region of Donbass is one of the most Soviet 

and pro-Russian, while this argument is mainly used by Ukrainian nationalists, who also 

perceive this region as alien. In 2014, it has even been expressed by president Yushchenko that 

Crimea and Donbass are regions “where our language practically does not exist, where our 

memory is nonexistent, where our church is absent, where our culture is absent…”78 Having 

said that, he admits and confirms the polarization of the society, the struggle of identity, the 

language issue, all of which are often referred to as reasons to the conflict and consecutively 

examined as the main pillars influencing the conflict in the societal dimension. The pattern of 

different identities and language roots was already visible during the Orange Revolution in 

2004, where 92% of participants claimed Ukrainian as their native language as confirmed by 

Beissinger’s research, further noting that the participants were “eight times more likely to be 

from Western Ukraine.”79 Their counterparts in the protests were therefore mostly from the 

East, especially the Donetsk region, and Beissinger generalized the idea that the opponents in 

the revolution quite surely “spoke different languages in their everyday lives.”80 However, 

when asked about language affiliation, Denis Kiryukhin from National Academy of Science of 

Ukraine argues that “a proportion of the ethnic Ukrainian population considers Russian to be 

their native language, and a number of Russian-speaking ethnic Ukrainians still count Ukrainian 

as their mother tongue,” pinpointing that special attention should be given to this 

phenomenon.81 It is almost certain that recent changes in the language law, removing Russian 

language as the second language in Ukraine, will lead to further polarization, and these efforts 

bump into the issue that even after overlooking Crimea and parts of Donbass, the Russian 

speaking Ukrainians still constitute more than a third of the population and the Russian 

language is still widely used on a daily basis in everyday situations, particularly in large cities. 

On top of everything, considering that Putin’s initial requirements in 2014 for the settlement of 

the conflict supposedly lied solely upon two conditions; with the first being that the population 
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in Eastern regions be safe, and the second, this population being part of the political process;82 

the Ukrainian legislative changes with regards to national minorities and the role of the Russian 

language, the development of the conflict since 2014 suggests that these requirements either 

were just an underlying basis of all the conditions that Russia required, or that the behaviour of 

Ukraine further provoked Russia to demand more, and while not getting it, has become more 

and more aggressive to protect ‘its people’. As Nicolai N. Petro put it in his research on 

understanding the identity in Ukraine, “acknowledging the obvious reality that Ukraine is, at 

its heart, bilingual and bicultural, might finally allow Ukrainians to deal with domestic issues 

in ways that build loyalty to the state, rather than further divide the Ukrainian nation.”83 

 

1.7 Ukrainian geopolitics 

It is generally wrong to consider and compare Ukraine based on its “eastern” and 

“western” part, on the contrary, it should be viewed as an independent state as a whole. Its 

complete independence is quite recent, dating only 29 years. Before that, Ukraine had always 

been under some kind of a foreign influence or subordination since 14th century.84 Furthermore, 

it is wrong to depict Ukraine as a “Russian-speaking east at the loggerheads with a Ukrainian-

speaking west”85 It creates a stereotype, which might not necessarily be correct, as Kuzio shows, 

demonstrating that “Orthodox parishes constitute four out of Ukraine’s seven western 

oblasti ,…, the majority of Russian Orthodox (officially registered as Ukrainian Orthodox) 

parishes are to be found in western and central, not eastern, Ukraine.”86 However, this religious 

landscape changed significantly since the successful attempt of independence of Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church passed in 2019. Despite the fact that both Ukraine and Russia share many 

historical, cultural and religious values, the relations between the two countries became very 

cold in the past two decades. In a recent survey conducted by the Razumkov centre, 64.9% of 

respondents identified as Christian Orthodox, of which 13.2% affiliated with the new Orthodox 

Church of Ukraine, 10.6% disclosed affiliation to UOC-MP, 7.7% as UOC-KP, with the 

predominant 30.3% identifying just as Orthodox believer, without preferred affiliation to 

neither the Ukrainian nor the Russian association; whereas the rest of respondents in survey 
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identified with 9.5% of Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church (UGCC), 1.8% of Protestant Church, 

0.1% Jewish, 0.1% Muslim, 8% as Christian and the remaining 12.8% did not identify with any 

religious group. The remaining percentage, 2.8% were representing Buddhists, Hindus or 

followers of other religious groups.87 This survey shows a quite large religious landscape in 

Ukraine with many religious denominations existing, however, the predominance is being held 

by the Orthodox Church. It demonstrates that despite the Orthodox Church of Ukraine gained 

its independence only recently, its support among believers already outnumbers the UOC-MP, 

suggesting national coherence among the Ukrainian population. 

The Western efforts of democratization are perceived by Russia as a threat against 

Russia’s interests and Putin further believes that the US rhetoric about international law and 

democracy is nothing more than a geopolitical weapon, instead of a peacebuilding effort. The 

conflict can therefore be seen as a geopolitical struggle between the West and the East regarding 

the belonging of Ukraine to one or another.  

The context of the relation of Ukraine and Russia and its related tensions since 2014 have 

been demonstrated in this chapter in relation to the four pillars which the thesis is built upon, 

particularly the issues of culture, identity, language and religion. The following chapters will 

further explore the respective influence of the information and of the international arena over 

these four elements. 
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2 Freedom of the Media and Propaganda 

The issue of media freedom and the role of the information flow will be examined in the 

following chapter in relation to the national identity and the religious freedom and possible 

influence of the spread information in the mainstreamed narratives over the conflict and their 

socio-political perception. It is a famous and often inflected argument that the freedom of the 

media is restricted in the Russian Federation and that journalists, especially nosey investigative 

ones, face persecution by the government. This is particularly true when discussing the protests 

from 2014 and the dawn of the following conflict. The amount of information streamed 

nationally and internationally can be compared and the findings are pretty interesting, 

particularly in the contradicting views of the responsibility and the blame-game. These 

arguments are supported in the study conducted by NPO Truth Hounds, arguing that Russian 

media were “depicting the protests in Ukraine as a take-over by nationalists and fascists, 

orchestrated and financed by Western institutions.“88 A common argument also favors signs of 

a suppression of the Russian language and Moscow type Christian Orthodox religion by 

Ukrainian authorities set into force after Euromaidan. Pondering upon these arguments, the 

Russians advocated for armed confrontation. Members of some para-military troops manifested 

against the unfaithful and misbelievers. As one soldier of DPR testified, “I took up arms so that 

we could have an Orthodox State,” 89  openly disgracing members of other religious 

denominations, and further blaming the Western world for causing the war by bringing other 

religions into Russian, or in other words, Slavic nation. The interviewees in the above 

mentioned documentary compared the persecution to the religious persecution back in the days 

of the Soviet union, between 1928 and 1941, which ought to be responsible for the number of 

victims ranging between ten thousands to ten millions,90 but due to the secrecy of the campaign 

under Joseph Stalin, the exact number still remains a question of speculations and unconfirmed 

facts. More intensively than Stalin, it was his successor, Nikita Khrushchev, who intensified 

antireligious campaign during the Soviet era. After the World Council of Churches admitted 

the Russian Orthodox Church in 1961, it was suggested that the Church was not only controlled 

by the Soviet Union, but also abused for propaganda purposes.91  
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The study published by the European Parliament Research Service in 2017 shows, referring to 

the ‘Ukrainian Prism’ Foreign Policy Council, that “active followers of the Orthodox Christian 

Church in Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine are particularly vulnerable to Kremlin-led 

disinformation.” Their index also highlights the role of religion as a “precondition for 

channeling propaganda,” to strengthen Russian techniques of imperialism through the Russian 

Orthodox Church.92  

 

2.1 Information war 

In line with leftwing critics of American foreign policy, De Ploeg presents four 

conspiracies which he considers key to the conflict. The first blames the US for responsibility 

over the Euromaidan protests in 2013 and 2014 respectively, making them guilty of influencing 

Ukrainian politics by financing the nationalist protestors. The second blames the same 

Ukrainian nationalists who participated in the Maidan and were supposedly influenced by the 

US for killing the protestors, vindicating the Berkut Ministry of Interior special forces, who 

were publicly accused of responsibility for this act. The third conspiracy argues that again, these 

Ukrainian nationalists were also responsible for the fire in Odesa in May 2014, killing 48 people, 

among which were 42 pro-Russian activists. The fourth and final conspiracy which De Ploeg 

supports is one in which the US and NATO are blamed for influencing Ukraine’s war strategy, 

taking leadership in these specific internal affairs of Ukraine. De Ploeg particularly argues that 

“It seems reasonable to suggest that Ukraine’s war strategy is heavily influenced by 

Washington.”93 Based on these arguments, Kuzio further highlights the importance of these 

four conspiracies in their promotion by Russia in its information war, which has been made 

public and very known particularly thanks to Western scholars and think-tanks. However, he 

criticizes that these Western authors forget to ingrate previously conducted researches on Soviet 

active measures, such as “dezinformatsiya and anti-nationalist ideological campaigns by the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union.”94 In order to control the flow of information within 

Ukraine and fight against disinformation and propaganda, a Ministry of Information Policy was 

created in Ukraine on 2 December 2014.95 It was considered among many as a dangerous step 
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to give the government the power to decide the ‘truth’ and if given to the wrong hands, it can 

cause serious restrictions to the freedom of the media and even suppression of public opinion.96 

The Ministry was dissolved on 29 August 2019 with the new president’s Zelenskyy cabinet 

being formed. 

Already in June 2014, The Nation, the oldest American weekly magazine, often tagged 

as pro-Russian with left orientation,97 published an article, showing evidence of American 

involvement in the Ukrainian conflict, claiming alleged American influence within the 

structures of the Ukrainian Defence Ministry until present and blaming Washington for 

favoring right-wing representatives in Ukraine, such as Svoboda Party.98 Contradicting this 

allegation, it has been argued by other media that over the years, that the right-wing nationalism 

gained a lot of support across Ukraine,99 which is also reflected in the configuration of the 

Ukrainian parliament, and although there is evidence showing significant influence over 

Euromaidan protests by right-wing extremists and their involvement in the on-going conflict in 

the East of the country, they were not the main leading force of the protests.100 This proves that 

not only can biased information be spread in Europe, particularly the targeted region of Ukraine, 

but the propaganda campaign is spread worldwide, causing differing views and understandings 

of the conflict and its causes and reasons among the whole world population. As concerns 

unbiased media access, Ukraine is not the only country which is considered not to believe 

Russian media, this trend can be observed worldwide, which is confirmed by statistics of lowest 

ranking media, namely Russia Today and Sputnik101 or even famous social media, such as 

Facebook.102 It was recently argued by the US Ambassador to the Organization for Security 

and Co-Operation in Europe (OSCE), appealing to a report by the Freedom House, that the 

freedom of the media in Ukraine has been ranked “barely above North Korea.”103 He also 

pointed to the seizure of religious property of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine in Crimea by 

the Russian Orthodox Church, which represents another proof of the depth of the conflict, 
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particularly its religious dimension. It has become a known fact already during the WWI, using 

the name ‘information war’, that the influence of the population through abuse of strong trustful 

sources to cause an emotional reaction while avoiding the critical analysis of the information 

by the receiver, was used. In other words and in this context respectively, the Russian Orthodox 

Church has a predominant representation in Eastern and Southern Ukraine, and in combination 

with high level of trust of the believers towards the Church, can strongly influence general 

opinion of the people. In the case of this conflict, Russia uses this strategy to justify and 

vindicate their actions through the Church communication channels, such as TV or newspaper, 

accusing Ukrainian security forces for crimes against other religious denominations, without 

showing any real evidence, depicting their actions as defensive against Ukrainian attacks on 

religion, 104  while it is their armed troops residing in these regions of Ukraine who are 

responsible for a significant number of damages to the church property. Furthermore, shortly 

after the declaration of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine’s independence, Radio Free Europe, 

considered to be least biased and mostly factual information source,105 published an article 

proving that the Russian propaganda was not just spread through ghostwriting of articles 

communicated through religious channels, but was also publicly advocated by the priests 

belonging to UOC-MP, particularly Yuriy Kharon. The article further shows that clerics of 

UOC-MP “have spoken out in support of Russia’s annexation of Crimea and military 

intervention in the eastern Donbas region, and they have said that the Moscow Patriarchate is 

the only canonical church in Ukraine,” which was viewed by the Ukrainian authorities as 

strongly anti-Ukrainian.106 The above mentioned approach is often linked to the concept of 

fundamentalism, according to which religion loses its dominancy in society, while the synonym 

of the truth is often ‘divine’, diminishing its actual meaning in religious prerogative.  

Due to the disinformation campaigns, and very limited access of respective sides to 

information, the opinions on the causes and the nature of the conflict differ. As one study 

conducted by National Security and Defence of Ukraine shows, only “16,3% of Ukrainians 

view the conflict in the Donbas as a civil war while 59,5% see it as Russian-supported 

separatism and a war between Russia and Ukraine.”107 It is also interesting to observe the 

origins of the Donbas conflict, particularly the involvement of Russia in it, and the timeline of 

its intervention, whether it was at the time of the anti-Maidan protests at the beginning of 2014, 
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or only after Russian spetsnaz invaded the territory in Ukraine in mid-April 2014. However, it 

is incontestable that Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine became a fact after a series of violent 

events, mainly the “shooting down of the Malaysian airliner MH17 on 17 July 2014 with the 

death of 298 passengers and crew, artillery attacks from Russia into Ukraine (Case 2016), and 

invading Russian forces.”108 The shooting down of the aircraft MH17 coincidentally happened 

only one day after the US imposed more sanctions against Russia on strategic corporations. 

Another survey which observed the opinions of people in the East in reaction to the 

Maidan protests and the Russian involvement in the conflict, clearly shows that the majority 

blames the government of Kyiv for losing Crimea (62%), in opposition to putting the 

responsibility on either Crimean separatists (24%) or Russia (19%). The survey further shows 

that people from Donetsk and Luhansk mainly refuse Russian involvement with the rebels in 

the East, with more than 50% of the respondents turning down such a possibility. The poll was 

repeated six months after the fighting began, and the goal was to find how it influenced local 

public opinion towards responsibility for the conflict. It shows, shockingly, a decline in people 

believing in an on-going war between Russia and Ukraine (19.4% versus 28.2% before) and 

more than a half were convinced Russia has only been protecting the interests of Russian 

speaking citizens of Eastern Ukraine. The support for separation from the East of Ukraine has 

also rose significantly, from 27.5% to 42.1%.109 The numbers from mid-April 2014 also show 

that two-thirds of the residents of Donbass region consider Maidan to be “an armed overthrow 

of the government, organized by the opposition with the assistance of the West.”110 Another 

study, conducted by the German GFK (author’s note: Growth from Knowledge), is yet another 

proof of general disagreement within the Ukrainian population, with 65% Ukrainian 

respondents blaming Russia for providing funds and artillery to Crimea, but when the same 

question was asked in Crimea, almost the same percentage, 62% of respondents, believed that 

the citizens of Crimea and Donbass were forced to fight against nationalism. The conclusions 

of the study acknowledge the role of the Russian propaganda in Crimea, which based on the 

findings of the survey necessarily played a role in creating such a large divergence in 

opinions.111  This above described and demonstrated issue of very diverging views on the 
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responsibilities over the on-going conflict further exacerbates the volatile situation in Eastern 

Ukraine and delays the beginning of substantive peacebuilding processes. Furthermore, the 

common perception of the conflict by the society as internal, therefore without the influence of 

the international actors included makes it difficult for the international peacebuilding efforts to 

be implemented. The issue of the spread of misinformation and disinformation includes all of 

the initial dimension that this research examines, particularly the use of religious channels for 

the streaming of the narratives, as well as different views over the conflict’s character based on 

polarized national identities across Ukraine. 
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3 Russian influence 

The following chapter will examine the concepts of Russkij mir, Novorossiya and the 

conception of ‘Little Russian identity’, consisting of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus. They will 

demonstrate the common roots that Ukraine and Russia share, and with which Russia argues 

when calling for unity with Ukrainian nation and manifesting, unfortunately not just through 

diplomacy, but through the use of force in Eastern Ukraine, that Ukraine belongs to the East, 

which is confirmed by history, and not to the West. 

3.1 Russkij mir 

This term is very often referred to in relation to actions of the Russian Federation, on one 

hand to sustain the aggressive behavior of the Russian Federation towards its neighbors, on the 

other in attempt to argue for the Russian identity, which has a long history in the Eastern part 

of the Eurasian continent. This philosophy calls for “the unity of people across the historical 

territory of ancient Rus, and for the preservation of the common values of the Russian language, 

religion, spirituality and way of life. This concept has been strongly promoted by Kirill the 

Moscow Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church,”112 to whom I’ve referred to in relation to 

the Ukraine’s successful attempt to make Ukrainian Orthodox Church independent from the 

Moscow Patriarchate. It has been argued in the study named “When god becomes the weapon” 

that “the concept of the Russian World brotherhood, defense of Canonical Orthodoxy and 

strong anti-Western sentiment undermine the official neutrality of the high authorities of the 

Russian Orthodox Church and Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate ,…, these 

rhetorical elements have combined to create a dangerous mix of radicalism, violence in the 

name of God, and general impunity in the face of the law, effectively masking Russia’s true 

political motives behind the military conflict.”113 The threat to Russia’s concept of the Russian 

world has further been carried out by the recent developments in the Ukrainian religious 

independence from Moscow, particularly in the independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church from the Russian Orthodox Church. The two countries share a common history going 

back to the medieval Kyivan Rus, in which some of the current Ukrainian territories belonged 

to Russia and the values of the common church were very important and included the 

foundation of the Rus Church in Kyiv in the 10th century.114  
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During Yeltsin presidency, Russia started financing and supporting pro-Russian forces on the 

territory of Ukraine and assisted in building accommodation in the Black Sea region for officers. 

The most popular figure connected to this issue was Mayor of Moscow Yuri Luzhkov, who was 

“the main advocate of Russian irredentism towards Crimea and Sevastopol in the Federation 

Council,” which resulted in a ban on his entrance on the territory of Ukraine. It was during 

Yushchenko presidency between 2005 and 2010 that Russia began implementing the KGB 

strategies from the Soviet Union through subversion and intelligence operations.115 

 

3.2 Novorossiya 

Being a historical name describing one of the youngest and most ethnically diverse 

regions of Ukraine, Novorossiya gained attention when Putin started to use it in his declarations 

since 2014. During Soviet times, the term was suppressed due to a suspicion of its sympathy 

towards the Whites during the Russian Civil War. The term of “Novorossiya”, or in English, 

New Russia, has often been referred to not only in Putin’s statements, but also as a prerogative 

of occupied regions of Donetsk and Luhansk, about relations of Ukraine with Russia, 

particularly in “eight eastern and southern oblasti” 116  This project was envisioned to 

confederate these two regions into Russia, making them independent from Ukraine, just like it 

was in the tsarist days, when “Kharkov, Lugansk, Donetsk, Kherson, Nikolayev and Odessa” 

belonged to Russia. 

Crimea had historically been part of Russia for 150 years, as argued by Putin, therefore 

much longer than it has been part of Ukraine. It has been won from the Ottoman Empire in 18th 

century and named “New Russia,” as the translation of Novorossiya from Russian language 

confirms. Years after, at the beginning of the Soviet Union, “it became a part of the Ukrainian 

Soviet Republic ;…; and remained a part of Ukraine after the collapse of communism.”117 This, 

historically as well as hypothetically, as some Eastern scholars would argue, gives Putin the 

right to take its long-term historical and cultural heritage back from Ukraine. As Kent argues 

in his study, “Crimea has significant ramifications for national identity, historical myths and 

national stereotypes in the contemporary Russia-Ukraine crisis.” In the research conducted by 

Taras Kuzio, two following key arguments about the right of Russia to reunion are presented: 

 
115 https://www.peacepalacelibrary.nl/ebooks/files/372451918.pdf, Accessed 13 August 2020, pp 4 
116 Kuzio, T. (2018) Russia-Ukraine Crisis: The Blame Game, Geopolitics and National Identity, Europe-Asia 

Studies, pp. 463 
117 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/04/18/understanding-novorossiya-the-latest-

historical-concept-to-get-worried-about-in-ukraine/, Accessed: 30 July 2020 



 35 

one is that Crimea had been part of Russia much longer than it has been part of Ukraine; second 

is the 2016 unveil of a monument to Kyiv Rus Grande Prince Volodymyr the Great in Moscow 

and affiliation of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church to the Russian Orthodox Church. In this logic, 

“the Russian Orthodox Church and Putin persistently highlight the eternal ‘fraternal’ bonds of 

Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians stretching from Kyiv Rus to the present.” 118  The 

argument with Volodymyr’s origin has again been used in Putin’s statement in the State Duma 

on 18 March 2014, when he welcomed a new member of the Russian Federation, Crimea. It is 

important to note, in this context, the role of the concept of “three eastern Slavic peoples”, to 

which I’ll dedicate the next chapter. 

Finally, it is generally argued that the transition of Crimea from Russia to Soviet Ukraine 

in 1954 had been done under the umbrella of a ‘fraternal brotherhood’. Later in 1990 after the 

disengagement of the Soviet Union, independent Ukraine inherited both the autonomous 

Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, a fact confirmed by Russia under both president Boris 

Yeltsin and president Putin. Therefore, recent annexation of Crimea being de jure Ukrainian is 

viewed by Ukrainian nationalists as “undermining the basis for this ‘fraternal brotherhood’”.119 

The study conducted by Charap and Colton is criticized in Kuzio’s book, who specifically 

highlights that authors ignore important facts mentioned by Putin in his speech at 2008 

Bucharest NATO Summit, where he criticized NATO enlargement to the East. Kuzio 

particularly highlights the arguments mentioned by Putin, whose discussion of Ukraine “as an 

artificial entity and his questioning of Ukraine’s sovereignty over eastern and southern Ukraine 

eighty years before he revived the Tsarist concept of Novorossiya” was ignored by Charap and 

Colton.120 

Kuzio argues and is convinced that the concept of Novorossiya is a failed project and 

that Putin wrongly assumed that Ukraine would disintegrate after the protests in 2014 and 

Russian speakers in Eastern Ukraine would support union with Russia. This was particularly 

the case in Odessa and Kharkiv, where the protesters chanted against union with Russia. There 

was even a plan to create more ‘People’s Republics’ than just in Donetsk and Luhansk, adding 

Odessa and Kharkiv, but in these two, the change was unsuccessful.121 On the other hand, these 

protests have left scars on the cities and created further polarization of society between those 
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who favor Western orientation towards EU and NATO and those who’d like to unite with the 

Russian Federation. Furthermore, as Kuzio shows, “half or more of Ukrainian military and 

security forces fighting in the Donbas are Russian speakers, in a development that undermines 

the description of the conflict as a ‘civil war’ between Ukrainian and Russian speakers.”122 

Russian nationalists also criticize the failed project of Novorossiya and blame Putin for not 

taking enough action and for not repeating Girkin’s spetznaz operation, which would, they are 

convinced, have helped annex the territory. However, Kuzio demonstrates that true reasons lie 

in the Ukrainian patriotism of Ukraine’s Russian speakers and their identity grounded in civic 

terms. He continues that the “Russian identity in contrast, is ethnic with a strong emphasis 

placed on language and culture.”123 On the other hand, as many Russian nationalists see Russia 

and Ukraine as ‘odin narod’ (one people), including Putin, the unification was understandably 

seen by many as just a technicality. After all, all nations who once were part of Soviet Union, 

or have even further roots to the Eastern world, are still understood to be Slavs and the same as 

the Russians in nature. The responsibility for this takes common cultural history, such as similar 

language roots.  

Another good example of reasons for why Russian project of Novorossiya failed in 

Ukraine is well explained by Gerard Toal in his book. He explains that the crisis, as Russians 

understand it, “was caused by a part of ‘Russia’ (that is, Ukraine) attempting to break away 

from ‘Russia’; indeed, Russian nationalists such as Girkin have described Ukrainians as the real 

‘separatists’ (Kuzio 2017b, pp. 81-2).”124 It is therefore pretty intuitive to dedicate that the main 

driver for the current crisis was the issue of national identity and respective understanding of it 

by the two countries, Ukraine and Russia.  

 

3.3 Russia, Ukraine, Belarus 

Historically, it was envisioned to keep relations between Russia, Ukraine and Belarus 

close, as they were considered sharing a common Pan-Slavic identity. Common political history 

gave alternative names to these three countries with Russia being the Great Russia, Ukraine 

being the Little Russia and Belarus being the White Russia, together creating the “Little Russian 

identity.”125 The project originated from the Middle Age times of Kievan Rus, when the three 
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nations shared the common religion, the Orthodox Christian Church, and the common language, 

the Old Church Slavonic. 

After Yanukovych victory in 2010 election in Ukraine, Russia hoped it would bring 

Ukraine on a path to bring Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan, together to create a new Customs 

Union.126 Ukraine has been destabilized by corruption, that was considered to be one of the 

highest in Europe and its dependency on Russia in terms of imports of oil and gas gave Russia 

a strategic commodity hostage for a necessary cooperation. 

As these chapters have concluded, the crisis of the above mentioned pillars of common 

religion, common language and common identity further contributed to the current conflict, as 

they originated from the very known concepts of the Eastern culture, that were presented in the 

chapter above. The attributes of Ukraine as Little Russia or New Russia have proved to be 

traditional concepts originating from the Russian history, could have been seen as threatened 

by the international influence, that will be examined in the following chapter, perceived as 

endangering the traditional structure of the Eastern identity. 
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4 International influence 

Researchers have been contradicting in their opinions as to what have been the reasons for 

the emergence of the conflict in Donbass and Eastern Ukraine in 2014. One of the theories 

suggests that the interest of EU and NATO to make Ukraine and other post-Soviet countries 

part of these international structures has provoked Russia to interfere due to the threat of these 

organizations being at the borders with Russia, making Ukraine lose its “buffer zone” status. 

This would possibly further threaten the political system in Russia, as the pro-democratic values 

of EU would be one of the fundamental requirements to become part of the EU and would 

further advance it in Ukraine, which could threaten the autocratic system in Russia and its 

associated considerable influence over its neighbor countries, particularly Ukraine and Belarus. 

It is further suggested that the overthrow of president Yanukovich in 2014 has been one of the 

reasons why Russia invaded Crimea, also fearing that its coastal position would allow NATO 

to host a naval base, which would geopolitically threaten Russia’s border in Kerch Strait. It is 

interesting to observe that while Yanukovych was busy spreading anti-American agenda across 

the Ukraine, Ukraine was busy creating “the third largest military contingent in the US-led 

coalition in Iraq (first non-NATO force).“127 

In his speech in 1995 after NATO’s bombing in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Russian 

President Boris Yeltsin warned about what would happen if NATO approached the borders of 

the Russian Federation. This argument was repeated again in 2008 during Russian President 

Vladimir Putin’s speech at NATO summit in Bucharest in addressing then president of the US, 

George Bush: “You don’t understand, George, that Ukraine is not even a state. What is Ukraine? 

Part of its territories is Eastern Europe, but the greater part is a gift from us.”128 This famous 

quote is often repeated and arguably puts across the idea of annexing Ukraine, or at least a part 

of it.  

It has also been widely discussed to which extent have the United States influenced the 

developments in Ukraine since 2014, with the name of Geoffrey Pyatt, former U.S. ambassador 

to Ukraine, often being inflected. In a revealed phone call with Victoria Nuland, at that time 

Assistant Secretary of State, the two have been discussing regime changes in Ukraine, 

obviously trying to meddle in the internal affairs of Ukraine. They are no longer in their 

positions, which suggests that the United States accepted their contribution already back at the 
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brink of the conflict in 2014. The West has however declined the possibility of deploying their 

military forces on the territory of Ukraine, one of the reasons being the lack of attributing the 

international status to the on-going conflict in Ukraine, to which any international intervention 

would be considered a meddle in the internal affairs. However, the Western governments 

imposed economic and travels sanctions against Crimean leaders and Russian governmental 

officials, such as blocking of Visa and MasterCard usage in Crimea since December 2014.129 

It has already been argued by Mearsheimer in 2014 that the United States should focus more 

on containing a rising power of China, using help of Russia. However, recent developments 

only confirm Mearsheimer’s fear that the U.S. policy and behaviour would only drive Moscow 

and Beijing closer together.130 While retaining the largest military presence in Europe since the 

Cold War, the current strategy of the United States to pull out of international agreements and 

moving their troops from foreign missions back home while leaving many blank spaces in the 

international affairs arena can only cause trouble, if new agreements, such as Strategic Arms 

Reduction Treaty (START), won’t soon be established. In addition, these agreements ought not 

to miss the new security threats, be it hybrid or spatial. It is also important to notice Putin’s 

aspirations to create a Eurasian Union, to which former Soviet republics would be a part of. 

This Union together with the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) would become 

organizations originating from the East, taking positions of counterparts to the EU and 

NATO.131 

 

4.1 NATO enlargement 

The United States believed that the end of the Cold War had fundamentally transformed 

international politics and the previous realist logic in Europe was replaced by post national 

order, with international institutions, headed by the one hegemon, the United States, governing 

the world order and safeguarding worldwide peace and order. This idea was supported by many 

liberals, including Clinton, aiming at fundamentally enlarging the territory of influence. As 

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright put it, the United States was not only the “indispensable 
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nation,”132 but also a “benign hegemon and thus unlikely to be viewed as a threat in Moscow. 

The aim, in essence, was to make the entire continent look like western Europe,” as argued by 

Mearsheimer.133 One of the theories suggesting an international contribution to the conflict and 

direct threat at the Russian borders perceived by the Russian Federation is the NATO 

enlargement strategy. When NATO was created in 1949, it consisted only of twelve countries, 

perceived at that time as the Western world. Only in the following years has NATO decided to 

move towards the East, which has long been perceived as provocative towards Russia and their 

security environment around their borders. After the end of the Cold War these efforts were 

only intensified, which resulted in 30 NATO member States to the present day. Furthermore, 

countries which were historically part of Russia, whether in a form of the Russian empire or 

the Soviet Union, have started becoming members of this alliance and moving westward, 

creating historical, national and cultural bias among the Slavic national heritage. Mearsheimer 

is convinced that the “strategy to move Ukraine out of Russia’s orbit and integrate it into the 

West” by promoting democracy, e.g. through the Orange Revolution in 2004 and by 

incorporating it into the Western structure by inviting it to join international alliances such as 

NATO can only provoke such a conflict that we’re currently witnessing in Ukraine.134 It comes 

as no surprise that Putin responded by taking Crimea of fear that the peninsula would later host 

a NATO naval base, which would directly threaten neighboring Russia and would be in 

contradiction with initial talks shortly after the fall of the Soviet Union from 1990’s about 

NATO’s placement in the geopolitical scope, when NATO founding countries promised Russia 

they would not come so close to the Russian borders so to make them feel threatened.135 One 

can obviously observe that the Western world ignores the concept of realism and believes that 

Europe “can be kept whole and free on the basis of such liberal principles as the rule of law, 

economic interdependence, and democracy” 136  thanks to the influence of the international 

institutions. Mearsheimer agrees with Kissinger, Charles de Gaulle and other realist proponents, 

arguing that “realpolitik remains relevant – and states that ignore it do so at their own peril.”137 

Therewithal, NATO had been warned by Russia already during campaign against the Bosnian 

 
132 https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/the-us-still-the-indispensable-nation-conversation-madeleine-albright, 

Accessed 12 August 2020 
133 Mearsheimer, J. (2014) Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West's Fault: The Liberal Delusions That Provoked 

Putin. Foreign Affairs, (93(5), pp. 77-89) pp. 7 
134 Ibid, pp 1 
135 Ganser, D. (2016) Illegal wars: How the NATO countries sabotage the UN. A chronicle from Cuba to 

Syria. Orell Füssli, pp. 246-247 
136 Mearsheimer, J. (2014) Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West's Fault: The Liberal Delusions That Provoked 

Putin. Foreign Affairs, (93(5), pp. 77-89) pp. 2 
137 Ibid, pp 2 



 41 

Serbs in 1995, when Russian President Boris Yeltsin claimed “This is the first sign of what 

could happen when NATO comes right up to the Russian Federation’s borders.”138  

An important and changing factor with relation to initiatives of NATO to enlarge 

eastward and geopolitical situation near the Russian border is 2008 NATO Summit in Bucharest. 

Arguments were expressed and received, with the West trying to find a compromise in 

welcoming Ukraine and Georgia into its alliance without threatening Russian Federation. The 

effort was obviously unsuccessful, despite the NATO members reaching a compromise during 

the summit in stating Georgia and Ukraine’s ‘aspiration’ to become a member instead of a 

‘beginning of the formal process leading to membership’. 139  The provocations have been 

sounded at a meeting of NATO foreign ministers in June 2014, during which NATO’s SG 

Anders Fogh Rasmussen underlined that “NATO’s door remains open and no third country has 

a veto over NATO enlargement.”140 In addition, foreign ministers agreed on providing support 

to Ukraine by improving its military capabilities in areas such as “command, control, logistics 

and cyberdefense,”141 which has proven to be a fact during various military exercises taking 

place at the territory of Ukraine with formal support of NATO since 2014, whether in form of 

supplies or personnel, such as Rapid Trident military exercise. 142  Furthermore, Ukraine 

conducted a military exercise Joint Effort 2020 with involvement of NATO allies, in response 

to the Caucasus 2020 Russian military exercise in the Southern Military District of Russia in 

September 2020.143 Mearsheimer compares the situation by illustrating an example of China 

building a military alliance with Canada and Mexico, directly threatening the United States at 

their very borders. However, to mollify Russia, NATO aspired to progress with its international 

agenda by creating a NATO-Russia Council in 2002 to foster peaceful cooperation among the 

two powers.  

It has also been highlighted by Kissinger shortly after the beginning of the 2014 Ukrainian 

conflict that “the West must understand that, to Russia, Ukraine can never just be a foreign 

country.” On the other hand, the views of current politicians differ significantly, although the 

fundamental view might remain the same. In response to Ukrainian crisis, Secretary of State 

John Kerry reacted by saying: “You just don’t in the twenty-first century behave in nineteenth-
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century fashion by invading other country on completely trumped-up pretext.”144 This idea 

further proves ideological bias between the United States and Russia and the struggle between 

realism and liberalism, supported also by former US President Barack Obama, who argued for 

ideals motivating Western policy which are at risk due to older and more traditional views of 

power division.145 

 

4.2 EU Eastern partnership 

The European Union agreed in May 2008 on launching its new Eastern Partnership 

initiative, which would foster prosperity, economy and democracy in countries in Eastern 

Europe. Russia viewed this plan as hostile and countered the initiative with its Eurasian 

Economic Union launched in 2014. Between 2007 and 2012, numerous negotiations were held 

for the parties to find an accord on the so-called Association Agreement. However, president 

Yanukovych refused the EU’s support in financial volume of 610 millions EUR in 2013 along 

with signing of the political part of the association agreement146 at a summit in Vilnius and 

instead accepted a Russian financial package worth 10.9 billion euros (author’s note: a 

transaction that was later frozen and suspended),147 which stroke a light across Ukraine and 

started the national antigovernment demonstrations in Ukraine which in following months 

resulted in the overthrow of Yanukovych and his following fleeing to asylum in Russia. 

Simultaneously, in line with the protests, the first part of the agreement, the political one, was 

signed by Prime Minister of Ukraine on 21 March 2014 during a special EU-Ukraine Summit. 

The final draft, including the economic part, of the Association Agreement was signed by 

president Poroshenko and 28 EU Member States and leaders of the EU on 27 June 2014, it was 

ratified by European parliament and Ukrainian parliament on 16 September 2014 and entered 

fully into force in Ukraine on 1 September 2017. The document ensures progressive inclusion 

of the Ukrainian market into the common market of the EU and ensures the four freedoms as 

enshrined in the EU.148 

It is argued by the Government of Ukraine that the “Association Agreement in its scope 

and thematic coverage is the biggest international legal document in the history of Ukraine and 

the biggest international agreement with a third country ever concluded by the European 
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Union.”149 Since the beginning of the conflict, the EU has sent short and medium term financial 

support to Ukraine to stabilize the economic situation and “help support SMEs and 

entrepreneurship across Ukraine’s regions, including in areas most affected by the conflict.”150 

 

4.3 OSCE and the Special Monitoring Mission in Ukraine 

The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe was established in 1975 with 

goals to keep an eye on the peace in the OSCE region, promotion of fundamental freedoms, 

particularly freedom of religion and freedom of speech, protection of human rights, monitoring 

of compliance with the human rights, election monitoring and military co-operation and 

promotion of military transparency and currently arches over 57 participating States across the 

world. Last but not least, I dare to say that one of the goals of the organization was to also 

ensure and keep a dialogue between the United States and the Russian Federation on a weekly 

basis on its ground in Vienna, Austria. However, with all these priorities being imperative and 

important, the organization still remains consensus-based, which doesn’t give it the executive 

power necessary to sanction respective violations of its monitoring commitments. In this 

context it is important to dig deeper to the history of 1994, when a political agreement called a 

Budapest Memorandum signed at the OSCE Ministerial Conference in Budapest was supposed 

to ensure security to its new signatories, specifically Belarus, Kazakhstan and Ukraine, 

countries, which later acceded to the Treaty on Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). 

This memorandum can now be considered a failed agreement, as there is at least one of the 

signatory nations that broke the commitments of respecting  “the independence and sovereignty 

and the existing borders of Ukraine” agreed upon in the memorandum.151  

It was at the request of the participating States that the Special Monitoring Mission in 

Ukraine was established on 21 March 2014, shortly after the beginning of the conflict, based 

on a consensus of all OSCE participating States, including the Russian Federation.152 This 

mission is an un-armed mission with goal to “observe and report in an impartial and objective 

way on the situation in Ukraine; and to facilitate dialogue among all parties to the crisis.”153 In 

addition, it is responsible for the establishment of the so-called Trilateral Contact Group – 

Ukraine, Russian Federation and the OSCE – to facilitate dialogue among the battling groups 
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and to necessitate and facilitate the efforts to achieve ceasefire on Ukrainian territory. 

Furthermore, there are simultaneous discussions on-going at a higher level in the Normandy 

Format group, which consists of Germany, France, Ukraine and the Russian Federation. The 

SMM informs through its daily, weekly, spot and thematic reports on the current situation and 

development of a lasting ceasefire through the communication networks of the OSCE, which 

are publicly available.154 If a ceasefire is agreed upon by either the Trilateral Contact Group 

(TCG) or the Normandy Format, the SMM has the responsibility to monitor compliance with 

these respective ceasefires and report on any possible ceasefire violations. However, the 

mission also reports constraints of access of its monitors by the members of the armed 

formations on the ground to get the full image of the situation. Therefore, despite the efforts for 

a full disengagement and permanent withdrawal of forces from three contact zones – Stanytsia 

Luhanska, Petrivske, Zolote - agreed upon in early 2019, the SMM still reports ceasefire 

violations in these locations until present.155 

Leonid Kuchma, the Second President of Ukraine from 1994 to 2005, plays an important 

role in these talks, being the head of the Ukrainian delegation to the TCG from 2014 until 2018 

and then again at the request of president Zelenskyy since June 2019 until July 2020. 156 

Previous chapters have demonstrated the influence of the international arena over the conflict 

since its inception as well as before it. However, it has also been proved that the above 

mentioned international organizations play an important role in the efforts to bring sustainable 

peace to this region, with its substantially oriented negotiation groups, particularly the formats 

of the OSCE. The following part of the research will examine consequences and highlight the 

changes of the legislative system in Ukraine and Russia respectively, reflecting upon the above 

demonstrated concepts that have played a key role in influencing the national identity. 
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5 Legislative changes in Ukraine and Russia 

In this section, I will highlight the legal norms which were either created or amended to fit 

the current state of affairs between Russia and Ukraine. Choosing from many laws and legal 

changes that were passed in response to the aforementioned concept, I decided to focus on the 

below mentioned. They reflect the theory presented above and demonstrate how the issues of 

identity, propaganda and religion are very much objectively part of the conflict, as they caused 

reactions in the executive structures of both parties to the conflict. Some of the legal 

amendments were targeting the occupied territory of Crimea, and therefore their legibility can 

and will be questioned. These issues highlight the imperative need for intensified protection of 

the freedom of religion as well as freedom of expression and the media. 

 

5.1 March 2014 Referendum 

On 5 May 1992, Autonomous Republic of Crimea adopted their own constitution, which 

was revoked by Kyiv only one day after its adoption. The constitution is at variance with 

Ukrainian constitution, particularly in superiority of the Russian language over the Ukrainian 

in Crimea and superiority of Crimean laws over Ukrainian laws. It allowed, as Crimea argued, 

for conduct of its own foreign policy, independent from the one of Ukraine.157 Based on this 

Act, supposedly ensuring de facto independence of Crimea from Ukraine, or better said since 

the disintegration of the USSR in 1991 and the transfer of the 1954 decree from Soviet Ukraine 

to independent Ukraine, Russia has been trying to revoke the legitimacy of the decree and take 

Crimea back. This act has been unilaterally revoked by Ukraine in 1995, which surprisingly left 

no reaction from the Russian Federation.158 In order to achieve a compromise, Ukrainian and 

Crimean side agreed on a consensus defining the jurisdiction of Crimea, allowing them to pass 

own laws which do not contradict the Ukrainian legislature, such as tax policies, environmental 

regulations or provisions related to social protection.159 The regulation also allowed Crimea to 

have its own anthem, coat of arms and emblem. The alternative Crimean Constitution was 

ratified three years later, in October 1998. However, the issue reappeared again in 2014 when 

the demonstrations in Kyiv began, intensified with Kyiv’s decision to revoke 1998 Crimean 

Constitution and caused a reaction of Crimea holding a local referendum. Less than four months 
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after the beginning of the national protests across Ukraine, Crimea organized an unrecognized 

secession referendum to join Russia on 16 March 2014. This referendum was supposedly 

backed by 97% of the voters,160 however other sources show only 80% support by the voters,161 

creating further confusion of referendum’s legitimacy. There has also been a scandalous report 

registered by the Forbes magazine, which revealed alternative results of the referendum from 

the Russian President’s Human Rights Council, much different from the official numbers, 

showing only 30% support for the annexation. These results have however been deleted from 

the website shortly after their publication, luckily, Forbes attached a screenshot of this report 

to their article.162 In early stages of the referendum’s organization, Kyiv, temporarily led by 

Oleksandr Turhynov, who replaced Yanukovych after his fleeing to Russia and stayed in his 

position until Poroshenko was elected, tried to “replace local military commanders and security 

forces in Crimea.”163 He even admitted he sent troops and volunteers to the East, supplying 

them with weapons.164 Advocating in light of defending the country, he even stated that “if it 

happened again, I would do the same thing,” in order to save the country.165 This caused an 

immense reaction in Crimea, which asked the resident Russian Black Sea fleet for assistance 

and defense of Crimean citizens. The Russian involvement started here and Putin sent Russian 

troops to Ukraine, arguing for the need to protect Russian citizens from the threat. A week later, 

the above mentioned secession referendum was organized. It took almost 20 years to respond 

to the annulation of 1992 Crimean Constitution in 1995 by Kyiv, but it is undeniable that both 

Crimea and Russia used the protests in Kyiv as turmoil for their long-wanted political efforts 

and goals. 

When people in Russia and Ukraine were asked about the legality of the March 16th 

Referendum, each national representatives in the survey backed their own country, with the 

disquieting but unsurprising result, showing that 84% of Russians hold an opinion of a free and 

fair referendum, while their Ukrainian counterpart disagrees with them with 60% of 

respondents.166 
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Nor the United Nations neither other international organizations recognize this 

referendum. In response to the referendum, the European Union and the United States imposed 

bans and froze accounts of several officials who had connections to the referendum. On the 

other side of the bridge, on 18 March 2014, Putin signed a legislation to make Crimea part of 

the Russian Federation, arguing with the precedent related to the recognition of the 

independence of Kosovo by the Western world.167 Furthermore, Russia underlines that at the 

time of the referendum, there was no legitimate government in Kyiv, and therefore, in this ‘rule 

of chaos’, Crimean referendum was duly justified. 

 

5.2 So-called Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics 

After the internationally unrecognized referendum, except for the Russian Federation, 

held by pro-Russian separatists in the regions of Donetsk and Luhansk on 11 May 2014, the so-

called republics declared independence and drafted their own respective „constitutions“. The 

‘constitution’ of Donetsk People’s Republic states, in article 9 “The leading and dominant 

faith… as professed by the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate). The historical 

heritage and role of the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) are recognized and 

respected, including as a main pillar of the Russian world doctrine.”168 Despite this formulation 

being repeated by many sources, including the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), the current version of 2015 Constitution of DPR does not state this 

formulation in article 9, particularly paragraph 3, but reads as follows: „No religion and 

ideology can be established as state or mandatory.“169 However, it is an established fact that the 

attacks on churches and ill treatment of believers and members of other religious denominations 

are present in both DPR and LPR. As argued in the study by Truth Hounds, “unlawful armed 

groups, under the banners of the Russian Orthodox Army and the Cossack Army, openly 

manifest their adherence to orthodoxy and have begun a “crusade” across the Donbas 

region.”170  
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5.3 Kivalov-Kolesnichenko law  

This law was adopted in 2012 and ensured a status of the Russian language as a regional 

language on the territory of Ukraine. The abolition of this law on 23 February 2014, shortly 

after the large protests in Ukraine began, and only 2 days after Yanukovych’s fleeing from 

Ukraine to Russia, was seen as a provocative action against Russia and contributed to their 

aggressive response in the name of the protection of Russian people across Ukraine. The 

underlying basis for this law was a usage of respective language by at least 10% of population 

in respective regions of Ukraine, a criterion which eighteen languages across the country met. 

Already in 2012, the law was perceived by many as an instrument to further divide Ukrainian 

nation. Reaction from the international arena also wasn’t flattering, particularly with Venice 

Commission criticizing that the “draft law failed to ensure a balance between the use of the 

state language as a consolidating factor for society, and the protection of minority 

languages.”171 Even Freedom House observed a large drop in democracy-related issues in 

observing period 2008-2012 and pointed to the law as the key reason. Experts and community 

both argued that Ukrainian language is not used enough in the public discourse, in response to 

which, several laws were passed between 2016 and 2017, such as a law demanding a minimum 

of a 75% quota of content in Ukrainian language in the media and television. In 2018, the law 

was recognized as unconstitutional due to “procedural violations during its adoption.”172 

 

5.4 Removal of the Russian language as the second language 

During the outburst of the conflict in Eastern Ukraine, specifically in February 2014, the 

attempt of Ukrainian Parliament to remove the status of Russian as a second language in 

Ukraine further emphasized the arguments of Russian Federation about the new leaders of the 

government being US-backed nationalists whose ambition is to undermine and violate minority 

rights. 173  This was a response to the “Law on the Basis of State Policy”, or Kivalov-

Kolesnichenko law, as mentioned above, passed in 2012 under Viktor Yanukovich presidency. 

The new law “Law on Guaranteeing the Functioning of the Ukrainian Language as the State 

Language” has passed the second reading in April 2019, under Petro Poroshenko presidency, 

and replaced the previous law, ensuring the singularity of the use of Ukrainian language at the 
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territory of Ukraine, as the introduction of the law reads as follows “full functioning of 

Ukrainian on the entire territory of the state guarantees the preservation of the identity of the 

Ukrainian nation and strengthening of the unity of Ukraine”. Furthermore, Article 10 argues 

that the “state language in Ukraine is Ukrainian.”174 Therefore, Ukrainian language became the 

official and sole language of communication, however private contact, religious practices and 

cultural events are exempted from this law.175 The passing of this law shows how disgracefully 

the Russian language is viewed in Ukraine, such as in terms of prohibition of use of Russian in 

all advanced educational institutions higher primary schools, media, culture. However, 

exception is applied to the use of recognized languages of the European Union and Crimean 

Tatar language. This exception does not cover the Russian language. The formulation and 

consecutive passing of this law only creates further ground for identity issues of some part of 

Ukrainian population, particularly, Russian speaking Ukrainians.176 It is withal important to 

notice that the continued use of Russian language and other languages will remain protected 

“in private communication, religious rites, when learning foreign languages, in academic 

publications.”177 This suggests that the aim of the government was to limit and prohibit the use 

of the Russian language in the official communication and in the public life, but to keep 

protecting it for the purposes of private lives of the Ukrainian population.  

 

5.5 Removal of the Ukrainian language in the non-government controlled areas 

Although no official legislature changes has been passed in Russian controlled areas, 

particularly in Donetsk and Luhansk republic, the schools have ceased to use Ukrainian 

language already back in 2014 and all classes were carried out in Russian language ever since. 

It was only until recently that the representatives of the so-called Donetsk and Luhansk 

republics have voted unanimously on 6th March 2020 to officially change their so-called 

constitution, declaring the Russian language as the only ‘state language’.178 It is argued that the 

same scheme has been used by Russia in Crimea to remove Ukrainian language from 

educational institution on the peninsula. Russian disinformation has at the same time been 

spread that the above mentioned steps were simply a reaction to threats and discrimination to 

Russian-speaking people, who supposedly even faced genocide, particularly in the respective 
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regions of Crimea and Donbass.179 One can only assume that these ‘constitutional changes’ 

were inspired after the Ukrainian Language Law has been passed in 2019, limiting the use of 

the Russian language in the public life. It is thought-provoking and maybe even suspicious to 

note that these changes in the so-called constitutions of DPR and LPR are enshrined in article 

10,180 the same article as in Ukrainian Constitution states that the “state language in Ukraine is 

Ukrainian.”181 It wouldn’t come as a surprise if this act would be intentional and provocative. 

 

5.6 The Law of Ukraine on Freedom of Conscience and Religious 

Organizations 

The Law of Ukraine on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations, adopted in 

1991, specifies the rights of religious organizations and grants them the legal status and 

possibility to  acquire property, to stand before the court and to hold public worship.182 It further 

allows and ensures the complete freedom to profess, to express and to spread one’s religious 

beliefs and it clearly separates the religion from the state, prohibiting any involvement in 

political parties of state institutions.183 The separation of church from the state, the educational 

system and equal position of all religious denominations before law is sustained and embodied 

in this law. It is with this law in mind that Ukraine completely condemns any discrimination or 

persecution on religious grounds in Eastern Ukraine and distances itself from such actions, 

pointing a finger on Russian combatants in this region. This law insists on Ukraine’s status of 

a secular state, although the history shows us the motivation and efforts of various Ukrainian 

presidents to achieve independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, which suggests some 

meddling of the state in religious affairs and shows sympathies of one particular religious 

denomination over the others.184 Furthermore, as this law ensures legal status of religious 

organizations in face of acquiring property, another challenge for the state is the “restitution of 

the former church’s property that was nationalized by the Soviet government.”185 

 

 
179 http://khpg.org/en/index.php?id=1591317237, Accessed 14 August 2020 
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182 International Renaissance Foundation, Truth Hounds (2019) War in Religious Dimension: Attacks on 

Religion in Crimea and Donbas region, pp. 13 
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5.7 Yarovaya law 

This is a Russian law passed in 2016, vastly changing Russian ICT legislation, signed by 

president Putin, and criticized by many for various reasons, which I’ll show below. The law is 

perceived to control the population and to serve as an excuse for  ‘Big Brother’ efforts, which 

were, based on this law, made legal. Among other things, it requires telecom companies to store 

the communication of their customers for six months, and gives law enforcement agencies in 

Russia more power to control and punish any activities which they deem in controversy with 

the political regime.186 The aim of the law, as it is argued by the Russian Federation, and as it 

also states in the main description of the law, is to “establish additional measures to counter 

terrorism and ensure public safety,”187 and whether this will truly be the only effective goal of 

this law, or whether it will be abused for purposes of control, will only be shown over time. 

Many consider this law unconstitutional, but it has not been officially proven yet, therefore the 

law is still in force. In response to this law, Ukraine’s president signed a decree ensuring the 

implementation of their own cyber security national action program, which, firstly and 

primarily, had for aim to replace all Russian equipment and software used in Ukraine with a 

domestic ones.188 Lastly and most importantly, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights of the UN have brought in July 2016 to the attention the “ban on missionary activities” 

enshrined in this new law, fearing its formulation allows the State to “restrict the ability of 

individuals and organizations to disseminate religious materials or engage in other public forms 

of religious expression.” 189  The religious expression, as specified in this law, is therefore 

restricted, if not registered by the State and if this precondition if met, it only is viable to conduct 

in specially designated places.  

 

5.8 Amendments of Constitution of Ukraine reflecting EU and NATO 

aspirations 

Based on the agreed Minsk Package of Measures by the TCG, Ukraine was bound, based 

on article 11, to put a new Constitution into force, ensuring granting certain areas of Donetsk 
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and Luhansk a special status.190 At the time of conducting this research, this was still not 

reflected in Ukrainian Constitution, on the other hand, aspirations of Ukraine to join EU and 

NATO have been reflected in February 2019 draft of constitutional amendment, particularly of 

articles 85, 102 and 116,191 and agreed upon by the Ukrainian Parliament with support 334-

17.192 The amendment states as follows: “the European identity of the Ukrainian people and the 

irreversibility of the European and Euro-Atlantic course of Ukraine.”193 Another constitutional 

amendment worth mentioning is the one from June 2016, which was agreed upon and 

implemented, related to judicial system in Ukraine, and the system of courts that aims to meet 

the standards of the EU, particularly the independence of judges and anti-corruption measures 

or the ‘ or strengthened ‘access to Constitutional Court’ to enhance transparency and efficiency 

of the courts in Ukraine.194 

The amendment of the Constitution related to decentralization of power in Ukraine is still 

in the process of drafting and reviewing and is expected to remain stuck in this process due to 

the lack of consensus in the Ukrainian parliament, just like the special status issue is. It is 

therefore suggested by experts and independent researchers to divide the efforts in two, one 

aiming at achieving full compliance with the Minsk Package of Measures and the other, 

focusing on the constitutional reform.195 There is a risk, however, due to which Russia is not 

expected to agree on such division any time soon, that the constitutional amendments would 

never occur if these were divided, and therefore the requirements of the Russian Federation for 

a much-needed peace in the Ukraine would not be fulfilled. 
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6 Conclusion 

I have demonstrated that the national identity can be influenced by the media, the 

propaganda and the spread of information. Furthermore, I have shown that the national identity 

is closely linked to the issue of international influence, as the examined international institutions 

represent some form of Western influence, which the Eastern system is not in favor of and 

considers to be stepping over the limits agreed to end the Cold War in the previous millennium. 

The legislative changes presented in the last part demonstrate that these factors have influence 

over the executive structures to protect the national identities of the opponents in the conflict.  

The research confirmed that the issues of culture, identity, language and religion are closely 

related and intertwined, so a legislative change of one of these pillars can shift the functioning 

of the whole system of the four elements. I am convinced that a deep institutional, particularly 

cultural reform is needed to accommodate the needs of both majority and minority population 

in Ukraine, and despite the numbers of Ukrainian versus Russian population being uneven and 

far from equal, the mutual respect among the two and underlying of their equal position within 

society is imperative if the sides want to resolve this conflict. Regarding this, I agree with 

Nicolai Petro, who argues that a reconciliation of people from Eastern and Southern Ukraine 

with Russia is essential in order to reconcile with Ukrainians, sending a signal of hope for 

mutual understanding of each and one’s religion, language and culture, while not being 

overlooked by their own country.196 I also demonstrated that the role of propaganda plays a 

crucial role in influencing the perceptions of people on the conflict, and that the Russian 

propaganda was duly reflected in their legislative changes in the recent years, particularly the 

Yarovaya law, while the Ukrainian legislation has accommodated to the threats from the East 

to protect its roots, identity and religion. 

In order to fully examine the issue of annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation 

and the identity bias among the citizens of Ukraine, it would be necessary to conduct even 

deeper research, tracing back to the roots of the issue to the early days of the Russian empire 

after its separation from the Ottoman empire and include the issue of indigenous people living 

across Ukraine, such as Crimean Tatars, which have been judged during the Soviet Union and 

are still judged by Russia with the same criterion as seen during the Nazi occupation. My 

findings based on this research are in line with a quote from Greta Uehling, who argues that the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014 by the Russian Federation can be more accurately “viewed as the 

 
196 https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/the-tragedy-of-ukraine/, Accessed 12 August 2020 



 54 

most recent chapter in a much longer story.”197 However, the results of my research confirm 

the initial suspicion that the underlying problem of this conflict is not in its armed nature, but 

in the historical struggle of identity of the Ukrainian nation. 

Many Western researchers suggest that removing large scale corruption from Ukraine 

would solve all of its issues, however, based on the arguments presented in this research, I do 

not agree and believe that the conflict has much deeper roots than just economic crisis, while 

this undoubtedly remains an important factor. The ground for dialogue, mentioned in the 

chapter about the OSCE and for which this organization serves, is an underlying basis for 

finding any future reconciliation compromise between Russia and Ukraine, because the conflict 

may have started as a violent one with the protests all across Ukraine, but has without any doubt 

grown to be a very deep ethnic conflict. Therefore, the discussion, the dialogue, the negotiation 

on a bilateral level between the two warring countries, that is to say Ukraine and Russia, but 

also on a multilateral level, which is stipulated with assistance of the international organizations, 

to which both of the countries are a part of, is necessary, if not imperative before the damage 

becomes irreparable. The crucial factor barring any progress in peace-building negotiations 

between Russia and Ukraine lies in point 10 of Minsk Package of Measures, which underlines 

the need for the warrying parties to withdraw their formations from the disputed sites. However, 

as long as Russia continues to deny its presence on the territory of Ukraine, this point is 

redundant and therefore indisposable.198 

As old history, as well as recent history show, political representation of one or another 

with political leaders favoring only one side, only create ground for general disagreement with 

the regime. We will see in the following remaining 4 years term of president Zelenskyy, 

whether he comes with any constructive solutions, bringing the society back together, while 

finding a consensus and compromise between both Western institutions’ initiatives and Russian 

Federation’s demands. Henry Kissinger summarizes this in a very simple way, describing the 

issue of Ukraine as a showdown in a struggle to lean either towards the West or to the East. 

However, he argues that if “Ukraine is to survive and thrive, it must not be either side’s outpost 

against the other – it should function as a bridge between them,”199 often tagged in the modern 

light with attribute of a ‘buffer zone’. If Ukraine would lose its costal position in Crimea and 
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Odessa to Russia indefinitely, it would become a much weaker country than it already is. 

However, whether Russia can give up on these strategic locations to NATO and EU, is in the 

present day unimaginable and only constructive dialogues over time can hopefully bring light 

to the end of the tunnel of this perpetual conflict. 
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7 Terms 

Annexation – possession taken of a piece of land or a country, usually by force or without 

permission200 

Accession – the time when a country officially joins a group of countries or signs an 

agreement201  

Crisis – framing an issue as urgent, structural threat that necessitates and urgent course of action 

to avert the danger202, a change in type and/or an increase in identify of disruptive interactions 

between two or more states, with a heightened (higher than normal) probability of military 

hostilities (war); which, in turn, destabilizes the relationship and challenges the structure of an 

international system203 

Conflict – two or more parties engaged in mutually hostile actions and using coercion to injure 

or control their opponents. International conflict refers to the interstate segment of the conflict 

domain which, along with the domain of cooperation, constitutes the totality of world politics204 

International conflict – segment of conflict that relates to disputes between or among 

independent members of the global system – that is, legally sovereign states – and among non-

state actors, including economic, social, ethnic, political, and religious organizations, 

movements and regimes. It comprises the widest possible range of hostile behavior, from 

physical or verbal threat, through diplomatic, political, and/or economic boycott, to 

psychological warfare and violence, whether minor incidents, serious clashes, or full-scale 

war205 

International crime – an act that violates fundamental interests of the international community 

and entails individual criminal responsibility. The generally accepted core international crimes 

are war crimes, crimes against humanity, genocide, and aggression206 

War crimes – violations of international humanitarian law (treaty or customary law) that incur 

individual criminal responsibility under international law. As a result, and in contrast to the 

crimes of genocide and crimes against humanity, war crimes must always take place in the 

context of an armed conflict, either international or non-international. Based on the Rome 
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Statute of the International Criminal Court, article 8, paragraph 2, it includes actions such as “i. 

willful killing; ii. Torture or inhuman treatment; … ; iv. Extensive destruction and appropriation 

of property, not justified by military necessity and carried out unlawfully and wantonly” etc.207  

Secession – the act of becoming independent and no longer part of a country, area, organization, 

etc.208 
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