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WHY UKRAINE?

What is the Maidan, and what made it top news 
around the world?

“Maidan” is how the residents of the Ukrainian capital, Kyiv, 
usually abbreviate the name of their city’s main plaza, Maidan 
Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square). In recent times this 
name has also come to connote a space of popular protests 
and people power in general. “Maidan” is a Turkic word for a 
square, and Ukrainians likely borrowed it from the Crimean 
Tatars or other Turkic-speaking people. The Maidan is cen-
trally located in downtown Kyiv, straddling the city’s main 
thoroughfare, Khreshchatyk Boulevard. There are no gov-
ernment buildings in the vicinity, with the exception of City 
Hall, where no major political decisions are made. However, 
in Soviet times Khreshchatyk Boulevard served as a parade 
ground and the Maidan, then named after the (Bolshevik) 
October Revolution, as a place for political rallies. Because of 
this, Kyivites came to perceive it not just as the capital’s central 
plaza, but also as a space for political expression. The square 
acquired this reputation after hosting three rounds of mass 
political protests: in 1990, 2004–2005, and 2013–2014.

During the late Soviet period, the Maidan was dominated 
at its eastern end by an impressive October Revolution mon-
ument depicting Lenin leading revolutionary workers and 
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soldiers. It was on the granite steps under this sculpture that 
several dozen students declared a hunger strike in October 
1990, demanding the government’s resignation and other 
reforms. Ukraine was then a republic within the Soviet Union. 
The Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev had initiated political 
liberalization, which led to an increased push for democracy 
and national assertiveness in the union republics. In Ukraine, 
the party leadership remained conservative, and it took a stu-
dent hunger strike in the center of the capital to remove the 
unpopular head of the Cabinet of Ministers. In the process, 
the students achieved something even more important. By set-
ting up their small pup tents on the granite steps in what was 
subsequently dubbed the “Revolution on the Granite,” they 
asserted the public’s right to political protest and established 
the capital’s central square as a protest venue.1 The authorities 
did not dare to crack down on the students’ peaceful protest, 
which had widespread public sympathy among Kyivites. By 
then, the Soviet Union was on its last legs; it would be dis-
solved the following year.

Some of the student participants of the Revolution on the 
Granite went on to organize the Orange Revolution in the 
winter of 2004–2005. Once again, the Maidan served as a focal 
point of popular protests, with a greater number of much 
larger surplus army tents set up on the square itself and along 
Khreshchatyk Boulevard, which obstructed traffic on this nor-
mally busy central avenue. Unlike in 1990, however, the rev-
olution’s main action was not a hunger strike, but a nonstop 
mass protest rally on the Maidan and the peaceful occupation 
of the square and the adjacent area. The cause was also differ-
ent. Instead of targeting diehard communist apparatchiks, the 
protesters (many of them Kyivites who demonstrated for sev-
eral hours every day, as well as people arriving from the prov-
inces, who camped out on the Maidan or stayed elsewhere 
in Kyiv) took up the battle against the corrupt and manipu-
lative post-communist elites. The rigged presidential elec-
tion and the poisoning of the oppositional candidate, Viktor 
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Yushchenko, served as catalysts, but the protesters’ demands 
were broader: true democracy, political transparency, the rule 
of law, and the reining in of corruption. Leonid Kuchma, the 
outgoing president, did not use force against the Maidan pro-
testers, and the West condemned the rigged elections, offering 
mediation. In the end, the regime agreed to repeat the run-off, 
which the official candidate went on to lose. The Maidan thus 
not only affirmed its reputation as a premier Ukrainian pro-
test space but also became known worldwide as a symbol of 
popular democracy.

However, the victors of the Orange Revolution (named 
after the opposition’s campaign colors) quarreled among 
themselves instead of pursuing much-needed reforms. The 
intended beneficiary of the rigged election that prompted 
the revolution, Viktor Yanukovych, remained in control of   
the Party of Regions with an electoral base in the eastern, 
predominantly Russian-speaking regions, where the Maidan 
was portrayed as a Western intrigue. Taking advantage of the 
divisions in the Orange camp, Yanukovych was able to return 
to the government, first as prime minister and, in 2010, as 
president. However, the return to pre-Orange kleptocracy did 
not last long. In November 2013 mass protests on the Maidan 
erupted again after the government suddenly backed out of 
the Association Agreement with the European Union. In addi-
tion to the tents, makeshift barricades went up on and around 
the Maidan. This time the authorities ordered the deployment 
of riot police and, eventually and covertly, the use of fire-
power. The protesters threw Molotov cocktails at the police. 
Facing escalating casualties, smaller “maidans” in other cit-
ies, and expressions of concern from the West, in February 
2014 President Yanukovych escaped to Russia and the parlia-
ment formed an interim government. The Maidan had won, 
but it became marked with crosses and makeshift memorials 
erected in honor of those who had been killed in the clashes. 
With the appearance of these memorials, its name acquired 
a new and tragic connotation—that of an urban battlefield, 
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where protesters lost their lives during what is now called the 
EuroMaidan Revolution or the Revolution of Dignity.

How and why did Russia annex the Crimea from Ukraine?

The EuroMaidan’s victory frustrated Russia’s political leaders, 
who had just forced the Yanukovych regime to turn its back on 
the West. The Kremlin could not undo the overthrow of its ally 
in Kyiv, but it could cripple the new Ukraine while at the same 
time asserting Russia’s greater geopolitical role. Annexing 
Ukraine’s southernmost region, the Autonomous Republic of 
the Crimea, presented a seemingly perfect way of achieving 
both aims. With such a thorn in its side, Ukraine would be 
prevented from joining the European Union or NATO, neither 
of which organizations accept members with active territorial 
conflicts. At the same time, “returning” the Crimea to Russia 
was bound to be popular with the Russian public, which by 
and large remained nostalgic for the larger great-power polity 
that was the Soviet Union and, before it, the Russian Empire. 
The Crimea holds a special place in Russian military mythol-
ogy that has arisen around its defense during the Crimean 
War (1853–1855) and World War II. Present-day Russia could 
also advance a better claim to the Crimea than to the other 
parts of the empire that were lost in 1917 or 1991 because this 
region had belonged to the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic (SFSR) between 1920 and 1954, before being trans-
ferred to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) in an 
internal Soviet territorial rearrangement.

The Crimea was also a low-dangling fruit. The only region 
of Ukraine with an ethnic Russian majority, the Crimean 
Peninsula was for decades after the Soviet collapse the politi-
cal bailiwick of parties cultivating an alternative to modern 
Ukrainian identity—first the Communist Party and, more 
recently, Yanukovych’s Party of Regions. The local elites were 
likely to defect because the Russian authoritarian system was 
more to their liking, as well as for cultural and economic 
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reasons. The Russian Black Sea Fleet kept a major naval base 
in the Crimea, in Sevastopol, with commandos easily avail-
able for any military operation on the peninsula. They were 
unlikely to face any serious opposition locally.

Within days of the change of power in Kyiv, starting on 
February 27, 2014, commandos in unmarked uniforms (later 
revealed as Russian soldiers) began taking over government 
buildings, airports, and military installations in the Crimea. 
The local legislature scheduled a hurried (and unconstitu-
tional, under Ukrainian law) referendum on the Crimea’s 
independence from Ukraine and on joining Russia, which 
took place on March 16, 2014. According to the official results, 
which many analysts questioned, 96.77 percent of the Crimean 
population was in favor, with a voter turnout of 83.1 percent. 
The Crimean authorities declared independence the next day 
and signed an accession treaty with Russia on March 18, 2014.

On March 27, 2014, the UN General Assembly passed a 
resolution condemning the referendum and the annexation as 
illegal. Only Russia and 10 of its allies, including North Korea, 
Syria, and Venezuela, voted against it. Beginning in April, 
Western countries introduced the first round of diplomatic 
and economic sanctions against Russia in connection with 
its violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Within Russia, 
however, President Vladimir Putin’s approval rating soared to 
a record-high 83 percent. He apparently managed to strike a 
deep nationalist chord by “returning” the Crimea and stand-
ing up to the West.

Why did fighting break out in eastern Ukraine   
in the spring of 2014?

The fighting in eastern Ukraine or, to be precise, in Donetsk 
and Luhansk provinces combines features of a covert foreign 
invasion with those of a civil conflict. Accordingly, it has both 
external and internal causes, even if these happen to be closely 
connected.
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On the one hand, Ukraine’s powerful neighbor and former 
imperial master, Russia, refuses to accept the political order 
that has emerged in Ukraine after the 2014 Maidan victory. 
Russia’s position is not surprising, because President Vladimir 
Putin’s regime has fought for many years to keep Ukraine 
in Russia’s economic and political orbit. It was the threat of 
Russian economic sanctions that forced the fateful decision of 
the Yanukovych administration to reject a political and trade 
agreement with the European Union in November 2013, start-
ing the revolution. The Russian state-run media have por-
trayed the Maidan as pro-Western and pro-Nazi at the same 
time, a curious combination necessitated by Russia’s idiosyn-
cratic self-image as an anti-Western great power that was the 
principal victor of World War II. However, Russia similarly 
took the side of the old regime in Ukraine during the Orange 
Revolution of 2004–2005, which the Russian media also pre-
sented as a Western conspiracy. More generally, such a stand 
reflects Russia’s difficulty in coming to terms with its own 
post-imperial complex and the “loss” of Ukraine—as painful 
an issue for many Russians today as it was in 1918 and 1991, 
when Ukraine declared its independence after the collapse of 
the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, respectively.

An increasingly important component in the ideology of 
the Putin regime is Russia s̓ alleged right to protect ethnic 
Russians and Russian speakers abroad. The latter are citizens 
of other countries who could be of non-Russian ethnic back-
ground but who identified with Russian culture when their 
present-day nation-states were part of the Soviet Union. Both 
of these categories are imprecise and can serve as a convenient 
human-rights cover for imperial-restoration policies. The 
Russian authorities justified their annexation of the Crimea 
from Ukraine in March 2014 by the need to protect their “com-
patriots,” thus defined, from the threat of a Western-supported 
coup in Ukraine. Similarly, the official Russian line on the con-
flict in the Donbas (i.e., the Donets Basin, an industrial region 
on the Russian border comprising Donetsk and Luhansk 
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provinces) is that ethnic Russians and Russian speakers are 
fighting to protect their cultural rights. However, the armed 
conflict there would not have started without the Crimean 
precedent and other encouraging signals from Moscow, as well 
as the weapons and military personnel coming from Russia. It 
became clear very quickly that the “volunteers” from Russia 
comprised a significant proportion of the separatist rebels and 
that many of their leaders were also Russian citizens, who had 
come to Ukraine only recently. By the summer of 2014, evi-
dence had mounted of the transfer of heavy weapons from the 
Russian army to the rebels. Reports were also coming in about 
regular Russian army units covertly shelling Ukrainian posi-
tions from across the border and even operating on Ukrainian 
territory. All this amounted to Russia’s undeclared involve-
ment in the conflict.

Yet it is undeniable that native inhabitants of the Donbas 
are also present among the separatist rebels. It is not that the 
volunteers from Russia are fighting on behalf of the locals 
totally without the latter’s support. Rather, it is that the idea 
of “greater Russia” appeals to both the Russian nationalist 
newcomers and some part of the local population. A signifi-
cant proportion of both local and outside fighters can also be 
classified as mercenaries in that they are being paid to fight. 
At the same time, however, opinion polls in the Donbas both 
before and after the start of fighting never showed majority 
support for separation from Ukraine; indeed, unlike in the 
Crimea, ethnic Ukrainians constitute the majority population 
in the Donbas.

Still, the prolonged conflict there has roots in both the 
region’s cultural identity and recently instilled fears. Rather 
than being a “Russian” region of Ukraine, the Donbas is a 
“Soviet” industrial region, uncertain of its place in the new 
Ukraine. Originally migrants from Russia or Ukrainian peas-
ants assimilated by Russophone factory life, Donbas workers 
identified with the glory of their Soviet-built but now inefficient 
mines and smokestack industries. For nearly a decade marked 
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by its political domination in the Donbas, Yanukovych s̓ Party 
of Regions strengthened its hold over voters by fueling their 
anxieties about the “nationalists” in Ukraine’s west potentially 
encroaching on the region’s Russophone cultural space. After 
the victory of the Maidan, it was relatively easy for the local 
political elite to stir discontent in the Donbas. The victorious 
revolutionaries provided perfect pretexts with their misguided 
attempts to abolish a language law seen as protecting Russian 
as a regional language and abortive symbolical “occupations” 
of some administrative buildings in the east. A violent clash in 
the southern city of Odesa (not in the Donbas) between young 
radicals from both camps served as ultimate proof that “the 
nationalists were coming.” The anti-Maidan hysteria in the 
Russian media, which were still influential in eastern Ukraine, 
and the hope that a Crimean-style incorporation into Russia 
would immediately increase living standards added to the 
explosive cocktail.

Still, it took the covert and eventually overt involvement of 
Russian political advisors and the military to translate the ten-
sions in the Donbas into a violent conflict and, soon, a hybrid 
war blending irregular and conventional warfare.

Why did the Ukrainian crisis cause tensions   
between Russia and the West?

Putin’s Russia and the West have fundamentally differ-
ent views of the Soviet collapse and post-communist global 
political order. In 2005 President Putin famously referred to 
the breakup of the Soviet Union as the “greatest geopolitical 
catastrophe of the century.”2 The ideology of the Putin regime 
is devoid of communist elements, but it valorizes Russia’s past 
as a great power, be it in tsarist or Soviet times. It is the loss of 
great-power status and empire that explains the Putin regime’s 
negative view of the Soviet Union’s dissolution. For similar 
reasons, the democratic reforms of President Boris Yeltsin in 
the 1990s are now dismissed in Russian official discourse as 
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the chaotic and “lawless nineties.” In contrast, Putin’s Russia 
represents itself in revivalist mode as a state “rising from its 
knees.”

In this historical mythology, the West is cast as the princi-
pal villain. Russian media claim that the West betrayed Russia 
by allegedly promising not to accept the former Soviet satel-
lites in Eastern Europe as members of NATO, but doing just 
that in 1999–2004. Russia had strongly opposed the acceptance 
of the former Soviet satellite states of Poland, Hungary, and 
the Czech Republic in 1999, but was even more offended in 
2004, when the group of seven new NATO members included 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, which had been republics of 
the Soviet Union and thus part of the Soviet “inner empire.” 
Russian state-run media have been fanning fears that Ukraine 
would become the next and final step in NATO’s encroach-
ment on the former Russian sphere of influence in Eastern 
Europe.

The Russian elites likewise saw the EuroMaidan Revolution 
in Ukraine, just like the 2004 Orange Revolution before that, 
as a Western-sponsored coup. In his speech on the occasion 
of the Crimea’s annexation, President Putin spent much time 
accusing the United States of hypocrisy, disregard of interna-
tional law, and harming Russia’s interests. After enumerat-
ing a series of historical wrongs, from the 1999 intervention 
in Serbia and NATO’s eastward expansion to the bombings of 
Libya, he concluded that “with Ukraine, our Western partners 
have crossed the line.”3 Clearly, Putin and his government see 
Ukraine as a crucial battleground in Russia’s historical strug-
gle with the West and as a place where Russia must take the 
last stand.

Ironically, the West does not share such a millenarian vision. 
It was only in the late 1990s that the United States realized the 
strategic importance of independent Ukraine as an impedi-
ment to a potential restoration of Russia’s influence in Eastern 
Europe. NATO’s relations with Ukraine have been very lim-
ited, functioning at a level of undefined “partnership,” and 
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the European Union has never offered Ukraine a clear acces-
sion path. Western backing for the two popular revolutions in 
Ukraine (2004–2005 and 2013–2014) came primarily in the form 
of moral support and diplomatic pressure on Russia, as well as 
humanitarian assistance and educational programs. The West 
started introducing meaningful economic sanctions only after 
the Russian annexation of the Crimea and began tightening 
them only once clear evidence of Russian complicity in the war 
in the Donbas had emerged. It is only gradually that the West 
has come to see the conflict over Ukraine as part of Russia’s 
challenge to the post–Cold War global order and to Western 
concepts of democracy and human rights more generally.

Although Russian and Western interests have clashed in 
parts of the globe as distant as Venezuela and Syria, Ukraine’s 
geographical location and its special place in Russian history 
have much to do with this country becoming the principal site 
of the escalating tensions between Russia and the West.
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THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE

What is Ukraine’s geographical location, and what natural 
resources and industry does it possess?

Ukraine is located in southeastern Europe. Its longest land 
border, in the east and north, is with Russia; another northern 
neighbor is Belarus, a post-Soviet state and Russia’s close ally. 
Ukraine’s western neighbors are Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, 
Romania, and Moldova. All of them, except Moldova, are now 
members of the European Union and NATO; Ukraine is thus 
“sandwiched” between Russia and the member countries 
of the Western political and military alliance. In the south, 
Ukrainian territory is washed by the Black Sea, which links 
Ukraine to Turkey and Bulgaria and, beyond the Straits, to the 
Mediterranean world. Although lacking a common land bor-
der with Ukraine, these Black Sea neighbors have played an 
important role in Ukrainian history.

Ukraine is Europe’s second-largest country after Russia. 
Spanning 603,700 square kilometers, or 233,100 square miles 
(including the Crimea), it is a bit larger than France and approx-
imately the size of Germany and Great Britain combined. 
Ukraine’s terrain consists almost entirely of vast plains well 
suited for agricultural cultivation, with higher elevations only 
along the far edges of Ukrainian territory: the Carpathians in 
the west and the more impressive Crimean Mountains along 
the southern tip of the Crimean Peninsula. The most important 
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Ukrainian river is the Dnipro (Dnieper), which traverses the 
entire country before emptying into the Black Sea.

For centuries Ukraine’s most valuable resource was the 
large “black-earth” belt of humus-rich soil in the Dnipro basin. 
Dubbed the “breadbasket of Europe,” the Ukrainian lands 
controlled by the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and, 
later, the Russian Empire became a major area of commercial 
agriculture and a leading producer of grain and sugar beets. 
With the arrival of modern industry in the nineteenth century, 
rich deposits of coal and iron ore in eastern Ukraine led to 
the growth of mining and steel production, particularly in the 
Donbas. During the twentieth century, the mighty Ukrainian 
rivers became major sources of hydroelectric power, and a 
number of nuclear power stations were built, including in 
Chernobyl, situated just north of Kyiv.

Ukraine’s once-important deposits of oil and gas were 
largely exhausted by the 1970s, making the republic a net 
importer of these fuels. However, in recent decades the arrival 
of new extraction technologies rejuvenated this sector and 
also led to the discovery of significant offshore liquefied gas 
deposits in the Black Sea, off the Crimean coast. The status 
of these natural riches is now uncertain because of Russia’s 
annexation of the peninsula.

Some sectors of the Ukrainian economy weathered rela-
tively well the crash triggered by the collapse of the Soviet 
economic system. The country remains among the world’s 
leading producers of steel, cast iron, and pipes, as well as min-
eral fertilizers. Building on its Soviet legacy of developed mili-
tary industry, Ukraine is still among the world’s top 10 arms 
traders. However, other sectors did not fare so well in the new 
climate of global competition. Ukraine’s once-thriving aircraft 
industry is nearly extinct, and production of an indigenous 
Ukrainian car brand, Zaporozhets (later, Tavriia and Slavuta), 
ceased in 2011. Ukrainian machine building is aimed primar-
ily at Russia and other post-Soviet states because it would not 
be competitive in Western markets.


