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2013–2014. Russia cynically termed the seditionist conflict in Crimea and 
Eastern Donbas a “civil war” in order to claim non-involvement. This  
flies in the face of evidence, but the authors argue that the social science 
literature on civil wars can be used help understand why no political  
solution was found between 2015 and 2022. The book explains how 
Russia, after seizing Crimea, was reacting to events it could not control 
and sent troops only to areas of Ukraine where it knew it would face little 
resistance (Eastern Donbas). Kremlin decisionmakers misunderstood the 
attachment of the Russian-speaking population to the Ukrainian state and 
also failed to anticipate that their intervention would transform Ukraine 
into a more cohesively “Ukrainian” polity. Drawing on Ukrainian doc-
umentary sources, this concise book explains these important develop-
ments to a non-specialist readership.
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(After four months under Russian occupation in Kherson oblast in 
2022, he safely returned to Canada.) Chair doctoral students were 
central to the effort: Natalia Stepaniuk, who graduated in 2018, and 
the “new generation” of Alexandra Wishart, Bertrand de Franqueville, 
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in a Ukraine Summer School co-sponsored by the Chair, became a 
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our invaluable copy editor. On the Driscoll side, surveys with mili-
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Parandii. Iulia Wilson coded the birthplaces of Ukrainian martyrs used 
to produce Figure 6.1. We must also acknowledge the hard work of 
Alexandr Karkepov, whose nimble mind assisted in the initial transla-
tion/transliteration process for Twitter data coding in real time during 
the fall of 2014 – the work that generated the Danyliw paper which 
began the Driscoll–Arel collaboration.

We owe an incalculable gratitude to the numerous Ukrainian schol-
ars, researchers, interviewees, subjects, and citizens who contributed 
to this book. Arel has been building ties with Ukraine for decades, 
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1

For nearly twenty-five years after becoming an independent state in 1991, 
political order in Ukraine was based on a predictable East–West regional 
rotation of power.1 Although there were moments of tension, periodic 
warnings that the state would “split in two” were at odds with Ukrainian 
political practice. The probability of political violence seemed remote. The 
Maidan protests, which occurred between November 2013 and February 
2014, changed everything. Maidan introduced the use of politically 
driven violence by both state agents (the police) and protesters. A spike 
in lethal violence in February 2014 brought down a president, Viktor 
Yanukovych, with an electoral base in the East. Power shifted to an alli-
ance of parties based in the West. For the first time, the East–West alter-
nation of power took place outside the regular election cycle. Russia sent 
its military to annex Crimea. An armed conflict followed in the Donbas 
eastern region. The war had already claimed around 13,000 lives when 
Vladimir Putin made his historic decision, sometime in late 2021 or early 
2022, to launch a full-scale military invasion to try to break Ukraine. This 
book is the story of Ukrainian politics during the 2013–2021 period, a 
period of adaptation to various “hybrid” Russian military interventions.

Summary of the Argument

The book considers the causes and consequences of the Donbas war of 
2014–2021. In these pages, we provide empirical evidence supporting 
three analytical arguments. The first deals with how the war started. The 

1  A War Within the “Russian World”

 1 In public and academic discourse, Ukraine’s twenty-five oblasts (provinces) are 
generally divided into four broad regions: East, South, Center, and West. For 
simplicity’s sake, and unless otherwise indicated, we will refer to East (East and 
South) and West (Center and West). The regional rotation had occurred three 
times in presidential elections since independence – with the election of Leonid 
Kuchma in 1994 (Eastern electoral base), Viktor Yushchenko in 2004 (Western 
electoral base), and Viktor Yanukovych in 2010 (Eastern electoral base). After 
2014, both presidents (Poroshenko and Zelensky) obtained a nationwide mandate.
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second relates to how the war has been fought. The third concerns why 
the war was so difficult to end. We argue that the dynamics of the armed 
conflict in Donbas were initially consistent with those of a civil war in 
the social science meaning of the term – not in how Russia used the 
term in its state propaganda – and that considering the Eastern Donbas 
conflict as a civil war had analytical utility in the pre-2022 war period.

Our first argument involves the proximate causes of Ukraine’s war 
in Donbas. Our theoretical contribution is an explanation of what 
happens to individuals and a society in the months just before a war 
breaks out. The empirical contribution methodically traces the origins 
of the war from the violent protests on Maidan to an insurgency in 
Donbas that was galvanized by the Russian intervention in Crimea.

The deadly violence on Maidan caused the collapse of the central 
government, but not of the central levers of state power. After the 
president was removed by parliament, the security institutions housed 
in Kyiv – army and police – immediately recognized the new authori-
ties that had backed Maidan as legitimate claimants to political power. 
Outside of the capital, however, the loyalty of security officers varied 
according to regions. State capacity had faltered in the Ukrainian West 
prior to the resolution of Maidan, when protesters stormed police sta-
tions and established impromptu checkpoints, but order was quickly 
restored after the regime change. The situation was ominously differ-
ent in the East, the electoral base of the ousted regime.

In the Crimean peninsula, local elites quickly coordinated on sedi-
tion, mediated and facilitated by prewar state institutions. More than 
two-thirds of government officials, civil servants, security officers, and 
army personnel defected to the Russian state. As a result, Russia cap-
tured an entire state apparatus through the surgical use of coercive 
tools. A mere two deaths were reported. In the continental East, how-
ever, the streets largely determined the political fate of key oblasts. 
Over a period of two months, clashes frequently occurred between 
anti-Maidan and pro-Maidan groups across the East, with little police 
intervention. Pro-Ukrainian forces ultimately prevailed, except in 
Donbas. The Ukrainian state proved sturdier in areas where ethnic 
Ukrainians formed a strong majority compared to areas of ethnic 
Russian concentration, but our story emphasizes the agency of actors 
and communities over structures. Demographics were not destiny.2

 2 In the last Ukrainian census, carried out in 2001, ethnic Russians formed 
approximately 60 percent of the population in Crimea (70 percent in the port 
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In Eastern Donbas, the urban and industrial core of the region, 
state institutions imploded chaotically. Armed men seized build-
ings. The regional and local administration gradually ceased to func-
tion. Few government officials defected as antistate forces came out 
of the woodwork and haphazardly established parallel institutions. 
Indigenous actors likely had some assistance from Russia, but the 
extent of Moscow’s influence in these early months is contested and 
will likely remain so. Importantly, Ukrainian state weakness in Crimea 
and Eastern Donbas was contrasted with institutional resilience most 
everywhere else. Despite street pressure, most state officials remained 
in their posts. The Ukrainian West massively supported the abrupt 
regime change. The residual capacity of state institutions to endure in 
Ukraine’s East could not have been confidently predicted in advance.

Our second argument emphasizes Ukrainian political agency during 
what came to be known in the Russian media as the “Russian Spring,” 
that is, the anti-Maidan demonstrations in the East in March–May 2014. 
The evidence of unified Russian command and control over local actors 
in Ukraine’s East is clearest in Crimea. In Chapter 5, we  document the 
use of Russian special forces to seize the levers of state power. Evidence 
of similar activities occurring elsewhere is sparse. In retrospect, it seems 
to us that Russia deployed so-called Little Green Men (unmarked 
Russian soldiers) conservatively, sending them only to areas of Ukraine 
where they knew they would be able to operate in safety. In Donbas, 
Putin held back for months before ordering the military to intervene in 
order to stabilize the front lines, not to pacify additional territory.

The purpose of this distinction is not to absolve the Kremlin of blame 
for the violence or downplay Russia’s role. Russia initiated the armed 
conflict by seizing Crimea. The sequence in the Donbas is less clear. On 
the one hand, Russian public diplomacy and television – what might be 
called information warfare – spared no effort to delegitimize the post-
Maidan Ukrainian state. On the other, Ukrainian protagonists had a 
decisive impact shaping the 2022 war map.3 After Crimea, Russian 

city of Sevastopol), and just under 40 percent in the two Donbas provinces of 
Donetsk and Luhansk (Rowland 2004, 502). In the Donbas areas where the 
insurgency had stabilized after September 2014, ethnic Russians were close to, 
or exceeded, 50 percent of the population. In no other Eastern oblast was the 
figure higher than 26 percent.

 3 Ukrainian in the territorial citizenship sense (resident of Ukraine prior to 
the conflict). Many protagonists defined themselves as political Russians in 
February 2014. Many surely still do.
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involvement was reactive. This book documents a largely ineffectual 
quest by the Kremlin, beginning in 2013 and persisting until 2022, to 
find reliable Russian political surrogates in Ukraine.

The Donbas rebellion turned into an actual war, a military conflict, 
when a commando headed by Russian citizen Igor Girkin, also known 
by his nom de guerre Strelkov, seized Sloviansk (Donetsk oblast) in 
April 2014. The Ukrainian government reacted by sending the army 
to besiege the town. In the Ukrainian narrative, Strelkov was an agent 
taking orders from the Kremlin. The war, in this narrative, was thus 
clearly initiated externally. The optics at the time certainly reinforced 
the impression. The Girkin men looked like the Crimean Little Green 
Men and arrived from Crimea. Yet available evidence suggests that 
Strelkov was a freelancer, someone tolerated (but mistrusted) by 
Russian authorities, who hoped to incite a local uprising. Whether 
Moscow ever had direct control over Strelkov remains disputed. His 
departure from Donbas appeared to have been a condition for Russia 
to intervene militarily in August. It is plausible to us that Sloviansk 
marked the beginnings of a Russian policy of encouraging volunteers 
to go and fight in Donbas, hoping that the contagion would spread to 
destabilize the rest of Russian-speaking Eastern Ukraine.4

The point here is not to deny that Russia had military intelligence 
personnel, perhaps even special forces, in operation in Donbas in the 
four months before Russian soldiers were sent in. It is rather to assert 
that there is no compelling evidence that these Russian actors controlled 
events on the ground until August. Even less convincing is the notion that 
Russia activated an existing pro-Russian network of agents in Donbas. 
On the contrary, available evidence suggests that Russia spent months 
seeking local agents of influence. Unlike in Crimea, in Donbas, Russia 
was forced to reach outside the existing (and fast imploding) power 
structure, leaving behind as potential partners for the Kremlin only a 
smattering of former police officers, fringe Russian nationalists, street 
hooligans, and individuals from the lower rungs of the Party of Regions.5

 4 In the months preceding Russian military intervention, thousands of volunteers 
from Russia joined anti-Kyiv battalions in Donbas. These men received 
logistical assistance from the Russian military to cross the border but were not 
in service (contra the soldiers sent later that summer).

 5 We agree with Hauter (2021b, 222), who takes several authors to task for a 
tendency to “assume rather than prove causality” when it comes to Russia’s 
role as an instigator. We understand our project as an answer to Hauter’s call 
for careful causal process tracing.
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The Kremlin was clearly reticent to act if there was a legal discon-
tinuity in the establishment of anti-Kyiv governments, as was the case 
with the proclamation of Donetsk and Luhansk “people’s republics” 
(known by their Russian acronyms DNR [Donetsk People’s Republic] 
and LNR [Luhansk People’s Republic]) in May 2014. In areas where 
insurgents were forced to improvise the creation of new parallel state 
institutions from scratch, they received less Russian support. If quickly 
coordinated locals could retain control of existing institutions, the 
Kremlin was more willing to act. The failure of Eastern Ukrainian 
elites to coordinate outside of Crimea meant there was no “legitimate” 
institutional face of insurgency for Russia to support. Many abortive 
uprisings took place nonetheless. The hope that Russian support was 
just over the horizon motivated thousands. Statements of Kremlin offi-
cials, very large Russian military troop movements at the Ukrainian 
border, and other signals led insurgents in Donbas to believe the 
Russian military was about to arrive.

Our third argument is that ignoring the local roots of the conflict 
in Donbas generated the wrong policy prescriptions during much of 
the 2015–2021 period. This is not to relativize the Russian viola-
tions of the territorial integrity of Ukraine, and especially not to link 
Ukrainian or Western behavior to the unprovoked Russian invasion of 
2022. Our more modest goal is to explain why some opportunities for 
resolution were rejected by political actors in Kyiv and Moscow. The 
narrative that Russia had engineered the war from the start pointed 
Ukrainian actors toward a “No to Capitulation” position that only 
unconditional withdrawal of Russian forces could yield lasting con-
flict resolution. The Minsk Agreement implicitly acknowledged that 
for the conflict to be resolved, the political grievances of Donbas 
actors had to be addressed first (through elections and what amounted 
to autonomy over language, police, and trade) before Russian forces 
withdrew (with Ukraine resuming control of the border). The very 
notion that Donbas warlords could acquire internationally validated 
electoral legitimacy and a special status for their territory was con-
sidered anathema in Ukrainian political discourse, a “red line” that 
could not be crossed. This book explains how that impasse came to 
be constructed as natural and hegemonic by Ukrainians. In January–
February 2022, despite the threat of a military invasion and the 
request by France and Germany to revisit its positions (Sorokin 2022), 
the Ukrainian government would not budge on Minsk.
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The Concept of Civil War

The seemingly simple matter of naming the war in Donbas was 
extremely controversial. In Ukraine, the term civil war remains 
politically radioactive. This is because Russia appropriated the term 
from the 2014 outset to assert that the conflict was entirely between 
Ukrainians  – between citizens of Ukraine  – and that Russia’s only 
involvement was humanitarian in nature. In fact, Russia sent heavy 
weapons to Donbas fighters, shelled Ukrainian positions, stealthily 
dispatched regular troops to support an insurgent offensive, and even-
tually integrated Eastern Donbas battalions into the Russian military 
chain of command. In that sense, civil war in its political use by the 
Russian state was wrong and offensive. Political and academic dis-
course sympathetic to Ukraine rejected the term out of hand, which 
precluded any meaningful discussion about its validity.

Names, however, serve a different purpose in scholarly research 
than in public discourse. As an analytical tool, the concept of civil war 
applies to an observable situation wherein a critical mass of individu-
als, who belong to the same polity (state), fight each other beyond a 
minimal threshold of deaths (Kalyvas 2006, 17).6 This does not pre-
clude the presence of foreign actors on the theater of operation. As a 
matter of fact, foreign intrusion in civil wars is quite frequent, closer 
to the norm than the exception. Civil wars since 1945 have often 
featured an international component  – not just direct foreign inter-
vention, but also diaspora mobilization, the use of mercenaries and 
freelancers, arms sales, intelligence sharing, and information warfare.7

As already mentioned, a number of Russian military intelligence 
agents were probably active early on, and likely increasing in number 
before the Russian army sent weapons, and then soldiers, to Donbas. But 
with the exception of the Strelkov commando unit (of sixty men) and 
of the thousands of Russian volunteers pouring in, the great majority of 
fighters joining improvised militias and battalions were locals. This was 

 6 A common coding rule for empirical political scientists using cross-national 
data is a violent event that leaves 1,000 citizens dead, including at least 100 on 
the government side, following Fearon and Laitin (2003) and Sambanis (2004).

 7 A large body of scholarly work challenges the black-and-white typology of 
civil vs. interstate wars, including Salehyan, Gleditsch, and Cunningham 
(2011) and Gleditsch (2007). Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan (2009) 
estimate that about 45 percent of rebel groups receive explicit support from 
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recognized by the Ukrainian army at the onset of hostilities. Military 
commanders and soldiers were reluctant to fight what they thought 
was a domestic insurgency (Bukkvoll 2019, 299). The war began as an 
armed rebellion goaded a state overreaction. The rebel insurgents were 
people who lived in Ukraine before the hostilities. Russia directly inter-
vened later on, making the war both internal and external, a civil war 
and an interstate war. Russia would never officially acknowledge its 
military presence and intervention in Donbas. The Ukrainian govern-
ment considered it a war of aggression from the very outset.

International humanitarian organizations, which had personnel on 
the ground in Donbas, also emphasized the internal nature of the con-
flict. In summer 2014, when the military clashes escalated, the Red 
Cross and other prominent nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
made the determination that the violence had now become a noninter-
national armed conflict, which is to humanitarian law what civil war 
is to political science (International Committee of the Red Cross 2014; 
Williamson 2014). After the Russian army directly intervened in late 
August 2014, international armed conflict, the equivalent of an inter-
state war in the social science lexicon, was added to – but generally 
did not replace – the noninternational categorization of the conflict.8

The war in Donbas was thus a civil war at its root. The warfighting 
technology of the Donbas war was unusual in that the conflict devel-
oped fairly rapidly into a highly conventional civil war. After being 
initially fought on both sides by irregular formations (improvised 
volunteer battalions that sometimes intermingled with the civilian 
populations), pro-Ukraine and anti-Ukraine forces resorted to heavy 

 8 In September 2014, Amnesty International announced that the armed conflict 
was now “international” (Amnesty International 2014). Other major NGOs 
were more nuanced. Human Rights Watch (2016) said the conflict remained 
“primarily non-international.” The Moscow-based NGO Memorial called it 
both internal and international (Pravozashchytnyi tsentr Memorial 2015). The 
Kharkiv-based NGO Human Rights in Ukraine said that it “may qualify” as 
international (International Partnership for Human Rights 2016). All these NGOs 
seemingly agree that the war began as an internal (noninternational) conflict.

a foreign government. Other recent high-profile studies on the effects of third 
parties on civil war processes, all of which assume that foreign intervention 
is ubiquitous, include Balch-Lindsay, Enterline, and Joyce (2008), Popovic 
(2017), and Lee (2018). Research programs on proxy warfare (Berman 
and Lake 2019), cross-domain deterrence (Gartzke and Lindsay 2019), 
and nonstate warfare (Biddle 2021) all intentionally blur the comfortable 
subdisciplinary distinctions between intrastate and interstate conflict.
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weaponry characteristic of interstate warfare, complete with trenches, 
artillery battles, mines, and snipers.9 This explains one comparatively 
unusual aspect of Ukraine’s civil war: the relatively low civilian death 
count between 2015 and 2022. The estimates of at least 3,000 deaths 
in Ukraine paled in comparison to 50,000 in Bosnia, or over 100,000 
in Syria (Seybolt, Aronson, and Fischhoff 2013, 5; Guha-Sapir et al. 
2018). The proportion of civilian to combatant deaths was also much 
lower in Donbas (over 25 percent) than in Bosnia (over 50 percent) 
or Syria (over 70 percent).

This is because – like most conventional interstate wars since the 
nuclear revolution – two armies eventually settled into clashing with 
each other across a contested line of control. Both sides were sup-
ported by civilian populations, but both sides also held back from 
total war, so civilians could gradually remove themselves from lines 
of fire. Ukraine’s violence never felt like 1990s Bosnia. There were no 
roving bands of predatory militias, no mass graves, no mass rapes. As 
the security levers of the Ukrainian state collapsed in a large area of 
Donbas, most of the early combatants on both sides had little military 
training. Still, most military encounters gradually took on a conven-
tional guise, as if theatrically recreating World War I tactics.

If irregular warfare had spread across the country, or if Ukrainian 
volunteer battalions had tried to occupy hostile urban centers, or if 
Russia had used its military much earlier instead of just threatening 
to do so, civilian victimization could have been far more widespread, 
brutal, and atrocious.10 Until 2022 Ukraine’s war was fought like an 
interstate war, but it was largely a conflict where Ukrainians (in the 
territorial sense) shot at other Ukrainians.

Our argument is that the concept of civil war is analytically useful 
for scholars and also instrumentally useful for policymakers trying to 

 9 One striking difference between Donbas and other intrastate battlefields is that 
aerial bombing was used only intermittently for most of the period covered in 
our study.

 10 Our point is that systematic attacks on civilians did not occur as part of armed 
encounters, contra Syria, Yemen, or numerous other civil wars ongoing in 
2014. For evidence that civilian victimization tends to be higher if a style of 
warfare closer to the irregular ideal-type is employed, see Kalyvas and Balcells 
(2010; 2014). Following Biddle (2021, 9), our analysis of military matters 
in this book shoulders “the social science challenge of understanding actors’ 
internal political dynamics rather than the traditional military task of counting 
weapons or assessing technology per se.”
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understand the roots of one of the most important conflicts of the early 
twenty-first century. The DNR/LNR came into being because of the 
breakdown of the inherited post-Soviet political institutions that had 
managed high-stakes bargaining between social forces until 2014. The 
story of “Ukraine fighting off an invasion” in 2022 has quite naturally 
crowded out the story of “Kyiv bargaining with its Russian-speaking 
periphery.” Our aim is to gently correct the shift in language for the 
historical record. We suspect many Russian-speaking communities liv-
ing in Ukraine’s East would recognize themselves in the story we pres-
ent prior to the 2022 war. Naming the Donbas war 2014–2021 a civil 
war was controversial from a policy perspective, admittedly, since it 
drew attention to and placed causal weight on domestic factors in 
Ukrainian politics. This could be caricatured as “blaming the victim.” 
In our view, however, domestic Ukrainian politics were root causes of 
the war in 2014.

The decision by Putin in 2022 to unleash a full-scale war of aggression 
on Ukraine is not the subject of this book. The war was unprovoked. 
The claim that the Donbas population had to be protected from “geno-
cide” is an absolute fabrication. In fact, after a violent spike in sum-
mer 2014–2015 (see Chapter 7), civilian casualties had remained low 
between March 2015 and February 2022 (see Chapter 8). Static trench 
warfare dividing two competing, but consolidating, state projects – one 
recognized by most of the international community (based in Kyiv) and 
the other basically kept on life support by Russia. But the population 
supplying the foot soldiers for the anti-Kyiv side had lived in Ukraine 
before 2014. The Russian language was hegemonic on their side of the 
line of control, too – but also spoken quite a bit on the Kyiv side.

Prior to the pre-February 2022 war, then, violent and competitive 
political processes pitted Eastern Ukrainians against each other. If 
one were willing to adapt Russian terminology, what was occurring 
was the first intra-Russkii mir (Russian World) civil war in nearly a 
century.11

 11 Russkii mir is a construct premised on the idea that Russian language, culture, 
and politics are one, and aiming to validate Russian intervention abroad (Toal 
2017, 70–91, 204–5, 237–44). After the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, Ukraine 
was the principal terrain of a devastating civil war that initially opposed 
monarchists (“Whites”) and revolutionaries (“Reds”), most of whom saw 
themselves as Russians. The war later involved Ukrainian nationalists and 
peasant-anarchists.
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Since Ukrainian independence, the loyalty of Russian-speakers in 
the East toward the Ukrainian state had never been tested as it was 
in 2014.12 Fighters on both sides were motivated by perceptions of 
political equality and cultural security. Some feared domination by 
a Ukrainian-speaking center. Some feared domination by Putin and 
Moscow. Russian-speakers outside Donbas, imagined by Russia 
to belong to this Russian World, on the whole remained loyal to a 
Ukrainian state in 2014. They did so again in 2022, with far greater 
unity, since the first cities to be bombed indiscriminately were Eastern 
Ukrainian Russian-speaking majority cities. Our story emphasizes the 
initial division among Russian-speakers, between a Donbas constitu-
ency and the rest of the East.

A War of Narratives

The war in Donbas is about territorial control, but, as is always the 
case with violent internal conflicts, it originates in disputes over polit-
ical legitimacy. There are two polarized views on how to describe 
Maidan and the Donbas war. In both versions, the two events are 
causally connected. The war of narratives presents Maidan as either 
a protest against state violence (a “Revolution of Dignity”) or a 
coup. The Donbas war is described as either a war of aggression or 
a civil war.

On Maidan, the divide is over the interpretation of violence. 
Violence was first used by the police against peaceful protesters in late 
November 2013. Groups of protesters resorted to violence against the 
police on the following day, but were disavowed by Maidan lead-
ers. In January–February 2014, these groups used violence against the 
police in order to break a political impasse. Violence by protesters 
was now framed as self-defense, and therefore legitimate, in the pro-
Maidan narrative. The disproportionate use of counterforce by the 
police, which culminated in a sniper massacre, brought down the gov-
ernment, and the president was removed.

The counternarrative is that Maidan produced a coup, or coup 
d’état (perevorot, in Russian). The image of protesters firing at the 

 12 Russian-speaker is defined here as the preference to speak Russian, not the 
ability to speak it (see Chapter 3). By that criteria, surveys show that most 
people in Ukraine’s East are Russian-speakers, and most in the West are 
Ukrainian-speakers, that is, prefer to speak Ukrainian.
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police, and of the government falling shortly thereafter, lent credence 
in some quarters to the idea that a coup – understood here as the use 
of violence to bring about a change in power – had taken place.

Narratives of legitimacy are selective: the self-defense of protesters 
in one is overshadowed by the self-defense of state agents (the police) 
in another. In political discourse, Revolution of Dignity or coup are 
used normatively to legitimize or delegitimize a political outcome. In 
our book, our interest is more analytical than normative. We hope that 
readers will come to understand the logic of violence and its political 
consequences. The police used what certainly appeared to be dispro-
portionate force, particularly at the very beginning and the very end. 
Frontline protesters used violence strategically in order to provoke a 
political change.

The Dominant Policy Alternative: Hybrid Warfare

There is an alternative way of viewing the conflict that puts the locus 
of blame on great power politics. In this account, Ukraine is being 
fought over by Russia and the West. When Russian policy elites felt 
they were losing the tug of war, they decided to punish Ukrainians by 
unleashing new “hybrid warfare” techniques. This is not our argu-
ment, but we acknowledge that it has more than a grain of truth to it.

The standard account of the war in Ukraine begins with geogra-
phy. Ukraine is located between Russia and the West (or the Western 
Security Community). Realist considerations drive decision-making at 
the highest levels in the Kremlin and in NATO capitals, and this is not 
lost on Ukrainian political elites. Their country is a buffer between 
great powers. Just as the United States would not allow Mexico to 
join a mutual defensive security alliance with China, the prospect of 
Ukraine joining NATO is anathema to Russia.

For many decades, balancing these interests was possible. In the early 
1990s, against the backdrop of the breakup of the Soviet Union and the 
August 1991 failed coup, the United States and Russia bargained and 
compromised. As a sovereign nonnuclear Ukraine emerged, the West 
was sensitive to the need to help moderate forces in Russia consolidate 
power. This meant treading lightly, since nothing in the post-Soviet 
periphery was seen as worth the risk of trading Russian President Boris 
Yeltsin for someone like Gennady Zyuganov (Yeltsin’s Communist 
opponent) or Alexander Lebed (a Russian general who had acted as a 
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free agent in the 1992 war in Moldova). Russian diplomats failed to 
secure a written commitment that NATO would not expand eastward, 
it seems, because they did not think that they had to.13 There is scant 
evidence that NATO expansion to Ukraine was considered or even 
discussed in the early 1990s (Krawchenko 1993, 83–4, 90–5). Ukraine 
was understood to represent a vital Russian interest.

Another aspect of the compromise was that Ukraine would have 
the diplomatic support of Western powers, so long as it relinquished 
its nuclear weapons (a gamble eased by the recent experience of the 
Chernobyl disaster). Ukraine agreed to comply under the frame-
work of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum in which the United 
States volunteered security “assurances” that fell conspicuously short 
of a commitment to use force to uphold the territorial integrity of 
Ukraine (Pifer 2017, 49).14 In the following decade, Ukraine sought to  
balance Russian and Western geopolitical interests in a pragmatic 
“multi-vector” foreign policy (D’Anieri 2019b, 73–8).

 13 Following Sarotte (2014) and Itzkowitz Shifrinson (2016), we are intrigued 
by the historical counterfactuals. What might have been had Russian elites in 
1990 not been so internally divided, so optimistic about Russia’s ability to join 
the West, and so myopic about the temporary leverage that they had? Russia 
might, for instance, have demanded that the United States sign a simple, clear, 
unambiguous promise never to expand NATO into former Soviet-dominated 
territory. Russian diplomats could have bundled these kinds of “concessions” 
(which at the time might not have seen as concessions at all, but simply 
formalization of mutually shared understandings at the highest levels) with the 
resolution of the German question, or traded them for authorization by the 
UN Security Council to use force in the First Gulf War against Iraq. Our point 
is not to advocate for these kinds of positions, nor to argue that they would 
have been enforceable, but simply to note that alternative arrangements for 
Ukraine from the 2000s–2010s onwards might have been feasible if Russian 
elites had behaved differently than they did in the early 1990s.

 14 Western governments made economic and geopolitical support for Ukraine 
contingent on the removal of nuclear weapons (Cohen 2017). In hindsight, 
Ukrainian nuclear disarmament can be seen as overdetermined by the fact 
that the state was too poor to pay for its maintenance and would have been 
barred from legally acquiring necessary components from abroad (Rublee 
2015, 145–7). At the time there were grave concerns that economic pressures 
might tempt Ukraine to follow North Korea’s example, and export weapons 
or technical expertise (Jones et al. 1998, 93–6). Mearsheimer (1993) and Posen 
(1993, 44–5) warned that unilateral nuclear disarmament would give Russian 
nationalists more freedom of action, raising conflict risks. Stone (2002, 184) 
notes that as part of the package deal of abandoning nuclear weapons Ukraine 
became, for a time, the third-largest recipient of all US foreign aid.
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Russian–Western relations declined gradually.15 The United States 
opened diplomatic and economic relations with all of the post-Soviet 
republics, and NATO expanded into Central Europe despite Russia’s 
objections (Charap and Colton 2017, 30–94). NATO fought an air 
war against Serbia in 1999, which eventually yielded independence 
for Kosovo in 2008, despite Russian opposition. Russian diplomatic 
concerns about “encirclement by NATO” were dismissed as rhetorical 
exaggerations. At the Bucharest Summit in 2008, NATO declared that 
Ukraine and Georgia “will become members” (NATO 2008).16 Russian 
calls for a geopolitical sphere of influence that would be analogous to 
the US Monroe Doctrine in the Western Hemisphere were rebuffed 
with the claim that sovereign countries should be able to choose which 
international agreements they wish to join. Russian military power 
had started to rebound in the first decade of the twenty-first century as 
well.17 The 2014 Winter Olympics, hosted by Russia, were its best foot 
forward in terms of soft-power production.

Against this background, things came to a head. Late in 2013, 
Ukrainian President Yanukovych’s abrupt decision to forego a free 
trade deal with the EU signaled intent to explore membership in the 
Eurasian Economic Union, Russia’s proposed geoeconomic competitor 
to the EU. In Ukraine, the proposed Economic Union was more popu-
lar in the East than the West. Western-oriented Ukrainians took to the 

 15 Whether the increased antagonism was due to changes in Western values 
and policy, changes in Russian values or policy, both, or neither, is a fount 
of academic dispute. For an argument that the choices made by Russia are 
dependent on its type of regime, see McFaul (2020). For an argument that a 
different Russian leader or regime might have made similar choices under a 
similar international environment, see D’Anieri (2019b, 18).

 16 The West saw the statement of intent as a compromise, since no membership 
path was offered, as had initially been envisaged (D’Anieri 2019b, 163). 
Russia saw it as a threat and a slap in the face (Freedman 2019, 58), and 
signaled its displeasure with a small, ugly war in Georgia a few months later. 
NATO expansion was also accompanied by EU expansion, with eight Central 
European states joining the EU in 2004 (including the three former Soviet 
Baltic republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania), and two more in 2007.

 17 Contextualizing Russia’s temporary/local strength with cutting observations 
of its long-term decline as a society, and a global power (vis-à-vis China and 
its neighbors), was common in the West after the Cold War. By the time of the 
events of Chapter 4, the balance of power between Russia and the United States 
had favored the NATO alliance member states for a generation (Wohlforth 
1994, 102–15). The gap is starker if US power is added to that of its allies and 
Russian power is added to its impoverished dependents (Kotkin 2008, 24).
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streets and did not disperse. In the Russian version of this conflict, exter-
nal enemies choreographed mass protests in Maidan – part of a longer-
term pattern. The nonviolent 2004 Orange Revolution was bankrolled 
by Western NGOs, they argued, and the violent 2014 Maidan mili-
tants were trained by Western security services (Wilson 2005, 183–8; 
Ernst 2015). In the Western version, the Kremlin responded by testing 
its new hybrid warfare techniques in Crimea and Donbas.

What is hybrid warfare? It is an umbrella term for military coercion 
steeped in plausible deniability. The strategic goal is to send a threaten-
ing signal, avoid escalation, and impose costs on another state.18 Hybrid 
warfare methods include various kinds of disruption using clandestine 
agents, disinformation and media manipulation, social media trolling, 
covert funding for political parties, economic tools (like sanctions and 
parastatal companies), spycraft, and the use of soldiers without insignias 
trying to pass as civilians (Reisinger and Golts 2014; Charap 2015; Van 
Herpen 2015; Conley et al. 2016; Kier 2016; Chivvis 2017). The extent 
to which any of this was actually new is disputed (Galeotti 2019).19 
Whether Russia or the West is responsible for initiating hybrid hostili-
ties is also open for debate.20 The important escalation was that Russia 
sent troops into Ukraine while claiming that it was not, violating a com-
mitment to respect borders made in a 1994 multilateral memorandum 
(when Ukraine agreed to give up nuclear weapons) and a 1997 bilateral 

 18 Another term of art in US military circles is “gray zone” conflict (Schram 2021).
 19 New frontier technology applied to warfare may be leveling the playing field 

between weak and strong nonstate and state military actors (Biddle 2021, 
8). Cell phones, for example, interact with the “Web 2.0” leading to the 
production of high-quality content at low cost, and the dissemination of 
the content quickly, semi-anonymously, and independently (Walter 2017; 
Pomerantsev 2019, 85–97). Speculative scholarly efforts to document “hybrid 
war” techniques in Ukraine as a window into the future of war include 
efforts to evaluate the efficacy of cyberattacks (Kostyuk and Zhukov 2019), 
the potential to repurpose patterns of social media for military intelligence 
(Driscoll and Steinert-Threlkeld 2020).

 20 Orenstein (2019, 11–17) astutely notes that this question, asked in this way, 
really has no answer, since the West and Russia are in a security dilemma. 
Galeotti (2019, 1) points out that “Moscow considers itself rather a target 
of Western hybrid aggression.” Consider a famous 2013 speech by Valery 
Gerasimov, often referenced as the authoritative description of Russia’s  
“new” strategy, with ample references to “the broad use of political, 
economic, informational, humanitarian and other non-military measures”  
and “concealed” fifth-column armed forces. Gerasimov, in context, is 
reflecting on American military practices of war (Freedman 2019, 174–5).
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treaty with Ukraine. Few analysts are tempted to call the flagrant viola-
tions of those same commitments in 2022 “hybrid warfare” for many 
reasons, but one of them is that Russia openly announced it was sending 
its military (while avoiding full mobilization and not calling it a “war”).

In the Western policy-shorthand version of this conflict (among 
most NATO military professionals), the Donbas militants were, and 
are still, directed by Russia. Pro-Russian rebels took over government 
buildings in Kharkiv or Donetsk in the spring of 2014 because Russia 
told them to (Umland 2016). This caused anxiety in the NATO alli-
ance. How would its member states respond if the same sort of thing 
occurred in Latvia, Lithuania, or Estonia? A host of seemingly techni-
cal questions, such as how to precisely define aggression in the cyber-
realm, gained new salience to war planners. Since Ukraine was not 
yet a NATO member state, a contained hybrid war served a theatrical 
purpose. Russians, Americans, and others could observe each other 
play war games, update public statements, and begin to signal what 
they would be willing to risk in the event of a more severe clash of 
interests in Eastern Europe (Shaplak and Johnson 2016).

Zones of fighting ossified into stable front lines in late summer 2014 
and winter 2015, after Russia overtly sent regular troops to tip the 
scales at two critical junctures, the Battles of Ilovaisk and Debaltseve. 
Until February 24, 2022, territory had barely changed hands since 
those battles. As the war conventionalized along a frozen and fixed 
line of contact, the number of deaths dropped considerably.

The great powers began to circle their wagons for a long game of 
trying to wait out the other. The optimism in the West depended on a 
theory of soft power, the optimism in Russia rested on a theory of hard 
power. Many social forces within Ukraine saw NATO, the EU, and the 
West as Ukraine’s future. They argued that Russia has shown it cannot 
win – or even compete – in what Gramsci (1987) would have called a 
global war of position over interpretation of the war. Most members 
of the United Nations rejected Russia’s interpretation of the Crimea 
events. The Ukraine conflict exposed Russian soft power as much 
weaker than had been previously assumed, and “increased American 
power and European influence in Russia’s western borderlands.”21

 21 This is the analytic conclusion of Kivelson and Suny (2017, 392), who take 
a historical view of Russian cultural (“soft”) power projection. For historical 
retrospectives on soft power in the Cold War period, see Selznick (1952, 
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The Kremlin, for its part, was also comfortable imagining a long 
game in which geography and demography are destiny. In this view 
of hard power, a protracted war, fought over a part of the planet that 
Russia cares about much more than any other great power, is not 
going to go on forever. When it ends, a war on Russia’s border is likely 
to end on Russia’s terms. Due to geography and history, Russia can-
not “leave” Ukraine. The Kremlin has military leverage. It will enjoy 
political influence post-settlement.

Distilling Ukraine’s conflict down to a contest between Russian 
hybrid warfare and Western soft power is appealing for many reasons. 
It is simple (see Appendix B), teachable, and prescriptive for military 
planners. It leaves out a great deal, however.

The Policy Implications of Academic Language Choice

This book is a reaction to many descriptions of the Russia–Ukraine 
conflict between 2016 and 2021. It frustrated us that the dominant 
frames in Western policy circles so quickly calcified into morality tales 
of Russian aggression, where Ukraine was abstracted as a helpless vic-
tim. Even those inclined to locate all the blame on Kremlin policy had 
to admit that some changes had taken place in Ukrainian society since 
March 2014 that Putin probably did not anticipate or engineer.

To put a fine point on it: In Western policymaking circles, the 
language of hybrid warfare conflated “Eastern Ukrainian” with 
“Russian” interests and “Western Ukrainian” with “Western” inter-
ests. While it was clear that Russian military intervention in Crimea 
and Donbas was not supported throughout Eastern Ukraine, public 
opinion in the Russian-speaking East remained divided on assuming 
responsibility in triggering the conflict.22 This blurring was common 

48–70) and Barghoorn (1964). In retrospect, the United States had a clear 
comparative advantage in soft power throughout the Cold War: “American 
music and films leaked into the Soviet Union with profound effects, but 
indigenous Soviet products never found an overseas market. There was no 
socialist Elvis” (Nye 2004, 74). Recent observational (Avgerinos 2009; Gentile 
2020) and experimental (Fisher 2020) studies conclude that Russia still 
competes at a relative disadvantage in the production of credible news.

 22 In a 2019 survey, while 45 percent of the entire population saw the Donbas 
conflict as “Russian aggression,” the proportion fell to 22–24 percent in the 
Southeast, while 21–22 percent saw it as a “purely internal civil conflict” 
(Fond demokratychni initsiatyvy 2019).
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in Ukrainian policy debates for historical reasons, as well. What made 
the “hybrid warfare” language such an impediment to creative discus-
sions on the specifics of conflict resolution was its interaction with US 
domestic politics in the 2016–2020 period, when Democrats blamed 
Russian policy for the election of Donald Trump to the presidency. 
Meanwhile, the Ukrainian government  – increasingly aligned with 
the “No to Capitulation Front” that we will discuss in Chapter 8 – 
staked out policy positions on language, historical memory, and the 
implementation of the Minsk accords that were more popular in the 
Ukrainian West than the Ukrainian East.

One effect of this was the sidelining of anyone willing to challeng-
ing the narrative that the Donbas war had been, at its roots, a war of 
Russian aggression. In Ukraine, this had the practical effect of mar-
ginalizing the views of an important constituency of Eastern voters. 
This, in turn, as we shall see in Chapter 8, had implications for the 
status of contested territory in Donbas, for the status of the Russian 
language in secondary school curricula throughout Ukraine, for the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church Moscow Patriarchate, and much more. 
Criticism of state policy over any of these issues became associated 
with an indefensible pro-Russian position. The Russian army had 
seized Ukrainian territory, and Russia needed to leave. The hard truth 
is that in August–September 2014, and again in February 2015, the 
Ukrainian army could not fight the Russian army. Kyiv was forced to 
commit internationally to the principle of granting some kind of de 
jure autonomy to the two Donbas territories that it no longer de facto 
controlled. These political conditions proved politically impossible to 
implement. The de facto policy was to interpret the Minsk Protocol 
to mean that Russia had to withdraw its military completely before 
political steps could be taken.

We wrote our book in an effort to add nuance to the analysis of 
the Ukrainian political landscape between 2013 and 2021, before 
the Russian invasion of 2022. Our strategy for accomplishing this is 
an analytic narrative. Our aim is to challenge the notion that there 
was a hegemonic view in Ukraine on how to assess the origins of the 
war in Donbas and how to devise a political solution. This is not 
about whether Ukrainians, whatever language they speak at home, 
believed in the territorial integrity of Ukraine. A majority of Eastern 
Ukrainians identified with the Ukrainian state in 2014 and rejection of 
the Russian invasion of 2022 became nearly hegemonic quite early on 
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(Reiting 2022). Our goal, for historians interested in more nuance, is 
to analyze how Ukrainian politics actually operated before this inva-
sion. Eastern Ukrainian opinion, parties, and elites could not be eas-
ily reduced to a “pro-Russian” position. For instance, an important 
strand in our narrative shows how even the Party of Regions, por-
trayed as aligned with Russian interests, was mistrusted by Russian 
officials and ultimately failed to accomplish what Putin expected.

A second problem with the language of “hybrid warfare” is that it 
functionally loaded the US conversation in favor of particular policy 
response: demonstrating resolve to Russia. This ignored a serious real-
ist counter, which is that Western policy may have played a role in 
provoking the 2014 conflict – more than Western government agents 
can easily admit because of the nature of the security dilemma.23 In 
practice, “hybrid warfare” conversations invited scholars to weigh in 
on an ongoing policy conversation asking, “What else can we do to 
assure our Ukrainian security partners and deter Russians from engag-
ing in new styles of aggression?” For restrainers in the realist school, 
a prior question may be what US interests are in Europe and whether 
the generous support to European allies and partners actually serves 
those interests or can have unintended consequences.24

As social scientists interested in curating the historical record, 
we feel that ignoring Ukraine-specific details in favor of crude geo-
political plate tectonics misses many important stories. Filtering all 
incoming information about the 2014–2020 war through a top-down 
international relations (IR) lens obscured the agency of Ukrainian 
actors, effectively silencing the voices of millions of Russian-speaking 
Ukrainians. This is important because a theoretically informed under-
standing of how the conflict broke out in 2014–2015 is necessary to 
imagine an eventual final settlement. Specific policy-relevant questions 
include: Why did the Kremlin send troops to some places and not oth-
ers? Why did the conflict zone have the geographical boundaries that 
it did in 2022, when Putin recognized the DNR/LNR and invaded? 

 23 This is not our book’s position, but neither was it a “fringe” position in 
2014–2015. See, for example, Mearsheimer (2014), Walt (2014, 2015), Posen 
(2016), and Charap and Colton (2017).

 24 Posen (2014) ably summarizes the restraint position. His view of European 
security (including Ukraine) is informed by his study of the pathways to 
inadvertent nuclear use by Russian and NATO war planners (Posen [1991], 
especially 21–3, 45–7, 60–7, 146–58).
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Why was Ukraine more cohesively “Ukrainian” (distinct from geopo-
litically “Western”) seven years after Crimea? Why was settling the 
conflict in the Donbas so difficult?

These are not simply rhetorical questions. Our book provides clear 
answers.

 1. The Kremlin sent troops where it did after observing the strate-
gies of Russian-speaking communities within Ukraine.25 Such com-
munities directly adjoining Russia’s border (Kharkiv and Donbas), 
and Russia’s redefined border post-Crimea (such as the Donbas 
city of Mariupol and the oblasts of Kherson and Odesa  – close 
to Transnistria and the ocean) acted with a higher chance of suc-
cessful separation compared to the heartland areas of Dnipro, 
Zaporizhzhia, or Mykolaïv. The Kremlin waited for either local 
allies to obtain the backing of the regional parliament or for local 
armed allies to secure territory first. Russia was responsive and 
opportunistic.

 2. The conflict had the geography it did because of choices made by 
Russian-speaking elites. Russian machinations shaped the informa-
tion environment, but the choice between sedition or loyalty to the 
post-Maidan Ukrainian political order was made within Russian-
speaking communities. A tip toward sedition proved arduous, and 
despite a great deal of jockeying on the streets, most communities 
did not tip or come close. As elites worried their neighbors were 
approaching a tip, one response was violent threats against elites 
considering sedition. The only part of Ukraine with no antisecession 
vigilantes, Crimea, tipped in days. In the industrial core of Donbas, 
elites were pushed aside by angry mobs and anti-institutional new-
comers in the space of a few dramatic weeks. Outside these towns, 
no other communities tipped.

 3. Since 2014, Ukrainian political identity has come into its own as a 
“new” ethnic supermajority due to two processes. First, after the 
de facto border change in Crimea, the demographics and politics 
of Ukraine changed. This left the government in Kyiv more willing 

 25 The concept of community is integral to the theoretical model that we are 
presenting in Chapter 2. We define community using the Taylor (1982) 
criteria: Direct face-to-face relations between members, many-sided relations, 
reciprocity, rough equality of material conditions, and common sets of beliefs 
and values.
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to pay costs in blood in order not to cede territory. Second, the 
crisis altered perceptions of Russian military intentions. As a result 
of watching where Russia did  – and did not  – send its military, 
beliefs about the probability of Russian military intervention were 
revised downward. (These beliefs turned out to be false in 2022, 
but they existed until the very last minute.) Our prediction is fewer 
cultural concessions to Russian-speaking communities under these 
circumstances.

 4. Settling was difficult for two reasons. First, the collapse of political 
institutions in 2014 made it impossible a return to the old social 
contract due to commitment problems. The relevant actors feared 
that the other side would renege on what they committed to if 
they moved first. Second, a narrative of the conflict has taken root 
within Eastern Donbas that sedition was legitimate. Social poli-
cies chosen in Kyiv reinforced the view that the Donbas population 
would be treated as second-class citizens if Ukraine ever reclaimed 
the territory.

Where Is this Book Going?

Employing the language of civil war violated a taboo in Western for-
eign policy circles throughout 2014–2021. Since Russia called the war 
in Ukraine a civil war, Western officials had to call it something else. 
Since both sides were sending costly signals of their intent to wait 
the other out, adopting the language of the enemy felt like a tacti-
cal concession.26 With Putin’s decision to escalate the conflict over 
Ukraine with a full-scale invasion, as well as repeated nuclear threats, 
this taboo has outlived its utility. If Western policymakers revisit this 
period critically, and describe this as an intra-Russkii Mir civil war, 
the shoe is suddenly on the other foot. The civil war that we describe 
in this book is not the civil war Putin imagines it to be. There is no 
war pitting “real” Ukrainians (the belief that Ukrainians are a sub-
set of Russians) against “nationalist” Ukrainians (the belief that the 
Ukrainian nation is an artificial creation of foreigners and a threat 

 26 For readers unfamiliar with the reference to “costly signaling,” a common 
vein of argument is that professional diplomats engage in regular “cheap 
talk” performances (colloquially: diplomats lie). To show they mean business, 
sometimes states have to incur costs, like putting soldiers’ lives at risk and 
running risks of escalation/war, in order to communicate with each other.
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to Russia). This is rather a war that always divided a narrow sub-
set of Eastern Ukrainians, mostly concentrated in Donbas, against 
the majority of Eastern Ukrainians, Donbas included (who were 
ambivalent on Maidan and on the sources of the conflict, but opposed 
Russian military intervention). In our historical and analytic narrative, 
we believe that reclaiming the language of civil war has the potential 
to do three things.

First, the grains of truth in the Russian version of events can be 
plucked from state propaganda (Radnitz 2021: 44–9, 119–28). What 
emerges is a bottom-up story, emphasizing that the genesis of the war 
in Ukraine came from choices made on Ukrainian territory. In the 
language of our model, critical first- and second-movers thought of 
themselves as political Russians defending their homes.

Second, employing the language of civil war to approach the 2014 
origins of the Donbas war clarifies how different this part of Donbas 
was, and arguably remains, from the rest of Eastern Ukraine. Putin 
identifies Russkii mir with Russian-speakers and expected Ukraine 
to collapse over all of Eastern Ukraine in 2014. The problem is that 
Russkii mir failed everywhere, except parts of the industrial core of 
Eastern Donbas, where Kyiv lost control of security institutions well 
before Russia sent troops. The 2014 war mostly opposed pro-Ukraine 
Ukraine-born combatants to anti-Kyiv Ukraine-born combatants.27

Third, reclaiming the language of civil war highlights the argument 
for more serious conversations within foreign policy circles, especially 
in NATO capitals, about what it is reasonable to expect from a post-
war Ukrainian polity. Policymakers hoping to educate themselves on 
the war that preceded the Russian invasion of 2022 will find answers 
to many of their factual questions in the pages of this book.

In Chapter 2 we present our theory in normal language and describe 
the analytic narrative approach we will use in data presentation for 
the remaining chapters.

In Chapter 3 we present a gloss on Ukrainian political history in order 
to introduce key insights on Ukrainian identity, regional and memory 
politics, and demonstrate the plausibility of model assumptions.

 27 To clarify: We are not claiming that Russian-speaking Ukrainians see 
themselves as part of Russkii mir, but rather that a critical mass demonstrated 
in 2014 that it does not. It is only from the perspective of the talking points of 
the Russian state that the Russkii mir is at war with itself.
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In Chapter 4 we describe the critical juncture of the Maidan protests 
(November 2013–February 2014) with a focus on the logic and conse-
quences of political violence.

In Chapter 5 we describe the political aftermath of the Maidan 
events in Crimea. This chapter explains why the secession of Crimea 
did not result in very much violence.

In Chapter 6 we describe the political aftermath of the Maidan 
events in Eastern and Southern Ukraine (outside Crimea and the 
Eastern Donbas). An Eastern Ukrainian political rebellion, expected 
by Russia, did not happen and the street turned pro-Ukrainian.

In Chapter 7 we describe the political aftermath of the Maidan 
events in the Eastern Donbas region. This chapter explains the out-
break of Ukraine’s war.

In Chapter 8 we describe the international diplomatic stalemate on 
settling Ukraine’s unnamed war, the effects of the war on Ukrainian 
society, and briefly comment on Russia’s decision to engage in a full-
scale war of aggression reminiscent of World War II.
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Since so many of the structural features of the Ukraine–Russia rela-
tionship did not change from 1993 to 2013, the timing of the outbreak 
of violence in Ukraine is puzzling. Something about the specific nature 
of the crisis of 2013–2014, and the contested information environment 
in subsequent years, led to Ukraine’s unnamed war of 2014–2022. 
The failure to settle this war diplomatically created the conditions for 
the Russian invasion in February 2022. Can we be more specific about 
causal processes? What happens to citizens that sometimes causes 
many of them to turn violent?

Hobbes (1651) noted the ability of modern territorial states to pre-
vent citizens from becoming violent most of the time. The state ben-
efits from what Hobbes called awe: a widely shared assumption of an 
overwhelming comparative advantage in the production of violence 
and justice. Most of the time, most people moderate their behaviors 
due to deterrence or socialization. This vein of social theory taps into 
a lineage in political science stretching back to Max Weber by way of 
Huntington (1968). When civil wars reoccur in the same territory over 
and over again, we say a state is illegitimate or weak.

Why are some states more prone to bouts of large-scale violence 
than others? Empirical researchers have tried to address this ques-
tion by investigating the structural features that put some countries 
at higher risk than others for onset of civil war. These scholars have 
found that, even for the poorest states in the international system, 
governments can usually adapt to crises or deescalate domestic unrest 
before it gets anywhere close to becoming a civil war.1 Most citi-
zens most of the time know this, so they can anticipate what behav-
iors state agents will tolerate and what they will not. Since the rules 

2  A Theory of War Onset  
in Post-Soviet Eurasia

 1 As explained in Chapter 1, scholars define a civil war using two empirical 
criteria: citizenship (most combatants on either side being citizens of the state 
prior to hostilities) and threshold of fatalities (a death count of at least 1,000, 
with at least 100 among government forces).
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undergirding social order are common knowledge, violence needs only 
to lurk in the background to hold order in place. States must be able 
to repress effectively, however. Repression requires a certain kind of 
state capacity – competent intelligence gathering, paired with profes-
sional domestic security forces and an effective chain of command.

Citizens must believe other people share their own assessments of the 
strength of the state. Government-funded rituals can reduce uncertainty 
on this point: military parades, high-profile televised criminal trials, 
and the like. Citizens also make inferences about their state capacity by 
observing how the state responds to crises, such as mass demonstrations, 
street violence, terrorism, insurrections, or wars. When the state certainty 
of its control of repression falters, or many citizens begin to doubt the 
legitimacy of the state’s repressive capacity, or both, there is a higher risk 
that domestic order falls apart. This sometimes even yields civil war.

Civil wars are very rare events, however. A more common outcome 
is gradual deescalation. Usually, social groups and state actors can 
demonstrate power and resolve to each other with vote counts and 
nonviolent civil resistance, reaching a cooperative outcome that main-
tains social order and avoids of large-scale societal breakdown.2 States 
or citizens sometimes miscalculate in a way that spirals to sustained 
violence, however, due to a combination of information failures, emo-
tional decision-making, and the inherent difficulties associated with 
policing and counterinsurgency. While we will discuss each in turn, 
information failure is at the heart of our theory. We see peace and 
order as an equilibrium (in rational choice jargon) held in place by 
an expectation of violence if anyone changes their strategies. When a 
crisis introduces uncertainty and forces armed actors to second-guess 
each other’s strategies, the result can be deadly.

The Strategic Setting: Post-Soviet Eurasia

Because we are interested in state–society relations and how they some-
times break down, defining the relevant strategic players and the order 
of interaction requires transitioning from general political theory to a 
more locally scoped model of Eurasian political order. The context of 

 2 For arguments about the general efficacy of nonviolent tactics as an optimal 
bargaining instrument for groups seeking to affect change, see Stephan and 
Chenoweth (2008) and Chenoweth (2021). For theoretical works on bargaining, 
see Elster (1989, 135–46), Fearon (1995b, 1998), and Wagner (2000).
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bargaining is different for post-Soviet states than for states in central 
Africa. For one thing, all of the states that emerged from the breakup of 
the Soviet Union were “born strong,” inheriting a panoply of “strong 
state” institutions, such as a party network, centralized media, delin-
eated borders (between republics), administrative units, high rates of 
literacy, and a secret police (Driscoll 2015: 4, 125). This basic fact goes 
a long way toward explaining why interethnic warfare was so rare dur-
ing the breakup of the Soviet Union and why wars, when they did occur, 
ended so fast. Post-Soviet states have been able to control most of their 
people, most of the time, by channeling violence through institutions.

The relevant feature of post-Soviet states is that political games are 
played against the backdrop of inherited Soviet demography and inter-
state borders born from what were once ethno-federally demarcated 
territorial units. Across Eurasia, many communities contain a critical 
mass of people who prefer to speak Russian and/or self-identify as 
Russian. After the Soviet collapse, millions found themselves living 
outside the borders of Russia. They had to decide whether to organize 
as political Russians, encourage their children to assimilate (by acquir-
ing fluency in the language of their new state), or emigrate to Russia 
(where most had never lived) (Laitin 1998, 2018).3

We are defining state capacity as the state’s ability to cauterize 
violent challengers before they reach the boiling point of civil war. 
Eurasian demography relates to state capacity in two ways. The first 
involves facets of distributional politics that intersects with ethnic 
polarization to produce a feeling of zero-sum tradeoffs. Since the 
break-up of the Soviet Union, there has been more-than-occasional 
push-and-pull between (1) communities defining themselves politi-
cally as Russian, (2) Russian-speaking communities sharing common 
interests with political Russians, (3) communities identifying with the 
majority (titular) nationality of the state, and (4) communities neither 
Russian nor titular. Intrastate bargaining over issues of autonomy and 

 3 Laitin was inspired by the triadic model of Hirschman (1970): exit 
(immigration), voice (organization), and loyalty (assimilation). He named 
the emergent social category that faced this choice set the Russian “beached 
diaspora.” In post-independence Ukraine, all three avenues were pursued by 
the beached diaspora, as we shall see. The Party of Regions aggregated the 
preferences of Russian-speakers throughout the East. The great majority of 
children in East (outside of Donbas and Crimea) were sent to Ukrainian schools. 
The 2001 census registered 3 million less Russians than 1989, either due to 
ethnic reidentification on census forms or to migration (mainly to Russia).
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assimilation involve periodic flare-ups (at soccer games or bar fights) 
and can sometimes gin up votes. There can be salient differences 
between the preferences of peripheral Russian or Russian-speaking 
community elites and state elites when it comes to elementary edu-
cational curricula, language of primary school instruction, composi-
tion of police and border units, the language of bureaucracy, names 
on street signs, recognized holidays, regional public sector subsidies, 
monuments, sports mascots, flags, and more (Jenne 2004, 732–3).

The second, relatedly, is the interstate dimension: the shadow of 
Russian military intervention into domestic politics. Russia is enor-
mous. Russians are more numerous than most any other Eurasian 
ethnic group. For the many independent post-Soviet states that share 
a border with Russia, this introduces a practical problem: When non-
Russian capitals threaten elites that can claim to speak on behalf of 
communities that Russia sees as Russians, those elites can call for help 
from the Kremlin. A knife-edged interethnic peace based on deterrence 
hangs over the post-Soviet space. As we saw in 2022, Moscow may 
even opt to fabricate crimes against “its people” in order justify wars 
of aggression. The larger point is that in Eurasia everyone can calculate 
that if social order were to collapse, potential insurgents might incor-
porate into their calculations the possibility that Russia will launch a 
“rescue” operation on their behalf. This threat of great power interven-
tion is simply not as acute or predictable in other parts of the globe.

Actors, Choices, and Order of Play

Domestic order in post-Soviet Eurasia is held in place by three kinds of 
players anticipating each other’s strategies: (1) central political elites in 
Russia, (2) central political elites in the neighboring state, and (3) com-
munity-level elites in the periphery of that state. This triadic relation-
ship is a defining feature of post-Soviet politics, since Russia has the 
potential to “insert itself” into bargaining between “its” communities 
and titular capitals (Brubaker 1995, 1996, 55–76).4 There are three 

 4 Brubaker’s triadic configuration also inspired Laitin (1998), Van Houten 
(1998), Cetinyan (2002), and Jenne (2004). Sambanis, Skaderpas, and 
Wohlforth (2020) analyze a dynamic model in a triadic setting that explicitly 
endogenizes polarization of ethnic identities with third-party (Russian) 
intervention, and lean heavily on Russian intervention into Ukraine to illustrate 
the plausibility of their model’s assumptions.
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distinct locations of strategizing, all of which are watching the others 
for information that might provide clues about shifts in strategy.

During a crisis, the first locus of action is inside Russia-speaking 
communities. As individuals in these communities observe that normal 
constraints are breaking down, they look for information on television, 
on the Internet, and by listening to community elites. A few talented 
people, if they are centrally located in social networks and capable 
of linking diverse constituencies, can potentially induce many others 
to flip their stance or political identity (Popkin 1979; Petersen 2001). 
We call this producing a cascade to a social tip within a community. 
These elites, if they coordinate, can use their influence to capture local 
institutions and make it clear that street power will be allowed to “take 
off.” These cascades can have outsized political effects and allow social 
actors that are normally on the fringe to enter politics.

The first major question on the slide to civil war, then, is whether 
or not there is coordination on the desirability of sedition – defined as 
insurrection against the state – by high-status members of these commu-
nities. We have in mind oligarchs, respected religious figures, high-status 
teachers, and the like. If coordinated sedition fails to emerge, there are 
no high-status brokers between the state and the street, so the crisis 
passes. If elites coordinate, and decide that their community needs to 
“bargain hard,” they lay claim to the authority of precrisis institutions, 
including the police. This allows “the community” to speak with one 
voice. The community coordinates on a bargaining position, and makes 
it clear that they will activate a plan to secede from the polity if their 
demand is not met. We call this coordinated sedition: an entire Russian-
speaking community uniting and constructing their identities politically 
as Russian, and demanding recognition of their rights as such.

Some communities are better positioned than others to make good 
on the threat to exit the polity. Geographic proximity to the inter-
state border is a factor. Elites in densely packed communities close to 
Russia’s border are relatively well positioned to secede if they have to.5 
Important variables in determining what a community can expect to 
happen in a war include population density, demographics, terrain, and 

 5 In Appendix A, parameter p is meant to capture many factors salient in the 
literature, such as proximity to an interstate border (Treisman 1997, 2001), as 
well as factors such as demographic concentration (Toft 2003; Lacina 2017), 
substate institutions (Roeder 2009), sacred land (Hassner 2007), foreign 
religious support (Toft and Zhukov 2015), physical geography (Fearon and 
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perhaps other things that local elites have a comparative advantage in 
assessing (such as the private beliefs of nonvoting citizens, intra- and 
interfamily social status hierarchies, etc.).

The demand shifts the locus of decision to a second class of actors: 
elites in the capital city. They face a critical decision point: They must 
either “buy off” the Russian-speaking communities with policy con-
cessions to deescalate the crisis nonviolently, or try to arrest the ring-
leaders and restore order coercively. If repression is chosen, however, 
the risk is that Russia may intervene with disproportionate violence.6

State elites and peripheral elites should be able to compromise and 
avoid a clash of values that ends in violence and counterinsurgency. 
So long as every actor plays strategically, and since communities want 
to avoid police actions, elites coordinate to make a demand to elites in 
the capital that they expect will be actually accepted.

The key to an orderly, brokered equilibrium is common knowledge. 
There must be a reasonable expectation by all of the players that they 
are all correctly assessing facts the same way and that they under-
stand the incentives and strategies of the other players. Most of the 
time, community elites are deterred from making excessive demands 
because it is risky to face off against a high-capacity state. Most of 
the time, elites in the capital hesitate before sending police to arrest 
community leaders, trying to anticipate how the Russian government 
might respond.7 Most of the time, elites’ broker deals and violent 
threats are not even articulated. In fact, though it is beyond the scope 
of the simple model we analyze in Appendix A, it is not difficult to see 
the advantage of coordination pooled across Russian-speaking elites 
in many communities. An orderly aggregation of preferences by vot-
ers transforms “seditionist” dissident politics into normalized special 
interest group politics: cohesively organized constituent demands. This 

 6 Russia may also intervene anyway for reasons that have nothing to do with 
protecting the rights of Russian-speakers while cynically claiming to be 
intervening to protect Russians. That possibility was outside the scope of 
our analysis in this model, but we thank Tymofiy Mylovanov especially for 
continuously pushing us on this point.

Laitin 2003), social structure (Petersen 2001; Parkinson 2013; Lewis 2020), or 
group socioeconomic characteristics (Alesina and Spolaore 2003; Cederman, 
Weidmann, and Gleditsch 2011; Zhukov 2016).

 7 In the model, the costs incurred by community leaders in facing the center are 
identified as c (lowercase) and the costs facing the center in anticipation of 
Russian behavior C (uppercase).



Actors, Choices, and Order of Play 29

describes well how the Party of Regions functioned before Maidan (as 
we will describe shortly, in Chapter 3).

When these normal institutions disappear, however, community 
elites face a terrible dilemma. They are forced to make choices without 
enough information, and are not able to anticipate correctly knowing 
how the crisis will unfold in the end. Because of the order of moves, 
only by going through with a rebellion can peripheral community 
elites collect information on Russia’s true intentions. This entails dan-
gerous risks. If only some elites attempt sedition, but not enough of 
them, there is no safety in numbers. First-movers, and their families, 
will be identified and subject to threats.8

The slide toward civil war begins with a crisis that raises the stakes 
of politics. Various players have to reassess each other’s intentions. 
The crisis itself is an unanticipated event – an earthquake, an invasion, 
a currency collapse, or an irregular leadership change. The loyalty of a 
military is rarely tested as it is after an authoritarian leader dies unex-
pectedly or after an extra-constitutional change of power. The crisis is 
more dangerous if it provides new information revealing an absence 
of state capacity. All states benefit from awe, but this reverence can 
be rendered ineffective. If government buildings are obliterated by a 
natural disaster, and then a state cannot organize a response to search 
the rubble for survivors, citizens learn state capacity is weaker than 
previously believed. As awe disappears, anarchy can become more 
frightening. Time can seem to be moving faster as powerful emotions 
shape perceptions of events.

Common knowledge of rules and expectations of law enforcement 
can also be undercut by political crises. Citizens can gather informa-
tion during extended standoffs between protesters and police. Say pro-
testers converge in, and refuse to disperse from, the main square of 
the capital. Say that days turn into months. Say that clashes with riot 
police are indecisive. Clearly the capacity of the state to coerce and 
deter was never as absolute as had been assumed. One might infer that 
the state’s coercive capacity was weaker than previously assumed. And 
if the state cannot even control its own capital, where the state can eas-
ily deploy elite troops, how could it possibly have eyes everywhere in 
the periphery (where the state may be unable to dispatch elite troops)? 
If seditionist leaders organize publicly using social media, and they are 

 8 Formally, we call this intra-community risk of punishment µ.
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not silenced, jailed, or sent to psychiatric prisons, this reveals informa-
tion about the state’s capacity to selectively punish dissident thinkers.

A crisis is especially dangerous if it results from the unexpected suc-
cess of large-scale, steadily growing, self-declared “revolutionary” 
political processes that promise fundamental changes to the social 
structure or the country’s geopolitical orientation. A literal act of 
nature (an earthquake or a stroke affecting the leader) may reveal a 
lack of state capacity. When a social movement can harness energy 
from grievances that have been “pent up” for a long time and chal-
lenge the state directly, it almost always reveals a lack of state capacity 
(since it begs the question of how the regime leadership allowed things 
to get so out of hand).9 Political earthquakes are especially high stakes 
because they promise to change the institutional rules of the future: 
whose children are more likely to be rich and whose are more likely 
to be poor, who may have an edge in accessing state jobs or resources, 
who will be eligible to vote or access power.

To summarize: The crisis initiates a one-shot, high-stakes game. 
The primary actors are elites.10 The path of play is the following:  
(1) Russian-speaking community elites either coordinate on sedition or 
do not; (2a) if elites coordinate, they articulate a demand and threaten 
to secede if their demand is not met; the state elites either accept the 
demand or opt to repress; (2b) if elites do not coordinate, state elites 
set the autonomy agenda, making a take-it-or-leave-it offer to the 
community; each elite within the community evaluates the offer and 
can either accept it or refuse (which amounts to sedition and invites 
targeted repression); and (3) if there is repression, the Kremlin decides 
whether to intervene militarily on behalf of seditious elites.

The Onset of War in Ukraine

The puzzle of war initiation can now be framed more sharply: Why 
did some Russian-speaking communities persistently issue demands so 

 9 Fearon (2004, especially 406–12) argues that domestic social crises based 
on pent-up self-determination claims (e.g., an identity group instigating a 
domestic crisis to “call for external help,” organizing with a terminal goal 
of partition, annexation, or alteration of interstate borders) are especially 
dangerous in the modern interstate system.

 10 This simple account of community-level politics does not distinguish between 
different types of elites. In our empirical chapters on politics in Ukraine’s East, 
we often describe situations in which well-established institutional elites found 
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much higher than the post-Maidan government in Kyiv could accept? 
Our answer, clearer in 2022 than it could have been in 2014, is that 
both Donbas actors and Kyiv elites miscalculated Kremlin intent.

Before 2013, Russian-speaking community elites in Donbas had 
taken over much of the Ukrainian state through electoral means. They 
were ruthless and well organized, but they relied on elections and were 
nonviolent. Taking up arms against the state was not a “real” political 
strategy considered by most Donbas voters, most of the time.11 The 
crisis that started on Maidan in the fall of 2013 gradually changed 
this. By January 2014, it became clear that the Ukrainian state lacked 
the capacity to stop protesters. This was partly because the state was 
not ruthless enough, partly because its tactics backfired in the social 
imagination, and partly because the cause being demonstrated for had 
huge support. This support came from the Ukrainian West, peren-
nially unhappy with the political weight of Russian-speakers further 
East, and also from a variety of liberal constituencies with allies in 
Western Europe and North America. By the time the state began 
to rely on mass indiscriminate repression, rebellion had spread well 
beyond Kyiv, paralyzing the Ukrainian West.12

Rapid political change can create waves of destabilizing uncertainty. 
The decision by Ukrainian President Yanukovych to flee the capital on 
February 21, 2014 was shocking. His majority in parliament collapsed. 
It was a de facto regime change. The state security service members that 
had been fighting to preserve the old order, humiliated and demoral-
ized, gave up. Russia called it a coup by fascists. In the next few days, 
Russian television selectively amplified and distorted incidents to stoke 
fears within Russian-speaking communities. The Kremlin sent troops 
to facilitate the rapid exit of Crimea from the polity. The Russian 
army entered Crimea, and it suddenly became possible that the same 
might happen elsewhere – which altered local calculations in Donbas, 

themselves challenged by new entrants into the political arena coming out of the 
woodwork or emerging from the street. In our stylization, these “new elites” 
were always present in communities, just not visible until the crisis occurred.

 11 For the most part, the claims by fringe groups failed to cross (or even 
approach) what Lustick (1993, 42) calls an “ideological hegemony” threshold 
of political contestation, which is to say that the ideas did not pose threats to 
regime integrity. Chapter 3 discusses a few exceptions.

 12 Had there not been a regime change at the center, it seems probable to us that 
there would have been an antistate insurgency centered on Lviv (and possibly 
even a civil war – though we see this as unlikely).
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Kharkiv, and Odesa. Ukraine was, in important respects, a completely 
different country by March 22, 2014 than one month before. No one 
knew where the territorial changes would end.

Observing this, other would-be seditious elites in Russian-speaking 
communities were forced to make agonizing decisions without enough 
trustworthy information. Could they replicate Crimea’s success? How 
would they be treated if they tried and failed? Maidan was revolution-
ary change – but how would their families fare in the new social con-
tract, which promised sweeping implications for political and property 
rights? If the Party of Regions had not been so internally divided and 
delegitimized by the Maidan events, it is likely that more communities 
would have coordinated, with more coherent demands leveraged on 
the capital – but the Party of Regions was gone.

The temporary breakdown of awe also introduced new political 
actors, as community elites found themselves pressured by street actors 
(both pro- and anti-Maidan) that they had no ability unable to con-
trol. All of the Russian-speaking communities contain large numbers 
of unemployed men, marginally employed youth, religio-charismatic 
anarchists, football hooligans, and fringe political activists. Instead 
of elites being drawn from the “normal” pool of union bosses, party 
organizers, teachers, elders, or oligarchs within the community, in 
some cases charismatic people emerged from the former group and 
proved effective at organizing, convincing others to accept risks, and 
using their social location to form network linkages and try to “push” 
their communities toward a cascade.

Russia plays a destabilizing role in our account, but ours is not a 
theory of seditious plots conceived, organized, or controlled from 
Moscow. Russian-speaking community elites were the primary agents, 
bargaining with central elites while being pressured by the street. War is 
the result of bad guesswork during a crisis. Elites are acting with incom-
plete information. Agreeing on a compromise is difficult since the crisis 
has thrown some of the model parameters into dispute. Estimations 
might change not only as a result of the crisis that begins the game, 
but also because of interactions that are haphazard, because elites are 
watching misleading television statements or observing troop move-
ments and drawing the wrong inferences. More specifically, according 
to our model, war occurs because Donbas elites asked for too much 
(anticipating Russian intervention), yielding a domestic police action 
(because Kyiv did not anticipate a Russian intervention would take the 
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form it did). In the end, Russia intervened.13 This only happened after 
many missed signals and off-ramps that might have avoided war.

To scaffold our theory of civil war outbreak, we wish to emphasize 
two salient findings from the civil war literature: (1) the causal role of 
emotions unleashed by a threat of group-status-hierarchy reversals, 
and (2) the military challenge of urban pacification by armies equipped 
with heavy weapons but no training in counterinsurgency operations.

The internal collapse of the Party of Regions and the triumphant 
success of demonstrators at Maidan altered the balance of power 
between the Ukrainian East and West. The monumental decision by 
the legislature to repeal the official status of the Russian language as 
their first order of business after President Yanukovych was removed 
was probably driven by emotion, not calculation. Among ourselves, 
we see a decision driven largely by spite, efforts to reverse humilia-
tion, and desire for symbolic payback – not the sort of cold, forward-
looking calculation that our model assumes.14

The repeal of the language law was just one of many examples in 
this book of an emotional decision that was not very well thought 
out. Following Petersen (2002, 2017), we recognize that emotions can 
change how information is processed and what beliefs and preferences 
are formed in the minds of participants. Emotion is not synonymous 
with irrationality. Emotions have cognitive antecedents that can be 
studied. When citizens notice that more and more of their neighbors 
are attending rallies for far-right parties that would have been “fringe” 
before the crisis, it is a reminder that the politics of antiliberal exclu-
sion was always possible – just not a strategic choice under prior con-
straints.15 As it becomes increasingly clear that those constraints are 

 13 In any setting in which actors may not assess the strategic parameters in the 
same way, they are potentially susceptible to bluffing. If gains can be extracted 
by strategic dissimulation (bluffing, or theatrical sedition), then, as in poker, 
eventually someone has to “call” (Gartzke 1999). In the higher-stakes context 
we are describing, the analogy to “calling” is state-initiated militarized 
repression.

 14 For descriptions of spite, malice, and envy, see Elster (1999, 62, 68–70, 
164–203). Chapters 3, 4, and 6 will discuss this law further. The practical 
effect of the repeal was to restore the pre-2012 status quo (no official 
status for Russian, though with Russian used as the language of regional 
administration), but the symbolism of “banning” Russian was quite potent,  
as we shall see.

 15 De Figueiredo and Weingast (1999) argue that in these settings, even small 
probabilities of outcomes can trigger rationalizable defensive reactions.
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disappearing, the possibility of terrible outcomes becomes more real, 
and thus more emotionally salient.

Often the assumption in conflict studies is that a descent into anarchy 
amplifies the emotion of fear. Citizens come to be afraid of each other, 
or afraid of state security services, or both, and often reasonably so.16

Another distinctive emotion is resentment – usually triggered by an 
expectation or realization of group status reversals. The prospect that 
sudden political change might lead to institutionalized subordination, 
below a group previously lower in the status hierarchy, can be a moti-
vator to violent action.17 The highest risks involve explicit ethnicized 
discrimination – the prospect of a group being thrown out of power, 
and the institutional rules changed to make this subordination of sta-
tus permanent.18 Having the rules changed, as a result of the irregular 
transfer of power, in a way that limits your (or your children’s) ability 
to ever return to power elicits an emotional response distinct from 
fear. The prospect that new elites (and their children) may benefit from 
the new social order at the expense of old elites (and their children) 
can unleash massive energy.19

 16 Posen (1993, 32) identifies indefensible pockets (“islands”) of ethnic groups as 
a special risk for defensive mobilization spirals of this sort (magnified by the 
impossibility of distinguishing offensive from defensive intentions by weapon 
type). When citizens notice that violent, antisocial groups are self-organizing 
into citizens’ self-defense militias, and that these irregular infantry units can 
just as easily go on the offense as hold neighborhoods defensively, it can yield 
arms racing.

 17 Petersen (2002: 40) defines resentment as caused by “the perception that 
one’s group is located in an unwarranted subordinate position on a status 
hierarchy.” Coding criteria for identifying ethnic status hierarchies in 
multiethnic societies can be found in Petersen (2011, 142). If subordination 
in a status hierarchy is foreseeable below a group that is not only resented, 
but also hated, the risks of violence are even higher for a variety of reasons 
discussed in Petersen (2002, 62–8) and Elster (1999, 64–8).

 18 For a treatment of the sources of fear, see Fearon (1995a, 1998). In Ukraine, 
status competition described in Chapter 3 is (we argue) not so much ethnic, 
as intra-ethnic: the fear that Eastern Ukrainians would be subordinated to 
Western Ukrainians.

 19 Empirics are contested, but studies suggesting a link between institutionalized 
ethnic discrimination and civil war include Davenport (2000), Wimmer, 
Cederman, and Min (2009), and Cederman, Wimmer, and Min (2010). The 
review in Davenport, Melander, and Reagan (2018) on how this point is 
treated in the “peace studies” literature (with a general focus on outbreak 
and termination, at the expense of the quality of peace) is highly valuable and 
complements our bottom-line prescriptions.
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The second salient finding in the civil war literature pertains to the 
correlation between the kinds of military operations employed by 
armies and overall levels of civilian victimization. Insurgents some-
times employ asymmetric strategies against state military opponents, 
interspersing themselves among civilians, using human shields, and 
daring militaries to strike back with indiscriminate force. Against an 
insurgent army employing these tactics, only unusually disciplined 
forces with special training can avoid inflicting high civilian casualties 
as they pacify the enemy.

When they were tasked with fighting the “terrorists” emerging in a 
few Eastern Russian-speaking communities, the Ukrainian military was 
not initially prepared for urban counterinsurgency operations. Assaults 
were spearheaded by volunteer battalions. These soldiers lacked train-
ing for complex urban operations. Both sides in the Donbas war used 
weapons that could not discriminate between civilian and military tar-
gets. What temporarily introduced conventional military symmetry to 
the conflict, and reduced overall levels of civilian victimization, was the 
stabilization of the front lines resulting from the arrival of Russian reg-
ular troops in late summer 2014.20 In 2022, the Russian regular troops 
altered their mission, moved the line of control, and began attacking 
population centers (events summarized in Chapter 8, ending our book).

Toward an Analytic Narrative

Beginning in the fall of 2013, coordinated street protests raised the polit-
ical stakes in Ukraine. The formation of self-defense militias, protest 
violence, the seizure of government buildings, attacks on police stations, 
the establishment of checkpoints on roads leading to the capital – all of 
this was unprecedented. This escalation in the contentious political rep-
ertoire, and the abrupt fall of a Russia-oriented Ukrainian president and 
government, paved the way for Russia to seize Crimea with minimal 
resistance. Seditionist militants in the East began to imagine the Russian 
military would help them, as well. In Donbas, after a month of unrest, 
government buildings were seized. War followed.

 20 This point applies largely to the period following the second Minsk Accords 
in February 2015. After a four-month lull, indiscriminate shelling resumed in 
January–February 2015, mostly from Russia-backed forces, causing a spike in 
civilian deaths.
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We describe these events using an analytic narrative approach.21 
Analytic narratives are tools for disciplining empirical description 
without sacrificing richness of contextual detail.22 The modeling 
enterprise forces scholars to “reconsider the narrative and then to re-
evaluate the extent to which key elements of the narrative lie outside 
the proposed theory” (Bates et al. 2000, 687). Formalization also pro-
vides a measure of confidence that analytical rigor is being maintained 
without forcing readers to break narrative prose for clunky hypoth-
esis testing (Bates 1998). Deductive rigor disciplines the narrative. 
Reductionism commits us to a single “fundamental utility,” or the 
main benefit pursued by actors, for our study. As Levi (1999, 155–6) 
puts it, “the assumption of a fundamental utility radically simplifies 
the world and the people within it, but, if done with attention to the 
problem, it simplifies the world realistically and usefully.”23

In our theory, actors are trying to maximize security in an uncertain 
environment. Individuals and groups are potentially threatened, have 
access to arms, and are considering taking steps to defend themselves. 
Security calculations are magnified by rapid and unexpected institu-
tional breakdown. Security in our study refers to both securing physi-
cal safety as state institutions weaken, and also to securing cultural 
preservation for a minority community from a hostile majority.

The members of the Eastern Ukrainian communities in our analytic 
narrative have complex identity repertoires. In censuses and surveys, 

 21 The theory generation process began inductively, with observation of 
Ukrainian politics during the 2014–2015 period after Maidan. The initial draft 
of the narrative – material that would become Chapters 6 and 7 – was written 
prior to any mathematical formalization, and intentionally leaned heavily on 
sources from Ukraine to maximize local validity. We decided, as a guiding 
principle, that action emerging from within what we call Russian-speaking 
communities was the most critical, and so our formal utility assumptions, and 
the analytic narrative in this book, will try to capture the perspective of these 
elites as much as possible.

 22 Identifying actors, defining a sequence of strategic interactions among them, 
reducing the choice set available to these actors to something manageable, 
specifying the structure of information (e.g., signals actors send each other to 
inform others of their beliefs), and the payoffs to actors for choosing different 
strategies – some find this reductive exercise plodding and tedious, but others 
find formalization makes it easier to generalize from one case to another.

 23 Levi cites Scharpf (1990, 484–5) on this point. If an economist investigates 
market behaviors with a simplifying assumption that all firms are trying to 
maximize wealth, it leaves out a lot, but the body of conclusions flows from a 
conversation bounded by similar premises.
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asked to define themselves in terms of a nationality (ethnic belong-
ing) and a language of origin (ridna mova/rodnoi yazyk, generally, 
if misleadingly, translated as mother tongue), respondents in Eastern 
Ukraine often chafe at the attempts to impose classification categories. 
Ukrainian-speakers live close by Russian-speakers. One complication 
is that many self-identified Ukrainians claim Russian as their lan-
guage of origin. Even more prefer to use Russian in their daily interac-
tions. The Ukrainian dominant narrative presumes that a self-defined 
Ukrainian identifies with the Ukrainian state irrespective of language 
spoken. The Russian dominant narrative (Putin’s so-called Russkii 
mir) presumes a Russian-speaker identifies with the Russian nation – 
and, by extension, the current Russian nation-state.

Our model assumes that identity can be reconfigured by strategic 
behavior. In the post-Maidan uncertainty, the main actors – elites and 
street militants – revealed themselves as either political Ukrainians or 
political Russians by taking actions oriented toward defending the 
Ukrainian state or embracing Russian irredentist policy.24 Since the 
identity markers distinguishing Ukrainians from Russians are more 
political than cultural, we approach the concept of minority through 
a constructivist lens, as well. To say that Russian-speakers form a 
minority does not mean they were a numerical/demographic minority, 
but that they found themselves in the political minority. After Maidan, 
some feared a minority status was being institutionalized.

We describe Russian-speaking communities with nationalists on 
both sides itching for a fight  – activating a Russian or Ukrainian 
political identity by flying flags, firing guns, saying prayers, and get-
ting tattoos. Many high-risk actions were attempts to signal to other 
community members that a social “tip” was imminent or underway. 
Outside Crimea, most Russian-speaking communities “tipped back” 
toward loyalty to Kyiv.

Importantly, we posit no theory of Kremlin decision-making pro-
cesses. We do not need to psychologize Putin to tell our story. We have 
little reliable information on his thought processes. For our argument 

 24 On the rise of political identities in a complex identity environment during a 
conflict, see Dragojević (2019). The core members of the leading Ukrainian 
volunteer battalions in 2014 were Russian-speakers from the East. They may 
have been culturally indistinguishable from the political Russians they were 
fighting against, but they acted as political Ukrainians and radical Ukrainian 
nationalists.
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to cohere, all that is necessary is to notice that Ukrainian political 
elites in the spring of 2014, at the center or the periphery, did not 
have reliable information, either. It is unrealistic to assume that local 
actors within Ukraine could correctly make inferences about Russian 
behavior and then backward induct. Uncertainty about Russian 
policy objectives and military designs is critical to our account. The 
question of “what the Kremlin is signaling” with a military action 
can be an endless font of speculation.25 In this book we focus instead 
on choices and calculations within Eastern Ukrainian communities 
regarding Russia’s intentions, since these matters can be assessed with 
empirical data.

Complete analysis of a simple multistage game can be found in 
Appendix A. The purpose of the model is to reduce from local com-
plexity, highlight essentials, and ease comparisons to other cases. 
While many Ukrainians remember Maidan, the invasion of Crimea, 
and the war in Donbas as a chain of unique historical events, we see 
them as an example of something that occurs at unpredictable inter-
vals in many societies: temporary weakness of state institutions, with 
expectations that strong state institutions will endure. Status hierar-
chies in the reformed state become salient.

There are just a few parts of Ukraine with critical masses of ethnic 
Russian minorities sufficiently close to the Russian border to have a 
reasonable chance at successful secession (high p). In our account there 
was a military intervention, but little killing in Crimea. War broke out 
only in the Donbas region. We attribute this to an unusual cascade of 
events with local roots. Everywhere in the East, one mainly observed 
thousands of mostly anti-Kremlin Russian-speakers taking up arms in 
militias to control the streets. At times they clashed with pro-Russia 
militias, defending their cities against a perceived Russian invasion. At 
other times, elites stayed safely indoors.

In our chapters we compare outcomes across many different 
Russian-speaking communities. Table 2.1 summarizes our book’s 

 25 Why didn’t the Russian army intervene in Donbas in April/May 2014? When 
it did in August 2014, why did it “stop pushing” at the line of control – 
but then move that line in 2022? Were threats of retaliatory punishment 
(economic sanctions) from other great powers a deterrent? Were the costs of 
occupying a territory housing a hostile Russian-speaking population salient? 
Were Kremlin elites acting emotionally? Improvising? Miscalculating? Acting 
on incomplete intelligence? We can speculate, but no better than others.
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empirical strategy. The parameters that matter the most in our causal 
narrative are: (1) the probability of successful insurgent secession (p), 
(2) the probability Russia would intervene militarily in a police action 
(a, a source of uncertainty), and (3) the local risk of antisedition vigi-
lante violence in a community (µ).

Chapter 3 provides background on Ukraine since independence. 
One of the most important points of departure between our book and 
others in this space is the decision to take seriously the choice of politi-
cal identity – in this case Russian. A political identity is the output of 
a bargaining process, not a culturally driven (let alone primordial) 
outcome within communities. This is an assumption that allows us 
to analyze seditious community politics as sometimes being theatri-
cal. This more malleable, constructivist language, in the shadow of 
Brubaker’s (1996) triadic configuration, also draws attention to some-
thing obvious, but uncomfortable, to many Ukrainians: between 1991 
and 2014, Russian-speaking communities have been able to subtly 
and indirectly extort the Ukrainian center with the implied threat of 
renegotiating the border with Russia.26 Coordinated sedition in the 
model occurs when a critical threshold of high-status community 
members embraced the Russian narrative with the intent of destabiliz-
ing Ukrainian national politics – “shaking up the center” to maximize 
their leverage. To do so, they become politically “Russian” in order 
to bargain. In a simple setting which reduces the choice set to a simple 
binary, the performances of a few elites “activating” their “latent” 
Russian identity can potentially tip a community.

Though it has become common shorthand to describe the Party of 
Regions as a “Russian Party” or nefarious conduit for Kremlin influence, 
we believe it is more analytically useful to imagine it as a machine for 
aggregating preferences across multiple constituencies. Coordination is 
achieved most efficiently through institutions (Weingast 1997; Roemer 
2019, 11) and the Party of Regions, which largely carried the Eastern 
Ukrainian vote in elections between 2002 and 2012, served that coor-
dination function within Russian-speaking communities.27 Even though 
the Russian language was nearly hegemonic in urban centers of the 

 26 We are not originators of this point. Van Evera (1997, 40–1), though often tagged 
with primordialism, made a very similar argument, as did Van Houten (1998).

 27 Tsebelis (1990, 38) argues that iterative institutionalized settings are the most 
appropriate for rational choice approaches.
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East, many Russian-speakers were anxious about the political domi-
nance of Ukrainian-speakers at the center. The Party of Regions – and 
in the 1990s, the Communist Party and other Eastern-based parties – 
made political capital out of these concerns. Compromises were struck 
among elites (until a Donbas-driven language law in 2012 severed the 
political equilibrium). In the one instance where ethnic Russians formed 
a majority of the population, the peninsula of Crimea, additional 
autonomy protections were brokered. Eastern Ukrainian community 
elites had bargained by provoking crises at the center more than once, 
with Russia casting a shadow over regional bargaining within Ukraine.

Since the sequencing of actions is important for model predictions, 
we provide evidence that demands for autonomy were often initiated 
in the periphery (through community-level mobilization, sometimes 
backed by an overt threat of secession), and foisted on the center as 
take-it-or-leave-it offers.

Chapter 4 describes the crisis – the Maidan events – which collapsed 
the Party of Regions, initiated the game, and, in our causal narrative, 
started the war. Maidan symbolized the rejection – by a mostly Western 
Ukrainian constituency with a high potential for mobilization – of the 
explicit pro-Russia reorientation of the Yanukovych government (the 
abrupt decision to drop an EU trade agreement) after decades of bal-
ancing Western and Russian interests. It also marked the first time 
since independence that state agents – an elite police unit – used exces-
sive force against protesters. This prompted a radical wing of protest-
ers to use violence against the police as a strategic response to break a 
political impasse. The escalation of violence ultimately impelled Party 
of Regions MPs to defect and officials to flee, ending the Yanukovych 
government. The irregular (extra-electoral) transfer of power to a 
coalition of opposition parties was a source of anxiety, heightened by a 
symbolic vote to repeal the 2012 language law that had granted official 
status to Russian in Eastern Ukraine.

All of this created two high-powered geopolitical narratives, one 
espoused by Western officials and the other by Russian officials, which 
persist to this day. In the first, the illegitimate violence against protest-
ers finished the regime. In the second, the illegitimate violence against 
the police overthrew the government. Fears of status reversals became 
salient. Some anti-Maidan protesters who began to organize in Crimea, 
Donbas, and elsewhere in Eastern Ukraine formed militias, acting on 
the second narrative. In that sense, the roots of Ukraine’s civil war can 
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be traced back to the square. The question was whether elites in periph-
eral communities would accept the first storyline or accept the second 
storyline and opt for sedition.

Chapter 5 describes the rapid coordination by elites in Crimea on sedi-
tion. Crimea distinguished itself from the rest of Ukraine by the speed 
of coordination; the drama played out over days, not months. There 
was also never a pro-Ukraine self-defense group attempting to con-
trol the streets, due to the presence of Soviet veterans, Russian military 
units based in Sevastopol, and – just days into the crisis – the arrival of 
Russian soldiers in the capital. It seems to us that the Kremlin’s preferred 
sequence would have been for the local parliament to signal its intent to 
separate through a referendum and then invite Russian troops for pro-
tection. When a massive pro-Ukraine demonstration by Crimean Tatars 
prevented parliament from voting, however, Russian soldiers were sent in 
to seize parliament (and government buildings) and the vote took place. 
In the language of our model, prior to the arrival of Russian soldiers, on 
February 26, Tatar demonstrations and fear of retribution from Kyiv 
inhibited coordination. With Russia’s arrival, the fear subsided (µ = 0).  
This did not guarantee the outcome, but choosing the higher-payoff 
equilibrium in a lower-risk social environment made elites’ coordination 
easier. By March 1, coordinated sedition was a fait accompli.

Why did Russia intervene in Crimea so rapidly? We believe that 
despite the uncertainty over the degree of Crimean Tatar resistance 
and the loyalty of local elites, the extremely high value that the Russian 
military put on maintaining access for its Black Sea Fleet to the deep-
water port at Sevastopol was probably the deciding factor. The Party 
of Regions networks served a coordinating function, repurposing 
state institutions to legitimize the Russian presence and ensuring insti-
tutional continuity. Crimeans voted to leave Ukraine, the Kremlin 
argued it was a victory for self-determination, the new government in 
Kyiv was checkmated, and an orderly evacuation of rump Ukrainian 
military units occurred. Coordinated sedition, however, would not 
unfold so neatly in Donbas, Kharkiv, Odesa, or anywhere else.

Chapter 6 describes the chaotic “Russian Spring.” As everyone 
watched Russia’s de facto borders expanding and Ukraine’s contract-
ing with the annexation of Crimea, the existential question was whether 
the Ukrainian state was in danger elsewhere in Eastern Ukraine. Since 
the Party of Regions had imploded at the center, dozens of Russian-
speaking communities each had to extemporaneously decide whether 
sedition or loyalty to Kyiv would prevail. Once the mechanism of Party 
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of Regions cross-oblast aggregation broke down, in the 24–48 hours 
after the Kharkiv Congress on February 22 (the day that President 
Yanukovych was removed), peripheral elites were on their own. We 
describe elites in different communities trying to second-guess the center 
and keep a lid on the explosive energy erupting from the streets, as anti-
Maidan protests became a regular feature in several Eastern oblasts. 
Russian television provided a script that delegitimized the Ukrainian 
state and amplified a threat of domination by “fascists,” magnifying 
both the threat of physical risks for those considering sedition (µ) and 
the political risks of inaction. But who would act out this script?

Most elites were cautious of overt sedition. Russia attempted, but 
failed, to recruit established Russian-language-speaking community 
elites in Ukraine’s South and East, and secessionist uprisings were not 
attempted in most Russian-speaking communities. An abortive upris-
ing in Kharkiv was put down through improvisation. For a four-month 
period, between February and May, elites carefully weighed their options. 
Finally, after a fire in Odesa killed nearly fifty pro-Russia militants, anti-
Kyiv protests died down virtually everywhere – except in Donbas.

Why? The standard answer is that Russian-speaking Ukrainian elites 
did not believe in a map revision based on Russkii mir (or its related 
construct of Novorossiya, Russian territorial claims going back to the 
era of Catherine the Great) as a viable focal point for seditious social 
coordination (Roeder 2018, 94–5). Surveys conducted in Ukraine’s 
East (excluding Donbas and Crimea) showed that only 15 percent of 
respondents supported Novorossiya as a basis for separation from 
Ukraine (O’Loughlin, Toal, and Kolosov 2017, 33). Survey behaviors 
can be imperfect gauges of sentiment, but it is reasonable to assume 
that most people did not believe in the legitimacy of Putin’s project. It 
could also be that overt behavior challenging the Ukrainian state after 
Maidan was too risky with guns on the street. Russian-speaking elites 
may have feared vigilante violence, which became indistinguishable 
from state repression once the government legitimized volunteer bat-
talions to go and fight in Donbas. The fear was amplified by the nar-
rative on Russian television. Separately, elites might have intuited that 
bargaining and escalation processes might get out of hand – especially 
in communities close to the Russian border, and particularly by late 
May 2014, when it had become clear that Kyiv’s policy response to 
sedition would be fully militarized (e.g., artillery shelling).

What did failed or partially-successful community-level attempts at 
seditious coordination actually look like, in practice? They were very 
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messy. In the end, very few communities tipped toward sedition. The 
chapter describes street crowds pushing each other, elites making speeches 
to empty rooms, keyboard warriors fact-checking each other’s assertions 
or spreading disinformation as fast as they could, and Russian flags being 
raised over buildings only to be taken down overnight. Diverse social 
actors were anxiously searching for information and trying to update 
their strategies. Elites in Kyiv had to choose to engage in a police action 
without certain knowledge of whether Russia would come to the aid of 
rebels – and indeed, whether it already had. Confusion about whether 
enemies were local militias or cross-border Russians was a defining fea-
ture of what Kyiv called an “antiterrorist operation” (ATO).

Chapter 7 describes the collapse of social order in Eastern Donbas. A 
population, which featured a plurality or near majority of self-described 
ethnic Russians, turned in on itself, then rejected Maidan completely. 
New social actors emerged and new militias found themselves in con-
trol of the territory, organized voting exercises (in an attempt to ape 
Crimea), and refused to recognize the legitimacy of the central govern-
ment. The Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) and the Luhansk People’s 
Republic (LNR) emerged on maps. Military miscalculation occurred at 
many stages on the escalation ladder. Seizing government buildings and 
hoping Russian assistance would arrive to bail them out (with brokered 
amnesty) may have been a bad bet, but militia leaders in the Donbas 
were not gambling irrationally. The confused sequencing of moves and 
countermoves on the part of local commanders, and the emergence of 
social actors from the streets (bypassing community elites) is discussed. 
Consistent with our model, even at the peak of conventional momen-
tum in August 2014, it was not obvious to anyone whether Russia 
would actually send troops into Eastern Ukraine to assert control. 
Actors in Donbas overplayed their hand. Russia’s presence has interna-
tionalized the conflict, and quietly facilitated coordination since 2015.

Prior to Russia’s military arrival, we describe how “tidal” political 
processes on the streets quickly hardened what were previously fluid 
identity choices.28 The Luhansk Council, in Donbas, was the only 

 28 With the breakdown of institutions, in our narrative the relevant process-
based mechanisms of coordination on sedition strategies, where they occurred, 
were informational cascades (Lohmann 1994), herd behaviors (Banerjee 
1992; Bikhchandani, Hirshleifer, and Welch 1992), and likely various kinds 
of norms (family/clan and honor-based ties, reciprocity-based communal ties) 
(Petersen 2001).
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regional parliament in the Southeast to issue a direct challenge to the 
post-Maidan government in Kyiv in the Crimea model. The far more 
significant Donetsk Council did not follow suit. What occurred, instead, 
was a process whereby the street overwhelmed old institutions as it 
became obvious that coordination by elites was not emergent. (Even 
in Luhansk, the council stopped functioning.) In the language of the 
model, we would say that there was no coordination in the first period, a 
hastily improvised autonomy offer from K (sending police but ordering 
them not to fire), and rejection of the offer by new elites who came out 
of the woodwork. The realization that no law enforcement body was 
consistently making arrests emboldened some groups. The emergence of 
new local players who dragged their communities into sustained sedi-
tion is critical to our narrative. In any event, miscalculation occurred. It 
was common for anti-Maidan protesters across the East to take to the 
streets armed and prepare to face-off against pro-Maidan protesters (µ), 
with hopes Russia might intervene to alter the momentum of events (a). 
In the Donbas, eventually, Russian troops did arrive. When they did, 
they inflicted huge costs on the Ukrainian government (C) in defense 
of “their people” living in this territory, but only after local volunteers 
demonstrated an ability to hold buildings for weeks (p).

Chapter 8 stands apart from the rest of the book. First it describes the 
aftermath of the Russian military arrival: “frozen conflicts” in Crimea 
and the DNR/LNR. The geopolitical status quo had not changed between 
2015 and 2021. In Ukrainian-controlled territories, however, there 
were substantial social changes. Consistent with model predictions, the 
diminishing bargaining power of Russian-speaking community elites 
amplified the policy preferences of the Ukrainian West. Ukrainian lan-
guage policy removed the teaching of Russian as a first language from 
high schools and memory politics emphasized the historical break with 
Russia and the Soviet Union. The failure to reconstitute anything like 
the Party of Regions that might allow Russian-speaking communities in 
Ukraine to coordinate efficiently facilitated these policy changes. In the 
language of the model, a brokered autonomy equilibrium was replaced 
by an enforced assimilation equilibrium. The second part of the chapter 
describes the barriers to conflict-resolution sequencing, demobilization, 
and reconstruction that prevailed in 2015–2021. Sequencing was dif-
ficult because of commitment problems in settlement, that is, the fear 
that the other party might renege. Finally, we describe Putin’s 2022 
decision to considerably escalate the interstate war, raising costs C.
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This chapter has two purposes. The first is to provide some essen-
tial background on Ukraine for the general reader. In independent 
Ukraine, pre-2022, the politics of regional autonomy in Ukraine con-
tinued to be constructed as zero-sum. A gain for the center was almost 
always framed as a loss for the regions. This is a key assumption of 
our model that requires local empirical validation. The second aim is 
to describe the brokerage that – for twenty-five years of independence 
until Maidan – kept Ukraine’s zero-sum conflict from turning violent. 
Crises deescalated and bargains were institutionalized.

The first part of the chapter will introduce a discussion of two clash-
ing master narratives of Ukrainian history. For ease of reference, we 
will refer to one as a Russian narrative and the other as a Ukrainian 
narrative.1 These should not be confused with a term we employ else-
where in the book, analytic narrative, a style of presentation designed 
to test a formal model. Memory politics are politically salient as a 
result of the 2014–2021 war, amplified further since Russia’s invasion 
of 2022. We shall show how the forced choice between master narra-
tives divided Ukrainians. The gruesome bombing of Eastern Ukrainian 
cities in early 2022 discredited the Russian narrative most everywhere 
in the West and throughout Ukraine, but prewar these clashing nar-
ratives reflected elemental normative and geopolitical questions. The 
Russian narrative emphasized the shared history, and suffering, of 
Russians and Ukrainians. The Ukrainian narrative emphasized their 
distinct history and the violence perpetrated by a Moscow-rule state 
toward Ukraine. These positions were very hard to reconcile. They 
could quite easily be made to feel zero-sum.

In the second part of this chapter, we resume the use of the language 
of analytic narrative and present Ukrainian historical data in order to 

3 Before Maidan

 1 The use of the concept “narratives” is standard in memory studies. See, e.g., 
Galai (2022)
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evaluate their congruence with our model. The Ukrainian political sys-
tem was tested at three critical junctures: 1991–1992 (independence 
and Crimean autonomy), 1993–1994 (Donbas strike and Crimean 
secessionism), and 2004 (Orange Revolution). In each case, there was 
a crisis in Kyiv, followed by coordinated mobilization in demographi-
cally concentrated Russian-speaking communities in the Eastern prov-
inces. In all three crises, the bargain that established or restored state 
legitimacy involved the Ukrainian center acceding to demands for 
political power initiated in the periphery. This is consistent with our 
model’s sequencing of actions. In the calculation of what offers might 
diffuse the crises, in the background were questions about how the 
Kremlin would respond to unrest.

Historical Background

The history of Ukraine is intertwined with the history of empires. 
Most of its territories have been part of the Russian political space for 
centuries. The territorial core of Central Ukraine belonged to Poland, 
known as the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth in the premodern 
period, until the mid-seventeenth century, when Muscovy, the pre-
Imperial Russian state, annexed its Left Bank – essentially Kyiv and 
the provinces of the Northeast, all the way to Kharkiv. (Moscow 
added the territories of the Right Bank, west of Kyiv, a century later 
when the Polish state was partitioned.) This incorporation is presented 
as a “reunification” in the Russian historical narrative, on the claim 
that the medieval state of Kyivan Rus’ (ninth–thirteenth century) was 
Russia’s ancestral state. The Ukrainian national narrative, in contrast, 
presents Kyivan Rus’ as a proto-Ukrainian state and the subordination 
of Ukraine to Russia as a betrayal of the terms of a treaty signed in 
1654. This constitutes the fundamental Russian–Ukrainian clash over 
the national myths of origins.

At the end of the eighteenth century, the defeat of the Crimean 
Khanate, an Ottoman protectorate, opened up the Ukrainian Southeast 
to permanent Slavic settlement. By the second half of the nineteenth 
century, the Donbas region became the first site of mass industrial-
ization in Imperial Russia, attracting a significant labor force. The 
Russian narrative dubbed this new population zone from Odesa to 
Donetsk “New Russia” (Novorossiya), whereas the Ukrainian narra-
tive stressed that most settlers were ethnic Ukrainians migrating south. 
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This set up the second national narrative clash, between a territorial 
criterion (“the Russian government settled …”), and an ethnographic 
one (“the Ukrainian people settled …”).

Two critical regions became part of a territorially unified Ukraine 
only in the twentieth century. Galicia, nestled in the far West, is the 
cradle of Ukrainian political nationalism.2 This region was annexed 
by the Soviet Union in 1939 following a secret clause of the Molotov–
Ribbentrop Pact.3 Occupied by Germany in 1941, Galicia became the 
site of what became arguably the largest insurgency in Europe – by the 
Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (Orhanizatsiia ukraïns’kykh 
natsionalistiv, or OUN) and its underground army the Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army (Ukraïns’ka povstans’ka armiia, or UPA)  – against 
the reestablishment of Soviet power. In contrast to most of Central, 
Southern, and Eastern Ukraine, Western Ukraine’s experience of rule 
by Moscow began in World War II.4

The second relative latecomer was Crimea. Attached to Russia at 
the formation of the Soviet Union in the early 1920s, Crimea was 
“gifted” to Soviet Ukraine in 1954 – symbolically, in the year marking 
the 300th anniversary of the “reunification” of Ukraine with Russia, 
when the Left Bank came under Moscow rule.5 Crimea is important 
to Russian identity. The port city of Sevastopol, home to the Black 

 2 While the idea of the Ukrainian nation originated in Central Ukraine, in 
Imperial Russia, around the mythic figure of the poet Taras Shevchenko 
(Grabowicz 2014), Ukrainian nationalism as a mass movement first 
developed in Galicia, which belonged to the Austrian Empire under a Polish 
administration (Himka 2006). Religiously, Galicia is more likely to be 
associated with Byzantine Catholic heritage than the rest of Ukraine.

 3 In the Pact, named after their foreign ministers, the Soviet Union and Nazi 
Germany pledged nonaggression toward each other. The secret clause 
allowed the Soviet Union to annex the Baltic states and two territories that 
had belonged to Poland in the interwar period: Western Ukraine (Galicia and 
Volhynia) and Western Belorussia (now known as Belarus).

 4 For a short period during World War I, parts of Western Ukraine were under 
Imperial Russian military occupation (Bartov 2018, 38). Most of the “action” 
in our model (elite coordination) takes place in the Ukrainian East (Southern 
and Eastern), where Russian-speaking communities are concentrated. This 
chapter, however, emphasizes the historical distinctiveness of Western Ukraine, 
the westernmost territories of the Ukrainian West (Western, Central).

 5 In the Soviet period, Russia was known as the Russian Soviet Federative 
Socialist Republic (RSFSR) and Ukraine as the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist 
Republic. “Russia” and “Ukraine” are used here as shorthand. While the 
reunification trope received extensive coverage in the Soviet press at the time, 
Crimea was curiously absent from the script (Sasse 2007, 101).
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Sea Fleet, held great significance in the Russian memory narrative that 
had developed since the 1853–1856 Crimean War (Plokhy 2000). The 
baptism of Prince Volodymyr in the tenth century, which occurred 
near present-day Sevastopol, is also a seminal moment in the history 
of the Russian Orthodox Church.6

Prior to World War II, several other ethnic groups called the Ukrainian 
territories home. After the Holocaust of Jews, and the mass deporta-
tion of Poles and Crimean Tatars, the two dominant nationalities left in 
Ukraine were Ukrainians and Russians.7 In 1989, the last census of the 
Soviet Union, the ratio was 73 percent Ukrainian to 22 percent Russian.

Then the Soviet experiment ended. Twenty-five million ethnic 
Russians awoke to discover themselves living in new states. About half 
of this number resided in Ukraine. In the 2001 census, the only one 
conducted in post-Soviet Ukraine, the ratio was 78 percent Ukrainian 
to 17 percent Russian. One reason for the decline is emigration. 
Another is that the identity boundary of “beached diaspora” Russians 
(Laitin 1998) remains fluid. An ambiguous relationship between lan-
guage and nationality allows individual redefinition.

This was not always the case. In the Soviet tradition, in line with 
nineteenth-century practice in East Central Europe, language defined 
nationality. The nation was a line on every person’s passport. For a 
nationality to be recognized, it had to be based on what the state con-
sidered a distinct language (Arel 2002b). In the 1897 census, the first 
to be conducted in Imperial Russia, language was used as a proxy for 
nationality. The state recorded the rodnoi yazyk (language of origin) of 
individuals. This was interpreted as nationality data.8 Importantly, the 
Imperial state did not categorize Ukrainian as distinct from Russian. 
Russians were known as Great Russians and the Ukrainians as Little 

 6 The main text includes the Ukrainian spelling; the Russian spelling is Vladimir. 
Some argue that this event makes the peninsula also, by extension, a site of 
dispute over the meaning of Orthodoxy in Russian and Ukrainian national 
identity (Griffin 2021). As we will see in Chapter 8, the status of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church – whether or not it should be subordinated to the Moscow 
Patriarchate – is a recent field of contestation.

 7 There are other groups, too, such as two concentrated pockets of rural 
Hungarians and Romanians straddling the interstate border of two oblasts.

 8 “Language of origin” is a more accurate translation than the commonly 
used “native language.” Rodnoi implies an identification with the group 
(nationality), not necessarily the first language spoken, the usual connotation of 
“native” or “mother” tongue (Arel 2002a).
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Russians. The Imperial census tabulated speakers of “Little Russian” 
(the Ukrainian idiom) as a subset of Russians.

The Soviets innovated on this structure. Soviet leaders recognized 
Ukrainian as a separate language and thus a distinct nationality, tak-
ing its place alongside many non-Russian nationalities. Soviet authorities 
separately solicited language of origin and nationality on the 1926 cen-
sus, making it possible for a respondent to claim Russian as a language of 
origin and a nationality other than Russian. Outside of Russia, Ukraine 
was the area where split responses were recorded most often. Over 
time, the proportion of self-declared Ukrainians who claimed Russian 
as rodnoi (ridna in Ukrainian) grew, reaching 15 percent in 2001 (Arel 
2002a). This is the standard understanding of “Russian-speakers”: those 
Ukrainian by nationality whose rodnoi yazyk/ridna mova is Russian.

Both ethnic Russians and Russian-speaking Ukrainians are concen-
trated in the Ukrainian East (Eastern and Southern). So while in the 
2001 census Eastern Ukraine was 63 percent Ukrainian and 30 per-
cent Russian by nationality, this understates the cultural influence of 
Russian in the East. Since almost all ethnic Russians and one third 
of Ukrainians claimed Russian as rodnoi in the East, this meant that 
roughly half of the entire population of Eastern Ukraine (51 percent) 
was Russian-speaking using census categories. In the Donbas and 
Crimea, the proportion of residents identifying with the Russian lan-
guage was higher than 67 percent.9

In 2013, on the eve of the complex events described in Chapter 4, a 
foreigner visiting an urban center in the East would have been struck 
by the near hegemony of spoken Russian in the streets. An expert on 
social policy or children’s education might be aware that most schools 
had switched to Ukrainian as the main language of instruction (Moser 
2013, 53), and advertisers pushing countrywide campaigns would 
have been encouraged by law (and market demands) to use Ukrainian, 
but the great majority of people going about their everyday lives pre-
ferred to speak Russian given the opportunity. Waves of Ukrainian 
sociological surveys confirm the language of preference in Eastern 
Ukraine was Russian for more than 90 percent of residents.10

 9 Figures calculated from oblast-level 2001 census data.
 10 An aggregation of twenty-two surveys conducted in the electoral year 2004 by 

the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology had the proportion of Russian-
speakers in the East at 94 percent. If the option “a mixture of Russian and 
Ukrainian” was given, it went down to 88 percent (Arel and Khmelko 2005).
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In this book “Russian-speaker” is not meant to suggest mere bilin-
gualism, or the ability to speak Russian in addition to Ukrainian. The 
vast majority of ethnic Ukrainians are fluent in Russian. That does not 
make them “Russian-speakers” in our usage of the term. “Russian-
speaking” denotes preference, not ability. The same is true for 
“Ukrainian-speakers,” since most Russians from Ukraine can speak 
at least basic Ukrainian (and virtually all understand it well enough 
to get by). With most people passively bilingual, language politics in 
Ukraine are not about whether everyone should learn Ukrainian per 
se, but whether everyone should have to use Ukrainian in certain for-
mal settings. The high-stakes question is whether Ukrainian should be 
the privileged language of social mobility in Ukraine – for passing tests 
to enter school, for getting a good job with a pension, for making a 
career in politics, and more.

Zero-Sum Bargaining: Language, Symbolic 
Politics, and Geopolitics

The central tenet of the Ukrainian national narrative is that Ukrainians 
form a distinct nation because they speak a distinct language. The pub-
lic use of the Ukrainian language is the core of Ukrainian nationalism 
since their language is the central warrant for the claim they are not 
“actually just” Russians that had forgotten their past.11 In Imperial 
Russia and with a few exceptions in the Soviet Union, the language of 
the state on the territory that is now Ukraine was Russian.12 Russian 
was the Soviet language of high culture and social mobility. In 1989, 
following the Baltic republics, the parliament in Kyiv passed a law 

 11 The Austrian Empire pioneered the recognition of nationalities (ethnic groups) 
in schools, public administration, and on the census. The Ukrainians of Galicia 
were one of the beneficiaries, which led to this persistent belief, famously 
expressed by the writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1991), that Ukrainian 
nationalism is an artificial creation to undermine Russia.

 12 The Ukrainian (“Little Russian”) language was banned in the last decades 
of the Russian Empire (Remy 2016, 157–232). The Soviet Union initially 
promoted the use of Ukrainian in state institutions and in schools as part of a 
policy known as indigenization (korenizatsiia)(Liber 1992; Pauly 2014). This 
was quashed in the 1930s, and Ukrainian schools disappeared from cities by 
the 1950s, but the “affirmative action” policy of promoting ethnic Ukrainians 
to state and party posts remained (Martin 2001). The exception is that 
Ukrainian remained broadly used in the Western Ukrainian provinces annexed 
during World War II.
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making Ukrainian the state language (derzhavna mova). Until 2012, 
this law was neither amended nor replaced, and the 1996 Constitution 
enshrined Ukrainian as the sole state language.

Ukrainian increasingly became the language of power at the national 
level. Russian remained predominant in Eastern Ukraine, but there was 
recognition that one could not aspire to a career in Kyiv without flu-
ent Ukrainian. There was a certain apprehension that Russian-speakers 
in the East would someday day be forced to use Ukrainian locally, as 
evidenced by the fact that, from the 2000s, the Party of Regions (and, 
before that, the Communist Party and a few smaller Eastern Ukrainian 
parties) wrote platforms demanding official status for Russian in the 
East. With one exception, every election cycle featured a demand, sup-
ported by millions of voters, to give an official status to Russian (Arel 
2017). In three of the four presidential elections between 1994 and 
2010, the candidate from the East (Leonid Kuchma, and twice Viktor 
Yanukovych) carried all Eastern oblasts with huge majorities, while the 
candidate from the West (Leonid Kravchuk, Viktor Yushchenko, Yulia 
Tymoshenko) won almost all Western oblasts.13 Individual beliefs about 
making Russian an official language were among the most important 
predictors of voter preferences (Arel and Khmelko 1996, 2005).

In 2012, after securing the presidency for the first time, the Party of 
Regions broke the language policy status quo by adopting a law giving 
official status to Russian – making it a “regional” language. The status 
applied in oblasts with at least 10 percent of the population declaring 
Russian as a language of origin (the entire East). The law aroused 
great controversy among Ukrainian-speakers because of the symbol-
ism of Russian sharing the same status as Ukrainian. Moreover, the 
law allowed Russian to be used in all situations, even at the center, 
thus negating the objective of Ukrainian becoming the main language 
of public life (Arel 2014). For its proponents, the law was necessary to 
arrest the drive by the Ukrainian-speaking West to culturally dominate 

 13 Kravchuk was elected the first president of Ukraine in 1991 with pan-regional 
support, except in Galicia. By 1994, however, his electoral base became 
limited to most of the Ukrainian West, and Kuchma was elected mostly thanks 
to Eastern Ukraine. In 2004, Yushchenko defeated Yanukovych by carrying 
the West. Regional polarization was maintained in 2010, except that turnout 
went down in the West and Tymoshenko lost. Similar regional trends were 
maintained in parliamentary elections after partial proportional representation 
was adopted in 1998.
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the Russian-speaking East. This was clearly a zero-sum political issue. 
Both sides championed policies premised on the idea that their lan-
guage was threatened by the creeping advance of the other.

As we have hinted, language politics is so politically potent because it 
crystalizes and symbolizes the two main competing tropes of common 
destiny. The Russian narrative claims that Russians and Ukrainians 
share a common past, and therefore a common future. The Ukrainian 
narrative emphasizes their distinct origins, and therefore their distinct 
futures. The future revolves around the legitimacy of statehood, or 
how truly independent a Ukrainian state can be vis-à-vis the Russian 
state. Since, in the Ukrainian narrative, language is the historical 
marker that distinguishes Ukrainians from Russians, a Ukrainian state 
must symbolically express itself in Ukrainian. It quickly follows that 
the political status of Ukrainian must be higher than Russian, so grant-
ing equal status to Russian is tantamount to subordination of Ukraine 
to Russia. The Russian narrative sees Ukraine as the historical land of 
both Ukrainians and Russians. Russian-speakers ought to have equal 
linguistic rights alongside Ukrainian-speakers.

Battles over whether or not Russians and Ukrainians share a com-
mon destiny are also expressed through contested national symbols. 
Memory narratives are always and necessarily selective. Three events 
occupied center stage in memory wars in Ukraine and between Russia 
and Ukraine: the anti-Soviet insurgency in Western Ukraine dur-
ing World War II, the 1932–1933 Ukrainian famine (Holodomor), 
and the violence of the Soviet past (Stalinism in particular).14 In the 
Ukrainian narrative, the insurgents fought for Ukrainian indepen-
dence, the famine was a targeted genocide, and the Soviet Union was 
a criminal state. In the Russian narrative, the insurgents were fascists, 
the famine hurt everyone and did not specifically target Ukraine, and 
Stalin’s harsh policies were necessary to industrialize quickly and win 
the most important war in recorded history.

 14 The insurgency was led by the OUN. The OUN was created in 1929 at a time 
when Western Ukraine was under Polish rule. It split in 1940 with Stepan 
Bandera leading a faction that attracted the youth. After the Soviet Union 
incorporated Western Ukraine in 1939, Moscow had become the main enemy 
and the OUN-Bandera began to work with German military intelligence. 
When the German army invaded Galicia in 1941, it arrived with an advanced 
Ukrainian battalion led by an OUN officer. For a synthetic treatment of 
Ukrainian memory wars, see Wylegala (2017) and Wylegala and Glowacka-
Grajper (2020).
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A few points bear emphasis for novices to this part of the world. 
First, the sheer numbers involved are staggering. The Soviet secret 
police killed nearly 10,000 political prisoners (mostly Ukrainians) in 
Western Ukraine 1941 before fleeing the German advance (Motyl and 
Kiebuzinski 2016; Bartov 2018, 338). As part of its counterinsurgency 
in 1944 and after, the Soviet Union killed more than 75,000 unarmed 
insurgents, and deported more than 200,000 family members deemed 
collectively responsible for the rebellion (Weiner 2001, 173; Zhukov 
2015, 1165). Demographers estimate that the 1932–1933 famine 
caused 3.9 million “excess deaths” (Rudnytskyi et al. 2015, 64).

Second, much of this victimization was officially denied for fifty years 
during the Soviet era and is still largely absent from public discourse 
and historical research in Russia. The magnitude of these traumatic 
events left scars still easily visible in the demographic map of Ukraine 
today (Rozenas and Zhukov 2019), but it was dangerous (even suicidal) 
to publicly invoke these events until Ukrainian independence. Before 
2022, Eastern and Western Ukrainian voters remained divided on what 
to make of these traumatic events. Statues of Bandera, the OUN leader, 
proliferated only in the West. Statues of Lenin, the Soviet leader, were 
maintained primarily in the East (Shevel 2011; Portnov 2013). When 
the Ukrainian parliament, at the initiative of President Yushchenko, 
adopted a law proclaiming the Holodomor a genocide, it passed by a 
bare majority. All but two MPs from the Party of Regions symbolically 
abstained from this vote (Maksymiuk 2006). After Yanukovych was 
elected in 2010, he made a point of publicly expressing his opinion that 
the Holodomor was tragic but not a genocide (RIA Novosti 2010).

Third, the past is not past. The grammar of the ongoing conflict 
between Russia and the West recycles these tropes. Russian media 
routinely hurls the epithet of “fascists”: at Maidan protesters, at vol-
unteer battalions in the East, at the democratically elected of Ukraine 
and its armed forces in 2022. It is an epithet with special political 
meaning in Russia.15 Its frequent use reveals how the memory of 
World War II permeates contemporary discourse. The theatrical invo-
cation imagery goes both ways. Ukrainian radical nationalist groups 

 15 The Russian narrative, in line with the postwar Soviet narrative, refers to 
German occupiers exclusively as “fascists,” never as “Germans.” Since more 
than 10 million civilians were killed in Soviet territory occupied by Germans, 
“fascist” is associated with the worst atrocities committed during World War II.
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speak for just a tiny minority of Ukrainian voters, but they do proudly 
embrace a lineage that runs directly to the OUN and Bandera. The 
Russian narrative calls the OUN fascist because it collaborated with 
Germany. The accusation goes deeper. Since the OUN’s first act after 
the German arrival in Lviv was to proclaim Ukrainian independence, 
and since OUN members called themselves “nationalists,” the Russian 
narrative implies that Ukrainian nationalism is tainted with fascism. 
This delegitimizes the very idea that Ukrainians should have their own 
state (separate from Russia) and nests normatively with claims that 
Ukrainian nationalism is artificial, that Russians and Ukrainians are 
“essentially one people,” and the more extreme claim that Ukraine is 
“not even a state” (Allenova, Geda, and Novikov 2008).

These views are quite prevalent in Russia (Trenin 2017). The quote 
at the end of the last paragraph is attributed to Vladimir Putin, at the 
2008 NATO Summit in Bucharest. In 2022, that view became Russian 
official policy. The shift had been telegraphed months earlier. In 2021, 
in a long published essay on history, Putin explicitly called Russians 
and Ukrainians “one people” (odin narod), part of “what is essen-
tially the same historical and spiritual space,” claiming that there is 
no “historical basis” to the notion that Ukrainians and Russians form 
two separate nations (the premise of Ukrainian nationalism) and that 
in creating nationality-defined republics such as Ukraine, Russia was 
“robbed” and the victim of a “crime” by the Bolsheviks (Putin 2021a, 
2021b). While each of these assertions have formed the basis of Russian 
nationalism vis-à-vis Ukraine for over a century, they were striking as 
a renewed challenge on the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state.

These bold and entrenched views in Russia also explains why many 
Ukrainians, far exceeding the ranks of the Ukrainian radical right, 
tend to see the OUN primarily as a historical vehicle of resistance 
to Russian domination (particularly since the OUN was fighting 
in an area that had historically never been under Russian rule; see 
Kulyk 2010). This symbolic polarization – the OUN and 2014 radical 
militants as either fascists or fighters for Ukrainian statehood – lies 
at the core of the clash of narratives over common destiny. In one 
trope, Russians and Ukrainians fought – and are fighting – together 
against fascists (which include Ukrainian nationalists). In the other, 
Ukrainians have fought – and are fighting – subjugation by Russia.

Zero-sum identity politics, like religious schisms, can be weap-
onized by entrepreneurs to appear existential and irreconcilable. In 
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fact, practical compromises on identity issues emerge out of political 
necessity in every diverse society (Fearon and Laitin 1996; Cetinyan 
2002, 647, fn. 12). Zero-sum issues do not preclude pragmatic com-
promises. A concrete example may help illustrate what we mean.

Post-Soviet Ukraine experienced a volatile crisis, resolved by quiet 
compromise, over one of the most important national symbols: the 
flag. When the Ukrainian nationalist movement Rukh was founded in 
1989, the blue and yellow national flag, which had long been banned, 
reappeared.16 As recently as 1991, the ruling Ukrainian Communist 
Party continued to resist its use. After Ukrainian independence in 
December 1991, the situation became urgent. Soviet Ukraine was no 
more and the new state needed a flag. The ex-Communists lacked a 
concrete alternative, yet remained reluctant. Since a majority could 
not be achieved to amend the constitution, the law on state symbols 
passed with a simple majority. The initial compromise was to tempo-
rarily accept this violation of parliamentary protocol and adopt the 
blue and yellow flag (Wolczuk 2001, 90). When a new constitution 
was adopted in 1996, a more comprehensive compromise was reached 
with MPs representing Eastern Ukraine. This somewhat contentious 
state symbol would be enshrined in the constitution in return for a 
constitutional acknowledgment of Crimean autonomy and a promise 
that the Russian language would be protected.17

On foreign policy issues, however, the symbolic battle over com-
mon destiny tended to have a polarizing effect in the Ukrainian 
electorate. The main issue was whether Ukraine should orient itself 
toward Russia, toward the West, or try to steer a middle ground. In 
the 1994 and 2004 presidential elections, surveys suggested correla-
tions between language status, foreign policy orientation, region of 

 16 The flag had first been used by the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UPR), 
proclaimed in 1917 after the October Revolution, and overrun by the 
Bolshevik Red Army in 1919. It flew in 1941 when the OUN, on the first 
day of the German invasion, proclaimed the “restoration” of Ukrainian state 
independence in Lviv. The flag was therefore banned in the Soviet Union.

 17 These compromises rested on creative ambiguity and promises (“guarantee”) 
were renegotiated. Ukrainian is the state language, while Russian is 
“protected” but without an official status. Ukraine is a unitary state, but 
Crimea is autonomous. Ukraine rests on the right to self-determination of the 
“Ukrainian nation” but also of “all the Ukrainian people” (all nationalities). 
See Wolczuk (2001, 228–32) and the stenographic reports of parliamentary 
debates (June 1996).
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residence (East vs. West), and electoral preference. For more than 
a decade, however, Ukrainian governments had defused this latent 
conflict. This was true regardless of whether the ruling party had a 
Western (Kravchuk 1991–1994) or Eastern (Kuchma 1994–2004) 
electoral base. A “multi-vectoral” dance involved curating political 
and economic links with the West without alienating Russia. The 
game changed after the election of Viktor Yushchenko in 2005, as he 
later campaigned to have Ukraine join NATO. Since Russia was not 
invited to join NATO, international organizational membership for 
Ukraine was seen as zero-sum by Russia.18

This geopolitical question divided Ukrainians along a predictable 
East/West axis. When Viktor Yanukovych was elected with an Eastern 
Ukrainian base in 2010, he quickly concluded an agreement for a 
twenty-year renewal of the Russian lease of Sevastopol for its Black 
Sea Fleet. This was interpreted as a symbolic bulwark against NATO 
expansion  – popular with Eastern voters, antagonizing the West 
(Marson and Boudreaux 2010). On the eve of Maidan in November 
2013, Western Ukrainians supported joining the EU roughly in a pro-
portion of two to one. East Ukrainians were Euroskeptics in roughly 
in the same proportion (Kyiv International Institute of Sociology 
2013b).19 Support for joining NATO was never high, but below 10 
percent in Eastern Ukraine in 2012, closer to 25 percent in Western 
Ukraine, a bit higher in Galicia (Haran and Zolkina 2017).

Analytic Narrative

We model zero-sum bargaining that took place between Ukrainian 
domestic forces. The critical inputs to the model are raw power: vari-
ables allowing Russian-speaking communities to threaten secession to 
get their way. The model assumes a bargaining sequence in which 
challenges are initiated in the periphery and “bought off” by the cen-
ter most of the time. There is always the option of a peaceful bargain. 
The empirical question is how Ukrainian political elites found their 
way to the bargain that they did.

 18 Kupchan (2010) was a rare, isolated voice arguing that NATO was making 
a strategic mistake in not inviting Russia to join. Writing in 2022 the idea of 
Russia in NATO is politically impossible.

 19 The “undecided” survey respondents are excluded here. Ratios are still 
informative.
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Threats by peripheral Russian-speaking community elites to yoke 
the anger and strength of their aggrieved constituents, mobilize votes, 
engage in parallel institution-building, and flirt with sedition have 
been driving forces in Ukrainian politics.20 Time and again, the center 
“bought off” the periphery. Elites in the periphery came to anticipate 
this. In the language of the model, they benefit from their first-mover 
position in the bargaining structure, pocketing the “lost utility” of 
threatened secession as normal corruption (political graft, closed-bid 
contracts, jobs for family members). Elections are headcounts for 
coordination used to distribute power by simulating approximate 
political strength. Kyiv would have to give relatively more autonomy 
to “buy off” a densely packed ethnic Russian stronghold featuring a 
Russian military base.

Finally, uncertainty about Russian behavior has also been incor-
porated into Ukrainian calculations as Kyiv extends cultural rights to 
Russian-speaking communities. The question of “what will Russia’s 
military do?” loomed ominously in the background of each of the fol-
lowing three critical junctures.21

Crimea: 1991–1994

The Crimean Peninsula has always been a special case in Ukraine. 
Unlike any other province, it had previously belonged to Soviet Russia. 
Crimea originally received the status of an “autonomous republic” 
within Russia, due to the presence of a Crimean Tatar minority.22 
After the mass deportation of Crimean Tatars in 1944, Crimea became 
a simple oblast, a status which it kept after it was transferred to Soviet 

 20 Secession may not have been explicitly conceptualized as civil war; the thought 
experiment was surely something more analogous to the Czech–Slovak story 
for many participants.

 21 This is parameter a in our model.
 22 In the logic of Soviet administrative borders, territories identified with an 

“indigenous” (korennoi) nationality were given the status of either a republic, 
or of an autonomous republic (or autonomous oblast) within a Union 
republic. Indigenous referred to nationalities (ethnic groups), as opposed to 
First Nations, who were categorized separately as “small-number peoples” 
(malochislennye narody). Indigenous groups did not have to form a majority 
for the principle to apply, and only one quarter of the population of the 
Crimean Autonomous Republic identified as Crimean Tatar in the 1926 Soviet 
census. Breaking with the norm, however, the autonomous territory was not 
named after the titular group (Crimean Tatar), but the region (Crimea).
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Ukraine in 1954.23 In the late Soviet era, Crimea was the only territory 
of Ukraine with a clear ethnic Russian majority (67 percent in the last 
Soviet census of 1989). 

In 1991, Crimea became anew an “Autonomous Republic,” this time 
within Ukraine, a status that was codified in legislation the following 
year. Its unique arrangement reflected the outsized bargaining strength 
of this constituency (a high p). Crimea received its autonomous status 
within Ukraine by threatening exit. In 1990, the Russian parliament, led 
by its chairman Boris Yeltsin, declared “sovereignty” from the Soviet 
central state, under its president Mikhail Gorbachev. The application 
of “sovereign” powers was unclear, but it signaled a weakening of cen-
tral control, and unleashed a wave of similar declarations (a “parade 
of sovereignties”) throughout the republics and autonomous areas of 
the Soviet Union (Kahn 2000). Within a month, Ukraine issued its own 
Declaration of State Sovereignty. Six months later, in January 1991, 
Crimean authorities organized a referendum on the “restoration” of 
Crimean autonomy (93 percent were in favor; see Sasse 2007, 138). To 
avoid confrontation, the Soviet Ukrainian parliament granted Crimea 
samostiinist’ (“self-rule”) (Holovatyi 1992). An agreement on the sub-
stance of autonomy required additional negotiation.

Crisis was finally averted when Kyiv acceded to Crimean demands, 
and the Ukrainian constitution was amended to clarify Crimean auton-
omy. In 1991–1992, the Crimean political Russians saw themselves 
(not the Tatars) as the politically relevant minority within a Ukrainian-
majority Ukraine demanding special status, though neither side could 
openly acknowledge that the autonomy compromise had been made 
to satisfy the Crimean Russian majority. A Crimean Russian majority 
was a social fact, but Ukrainian nationalists argued (following Soviet 
practice) that autonomy could only be given to nationalities indig-
enous (korinne) to the land, such as Crimean Tatars – and, of course 
Ukrainians. Already the argument was made openly that Russians were 
only indigenous to Russia proper (Biuleten’ 11 1991; Holovatyi 1992).24

 23 The Crimean Tatars were one of a dozen ethnic minorities collectively accused 
of collaboration with Nazi occupiers during World War II and deported to 
Central Asia (Polian 2004; Uehling 2004). They were only allowed to return to 
Crimea in the late 1980s.

 24 Thirty years later, the Ukrainian parliament passed a law making Crimean 
Tatars (and the very small numbers of Karaims and Krymchaks) the only 
“indigenous peoples” (korinne narody) in Ukraine (all of them concentrated 
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in Crimea), depriving Russians of this status (Verkhovna Rada Ukraïny 
2021). The law plays on semantic ambiguity. On the one hand, it adopts the 
international understanding of “indigenous,” as in First Nations in Canada. On 
the other, korinni (korenoi in Russian), stemming from the Soviet experience, 
refers to nationalities (ethnic groups) “titular” to the land (i.e., having the 
right of self-rule on their historic territory). This is why the campaign to have 
nationalities better represented in their Soviet republics in the 1920s was called 
korenizatsiia (indigenization). The upshot is that Ukrainians (everywhere in 
Ukraine) and Crimean Tatars (in Crimea) are indigenous – not Russians.

Two years later a Russian nationalist, Yuri Meshkov, was elected 
president of Crimea. Meshkov’s party, the Russkii blok (Russian Bloc) 
obtained a majority in the Crimean parliament as well. Meshkov 
believed he had the leverage to renege on the 1992 autonomy agree-
ment, demanding control over police and the stationing of Crimean 
army conscripts (Sasse 2007, 165). This was a bridge too far for Kyiv, 
and a special detachment of the Ukrainian Ministry of the Interior 
took direct control of its Crimean branch. The police did not defect 
and Meshkov (contrary to 2014, as we will see) did not have para-
military elements to claim the streets. The political impasse lasted for 
months and was defused by the election of a pro-Russian Ukrainian 
president, Leonid Kuchma, in July 1994. Meshkov lost the support 
of his own parliament. Crucially, it was acknowledged at the time 
that the Yeltsin government in Russia had no interest in redrawing 
the map or undermining the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state 
(Ozhiganov 1997, 127).25 Kyiv maintained control of security forces 
in Crimea, and abolished the Crimean presidency to prevent the same 
sort of thing from happening again. Meshkov left the peninsula in 
disgrace. The old Crimean elite stayed in power and the basic terms of 
the initial autonomy remained with minor modifications. Autonomy 
was enshrined in the Ukrainian constitution two years later.

The sequence of Crimea’s bargaining for autonomy fits the model 
quite closely. The challenge was initiated by elites in a well-organized, 
demographically concentrated Russian-speaking community. These 
elites threatened separation. Russia remained distant. We will never 
know what pressure Yeltsin might have come under to intervene if 
local security forces had split or defected. Given the geography, and 
the presence of a Russian naval base, the outcome of a secessionist war 

 25 Meshkov had a far more receptive audience in the Russian parliament, but at 
the time parliament remained powerless on foreign policy, and Yeltsin was still 
chasing alignment with the West.
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Map 3.1 Self-identified Russians as a percentage of oblast population

would likely have been favorable. In the end, an autonomy bargain 
was reached that functionally defused support for separation (and/or 
reunification with Russia) for two decades.

Note that our approach treats Russian political identity as an out-
put of bargaining processes – a constructivist assumption, not simple 
primordialism. Embracing the Russian narrative allows one to become 
politically “Russian” in order to vote in a coordinated bloc. That bloc 
gets institutional protections which can be used to reproduce identity 
categories. Map 3.1 shows the results. The number of self-identifying 
Russians in Crimea in the 2001 census compared to everywhere else in 
Ukraine remained very high. Roeder (2018, 95) sees the 1994 events 
as a dress rehearsal for 2014: “the Crimea campaign had coordinated 
expectations in its platform [titular] population that could be mobi-
lized quickly in surges when opportunities arose.”

The Donbas: 1993

Ukraine experienced a parallel regional challenge in the industrial 
backbone of Ukraine. In the Soviet era, even though the Donbas was 
part of Soviet Ukraine, its huge industrial sector was administered 
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 26 Kharkiv was the capital of Soviet Ukraine until 1933. Dnipropetrovsk native 
Volodymyr Scherbytskyi ruled over Soviet Ukraine for seventeen years until 
1989, when he was replaced by the Kharkiv party boss Volodymyr Ivashko.

by central ministries, while political elites in Kyiv came from either 
Dnipropetrovsk or Kharkiv.26 In the ultra-centralized Soviet system, 
the Donbas – a conspicuous hub of railroads and highways on Eurasian 
infrastructure maps  – operated as an enclave reporting directly to 
Moscow. Ukrainian independence had functionally severed links with 
Moscow. Donbas elites realized they were at risk of being dealt out of 
the real power, now Kyiv. A new political bargain would be necessary.

In 1993 a general strike in the Donbas held Ukraine’s economy 
hostage. This was the second major Donbas strike in four years. In 
1989, Donbas miners had joined their brethren in Russia (from the 
Kuzbass region) to protest appalling working conditions (Friedgut and 
Siegelbaum 1990). In 1993, the context was a catastrophic economic 
crisis characterized by hyperinflation. Factory directors and local elites 
sided with the strikers on the streets, united their voices to challenge 
Kyiv. In contrast to 1989, the endgame was overtly political. The 
strike resolved with the promise of a vote of no confidence against the 
Ukrainian president. Months later, it was decided instead to hold early 
parliamentary and presidential elections, two years before the end of 
President Leonid Kravchuk’s scheduled five-year term (Crowley 1994).

Donbas elites used this strike to secure a stable foothold in the capi-
tal. A short-term result was the appointment of the mayor of Donetsk 
and former factory director Yefym Zviahils’kyi as interim prime 
minister, along with another Donetsk official, Valentyn Landyk, as 
deputy. A more lasting impact was the coordination of a reconsti-
tuted Communist Party of Ukraine to gain electoral power in much 
of Donbas during the 1994 parliamentary election. These elites would 
emerge as the core group of a larger coalition of Russian-speaking 
MPs from Eastern Ukraine that would coordinate on policy.

The standard Donbas grievances crystallized during the electoral 
campaign: demands for the recognition of Russian as a second state 
language, autonomy for Donbas (using the code words of “federal-
ism” and “economic independence”), and nurturing geopolitical links 
with Russia. A local referendum held during the elections carried huge 
majorities for each of these demands (Arel and Wilson 1994; Kovaleva 
2007). In the 1994 presidential election, Leonid Kuchma, a former 
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prime minister of Ukraine who had been in charge of a rocket factory 
in Dnipropetrovsk for twenty-five years, took his cue from their elec-
toral platforms and campaigned for making Russian a second state lan-
guage. He carried the Donbas and the East, and unseated Kravchuk.27 
This took the foot off of the gas of Donbas politics for a bit, since the 
elevation of a Russian-speaker (Kuchma) over a Ukrainian-speaker 
(Kravchuk) represented a fundamental social realignment.28

For the next decade, Eastern Ukrainian MPs broadly supported 
Kuchma, but without the discipline of an organized political forma-
tion. Kuchma was not affiliated with any party, lending a certain 
instability to parliamentary coalition politics.29 In time, as privatiza-
tion gradually changed the economic landscape, the Communist Party 
lost zeal and appeal. By the early 2000s, Donbas elites began to shift 
their allegiance to a new party which appealed to the largely Russian-
speaking East. They called themselves the Party of Regions.

The new party ran under a larger Eastern Ukrainian umbrella bloc 
in the 2002 parliamentary election, and its leader, Viktor Yanukovych, 
was appointed prime minister. By the 2004 presidential election and 
the 2006 parliamentary election, the Party of Regions had emerged as 
the main vote aggregator of Eastern Russian-speaking communities, 
eclipsing the Communist Party. The Party of Regions between 2000s 
and 2010 was often depicted in policy as an agent of Russian political 
interests within Ukraine. This was partly true. Eastern elites sought to 
protect their economic interests which were often co-aligned vis-à-vis 
Russian interests, but it was not a Russian nationalist party, despite 
being popular in parts of Ukraine with the highest ethnic Russian 
concentration. The Party of Regions appealed to a wider Russian-
speaking demographic receptive to the narrative of a common destiny 
with Russia, translating into a pro-Russian agenda for language, for-
eign policy, and memory politics.

 27 Kuchma then forgot about his language promise, since he needed Western 
Ukrainian support to push through his economic reforms

 28 Kravchuk was from Western Ukraine (Volhynia) but made a name for himself 
as ideological secretary in the Ukrainian Politburo. He was elected president 
in 1991, carrying all oblasts except in Galicia (Western Ukraine). In the three 
years of his presidency, his electoral support shifted to the Ukrainian West and 
his defeat was viewed in the East as a symbolic victory.

 29 In 2003, Kuchma came a few votes short in an attempt to amend the 
constitution and diminish the power of the presidency (anticipating that a 
candidate from Eastern Ukraine might lose the 2004 election).
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A vote for the Party of Regions was not usually a vote threatening 
secession. It is nonetheless useful to view the Party of Regions through 
a model of center–periphery bargaining. Ukraine contains hundreds of 
demographically dispersed pockets of Russian-speakers who have no 
chance at all of seceding (p = 0). The Party of Regions made them 
the promise of coordinating across communities, pooling bargaining 
strength from many regional minorities to extract cultural concessions 
from the center greater than the sum of their parts.30 Our argument is 
not that the Party of Regions was an organized platform for a secession-
ist/irredentist movement, but rather that the potent emotions unleashed 
by Russian identity politics reliably mobilized millions of voters.

Orange Revolution: 2004

A lesser-known instance of coordinated sedition took place in 2004. 
Yanukovych, the prime minister and leader of the Party of Regions, 
was the Eastern candidate. He went head to head against Viktor 
Yushchenko, the Western candidate and a former prime minister. In 
the runoff, the Party of Regions fabricated 750,000 votes in Donetsk 
to put Yanukovych in the majority (Myagkov, Ordeshook, and Shakin 
2009). Mass protests erupted for weeks on Maidan Square in Kyiv.

Sensing that its hold on power might be slipping, the Party of 
Regions held a special meeting in the Donbas town of Severodonetsk, 
threatening to call a referendum on “possible changes in the adminis-
trative-territorial structure of Ukraine.” The threat was to empower 
regions to disregard orders from the center in the event of the defeat 
of Yanukovych (Ukrains’ka pravda 2004). The governors of Kharkiv 
and Luhansk, as well as the head of the Donetsk regional parliament, 
called for the creation of a “South-Eastern Autonomous Republic.” 
The Kharkiv governor explicitly threatened to call for Russian mili-
tary intervention (Skorkin 2016).

A week later, the Ukrainian Supreme Court ruled the election invalid 
due to voting irregularities, ordering a third round. Yushchenko 
needed a new electoral law preventing fraud, but the law would have 

 30 Our intuition is that, assisted by forward-looking programmatic party 
institutions (Roeder 2018, 46–66), thirty different well-placed Russian-
speaking communities, each of which have p = .001, could sometimes 
coordinate to vote strategically and achieve legislative bargaining outcomes 
more like p = .15 than p = .03.
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to be passed by a parliament controlled by Yanukovych. The com-
promise was ultimately to have Yushchenko agree to diminish the 
powers of the presidency (through constitutional amendments that 
would eliminate the presidential power to dismiss the prime minister) 
in exchange for a new electoral law (Kudelia 2010).31 The compromise 
ensured that Donbas elites were not excluded from central power, 
since they could potentially join an emergent parliamentary voting 
bloc against the Western-backed president. This is essentially what 
then happened in 2007 when Yushchenko was forced to accept the 
nomination of Yanukovych as prime minister. The coalition proved 
unstable. Yanukovych lost the post of prime minister again in 2008, 
though his loss set the stage for his future rise to head of state.

Again, this tracks the model quite closely. A crisis in the center (mas-
sive voter fraud occurred in the periphery, but the crisis was in Kyiv) 
began the game. The response of the Party of Regions was to consider 
a proposal that would amount to unified sedition in an attempt to 
crack the polity. Yanukovych and his party ultimately accepted a deal 
that spared their core constituents the costs of a constitutional crisis 
that could have degenerated into violence. This is consistent with a 
brokerage account. The sequencing of play  – first coordination (or 
not), then proposals for autonomy backed by threats initiated in the 
periphery foisted on to the new coalition in the center – is also consis-
tent with the model.

To deliver the reader to the beginning of the analytic narrative, suf-
fice to say that under Yushchenko the Western coalition fractured 
while the East coordinated in more reliable lockstep. The relationship 
between the two factions became so destructive that it deflated turn-
out in the West at the 2010 presidential election, when Yanukovych 
defeated Tymoshenko, this time without fraud (Yushchenko did not 
survive the first round). This was the first time that Donbas elites took 
control of the executive branch. The Yanukovych faction presented 
itself as the party of all the regions of Eastern Ukraine, but most of 
its top names on the party list were from the Donbas (even more 

 31 A useful simplification would be to say that Kravchuk, ostensibly from the 
West but juggling the chaos of transition to independence, did not really have 
that much power vis-à-vis parliament. When a new constitution was adopted 
in 1996, Kuchma obtained a clarification of his (substantial) powers. The 
trend was toward a stronger president when the incumbent was from the East, 
and a weaker president when the office was filled by someone from the West.
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specifically, from the city of Donetsk).32 Almost all “power” ministries 
were now directed by Donetsk  – 42 percent of all ministerial-level 
appointees by some estimations (Darden 2014).

Conclusion

Ukrainian domestic distributional politics had a tendency to pit the 
interests of the East against the interest of the West. Russian involve-
ment prior to 2014 was indirect. Some political actors from the 
Ukrainian West benefited domestically by acting as if all Eastern poli-
ticians were de facto Kremlin proxies; some Russian political elites 
in Moscow acted as if they actually believe their skewed version of 
history is destined to become automatically hegemonic in the Russkii 
mir. Neither is accurate. Eastern Ukrainians have been pragmatic. 
Some have switched parties adaptively, traded votes, compromised 
on some identity politics some of the time in order to maximize situ-
ational bargaining leverage.

In all three of the crises we describe, cultural and national sym-
bolic issues mobilized voter energy allowing the periphery to 
make a power grab at the center. Kyiv was forced, as a result of 
the compromises that defused these crises, to direct policy toward 
the Russian-language-speaking East. The policy shift, in all of the 
cases, was launched from an organized (and fairly militant) base 
in Donbas and Crimea, the two parts of Ukraine where density of 
ethnic Russians is highest. What we will describe in Chapter 4 is 
something a bit different: a policy shift – indeed a full-blown regime 
change – launched by an organized (and fairly militant) base in the 
Ukrainian West. Winding the clock back to the fall of 2013, we find 
intense energies unleashed by seemingly mundane politics of interna-
tional trade policy negotiations. By February 2014, the outcome had 
acquired near-existential stakes in the minds of many who feared 
foreign domination.

 32 For readers unfamiliar with the notion of a “party list,” Ukraine uses a 
split system with proportional representation (PR) apportioning half of the 
deputies.
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The game begins with a crisis that delegitimizes state institutions and 
initiates zero-sum bargaining between social forces. The purpose of 
this chapter is to describe the abrupt and unexpected collapse of the 
Party of Regions in February 2014. Our account leans heavily on 
Ukrainian primary sources and first-person observations.

After months of gradual escalating tactics, from November 2013, and 
in the wake of violence that had killed more than thirty protesters and 
policemen in mid-February 2014, the government announced an “anti-
terrorist operation” (ATO) to deal with what it called a violent threat to 
state order. A few days later, institutional support for the regime evapo-
rated, the head of state was on the run, the constitution was amended 
to reempower parliament, and the language law giving official status to 
Russian was repealed. The opposition achieved a total political victory, 
reversing the East–West balance of power. In the view of Washington 
and Brussels, the “Revolution of Dignity” had triumphed. In the view 
of Moscow, fascists assisted by Western intelligence agents and diplo-
mats had staged a coup. Across this chasm, one of the few points of 
agreement is that Ukraine’s war began in the square.

An Elusive Trade Deal

There is consensus on the sequence of events that triggered the Maidan 
events. Ukraine had been expected to reach a trade deal with the EU 
at an EU Summit in Vilnius, Lithuania. This deal was the central part 
of a Ukraine–EU Association Agreement that came out of an Eastern 
Partnership initiative.1 A week before the summit, on November 21, the 

4 Regime Change (Maidan)

 1 In 2011, the EU launched a Partnership aimed at six former Soviet states not 
on track for EU membership. As a result, Association Agreements with three 
countries (Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia) – covering political, economic, and 
judicial matters – were scheduled to be concluded in Vilnius. In each case, a 
trade treaty, known as a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA), 
constituted the keystone of the accord.
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Ukrainian government suddenly announced the suspension of plans to 
sign. Heeding an appeal on social media by journalist Mustafa Nayyem, 
thousands of protesters converged on the centrally located Maidan 
Nezaleshnosti (Independence Square) in downtown Kyiv (Nayyem 
2014; Amosov 2018). Following the script of the Orange Revolution, 
also held on Maidan, demonstrators began a round-the-clock vigil. Tens 
of thousands of supporters attended the following Sunday (Herszenhorn 
2013).2 Street protests initially had little effect. Ukrainian President 
Yanukovych went to the Vilnius Summit, but his position did not budge.

What was the controversy? The Agreement was the next step in bring-
ing Ukraine into the EU free trade zone, eliminating almost all tariffs 
and standardizing product definitions. Euro-optimists argued that such 
reforms would attract foreign investment, modernize the economic 
infrastructure, and stimulate growth in Ukraine (Zanuda 2013; Aslund 
2015, 47). Euro-pessimists claimed the Agreement would neither com-
pensate Ukrainian enterprises vulnerable to stronger European competi-
tion nor allow Ukraine to retrain industrial workers affected by austerity 
measures (Bruszt and Langbein 2017, 307–8), leaving the Ukrainian 
economy at the mercy of fluctuations in transnational capital, without 
securing European commitments on labor mobility (Böröcz 2013).

In 2011, after the EU set in motion its Eastern Partnership pro-
gram, Russia unveiled its version of a geoeconomic counterweight, the 
Eurasian Economic Union.3 The Union aimed at lowering trade bar-
riers, integrating legal systems, and even strengthening military capa-
bilities (Freedman 2019, 67). Due to its geography, population, and 
centrality in Russian historical narratives, Ukraine became the main 
theater of contention for the rival alliance projects. It became clear 
that the Kremlin saw the EU Agreement as a competitor to – and thus 
fundamentally incompatible with – its newly created customs union.4

There was strikingly little public debate within Ukraine about the 
economic merits of the Ukraine–EU Association Agreement (Dragneva 

 2 Concurrent protests initially took place in Independence Square and European 
Square, a few hundred meters apart, before converging on the former, simply 
known as “Maidan.”

 3 The original name of the pact was the Eurasian Customs Union.
 4 Ukraine had joined a Common Economic Space with Russia, Kazakhstan, 

and Belarus in 2003, but that largely declarative agreement neither eliminated 
tariffs nor prevented Ukraine from negotiating for economic integration with 
the EU (Dragneva and Wolczuk 2014, 226–7). In 2011, Russia clarified what 
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and Wolczuk 2014, 224). Negotiations over the economic compo-
nents of the Agreement were held behind closed doors. Public state-
ments by EU and Ukrainian government officials were vague and 
symbolic. Yanukovych had initialed the Agreement in 2012, but splits 
between backroom power brokers with ties to industry (colloquially 
“oligarchs”) reflected divergent economic interests.5

The public debate was over political conditions attached to the EU 
trade deal. Association Agreements were officially justified in Europe 
as positive incentives for states showing progress on democratic indica-
tors. Since the election of Yanukovych in 2010, however, most observ-
ers of the Ukrainian political system were anxious about authoritarian 
backsliding.6 A glaring expression of this trend was the imprisonment 
of Yulia Tymoshenko after a politically driven trial (Popova 2013). A 
two-time prime minister between 2005 and 2010, Tymoshenko barely 
lost the 2010 presidential election. Yanukovych’s brazen criminalizing 
of the opposition tempered European enthusiasm for an agreement his 
government could claim as a victory.

The Yanukovych government initially showed little interest in join-
ing the Eurasian Economic Union. The economic benefits to Ukrainians 
were uncertain and the geopolitical symbolism was troubling. The 
Union was envisaged by the Kremlin as a mechanism of subordination 
reminiscent of the Soviet Union’s dominance over Ukraine, whereby 
Ukraine would first integrate with the Russia-dominated Union, and 

it saw as the incompatibility of the EU and Eurasian Economic Union. In an 
amended multilateral Free Trade Zone Agreement (Dogovor o zone svobodnoi 
torgovli) with a group of post-Soviet states that included Ukraine, Russia 
introduced a clause giving itself the unilateral right to impose higher tariffs “if 
a signatory state concluded an agreement which resulted in higher volumes of 
imports from that country to an extent that caused harm or the danger of harm 
to an industry” in Russia (Dragneva and Wolczuk 2015, 76).

 5 In a nutshell: mining was heavily subsidized, machine-building relied on a 
declining Russian market, while metallurgy was part of an expanding world 
market. Skilled Ukrainian laborers often sought a right to work in both Europe 
and Russia.

 6 For these critics, the turning point was his ability to compromise the 
Constitutional Court. In 2010, shortly after his election and at his behest, the 
Court overturned constitutional amendments in force since 2005 that had 
shifted power away from the presidency toward parliament (Koliushko and 
Zhurba 2011). What Yanukovych got back was the right to dismiss parliament 
and control power ministries. Fraud in the 2012 parliamentary elections 
(Kovalov 2014), and efforts to stifle independent media (Leshchenko 2013) 
were aggravating factors.
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then negotiate trade with the EU only through Moscow (Dragneva 
and Wolczuk 2015, 69; Zhukov 2016, 4). So long as the details of 
these issues were not much discussed publicly, Yanukovych could try 
to have it both ways, simultaneously pursuing the EU Association 
Agreement and separate trade agreements with Russia.

The official Russian line was that the Agreement would flood the 
Russian market with EU goods, and hurt local entrepreneurs. On its 
technical merits, at least in the immediate short term, the concern 
appears specious, since customs officials, through “rules of origin” 
could presumably have detected EU-produced goods entering Russia 
from Ukraine (Charap and Colton 2017, 119). In the long run, how-
ever, the geoeconomic fear in Russia was that that European invest-
ment capital would seep into Ukraine by way of joint ventures that 
would gradually render the distinction between “Ukrainian” and 
“European” exports to Russia moot.

Starting in spring 2013, therefore, Russia began to signal intent 
to push back forcefully. From the beginning, the EU had linked the 
Association Agreement to a political condition: the liberation of 
former presidential candidate Yulia Tymoshenko. Putin was appar-
ently convinced that Yanukovych would never allow Tymoshenko’s 
release, which would stall EU expansion and allow the Eurasian 
Economic Union to gain momentum. In early summer 2013, how-
ever, the Russian authorities learned that German chancellor Angela 
Merkel was willing to drop the condition (Hosaka 2018, 329). 
The November EU Summit for the first time established a concrete 
deadline.

The official statements of the Russian government abruptly changed. 
The Ukraine–EU Agreement was now framed as a security threat. In 
the recent past, most states which signed an Association Agreement 
were later admitted into the EU and, eventually, NATO (Hahn 2018, 
64). By late summer 2013, Russian coercive bargaining intensified. 
Customs checks on shipments from Ukraine disrupted supply chains 
(Popescu 2013).7 Putin hinted that the Ukrainian labor force would no 
longer be welcome in Russia if the EU Agreement with Ukraine went 
through (Hopf 2016, 245). Putin’s chief spokesman on the Eurasian 

 7 The sudden change in customs policy served as a warning that Russia was 
determined to invoke the clause in the 2011 trade agreement regarding “the 
danger of harm to an industry,” and increase tariffs.
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Union, Sergei Glazyev, implied that the EU deal would violate a 1997 
Russia–Ukraine treaty, and that “Moscow could potentially cease to 
recognize Ukraine’s current borders as legitimate” (Walker 2018, 126). 
Putin directly intervened in bilateral negotiations, holding three closed-
door meetings with the Ukrainian president just before Yanukovych’s 
surprising announcement that he was suspending the EU deal.

Violence on Maidan

The first few thousand protesters reacted within hours of Yanukovych’s 
declaration, on November 21, 2013, that his government would not 
sign the EU–Ukraine trade deal. The first large crowds were comprised 
of students and young professionals. The main goal was pressuring 
the Ukrainian government into reconsidering its decision and sign-
ing the Agreement at the Vilnius Summit a week later. Suffused with 
Ukrainian and EU flags, the Maidan movement quickly adopted as its 
name a hashtag that had blown up on social media: #Euromaidan.

From the beginning, Europe was expressed as a “civilizational” 
ideal, grounded in perceptions of “modernity,” social justice, and dis-
comfort with subordination of Ukraine to the Kremlin (Baysha 2018, 
132). Details regarding the economic aspects of the Agreement were 
pushed aside (Minakov 2015, 77). Maidan was partially a reaction to 
the lack of transparency or accountability in the abrupt reversal by the 
government on such an important issue (Portnov 2015, 7). Despite a 
spike in numbers on the first weekend, however, initial protests were 
small compared to the Orange Revolution of 2004. They appeared to 
have run their course after the failed Vilnius Summit. On November 
29, the Euromaidan Organizing Committee announced its closure 
(NV 2017). Between 200 and 400 people decided to spend one final 
night on the square (Koshkina 2015, 30).

In the early hours of November 30, the riot police, known as Berkut, 
attacked the remaining protesters encamped on Maidan. Those 
attempting to flee were chased as far as a kilometer and beaten with 
truncheons. Seventy-nine people were injured, ten were hospitalized, 
and thirty-five were sent to the local police precinct (Zn.ua 2013). 
Over a hundred participants sought refuge in St. Michael’s Golden 
Dome Monastery, just up the hill from Maidan.

The violence of this police attack shocked Ukrainian society. Surveys 
suggest a vast majority of the population, across regional and linguistic 
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divides, expressed disapproval with police behavior.8 In more than 
twenty years since Ukrainian independence, this was the first time that the 
police had used significant force against peaceful protesters.9 Moreover, 
since the victims had been widely described as students, the imagery of a 
militarized police beating up defenseless “children” became a powerful 
trope. The EU and NATO both condemned the “excessive use of force” 
by police against “peaceful” protesters (European Commission 2013; 
NATO 2013). The White House added that “violence and intimidation 
should have no place in today’s Ukraine” (Euronews 2013).

The Ukrainian government did recognize the violence as a funda-
mental transgression. Sixteen hours after the incident, Yanukovych 
declared himself “deeply outraged by the events,” but also absolved 
the police of any responsibility, condemning “those who … by their 
decisions and actions provoked a conflict on the Maidan” (Ukrains’ka 
pravda 2013b).10 His interior minister, Vitaliy Zakharchenko, made 
it clear that the protesters were the “provocateurs” (Gorchinskaya 
2013b). He claimed that the protesters had prevented city workers 
from accessing Maidan, and had thrown explosive packs, bottles, 
and other projectiles at the police, prompting a forceful response 

 8 According to a survey conducted a few days later, 74 percent of the population 
disapproved of the police violence, with only 9 percent supporting it (Slovodilo 
2013). Even in Eastern Ukraine (including the Donbas), where a majority of 
survey respondents supported the decision by Yanukovych not to sign the EU 
Association Agreement, 60 percent disapproved of the police violence, and 
only 26 percent reported believing that the police tactics were appropriate.  
The most gruesome scenes of protesters being beaten up had been shown 
without censorship on various oligarch-owned TV channels (Leshchenko  
and Nayyem 2013).

 9 All previous cases of police violence had involved the repression of radical 
right activists, and in no case had police-inflicted injuries been as widespread 
as on November 30. The most serious clashes with police had occurred in 
front of the Rada, in 2010 and 2012, when controversial laws were passed 
over the lease of the Russian Black Sea Fleet and the status of the Russian 
language. News reports suggested dozens of injuries (Center for Social and 
Labor Research 2013). The first substantial instance of political violence was 
in 2001, over allegations that President Leonid Kuchma had been implicated in 
the murder of a journalist. Hundreds were arrested, but no one was reportedly 
harmed (Isaienko 2016).

 10 Yanukovych claimed afterwards that he never ordered the breakup (rozhin) of 
Maidan, but an investigation by the General Procuracy later concluded that 
he had (Ukrains’kyi tyzhden 2015b). After learning that Maidan had been 
forcefully cleared, Yanukovych is reported to have said to his associates that 
“we showed them our strength and will show it again” (Zhartovskaia 2017).
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(Zakharchenko 2016, 59). Russian television disseminated the 
Yanukovych administration’s line (Leshchenko and Nayyem 2013). 
Though government spokespeople endlessly repeated the claim that 
protesters had instigated the clashes, evidence never surfaced to 
support this claim (Likhachev 2015, 264).11 Meanwhile, the pro-
government position was amplified by the State Duma (Russian par-
liament) which denounced the “pogroms” committed by protesters, 
and the “interference of foreign state actors in the internal affairs of 
sovereign Ukraine” (Gosudarstvennaia duma 2013).

On the following day, December 1, hundreds of thousands of 
people – possibly as many as half a million – converged on Maidan, 
defying court orders banning street protests in downtown Kyiv. This 
was the largest single-day demonstration since 2004. The previous 
day’s police violence had broken a major psychological barrier.

Some protesters arrived ready for a fight. In the early afternoon, sev-
eral hundred marched toward the Presidential Administration Building, 
on Bankova Street, fifteen minutes from the square. Brutal clashes 
ensued. Protesters approached a police cordon, armed with chains, 
rocks, Molotov cocktails, and even a tractor abandoned on Maidan 
by a city crew. The Berkut responded with even more vicious force. 
There were hundreds of injuries. Unlike the one-sided violence during 
the breakup of Maidan on the night of November 30, this time the 
authorities reported a nearly equal number of injured protesters (165) 
and policemen (140) (Ukrains’ka pravda 2013a; Koshkina 2015, 51).

The identity of those committing acts of violence against the police 
remains contested. Both the Yanukovych government and the Maidan 
supporters ascribed this explosive violent escalation to a “provoca-
tion,” an omnipresent epithet in post-Soviet discourse meant to absolve 
a group of the responsibility of an outcome. Ukrainian authorities 
asserted that the police had been compelled, or provoked, to use force 
to defend themselves. The Maidan leaders’ version of events is that 
the police had staged the attacks and infiltrated protests to engage 
in violence to discredit the popular movement. A notable eyewitness, 
Petro Poroshenko, the future president of Ukraine, amplified the view 
that police penetration of an otherwise peaceful movement explained 

 11 Eyewitnesses remember a confusing and tense standoff with city workers, 
but claim it was quickly defused (Koshkina 2015, 32). There had been 
minor clashes on November 24, when the police used tear gas against rowdy 
protesters (Grytsenko 2013).



74 Regime Change (Maidan)

the escalation (Koshkina 2015, 49–51). Many subsequent accounts 
attested to this consensus storyline (Wilson 2014, 69; Chebotariova 
2015, 344; Fedorenko, Rybiy, and Umland 2016, 620).

Assessing the veracity of contradictory details from different eyewit-
ness accounts is difficult. On one hand, the police may indeed have 
infiltrated the protests. On the other hand, subgroups within the protest 
movement had violent intentions. Video evidence suggests that the bulk 
of the initial perpetrators of attacks on police belonged to one of two 
fringe groups operating outside the political mainstream (Shekhovtsov 
2013b).12 On November 30, the day before the major clash, some had 
been training for street confrontations near St. Michael’s Monastery, 
where hundreds of Maidan protesters had taken refuge (Likhachev 
2014, 100). The two groups – Tryzub and Patriot Ukraïny – had origi-
nated in Western Ukraine in the early 1990s. They operated as para-
military branches of small parties that proudly claimed lineage from 
the World War II-era Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) 
(Shekhovtsov 2011). The police knew these groups, and had even 
imprisoned the leaders of Patriot Ukraïny. Rather than having been 
fueled by agent provocateurs acting alone, it seems more likely that vio-
lence emerged from a social milieu resolutely hostile to the Yanukovych 
government. Social actors quick to dismiss the Party of Regions legiti-
macy as “an occupation regime” long before Maidan suddenly had a 
window of opportunity, a sympathetic cause, and a televised stage.

Days earlier, a new violent group – soon to become highly influential –  
emerged on Maidan, calling itself Pravyi sektor (Shekhovtsov 2013a; 
Rublevskii 2014). The group did not coordinate its actions with civic 
or political leaders on Maidan. The leaders of the three opposition 
parties represented in parliament – Arseniy Yatseniuk (Batkivshchyna, 
the party of the imprisoned Tymoshenko), Vitali Klitschko (Udar), and 
Oleh Tyahnybok (Svoboda) – called on the protesters to eschew vio-
lence. Even Tyahnybok, whose party identified with the OUN leader 
Stepan Bandera, forcefully berated a masked activist for employing 

 12 The presence of Dmytro Korchynsky, widely suspected for years of being a 
police collaborator, added credence to the provocation thesis. The Ministry of 
Internal Affairs even claimed afterwards that 300 members of Korchynsky’s 
own group, Bratstvo, had led the attacks against the police (Kyiv Post 2013b). 
Most militants, however, appeared to belong to other right-wing groups 
(Shekhovtsov 2013a), or to be under their influence. Ruzhelnyk (2021) writes 
that football fans (ultras), previously unaffiliated with the political extreme, 
were among the attackers.
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what he called senseless violence (VO Svoboda 2013; Techynskyi 
Solodunov, and Stoykov 2014). The professional class of the political 
opposition, and the social media-savvy backbone of Maidan activists 
more generally, were adamant in their belief that the use of violence 
would weaken the moral authority of the protest movement.13 But 
they did not control Maidan. Few Maidan participants, in fact, were 
mobilized by mainstream parties or social organizations.14 If anything, 
a sense of broadly anti-elite, anti-institutional mistrust, directed at 
both the government and opposition parties, characterized Maidan 
from the outset (Onuch and Sasse 2016, 570).

The violent behavior of fringe groups on December 1 also brings 
up the fraught issue of descriptive categorization. What should aca-
demics call these groups? The consensus among those studying far-
right movements in Western Europe has been to employ the concept 
of radicalism. Mudde (2007, 22–3) defines the radical right as nativist 
(protecting the native-born from “outsiders”), populist (appealing to 
the purity of “the people” against a corrupt elite), and authoritarian 
(unquestioned obedience to a leader). In this typology, radical right 
and populist right are synonymous with far right. The radical right is 
defined by its illiberal ideas, not by the use of violence, since it aspires 
to achieve its goals through electoral representation.15 Democratic 
illiberalism, neutered of violence, is theoretically and empirically pos-
sible (Mounk 2018). Groups that privilege violence over electoral 
competition are called extremists (Mudde 1996, 231). Illiberal groups 
that do not engage in extra-parliamentary violence are radical.

The literature on terrorism, however, defines radicalism differently. 
Here radicalization denotes a path toward violence (della Porta 2008; 
Doosje et al. 2016). What matters are not political views per se, but a 
commitment to a path that legitimizes the commission of violent acts in 

 13 For evidence supporting the theory, see Stephan and Chenoweth (2008), 
Chenoweth (2021).

 14 According to a survey conducted the first week of December 2013, only 2 
percent of Maidan participants were affiliated with political parties, and 6 
percent with social organizations, while 92 percent arrived independently 
(Kyiv International Institute of Sociology 2013a).

 15 Liberalism is defined here more broadly than in partisan politics, stressing 
the rule of law, the protection of individual and minority rights, and freedom 
of speech. Illiberalism attacks all three. Laruelle (2021, 23) notes that some 
illiberal leaders are not populist (whose conception of “the people” is divisive), 
but statist, emphasizing the might and legitimacy of the state.
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order to achieve a political outcome.16 We favor this approach in assess-
ing the street violence during this critical juncture. When the government 
sent riot police to attack nonviolent protesters on Maidan, the regime 
radicalized. When a small subset of the Maidan protesters attacked the 
police and inflicted damage, the protest movement radicalized. Many 
of the radical protesters on December 1 belonged to groups that had 
engaged in unmistakably illiberal practices and opposed European inte-
gration (Hahn 2018, 182; Kudelia 2018, 508). Their violent actions 
generated support by Maidanites later on, too – not as an endorsement 
of their political platforms (always marginal), but rather because their 
violent tactics were gradually, grudgingly, recognized as having been 
effective. The radical right had been absent from the Orange Revolution. 
What was new on Maidan was that a critical mass of young men were 
ready to fight.17 Moreover, the willingness by many of them to display 
World War II-related symbols offensive to many, was intended to dis-
tinguish them from the Maidan mainstream.18 Russia media seized on 
these symbols to call the violent protesters fascists.19

 16 Conversely, deradicalization is not the renunciation of extreme views, but of 
violence as a legitimate means to achieve the goal. Violence is the dividing line. 
When individuals deliberately choose political violence – whether in order to 
violate taboos, in order to send a costly signal (to others, or to their future self) 
of seriousness and purpose, or for some other reason – they become radicals. 
The degree to which individuals are predisposed to violence before joining a 
group, or become socialized into using violence after they join a group remains 
a source of debate and controversy. Whether radical beliefs are deeply held 
or “cheap talk” to assist recruitment of young people too naïve to know the 
difference is also disputed.

 17 The football ultras did not have much of a political consciousness, but they 
were intensely hostile to the police and were experienced in street fights. In 
practice, many joined Pravyi sektor on Maidan (Ruzhelnyk 2021).

 18 The most alienating symbol was a variation of the infamous Nazi Wolfsangel, 
used by SS troops, including the Waffen-SS, which by 1943 had a “Galician” 
division. It was worn by members of Patriot Ukraïny, which joined Pravyi 
sektor during Maidan, and later created the volunteer battalion Azov. While 
it is claimed that the logo symbolizes the “idea of the nation” (with the 
runic letters “i” and “n”) (Naureckas 2014), it unmistakably recalls Nazi 
symbolism. Another controversial symbol was the Pravyi sektor logo, which 
used the black and red colors of the flag of the OUN, active during World 
War II, itself inspired by the blut und boden (“blood and soil”) trope of late 
nineteenth-century German nationalism, later coopted and racialized by the 
Nazi regime (Rossoliński-Liebe 2010, 89).

 19 While we consider radical right a more useful concept analytically, symbols 
and repertoires of contention matter. Fascism, stripped of Nazi connotations, 
remains a powerful, distinctly twentieth-century visual aesthetic. (Consider 
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Martyrs at the Sich

After the violence of November 30–December 1, Maidan became a per-
manent site of contestation. At least 5,000 activists were present around 
the clock. On December 1, protesters seized two public buildings close to 
the square – City Hall and the Trade Union Building. These became the 
headquarters and improvised lodgings. As during the Orange Revolution, 
a stage was erected on the square. A constant procession of speakers and 
performers held forth. “Self-defense” groups were established to protect 
the perimeter of Maidan from the police. Comprised of several dozen 
activists, each group was symbolically dubbed a sotnia (“hundred”), fol-
lowing Cossack mythology. The unarmed civilian crowd milling about 
on Maidan just thirty-six hours earlier gave way to disciplined groups of 
men equipped with helmets, shields, and sticks. Maidan began to resem-
ble a protected encampment. Barricades were erected.

The meaning of the protests evolved. There were fewer EU flags. 
“Euromaidan” gradually morphed into the “Revolution of Dignity,” a 
broad affirmation that state officials ought to respect human and civil 
rights (Gorchinskaya 2013a). The profile of the permanent protesters 
also changed. Students were present, but were being crowded out by 
older members of the middle class. The profile of the average activist 
was a well-educated young professional, between thirty-five and forty-
five years old (Onuch 2014, 47; Paniotto 2014). Political grievances 
extended to demands for the dismissal of the government and calls for 
early elections.20 Western leaders and diplomats called on Yanukovych 
to defuse the conflict through political dialogue (European Commission 
2013). Since Maidan activists vocally mistrusted establishment opposi-
tion parties that might have otherwise been brokers, the government 
had no partner (yet) for substantive talks.

The following Sunday, December 8, another huge demonstration 
took place (Ukrinform 2016b). In the early evening, a group of radical 

the Galactic Empire in the Star Wars universe.) Writing in the 1930s, Walter 
Benjamin explicitly theorized a combination of technologically enabled forms 
of artistic reproduction, elemental drives, and primal symbols (Benjamin 2019, 
173–6, 194–5).

 20 Regular presidential and parliamentary elections were scheduled for 2015. 
Other demands included amnesty for all protesters arrested, an investigation 
into the police assault on November 30, and constitutional amendments 
returning more power to parliament (Galinfo 2013). A resolution regarding the 
resignation of the prime minister was rejected by parliament on December 3.
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right militants, many associated with Svoboda, toppled the last statue 
of Lenin in downtown Kyiv, a short distance from Maidan (Pyvovarov 
2018). The anti-Russia symbolism was palpable. The Ukrainian gov-
ernment responded with force. On December 11, in the early hours 
of the night, Berkut policemen again deployed to clear the square, 
this time enforcing a court order. They tried to dismantle barricades 
and advance in columns to shove away protesters. Responding to an 
appeal from the Maidan stage, St. Michael’s Monastery rang its bell, 
reportedly for the first time since the Mongol invasion. Thousands of 
supporters gradually poured into Maidan, overwhelming the police 
(Kobernik 2013; Kyiv Post 2013a). Forty-nine activists suffered inju-
ries (Mizhnarodnyi fond ‘Vidrodzhennia’’ 2015). The Maidan “self-
defense” forces had pushed back against the police with assistance 
from civil society.

The government switched tactics. It first tried to just wait out the 
protesters, letting the cold nights, the lack of tangible progress, and 
the holidays snuff out the Maidan momentum. The protests endured, 
albeit with depleted numbers, and by mid-January the Maidan 
encampment remained defiant and active. The next step was to pass 
repressive legislation. On January 16, the Ukrainian parliament 
voted on a slate of ten laws identical to the harsh measures adopted 
in Russia following the 2011–2012 mass demonstrations (Zygar 
2016, 262).21 These bills, which quickly became known as the “dic-
tatorship laws,” instituted high criminal liability for unauthorized 
demonstrations, ill-defined “extremist” activities, and “defamation” 
of public officials (Kotliar 2014; Ukraïns’ka Hel’sins’ka spilka z prav 
liudyny 2014).22

On January 19, in the midst of a massive – and now illegal – Sunday 
demonstration, hundreds of activists marched toward parliament on 
Hrushevs’koho Street and encountered a police barricade. Opposition 
leaders once again urged protesters not to succumb to “provocations,” 

 21 For instance, amendments to existing laws requiring nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) receiving international funding to register as “foreign 
agents” were a literal translation – from Russian to Ukrainian – of a law 
adopted in Russia in 2012 (Prezident Rossii 2012; Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny  
2014c).

 22 The Party of Regions obtained the necessary majority, but the adoption of 
these laws breached parliamentary protocols. There was no organized debate, 
just a chaotic vote with a show of hands (Civic Solidarity 2014; Snyder 2014).



fearing that it would doom Maidan.23 Protesters did not heed these 
warnings, hurling Molotov cocktails and slabs of pavement, using 
thick layers of smoke from burning tires as cover. The police escalated 
their countermeasures, throwing stun grenades laced with metal scraps, 
returning Molotov cocktails, and firing rubber bullets (Vitkine 2014a). 
Over two days, each side suffered a number of injuries much higher than 
on December 1 (195 among policemen, 213 among protesters) (Bigmir.
net 2014a; Mizhnarodnyi fond ‘Vidrodzhennia’’ 2015). Two protesters 
were shot dead at close range and a third died of his wounds a few days 
later (Coynash 2016a). Another was murdered after being kidnapped by 
titushki (Kozak 2020).24 Maidan was now a movement with martyrs.25

In the early hours of the violence, the Ukrainian media circulated a 
statement from Pravyi sektor that the dictatorship laws “put an end to … 
a peaceful solution,” and instead called for a “revolution” (Banderivets’ 
2014b). The group, still little known until then, openly took responsi-
bility for inciting members to use violence against the police.26 Pravyi 
sektor’s repudiation of nonviolent protest as a tactic gained support.27

 23 Vitali Klitschko, leader of Udar and a former heavyweight boxing world 
champion, warned violent protesters that “what you are doing now is a great 
danger” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014g). He was sprayed with a fire extinguisher. 
Arseniy Yatseniuk, leader of Batkivshchyna, said that “violence will not lead to 
anything other than bloodshed” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014v). Oleh Tyahnybok, 
the Svoboda leader, reiterated the December claim that the government “want[ed] 
to destroy the Maidan with the help of provocateurs” (Liga Novosti 2014).

 24 The titushki were young men recruited from sports clubs by police officers to 
intimidate antiregime demonstrators (Salem and Stack 2014). The plural form 
titushki derives from the family name of one Vadym Titushko, who attacked 
a journalist during a demonstration in May 2013 (Mazanik 2014). In a case 
that attracted considerable attention, a group of titushki severely beat a well-
known journalist, Tetiana Chornovol, in December 2013. The ringleader was 
sentenced to five years in jail in 2018 (Hromads’ke radio 2018).

 25 Maidan sympathizers attributed responsibility for the killings to the police. 
The Ministry of Internal Affairs claimed that the bullets came from rifles 
not used by the police (UNIAN 2015). The General Procuracy contradicted 
this assertion (Interfaks-Ukraina 2015). As of this writing, the cases had not 
proceeded to trial.

 26 There is a dispute as to whether the Maidan leadership knew in advance that 
nonviolence was about to be jettisoned. The leader of Pravyi sektor, Dmytro 
Yarosh, later made the uncorroborated claim that Andriy Parubiy, head of the 
“self-defense” groups in Maidan, had approved of the shift to violent measures 
(Kudelia 2018, 520).

 27 One of the authors recalls a conversation in the summer of 2014 with an 
articulate female upper-middle-class graduate student in her mid-twenties who, 
when describing her experience in Maidan, somewhat sheepishly admitted that 
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Other opposition leaders, taking the cue, began to reframe the vio-
lence of the protesters as self-defense and a necessary response to state 
coercion.28 Intellectuals and professionals, while emphasizing their 
lack of sympathy toward “right-wing radical organizations,” pub-
licly declared their “solidarity with those who have been forced to 
use [violence]” (Euromaidan PR 2014). While most participants on 
Maidan continued to identify with “European values” (Onuch 2014, 
48), violence was becoming legitimized.29 “The protesting masses fol-
lowed the nationalists,” exulted Pravyi sektor, which was now receiv-
ing extensive domestic and international media coverage (Banderivets’ 
2014a). Maidan was no longer merely a “camp,” but a “fortress” – a 
sich, in Cossack symbolism (Paniotto 2014).

The View from Outside Kyiv

Social unrest spread outside Kyiv as well. Despite the violence, public 
opinion surveys gave approximately twice as much support for the 
protests as for the government.30 Violence seems to have become more 
legitimate in the eyes of many Ukrainians when the January 16 laws 
closed nonviolent avenues of political resolution.

As the radical right surged, the discourse of the state hardened. The 
Ukrainian prime minister vilified violent protesters as “extremists” 
bent on provoking the government to use force (Government Portal 

 28 For instance, Yatsenyuk now said that since the authorities had remained 
“deaf” to the claims of Maidan, “people had acquired the right to move from 
non-violent to violent means of protest” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014w).

 29 “The most striking thing,” noted The Economist, “was how willingly liberal, 
middle-class Ukrainians, who had hitherto been steadfastly insisting that the 
protests remain peaceful, rallied to the violence” (G. C. 2014).

she had volunteered for Pravyi sektor. Asked why, her response was disdain 
for the nonviolent alternatives: “It was clear to me they could actually get 
things done.”

 30 Many respondents were conflicted, confused, uncertain, or refused to 
state their opinions, as would be expected, but a public opinion survey, 
conducted in February 2014, before the final wave of violence (described 
in the following section) is revealing on this point. Forty percent of the 
population across Ukraine expressed “sympathy” toward the protesters, and 
only 23 percent for the government (Kyiv International Institute of Sociology 
2014a). Comparisons with data from surveys conducted in December 2013 
(Hromads’kiy prostir 2013; Slovodilo 2013) suggest that aggregate levels of 
social support for Maidan remained fairly steady before and after the January 
2014 violence.
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2014). Government-controlled news services in both Ukraine and 
Russia depicted them repeatedly as “fascists.” Ukrainian government 
supporters, as a rule, appeared to believe that Maidan was a foreign 
conspiracy led by the United States, who had trained and paid protest-
ers (Gorchinskaya 2014c).

Western powers noted protester violence critically. The US State 
Department found that Pravyi sektor was “inflaming conditions on 
the streets” (US Department of State 2014). The EU urged the opposi-
tion “to dissociate itself clearly from all those who make use of vio-
lence in pursuing their aims” (Delegation of the European Union to 
Ukraine 2014). The main interpretive disagreement between Russia and 
the West was about who should take responsibility for violence. The 
Russian government blamed the protesters and Western interference in 
Ukraine’s “internal affairs” (Ofitsial’nyi internet-portal pravovoi infor-
matsii 2014; Interfax-Ukraine 2014). The United States argued that 
“increased tensions” were the “direct consequence” of the refusal by 
the Ukrainian government to negotiate (US Department of State 2014).

While Maidan was clearly the focal point for national energy, the Kyiv 
violence also ignited a wave of unprecedented street disturbances in the 
regions. The vast majority (78 percent) of permanent protesters in the Kyiv 
Maidan were from the Central and Western oblasts (Kyiv International 
Institute of Sociology 2014b). This largely reflected the regional varia-
tion in public opinion. Support for the Maidan protests was much higher 
in the Ukrainian West than in the East.31 Outside Kyiv, therefore, radical 
right activists seized the governors’ buildings, symbols of state power, 
in eleven oblasts throughout Central and Western Ukraine. When they 
did, they rarely met resistance from the police (Rachkevych 2014c). The 
occupation of sites of state power seems to have been inspired by the 
attempt to storm the presidential administration building in Kyiv – and 
as we shall see in Chapters 6 and 7, this tactic would have far-reaching 
consequences months later in Eastern Ukraine. The idea of a Narodna 
Rada (“Popular Council”), a symbolic parallel government announced 
on Maidan, gained support in Western Ukraine. These regional parlia-
ments had been under opposition control since 2012.

 31 A February 2014 survey asked: “On which side are your sympathies in the 
current conflict?” Among those favorable to Maidan, regional variation 
ranged from 51–80 percent in the Center-West to 8–20 percent in the 
Southeast. Support for the government, however, was below 40 percent in the 
Southeast (Kyiv International Institute of Sociology 2014a).
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Even more ominously, unrest spread to several provinces in the 
Southeast. In January 2014, after sustained violence broke out in Kyiv, 
anti-Maidan activists in Kharkiv and Donetsk called for the creation 
of “self-defense” groups against allegedly incoming Pravyi sektor radi-
cals (Platonova 2020, 233). In Zaporizhzhia, thousands of protest-
ers attempted to storm the regional administration building but were 
rebuffed by riot police (Krivolapov 2014). Clashes were also reported in 
Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, and Donetsk. Police intervention prevented 
the takeover of buildings. In Zaporizhzhia, Donetsk, and particularly 
in Kharkiv, pro-regime titushki violently clashed with demonstrators 
(Gorbachov 2014; Platonova 2020, 119). Pro-Maidan demonstrations 
were held in all nine Eastern oblasts (Gorbachov 2014). It bears empha-
sizing that prior to Maidan few analysts would have expected such agita-
tion in these Eastern regions, since there had been no notable pro-Orange 
event there in 2004 (Arel 2008). In 2014, the numbers at pro-Maidan 
and anti-Maidan demonstrations seemed almost evenly matched every-
where in the Southeast except in Crimea and in the Donbas.32

The Last Days of the Old Regime

Though Maidan opposition leaders initially had a theory that resort-
ing to violence would be political suicide, violent tactics were effective 
in breaking a two-month political impasse. Yanukovych met privately 
with one of the opposition leaders on January 19. A few days later, 
formal talks began with all three.33 Negotiations addressed two sets 
of issues. First, the opposition demanded the release of hundreds 
of imprisoned protesters, a general amnesty, and the repeal of the 

 32 According to a database of protest events compiled by the Center for Social 
and Labor Research in Kyiv, 14.7 percent of all pro-Maidan protests occurred 
in the Southeast (including Donbas and Crimea). Of these Southeast protests, 
8.2 percent (or 45 out of 546) involved between 1,000 and 10,000 people 
(Ishchenko 2016, 458). While these are small numbers, the protests were 
nonetheless unexpected. The proportion of pro- and anti-Maidan events was 
even in the South (excluding Crimea), whereas the East (excluding Donbas) 
slightly favored pro-Maidan events. The number of anti-Maidan events was 
four to five times higher in Donbas and Crimea (Ishchenko 2015).

 33 Donbas oligarch Rinat Akhmetov, the main backer of the Party of Regions, 
issued a statement calling for the crisis to be solved peacefully. This was 
interpreted at the time as a rare signal that Yanukovych might be losing 
internal support from his Donbas base (Metinvest 2014; Olszański and 
Kononczuk 2014).
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“dictatorship laws.”34 The January 16 anti-Maidan laws were voided, 
but a new law, adopted on January 28, granted the release of jailed 
protesters pending the evacuation of occupied buildings by February 
17. On February 16, after a two-week lull in protests, Maidan activ-
ists relinquished City Hall, which had been occupied since December 
1, as well regional administration buildings in Western Ukraine. A soft 
landing, with amnesty, had been set in motion.35

Far more contentious were negotiations over presidential power. 
Since December the opposition had been demanding the dismissal 
of government ministers. In late January, Yanukovych announced 
the resignation of Prime Minister Mykola Azarov. The decision was 
clearly not coordinated with the Russian government, since Moscow 
promptly suspended the second installment of a $15 billion loan that 
had been announced in December, pending clarification regarding 
cabinet composition (Gutterman and Balmforth 2014).36 The oppo-
sition demanded a transitional “technocratic” cabinet, free from 
Yanukovych’s direct control, until elections could be held.

More fundamentally, the opposition demanded a return to the 
2004 Constitution – specifically to the constitutional amendments that 
had been agreed upon as a political compromise to end the Orange 
Revolution (Kurishko 2014b). After the election of Yanukovych in 
2010, the Constitutional Court had overturned these amendments 
and reinstated the 1996 Constitution. The amendments transferred 
control over the four main ministry positions directing domestic 
state power – the prime minister, the Attorney General, the minister 
of internal affairs, and the head of the Security Service of Ukraine 
(SBU)  – from the president to parliament. Some members of the 

 34 The government wanted the amnesty to be linked to the emptying of all 
occupied buildings (in Kyiv and elsewhere). It seems dozens of Regions MPs 
initially backed unconditional amnesty if it would put the matter to rest. At 
this very moment, Russian custom officials increased delays in the shipping 
of Ukrainian goods to Russia. It took personal intervention (and threats) 
by Yanukovych to coerce its MPs back into line. Yanukovych reportedly 
told them that he had compromising information on “each one of [you]” 
(Kyïvvlada 2014).

 35 The Trade Union Building, adjacent to Maidan and also occupied since 
December 1, remained in the hands of protesters, as it was not officially 
considered a government building. Ostensibly, protesters “leased” the premises 
from the trade union authorities.

 36 There is circumstantial evidence that Russian economic aid came with political 
conditions, primarily the neutralization of Maidan (Snyder 2018, 134).
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Maidan Coordinating Council were hopeful that their demonstration 
of massive popular support might have changed the political calcula-
tions of a sufficient number of Party of Regions MPs to reinstate the 
2004 Constitution and create a new parliamentary majority (Khartyia 
’97% 2014). An empowered parliament could then dismiss the min-
ister of internal affairs responsible for the special police units battling 
Maidan protesters, for instance, and appoint a new prime minister. 
Both moves would have been popular with the street. For the opposi-
tion, the hope was that this constitutional path could resolve the crisis.

For the Yanukovych government, however, an expedited return to 
the 2004 Constitution was one concession too many. After weeks of 
fruitless negotiations, the opposition insisted that a resolution on the 
reinstatement of the 2004 amendments be registered during a February 
18 parliamentary session. The chairman of the parliament (Rada) 
refused on the grounds that this resolution lacked majority support 
(Kurishko 2014a). To pressure Party of Regions MPs, the opposition 
and Maidan civic leaders invited supporters to march to the Rada on 
the morning of February 18. The event was billed as a “peaceful offen-
sive” (mirnyi nastup) (Radio Svoboda 2014).37

Tens of thousands of protesters answered the call. Early in the morn-
ing, all four streets leading to the Rada were filled with demonstrators. 
The threat of renewed violence was palpable. Thousands of Maidan 
“self-defense” activists, wearing masks and helmets and armed with 
clubs, batons, shields, and such, attended the march (Kudelia 2018, 
153). Facing them were a roughly equal number of special police 
troops cordoning off parliament. Behind police lines, in Mariinskyi 
Park, a large park adjacent to the Rada, were hundreds of titushki, 
many wearing gear similar to that of frontline Maidan protesters.

Around 10am, when word came that the Rada chairman had 
refused to put the resolution on the agenda, violence exploded.38 

 37 Two bodies sought to coordinate Maidan activities: the National Resistance 
Headquarters (Shtab natsional’noho sprotivu), which united the three 
opposition parties, and the Maidan People’s Union (Narodne ob’ednannia 
“Maidan”), led by public figures mostly unaffiliated with political parties. The 
People’s Union proposed the march, and the National Resistance supported 
the initiative. Neither of these two groupings nursed radical wings or had 
organized “self-defense” groups.

 38 Adding to the tension was the sudden announcement, the previous day, that 
Russia was resuming the payment of its December loan. The suspicion in 
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Maidan self-defense groups planned to encircle the parliament build-
ing in order to prevent MPs from leaving without holding a vote 
on the constitutional amendments (Tekhty. n.d.). The tactical objec-
tive was to secure a side entrance facing Mariinskyi Park. Frontline 
protesters burnt trucks blocking their path and attempted to enter 
the park, throwing small homemade bombs, fireworks, and rocks 
at the police. The police line responded with stun grenades, smoke 
bombs, and tear gas (Koshkina 2015, 123–4).39 For the next three 
hours, with clashes all around the Rada, MPs were trapped inside. 
Titushki attacked protesters alongside the police (Bigmir.net 2014b; 
Ukrains’ka pravda 2014l). The nearby office of the Party of Regions 
was set on fire.

Gunshots were heard later in the morning. The authorities claimed 
that only protesters fired live bullets, injuring policemen. Many testi-
monies and a later investigation blamed police.40 By 2pm, three protest-
ers were dead (Jus Talionis 2019). Pravyi sektor called on its followers 
to bring hunting rifles to the square (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014k). The 
opposition urged the government to avoid further casualties by having 
the police fall back to the perimeter, to allow protesters to return to the 
square, and for political negotiations to resume (Koshkina 2015, 127). 
Party of Regions officials rebuffed the offer, berating the opposition for 
inciting violence and attacking their party headquarters (Ukrains’ka 

Maidan was that Yanukovych had agreed to conditions in return, such as 
appointing a prime minister close to Moscow (Jégo 2014) or clearing out 
Maidan (Recknagel 2014).

 39 The question of which side used violence first is hard to ascertain (Sidorenko 
and Radchuk 2014). One plausible story is that police first threw stun 
grenades at protesters to prevent them from advancing to the park in order 
to encircle parliament. What is clear is that the protesters were determined to 
confront the police.

 40 It was difficult for observers to determine the type of weapons employed, 
and which side used deadly weapons first. A reporter saw protesters using 
“what appeared to be hand guns,” but could not determine if they were lethal 
(Olearchyk 2014). The minister of internal affairs claimed that the police were 
only using “traumatic” weapons, that is, nonlethal weapons, and shooting 
rubber bullets (Istorychna pravda 2015). A Berkut officer later testified that 
a number of policemen were handed pump guns with lead bullets, and that 
he witnessed their use during the clashes (Tekhty 2014b). The Procuracy 
established that protesters had been the first to suffer gunshot wounds 
(Haivanovych 2016). When the first deaths were announced, the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs alleged that the protesters had been killed by friendly fire 
(Ukrains’ka pravda 2014f).
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pravda 2014x). The Ministry of Internal Affairs and SBU issued a joint 
ultimatum threatening to “restore order by all means provided by law” 
unless “atrocities (bezchynstva) cease” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014p).

The police counteroffensive toward Maidan came next. Police units 
started out at the sites of prolonged battles around parliament, liter-
ally pushing their way down Institutka (the main street running down-
hill to Maidan Square) and Hrushevs’koho (the site of the January 
violence), beating anyone in their path (Jus Talionis 2019). They dis-
mantled barricades as they went. By around 4pm, police forces were 
within 100 meters of Maidan Square. The death toll had reached 
eleven. Down to their last few dozen yards, Maidan defenders resorted 
to a technique used in the January clashes: burning tires and firewood 
to create a thick wall of smoke. A number of protesters used shotguns. 
By early evening, four policemen had been killed (Jus Talionis 2019).

A de facto state of emergency was implemented. The subway sys-
tem was shut down, the main arteries were closed off, and a SBU 
elite force joined the riot police in an operation aimed at dismantling 
Maidan. The police action lasted all night. When the sun came up, 
“self-defense” activists still held the square.41

Why were the thousand-strong elite troops unable to crush Maidan 
with coercive force? Some blame Yanukovych personally for a lack 
of will (Trenin 2014b). The minister of internal affairs cited the sheer 
exhaustion of his troops and, as a practical matter, a shortage of stun 
grenades (Kudelia 2018, 514). The inability to extinguish huge bon-
fires was a major practical impediment (Quinn, Epstein, and Davidson 
2014). A crucial and perhaps determining factor was the use of deadly 
weapons. Twenty-seven people died that night, including nine police-
men (Jus Talionis 2019). All but four civilians were killed by guns (Jus 
Talionis 2019). Yuri Lutsenko, a Maidan leader and former minister 
of internal affairs, was categorical in his assessment of the situation: 
“Berkut stopped 50 meters from the Maidan stage … because they 
found out we had weapons” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014e). In just 20 
hours after clashes around parliament, 36 people died and 509 were 
injured (Ukraïns’kyi tyzhden’ 2015a).

 41 Arkadii Babchenko, a well-known reporter who covered numerous post-Soviet 
wars, and witnessed the all-night assault on Maidan, wrote that “except for 
Chechnya … this was the worst night on my life.” He could not understand 
how the Maidan fighters were able to survive so many dizzying stun grenades 
and blows to their shields (Tekhty 2014a).
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The violence in Kyiv had rippled through Western Ukraine and some 
Central oblasts. Protesters occupied regional administration buildings 
anew. This time activists stormed police institutions and often set them 
on fire. Offices of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (overseeing the special 
police troops in Kyiv) and of the SBU were attacked in eight oblasts. 
Police gunfire killed two civilians in Khmelnyts’kyi (Gal’chinskaia 
2014; LB.ua 2014a). In Lviv, 10,000 protesters burned down build-
ings, including a Ministry of Internal Affairs installation (used for stag-
ing and training base troops) (24L’viv 2014).42 Assaults were intended 
to prevent any further deployment of special police detachments from 
Lviv to reinforce government positions in Kyiv, and by February 19, 
this tactic had spread across Ukraine. Human chains encircled police 
academies, and improvised checkpoints sprouted up on the three major 
highways linking Kyiv to the West, South, and East. The roadblocks 
sought to prevent buses carrying titushki from reaching the capital 
(Pid prytsilom 2014; Smotri.city 2014). Groups of titushki violently 
assaulted protesters in Odesa and Kharkiv (Tekhty 2014a; Tsenzor.
net 2014b). In at least two of the attacks on police facilities in Western 
Ukraine, protesters seized weapons. Central authorities feared that 
these weapons were headed to the Kyiv Maidan (Gorchinskaya 2014a).

Especially in Galicia, the police offered little to no resistance to 
these raids, in some cases announcing that they would side “with the 
people” (24Kanal 2014c).43 In Poltava, on the road linking Kharkiv 
to the capital, local police and activists even manned checkpoints 
together (Poltavshchyna 2014). The central government in Kyiv was 
losing control of law enforcement bodies in a significant part of the 
country – but not much in the East. State authority never wavered in 
Donbas or Crimea.

 42 Most of the police officers deployed near Maidan came from two groups under 
the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. The majority were Internal 
Troops, generally young army recruits reassigned to the task of protecting 
government facilities. The rest were elite Berkut units in charge of offensive 
operations. The military base attacked by Lviv protesters housed such troops.

 43 The central government was nearly paralyzed in Lviv, where virtually every 
major office under its jurisdiction was occupied, including the Procuracy, the 
Tax Administration, and even the traffic police station (Holovko and Mokryk 
2014). In Rivne, also in Western Ukraine, in an incident widely broadcast in 
the Russian media, the Yanukovych-appointed governor was brought on stage, 
roughed up, tied to a pole, and forced to sign a letter of resignation (Volyns’ki 
novyny 2014a).
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While a de facto truce was reached in Kyiv, Yanukovych signaled 
his intention to involve the military on February 19. The government 
officially launched an “antiterrorist operation” (ATO), which legally 
authorized the use of the army for domestic purposes. The chief of 
staff of the armed forces, Volodymyr Zamana, had reportedly been 
opposed to the use of troops (Woods 2014). He was fired on February 
19. The Ministry of Defense announced that evening that its soldiers 
would engage in the operation (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014q). In the 
early morning of February 20, four brigades, totaling 2,500 troops, 
were dispatched to Kyiv from southern bases in Dnipropetrovsk and 
Mykolaiv.44 Maidan activists prevented the Dnipropetrovsk brigade 
from proceeding by lying on railroad tracks (Bartkowski and Stephan 
2014; TSN 2014b). Civilians also blockaded military facilities in Kyiv 
and Zhytomyr (Gordon 2014a; Rupor Zhytomyura 2014). No mili-
tary units dispatched seem to have made it to Kyiv.

As events acquired momentum, the clash of Western and Russian 
geopolitical interests was becoming clearer. The Maidan protests as 
they were unfolding reinforced the view among Russian officials that 
antiregime social activism and democracy movements – since the “color 
revolutions” of the mid-2000s – were part of a strategic Western plan 
to buy geopolitical influence. The Russian Foreign Ministry blamed 
the West for refusing to recognize that “all responsibility” for the 
escalation of violence lay with the Ukrainian opposition (Ministerstvo 
inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2014). Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov spoke for the first time of an attempted coup d’état and seizure 
of power by force (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 
2014b). The EU, however, condemned “the unjustified use of excessive 
force by the Ukrainian authorities” (European Council 2014b). German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel declared that “the convulsion of violence 
resulted from a deliberate delaying tactic … to avoid a compromise” 
(Myers 2014b), and her foreign minister added that the “responsibility 
to deescalate the conflict lies on … Yanukovych” (Pozdniakova 2014). 
Both the United States and the EU threatened Ukrainian officials with 
sanctions (Weaver, Owen, and Urquhart 2014).

 44 In an encrypted message sent to four southern brigades, the newly appointed 
Commander-in-Chief Yuri Il’ïn wrote that radikal’no nalashtovanykh 
(“radicalized”) protesters were planning to use force to seize organs of state 
power and military installations (Bik 2014).
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The Maidan Massacre

Despite the announcement of an ATO, the police gathered around 
Maidan refrained from any further attack that day. Negotiations 
resumed between Yanukovych and the opposition. The French, 
German, and Polish foreign ministers announced that they themselves 
would fly to Kyiv to mediate.

On February 20, shortly after 6am, armed Maidan militants on the 
roof of the Music Conservatory started shooting at the police (Chimiris 
2014; Stack 2015; Gorchinskaia 2016; Siiak 2016).45 Within an hour, 
these snipers had killed two policemen and injured a dozen more 
(Koshkina 2014). The police retreated up the Institutka Street hill, 
chased by hundreds of protesters from Maidan Square in an effort to 
regain territory lost in the previous days (Kramer and Higgins 2014). 
At some point, police snipers posted behind barricades began firing at 
advancing protesters. In less than an hour, the police shot thirty-nine 
protesters dead (Jus Talionis 2019). Nine more died over the rest of 
the day. In all, seventy-five protesters perished over the course of forty-
eight hours.46 This event became known as Bloody Thursday (Kryvavyi 
chetverh). It has spawned several conspiracy theories, and some facts 
remain contested. The Ministry of Internal Affairs acknowledged in real 
time that some police officers “used weapons (zastosuvaly zbroiu) …  
to give unarmed police officers an opportunity to get out from under 
fire” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014r). The fact that two more policemen 
died during their retreat up Institutka Street supports the view that 
police were in danger. However, none of the forty-eight protesters who 
perished were armed. The evidence points to police snipers.47

 45 The Music Conservatory was located directly behind the front rows of policemen 
that were facing Maidan. This means many police officers would have understood 
that they were being fired on from above, and from a flanking position.

 46 By including a further seven deaths that occurred earlier in and around 
Maidan, the Procuracy investigated the deaths of eighty-two protesters 
(Roshchyna and Kariakina 2019). The official Ukrainian memory narrative 
refers to a “Heavenly Hundred” (Nebesnia sotnia) by adding deaths that 
occurred outside of Kyiv during and after Maidan. (Recall that sotnia was 
the term with which Maidan “self-defense” units referred to themselves). In 
including these additional deaths, the UN Human Rights Council counted 
106 civilians (and 17 policemen) who died in events related to Maidan (UN 
Human Rights Council 2016, 10).

 47 Ukrainian prosecutors identified the snipers as members of a twenty-one-man 
Berkut unit, “Black Squadron” (Buckley and Olearchyk 2015). Most fled 
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The demographic profile of Maidan victims on the final day was 
symbolic of the East–West dynamics discussed in Chapter 3. During 
the violent clashes from the morning of February 18 to the early hours 
of February 19, two-thirds of the civilians killed were from greater 
Kyiv, and only four were from Western Ukraine. All but five were over 
the age of thirty, and only six reportedly belonged to self-defense units 
(Jus Talionis 2019; Nebesnia sotnia 2019). This suggests a pulse of 
violence against whoever attended the morning march and/or stood on 
Maidan in the evening during the assault. On the morning of February 
20, however, over 60 percent of the victims in the first hour were from 
the five oblasts of Western Ukraine, mostly Lviv. Nearly 70 percent 
had arrived the day before. The youngest victim, seventeen-year-old 
Nazarii Voitovych, arrived only an hour before his death, after a night-
long bus ride from Ternopil. These individuals responded to social 
media calls and arrived fresh, angry, and radicalized to reinforce the 
front lines.48 Armed with shields and helmets, they chased retreating 
police troops. Remarkably, not a single one was associated with Pravyi 
sektor. The biographies of these latecomers indicate no prior affilia-
tion with the radical right (Jus Talionis 2019; Nebesnia sotnia 2019). 
Among the forty or so who died in the first hour, only four came from 
the East, and only eight were from Kyiv or its suburbs. The violence 
initiated by radical right protesters months earlier had lit a flame that 
that had spread widely, especially in Western Ukraine.

Regime Failure

The mass shooting by police snipers set in motion the implosion of the 
Party of Regions. First came the mass defection of MPs in the Rada. 
The Party of Regions faction, along with its satellite Communist 
Party, controlled a majority of seats. The Party of Regions had 

 48 Many seem to have left spontaneously on night buses without informing their 
families. Many had relatives who had fought in the Ukrainian Insurgent Army 
(Ukraïns’ka povstans’ka armiia, or UPA) or the Galician Division during 
World War II.

to Russia. As of 2022, the case had not gone to trial. A team of American 
social scientists developed a 3D virtual reconstruction of Institutka Street on 
February 20, using video footage from more than 400 sources. Based on the 
model, ballistic experts, looking at a sample of three Maidan civilians killed 
that morning, demonstrated that the shots most likely came from behind 
police positions (Beck-Hoffmann 2014; Schwartz 2018; SITU Research 2018).
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remained a monolith since the beginning of Maidan, with only five 
defections (three early on, two more on February 18 from MPs whose 
home districts experienced violence). Within hours of the killing on 
February 20, five Regions MPs from the Western Ukrainian oblast of 
Zakarpattia quit the party (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014j). The opposition 
demanded that parliament convene for a special session. Against the 
wishes of party leaders, the presence of thirty-five Regions MPs made 
quorum possible. These MPs then supported a resolution prohibiting 
“anti-terrorist operations,” ordering special police units to cease the 
use of “any type of weapons” against protesters, and to return to their 
bases (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2014e).

International pressure intensified. The US State Department 
“unequivocally condemn[ed] the use of force against civilians by secu-
rity forces” (The Guardian 2014b), and the EU announced targeted 
sanctions against high-level Ukrainian officials “responsible for human 
rights violations, violence, and use of excessive force” (Council of the 
European Union 2014d).49 Facing personal sanctions, Yanukovych 
finally caved and engaged with the demands he had refused to negoti-
ate days before. Western diplomats, already on site, mediated talks 
between Yanukovych and the opposition that evening, after the Rada 
vote, in the presence of a Russian envoy.

The terms of the Agreement (Uhoda), were reached after an all-
night session. The Agreement handed a near-complete victory to the 
opposition. The Rada would vote to reinstate the 2004 Constitution, 
ending the president’s control of key domestic security institutions.50 
Early elections would be held, though the incumbent president could 
remain in post until December (The Guardian 2014a). The document 
reinforced the point that domestic repression was no longer govern-
ment policy by stating that “the Government will use law enforcement 

 49 The specific sanctions were announced on March 5 for people deemed 
“responsible for the misappropriation of state funds … and human rights 
violations.” The actual charge levied at each of the eighteen former Ukrainian 
state officials targeted (including Yanukovych) was that of “embezzlement 
of state funds,” with no reference to human rights violations. While the 
legal criteria for pressing the charge was corruption, it seems clear that what 
determined their inclusion on the list was the political determination of their 
responsibility for the use of “excessive force” against protesters (Council of 
the European Union 2014b).

 50 This was the key concession Yanukovych’s administration had refused just 
three days earlier, triggering the violence.
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forces exclusively for the physical protection of public buildings” (The 
Guardian 2014a). Normally, the State Guard (Upravlinnia derzhavnoï 
okhorony Ukraïny) is the special police unit entrusted with securing 
state facilities. During the mass disturbances of Maidan, the govern-
ment quarter was reinforced with thousands of interior troops and 
elite forces (Berkut). The Agreement called for the internal troops and 
Berkut units to pull out. Unexpectedly, the State Guard withdrew as 
well (Sidorenko 2014).51 By the time the Agreement was signed at 
4pm, the Polish foreign minister, Radosław Sikorski, observed in won-
der that the police had vanished. The units protecting the residence of 
Yanukovych at Mezhyhirya also abandoned their posts. Yanukovych 
and his cabinet were suddenly unprotected.52

In the early evening, at a huge Maidan rally that began as a public 
funeral for the dozens who had perished the day before, opposition 
leader Vitali Klitschko took the stage to defend the decision to allow 
Yanukovych to stay until a new presidential election at the end of the 
year. A Maidan combatant in homemade military gear shoved him 
aside. The speaker proclaimed that, if Yanukovych had not resigned 
by the following morning, he would lead an armed assault on the 
presidential compound (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014d).53 Andriy Parubiy, 
an opposition MP who had become the de facto commandant of the 
Maidan “self-defense” forces, announced around the same time that 
the Kyiv garrison of internal troops now recognized the authority of 

 51 The agreement called for the disarmament of Maidan militants within 
twenty-four hours of the passing of a special law, but the police evacuation 
left the State Guard – completely untrained in riot control – facing a possible 
confrontation with armed Maidan activists, if they refused to put their 
weapons down. Waves of defections of police units in the Central and Western 
oblasts compounded the issue. An armed contingent of the Lviv police arrived 
on the Kyiv Maidan on February 21 – not to reinforce state security, but to 
protect protesters (24Kanal 2014b).

 52 Remarkably, as an indication that the actors involved in the negotiations could not 
anticipate the collapse of the government mere hours before it occurred, guarantees 
regarding the personal safety of Yanukovych were not discussed (Sidorenko 
2014). The dispersal of security forces took place without clear orders from 
the top. Vitaliy Zakharchenko, the minister of internal affairs, had disappeared 
sometime during the morning of February 21. The departure of troops required 
some coordination with self-defense units, who ensured that the buses transporting 
policemen could leave without incident (Higgins, Kramer, and Erlanger 2014).

 53 The combatant was Volodymyr Parasiuk who, early the previous morning, 
had been the leader of a group who shot at policemen from the Conservatory 
(Stack 2015).
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Maidan (24Kanal 2014a).54 Within hours, Parubiy declared all gov-
ernment buildings to be under the protection of “self-defense” forces 
(Ukrains’ka pravda 2014i).

What residual support for Yanukovych there was disintegrated in 
parliament, as well. The single-member districts of the Party of Regions 
are shown shaded in black in Maps 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3. When parlia-
ment reconvened, in the late afternoon of February 21, shortly after 
the official signing of the Agreement, fifty-three more MPs announced 
their defection from the Party of Regions. The Party had been in 
power since 2010.55 Thirty-one of the thirty-five Party of Regions MPs 
who had voted for the landmark resolution against police violence on 
February 20 were from the Central and Western oblasts (by now in 
open rebellion).56 In the following days, all but eleven (of sixty-nine) 
MPs from the Center-West defected. About half of those represent-
ing the South defected, too. Though waves of pro-Maidan demonstra-
tions in late January had suggested that the Party of Regions was on 
shakier ground than previously believed, the cascade of post-February 
20 defections was barely believable. The only regions in which MPs 
generally remained loyal to Yanukovych until the end were Crimea, 
Kharkiv, and Donetsk: precisely the parts of Ukraine where the pro-
portion of self-declared ethnic Russians was the highest.57

On February 21, in compliance with the Agreement signed between 
Yanukovych and the opposition, the Rada voted, without any debates, 
to reinstate the 2004 constitutional amendments (Zn.ua 2014). The 
Rada exercised its newfound power in the next vote to dismiss Minister 
of Internal Affairs Vitaliy Zakharchenko, the official face of police 
misconduct. Zakharchenko – like most high-level cabinet members of 
the Party of Regions – was already on the run to Russia. Yanukovych 

 54 In Lviv, as the police were retreating from the Kyiv Maidan, the four power 
ministries – Interior, SBU, Procuracy, and Army – published a joint document 
pledging their allegiance to Maidan (iPress 2014).

 55 Recall that in the 2010 presidential election, 78 percent had voted for 
Yanukovych in the Southern and Eastern provinces.

 56 Data was obtained by matching the roll call vote (LiveJournal 2014a) with 
public information on the oblast of affiliated MPs. Fifteen were elected on 
the national party list, and twenty in first-past-the-post individual ridings as 
independents who later joined the Party of Regions faction in parliament.

 57 During the vote to remove Yanukovych on February 22, an additional thirty 
MPs from the Party of Regions supported the motion without formally leaving 
the party (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2014b).
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Map 4.1 Party of Regions single-member districts, February 19, 2014

Map 4.2 Party of Regions single-member districts, February 20, 2014

Map 4.3 Party of Regions single-member districts, February 21, 2014

also fled, leaving by helicopter late on February 21, ostensibly to 
attend an anti-Maidan political event in Kharkiv, likely fearing for his 
freedom and his life (Radio Svoboda 2016). By the time parliament 
reconvened on Saturday, February 22, it was clear that a new majority 
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had been formed. Oleksandr Turchynov, a veteran member of Yulia 
Tymoshenko’s Batkivshchyna Party, became Speaker. The Rada first 
voted to symbolically nullify the article of the Criminal Code under 
which Tymoshenko had been convicted (Kalnysh 2014).58

The next order of business was the fate of Viktor Yanukovych. His 
whereabouts were officially unknown (Sidorenko 2014).59 A proce-
dure of impeachment, which would take months, could not address 
the urgent question of the executive power vacuum. The Rada settled 
on “self-removal” (samousunennia), an expedient term with no legal 
standing. A laconic resolution, passed by a constitutional majority, 
“established” that Yanukovych had “removed himself” from his duties 
(Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2014b).60 As Rada Speaker, Turchynov was 
installed as interim president. Presidential elections were called for May 
25.61 An hour before his de facto impeachment, Yanukovych announced 
that he was “not going to leave the country” (Sidorenko 2014), but on 
February 23, with the help of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, Yanukovych 
left Ukraine for Russia for good (BBC News Russkaia sluzhba 2018).

After Regime Change

The next four chapters of our analytic narrative document the process 
of intra-Ukrainian bargaining that took place after this watershed event. 
The empirical material is presented in roughly chronological order, but 

 58 Tymoshenko’s release within hours was highly symbolic, since Maidan had 
begun over the abrupt decision by the Yanukovych government to suspend 
negotiations with the EU over an Association Agreement, and for a long time 
the main political obstacle for EU officials had been her imprisonment.

 59 Realizing that he left Kyiv without signing the law that reinstated the 2004 
Constitution, as the Agreement stipulated, the Rada had to pass a second vote 
establishing that the 2004 Constitution was now in force, even without the 
presidential signature (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014n).

 60 The eighteen-word resolution stated: “To establish that the President of 
Ukraine V. Yanukovych has unconstitutionally removed himself from 
the exercise of constitutional authority and is not fulfilling his duties” 
(Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2014b).

 61 All but three of the forty-six Party of Regions MPs from Donetsk opted not to 
attend the session. A few later claimed they felt it would have been dangerous. 
The next day, the rump Party of Regions issued a statement denouncing 
Yanukovych for his “treason” and “criminal orders that led to human 
casualties,” placing “all responsibility” on him and his personal entourage 
(Holos Ukraïny 2014).
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the timeline will have to “double back” more than once. In different 
parts of Ukraine three simultaneous processes began to unfold, each 
according to somewhat different and independent cascading logics.

First, in the wee hours of February 23, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin decided to send military forces to Crimea. The intent, as he later 
put it, was to “return Crimea to Russia” (Zygar 2016, 275). This is 
where our narrative begins in Chapter 5.

Second, there was an abortive attempt, beginning on February 22, 
by Party of Regions officials in the Eastern oblasts to reorganize and 
coordinate an anti-Maidan countercoalition that would refuse to rec-
ognize the new government in Kyiv. The energy fizzled out within 
days. This is where our narrative begins in Chapter 6.

Third, on the afternoon of February 23, a majority in the Ukrainian 
parliament voted to repeal the 2012 language law. This was the Rada’s 
first substantive decision post-Maidan. The vote occurred one day 
after Yanukovych’s removal. The 2012 law, described in Chapter 3,  
had granted Russian status as a “regional language.” The act of revers-
ing it was widely interpreted as a symbolic attempt to “ban Russian.” 
The political effect of the repeal – even if was later vetoed by Interim 
President Turchynov – was to encourage sedition in the East. Rebels 
continued to invoke this decision in their narrative as they seized 
buildings and took up arms.

Before we descend into our analytic narrative, with references to 
our model of bargaining between Russian-speaking communities and 
the center under conditions of uncertainty, it is useful to revisit and 
update the competing Russian and Ukrainian “master narratives” that 
introduced Chapter 3. Each of these three seminal events – the inter-
vention into Crimea, the failed attempt by regional elites of the Party 
of Regions to mount a challenge to the new Maidan government, 
and the symbolic strike against the Russian language – can be nested 
within “master” narratives, useful for state officials and engaged pub-
lics. Both are relatively cohesive versions of events. The first version of 
events was orchestrated in Kyiv, dominant in the Ukrainian West and 
was largely adopted in the Western world in government, media, and 
academic circles. The other originated in Moscow and was broadcast 
on Russian television and media channels to an audience of Russian-
speakers in Russia, in Ukraine, and internationally. At the time of 
this writing, as Russia has engaged in a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 
these two master narratives have never been further apart.
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The Russian and Western narratives diverge on three basic issues: 
(1) the Agreement negotiated between Yanukovych and the opposi-
tion on February 22, (2) the transfer of power on February 23, and 
(3) the fate of Russian-speakers inside Ukraine. Table 4.1 succinctly 
summarizes the talking points on the Russian and Western narrative 
tracks.

The Agreement stipulated the adoption of constitutional amend-
ments empowering parliament, the withdrawal of the riot police, the 
disarmament of protesters, the maintenance of Yanukovych in power 
until December elections, and the creation of a “national unity” 
government (The Guardian 2014a). Russia complained that the last 
three points were never implemented (Regnum 2014). Ukraine replied 
that Yanukovych had fled without signing the constitutional amend-
ments into law (Sidorenko 2014), thereby reneging on these commit-
ments, so the composition of the new cabinet did not need to reflect 
the defunct Agreement. In ignoring the “national unity” clause, the 
new government in effect deprived Eastern Ukraine of representation. 
Russia seized on the point in its public diplomacy, calling the post-
Maidan ruling coalition an illegitimate “government of victors” (LB.
ua 2014b).62

Table 4.1 The narratives diverge

Russian narrative Western narrative

21 February Agreement violated overtaken by events
National Unity Cabinet “of Victors” no longer a priority
Yanukovych removal coup constitutional
Violence on Maidan instigated by the West failure to deescalate
Violence by police heroic disproportionate
Violence by protesters fascist tragic
Fate of Russian-speakers imminent threat [downplayed]

 62 The expression (“government of victors”) is a wordplay on S’ezd pobeditelei 
(“Congress of victors”), which has a sinister connotation in Soviet history. 
It refers to the 1934 Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
which celebrated the “victories” over collectivization, and the first five years 
of breakneck industrialization. The vast majority of Congress delegates were 
arrested and shot during the 1937 purges.
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Both the Western and Russian narratives on the Agreement cloak 
inconsistencies. On the one hand, the Russian envoy who observed 
the talks had been instructed by Putin not to sign it and had pub-
licly voiced doubts that it was enforceable even before Yanukovych 
fled (Hosaka 2018; TASS 2014). On the other hand, Western officials 
never strongly pressed the new Ukrainian authorities to build a cross-
regional coalition (Legvold 2016, 138). In Russia’s storyline, Western 
powers abandoned the Agreement as soon as it was convenient. In the 
Western storyline, the Agreement was overtaken by events and the 
subsequent sequence of votes in the Rada affirmed a legitimate, con-
stitutional power transfer. The legality of the parliamentary vote that 
removed Yanukovych is critical here, since it was made possible only 
by the defection of a large number of Party of Regions MPs, including 
many from the East.

The second major divergence in Russian and Western narratives is 
over what to call this transfer of power. Russia calls it a coup.63 The 
West prefers “Revolution of Dignity.” The Russian narrative defends 
the use of force by the police (seen as heroic) and excoriates the vio-
lence of protesters as “fascist.” The Russian narrative blind spot is 
that it sees Ukrainians as devoid of agency, at the command of their 
external patrons.64

The Western narrative, while deploring protest violence, stresses the 
political responsibility of government authorities in failing to dees-
calate the situation and the excessive (disproportionate) force used 
by the police against protesters. Support for democracy must include 
the right to protest, after all, and geopolitical self-determination must 
include the freedom to sign an Association Agreement with the EU, if 
a majority supports it. The Western narrative also insists that the role 

 63 The Russian state had already described the first wave of violence on February 
18–19 as “an attempt at a gosudarstvenno perevorota (coup d’état) and 
at seizing power through violent means” (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del 
Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2014b). From his temporary site of internal exile in 
Kharkiv on February 22, Yanukovych appropriated the term for himself, 
railing against the “banditism, vandalism, and coup” taking place in his 
country (Sidorenko 2014).

 64 This takes place in the form of political signals or directives, possibly put 
in place by United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
contractors or European bureaucrats long ago. Often Western intelligence 
services and special forces are accused of having directly “trained” protesters 
(Vesti.ru 2014c; Belton 2020, 388–9).
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of the far right should not be exaggerated. In this view, these events 
unfolded largely nonviolently, as the result of tens of thousands of 
small, brave choices, all made by domestic Ukrainian actors. In many 
ways, the most important moment of choice was the decision by Party 
of Regions representatives on February 22 that the sniper massacre 
crossed a line.

That being said, the Western narrative blind spot is its practical 
ambivalence toward protest violence. The dominant trope is the illegit-
imacy of excessive police force against peaceful protesters. The main-
stream Maidan strategists were initially certain that violence would 
discredit their movement and that the Maidan protest had the moral 
upper hand only as long as it remained peaceful. Those talking points 
endured – but they turned out to be wrong. Violence “worked.” The 
Western narrative treats the protest violence as the tragic consequence 
of government policy – which, ironically, also has the effect of depriv-
ing Ukrainian actors of agency. While there is no evidence that civic 
or political leaders on Maidan endorsed the use of violence, frontline 
activists did employ violence at three critical junctures – on January 
19 after the dictatorship laws, on February 20 to force a vote on con-
stitutional amendments, and on February 22 to break the police siege 
of the Maidan. All of this tends to be overlooked in the Western nar-
rative, loathe to cede the “coup” talking point to Russia.

The third divergence is over the fate of Russian-speakers in Eastern 
Ukraine. In our model, the initiating crisis created fear in Russian-
speaking communities that previous constitutional minority protec-
tions were being reneged upon. In late February, after an irregular 
transfer of power in the wake of significant violence, the trope of 
radical Maidan activists intent on threatening Russian-speakers in the 
East became omnipresent in the Russian media. The Western narra-
tive emphasized that the transfer of power was orderly, that looting 
was rare, that cases of vigilantism were marginal, and that the gov-
ernment being ejected from power was grotesquely corrupt. There is 
little evidence that Western officials acknowledged the premise that 
Russian-speakers were relative losers in this moment of revolutionary 
change, or fully appreciated the political consequences of repealing 
the language law at the time. The same was not true in Russia, which 
seized on the optics. Russia’s claim that Russians were under immi-
nent threat resonated among a key segment of the Russian-speaking 
electorate: the concentrated ethnic Russian minority in Crimea.
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For years, the Kremlin had sent signals that it placed a high intrinsic 
value on Crimea, a defensible peninsula that can be isolated from main-
land Ukraine by shutting down a narrow land bridge. This chapter 
documents strong early cues that Russia would assist local seditionists 
in seceding from Ukraine (parameter a in the model).1 We now know 
that the Kremlin had laid some groundwork for the Crimea operation 
ahead of time, with contacts made with the Speaker of the Crimean 
parliament during the Kyiv Maidan (Matsuzato 2016, 240–1). The 
decision to send troops to Crimea occurred on February 23. Putin and 
four of his most trusted lieutenants – three of whom had begun their 
career, like Putin, in the Leningrad branch of the KGB – reportedly 
made the call.2 Neither the Security Council nor the Foreign Ministry 
were involved (Myers 2014a). The irregular nature of the meeting, 
held mere hours after Yanukovych’s removal, suggests a decision that 
was not fully premeditated. Once it was made, the two immediate 
imperatives were (1) to mask Russia’s direct military intervention, and 
(2) to find local political allies in Crimea supportive of a Russian oper-
ation. As the nature of the crisis (and the Western response) became 
clearer, the Kremlin sent clearer and costlier signals of resolve.

5 Irredentist Annexation (Crimea)

 1 Following Fearon (1994, 1997), we signpost the chapter with a rough attempt 
to differentiate between ex ante and ex post signals of resolve.

 2 There is some uncertainty as to whether Putin decided to deploy special forces 
to Crimea immediately following the ousting of Yanukovych (February 23 
in the very early morning) as he later claimed (RFE/RL 2015), or rather on 
February 20, the day when parliament broke with Yanukovych. Special opera-
tion forces were said to have received an order on February 20 for a “peace-
keeping operation” (Treisman 2018, 287). Pictures of a Russian medal with the 
inscription “For the return of Crimea 20.02.14–03.18.14” were briefly posted 
on social media, then removed (Cathcart 2014). In an April 2014 law, the 
Ukrainian parliament established that the “temporary occupation of the terri-
tory of Ukraine” began on February 20 (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2014d). No 
significant troop movements, however, were detected until after February 23.
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The chapter also highlights two distinct mechanisms of Russian 
influence: television propaganda (vastly exaggerating the immediate 
physical threat to Russian communities post-Maidan to invoke exis-
tential zero-sum politics), and the use of unmarked soldiers to secure 
buildings and deter pro-Maidan street mobilization (lowering μ).3 
Specifying these mechanisms of influence contributes to the hybrid 
war literature without removing the agency of Russian-speaking com-
munity elites. Our account will go to some lengths, in fact, to dem-
onstrate the importance of local calculations. The fact that Crimea 
was the only territory in Ukraine with constitutional autonomy low-
ered the costs of elite coordination, giving them special institutional 
resources that could be repurposed (Roeder 2007, 2018, 22–8, 123, 
164–9). Since events moved so quickly in Crimea, the claim of “near 
unanimous” support for self-determination has become widespread. 
Our narrative refines and revises facets of that contention.

Initial Russian Signals

Russia’s strategy seems to have been to begin sudden, large-scale troop 
exercises in the military districts closest to Ukraine in order to conceal 
the deployment of special forces to Crimea (Barabanov 2015, 192). 
Probing the willingness of Crimean elites to engage in sedition first 
required sending signals of Russian support (parameter a in the model) 
detectable by those elites.

Moscow sent Oleg Belaventsev, who had previously fulfilled a num-
ber of secret missions on behalf of Russian Defense Minister Sergei 
Shoigu (Zygar 2016, 276–7), to identify political allies in Crimea. The 
Party of Regions completely controlled Crimean politics (with 80 of 
the 100 seats in the regional parliament), but Russian authorities – 
even after three months of Maidan unrest – had only a “vague knowl-
edge” of local dynamics (Matsuzato 2016, 242).

The two main figures of interest were Anatoliy Mohyliov, the prime 
minister of Crimea, and Vladimir Konstantinov, the Speaker of parlia-
ment. The two men were at loggerheads. Mohyliov was a product of 
the Donetsk political machine. When Yanukovych became president 
in 2010, the Donetsk elite not only captured the levers of national 

 3 Recall that μ represents a threat of pro-Ukrainian vigilante violence against 
elites engaging in sedition if there is no safety in numbers.
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power, but often of provincial networks as well. Since Mohyliov 
came with his Donbas retinue, the rule of Donbas “outsiders” was 
deeply resented by local Crimean officials, and the post-Maidan cri-
sis became an opportunity for them to jettison the influence of both 
Kyiv and Donetsk (Matsuzato 2016, 227). Konstantinov was already 
known in Kremlin circles. In December 2013, while in Moscow, he 
met with Nikolai Patrushev, secretary of the Security Council (and 
one of the four officials present with Putin when the decision to invade 
Crimea was made). The following month, he hosted a Russian del-
egation attending a religious event. On each occasion, he reportedly 
signaled that a “subversion” of the Yanukovych government could 
push him toward secession (Matsuzato 2016, 240; Kozlov, Volkova, 
and Karpiak 2019). On February 20, back in Moscow at the height of 
Maidan violence, Konstantinov for the first time publicly invoked the 
specter of “separation” (RIA Novosti 2014).

The Russian envoy Belaventsev needed to find reliable partners in 
control of government and parliament. The current prime minister, 
Mohyliov, a Yanukovych man, was not deemed trustworthy. Perhaps 
as an indication of the improvised nature of the operation, Belaventsev 
first offered the job to someone – Communist Party leader Leonid 
Grach – who had long receded to the margins of real local power after 
a brief stint as Speaker in 1998–2002.

The decision caused an uproar among Crimean elites, causing him 
to rescind his offer (Treisman 2018, 289). He then turned to Sergei 
Aksyonov, who headed Russian Unity (Russkoe edinstvo), a small 
Russian nationalist party with only three seats in the Crimean parliament. 
Aksyonov had one major asset: he had established a militia days earlier. 
He also had the support of Konstantinov. Aksyonov and Konstantinov 
were the most powerful members of the local Crimean elite, determined 
to remove the outsider Mohyliov (Matsuzato 2016, 242).4

 4 Both Aksyonov and Konstantinov were born in Moldova but grew up as young 
adults in Crimea and are thus considered “locals.” The Mohyliov group was 
transplanted to Crimea in 2010 from the Donetsk mining town of Makeevka. 
They were derisively nicknamed the “Macedonians” (make-dontsy, as in 
Makeevka, Donetsk). The marginal nature of Aksyonov’s Russian party (4 
percent of the vote in the 2012 Crimean election) is partly explained by the fact 
that the dominated Party of Regions did not allow open competition, including 
from Russian nationalists in Donbas and Crimea.
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The first popular mobilization took place in Sevastopol. A port city 
hosting the Russian Black Sea Fleet, Sevastopol had a large major-
ity of ethnic Russians (72 percent), and held a special place in the 
Russian national myth from the time of the 1853–1856 Crimean War 
(Plokhy 2000). A “National Will Rally against Fascism” took place 
on February 23, attracting an estimated 20,000 people, far exceed-
ing expectations (Zhigulev, Sivtsova, and Skibitskaia 2017).5 Speakers 
at the rally denounced what they saw as a coup in Kyiv, but also 
turned their ire against local officials and Yanukovych. Aleksei Chalyi, 
a Russian citizen and popular businessman who had launched a local 
television channel, was chosen as “people’s mayor.” As a military city, 
Sevastopol was directly subordinated to Kyiv, and the head of city 
administration was appointed by the Ukrainian capital. The appoint-
ment of a people’s mayor was a direct symbolic challenge to the new 
government consolidating power in Kyiv. Chalyi saw February 23 as 
a turning point in the break with Ukraine: “At first, we wanted to join 
forces with the Southeast of Ukraine. But on the morning of February 
23, the situation changed radically. The Southeast stopped resistance 
[and Yanukovych fled]. Had Yanukovych remained in Kharkov or 
Donetsk, united people there, it would have been a different matter” 
(Zhigulev, Sivtsova and Skibitskaia 2017). Chalyi was referring to a 
short-lived attempt in Kharkiv on February 22 to unite the Eastern 
oblasts in opposition to Kyiv (see Chapter 6). In the following days, 
Kyiv made a feeble attempt to arrest Chalyi, but protesters protected 
him.

On the same day as the Sevastopol rally, a “people’s militia” orga-
nized by Aksyonov’s Russian Unity Party gathered on the square fac-
ing the Crimean parliament in Simferopol (Ukrainian Helsinki Human 
Rights Union 2017). It was, in Aksyonov’s words, “the mirror image 
of Maidan. If they can, then we can” (Volkov 2014). Like on Maidan, 
the militia branded itself as “self-defense” (samooborony), and orga-
nized into subgroups of 100-plus volunteers (called sotni in Kyiv, and 
roty in Simferopol).6 As we saw in Chapter 4, during Maidan in Kyiv 

 5 The protest coincided with Fatherland Day (Den’ otechestvo), which celebrated 
the Soviet-era Red Army. The crowd was the largest Sevastopol had seen since 
the last years of the Soviet Union.

 6 The militia also called itself a druzhina, a term harking back to aristocratic 
armies in medieval Russia.
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and Eastern Ukraine, titushki (irregular street enforcers set up by the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs) often attacked pro-Maidan protesters. 
Crimean titushki had clashed with a small group of pro-Maidan sup-
porters in Simferopol on February 21 (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014t). 
Aksyonov’s militia was different from those titushki in that the militia 
was not established by the Party of Regions or supported by the state. 
This would also occur in Donetsk (see Chapter 6).

Television Magnifies Local Threat Perceptions

What exactly was the danger that these militias were organizing 
against? The long-term threat to Russian-speaking communities was 
that they would find their status subordinated to Ukrainian-speakers 
from the Ukrainian West in a new social hierarchy. Even though the 
decision to immediately revisit the language law intensified these con-
cerns, this was an abstract future threat. What stoked fear and focused 
minds was real time physical insecurity: the specter of vigilante vio-
lence coming from Kyiv.

Russian television alleged that hordes of Maidan radicals were 
poised to descend on the Crimean Peninsula to attack pro-Russian 
civilians (Volkov 2014).7 The use of violence by protesters on the Kyiv 
Maidan was amplified with round-the-clock repetition, emphasizing 
the need for “self-defense.” One incident in particular acted as catalyst. 
On February 24, Ihor Mosiychuk, a radical right activist from a group 
that eventually provided the backbone of Azov, made a boastful dec-
laration on a television show in Kyiv. He opined that if the Ukrainian 
government was unable to stem separatist sentiment in Crimea, Pravyi 
sektor (the most visible radical group on Maidan) would send a 
“Friendship Train” of militants to Crimea to frighten “those people 
who are calling for the destruction of my country” (StopFake 2016).8 
On February 27, as Russian special forces were securing Crimea’s 

 7 As we saw in Chapter 4, this threat had earlier been expressed by anti-Maidan 
activists in Kharkiv and Donetsk.

 8 Mosiychuk invoked a 1992 event in which hundreds of members of a small 
Ukrainian radical right party boarded a chartered train to Sevastopol at a time 
when the status of the Black Sea Fleet was contested. The militants forced 
their way to the port city, removed Soviet and Russian flags, and brandished 
“Crimea for Ukrainians” posters. There was no violence (Kuzio 1997, 233–4).
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 11 In early April, the Crimean parliament held hearings on “victims of Maidan,” 
and accused Maidan activists of murdering seven passengers (RBK 2014a). 
The claim was later included in a “White Book on Violations of Human 
Rights and the Rule of Law in Ukraine,” released by the Russian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, and featured in a documentary extolling Vladimir Putin’s 
role in the annexation of Crimea, broadcast on Russia’s primary television 
channel in 2016 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation 2014b; 
StopFake 2016). In our reading of events, there was violent intimidation, but 

parliament, Russian media fabricated the claim that a train carrying 
1,500 Pravyi sektor activists to Simferopol had been intercepted and 
that a stockpile of weapons (wooden sticks, Molotov cocktails, guns, 
and ammunition) was found (StopFake 2016; Zeveleva 2019). There 
was no such train.9

A second incident was mostly played up retroactively on Russian 
media, weeks after the annexation, even though it had been reported 
in real time. On February 20, the last day of violence on Maidan, sev-
eral buses with Crimean plates driving from Kyiv toward Crimea were 
stopped at an improvised checkpoint manned by pro-Maidan protest-
ers in a town two hours south of Kyiv (Goncharova 2015). The day 
before, pro-Maidan checkpoints had appeared on all the major roads 
leading to Kyiv (from the West, East, and South), to prevent army 
or security troop reinforcements, as well as suspected titushki, from 
reaching Maidan (see Chapter 4). By February 20, checkpoint mili-
tants were now looking for titushki or anyone suspected of involve-
ment in anti-Maidan activities) returning home from Kyiv.10 According 
to Crimean Prime Minister Mohyliov, in a statement widely cited in 
Russian and Ukrainian media, “armed extremists” stopped several 
buses containing a total of 320 Crimean passengers. Physical force 
was used against some of them, three buses were burnt, and seven 
people were hospitalized (Vesti.ru 2014a). The propaganda in Russian 
retellings would later come to include the claim that passengers on 
that day were attacked with bats and shovels, doused with gasoline, 
and killed in gruesome ways – all claims that remain unsubstanti-
ated, but fact-checking specifics in retrospect can distract from the 
propaganda’s intent.11 A critical mass of people in Crimea, Eastern 

 9 Pravyi sektor announced on that same day that they were taking no action in 
Crimea, and that Mosiychuk himself was in Kyiv (StopFake 2016).

 10 The checkpoints were also aimed at police. On the night of February 21–22, a 
busload of Berkut officers on their way to Crimea was pelted with eggs, rocks, 
and fake blood (Shuster 2014b).
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Ukraine, and Russia, who were already unsettled by protester violence 
on Maidan, were inclined to believe the worst and seized on the event 
as evidence of an imminent threat.

The Cherkasy incident was believable because of the unprecedented 
sight of militias, often armed, that had operated with impunity in 
several Ukrainian provinces. In the pro-Maidan view, militias were 
defending civilians against abuse by the police, who had killed protest-
ers on Maidan (often on camera). In the anti-Maidan view, vigilantes 
were threatening civilians suspected of having opposed Maidan (also 
often on camera). The Russian media thus constructed a narrative built 
on real incidents – the threat of a Pravyi sektor activist, the intimida-
tion of bus passengers – to fabricate stories of killings, and thousands 
of armed militants in a train, that intensified fears in Crimea.12 The 
heightened sense of threat was palpable, which led to numerous related 
rumors that spread like wildfire, such as the existence of “hit lists” of 
prominent pro-Russia Crimeans.13 Focusing on the Russian television 
supply of communal threat narrative is only part of the equation. There 
was also a demand. Part of why these stories “took off” in Crimea 
more than elsewhere in Eastern Ukraine was its unique social milieu, 
one in which pro-Russian vigilantes had the run of the streets.

Polite Green Men Arrive

On February 25, approximately 400 pro-Russian protesters sur-
rounded the parliament building, demanding a referendum on 
independence. Speaker Konstantinov soon announced that an 

no evidence that anyone died. The top two Crimean officials, Konstantinov 
and Mohyliov, denied it in real time. The Cherkasy police stated that “such 
events [the killings, the egregious violence] did not take place,” but admitted 
that two buses were burned (Goncharova 2015).

 12 Some Russian officials appeared to genuinely believe the stories. Mykola 
Malomuzh, then head of Ukrainian foreign intelligence, recounts how a Putin 
adviser, at the beginning of the Crimean events, told him about the “thousands 
of armed fascists and terrorists” who were on their way to Crimea by train and 
buses to seize property and attack civilians. Malomuzh asked him: “Is it really 
the position of the President of Russia, is he so disoriented?” (Volchek 2014).

 13 Zeveleva (2019), who asked local Crimeans about how they remembered 
the 2014 events, reports that some told her that “‘Russian agents’ and 
‘well- connected people’ had shown them the hit lists.” Lewis (2020, 43–59) 
provides a nuanced theoretical account of how information conveyed in 
rumors is important for antiregime seditious collective action.
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extraordinary session would be held the following day (Ukrainian 
Helsinki Human Rights Union 2017). There was widespread senti-
ment that parliament would vote to separate from Ukraine. During 
Maidan, it had twice alluded to separation in formal resolutions. 
On January 22, Crimea’s parliament warned that if protesters were 
able to force early elections through violence, “Crimeans will nei-
ther participate in illegitimate elections, nor recognize their results, 
nor live in ‘Bandera’ Ukraine!” (Gosudarstvennyi soviet Respubliki 
Krym 2014). On February 18, after excoriating the “unbridled ban-
dits” (raspoiasavshikhsia banditov) who were igniting a “civil war” 
(grazhdanskaia voina), it threatened “to call on the residents of the 
autonomy to defend civil peace” (Vgorode 2014c). As Konstantinov 
promised, on February 26 an extraordinary session attempted to 
convene, but the suddenly high stakes brought out some 15,000 
demonstrators in front of parliament. Eyewitness accounts suggest 
that about half of them opposed the referendum, while the other half 
demanded it.14 It is possible that Russia planned for the Crimean 
parliament to first call for a referendum on Crimea’s future, and then 
ask the Kremlin to send troops to protect Crimeans. If that had been 
the plan, street power had aborted it.15

The demographics and symbolism of these protests were very differ-
ent from the Kyiv Maidan. The vast majority of the opponents were 
Crimean Tatars – Crimean Tatar flags outnumbered Ukrainian flags 
(RT 2014). This revealed some peculiar Crimean political dynam-
ics. Slavic pro-Maidan groups (both Ukrainian and Russian) were 
very weak in Crimea, while Crimean Tatars had demonstrated that 
they could mobilize as much street power in Simferopol (but not in 
Sevastopol) as pro-Russian groups. It seems that Tatar groups only 
took steps to organize a self-defense militia after Russian special forces 
gained control of the streets (Gromenko 2018) (by which point it was 
too late, as we shall shortly see). Russian flags were also pervasive, as 

 14 A report by nongovernmental organization (NGO) experts from four countries 
provided an estimated breakdown of protesters: 7,000 pro-Ukraine, 7,000 
pro-Russia (including 500 “self-defense,” 1,000 from Sevastopol, and 400 
from nearby Yevpatoriya) (Ukrainian Helsinki Human Rights Union 2017).

 15 Russian envoy Belazhentsev left for Crimea on February 23, and was seen in 
Konstantinov’s office on February 26, the day of the aborted extraordinary 
session. Coynash (2017b) mentions the Russian plan, but provides no direct 
evidence.
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they had been in the Sevastopol demonstration on February 23. This 
was a notable symbolic departure from the anti-Maidan demonstra-
tions in Kyiv, where presumably participants were deterred from wav-
ing the Russian flag.16

The two groups of protesters were separated from each other by 
only a few feet, with no riot police in sight, rendering the situation vol-
atile.17 Though Sergei Aksyonov, the Russian nationalist self-defense 
leader, and Refat Chubarov, the Crimean Tatar leader, worked in tan-
dem to defuse the tension, a melee eventually broke out. The incident 
resulted in the killing of two civilians and injuries to several dozen 
more. Aksyonov blamed instigators on both sides, including his own. 
“Provocateurs” from Sevastopol, he said, “tried to convince people 
that somebody is coming here to slaughter someone. I went out to the 
people and said: ‘There is no one. Do not stir up the situation, nobody 
is coming here, there are only Crimeans here’” (Ukrainian Helsinki 
Human Rights Union 2017).

The parliamentary session was eventually cancelled due to lack 
of quorum. Crimean Tatar deputies boycotted the session, but the 
empty seats primarily belonged to Party of Regions deputies who 
failed to register as present. The Party was in disarray nationally, and 
many Crimean party elites possibly feared retribution from the new 

 16 Russian television distortions notwithstanding, in the language of the model, μ 
(the cost of engaging publicly in sedition) could defensibly be argued to be zero 
in Crimea. Since the end of the Kyiv Maidan on February 23, Crimea differed 
from most every other region of Ukraine in near-total absence of any pro-
Maidan paramilitary militias or anti-Russia “self-defense” forces. On February 
26, for instance, a single Pravyi sektor flag could be spotted, allegedly carried 
by a football hooligan itching for a fight (an “ultra”) (Ukrainian Helsinki 
Human Rights Union 2017). Even before the seizure of high-profile locations 
by Russia, which sent a signal to the pro-Russia/anti-Maidan constituency that 
they could take to the streets without fear, there is little evidence that anti-
Russia/pro-Maidan vigilantism was a threat. (Contrasted with the narrative to 
follow in Chapters 6, 7, and 8).

 17 The Crimean units of the Berkut riot police had returned to Crimea but 
were in Sevastopol. They were greeted as heroes on February 22 (NV 2014), 
in stark contrast to the hostile reception given to returning Berkut troops 
in Western Ukraine (see Chapter 4). On February 26, the Crimean units 
stayed in their barracks in Sevastopol (Matveeva 2018, 62). Berkut was 
disbanded on February 25 by the new government in Kyiv, and the Simferopol 
local authorities announced that the Crimean Berkut units would now be 
subordinated to the city council (Kanygin 2014).
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authorities in Kyiv (see Chapter 6).18 The immediate political future of 
Crimea was uncertain, but there is no evidence that these reluctant dep-
uties knew that Russian military units would seize parliament the next 
day. A group of Crimean Tatar protesters broke the police cordon and 
entered parliament, only to find the legislative room empty. Crimean 
Tatar leaders claimed that Konstantinov had assured them that no ses-
sion would be called in the foreseeable future (Galimova  2015), and 
so the Tatar protesters decided to leave the building and call off the 
demonstration. This proved to be the last day of Crimean autonomy 
within Ukraine.

The dispatching of Russian special forces to Crimea began very 
early in the morning of February 27. The Russian soldiers operated 
without insignia, but were armed with advanced weaponry unavail-
able to the Ukrainian army. In English-language parlance, they 
quickly became known as “Little Green Men.”19 The Russian govern-
ment initially claimed that they were Crimean “self-defense” forces. 
A month after the annexation, the story changed. The Little Green 
Men were now acknowledged to be from the Russian military, act-
ing in support of the Crimean self-defense movement (Yashin and 
Shorina 2015, 14). In a first anniversary documentary broadcast on 
Russian television, the story changed yet again, striking a celebratory 
tone: Putin had personally directed the military operation, and the 
local “self-defense” forces played only a supporting role (Toal 2017, 
230–2; Shreck 2019).

The Russian military presence on February 27 consisted of two com-
mando units of approximately thirty men each. These special forces, 
from the Pskov 76th Guards Air Assault Division, landed in Sevastopol, 
and then moved to secure parliament and the main government quar-
ter in Simferopol (a ten-minute walk from each other) in Simferopol in 
the early morning (Zygar 2016, 277). The Crimean government was 
completely shut down, with ministers and personnel unable to reach 
their offices. This was the signal that a new government was about to 

 18 Many deputies remained loyal to Mohyliov (the Donetsk outsider) and were 
wary of the power play to remove him. They stayed in their offices on that day 
(Matsuzato 2016, 247).

 19 While Russian media and blogs occasionally used the Russian equivalent 
(zelyonnye chelovechki), the preferred expression was by far vezhlivye liudi 
(“polite people”) (Shiriaev 2014). We reproduce the English translation of that 
term in the main text.
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be installed. The offices of the Crimean branch of the Party of Regions 
were also locked, never to reopen.

The Russian commandos encountered no resistance. Security forces 
under national jurisdiction – internal troops, army, police – received 
no instructions from Kyiv, and did not prevent deputies from entering 
parliament (Kozlov, Volkova, and Karpiak 2019). An unannounced 
extraordinary parliamentary session was held later that day.20 The 
Speaker of parliament prefaced the session by denouncing the “uncon-
stitutional seizure of power in Ukraine by radical nationalists,” and 
the “rampant political extremism and violence” in the clashes the day 
before in Simferopol (Krym politicheskii 2015).

Two votes were taken. The first appointed Sergei Aksyonov as 
the new prime minister. The second called for a referendum on May 
25, the same day as the Ukrainian presidential election. The refer-
endum question did not mention independence (let alone annexa-
tion), and clearly indicated that Crimea was part of Ukraine. It read: 
“The Autonomous Republic of Crimea enjoys state self-rule (gosu-
darstvennaia samostoiatel’nost’) and is part of Ukraine on the basis 
of agreements and treaties.”21 The ambiguity of self-rule jarred, as 
many future critics would point out, with the reality of the presence 
of Russian special units in the building essentially forcing the vote. 
Parliament claimed that a slim majority of fifty-one deputies had voted 
for Aksyonov, and that sixty-one had supported the referendum, but 
there is evidence that, like the day before, quorum was not reached.22 

 20 Historians will never know all of the details of this session, since it was 
conducted without television or stenographic recording of proceedings. 
(Ukrainian law stipulated that these were mandatory.)

 21 The question was a carbon copy of one proposed by the Crimean parliament 
in 1992, during a tense confrontation with Kyiv, but which was ultimately 
never put to a referendum vote (see Chapter 3). Some interpreted the wording 
in 1992 to mean Crimea and Kyiv were negotiating a treaty with each other as 
equals – like independent states, even though Crimea formally remained within 
Ukraine – but Ukraine’s government never accepted this interpretation.

 22 An investigation by Norwegian journalists claimed that only thirty-six deputies 
were present for the vote. The journalists talked to a number of deputies who 
were registered as having voted, even though they did not attend the session 
(Ale and Espedal 2014). A Russian journalist claimed that the first vote was 
delayed by five hours for lack of quorum (Galimova 2015). One quarter did 
not vote, according to official results.
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Speaker Konstantinov, now the main local Party of Regions official 
following the dismissal of Crimean Prime Minister Mohyliov, spear-
headed the session.

More Russian Signals

The presence of highly trained special troops had the effect of dissuad-
ing street pushback. Pro-Russian militias took to the streets without 
fear. Under these conditions, the social tip to sedition on the part of 
Russian-speaking elites occurred quickly. On February 28, now with 
clear local elite support, the Russian operation accelerated, with hun-
dreds (perhaps even thousands) of soldiers arriving (Beckhusen 2014). 
Russian troops seized the military airport in Sevastopol, the civilian 
airport in Simferopol, and the state television/radio complex, they sev-
ered telephone lines to the mainland, and blocked roads connecting 
continental Ukraine to Crimea (Weaver, Buckley, and Hille 2014). 
Russian attack helicopters and military transport planes crossed into 
Ukrainian airspace over Crimea, without asking permission, bringing 
with them as many as 1,500 special troops (Lavrov 2015b).23

A meeting of the National Security and Defense Council of Ukraine 
was held in Kyiv on February 28. The mood of participants was 
despondent (Shamanska 2016). Freshly appointed officials conceded 
that they barely had any reliable forces on the ground to mount resis-
tance.24 They were also convinced that the majority of Crimeans 
would side with Russia. Valentin Nalyvaichenko, head of the Security 
Service (SBU), was blunt: the local population “massively” supported 
Russia’s actions. Interior Minister Avakov concurred: “The major-
ity of the Crimean population is pro-Russian, anti-Ukrainian.”25 
Most army troops were locals (a consequence of the autonomous 

 23 The Russian government claimed that sending troops to the Sevastopol 
territory leased by Russia for its navy was allowed under the 1997 Russia–
Ukraine Treaty regulating the Black Sea Fleet. The treaty required that 
Ukraine be notified in advance of large troop movements (Gorenburg 2014) 
and explicitly forbade Russian forces from “interfer[ing] in Ukraine’s internal 
affairs” (Shreck 2019).

 24 With the exception of Arsen Avakov, named on February 22, the new 
government, including the defense minister, was appointed on February 27, 
the day Russian special forces seized the Crimean parliament.

 25 All the quotations in this paragraph are translated from the stenographic 
report of the meeting in the original Ukrainian (Shtorhin 2019).
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status of Crimea within Ukraine) and, along with policemen, were 
from a social milieu sympathetic to the Russian version of events. 
Avakov announced that “very few” policemen had not defected, with 
the hopeful exception of a thousand uniforms who, “I hope, will be 
able to carry out orders.” Nalyvaichenko said that the Berkut troops 
“and other law enforcement officers” had also immediately gone over 
to the Russian side. Acting Defense Minister Ihor Tenyukh uncer-
emoniously stated: “Today we do not have an army.” Though the 
Ukrainian army had more than 13,000 soldiers stationed in Crimea, 
he estimated that fewer than 2,000 were capable of fighting, which 
paled in comparison with the 20,000 troops that the Russian army 
had brought in under the auspices of the Black Sea Fleet. In the words 
of Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk: “We are not ready for a mil-
itary operation, unfortunately. And the Russians know it.” In the 
whole of Ukraine, only 5,000 troops were combat-ready.26 The meet-
ing concluded with the sobering realization that Ukraine was essen-
tially on its own against the Russian military. “No country … is ready 
to help Ukraine right now,” said Yatsenyuk. Officials from the United 
States and Germany cautioned Ukraine against the use of force.27 At 
the meeting, only Turchynov voted in favor of declaring a state of 
emergency in Crimea.

The following day, March 1, the Russian Foreign Ministry released 
a short statement claiming that “armed people sent from Kyiv” had 
attempted to storm the building of the Crimean Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, resulting in several casualties. According to the Foreign 
Ministry, the attempt failed due to the “decisive actions of self-defense 
units” (Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2014c). 

 26 Tenyukh ascribed the sorry state of the Ukrainian military to a conscious plan 
by Yanukovych and the Party of Regions to weaken state institutions. This 
stance, which became part of the standard Ukrainian government version 
of events in the following years, overlooked the simple fact that Ukrainian 
military officials, in the decades since independence, never planned seriously 
for a war with Russia – or indeed with anyone. The strongest elements of the 
army were trained in conjunction with NATO to serve in UN peacekeeping 
missions abroad, but this had no impact on domestic military readiness.

 27 The thinking was that military resistance would embolden Putin to expand his 
military intervention, as had occurred in 2008 during the war over Ossetia, 
when Russian forces entered two other Georgian provinces (Rogin and Lake 
2015).
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 28 When Yanukovych was later put on trial in Ukraine (in absentia, since he 
remained in exile in Russia) on charges of treason, his lawyers released a 
second, longer letter written by him to Putin on March 1, 2014, asking Russia 
to deploy a “police peacekeeping mission” on the basis of the 1997 Treaty 
of Friendship and Cooperation between Ukraine and the Russian Federation 

There is no evidence that these events occurred (Shuster 2014a). 
The statement also blamed “well-known political circles” in Kyiv 
for aiming to destabilize the situation in Crimea. The new Crimean 
Prime Minister Aksyonov then released a statement asserting that 
his security forces could not control the situation due to the pres-
ence of “unidentified armed groups” causing “riots” (besporiadki). 
He appealed to Putin to “assist in ensuring peace and tranquility in 
[Crimea]” (KIANews 2014).

Moscow used the political appeal from Aksyonov as the (retroac-
tive) legal basis for a military intervention. The legal sequencing, in 
the Russian narrative, was straightforward: that same day, Putin sent 
an official appeal to the Russian Senate “to use the Armed Forces 
of the Russian Federation on the territory of Ukraine until the social 
and political situation in that country is normalized” (Prezident Rossii 
2014b). The appeal implied that Ukraine was without a legitimate 
government, an anarchic situation which posed a great risk to the pop-
ulation (Trenin 2014a). The request was swiftly granted by the Senate. 
The resolution sent a powerful message to Russian-speakers in Eastern 
Ukraine that Russia was ready to intervene militarily anywhere in 
Ukraine to counter a threat, since it used the vague formulation “on 
the territory of Ukraine,” instead of specifically Crimea. The threat 
was presented as armed aggression by Ukrainian militant nationalists 
seeking revenge against vulnerable Russian-speakers.

Two days later, Vitaly Churkin, Russia’s Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations, submitted a document to the UN Security 
Council that purported to be a signed statement (Zaiva) by Viktor 
Yanukovych, from his exile in Russia, to Vladimir Putin. The docu-
ment claimed that “the illegal seizure of power in Kyiv has brought 
Ukraine to the brink of civil war,” and that “people’s lives, safety 
and human rights are under threat.” It appealed to Putin to “use the 
Armed Forces of the Russian Federation to restore legitimacy, peace, 
law and order, stability and protection of the Ukrainian population” 
(United Nations Security Council 2014).28 In a press briefing on March 
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4, Putin made it clear that he considered Yanukovych the “current 
legitimate president,” and that his appeal for protection was “entirely 
legitimate” (Coynash 2018c). The argument held absolutely no water 
with any of the other members of the UN Security Council during 
an emergency meeting on March 3, however. All fourteen denounced 
Russia’s claim to a right to military intervention. China insisted on 
the principle of “non-interference in the domestic affairs of a state” 
(Geneste 2014).

The Final Cascade

Events on the ground in Crimea proceeded at breakneck speed. On 
March 1, Aksyonov declared himself in charge of all security institu-
tions (KIANews 2014). On March 2, merely three days after becom-
ing prime minister, he swore in new acting heads of the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, SBU, Emergency Service, and Border Service to serve 
“the people of Crimea” (Russkoe edinstvo 2014). In Sevastopol, Denis 
Berezovsky, appointed Commander of the Naval Forces of Ukraine 
the day before, defected to the Russian Black Sea Fleet (BBC 2014a).

The scope and swiftness of defection among Crimean officials was 
startling: Table 5.1 provides a breakdown of the 70 percent of secu-
rity personnel, serving in various agencies, who went over to the new 
authorities (Ukrinform 2016a).29 This included 85 percent of SBU offi-
cers, who went on to work for the Russian Federal Security Service 
(FSB), an event described as having “no parallel in the history of spe-
cial services” (Shiriaev 2016). The scale of political defections was 
equally high. When the Crimean parliament declared “independence” 
(nezavizimost’) on March 11, nearly 80 percent (i.e., seventy-eight of 
the eighty-one MPs present – nineteen were absent) voted in favor.30 

(Tsymbaliuk 2018; UNIAN 2018). Russia later claimed that it never formally 
received Yanukovych’s letter (Coynash 2018c), despite the fact that it had 
been deposited in the UN digital archives (United Nations Security Council 
2014). Yanukovych was convicted of treason by a Ukrainian court in 2019.

 29 For many, the choice was simply a practical one. They were locals, owned 
property, had no relatives on the mainland, and were offered better pay and 
perks (Lavrov 2015b, 179).

 30 This suggested that the several dozen deputies who either did not attend or 
were forced to attend the aborted February 26 session and the decisive one on 
February 27 had since rallied to the cause of separation from Ukraine.
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The Crimean branch of the Party of Regions, which had ceased to 
function as a distinct entity, organically merged with United Russia, 
the ruling party in Russia, after March 18, with the overwhelming 
majority of its officials keeping their positions (Loiko 2016).

On March 6, the Crimean parliament announced that the referen-
dum would take place much earlier – on March 16 – and that the ques-
tion was now one of “reunification” (vossoedinenie) with Russia. The 
initial call for a referendum, on February 27, merely a week earlier, had 
formally been for enhanced powers within Ukraine, even though the 
reality of the military takeover excluded any possible negotiations. By 
February 28, a draft law had been submitted to the Russian parliament 
allowing the Russian state to unilaterally annex a territory belonging to 
another state, instead of making it contingent on an agreement between 
those two states, as previous legislation had stipulated (Galimova 
2015). It appears likely that the decision to annex Crimea was made 
in Moscow around March 3–4 (Galimova 2015), presumably after it 
became clear that Russian units would encounter no military or civil-
ian resistance, and that Crimean political and security elites supported 
annexation.31

The referendum invited people to agree with one of two options 
presented in the form of questions. The first question asked whether 
voters were in favor of “reunification with Russia.” The second was 
whether they supported the reinstatement of the 1992 Constitution of 
Crimea “as part of Ukraine” (Coynash 2016b). While the latter could 
have been interpreted as a vote against separation from Ukraine, the 
1992 Constitution had granted the Crimean parliament complete “sov-
ereign” powers, and the current parliament had already declared inde-
pendence and expressed its preference for reunification with Russia on 
March 11 (Bialik 2014; BBC News Russkaia sluzhba 2014).32 In other 

 31 There is some evidence that the Crimean “self-defense” militia was strictly 
forbidden from speaking openly about reunification, or even using the Russian 
flag, until March 6 (Loiko 2016).

 32 There were actually two versions of the Crimean Constitution drafted in 1992: 
a more maximalist one, during a political confrontation with Kyiv, and another 
after the autonomous status was enhanced. The second option on the 2014 
ballot did not specify which one would apply (Umland 2018). Our simple 
model prediction is not this nuanced, of course – we can only make much 
cruder sorts of statements (e.g., a = 1, p + aC > 1, x* = 1, K accepted anyway).
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 35 On March 21, the Venice Commission, the legal advisory board of the 
Council of Europe, provided the full legal reasoning, which boiled down to 
the following: the Ukrainian Constitution did not allow the holding of a local 

words, the two options pointed to a single practical outcome. The 
referendum was held under conditions where no public debate was 
possible.33 The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE) electoral observation mission to Ukraine was also prevented 
entry into Crimea (Gov.uk 2014). The referendum appeared more like 
a plebiscite with a predetermined outcome.

To no one’s surprise, the authorities announced a nearly unani-
mous vote (97 percent) in favor of reunification with Russia. These 
implausibly high results conflicted with the much lower estimates of 
a rapporteur of the Russian Presidential Human Rights Council.34 
Yet the die was cast. Within twenty-four hours Vladimir Putin wel-
comed Crimea as a new “subject” of the Russian Federation at a 
ceremonial event in Moscow (Prezident Rossii 2014a). Western pow-
ers and international bodies declared the referendum illegal on the 
grounds that it violated the territorial integrity of Ukraine. Russia 
vetoed a UN Security Council draft resolution to this effect on March 
15 (with China abstaining), but a similar resolution was adopted by 
the General Assembly on March 27 (United Nations 2014; United 
Nations Meetings Coverage and Press Releases 2014). On March 
17, the EU determined that the referendum was illegal, issuing sanc-
tions against individuals and “entities or bodies associated with 
them” (e.g., companies of pro-Putin corporate oligarchs) that had 
taken actions “which undermine or threaten the territorial integrity, 
sovereignty and independence of Ukraine” (Council of the European 
Union 2014a).35

 33 Russian special forces seized the state-owned television channel, TRC Krym, 
on March 1. The largest independent channel, Chornomorska, was shut down 
on March 3. The national Ukrainian channels were disconnected on March 6 
(Coynash 2014). The only television and radio channels that could be picked 
up on regular airwaves were under Russian or Crimean government control.

 34 In a report following a field investigation in Crimea, Yevgenyi Bobrov 
estimated the turnout during the referendum to be in the 30–50 percent 
range, and the support for reunification as between 50 and 60 percent 
(and up to 80 percent in Sevastopol). Later on, the Human Rights Council 
posted a statement calling into question the “objectivity” of the “personal” 
observations of the rapporteur (Bobrov 2014).
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After the referendum, there were still pockets of loyal Ukrainian mil-
itary forces, primarily confined to a few bases. A shooting on March 
18 left two dead, and revealed the potential for further needless death. 
On March 19, the government of Ukraine announced that loyal units 
of the Ukrainian military would withdraw to safety through secured 
corridors. By March 26, these units had completed their retreat across 
the now-disputed border.

Conclusion

An authoritative strand of the literature argues that the annexation 
of Crimea was guided by a long-term geostrategic imperative: that it 
would be intolerable for Russia to lose access to a warm water port 
for its Black Sea Fleet if a Europe-oriented Ukraine were to be invited 
to join NATO (Ignatieff 2014; Lukyanov 2014; Mearsheimer 2014).36 
In this view, NATO expansion eastward, over the constant and bitter 
objections of Russia, had reached an unacceptable limit, and, when 
Putin felt he was losing Ukraine, “the spring snap[ped] back hard,” as 
he himself put it (Washington Post 2014).

This is not the argument that Russians themselves made at the time, 
however. Once the Crimean referendum was a fait accompli, Putin’s 
retelling of events in his March 18 speech celebrating Crimea’s “home-
coming” emphasized both the humanitarian nature of the intervention 
(including the invocation of familiar Responsibility to Protect argu-
ments), and the defensive, reactive response to NATO expansion.37 

referendum on secession, rendering the referendum unconstitutional (Venice 
Commission 2014). The United States and Canada also announced sanctions 
justified on nearly identical grounds. The behavior of the Bank of Russia 
immediately prior the Crimean independence referendum suggests that the 
Kremlin anticipated these sanctions (Johnson 2016, 256).

 36 Treisman (2018) holds a subtly different view: that Russia seized Crimea 
not because it necessarily feared that Ukraine would join NATO, but that a 
nationalist Ukrainian government would terminate the lease agreement over 
Sevastopol.

 37 Putin rhetorically asked what the prospects of Ukraine joining NATO 
“would have meant for Crimea and Sevastopol in the future? It would 
have meant that NATO’s navy would be right there in this city of Russia’s 
military glory and this would create not an illusory but a perfectly real threat 
to the whole of southern Russia” (Washington Post 2014). See also Toal 
(2017, 223–32).
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During the month immediately preceding the Crimean referendum, the 
Kremlin’s disciplined public diplomacy messaging had prepositioned 
arguments that would allow Russia to underscore the humanitarian 
nature of the intervention, notably the claim that residents of Ukraine 
were under threat from forces unleashed by Maidan. For Putin, the 
2008 recognition of Kosovo had created a useful precedent. In his 
March 18 speech in the Kremlin on the annexation of Crimea, Putin 
quoted American diplomats, who argued in a 2009 submission to the 
International Court of Justice, that “declarations of independence 
may, and often do, violate domestic legislation. However, this does not 
make them violations of international law.” Crimeans, Putin claimed, 
had that same unilateral right to demand protection from Russia, and 
to be annexed according to principles of self- determination (Dubinsky 
and Rutland 2019).

Did Crimea break with Kyiv on its own, and then ask Russia for 
help? Not exactly. After a mass demonstration prevented the Crimean 
parliament from enacting such a scenario, Russian special forces 
arrived the following morning. Meeting no resistance, they secured 
parliament, and installed a pro-Russia government. Within thirty-six 
hours, the new government issued the call for help. Elites in the Party of 
Regions, initially divided over the appropriateness of the operation, fell 
in line in short order. The vast majority of security personnel, includ-
ing the Black Sea Fleet, defected. Elites from the collapsing Party of 
Regions then held a hastily organized voting exercise carried out under 
conditions approximating martial law. Afterwards, Russia declared 
the matter closed. It is unlikely that local coordination on sedition in 
Crimea would have occurred had it not been facilitated by Russian 
military activity. It is most unlikely that the claim of 97 percent support 
represents the legitimate “will of the people” living on the peninsula.

However, Crimea did not present a difficult operational environ-
ment for Russian special forces. They quickly identified high-status 
elites in the Party of Regions, the Black Sea Fleet, and Russian nation-
alist networks sympathetic to sedition. They found many willing and 
capable partners, and encountered very few heroic solo resisters. There 
were no riots, and just a few shots fired. Russian soldiers were not 
ambushed, humiliated, or attacked in the streets. Once community-
level “tips” took place, and it was clear that there was no pro-Maidan 
street power, there was really nothing the government in Kyiv felt it 
could do. Crimea was not a site of civil war violence.
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Nowhere else in Eastern Ukraine would the matter be resolved so 
neatly. The Russian government may have wanted to replicate the suc-
cess of Crimea. Instead of legitimate partners among oligarchs and 
local officials, for the most part, the potential allies who came out of 
nowhere tended to be a mix of far-right Russian nationalists, unruly 
militiamen, soldiers of fortune, and biker gangs – anarchic outcomes 
that will be outlined in Chapter 6.
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The salient question for Ukrainian territorial unity after Maidan, and 
especially after Crimea, was how Russian-speakers who were tempted 
to self-identify politically as Russians would interpret the events that had 
just occurred. The Russian media was providing a comprehensive script 
for Russian-speakers to perform in order to engage in sedition, and call 
for help – but who would heed the call? The purpose of this chapter is to 
document the numerous dogs that did not bark. Most Russian-speaking 
communities failed to tip toward sedition. These failed attempts at post-
Maidan resistance should not be omitted from the dominant and nar-
row focus on Crimea and Donbas, and we hope the evidence in this 
chapter contributes to a more complete historical picture.

This chapter details how and why Russian-speaking elites gradually 
came to coordinate against sedition. Donbas is the part of Ukraine 
where, in the language of our model, elites did not coordinate on sedi-
tion in the first period, but pressure for sedition came from the street 
and proved stronger than elsewhere in Eastern Ukraine. To clarify: 
the “street” is not public opinion, but rather the capacity to mobilize 
and to engage using intimidation and violence. There is little evidence 
that Eastern Ukrainian public opinion was trending seditionist, but 
the street certainly did, at least in the early going – less so in Odesa and 
Kharkiv than in Donbas. The result was a costly standoff. Eventually, 
Russia intervened.

The current chapter describes the politics across the oblasts of conti-
nental Eastern Ukraine, including Donbas up to the start of the actual 
war. Coordinated sedition failed due to many complex factors, but 
we emphasize five: (1) mixed Russian signals about whether or where 
support for an insurgency would arrive; (2) the collapse of the institu-
tional authority of the Party of Regions; (3) inconsistent behavior and 
resolve on the part of an unsteady new government in Kyiv, which 
resulted in some preventable policing failures but never in mass repres-
sion or police units firing into crowds; (4) fear of the consequences, 

6 “The Russian Spring” 
(Eastern Ukraine)
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as everyone observed pitched battles on the streets of Eastern oblast 
capitals; and (5) uncertainty about what elites would do. The net effect 
was that sedition did not spread like a contagion. 

This chapter focuses on the parts of Ukraine where Russian-
speaking communities predominated. Pro-Russian activists were jock-
eying to emerge as dominant voices. The chapter describes a gradual 
testing of the waters but, ultimately, a decision against sedition almost 
everywhere. To build a tractable analytic model, in Appendix A we 
reduce the choice set to a binary decision (being against or for the post-
Maidan state, sedition or against /sedition/). In so doing, we conflate a 
large repertoire of non-seditious acts. In lived experience, these behav-
iors would range from passive silence to active defense of the state, with 
many gradations between. Some anti-seditionist elites were fence-sitters, 
waiting for the dominos to fall on one side or the other. In different 
communities, anti-seditionist elites took to the streets and led from the 
front. Anti-seditionist coordination efforts could be subtle, like peaceful 
protests to memorialize police officers killed on Maidan, or overt, such 
as forming self-defense units or giving anti-Putin sermons.

Since the presence of these pro-Ukraine street groups deterred some 
performances of sedition (μ), there was likely preference falsification 
afterwards, too. This is true for both in communities that “tipped” (in 
the Donbas and Crimea) and the communities that did not. Once  others’ 
strategies are clarified, elites have incentives to pretend that they had 
been against /sedition/ (or for sedition in areas that tipped!) all along. 
This makes the exercise of retrospectively reconstructing events through 
the use of surveys or first-person accounts fraught. There are, however, 
sufficient credible observational accounts of the politics as they unfolded 
to anchor a causal narrative. We provide a variety of evidence in this 
chapter consistent with the claim that elites in Kyiv and Eastern Ukraine, 
as well as pro-Russian protesters and street fighters, second-guessed 
each other and Russia in the days and months after Yanukovych was 
removed. Uncertainty about what Russia would do in response to vari-
ous moves and countermoves was central to strategic calculations.

In which areas was an uprising a practical concern? Essentially, in 
the South and East. Map 6.1 illustrates the geographical distribution of 
large-scale anti-Maidan protest activities that occurred during the period 
described in Chapters 7 and 8 (February 22 through early September).1 

 1 The figure was constructed using raw data from Ishchenko et al. (2018).
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It bears an eerie resemblance to Map 3.1, which provided a visualization 
of the proportion of ethnic Russians across Ukrainian oblasts. Observers 
at the time presented contested, sometimes misleading, interpretations 
of these demonstrations. We hope our account clarifies two contested 
historical points.

The first is the political goal of the anti-Maidan protesters. Many 
activists were putting pressure on their representatives to have their 
voices heard in the disorienting new post-Maidan reality. The most 
visible protest participants did wish to separate from the center 
violently  – but not everyone. Separation was never a popular posi-
tion among economic elites or the rump institutional Party of Regions. 
The crude slogans and performances of sedition, even when they were 
shouted on the street, contrast with the nuanced bargaining positions 
that emerged from elite factions, especially in Donetsk.

The second contested point is the role that Russian agents played 
in the protests. We could not find convincing evidence supporting the 
claim that Russia orchestrated these protests directly. Russian policy 
elites seem to have been banking on a scenario that did not come 
to pass: Ukraine splitting along regional/linguistic lines, with regional 

Significant Anti-Maidan Protests, Feb 22–September 5, 2014

Data Source: Ischenko et al (2018)

Map 6.1 East–West variation in views of post-Maidan regime legitimacy
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elites previously associated with the now-defunct Party of Regions 
retaining their local influence to provide Russia with an institutional 
agent on the ground. After the green light sent by Crimea, the Kremlin 
was probably surprised to see a rebellion originate in, and then be con-
fined to, Eastern Donbas. Based on what we document in this chap-
ter, it is hard to impute a carefully constructed plan for the Russian 
Spring. To provide warrants for this claim, we must wind the clock 
back from mid-March to February, and resume the narrative in Kyiv. 
The locus of action will shift quickly to Kharkiv, before the narrative 
expands to include the main squares of other Eastern urban centers.

The Failed Resuscitation of the Party of Regions

Viktor Yanukovych lost control of his government hours after the 
sniper massacre on February 20, 2014. About a fifth of Party of Regions 
MPs broke ranks that day, attending a parliamentary session halting 
the government effort to suppress Maidan. The party did not immedi-
ately disintegrate, however. On February 22, 73 percent of the remain-
ing 134 MPs were not present for the vote removing Yanukovych as 
president. The following day, the rump fraction accused Yanukovych 
of treason, and declared itself in favor of a “united, strong, and inde-
pendent Ukraine” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014o).

In retrospect, the best chance for an elite-driven regional challenge to 
Kyiv would have been to keep pre-Maidan institutions intact to facilitate 
coordination. Yanukovych might have been a focal point for resistance: 
Residual regime loyalists in the state security service and the military, 
established crony networks, and a well-oiled favor economy based on the 
Party of Regions machinery would have been able to mobilize an insur-
gency that the Kremlin could have recognized and assisted as the legitimate 
Ukrainian government. Instead, at the end of February 21, with political 
defections multiplying, Yanukovych fled for Kharkiv by helicopter.2

Why Kharkiv? Ukraine’s second largest city, near the Russian bor-
der, had a sizeable proportion of self-defining ethnic Russians (about 
25 percent), and a majority of Russian-speakers. After violence broke 
out in Kyiv in January 2014, Kharkiv officials also revealed themselves 

 2 As we saw in Chapter 4, the entire police force had abandoned all guard duties 
by this point (Higgins, Kramer, and Erlanger 2014). Yanukovych later claimed 
he feared for his life (Ukrains’kyi tyzhden 2018).
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as the most outspokenly anti-Maidan community anywhere in 
Ukraine other than Crimea. On February 1, Governor Mykhailo 
Dobkin announced the formation of an anti-Maidan “Ukrainian 
Front.” The Front called Maidan protesters “occupiers” who must 
be “cleansed from Ukrainian lands,” and demanded their “uncondi-
tional withdrawal from public buildings and squares” across Ukraine 
(Kozachenko 2014b; Gordon 2014b). Its symbol was the Ribbon of 
Saint George, identified with the Soviet victory against Nazi Germany 
in World War II (Hudzik 2014), emphasizing commonality with 
Russia against the Western-oriented Euromaidan. On February 10, 
the Front announced the creation of a “national guard.”3 On February 
20, the new movement issued a call for a “general mobilization” of 
the “guard” to “defend the Constitutional order” (Kozachenko 
2014a). The “Ukrainian Front” was planning a “Congress of People’s 
Deputies” from the Southeastern oblasts on February 22 in Kharkiv.

When the Yanukovych government suddenly fell, the planned 
Congress now became the best opportunity to coordinate resistance, 
repeating the script followed after the 2004 Orange Revolution (see 
Chapter 3). Russian TV broadcast the Congress live. The tone of 
speeches embraced the emerging Russian narrative that a coup was 
being orchestrated in Kyiv. After official speeches, a resolution, writ-
ten in advance in Russian only and voted on without discussion, pro-
claimed that the Ukrainian parliament was working “in conditions of 
terror, under the threat of weapons and murder,” raising doubts about 
the “legitimacy and legality” of its decisions. The resolution called for 
local and regional councils in the Southeast to cease to recognize the 
authority of the central government “until the reestablishment of the 
constitutional order” (Mediaport 2014a). Kharkiv officials seem to 
have believed that they were provoking a constitutional confrontation 
on their own terms.4 What was taking shape was an ultimatum to the 
center launched from the periphery, just as our model assumes.

 3 In practice, this meant that civilians, working in conjunction with the police, 
were bussed in to intimidate and attack protesters in Kyiv (Butusov 2014). 
Street bullies hired by the state to harass and beat protesters were active during 
the Kyiv Maidan. Butusov claims many “street fighting men” who assisted the 
police were from this Kharkiv “national guard.”

 4 A local observer noted that the resolution was actually not as radical as it could 
have been, since it avoided a direct demand of “federalization” (Obozrevatel 
2014). As a declaration of intent to disobey orders from Kyiv, however, its 
purpose was clear (Shuster 2014b). Calling on nationally elected deputies to 
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Yet nothing was more striking at the Congress than Yanukovych’s 
absence. He had, as everyone knew by then, fled to Kharkiv the night 
before. Yanukovych reportedly spent most of the night of February 21–22 
at the residence of Kharkiv governor Dobkin. The governor apparently 
convinced Yanukovych not to attend the Congress – not due to security 
concerns, but because he feared a public shaming by the Party of Regions 
members about to be assembled (Koshkina 2015, 123). The Maidan kill-
ings, and the cumulative weight of months of inept response to opposi-
tion street power, had sapped party morale and cost Yanukovych the 
confidence of his own party’s inner circle. Yanukovych then went into 
hiding. A few hours later, after announcing – by video from an undis-
closed location  – that he was staying in Ukraine (Ukrains’ka pravda 
2014u), Yanukovych left for Donetsk, where he was prevented from 
boarding a flight to Russia. He was then driven by car to Crimea, met 
with officers from the Black Sea Fleet, and was smuggled into Russia.

Congress organizers attempted to proceed without Yanukovych’s 
leadership, setting up an outdoor stage near the premises, with a plan 
to address thousands of supporters.5 In the meantime, however, pro-
Maidan crowds started to mobilize in the streets of Kharkiv. They 
congregated a single metro station away, and started a march toward 
the outdoor stage. Fearing a confrontation, Congress organizers can-
celled the speeches, and were whisked away in official cars (Koshkina 
2015, 124). The threat of spontaneously organized pro-Kyiv violence 
had disrupted elite coordination.

On the following day, the rump Party of Regions in Kyiv denounced 
Yanukovych, implicitly recognizing the legitimacy of the new govern-
ing coalition. The whereabouts of two important Kharkiv officials, 
Governor Dobkin and Mayor Hennadiy Kernes, remained unclear. 
On their return in the evening, they expressed their loyalty to the 
new Maidan government.6 The Donetsk governor followed suit. In 

return to their district, as the resolution did as well, would, minimally, have 
prevented the Rada from reaching a quorum, functionally paralyzing its work 
(Socor 2014b).

 5 Some supporters had cell phones and other devices ready to record and archive 
the event on social media. As a result, many videos remain on YouTube 
documenting a handful of pro-Congress people milling around an empty stage, 
as anti-Congress marchers shout.

 6 The appointment of Arsen Avakov, a former governor of Kharkiv, as the 
Maidan government’s interior minister may have played a role in the political 
about-face of these Kharkiv elites. Dobkin resigned on February 26, replaced 
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Crimea, the wind was blowing in the other direction, but it seems 
the Crimean elite initially banked on a coordinated Southeastern 
rebellion, not secession. Crimea had sent a delegation to the Kharkiv 
Congress. Within twenty-four hours, with Yanukovych gone and 
the Kharkiv leaders backtracking, the situation “radically changed” 
and Crimean separation was suddenly on the agenda.7 The Kharkiv 
plan for coordinated regional defiance against the new government 
appeared to be stillborn.

Into the Institutional Void

As it was becoming clear that Party of Regions elites were hesitant to 
engage in overt sedition, pro- and anti-Maidan forces began to clash. 
Politics spilled onto the streets. On February 23, pro-Maidan pro-
testers in Kharkiv occupied the regional administration building (the 
Oblast State Administration, or ODA) on Freedom Square, demand-
ing the resignation of the governor and mayor. The police offered no 
resistance. Across the square, pro-Russian activists set up a barricade 
around the Lenin statue.8 Street fighting erupted on February 25, with 
the Kharkiv football ultras providing the muscle on the pro-Maidan 
side (Carroll 2014).

The street was also becoming active in Donetsk. A young entrepre-
neur, Pavel Gubarev, had attended the Kharkiv Congress as an observer. 
The “ridiculous spectacle” persuaded him that the Party of Regions 
elite was finished. Resistance to the Maidan regime change would have 
to occur outside official channels (Gubarev 2016, 81–5). Gubarev, 
who earlier in his life had flirted with radical right politics in Russia 
(Balmforth 2014), used his personal savings and contacts among gradu-
ates of the history faculty at Donetsk University to set up a “People’s 

by an associate of Avakov. Ukrainian oligarch Ihor Kolomoyskyi later claimed 
that he flew Kernes to his residence in Switzerland and convinced him to switch 
his allegiance to Maidan (Carroll 2015). The story has not been corroborated.

 7 The citation is from Mikhail Chalyi, brother of the Sevastopol well-known 
businessman and “people’s mayor” Aleksei Chalyi who took over the reins of 
the City Council (Zhigulev, Sivtsova, and Skibitskaia 2017). See Chapter 5.

 8 A wave of Lenin statues being forcibly brought down (Leninopad) was picking 
up steam across Ukraine (Pshenychnykh 2020; Kutkina 2021). The pro-Russian 
militants were seeking to prevent that. The statue was eventually removed by 
the authorities in the fall.
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Militia of Donbas” (Narodnoe opolchenie Donbassa).9 Through social 
media, he boldly issued an “ultimatum” to the Donetsk City Council 
to implement the Kharkiv Congress resolution that refused to recognize 
the new government in Kyiv (Za Donbass 2014). Invited to speak at a 
session of the council on February 27, Gubarev warned party officials 
that, if they failed to oppose Kyiv, no one would defend them when 
Maidan radicals descended on Donetsk (Gubarev 2016, 92).

Donetsk Party of Regions local officials had never really had to jus-
tify themselves directly to people like Gubarev. Their legitimacy came 
from a promise that they could shape policy at the center to the ben-
efit of their core voter constituents. In the past week, however, the 
Donetsk top brass had been abruptly and visibly ejected from power 
in Kyiv. Donetsk was soon to be completely shut out of power. There 
was no Donetsk representation at all in the new cabinet. The priority 
annulment of the 2012 language law had added symbolic power to 
what was seen as a looming political threat emanating from Kyiv. (The 
law, after all, had been a Donetsk creation.) Its repeal was interpreted 
by many in the East as a signal that hardline elements of Maidan were 
locking in their victory and bringing in “their” people by imposing 
the use of Ukrainian in state offices (see Chapter 3). There was also a 
major development: by the time Gubarev addressed the City Council, 
Russian special forces had seized the Crimean parliament.

On March 1, on the day that the Russian Senate granted Putin’s offi-
cial request to send Russian troops to Ukraine, massive demonstrations 
rocked both Kharkiv and Donetsk, as well as Odesa, Luhansk, and a 
slew of smaller towns in Eastern Ukraine. The most violent protest took 
place in Kharkiv. The governor’s building (ODA) had by then been 
occupied by pro-Maidan activists for an entire week. On March 1, doz-
ens of men, egged on by a crowd of a few thousands chanting “Thank 
you, Berkut,” “Russia,” and “Referendum,” attacked the ODA with 
bats and stones. The Maidan occupiers were ejected as the police looked 
on (Sokolins’ka 2016). The pro-Maidan militants were pelted with 
garbage, forced to apologize on their knees, and beaten (Yurovskaia 
2014).10 The pro-Russian militants did not occupy the state building, 

 9 Though the term opolchenie hails back to early seventeenth-century popular 
resistance during a Polish invasion of Russia, it was widely used in World War 
II to define ordinary people fighting German invaders.

 10 These acts of public humiliation were violent reenactments of rituals 
performed days earlier in several cities of Western Ukraine, and widely seen 
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however. They did not quite have the numbers to hold it. In the follow-
ing days, the regional parliament refused to call an extraordinary session 
to address the demands by pro-Russian protesters (Versii.com 2014).

In Donetsk, the elite also found itself outflanked by the street. The 
local Party of Regions initially used “administrative resources” to orga-
nize a commemoration for the policemen killed on Maidan (Baranov 
2018).11 This was a symbolic challenge to the ceremonies, improvised 
memorial shrines, and open-air museums on the Kyiv Maidan honor-
ing the victims of police violence. Contra the threatening street politics 
and explicit Russian symbols on display in Kharkiv, Donetsk elites 
were attempting to create and institutionalize a counterhegemonic 
interpretation of Maidan in a scripted and staged Soviet style. There 
were familiar speakers standing in front of familiar buildings. There 
were not yet Russian flags (this would quickly change.) A private secu-
rity detail protected the stage, and the organizers would not allow the 
self-declared opolchenie (militia) leader Gubarev to speak. After he 
forced his way to the microphone, a scuffle ensued. Gubarev’s sup-
porters prevailed over the Party of Regions bodyguards.

The opolchenie had hijacked the rally.12 Gubarev called for local 
officials to be dismissed, proclaimed himself “People’s Governor,” and 
denounced the Maidan “coup.” The crowd chanted “Russia” (Ros-si-ia), 
and began to walk toward the governor’s building (ODA), where other 
demonstrators had gathered. The assembly grew to as many as 10,000 
people (UAInfo 2016).13 The protesters’ demands were simple: They 

on TV and social media. In these incidents, officers of the special police unit 
Berkut, as they returned from the Kyiv Maidan, were brought on stage in 
front of thousands-strong crowds. In scenes replete with religious symbolism, 
the officers were asked to kneel in order to beg for forgiveness from the 
“Ukrainian people” (TSN 2014a; Volyns’ki novyny 2014b).

 11 Administrative resources (adminresursy) refers to the practice of using state 
assets for partisan advantage. A standard tool was to summon employees in 
state-owned enterprises to attend official events.

 12 The bodyguards were recruited from the same social milieu of subproletarian 
and uneducated enforcers that were employed as titushki by the regime in Kyiv 
to harass protesters just weeks earlier. In his private writings, the anti-Maidan 
Gubarev was just as contemptuous of these lower class titushki as Maidan 
protesters had been (Ishchenko 2014), framing his own followers as politically 
conscious, serious, and educated (Gubarev 2016, 83–92).

 13 This was a small fraction of the numbers at Maidan, and yet by far the largest 
demonstration in Donetsk (excepting strikes managed by the authorities) since 
Ukrainian independence.
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wanted their regional government to defy Kyiv (overt sedition) and were 
symbolically identifying with Russia. They even succeeded in replacing 
the Ukrainian flag with the Russian flag atop the ODA building.

Under pressure, the Donetsk City Council met in an extraordinary 
session. At the end of the day, Donetsk mayor Oleksandr Lukyanchenko 
announced to the crowd that the council had heeded their demands. 
This was partially true. The council agreed to two demands: that 
Russian be granted official status (a longstanding Donetsk grievance) 
and that a “city militia” (modeled after “self-defense” groups) be cre-
ated “to defend against nationalists.” On the question of a referen-
dum on independence, secession, or federation, however, the council 
hedged. While it declared support for “people’s initiatives (narod-
nye initsiativy),” it merely appealed to the Donetsk Oblast Council 
(Oblrada – the regional parliament) “with a request to hold a referen-
dum” whose content was left unspecified (UAInfo 2016).

With thousands of protesters outside the building, the Oblrada met 
two days later and adopted a resolution carefully written to stay within 
the bounds of the Ukrainian constitution.14 The resolution requested 
the Verkhovna Rada in Kyiv to amend the law on local referendums to 
allow Donetsk to conduct one. This was a far cry from the behavior a 
week earlier in Simferopol when the Crimean parliament unilaterally 
voted to hold a referendum (contravening Ukrainian law). Gubarev was 
now explicitly calling for a referendum “to join Russia” (RBK 2014b) 
but the resolution would have none of it: “We condemn the secessionist 
statements (raskol’nicheskie zaiavleniia) or the calls for the separation of 
Donetsk oblast’ from Ukraine!” (Ostrov 2014). Enraged by the refusal 
of the regional council to break with the post-Maidan government, pro-
testers stormed the ODA on March 3 – and were cleared by the police in 
short order. When they tried again on March 5, Ukraine’s State Security 
Service (SBU) arrested seventy of them, including Gubarev (Vgorode 
2014a). For the most part, Donetsk officials held fast, using street pres-
sure to demand more autonomy from Kyiv, but without engaging in 
open rebellion. Elites were trying to harness the energy of the street to 
gain leverage in their official bargaining with other elites at the center.15

 14 The resolution stated that “the decision was taken without discussion due to 
the fact that the work of the session was disrupted by Pavel Gubarev.”

 15 An alternative reading is that in seeking to bargain with Kyiv, Donetsk elites 
gave impetus to street separatism. Matsuzato (2017, 190) wrote that “these 
generous compromises significantly helped the Novorussianists consolidate their 
position.” Platonova (2020, 285) argues that the March 1 resolution (to request 
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Local elites also resisted street pressure in Odesa. March 1 saw 
parallel pro-Kyiv and pro-Russia demonstrations that remained peace-
ful (Tsiktor 2021). As in Kharkiv, the regional parliament (Oblsovet) 
held an extraordinary session on March 3. A crowd of more than 
2,000 pro-Russian protesters gathered outside the regional government 
building (ODA), blocking the exits to prevent deputies from leaving 
until they acceded to their demands. Odesa governor Mykola Skoryk 
allowed the young pro-Russian protest leader Anton Davydchenko to 
address the council. The “Appeal to Odessans” that he read aloud was 
to break with Kyiv, take control of all security forces in the region, and 
announce a referendum (Taimer 2014) – echoing what had transpired in 
Crimea in the previous week. The parliament voted it down, with only 
14 votes in favor out of 132 (Skorikov 2015). After several attempts, 
the deputies passed a resolution denouncing the entry of Russian troops 
in Crimea (Tsiktor 2021). They proved unable, however, to agree on a 
statement to be addressed to the Verkhovna Rada in Kyiv.

Unlike in Donetsk, pro-Russian street leaders opted not to storm 
Odesa’s ODA building. Pro-Ukraine protesters arriving to match their 
rivals outside the building appeared to have been an important factor.16 
To deescalate the situation, Mykola Tyndiuk, the Oblrada Chair, and 
Davydchenko signed a statement establishing that a “coordinated coun-
cil” would examine the protesters’ demands, to be addressed at a new 
session of the regional parliament on March 6 (Dumskaia 2014). The 
Odesa governor was replaced with a Maidan loyalist on the following 
day. The March 6 session was cancelled and the Odesa parliament never 
formally voted on a resolution aimed at Kyiv. The pro-Russian protest-
ers maintained a permanent tent city in a downtown park, eschewing 
street confrontations. Anton Davydchenko was arrested later in March.

In Luhansk, the smallest of the two provincial capitals in Donbas, 
a mass demonstration was also held on March 1, with protesters 
agitating for the same sort of radical anti-Maidan demands. The 
regional council held its own extraordinary session the following 

the regional parliament to hold a referendum) “was clearly against the law.” 
Our model assumes that regional elites for decades have used the Russia threat, 
implicitly or otherwise, in seeking to advance their position vis-à-vis the center.

 16 A pro-Russian protester claims that the pro-Ukraine camp came in full 
“Maidan self-defense” (shields, helmets, clubs, walked-in formation) while 
his camp was unprepared (Skorikov 2015). In other words, the street – 
understood here as those ready to engage in street fights – appeared to have 
been more pro-Ukraine than in the other major cities of the East.
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day. As in Odesa, they were handed a resolution by protest leaders. 
This ambitious document called for a “radical transformation of the 
state,” an “all-Union referendum” on the federalization of Ukraine, 
the disarming of “illegal military formations” (i.e., the Maidan “self-
defense” groups), and the cessation of criminal investigations on the 
police “who fulfilled their duties” on Maidan (Lermontov 2014; 
LiveJournal 2014b). The council initially refused to consider this pro-
posal, but demonstrators forcibly entered the gated territory of the 
ODA, blocked the entrances, and hoisted a Russian flag. Intimidated, 
the council adopted the resolution wholesale. The Luhansk Council 
became the only regional parliament in Eastern Ukraine to issue a 
formal challenge to the post-Maidan government in Kyiv.

There were some cross-regional trends in the anti-Maidan demonstra-
tions that shook Eastern Ukrainian urban centers in early March 2014. 
All slogans were similar: referendum on the status of the region (some-
times couched as “federalization”), “self-defense” against “fascists,” and 
official status for the Russian language. The chants of “Russia” (Ro-ssi-ia) 
and the ubiquitous presence of the Russian flag were difficult to misinter-
pret. Protesters usually demanded a special session of the regional parlia-
ment to address their demands, with differing degrees of success. Such 
sessions were held in Donetsk, Luhansk, and Odesa (not Kharkiv), with 
a menacing crowd outside and some protesters even getting inside.

Variation in compliance with radical street demands by elites that 
did convene special sessions is informative. Once they had established a 
quorum, the Odesa MPs refused to go along with what they had been 
handed. Those in Donetsk requested Kyiv to allow them to hold a refer-
endum. In Luhansk, MPs caved and adopted the radical resolution, fol-
lowing in the seditious footsteps of Crimea. Everywhere else, local elites 
remained cautiously against sedition. Only Donetsk sought to openly 
engage in bargaining with the center. The street seemed to be tilting pro-
Russian in many communities, and while the number of protesters paled 
in comparison to the Kyiv Maidan, this was an attempt to coordinate 
sedition that completely bypassed the Party of Regions as an institution. 
It was an ominous sign of what was to come in Donbas (see Chapter 7).

Returning to analytic narrative, we note three threads of the story 
arc that track the model. First, while the energy of the street was 
cacophonous, the elites that actually controlled the halls of regional 
government were adopting nuanced bargaining positions. Variation 
in these stances reflected variation in leverage. Luhansk, right on the 
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Russian border, was the single example of a community-level elite 
demand for extreme separation. Everywhere else, where p was lower, 
moderates proposed an intermediate bargain conspicuously short of 
full-throated sedition. Elites attempted to respond as they had before – 
to use street energy or the fear of disturbances to broker a better deal 
for their communities. They were now under street pressure, and the 
looming threat of a Russian invasion, but the playbook was the same.

Second, while there was tactical moderation of demands by strate-
gic actors anxious about limiting violence, the stakes were understood 
to be existential and what was being bargained over was zero-sum 
(one side’s gain was the other’s loss). The grievances and slogans that 
motivated anti-Maidan activists to take to the streets had very little 
to do with trade policy. The threat was status reversals, the risk of 
reduced cultural autonomy for Russian-speaking communities, and 
“fascist” attacks from the Ukrainian core.

Third, in most localities, participants became aware that coordination 
on sedition was not forthcoming – and quite early on. Because the party 
institutions of cross-regional coordination had disintegrated, appeals 
were haphazard. The explosion of violence on the streets of some 
Russian-speaking communities was an emotional response by social 
forces who felt betrayed by the conservative (the phrase surely would 
have been “weak”) behavior of “their” elites. Street forces appeared to 
be poised to bypass the institutions of the state on March 1–3. They did 
not, so a social tip to sedition did not occur anywhere – not yet. What fol-
lowed instead was a rapid countermobilization by anti-seditionist mili-
tias, making sure the streets were contested. This contrasts with Crimea, 
where seditious elites could speak their minds assured by safety in num-
bers (μ=0). The various displays of pro-Russia street energy uncorked 
on other Eastern Ukrainian streets did not go unchallenged (μ>0). 
Neighborhood-level responses from self-organized pro-Maidan militia 
actors, particularly in Kharkiv and Odesa, were especially important.

Did Kremlin Agents Fail to Lead, or Did 
Locals Fail to Coordinate?

What role did Kremlin agents play in these early protests? Many 
claim the uprisings were orchestrated directly by subversive forces 
in Moscow’s employ. If this is true, an analytic narrative emphasiz-
ing local agency rests on misleading assumptions, and the real action 
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will require the opening of Russian state security archives. Certainly 
allegations that Russian military intelligence was pulling the strings of 
these pro-Russian street protests were (and remain) widespread. The 
initial claim was that many of the protesters were not really locals 
at all, but had been bussed in from nearby Russian oblasts (Glavnoe 
2014; Kalinina 2014; Mykhailin and Vakulenko 2014; Roth 2014). 
A variation was that they were locals paid by Yanukovych operatives 
(Wilson 2016, 645). What is the evidence to support these claims?

In 2016, the SBU released edited intercepts of conversations between 
Russian officials and anti-Maidan activists in Ukraine held on the 
day of these multiple demonstrations – March 1, 2014 (Melkozerova 
2016; UA Position 2016). Dubbed the “Glazyev tapes,” after Russian 
government adviser Sergei Glazyev, who initiated the calls, they were 
touted as the smoking gun exposing a Russian plan to “manufacture” 
a war in Eastern Ukraine (Umland 2016; Whitmore 2016). Glazyev, 
on the tapes, is clearly hoping that members of local militias (he names 
Oplot in Kharkiv, Odesskaia druzhina in Odesa) will take the initia-
tive, storm regional parliaments, force them to organize a referendum 
on regional autonomy, and then call for Russian help.

The calls only represent evidence that financial support from 
Moscow was on offer. Instead of unveiling a well-oiled Russian master 
plan to break up Ukraine, the content of the tapes reveals the lim-
its of Russia’s ability to control events on the ground.17 Glazyev and 
other Muscovites on the calls were remote from the centers of power 
(Zygar 2016, 284). The Glazyev tapes contrast the professionalism of 
the Ministry of Defense in Crimea, revealing bumbling improvisations 
by minor political freelancers, trying to stoke urban unrest in another 
country by spreading around paltry sums of petty cash.18 There was no 
logistical plan. As Konstantin Zatulin, Glazyev’s partner and head of 
an institute dealing with the former Soviet republics, said on one of the 
calls: “We are not providing any operative management, just support-
ing them. Let’s see what they can do on their own” (Shandra 2019a).19

 17 The exception being Crimea – except that even there Russian troops had to 
assist local militias in order to ensure that the parliament vote on a referendum 
unfolded smoothly. See Chapter 5.

 18 We are indebted to Fabian Burkhardt, a German scholar, for this 
interpretation. His insights appeared in a 2016 Facebook post.

 19 There was also an attempt by Kirill Frolov, from the Zatulin Institute, to have 
the local Russian Orthodox Church in Odesa come out denouncing Kyiv and 
asking for Russian help. This also failed (Hosaka 2019).
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Considering that Donbas became the main front of violent 
insurgency a few weeks later, it is striking that no one from Donetsk 
was on the line for these calls from Moscow. The focus was virtually 
all on Kharkiv and Odesa. This probably reflects the thinking at the 
time in Moscow: banking on Kharkiv to lead the resistance against 
Kyiv, with a cascade of communities tipping in sequence. This strat-
egy was laid out in a memorandum, leaked in 2015, that circulated in 
Kremlin circles in February 2014 (weeks before Yanukovych’s flight). 
The document painted the Yanukovych government as “terminally 
bankrupt” and the Ukrainian state on the verge of regional disintegra-
tion. The document is treated as evidence that Russian intervention in 
Ukraine was planned before the Maidan events culminated (Lipskyi 
2015; Snyder 2018, 136). Revealingly, the memorandum explicitly 
speculates that the “maximum integration” of Eastern provinces with 
Russia would not arise from Donetsk (where über-oligarch Rinat 
Akhmetov was seen as loyal to Kyiv), but rather from the “priority 
regions” of Kharkiv and Crimea. The memorandum writers, and the 
March 1 callers, all anticipated that Kharkiv, and secondarily Odesa, 
would drive the rebellion in Ukraine.

In light of this information, what “coordination” might have 
looked like, had everything gone according to plan from Moscow’s 
perspective, is clearer. To maximize influence over Eastern Ukraine 
without resorting to costly occupation, Little Green Men needed free-
dom to act with the expectation of cooperation from local partners. 
The Kremlin would have needed someone like Vladimir Konstantinov 
or Sergei Aksyonov capable of strong-arming a majority of regional 
lawmakers into passing secessionist legislation, denouncing Kyiv, and 
making self-determination claims. No such leader could be found in 
Eastern Ukraine. Despite street pressure, elites resisted the temptation 
to take radical steps that would have destabilized Ukraine further.

An Aborted War in the Streets

Regional officials of the Party of Regions had issued a formal challenge 
to Kyiv at the Kharkiv Congress, but quickly folded. After this debacle, 
the Kremlin had to settle for second- and third-best options: hoping 
the pro-Russian street would force official institutions (regional par-
liaments) to hold referenda. This also failed most everywhere, the par-
tial exception being Luhansk. Russia kept pushing the regional card, 
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calling for the “federalization” of Ukraine, but lost control of events 
on the ground.20 So did Kyiv, in many cases. For the next two months, 
street politics remained salient. The future of Eastern Ukraine was 
a drama played out in the streets. Linked political demonstrations, 
remembered in the Russian media as the “Russian Spring,” reiterated 
the demands for a referendum on regional autonomy (Melnyk 2020).

These high-intensity public meetings were most frequent in Donetsk 
region. By one count eighty were held between late February and 
early April 2014, especially in the capital Donetsk and the port city 
of Mariupol (Platonova 2020, 137). Street violence was more fre-
quent in Kharkiv, with some pro-Russian demonstrations featuring 
serious violence or destruction of property (Platonova 2020, 126). In 
mid-March, two of these clashes turned deadly. On March 13, pro-
Ukraine demonstrators in Donetsk were attacked by a much larger 
pro-Russian contingent. The police failed to separate the groups, and 
one pro-Ukrainian participant was stabbed to death (Vice News 2014). 
The following evening, in Kharkiv, members of the pro-Russian Oplot 
fight club, which had previously sent titushki to the Kyiv Maidan, beat 
up Kharkiv Maidan activists (Kuzio 2017, 163) and attacked members 
of Patriot Ukraïny, a pro-Maidan Ukrainian far-right group that had 
barricaded itself in an office. The groups exchanged Molotov cocktails 
and gunshots, resulting in two deaths on the Oplot side (Khomenko 
2015; Likhachev 2015). These events revealed new street dynamics. 
Pro-Ukrainian street fighters were virtually nonexistent in Crimea and 
outmatched in Donetsk, but not in Kharkiv.

The unwillingness of local police to neutralize violent anti-regime 
demonstrators enabled this slide toward anarchy. In part, this was an 
unintended consequence of Maidan. Institutional trust in the state was 
at an all-time low. Policemen, many from Eastern Ukraine, had been 
injured or killed by Maidan protesters only for survivors to ultimately 
be abandoned by lawmakers. The refusal to rein in violence was also 
partially a matter of practical confusion over lines of command and 
control. The legitimacy of the new government was being challenged 
and this affected police morale. The troubling realization that the 

 20 On March 17, the day before the annexation of Crimea, the Russian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs called for a referendum on a new “federal constitution” in 
Ukraine (Smolar 2014a) that would have dramatically reduced Kyiv’s influence 
over its regions(Darden 2014).
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loyalty of the local police was in question supercharged street politics. 
If a Russian-speaking community were to tip toward coordinated sedi-
tion what could the new Maidan government do? The national spe-
cial police force tasked with containing street disorders, Berkut, had 
been disbanded by the Interior Ministry after Maidan. A plan to form 
a National Guard was announced on March 13 (Ukrains’ka pravda 
2014m), but such a force was months away from becoming operational.

The empirical material that follows reveals the limits of the antisep-
tic game-theoretic language of “coordinated anti-seditionist strategies 
by elites” (see Appendix A) which does not really do justice to the 
drama. Violent tactics were improvised to keep pockets of sedition-
ists from acquiring a territorial foothold or effectively coordinating. 
Analytically, there were two ideal-type interim strategies by which 
Kyiv reestablished control. First, it could rely on private vigilante 
groups willing to support the pro-Maidan government (μ). Second, it 
could reassign security forces from other parts of the country (c).

The first strategy succeeded and was exemplified by the case of 
Dnipropetrovsk. The oligarch Ihor Kolomoyskyi was appointed gov-
ernor on March 1. He used his considerable private wealth to build 
militias to liquidate pro-Russian groups in short order (Carroll 2015). 
Nearby Mykolaiv followed a similar route. An anti-Maidan encamp-
ment had been present in the central square since February 25. Local 
entrepreneurs and businessmen funded a “self-defense” militia, which 
instituted checkpoints around the city, burned down the anti-Maidan 
tents, and scattered pro-Russian militants with tire irons and handguns 
(Podrobytsi 2014; Smolar 2014c). In Odesa, while we lack information 
on the involvement of businessmen, the decision by the pro-Russian 
camp to avoid direct confrontation appeared to have been a calcula-
tion that street fighters on either side were evenly matched. A few scuf-
fles, as well as episodes of show of force and symbolic violence, proved 
the staying power of the pro-Ukrainian street in these three oblasts.

The second strategy, reassigning loyal troops, was a tactic of last 
resort when the street appeared on the brink of a tilt toward Russia.21 
On April 6, pro-Russian militants seized key government buildings in 

 21 In the language of the model, this is an attempt to change elite strategies by 
clarifying the costs c associated with repression. When elites change strategies 
because attempts to coordinate are risky (local vigilante threats) that is μ. In a 
stag hunt, μ represents more intense hunger pangs for a hunter trying to catch 
a stag without enough help and c represents a thinner stag.
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Kharkiv, Donetsk, and Luhansk. In each case, a “People’s Republic” 
was declared. Local elites remained loyal to Kyiv, but could not count 
on the police to remove the intruders. This was so even in Kharkiv, 
despite the fact that two of the top security ministers in the new cabinet 
in Kyiv dispatched to Kharkiv – Arsen Avakov (Interior) and Stepan 
Poltorak (Defense) – had extensive connections in the Kharkiv police 
(Avakov as former governor of Kharkiv, Poltorak as former direc-
tor of the Kharkiv Police Academy (Khomenko 2015). Fortuitously, 
a special police unit from Central Ukraine, trained to combat orga-
nized crime, was in the process of redeploying to Sloviansk, two hours 
southeast of Kharkiv, and ejected the militants from the Kharkiv ODA 
without casualties. The proclaimed republic lasted thirty-six hours 
(Khomenko 2015).

Yet it is worth noting that Kyiv had to rely on forces external to 
the oblast to defeat the Kharkiv insurrection. That strategy failed in 
Donetsk and Luhansk. One reason is that Kyiv did not have many elite 
police troops that it could deploy quickly to conduct high-risk coun-
terinsurgency operations. Another major difference is that Donbas 
militants who took over government buildings, in both Donetsk and 
Luhansk, were armed with heavy weapons. The activists who stormed 
the Kharkiv ODA had no guns.

The weapons acquisition by Donbas militias provides a study in 
state breakdown. On April 6, a few thousand pro-Russian protest-
ers gathered in central Donetsk intending to seize the ODA (Vgorode 
2014b). This was the third such attempt by protesters but the first 
since March 5. Late at night, hundreds of masked individuals massed 
in front of the Donetsk SBU headquarters to commandeer firearms. 
After negotiations, SBU officials let them in. The militants refrained 
from using violence or vandalizing the premises, left with the weapons 
they had come for, and went on to storm the ODA (Gubarev 2016).22

The relatively orderly seizure of weapons contrasted with events of 
the same day in the neighboring Donbas oblast of Luhansk, where the 
SBU office was stormed by protesters demanding the release of anti-
Maidan militants detained inside. In an attack that lasted six hours, 

 22 A video shows a respectful, if surreal, encounter between masked men and an 
SBU employee trying to reach someone on the phone (Zhitel UA 2014). The 
masked men keep asking him for the key to the arms vault. The protesters 
initially claimed they had “seized” the SBU building (Tsenzor.net 2014a), but 
they eventually left.
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stones were hurled, iron bars were used to break windows, and police 
officers were beaten. The more than 100 officers inside did not effec-
tively resist. Imprisoned activists were freed. The attackers were given 
the key to the armory and obtained weapons (Dvali 2014).23

The official state response was to send high-profile government offi-
cials to Donetsk and Luhansk to attempt to defuse the situation.24 
These envoys arrived with a large retinue of over a thousand police, 
including elite SBU “Alpha” troops (Tsenzor.net 2014c; Hromadske 
2016; Obozrevatel 2016). Kyiv’s representative in Donetsk, Serhiy 
Taruta, who had been appointed governor on March 1, publicly came 
out against storming the building and in favor of negotiations, as did 
the oligarch Rinat Akhmetov (Korrespondent.net 2014; Guzhva and 
Korotkov 2015). After the fact, some in Kyiv blamed the responsibil-
ity for failing to retake control on police treason – they had allegedly 
refused to recapture the buildings (Hromadske 2016; Obozrevatel 
2016). Ukrainian officials had in fact been ambivalent about using 
force once they failed to convince protesters to lay down their weap-
ons through suasion (RIA Novosti Ukraina 2014). The strategy of 
clearing an occupied building with force was a last resort that worked 
best when the protesters were unarmed.

The armed seizure of government buildings in Donetsk and 
Luhansk was a qualitative change in the nature of the Russian Spring. 
In Donetsk, the insurgents sent an ultimatum to the regional parlia-
ment to meet at noon on the following day and adopt a resolution on 
a referendum to have Donetsk join Russia (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014c). 
The parliament did not meet and a “Donetsk People’s Republic” 

 23 Recall that the technique of storming offices of the SBU or of the police, with 
stones and Molotov cocktails, had actually first been implemented in seven 
oblasts of Central and Western Ukraine on February 19, after fifteen protesters 
were killed in clashes with the police in Kyiv (24tv.ua 2014; Finance.ua 2014; 
UNIAN 2014). In the Ukrainian West there are many more documented 
instances of rioters capturing weapons by either disarming policemen or 
raiding arms depots (see Chapter 4). SBU officials in the offices in Donetsk and 
Luhansk besieged on April 6 would surely have been aware of these events.

 24 Vitaliy Yarema, first deputy vice-premier, was sent to Donetsk. Andriy 
Parubiy, secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, was sent to 
Luhansk. Neither had ever served in government positions east of Kyiv. Even 
more awkwardly, Parubiy, in his younger days, had belonged to a far-right 
nationalist party, and had recently acted as a coordinator for Maidan “self-
defense” units – precisely the groups that protesters in Donbas were most 
hostile toward.
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was proclaimed (and a Luhansk People’s Republic by the end of the 
month). The arrival, a week later, of an armed commando unit from 
Crimea, by way of Russia, headed by a murky Russian national (Igor 
Girkin, aka Strelkov) provoked a Ukrainian military response. This 
signaled the end of the Russian Spring in Donbas and the transition to 
war, and this is where our narrative picks up in Chapter 7.

In Kharkiv, the short-lived seizure of the ODA did not cauterize 
sedition or fully “tip” the community back toward political neu-
trality or loyalty to Kyiv. On April 13, street clashes left ten people 
injured (Leonard 2014b). A week later, pro-Russian militants tried 
to build a tent camp on the square facing the ODA. Police tore it 
down (Khomenko 2015). As a pro-Russian protest organizer con-
fided later, they could not find enough people “who were ready to 
fight” (Platonova 2020, 259). On April 27, 4,000 football ultras 
from Kharkiv and Dnipropetrovsk held a march chanting “Ukraine 
is united!” Along with street fighters from the radical right (about 
to form the nucleus of the Azov battalion), they intimidated the pro-
Russian camp out of holding a large May 1 event (Ruzhelnyk 2021, 
222–3). Kharkiv’s Russian Spring had fizzled out.

A similar fate awaited Odesa, but with a far more tragic and far-
reaching outcome. Recall that for months, since the failed attempt to 
force a referendum in early March, an anti-Maidan tent city encamp-
ment had been holding ground in the Odesa city center. Contrary 
to Donbas and Kharkiv, despite street protests, there had been no 
attempt to storm the governor’s building (ODA) on April 6. An 
“Odesa People’s Republic” was declared on the Internet later in April, 
to little effect (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014h). Pro- and anti-Maidan “self-
defense” groups had avoided clashing.

A May 2 football match between the Odesa and Kharkiv teams 
created the spark for a confrontation. Before the game, football ultras 
from both teams sought to replicate the march in favor of Ukrainian 
unity that had been successfully held in Kharkiv a week earlier.25 
Radical right elements were also marching, and the lines between the 
ultras and the radical right were increasingly blurred. A gunman from 
the anti-Maidan militia Odesskaia druzhina fired from behind police 
lines, killing a pro-Maidan demonstrator. A chaotic melee ensued and 
five more people were killed, four from the anti-Maidan camp (Hale, 

 25 Another one was held in Dnipropetrovsk at about the same time.
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Shevel, and Onuch 2018, 860). The anti-Maidan groups gradually 
lost the initiative, and were chased all the way to the tent city, taking 
refuge in the adjacent Trade Union Building. Pro-Maidan militants, 
incensed by the day’s events, seem to have tried to burn down the tent 
city. Anti-Maidan protesters shot at them from the building. The two 
sides threw Molotov cocktails at each other. The building went up in 
flames. Forty-eight people died, all pro-Russian activists.26

Viewed in retrospect, what matters the most from an analytical point 
of view is that the facts of the event nested so neatly into both of the mas-
ter geopolitical narratives (summarized at the end of Chapter 4) (Hale, 
Shevel, and Onuch 2018). There were two immediate consequences.

First, the incident signified the high-water mark for the Russian 
Spring as a potential insurgency. Putin had touted the Novorossiya con-
cept, dating back to the late eighteenth century, that the Southeastern 
territories could be unified under Russian rule (Herszenhorn 2014b). 
It would turn out to be a project geographically limited to Donbas and 
Crimea, but the territory of this small oil spot would not expand to 
Odesa, Kharkiv, or anywhere else.

The second immediate effect added fuel to the fire – the emerging 
war – in the Donbas. Russian television depicted the Odesa events as 
a massacre (Coynash 2018b). There was now “incontrovertible evi-
dence” that Ukrainian “fascists” intended to intimidate, humiliate, 
and indeed murder pro-Russian civilians (depicted simply as Russians 
or Russian-speakers) (Gaufman 2017, 119).27 The systematic cam-
paign of propaganda – in social media, through diplomatic channels, 
but especially on television – to delegitimize Ukraine’s new govern-
ment finally had the focal point it needed (Babak et al. 2017).

The use of the word fascist (fashist), strikes a deep chord in Russian 
(and post-Soviet) society. World War II  – the defining moment in 
Russian historical memory – is remembered as the “victory over fascism” 

 26 A proper government investigation was never completed (Council of Europe 
2015). A group of citizens, calling themselves the 2 May Group, conducted an 
exhaustive inquiry, the main conclusion of which was that responsibility for 
the outbreak of the fire could not be ascribed to either side. It remains possible 
that anti-Maidan activists barricaded inside the building accidentally lit the fire 
(Coynash 2017a). The behavior of the police, passive if not complicit, was also 
controversial.

 27 For instance, the fire in Odesa was compared to the heavily memorialized 
massacre at Khatyn during World War II, when civilians were burnt alive in a 
building by German-led forces (Hale, Shevel, and Onuch 2018, 862–3).
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(Tumarkin 2003; Volkov 2018). In the Russian lexicon, fascism is thus 
directly associated with a call to fight off an invasion (Laruelle 2021, 
31).28 When the Russian Foreign Ministry (and the Yanukovych gov-
ernment) began to call the Ukrainian radical right protesters on Maidan 
“fascist thugs” (fashistvuiushiie molodichki) (Ministerstvo inostran-
nykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii 2014a), the implication was not just that 
they were fascists because they used violence. They were also in league 
with foreign enemies. The association of Maidan protesters to foreign 
interests became central to Russian propaganda. The violent ones 
(Pravyi sektor, Svoboda) symbolically identified with the Organization 
of Ukrainian Nationalists (Orhanizatsiia ukraïns’kykh natsionalistiv, 
or OUN) Bandera and were therefore “fascists.” Peaceful protesters, 
meanwhile, were said to be following directives from Western powers, 
primarily the United States. “Fascism” began to blur with “Ukrainian 
nationalism,” with the portrayal of nationalists as foreign agents. The 
storyline, to which the TV audience in Eastern Ukraine were particu-
larly exposed, had a third component: The fascists (heirs to Bandera) 
conducted a coup (violently bringing down the president and his gov-
ernment) at the behest of the United States.

The formation of pro-Russian militias, often self-described as “self-
defense” groups, must be understood in this context as a reaction 
to these fears. The language closely echoed the self-presentation of 
bands of protesters on Maidan who also called themselves self-defense 
groups (samooborony) whose stated aim was to protect Maidan 
against the police and state-paid vigilantes. The militias that formed in 
the East saw themselves as civil protection against the Maidan “self-
defense” groups.29 No law enforcement body was making arrests, so 
small vigilante armies across the Southeast took to the streets armed 
and prepared to face-off against each other. The vision of the Maidan 
government (and certainly of the Maidan street fighters) as fascist was 
largely shared in Russian public opinion (Laruelle 2021, 79), so even if 

 28 The countless war monuments or plaques refer to fascists or invaders, almost 
never to Germans or Nazis. The fascists invaded, and were then heroically 
repulsed.

 29 This cycle of arms-racing by irregular light infantry units – all imagining 
themselves to be arming defensively, all unable to distinguish each other’s 
intent, all acting in the shadow of military intervention from a third-
party great power – has long been recognized as terribly dangerous, since 
“rescuers” often feel they have an incentive to “jump through any windows of 
opportunity that arise” (Posen 1993, 108–9).
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it failed to capture the imagination of most Eastern Ukrainians, it was 
sufficient to convince some people to arm themselves in the Donbas 
and serve as a magnet for more patriotic volunteers as they arrived 
from Russia starting in April. 

After Odesa, the floodgates opened.30 These volunteers shared the 
political view that they were fighting to protect Russia – character-
izing Donbas as part of Novorossiya, or Russkii mir – from fascists. 
Ideologically, they comprised an assortment of nationalist and reli-
giously inspired groups.31 They were motivated by a desire to stand 
bravely in defense of the threat faced by Russians “trapped behind 
the lines,” destined to be humiliated, and vulnerable in a confidently 
nationalizing Ukrainian state. This depiction appears to have been a 
strong factor in convincing many Russian citizens to travel to Donbas 
to fight as volunteers.

Conclusion

The Kremlin seems to have expected that elites in mainland Eastern 
Ukraine would break from Kyiv after the transfer of power in Kyiv. 
That did not happen. The expectation then became that pro-Russian 
protesters would force regional parliaments to unilaterally organize ref-
erenda on “federalization” designed to weaken Kyiv’s control. That did 
not happen, either. What followed instead were periodic popular distur-
bances. Russian television encouraged these, expecting that they would 
gradually provoke anti-Kyiv uprisings supported by Russian-speakers 
across the Ukrainian East. This materialized only in parts of Donbas.

Through April, Kharkiv appeared to be in the balance, but the 
pro-Russian camp could not find enough members to form effective 
militias. Further south, time and again, when heads were actually 
counted in the street, pro-Ukraine militants chased away pro-Russian 
ones. Uncertainty about willingness to follow commands, inconsis-
tent orders, mixed signals, uncertain lines of command and control, 
and overall organizational failure was characteristic of the response 
of demoralized police forces. This surely resulted in some preventable 

 30 For testimony of Russian volunteers on how the Odesa events jolted them into 
action, see Turchenkova (2014), Luhn (2014b), and Nemtsova (2014c).

 31 This was blurred distinction, since Russian nationalists increasingly defined 
themselves by their Russian Orthodoxy. One militia flocking to Girkin’s 
banner called itself the Russian Orthodox Army.
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injuries and deaths. Yet there was no mass repression and no spec-
tacle of Ukrainian police units firing into crowds of civilians flying 
Russian flags. Odesa was as close as anything came. The notion that 
Russian-speaking Ukrainians living in the East would identify more 
with the new Russian geopolitical project of Novorossiya than with 
the Ukrainian state in a crisis was taken for granted before 2014 in 
Russia. Many Western scholars, some deferring to conventional wis-
dom or tropes popularized by Samuel Huntington, were also unsure.

Nothing like Novorossiya was established by a popular uprising in 
2014. This speaks to the importance of local agency. The common nar-
rative of Russian-speakers as marionettes whose strings are pulled by the 
Kremlin, or crystal radios receiving Kremlin television transmissions, is 
condescending. The claim that Russian infiltrators were responsible for 
the bulk of the violence is also plainly false. Subsequent events made it 
clear that the key players on the ground were Ukrainian citizens. Every 
one of the forty-odd protesters who were removed from the Kharkiv 
ODA building on April 8 had a Ukrainian passport (Khomenko 2015). 
The head of the Luhansk SBU (the security police), appointed in March 
by the interim government, plainly stated that those who attacked the 
SBU building on April 6 were recognizable locals (Dvali 2014).32 In 
Odesa, every single one of the forty-eight pro-Russian activists who 
perished in the fire were from the region (Amos 2015).

The grain of truth in the account is that Ukrainian state lost control 
over some territory and Russian television celebrated it as it happened. 
What followed, however, was a great deal of calculation by strategic 
Russian-speakers. For the most part, the Maidan government was able 
to gradually consolidate its control throughout Eastern Ukraine, after 
a hiatus, due to the choices of Russian-speaking community elites to 
abjure sedition. In some cases, this was out of loyalty. In others, it was 
probably in reaction to, or in anticipation of, violence. Whatever the 
mechanism, these critical choices were made by Ukrainians – not by 
Moscow elites.

 32 He also claimed that the Russian special services organized the attack, but 
provided no evidence thereof. Two Luhansk natives who took part in the 
SBU attack – Aleksei Mozgovoi and Aleksandr Bednov, aka “Batman” – later 
became pro-Russian battalion commanders during the war. On the Luhansk 
warlords, see Sautreuil (2018).
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Let us briefly recap our game. In the first stage, the strategic actors 
are high-status members of Russian-speaking communities. A crisis 
reveals temporary weakness of state institutions. The crisis forces 
prospective assessments of the possibility of institutionalized dis-
crimination from the center. Russian-speaking community elites 
then have to choose strategies in the shadow of vigilante violence. 
These members face a choice. They can seek security by rejecting 
the legitimacy of the new government in Kyiv, activate a political 
Russian identity, and hope for Kremlin protection, or they can seek 
security in the guarantees of citizenship provided by the Ukrainian 
government.

If there is a coordinated decision to engage in sedition, the periphery 
takes the initiative in bargaining. In the next stage, community elites 
act together and bargain with Kyiv for political and cultural auton-
omy as a unified force. If there is no consensus, the divisions within 
the community manifest as a less-coherent bargaining position and 
a lower probability of military success, but, if members persist, they 
can drag their communities into war. Kyiv may choose to reject what 
it sees as an unacceptable offer and make arrests. If it does, in a final 
stage, Moscow can opt to intervene to protect “its” community. The 
upshot of the equilibrium analysis in Appendix A is that if everything 
goes according to plan, Russian-speaking community elites get their 
highest payoff by mobilizing, and threatening to secede – but then not 
following through. It is a risky strategy.

Communities can manipulate the risk, too. They can exploit Kyiv’s 
uncertainty about Russia’s intentions, or other parameters, in order 
to strike a better autonomy bargain with the center. To succeed in 
poker, to avoid being taken by an aggressive bluffing strategy, players 
must sometimes “call” and actually see what cards the other player 
holds. In the narrative that follows, “bluffing” and “calling” between 
the street and state security forces is a useful metaphor to understand 

7 The War and Russian 
Intervention (Donbas)
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escalation past the point of no return in Donbas.1 To continue the 
analogy, Chapter 6 focused on places where the ante was never raised 
very far to begin with (since coordinated sedition never really got off 
the ground). As a result, street politics were often resolved with rela-
tively few casualties. In Donbas, home of the largest ethnic Russian 
community after Crimea, to continue the casino analogy: some of the 
emergent rebel leaders raised the ante considerably, assuming that they 
would be able to take out a loan from the house. The geographic con-
tours of the rebellion likely took Kremlin decision-makers by surprise, 
since they expected the center of insurgency to be Kharkiv or Odesa. 
Once these insurgents had proven the ability to hold urban territory, 
Moscow threw its support behind the secessionist cause. Eventually it 
even deployed its forces when it was clear that the insurgents were in 
danger of losing to the Ukrainian army.

It is important to emphasize that the uprising did not occur exactly 
according to the antiseptic equilibrium logic of our model’s predictions. 
Coordination on sedition was not dominant in Donbas communities. 
What happened instead was a ragged coalition of new elites emerged 
gradually from the streets, bypassing traditional community elites (many 
of whom were struggling to avoid sedition). These new entrants directed 
events. Russia did not know the new faces of the rebel leadership, as 
they were largely unknown even to local political operatives in Donbas. 
Important groups of people publicly demonstrated their support for 
Maidan Ukraine in Donbas, but they were beaten back by militant pro-
Russian street groups. Civilian populations were dragged into a war 
not by well-known institutional community elites, but by previously 
unknown actors who suddenly occupied center stage, cannibalized insti-
tutions, and established reputations as warlords. Most irregular volun-
teers encouraged by Russia arrived after these local militia captains had 
demonstrated an ability to seize and hold Ukrainian territory for weeks.

The narrative in this chapter contributes to a chain of evidence that 
the decision by Russia to perform a military intervention occurred after 
Ukrainian state authority collapsed in the urban areas of Donbas. We 
trace the process by which a proto-insurgency transmogrified, in fits and 
starts, into a full-blown internationalized war fought with conventional 

 1 In the context we are describing, the analogy to “calling” is state repression 
by K, because state actors believe a unified R is bluffing, misrepresenting its 
strength (p) or assessments of Russian propensity to send assistance (a).
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weapons. We document initial efforts by Kyiv to probe intent, to bar-
gain, and to try to avoid massive bloodshed. The relatively disorganized 
Ukrainian security forces arriving from Kyiv were at first cautious and 
limited in their use of force. Soldiers were unprepared for counterinsur-
gency operations. The disposition began to change by late May, with the 
election of a new Ukrainian president and the appearance of Ukrainian 
volunteer battalions. This tracks with the sequence and logic of our model 
fairly well. There was first a failure of elite-led coordinated sedition, then 
improvised police responses from the center attempting to stem street 
disturbances, then bargaining between Kyiv and regional elites, and ulti-
mately rejection of overtures by a few radical Donbas insurgents. At each 
stage, escalation processes were prone to accident, misperception, emo-
tion, information cascades, and simple miscalculation.

The Anti-Terrorist Operation

A week after the seizure of key government buildings by armed pro-
testers in Donetsk and Luhansk on April 6, a fifty-man commando unit 
arrived to reinforce insurgents. They chose as their target Sloviansk, a 
small town three hours north of Donetsk. With the assistance of local 
militias who had raided weapons from state storage lockers, the com-
mando unit cordoned off the city. In response, the interim Ukrainian 
president declared an “anti-terrorist operation” (Antyterorystychna 
operatsiia, hereafter ATO) and gave orders for the army to deploy. 
Within days, the first servicemen were killed. Heavy weapons entered 
the theater, initiating high-intensity fighting. Fighting never fully dees-
calated. Ukraine descended into war.

The military commando group that surfaced on Sloviansk on April 
12 displayed no insignia and appeared to be a carbon copy of the Little 
Green Men in Crimea. The suspicion among many was that Russia had 
sent special forces to destabilize Donbas. Within days, it became known 
that the group was led by one Igor Girkin (aka Strelkov), a Russian 
citizen. Ukrainian officials quickly identified Girkin as a Russian 
military counterintelligence (Glavnoe razvedyvatel’noe upravlenie, 
or GRU) officer (Euractiv 2014).2 His followers were conspicuously 

 2 When Girkin was personally targeted for economic sanctions later in the year, 
the EU also named him “a staff member of the Main Intelligence Directorate 
of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation (GRU)” 
(Rettman 2015).
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not Sloviansk locals. Many, if not most, seem to have been Ukrainian 
citizens from Crimea or mainland Ukraine who had joined militias 
in Crimea (Alexandrov 2019). The high-stakes question was whether 
Russian special forces (spetsnaz) had been sent in advance of a deploy-
ment by Russian regular troops, like the Little Green Men in Crimea. 
Ukrainian government officials believed they were being invaded. So 
did many observers (Lobkov 2014; Rachkevych 2014a). Kyiv did not 
want a repeat of Crimea, where Ukrainian forces offered no resistance.

Girkin’s main contact in Moscow was Konstantin Malofeev, a 
Russian Orthodox nationalist and investment fund billionaire.3 In 
January 2014, he brought precious Orthodox relics to Crimea, along 
with a delegation that included two security officials  – and Girkin. 
Attempts were made to meet with local power brokers (Matsuzato 
2016, 241). In February, he sent Girkin to Kyiv twice, ostensibly on 
business trips. After the second one, Girkin went straight to Crimea 
and became involved with the pro-Russian militias under the com-
mand of Sergei Aksyonov, who would become prime minister (Grozev 
2014b). Aksyonov’s men were equipped with weapons captured 
from Ukrainian military depots (Loiko 2016). Girkin reportedly led a 
group of them in the storming of the Ukrainian Cartographic Center 
in Simferopol, killing two people (Alexandrov 2019) – a rare instance 
of violence in the Crimean takeover. Aksyonov wanted to export the 
rebellion to the Southeastern oblasts and apparently asked Girkin to 
head to Donetsk with fifty-two of his men (Guzhva and Korotkov 
2015; Lavrov 2015a, 204).

The Girkin unit may not have been spetsnaz, but they radiated mili-
tary experience, contrasted with the armed protesters who had occu-
pied the Donetsk Oblast Administrative Offices (ODA) (Patrikarakos 
2014).4 The Girkin commando team crossed the unpoliced border 

 3 Malofeev was seen as the antithesis of George Soros, operating a shadowy 
international network that championed illiberal values (“tradition” over 
individual rights, intolerance to gay rights, etc.) (Belton 2020, 421). Malofeev 
became more directly political during Maidan. Girkin ostensibly resigned from 
a Federal Security Service (FSB) desk job in 2013, months before Maidan, to 
become head of security for Malofeev’s investment firm (Grozev 2014a). A 
Russian national associated with the unit later claimed that Malofeev funded 
the Girkin expedition, even though he initially was opposed to them being 
dispatched to Donbas (Kazanskyi 2019).

 4 In the 1990s, Girkin fought in post-Soviet wars (Chechnya, Transnistria), as 
well as in Bosnia (Grozev 2014a).
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between Rostov oblast in Russia and Donetsk oblast in Ukraine in the 
dead of night to meet Donetsk opolchenie members (Gubarev 2016, 
170–4). Girkin felt that his detachment could have maximum impact 
in a midsized town. He selected Sloviansk, seemingly on the reported 
strength of local anti-Maidan sentiments (Prokhanov 2014). In 
Sloviansk, on April 12, his group captured the police, Security Service 
(SBU), and government buildings. Local militias seized weapons. They 
then fanned out, creating checkpoints.

The conflict had now escalated dramatically. Rather than specific 
government buildings seized in downtown areas of regional capi-
tals, an entire city was now captured. The claim that territory had 
been seized “by the Russians” was made believable by the manner 
the Girkin men dressed and presented themselves (Lavrov 2015a, 
205). Was Girkin actually taking orders from Russian security offi-
cials? Or could the Girkin commando unit have traveled incognito 
through Russian territory in order to reach the Donetsk–Rostov bor-
der (Guzhva and Korotkov 2015) on their own? After all, the com-
mando squadron was quite small (small enough to fit in the back of 
just one or two large trucks, in fact).5

The evidence points unambiguously to Malofeev.6 After the 
first deadly clash occurred within a day of the commando arrival, 
the Ukrainian SBU released an intercepted phone call with Girkin 
reporting to an unidentified interlocutor in Moscow. Ukrainian offi-
cials presented the intercept as “smoking gun” evidence that the 
commandos had been sent by the Kremlin (Sluzhba bezpeky Ukraïny 
2014a).7 Malofeev was identified as the man Girkin was talk-
ing to (Grozev 2014b). The exact role of Malofeev in the Kremlin 

 5 Asked afterwards whether he received assistance in Russia on his way to 
Donetsk, Girkin said he could not comment (The Insider 2017).

 6 Girkin’s private correspondence, hacked and released by Anonymous 
International, revealed that he had worked for the FSB, not the GRU (Kanygin 
2016). He served in the FSB spetsnaz (special forces) in the Second Chechen 
War (Guzhva and Korotkov 2015). Evidence that he was under FSB control 
while in Donbas has not emerged.

 7 The SBU entitled the call “GRU Slaviansk,” using the acronym of Russian 
military counterintelligence. Another intercepted call was between a 
Girkin militiaman and an FSB handler based in Crimea. The handler is 
highly critical of Girkin. It seems to us to be evidence that the FSB did not 
meaningfully control events on the ground through this agent (Sluzhba 
bezpeky Ukraïny 2014b).
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constellation of intrigue and power remains opaque and a matter of 
speculation.8

What is clear in retrospect is that, contra Crimea, no evidence has 
emerged indicating a definite (or indeed a coherent) plan for military 
intervention in the Donbas in this early stage. In the words of a Russian 
volunteer who managed aid contributions to Girkin, it was “Go ahead, 
and we’ll see” (Alexandrov 2019).9 It is likely that decision-makers 
in Moscow were waiting to see if conditions were favorable before 
committing further. Our interpretation, consistent with the model, is 
that Russian decision-makers were very anxious about the  prospect of 
sending troops into a situation where they were treated as an  invading 
army, since the “liberator and protector” narrative played so well with 
their “self-determination” talking points. The optics of Russian military 
units engaging in urban pacification against Russian-speaking militias 
in Ukraine’s East complicated the story (as became clearer and clearer 
in 2022, when Russia soldiers moved the lines of control and were 
not greeted as liberators). The plan seems to have been to deploy the 
 military in order to impose costs (C) on Kyiv only after it was clear that 
those soldiers would be supporting self-organized  Russian-speaking 
communities with institutional continuity.

Girkin’s plan was to create those conditions by putting his finger 
on the scale and initiating a social tip. At first, it seemed to be work-
ing. Girkin’s mid-April takeover of Sloviansk was quickly expanded 
to neighboring Kramatorsk. Towns began to fall like dominoes across 

 8 It seems fairly clear that Malofeev is “connected,” but what that really means is 
disputed. In late 2013, he met with Vladislav Surkov, soon to become the Russian 
curator to the Donetsk People’s Republic, and Sergei Glazyev, initiator of the 
infamous phone calls to pro-Russian leaders in Kharkiv and Odesa on March 1 
(see Chapter 6), ostensibly to strategize about Ukraine (Hosaka 2018, 361). Yet 
Zygar (2016, 226, 283) claims that Surkov and Glazyev were peripheral players 
with unsubstantiated ties to Russian military intelligence (Belton 2020, 427).

 9 This begs speculative question about chain of command specifics. Was Girkin 
even a spetznatz commando, or was it just theatrical? We cannot know, of 
course, but we are doubtful. The unit did not display any particularly advanced 
military training and did not bring enough ammunition (Butusov 2020). 
Our hunch is that Girkin was an enthusiastic freelancer: monitored, but not 
controlled or deputized by authorities in Moscow (Guzhva and Korotkov 
2015; Walker 2016; Matveeva 2018, 106). He claimed afterwards, once he had 
returned to Moscow, that his plan had been to provoke an uprising in Donetsk 
and set the stage for a Russian military intervention. Arguably an intervention 
did materialize three months later (culminating in the Battle of Ilovaisk). By 
then Girkin had been forced to depart.
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Donbas. Over the next fourteen days, government buildings, police sta-
tions, and television stations were captured in thirty-two cities (Zhukov 
2014). Civilians, civil servants, and policemen who resisted were 
attacked by armed insurgents. In the mining town of Horlivka, just out-
side of Donetsk, a police chief was badly beaten after he fought back, 
and a city councilor was kidnapped and murdered after he attempted 
to take down a Russian flag (Luhn 2014a; Reuters 2014). Local militia-
men may not have been able to seize Sloviansk without leadership from 
the Girkin group (Hauter 2021b, 14), but there remains no evidence 
that the assaults on any of the other sites of state power in any of these 
dozen towns outside Sloviansk were initiated by Russian agents. It is 
possible that some exceptions at the edges will come to light when 
future archives are opened, but it seems clear that the Ukrainian state 
lost control over local armed men who began coordinating on strate-
gies of sedition when they received a credible signal that the Russian 
military was arriving. As Serhiy Kudelia (2014) observed, “Given the …  
delegitimation (and ultimate collapse) of local political institutions, the 
cost of starting an insurrection in the Donbas was minimal.”

The Ukrainian government in Kyiv realized that it needed to try to 
stop the dominoes, but that it could not trust local police institutions 
to remain loyal. Nor could it rely on intra-community social sanctions 
or anti-secessionist vigilante threats to deter the seditionist energy spill-
ing onto the streets, since the uprisings had momentum, safety in num-
bers, and had (the illusion of) Russian military support. And so the day 
after the fall of Sloviansk, after insurgents attacked a SBU special forces 
unit, killing one officer, the Ukrainian government launched its ATO 
(Ukrains’ka pravda 2014s; Informatsionnoe soprotivlenie 2020).

Ukrainian law defines an ATO as a police operation spearheaded by 
the Ukrainian SBU, with the assistance of the army, against a looming or 
ongoing terrorist threat (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2018). Such an opera-
tion had the political advantage of involving the army without declaring 
a war or a state of emergency and did not need parliamentary approval 
(Wynnyckyj 2014). Ukrainian law broadly defines terrorism as the use 
of violence to intimidate the population. The post-Maidan government 
argued that the presence of armed men met this definition (Sherr 2014).10

 10 Social science research often associates terrorism with indiscriminate violence 
against civilians in order to force political change (Valentino 2004, 84; Semelin 
2007, 350–1), for example setting off a bomb in a densely populated area. 
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The decision to send in the army marked the first time that the post-
Maidan government publicly indicated a determination to use deadly 
force, and was the first time since Ukrainian independence that the army 
deployed to quell domestic disturbances. No explicit order to use weap-
ons in a civilian environment had been given, but uniformed and heavily 
armed government troops were dispatched into urban areas of Donbas. 
Chaotic clashes exposed an untrained army, disoriented and unpre-
pared for urban counterinsurgency, to a mobilized population in streets 
that were broadly supportive of the rebels (Luhn 2014c). Conscripts of 
the first regiment sent to Sloviansk on April 16 were encircled by angry 
crowds and easily disarmed by militiamen (Kramer 2014c). The police 
were overrun. In some regions, stations defected en masse.

The Ukrainian state, in its hour of need, turned to volunteers. On 
April 13, on the same day that the ATO was set in motion, Minister 
of Internal Affairs Arsen Avakov announced the formation of “special 
units of civilians” (spetspidrozdiliv z tsivil’nykh) for “the fight against 
terrorists” (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014b). These units were deemed “a 
response to saboteurs (diversanty), Green Men and other gangs (bandy) 
aiming to attack the statehood and territorial integrity of Ukraine” 
(Ukrains’ka pravda 2014b). Their creation was a partial admission 
that the Ukrainian government was losing control. The battalions were 
planned first in the East, then in the Center/West (Seddon 2014). The 
ATO was an emergency measure to protect government buildings.

In conceiving these “special units,” which were to become volun-
teer battalions, Avakov had in mind the social forces that had already 
demonstrated a willingness to fight. The pro-Maidan “self-defense” 
groups that had formed in Kyiv and Eastern Ukrainian cities were the 
most obvious templates. Those street fighters, whose strategic use of 
violence altered the course of Maidan and whose determination to 

This is not how the Donbas insurgency began. The decision to call insurgents 
“terrorists” sent a message that the central government would respond to 
violent ultimatums in kind – in the language of the model, a willingness to 
impose costs on communities that rebelled, if necessary (model parameter 
c). The language also signaled that the central government had no intention 
of negotiating, and fit within the rhetorical framework established over the 
prior decade of US foreign policy. It is worth noting that Western and NATO 
officials did not adopt this categorization, and (to our knowledge) never called 
the armed men fighting the Ukrainian army “terrorists.” Two months earlier, 
the Yanukovych government had also launched an “ATO” against the Maidan 
protesters, but army units never made it to the capital (see Chapter 4).
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confront pro-Russian militants may have swung the balance in favor 
of the Ukrainian state in the East outside of Eastern Donbas, were 
now given the opportunity to receive official status from the state, 
tasked with maintaining social order. From an anti-Maidan perspec-
tive, the fear – expressed in Donetsk since as far back as January 2014 
and amplified by Russian propaganda during the Crimea invasion – 
that Maidan radicals would descend on Russian-speakers was actually 
materializing. Self-organized militias, functionally deputized to serve 
the post-Maidan state, were now backed by the Ukrainian military.

Volunteer battalions rapidly proliferated. On March 17, the day 
after the Crimean referendum, a Ukrainian presidential decree ordered 
a partial mobilization of troops (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2014f). 
This activated a previously secret decree (signed, ironically, under the 
Yanukovych administration), providing for the creation of “battalions 
of territorial defense” in every Ukrainian oblast to protect strategic 
infrastructure (power plants), channels of communication (railroad 
hubs, highways), and organs of the state (Ternopil’s’ka oblasna der-
zhavna administratsiia 2014; Uriadovyi portal 2014). The formation 
of territorial battalions demonstrated Kyiv’s concern that the Russian 
invasion of Crimea, and potential acts of sabotage, would extend to 
other oblasts. The territorial battalions were mostly made up of army 
call-ups, and were managed by military boards. Several of these bat-
talions were sent to other oblasts to reinforce border guard units, 
protect facilities, or man checkpoints, and at least twenty-four were 
eventually deployed to Donbas.11 They came to be included, in public 
discourse (though not in official state documents), in the broader cat-
egory of “volunteer battalions,” even if most members were not really 
volunteering. The true volunteer battalions, as we saw, were not a 
creation of the army, but rather of the police – specifically the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs. They were meant from the start to serve in Donbas.

Many Maidan frontline activists were among these new battalion’s 
first recruits. Pravyi sektor created its own.12 The first battalion of the 
newly created National Guard, set to replace the dismantled Berkut, 
was comprised of armed volunteers who had fought on Maidan 

 11 The estimate of twenty-four came from our own count of individual territorial 
battalions deployed to Donbas (Chinchilla and Driscoll 2021). Malyarenko 
and Galbraith (2016) came up with a slightly higher number (twenty-eight).

 12 Since the name became more like a brand than an actual organization on 
Maidan, many of its adherents ended up joining other battalions.
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(Gorchinskaya 2014b). Making them official was justified at the time 
by the state as an attempt to officially disarm them (Goncharenko 
2014). Membership can be traced from the Maidan “self-defense” 
forces to some of the new battalions, which maintained the same call 
signs and insignia. This was also true for some of  pro-Maidan self-
defense groups that operated in Eastern Ukrainian cities. The Azov and 
Donbas battalions had their origins in the  violent clashes that erupted 
in the streets of Kharkiv and Donetsk on March 13. There were other 
recruitment routes, as some battalions attracted larger or more compe-
tent cohorts. The Aidar battalion was formed of Afghan war veterans, 
mostly from Luhansk, which explains the battalion’s affiliation with 
the army (Hunter 2018). The Dnipro  battalion was created by the oli-
garch-turned-governor Kolomoyskyi in Dnipropetrovsk (Gorchinskaya 
2014b). These militias were almost always  Russian-speaking, but no 
less fiercely loyal to the Ukrainian state and the  government in Kyiv 
because of the language they  preferred to speak.

Following the model: Russian-speaking communities that remained 
loyal formed fighting groups on the front lines for self-protection. 
Their transformation into battalions legitimized a violent strategy 
of deterring seditionist mobilization and disrupting coordination. 
The  volunteer battalions had a vague and broad mandate to keep 
 sedition at bay. The model incorporates both individual fears by 
 Russian-speakers concerned about the threat of government-backed 
 vigilantism against their families (µ) as well as the wider calculation 
that Kyiv would not let additional territory go without a fight and 
could draw on a huge pool of volunteers (c).13

Pro-Russian battalions were also sprouting up in the contested ter-
ritory near Girkin’s base of operations. With the seizure of police 
stations and government offices accelerating across Donbas, many 
militias competed for territorial control. In Donetsk, two of the stron-
gest militias formed prominent battalions, Vostok and Oplot.14 In 
Luhansk oblast, a number of self-described Cossack militias appeared 

 13 In the Model in Appendix A, these are two separate parameters μ and c : a short-
term fear of being terrorized for attempting collective action (μ), and a dawning 
realization that, if bargaining failed, counterinsurgency would devastate their 
neighborhoods and shatter their communities (c). Both sources of fear would 
have changed strategic calculations and been difficult to tease apart empirically.

 14 Vostok was led by Aleksandr Khodakovskyi, the former head of the Donetsk 
SBU Alpha elite unit, who had seen action in the Kyiv Maidan. Oplot was led 
by Aleksandr Zakharchenko, a mechanic who later rose to become the main 
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in the southern regions of the oblast. Several other groups contended 
for power in the regional capital, until the battalion Zarya eventually 
swallowed or displaced the rest (Matveeva 2018, 104).15 Subregional 
dynamics began to resemble warlordism, with soldiers swapping com-
manders depending on perceptions of whose fortunes were rising and 
whose falling. Some militia members were joining armed units out of 
an authentic desire to defend their homes from marauders (Avdeev 
2014; Ennis 2014; Ioffe 2014). Others were engaging in more com-
plex private commercial strategies or social performances.

First Diplomatic Intervention

With the conflict in Donbas on the brink of open warfare, the United 
States and the EU brokered a meeting in Geneva on April 17 with the 
foreign ministers of Ukraine and Russia. Rather than defuse the situ-
ation, the forum served as a preview of the next decade of bilateral 
diplomacy between the two parties.

A joint declaration called for “all illegal armed groups” to disarm, 
and all “illegally seized buildings” to be vacated (New York Times 
2014). The two parties had diametrically opposed interpretations of 
these ambiguous clauses, however. For Russian diplomats, the illegal 
groups were those which had originated on Maidan, such as Pravyi 
sektor, while the seizure of government buildings in Donbas by armed 
men reflected the “legitimate indignation (zakonnoe vozmushchenie)” 
of “the people” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation 
2014a). Ukrainian diplomats regarded these claims as absurd. Since 
the launching of the ATO a few days earlier, Kyiv was openly call-
ing the insurgents “terrorists” (and therefore their formations illegal). 
This made the first step at conflict resolution a nonstarter. The only 
lasting contribution of this initial diplomatic meeting involving the 
conflicting parties was a decision to mandate the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) to establish a permanent 
monitoring mission in the conflict zone (Taylor 2014).

Donetsk rebel leader. The Donetsk Oplot had links with the Kharkiv Oplot, 
which sent titushki to the Kyiv Maidan, and attacked Ukrainian groups in 
Kharkiv that later formed the Azov battalion.

 15 Zarya was formed by a civil servant, Valerii Bolotov, later replaced by Igor 
Plotnitsky. For microdata on recruitment into these sorts of militias, see 
Kudelia (2019).
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At the same time that Russian diplomats were agreeing to a bilateral 
involvement, Putin, at a televised town hall meeting, stated that the pre-
dominantly Russian-speaking oblasts of Ukraine – geographically half 
of Ukraine, from Kharkiv to Odesa – were historically Novorossiya (the 
“New Russia”). They had been “given to Ukraine” by the Bolsheviks 
at the creation of the Soviet Ukrainian Republic in the early 1920s  
for “God knows what” reasons (Herszenhorn 2014b).16 This was the 
first time since the fall of the Soviet Union that a Russian president  
had explicitly called into question the legitimacy of Ukrainian inter-
state borders. The Russian military also signaled readiness. For weeks, 
tens of thousands of troops had been gathering at the Russian–Donbas 
border near Rostov, officially to conduct regularly scheduled exercises 
(Charap and Colton 2017, 132). Such large-scale operations along the 
Ukrainian border were a first since the fall of the Soviet Union.17 After 
the military takeover of Crimea and the permission granted by the 
Russian Senate on March 1 to use Russian Armed Forces “on the ter-
ritory of Ukraine,” it appeared plausible to observers that Russia was 
on the brink of sending troops to Donbas. Donbas insurgents would 
surely have been using television coverage to update their assessments 
of Russia’s military intentions.

Escalation

Within a day of their arrival in Sloviansk, Girkin’s men killed a SBU offi-
cer in an ambush (Ukrains’ka pravda 2014a). Later in the month, after 
Ukrainian special police units displayed restraint and refused to storm 

 16 Putin was putting forward the standard Russian nationalist view that the 
Ukrainian Southeastern provinces are Russian land because they were settled 
under the Russian Empire and the majority speak Russian. Putin’s “only 
God knows” rhetorical flourish was disingenuous. With some exceptions 
having to do with economic resources, the Bolsheviks used nationality 
(the census ethnic category) to delineate the boundaries of Soviet republics 
and autonomous areas (Schwartz 1990). The nationality criteria was thus 
foundational in the creation of Soviet administrative boundaries. At the time, 
ethnic Ukrainians formed majorities in all Southeastern oblasts (Krawchenko 
1985, 48). Areas that were ethnically disputed, such as the Kuban, typically 
ended up in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) 
(Martin 2001, 274–91).

 17 Although the total number of Russian troops involved (40,000–50,000) in 
military exercises was perhaps not extraordinary, the troops’ concentration 
along the Ukrainian border and widespread coverage on Russian media 
conveyed a clear message (Petrov and Makutina 2014).
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Sloviansk (Butusov 2020), five thresholds of escalation were passed: the 
first military-on-military conflict, the first downing of an air vehicle, the 
first shelling of civilian populations with military munitions, the open-
ing of the interstate border for patriotic volunteer recruits to enter the 
Donbas, and the deliberate targeting of civilians by military forces.

On April 20, a Pravyi sektor volunteer unit opened fire on an insur-
gent checkpoint. Pravyi sektor had been tasked by political leader-
ship to destroy an electrical transformer allowing insurgents to use TV 
broadcasts (Bukkvoll 2017), but apparently decided to take revenge 
for the murder of three unarmed activists in previous days (Hahn 
2018, 257; 6262 2020). The dangerous operation, conducted outside 
official military channels, killed a Ukrainian volunteer and enraged a 
general who shouted at Pravyi sektor leader Dmytro Yarosh: “You 
have destroyed the peace process; you have started a war with Russia!” 
(Bukkvoll 2019, 297). This was the war’s first official conventional 
fatality. Urban violence, involving police and civilians, or inflicted on 
civilians by other civilians, had finally given way to formal encounters 
between conventional armed units.

The war crossed another important threshold on April 25. Insurgents 
destroyed an army helicopter at the Kramatorsk airport (likely with a 
rocket-propelled grenade) (Witte and Booth 2014). Three days later, 
and hours before violence erupted in Odesa, the army conducted its 
first aerial assault on insurgent checkpoints. Insurgents downed two 
of the army’s attack helicopters with man-portable surface-to-air mis-
siles, known as MANPADs (or SAMs). Five crew members were killed 
(Lavrov 2015a, 208).

The appearance of SAMs raised questions. Were the Girkin men 
being supplied by Russia? Perhaps. In this early part of the conflict, 
and probably until June, the SAMs could have come from Ukrainian 
military depots or disarmed Ukrainian units (Matveeva 2018, 128).18 
The surprising capacity of insurgents to rebuff military incursions 
could have been evidence of the implosion of the Ukrainian state in 
parts of Donbas, not evidence of Russian meddling. Still, the abil-
ity of insurgents to bring down low-flying helicopters shocked the 
Ukrainian military. With only a fraction of the air force in any condi-
tion to fly, and with pervasive fears that Russia could introduce more 

 18 There is evidence that some may have originated from stocks seized by Russian 
soldiers in Georgia in 2008, suggesting a smuggling operation involving 
decommissioned Russian weapons (The Interpreter 2014c; Snyder 2018, 179).
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sophisticated antiair weapons into the theater at any time, the army 
prioritized readiness for ground options (Abdullaev 2014). The mili-
tary eschewed man-to-man combat, since its unprepared conscripts 
had never been tested against capable opponents in direct engage-
ments. Most incoming fighters from voluntary battalions were greatly 
motivated, willing to kill and to die, but lacked military training.

The third escalation threshold was to use weapons that can kill large 
numbers of civilians from afar. If you cannot fight face-to-face, a tempt-
ing fallback option is to encircle insurrectionist positions and strike 
from a safe distance. The army began to fire heavy artillery at posi-
tions inside Sloviansk. The bombing inflicted casualties in the low hun-
dreds, a significant toll for a small town (Leonard 2014a). Following 
occasional clashes at the outskirts, the army besieged Sloviansk (The 
Interpreter 2014a). The siege would last two months. Deaths from fall-
ing shells were a harbinger of more gruesome destruction to come, but 
at no time in the emerging war – with the possible exception of a hand-
ful of discrete murders – were civilians the main target.

The fourth escalation was the gradual opening of the Russian  border. 
Recall from Chapter 6 that the Russian-language media coverage of 
the Odesa fire in early May induced thousands of young Russians to 
heed what many saw as a patriotic duty to come to the defense of 
their ethnic kin. The battlefields of Ukraine changed as a result. The 
 emerging war attracted the socially déclassé, unemployed, former 
 soldiers struggling to adjust to civilian life, individuals suspicious of 
the state, Russian nationalists, Cossacks, mercenaries, or simply those 
enticed by the lure of war (Ioffe 2014; Matusova 2014; Mitrokhin 
2015; Coynash 2017a, Yudina and Verkhovsky 2019). By early May, 
state authority had completely broken down in Donbas, providing 
heady opportunities for people at the margins of society to reinvent 
themselves as militiamen. Some who made a name for themselves, with 
catchy noms de guerre (“Givi,” “Motorola,” “Babay”), came from 
Russia. With the infusion of Russian volunteers, the opposing actors 
were heading toward a chaotic militia-on-militia bloodbath. That the 
Kremlin officially denied any responsibility for the arrival of these 
Russian combatants confused matters, since logistical  involvement 
of the Russian state was hard to hide.19 The military assistance  

 19 After the Odesa fire, Russian volunteers were recruited by civic groups, with the 
assistance of Russian military enrollment centers (Digital Forensic Research Lab 
2017). Russian agents would meet volunteers in Rostov, provide some training 
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remained indirect at this stage, however. Russia did not yet send its 
army. The flow of weapons remained tightly restricted.

The fifth escalation threshold was civilian fatalities that appear to 
have been the deliberate result of military actions. The event took place 
in Mariupol. On May 9, a national holiday commemorating the Soviet 
triumph in World War II, insurgents armed with automatic weapons 
stormed the main police station. The goal seems to have been to replicate 
the Sloviansk scenario. They were rebuffed by members of territorial 
battalions dispatched from Dnipropetrovsk and Lviv, as well as fighters 
from the newly created Azov volunteer battalion. Four battalion men 
were killed (Butusov 2016). Whether the local police sided with the pro-
Russia or pro-Ukraine armed men remains disputed (Radchenko 2014).

Hours later, many residents converged on the station after the annual 
parade. The demonstration quickly turned violent. Gunshots were fired. 
At least seven people were killed. Many more were injured (Neistat 
2014). The police station was burned to the ground. Russian media called 
it a “punitive operation” and a “massacre” of innocent people (Vesti.
ru 2014b) – the second in a week, after Odesa. Videos of the incident 
showed that some protesters were armed and shooting at battalion mem-
bers (Fitzpatrick 2014). The incident also revealed the risks of employing 
volunteers without proper military training for counterinsurgency.

The lack of discipline of Ukrainian volunteer battalions was on display 
again a few days later, when members of the Dnipro battalion, traveling 
from neighboring Dnipropetrovsk, were filmed entering a small town 
in northwestern Donetsk that had been captured by rebels. Local offi-
cials were threatened, and two civilians were killed (Chazan and Weaver 
2014). The perception that armed pro-Ukraine groups were engaging in 
brazen violence took hold among a subset of Russian-speakers.

In areas where sedition enjoyed broad support, rebel tactics also 
became bolder. On May 16, a detachment commanded by Horlivka 
warlord Igor Bezler ambushed a Ukrainian company, killing sixteen, 
the largest single death toll in the military theater up to that point 
(Matveeva 2018, 125). Days later, a battalion from Chechnya arrived 

in a facility linked to a Russian military base, confiscate passports, and send the 
recruits across the border without weapons to avoid raising the suspicion of 
Ukrainian border guards (Kramer 2014a). Once in Ukraine, they were assigned to 
armed groups. Whole contingents departed from Russia with full local television 
coverage (Racheva 2015). Crucially, Russian authorities did not consider them 
mercenaries, a status banned under Russian law (Yashin and Shorina 2015, 27), 
but volunteers fighting in an ancestral Russian territory (Novorossiya).
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in Donetsk. This was the first instance of fighters from Russia com-
ing not as individuals but as an organized unit (Biggs 2014). By this 
point, militias roamed downtown with impunity, and some turned 
their weapons on shop owners and bank personnel, engaging in kid-
napping, intimidation, and torture (Human Rights Watch 2014a; 
Kazanskyi 2014; Amnesty International 2014).

Poroshenko’s Choice: Rejecting Rebel Demands

Violence escalated. Attempts at defusing the conflict back in Kyiv came 
to naught. Greatly complicating efforts at deescalation was the uncertain 
 status of the regional government. The core of the institutional crisis was 
the hole left by the delegitimization of the Donetsk Party of Regions. This 
political machine had held uncontested power for nearly a generation. It 
held its last meeting in mid-April, a week after the seizure of the gover-
nor’s building (ODA). The Party of Regions in Donetsk proclaimed its 
loyalty to Ukraine, and called for the rebels to disarm (Nemtsova 2014b; 
Guzhva and Korotkov 2015). It soon became clear that Region officials 
were losing power. By summer, the Party had ceased activities altogether.

Rinat Akhmetov, Ukraine’s richest man, was regarded as the king-
maker of Donbas prior to the war. He turned down Kyiv’s invitation, 
on March 2, to become governor of Donetsk. In April, he interposed 
himself as a mediator between Ukrainian authorities and the insur-
gents, avowedly to avoid bloodshed if Ukrainian security forces were 
to storm the occupied regional administration building. This raised 
suspicion that he was using the insurgency as leverage against Kyiv 
(Chazan and Olearchyk 2014a).20 He did not control the insurgents, 
though. In fact, all key establishment elites in Donbas – the local Party 
of Regions leader Mykola Levchenko, the Donetsk mayor Oleksandr 
Lukyanchenko, Akhmetov, and even the Kyiv-appointed governor 
Serhiy Taruta – were trying to do the same thing. They were all seeking 
to bargain with Kyiv, each demanding similar concessions (economic 
decentralization, regional status of Russian, and control over security 
forces) in order to deescalate the conflict.21 In late May, Akhmetov 

 20 This behavior by an established elite broker would be consistent with our 
model, if he had actually had control over the streets and been able to 
coordinate other elites to work with him.

 21 Akhmetov had a strong economic incentive to support Ukraine: his steel 
industry depended on access to global markets (Zhukov 2016, 2). The 
television channels that he owned (“Ukraina,” “Donbas”) were highly 
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came out strongly against the rebels, calling them “savages” and “a 
bunch of impostors terrorizing Donbas.” He sent his workers out as a 
militia to patrol the streets of Mariupol, the location of his steel plants, 
the jewel of his empire (Akhmetov 2014; The Interpreter 2014b).

The pro-Russian militias did not recognize any hierarchical author-
ity among themselves, either. Ukrainian officials discovered that the 
plethora of armed groups in Donetsk had no common leader or set of 
coordinated demands. The authority of the nascent Donetsk People’s 
Republic (DNR) did not extend to certain Donetsk neighborhoods, 
let alone other cities. Girkin was not even indigenous to Ukraine, and 
even if his ties to Moscow were (and remain) disputed he was quite 
clearly his own man (Rachkevych 2014b; Smolar 2014b). DNR offi-
cials were also comically inexperienced in political matters. Neither 
Akhmetov, nor Taruta, nor the Party of Regions insiders had heard 
of any of them before (Witte 2014). The dearth of political expertise 
was such that a fringe political operative from Moscow, Aleksandr 
Borodai, proclaimed himself DNR prime minister in mid-May, creat-
ing an absurd situation in which Ukrainian government officials would 
have to negotiate with a literal Muscovite on the status of a Ukrainian 
province. Leaked emails show that Girkin’s patron, the Russian oli-
garch Konstantin Malofeev, recommended Borodai’s nomination to 
Vladislav Surkov, a Kremlin advisor who had recently been tasked to 
manage Donbas (Toler and Haring 2017).

The practical result of a completely new cast of characters onstage 
was ambiguity, bordering on incoherence, in the bargaining position 
that might “purchase order” from these aggrieved streets.22 Symbolic 
rejection of a turn toward Europe, skepticism of NATO, fears of 
Ukrainization, and emphasis on brotherly ties to Russia were wide-
spread. There was no consensus on what policies Kyiv should imple-
ment to make up for the fact that the Party of Regions no longer existed 
and the coal-mining East was now completely excluded from power in 
Kyiv. Insurgent factions sometimes appeared to desire unification with 
Russia based on the Crimea model, but this was a rhetorical stance 
that was probably deeply held by only a minority of the population 

critical of the rebels, and in favor of the unity of Ukraine (Kudelia 2014). An 
argument has been made that Akhmetov and local Regions elites could have 
prevented the implosion of security forces, but didn’t (Kuzio 2017, 187). The 
evidence suggests that they had lost control by mid-April.

 22 This fits the model. A demand x from the community to the center requires 
coordination. Without coordination, the center sets /x/
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before the war.23 The Donetsk and Luhansk rebels organized a refer-
endum on May 11 but, according to the Ukrainian government, less 
than a third of the population came to the polls in what were chaotic 
and unverifiable conditions (Sindelar 2014). The question on the bal-
lot was also ambiguous.24 The Ukrainian government had made plans 
to hold a national referendum on regional autonomy on May 25, the 
day of the presidential election, but the initiative was tabled by the 
Ukrainian parliament on May 6, five days before the unsanctioned 
referendum in Donetsk and Luhansk. Donetsk governor Taruta called 
the Rada decision “a betrayal.” A statewide referendum, in his view, 
would have sent “a signal for a constructive dialogue about the future 
of the whole of Ukraine” (Pancevski 2014a).

The election of Petro Poroshenko, on May 25, as president of Ukraine 
also clarified the range of the possible in terms of autonomy bargaining. 
His campaign was stoically center right, promising to defend Ukrainian 
national interests from Russia’s aggression. His won decisively with 55 
percent of the vote. This was a portent of how the removal of Crimea 
and a large chunk of Donbas voters from the electorate would change 
political coalition calculations. Poroshenko obtained a majority or plu-
rality in all but one of the 201 electoral districts of Ukraine where elec-
tions could be held (Tsentral’na vyborcha komisiia Ukraïny 2014b).25 

 23 Public opinion polls taken in spring 2014 showed support for unification 
with Russia to be at between one-quarter and one-third of the population 
(Illarionov 2014; Kyiv International Institute of Sociology 2014b). Giuliano 
(2018) shows ethnic Russians held these views in higher proportion than 
ethnic Ukrainians, but argues that this was out of a sense of abandonment 
from Kyiv, rather than affection toward Russia.

 24 The text avoided any reference to Russia or even independence by settling on 
the word samostoitel’nost’ (BBC 2014b), an old concept from the perestroika 
days vaguely understood as claiming more power from the center short of 
declaring independence. By contrast, voters in the Crimean referendum on 
March 17 were straightforwardly asked to support vossoedinenie s Rossiiei 
(“reunification with Russia”). The December 1991 referendum that had led to 
Ukrainian statehood used the word nezalezhnost’ (in Russian – nezavisimost’).

 25 The election marked the first time in post-Soviet Ukrainian history that a 
presidential candidate carried both the Southeastern (East) and Central-
Western (West) provinces, and the first time since the inaugural 1991 
presidential election that only one round of voting was necessary. Turnout 
was substantially lower in the East than in the West, even excluding Donbas 
and Crimea. In 2010, by contrast, the two macroregions had been within 
1 percentage point of each other in turnout. Calculated using data from 
Tsentral’na vyborcha komisiia Ukraïny (2010, 2014a).
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The election was not marred by violence, either, and radical right candi-
dates received only a small fraction of the vote cast.26

The political legitimacy brought about by this election had an imme-
diate impact on military operations. On May 26, the day after the 
vote, the Chechen battalion tried to capture the Donetsk airport. Kyiv 
bombed the airport with fighter jets, surprising the fighters (Shakirov 
2014).27 A jet-fired missile also obliterated a transport of retreating 
Chechen gunmen, killing forty (Walker 2014). The bodies were repa-
triated to Russia in complete media silence. Chechnya refrained from 
sending any more troops (Sneider 2014; Yashin and Shorina 2015, 29). 
The incident prompted Russia to take measures to deny Ukraine the 
use of its air space.

Through all of this, there were still attempts ongoing to reach a 
bargain. Recall that the path of play in our model specifies that there 
if there is coordination failure in Russian-speaking communities (and 
thus no coordinated sedition) bargaining over cultural autonomy does 
not cease. Areas with large Russian-speaking populations are not 
stripped of all rights – it is just that the institutional setting in which 
bargaining takes place favors Kyiv. The result is an equilibrium bar-
gain that yields less autonomy.

This matched the flow of events quite closely. Kyiv sought to chan-
nel the demands for greater regional autonomy with the somewhat 
vague counteroffer of “decentralization.” This came in the form of 
promises to provide regional authorities with greater discretion in the 
allocation of budgetary funds (Herszenhorn 2014a; Kondratova 2014; 
Levitas 2014), while avoiding the core political issues (e.g., Russian 
language status, control of security forces, special autonomous status 
of the type that Crimea had before 2014) that would have brought 
Ukraine closer to an actual federal model. The Kyiv government held 
preliminary meetings with some regional officials over decentraliza-
tion, but invitations were never extended to representatives from 
Donbas (Herszenhorn 2014c). In other words, center–regional bar-
gaining was actually taking place post-Maidan, but with the agenda 
set by the center.

 26 Russian official state organs temporarily ceased repeating the claim that 
Ukraine’s government was run by fascists. These claims would resurface, of 
course (see Chapter 8).

 27 The Chechens had apparently been told that the Ukrainian military would not 
resist. This pattern would repeat itself often in 2022.
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Internationalized War Begins

The border between the Donetsk/Luhansk oblasts and Russia was 
huge and largely unmanned, so weapons and people had probably 
been smuggled since the early weeks of the conflict (Kramer 2014a; 
International Crisis Group 2014). Checkpoints on major roads were 
still policed by Ukrainian uniformed border guards as late as May. 
Ukrainian agents were responsible for writing customs reports, seizing 
contraband, and, occasionally, engaging in firefights. With the flow of 
weapons increasing, especially during the Siege of Sloviansk in May–
June, military clashes involving Ukrainian troops became increasingly 
common along the border and at the Donetsk airport (a transport hub). 
By mid-June, Ukraine had lost control of several checkpoints. This 
facilitated the arrival of Russian “volunteers” in unprecedented num-
bers and also the inflow of heavy weaponry (Cullison, Gorchinskaya, 
and Alpert 2014; Nemtsova 2014c).28

Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-speaking elites had bargained and 
brokered for decades in order to avoid exactly the international con-
flict now breaking out. Our model draws a sharp analytic distinction 
between the payoffs for the government in a domestic police action 
and an internationalized war. The social and economic costs of fight-
ing a sustained interstate war (at any level of intensity!) are substantial. 
Overt conflict between Moscow and Kyiv had not reached this level of 
hostility since World War I. Until now, with Crimea out of the polity 
and war beginning to escalate, Russia had been notably restrained. By 
the early summer, the gloves were beginning to come off.

It is at this juncture that sophisticated anti-aerial weapons began to 
appear in the hands of insurgents. Ukrainian planes and helicopters 
incurred severe losses that summer (Miller et al. 2015).29 Insurgents 
downed transport cargos carrying Ukrainian troops if they flew too 
close to the Russian border. Kyiv’s inability ability to use air support for 
its military operations had a leveling effect on the capabilities of govern-
ment and anti-government forces. A successful strike in the Luhansk 

 28 Ukraine protested at the time that the closure of some of its posts along the 
Russian border did not entail the closure of Russian posts on the other side, as  
stipulated by a 1994 border agreement between the two states (Felgenhauer 2014).

 29 The rebels destroyed thirteen planes and eight helicopters of the relatively 
small Ukrainian air force (Lavrov 2015a, 228). For a disaggregated map of 
heavy weapons and vehicles destroyed in the Donbas, culled via crowdsourcing 
analysis of public images, see Dzutsati (2021).
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area in mid-June killed forty-nine (Roblin 2017). These planes were fly-
ing at high altitude, requiring far more advanced missiles known as Buk. 
In this context, commercial flight MH17, of Malaysian Airlines, was hit 
on July 17. Nearly 300 people died. The Donbas insurgents had suffered 
losses from air attacks, and downed several planes in the weeks and 
days leading to the incident (Balaban et al. 2017, 36). Whoever manned 
the Buk launcher probably mistook the flight from Amsterdam for a 
Ukrainian military plane (Matthews 2014; Miranda 2015). A Dutch-
led international commission of inquiry ruled that the missile had been 
launched from an area controlled by Donbas insurgents, and that the 
Buk transport originated from Russia (Birnbaum 2018).

The downing of the plane was a major international news event. The 
first Western economic sanctions against Russia followed. The first two 
waves of sanctions – after forty people were killed on Maidan on February 
20, and after the annexation of Crimea on March 18 – had been geared 
toward individuals, often political actors or military officers, or their 
enterprises. Other Russian elites had largely been spared. This time, core 
players around Putin were sanctioned. Western governments targeted the 
banking and energy sectors, restricted debt refinancing, as well as invest-
ments in oil fields, and named Russia as the party responsible for “desta-
bilizing” Ukraine (Ewing and Baker 2014; European Council 2014a).30

Meanwhile, the Ukrainian state seemed to be gaining momentum, 
manifesting as operational military advantage over the insurgency. 
Girkin and his commandos ran out of ammunition and decided to 
leave Sloviansk and bolt to Donetsk in early July. The Ukrainian 
army quickly retook the city and neighboring Kramatorsk. Ukrainians 
next turned attention (for the first time) to the two major Donbas 
cities  – Donetsk and Luhansk  – home to the “People’s Republics.” 
The strategy was to cut the supply lines between them, and between 
each city and the nearby border (Spaulding 2015). Critical to the plan 
was the establishment of a buffer zone of several kilometers along the 

 30 The Kremlin may have feared the imposition of far harsher economic 
sanctions, such as those that were applied against Iran in 2012 (which cut 
off Iranian banks from the SWIFT interbank payment system). The idea of 
harsher sanctions circulated in Western circles in summer 2014, and was 
advocated for by the British government, but was ultimately not included in 
the EU sanctions package applied in late July (Ashton 2015). Sanctions may 
have had a detrimental impact on Russian economic development (Korhonen 
2019) and bilateral trade (Crozet and Hinz 2020), but whether any of this 
affected Kremlin decision-making is disputed.
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border, so that anyone seeking to cross the border would encounter 
the Ukrainian army (The Economist 2014).

Once again, Russia reacted to a sudden Ukrainian military advantage 
with a relatively low-cost and plausibly deniable countermove: firing 
 missiles from multiple rocket launcher systems (MLRS) at Ukrainian 
military encampments from within Rostov oblast across the border 
(Clem 2018). On July 11, in the most devastating of these attacks, a 
Ukrainian unit was nearly wiped out (Parfitt 2014). The scope of these 
cross-border attacks was poorly understood at the time, but it seems that 
Russian missiles were launched at least 149 times over several weeks 
(Case and Anders 2016). As a result, rebels could resupply at low risk.31

Russian artillery hassling failed to stem the Ukrainian offensive, 
however. Momentum was on the Ukrainian government’s side. The 
military reconquered many small towns and villages, bringing the 
troops to the door of the two major regional capitals and of their 
satellite mining towns (The Economist 2014). The Ukrainian army 
then resorted to the same tactic used in the Siege of Sloviansk: artil-
lery warfare. The weapon of choice, from the old Soviet arsenal, was 
the Grad multirocket launcher. The Grad was originally designed as 
a saturation weapon, able to fire forty missiles in quick succession in 
order to pierce a NATO frontline tank division. There is no easy way 
to limit collateral damage (Bateson 2014) so its use was bound to 
result in severe civilian harm (Korolkov 2014).

And so it did. This metamorphosed into a large-scale humanitarian 
crisis because the Ukrainian army felt it had no alternative than to pun-
ish the cities of Donetsk and Luhansk for their sedition (c). Hundreds 
of thousands of civilians fled. Roughly half fled toward Russia. The 
other half fled to adjacent Ukrainian oblasts (White, Dalton, and 
Gorchinskaya 2014). The number of civilian deaths began to rise sub-
stantially. It probably reached 1,000, the threshold for defining a civil 
war, sometime in early August (Nebehay 2014; Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 2015).

The two sides settled on a macabre ritual. The rebels, who had 
access to the same Grad technology as the Ukrainian army (albeit in 
lesser quantity) would roll their launchers into civilian areas to fire at 
the Ukrainian positions. A short time later, often after the rebels had 

 31 Russia still denies that it engaged in cross-border shelling (which would have 
constituted an act of territorial aggression).
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left the scene, a volley of missiles would descend on the neighbor-
hood, hitting apartment buildings, public squares, and everything else 
(Kramer 2014b). The rebels would thereby rely on a time-tested insur-
gency tactic: hiding behind civilians, baiting the Ukrainian army into 
firing back, then waving the bloody shirt. International human rights 
organizations documented all of this in damning reports that very few 
people read (Human Rights Watch 2014b; Nemtsova 2014a).

Freezing the Conflict

In late June, a month after his election, Petro Poroshenko decided 
to engage in formal negotiations. He declared a unilateral ceasefire, 
accompanied by a simple proposal: insurgent disarmament, amnesty 
for all, and a vague decentralization plan sidestepping security issues. 
The ceasefire did not hold. The conflict escalated to a full war in July.

Why? Part of the answer must be that neither side actually wanted 
to stop fighting. The territory of Donbas was an object of bargaining. 
Civilians, if they could anticipate frontline shifts, fled. UN figures suggest 
more combatants perished than civilians, despite the crudity of weapons 
and the primitive radar/drone technology used by the 2014 Ukrainian 
army to pinpoint rebel positions.32 The use of artillery fire may have been 
effective in weakening insurgent military capacity, but it was politically 
counterproductive. The number of recruits in the DNR army – or rather, 
in the concatenation of uncoordinated battalions fighting under a nominal 
DNR banner – began to swell noticeably after artillery shells started fall-
ing. Many were outraged that the Ukrainian army would bomb their own 
people and saw themselves as defending their home (Robinson 2016).

If Ukrainians recall the arrival of the Girkin commando unit as the 
true beginning of the war, Russians recall this artillery assault as an 
inflection point. Contrary to manufactured atrocity in Crimea and 
an exaggerated fire in Odesa, the threat to civilians in Donetsk and 
Luhansk was manifestly real. Russia significantly deepened its military 
involvement after the Ukrainian army began shelling cities.

Another part of the answer is that it was still just possible for actors 
in Kyiv to believe that Russia would not send the regular army, mak-
ing a decisive military victory by Ukrainians possible.33 By mid-August, 

 32 These capabilities would quickly improve.
 33 In the language of the model: 0 < a < 1.
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the military tide had turned in Ukraine’s favor (Chazan and Olearchyk 
2014b). Despite the presence of thousands of Russian volunteers, all with 
military experience, Russia had not sent regular formations and there were 
signs of demoralization and panic among insurgents (Pancevski 2014b; 
Socor 2014a). On August 9, newly installed DNR leader Aleksandr 
Zakharchenko issued a plea for a ceasefire to stem the rising “humanitar-
ian catastrophe” (Vmeste s Rossiei 2014). Kyiv ignored the offer.

Russia finally responded to this newfound Ukrainian military 
advantage by sending forces sufficient to stop – and humiliate – the 
Ukrainian army. This allowed insurgents to regain confidence. It froze 
the conflict, as well. Before deploying its soldiers across the border, 
Russia made a decision that changed the political face of the insur-
gency: it pressured Girkin to leave, installing two local figures as heads 
of the DNR and Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR) (Kates 2014). 
With indigenous leadership, the interlocutors of a future peace confer-
ence were cosmetically Ukrainian, allegedly speaking on behalf of the 
Donbas Russian-speaking communities.

Russia began its direct military intervention on August 25. The 
Russian army crossed the Southern border near Mariupol. This was 
a diversionary tactic to give the impression that constructing an over-
land “bridge” between territorial Russia and Crimea was their objec-
tive (Kramer and Gordon 2014).34 The true main objective was the 
control of Ilovaisk, a strategic railroad hub and a key communication 
line between the Donbas regional capitals of Donetsk and Luhansk, 
both under siege by the Ukrainian army. Ilovaisk had been the scene of 
fierce combat between entrenched insurgent forces and Ukrainian vol-
unteer battalions, but Ukrainian soldiers had failed to capture the city 
(Sanders 2017). Newly arrived Russian soldiers and their advanced 
weaponry quickly overwhelmed and routed the Ukrainian troops. There 
were over 300 casualties.35 Ukrainian fighters may have been hit by 
missiles from across the Russian border (Ukraine Crisis Media Center 
2016). Multiple sources  – witnesses from the international media, 
military analysts, geolocated pictures, satellite imagery – pointed to 

 34 After insurgents failed to take over Mariupol on May 9, the city was in a 
power vacuum until Ukrainian forces established control in mid-June (Salem 
2014). The city was defended only by the Azov volunteer battalion, without 
military support, and would have been at risk if attacked.

 35 Official figures place the number of Ukrainian military deaths at 366, with an 
additional 158 missing, suggesting an even higher toll (Coynash 2016c). Many 
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the presence of Russian soldiers near Ilovaisk, and other locations in 
Donbas (Oliphant 2014; Rezunkov 2014; Sutyagin 2015; Bellingcat 
2016; Case and Anders 2016; Semenova 2019). Ukrainian forces cap-
tured nineteen active-duty Russian soldiers (Zoria 2019). Up until the 
February 2022 war, Russia still denied military involvement.

What could have been the outcome had Russia not intervened? The 
standard assumption is a repeat of the Sloviansk model. Encircled, 
with their supplies seriously disrupted, and no longer willing to suffer 
losses from the shelling, the insurgents (or at least their leaders) would 
have given up, fleeing to Russia. We have to remember, however, that 
Sloviansk was a small city. A single warlord, Girkin, commanding just 
a few hundred gunmen, was able to pin down the Ukrainian army 
for two months. The Donetsk–Luhansk conurbation was a huge area, 
covering a third of the two provinces combined. Dozens of local armed 
groups had emerged organically, reinforced and resupplied from across 
Russia’s porous border.36 A siege might have gone on and on with 
tremendous human costs.37 Our suspicion is that, had Russia chosen 
not to intervene, the Ukrainian military would eventually have had to 
depend on poorly equipped volunteer battalions for urban pacification. 
Instead, a Russian military intervention prevented outright Ukrainian 
battlefield victory. This is where our narrative picks up in Chapter 8.

perished after a ceasefire, and an agreement to allow Ukrainian troops to 
withdraw (Judah 2014). Three volunteer battalions (Azov, Donbas, Dnipro), 
and one territorial battalion (Kryvbas) did most of the fighting, even though, 
as mentioned earlier and as a Western correspondent noted, “their original 
function was to police areas liberated by the army, not to take on a full-scale 
invasion” (Kim 2014). Azov left early to defend Mariupol. The Donbas 
battalion was almost completely decimated in the fighting.

 36 Many foreign journalists observed that most of the insurgents that they 
encountered were locals (Chivers and Snider 2014; Reid 2014; Tavernise 
2014). In August 2014, the Ukrainian military analyst Dmytro Tymchuk 
estimated that only 40–45 percent of pro-Russian fighters were from Donbas, 
though he cited no evidence (Mitrokhin 2015, 239). The first credible 
statistical evidence that we are aware of came with the leak, on an activist 
pro-Ukraine website in May 2016, of a list that included dates of birth, 
passport numbers, and residential addresses of 1,543 “fighters and mercenaries 
recruited through military commissions on the occupied territories in Donetsk 
province” in summer–fall 2014 (Mirotvorets’ 2016). Nearly 80 percent of 
these fighters were Ukrainian citizens, mostly from Donbas.

 37 By August, the Ukrainian army was estimated to have a nearly 3-to-1 
advantage in manpower over armed rebels, specifically 30,000–12,000 (Miller 
2014). Without air power, it may have needed as much as a 10-to-1 advantage 
to break through, at the cost of tremendous civilian casualties (Cabana 2014).
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Conclusion

The Donbas war emerged after a failure of elite coordination. 
Fragmentation and breakdown of coordination characterized the 
old institutional elites. They were overrun by the street. It is difficult 
to look at the cast of characters that initially occupied territory in 
what would become the DNR/LNR, even when they were  organizing 
 sputtering referenda, and identify the elite community actors that our 
theory assumes. The charismatic elites “emerging from the street” were 
revealed to be important social forces by the momentum of events, but 
it may be more accurate to say that their influence became more visible 
because wartime violence unraveled institutions.

Our model clarifies the causal importance of uncertainty. To return 
to the poker analogy, the Ukrainian government eventually made a 
decision to go “all in” on military suppression and “call the bluff” of 
the seditionists. This was after many intermediate policies  signaling 
a  willingness to broker. The slide into full-scale war resulted from 
a collapse in bargaining during this extended standoff. Moreover, 
the  bargaining failure reflected confusion and disagreement about 
the probability and extent of Russian assistance to secessionists (a). 
This contributed to coordination failure among institutionalized 
 Russian-speaking elites (with a few supporting sedition, but most 
 trying to avoid taking that step. When elites found themselves dragged 
into conflict anyway, they issued overambitious autonomy demands 
(especially in Luhansk). These demands were rejected by Kyiv as being 
tantamount to  capitulation to Russian aggression.  We  see this as 
 evidence that actors held different assessments of a key parameter (a).

Russian military intervention followed only once there was a local 
“call” that they could respond to from an institutionalized actor, so 
that the Russian government could “carry over” an artifact map as a 
diplomatic focal point. Insurgents, having bypassed Donbas elites and 
seized the levers of local power, seem to understand they had something 
to offer potential patrons in Moscow (even if they did not quite know 
how to ask for it) and were completely mistrustful of Kyiv’s intentions. 
They employed aggressively secessionist language. Kyiv then answered 
those calls with violence that brought significant civilian casualties. As a 
result of all of this, elites claiming to speak on behalf of the populations 
of these territories carried a very different set of assumptions about his-
tory and state legitimacy than did the victorious coalition in Maidan.
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We are nearing the end of our analytic narrative. The final chapter of 
this book will describe politics since the Russian military intervention 
at Ilovaisk in summer 2014 up until Putin unexpectedly began to pre-
pare for full-scale war with Ukraine. In this chapter, we will analyze 
how Ukrainian state-building adapted to the frozen front lines, and 
observe the beginning of “shadow state”-building processes inside the 
two unrecognized entities  – the Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR), 
and the Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR).

We have emphasized throughout the book that our favored analogy is 
a one-shot game. No crisis analogous to Maidan since 2014 “restarted” 
the game until early 2022. Payoffs reflect the path of play. The govern-
ment in Kyiv paid the costs of fighting a low-intensity internationalized 
war. The residents of the DNR/LNR paid the costs of social devastation 
after being on the receiving end of a brutal counterinsurgency campaign 
in 2014–2015. The first part of this chapter is devoted to describing 
these costs in some detail. Many paths could have been better than the 
grim war of attrition. There was no diplomatic resolution in sight, how-
ever, at the moment that Putin decided to wage war.

We next see how the model performs in terms on the distribution 
of preferences over zero-sum cultural issues valued by Western and 
Eastern Ukrainians after the Eastern Donbas population exited. Had 
the balance of power between social and political forces in Ukraine 
changed? Were Russian-speaking communities and the government in 
Kyiv able to reestablish politically sustainable arrangements over lan-
guage choices or the curriculum for teaching Ukrainian history?

The answers to these questions are outputs predicted by the model 
we present in Appendix A: a social contract that is worse for Russian-
speaking elites than before Maidan. In the 2015–2021 period, two 
model parameters were lower. First, the probability of a successful 
 military campaign by a community trying to exit the Ukrainian state 
was lower because of a higher-capacity Ukrainian state (which engaged 
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in a wartime military buildup) than before Maidan, and also because 
support for this option collapsed outside Eastern Donbas in 2014.  
Second, many believed that the probability of a Russian mili-
tary intervention to assist Russian-speaking communities was 
also lower than before. Everyone had observed, in the aftermath 
of Maidan, that the Kremlin sent troops to occupy territory only 
where it expected little to no resistance. The model was built with 
the assumption that Russia would factor in the potential for greater 
resistance by the Ukrainian army. Astoundingly, Putin still expected 
little resistance when he launched a full-scale attack on Ukraine in 
February 2022.

The second part of this chapter is devoted to describing what has 
happened to the members of Russian-speaking communities who did 
not take part in anti-Maidan sedition in 2014. The evidence suggests 
that the model’s core prediction has been borne out. Now that these 
communities have less bargaining leverage, a new political center has 
imposed more stringent language policies rather than treating Russian-
speaking Ukrainians as cultural coequals.

Geopolitical Recap

At the end of Chapter 7, the Russian government deployed troops in a 
way that was barely deniable, clearly conscious of the optics. Girkin was 
forced to leave and local actors were proclaimed heads of the breakaway 
republics. Direct Russian military intervention forced a stabilization of 
the front lines (the initial achievement of the first Minsk Agreement, 
or Minsk I). After war resumed in early 2015, the front lines stabilized 
anew (Minsk II) and the conflict then mutated to low-grade static attri-
tion warfare. To understand why this standoff could persist for such a 
long time, it is necessary to consider how the players adapted on both 
sides of the line of control. First, however, we must temporarily raise 
our vision from the streets and trenches to the geopolitical picture. This 
will necessitate a short departure from the book’s analytic narrative.1

Both Ukraine and Russia, as well as Western governments, were 
unprepared for the carnage in Donbas. After initially showing dip-
lomatic prudence by not recognizing the DNR/LNR as states, the 

 1 Those interested can follow parameters in an alternative formal model in 
Appendix B.
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Kremlin seems to have felt it had to escalate to match the unexpected 
ability of the Ukrainian army to confront insurgents. In this sum-
mer of hostilities, Ukraine faced this Russian escalation more or less 
alone. At no point was there serious talk of Western military assis-
tance. Western involvement was almost entirely economic. Relatively 
feeble sanctions over Crimea gave way to joint American–European 
enhanced sanctions over Donbas, but only announced after the con-
flict produced Western victims (the MH17 passengers) in mid-July 
2014. The de facto Russian military intervention of late summer 2014 
produced additional sanctions, at the same time when the first Minsk 
Agreement was concluded (Baker and Higgins 2014).2

The Donbas insurgents, observing that NATO militaries were not 
anxious to rush to the front to assist Ukraine, expected more direct 
support from Russia from the outset than they ended up receiving. 
They probably anticipated at least the provision of weapons, and at 
most an invitation to join Russia, as happened in Crimea. Russia was 
slow to send weapons, however, and never seems to have taken seri-
ously the idea of using the DNR/LNR territories as anything more 
than bargaining chips.

It appears that part of Russia’s refusal to act was due to the legal dis-
continuity in the proclamation of the DNR and LNR. The insurgents 
improvised the creation of parallel state institutions (such as regional 
parliaments), having been unable to capture existing ones – in contrast 
to Crimea. The coordination failure by Russian-speaking community 
elites meant that there was no legitimate institutional face of insur-
gency for Russia to support. Russia could do some things that were 
essentially costless: full-throated diplomatic and media campaigns, 
round-the-clock coverage favorable to the insurgency and amplifying 
the threat that arriving Ukrainian troops would commit atrocities, and 
constant information warfare on social media – all hoping the domes-
tic insurgency would gather more momentum than it did.

 2 The initial Donbas-related sanctions aimed at limiting foreign credits to Russian 
banks and energy companies. Those issued after the Russian military intervention 
targeted oil and shale exploration. The key words in presenting the rationale 
were destabilization and aggression. Russia was accused of “destabilizing eastern 
Ukraine,” or of “aggressive actions against Ukraine,” but never officially of 
having intervened militarily in Donbas (US Department of the Treasury 2014; 
Council of the European Union 2014c; US Department of State n.d.). The core 
concept in the earlier Crimea sanctions had been territorial integrity.
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What Russia did not do, between 2015 and 2021, was anything 
that would count as a smoking gun for direct military intervention. 
Ukrainian government statements depicted the conflict as “Russian 
aggression” from the outset. As far as we can ascertain, after sending 
troops to Crimea the Russian military pretended that it might inter-
vene in Eastern Ukraine in April–May 2014 by massing troops at the 
border, assisted Donbas insurgents rebels from afar between June and 
July, and only directly intervened in the latter part of August, as the 
Ukrainian army was closing in on the insurgent-held regional capitals 
of Donetsk and Luhansk. Kremlin escalatory steps were calibrated 
and gradual, giving ambiguous and deniable support to a free agent 
like Girkin with a wait-and-see attitude; firing rockets from across 
its own territory to shatter Ukraine’s control of its border; supply-
ing insurgents with artillery and anti-aerial weapons; and only at the 
end dispatching regular Russian troops when there were signs that 
insurgents were about to be cut off from resupply by the Ukrainian 
advance. The goal of all of this was to force Ukraine to the negotiating 
table while maintaining the illusion that Russia was not involved (part 
of why the term “civil war” remained so toxic in Ukraine). Russia 
eventually sent military advisers in an attempt to coordinate the multi-
tude of insurgent formations, but it appears that the full integration of 
Donbas militias into a Russian command structure did not occur until 
after international negotiations yielded the first Minsk Agreement.

International Negotiations Stall

The debacle at Ilovaisk resulted in a phone call between Ukrainian 
President Poroshenko, and Russian President Putin (Vitkine 2014b), 
the first direct contact between them since Poroshenko’s election in 
May. The conversation produced the Minsk Protocol, a document 
signed by members of the Trilateral Contact Group, a special negoti-
ating track set up in early summer 2014 that acted as the only direct 
channel of communications between Ukraine and the Donbas insur-
gents.3 The Protocol laid the foundation for a resolution around three 

 3 According to the diplomatic language used in the Protocol, its members were 
“representatives of Ukraine, Russia, and the OSCE.” The names of the DNR 
and LNR heads, Aleksandr Zakharchenko and Igor Plotnitsky, appeared 
without affiliation. The areas outside the control of Kyiv were referred to as 
“certain districts of Donetsk and Luhansk regions.”
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main poles: cease-fire, autonomy, and removal of “illegal military for-
mations” (Kyiv Post 2014).

The cease-fire did not hold for very long, but the front lines did sta-
bilize for about four months. One important change, even if not specifi-
cally addressed in the Protocol, is that Ukraine ceased to use military 
aircrafts (but not drones). On the political front, the Protocol called for 
“decentralization of power” and the adoption of a Ukrainian “Law 
on special status” as a precondition to hold local elections in Eastern 
Donbas. The law (on “special order of self-government”) was adopted 
in short order, but with the proviso that it would come into force only 
after local elections recognized by Ukraine (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 
2014a). The elections were never held. Predictably, the removal clause 
remained a dead letter, since, as had been made clear already in the 
April 2014 Geneva Accords, Russia and Ukraine did not agree on how 
to define “illegal” armed formations. The Kremlin position was that 
Ukrainian volunteer battalions fighting against Russia were irregulars. 
Kyiv wanted the definition to apply only to the anti-Maidan insurgent 
formations fighting in the Eastern Donbas. Complicating matters fur-
ther, Russia did not acknowledge that it had sent regular troops to the 
front lines.

The front lines started to move again in January 2015. The insur-
gents went on the offensive and, still relying on Grad missiles, became 
reckless, shelling missile clusters at two cities and one checkpoint, kill-
ing thirty civilians in Mariupol alone (Toler 2015; Tufft 2015). The 
main prize was Debaltseve, a key railroad hub linking Donetsk and 
Luhansk, allowing for the transport of military vehicles (MacDonald 
2015). The city was mercilessly pounded by artillery, supported by 
tank divisions from Russia, causing more than 500 combatant and 
civilian deaths (ReliefWeb 2015a). The Battle of Debaltseve lasted five 
weeks before the battered and demoralized Ukrainian forces retreated. 
The intensity of the battle, the barely disguised Russian military pres-
ence, and broader concerns that the stable front lines might collapse 
elsewhere in Donbas, induced an emergency summit in Minsk between 
the chancellor of Germany and the presidents of France, Russia, and 
Ukraine.

The second Minsk Agreement (colloquially “Minsk II”) was far 
more specific in defining steps toward conflict resolution – particularly 
regarding military disengagement from the front lines, election and 
territorial autonomy, and the reestablishment of border control – but 
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its implementation never got past the first step, since no ceasefire held 
for any significant period of time. The Agreement, however, did lead 
to a long-term hardening of the front lines.4 The basic  territorial ante 
did not change much in 2015–2021. The Donbas conflict became 
defined by trench warfare, no-man’s lands, drone flyovers, and 
 artillery  shelling. The use of military planes by Ukraine remained 
too  dangerous, as the Donbas skies became “among the most heavily 
defended airspaces on Earth” (Peterson 2016).5

Though there were constant ceasefire violations, the Agreement 
saved lives. Figure 8.1 provides a time series of civilian and mili-
tary deaths. In the first year of the war, when cities were under siege 
by artillery (in July–August 2014, mostly by Ukrainian forces; in 
January–February 2015, mostly by insurgent forces), we see the larg-
est spikes of civilian deaths. After Debaltseve, with some exceptions, 

 4 The Agreement was entitled “A Complex of Measures to Fulfill the Minsk 
Agreements.” For simplicity, we will refer to it as the Minsk Agreement (in the 
singular) or Minsk II. The Minsk Agreement was signed by the same members 
of the Trilateral Contact Group as with Minsk I. In each case, the text was 
determined by heads of states.

 5 For a first-person observation of the improvised use of unmanned aerial 
vehicles (drones) for surveillance and targeting during this period, see Karber 
(2015, 12–21).
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civilians could escape the line of fire. Combatant deaths were often 
the result of falling mortar shells, but also of snipers, exploding 
mines or ordnance, or noncombat causes.6 The war, however, took 
a massive toll on civilian well-being. At least 1.5 million people, or 
approximately one quarter of the prewar Donbas population, fled 
to either Russia or Ukraine.7 Those who stayed faced a tremendous 
decline in the standard of living, along with the destruction of infra-
structure, the closing of factories, the wiping out of savings, and, 
until the onset of the COVID pandemic, the dangerous monthly trips 
across the front lines that retirees undertook to get their pension pay-
ments. All this even though the bombing of cities basically stopped 
by March 2015.

Minsk II was given additional international diplomatic weight by the 
action of the UN Security Council, which embedded the content of the 
agreement into a unanimous resolution (United Nations Peacemaker 
2015). The two Minsk Accords did not mention Crimea at all, indicat-
ing that conflict resolution efforts formally separated Crimea (which 
Russia refused to discuss) from Donbas (which Russia was willing to 
discuss, but only on its own terms). This contrasted with statements 
from NATO which regularly linked the “illegal and illegitimate annexa-
tion of Crimea,” and the “deliberate destabilization of eastern Ukraine 
caused by its military intervention and support for the militants” 
(NATO 2019).

Conversation among Western policy elites in 2015 revolved around 
whether it would be more prudent to give Russia diplomatic space, or 
rather attempt to deter additional acts of Russian military interven-
tion. Around the time of Debaltseve and the Minsk Agreement, debate 
erupted on the issue of whether the United States should send lethal 

 6 Nearly half of soldiers’ deaths were not from enemy fire on the front lines, but 
from disease, road accidents, drugs or alcohol, or carelessness (Zhuk 2016). 
Injuries from the front lines are overwhelmingly fragmentation wounds, 
underscoring the conventional nature of the war (Gressel 2015).

 7 Over 1.3 million were officially registered as internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
in Ukraine (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights 2019), but approximately half these individuals did so in order to get a 
pension, and still lived in the unrecognized territories (Vikhrov 2019). Russia 
claimed in February 2015 that it had welcomed 900,000 refugees (Yekelchyk 
2015, 151). IDPs become refugees when they cross an international border. At 
least 20,000 of the Ukrainian IDPs were from Crimea.
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weapons to help Ukraine resist Russian aggression.8 The United States 
eventually sent anti-tank missiles.9

Russia’s Claim: A Humanitarian Intervention

The conventionalization of the war killed more combatants than 
civilians by a ratio of approximately three to one. These estimates 
are imperfect. The number of casualties among pro-Russian combat-
ants remained a well-kept secret throughout the conflict. The DNR/
LNR published no official figures, and Russia denied any military 
presence. In early 2019, the United Nations estimated that nearly 60 
percent of combatant deaths since the beginning of the Donbas war – 
approximately 5,500 – were on the pro-Russian side (Ponomarenko 
2019b). The estimate does not differentiate between local Donbas com-
batants, Russian volunteers, and Russian military personnel. Sources 
place the number of deaths among Russian soldiers in the 150–220 
range (Czuperski et al. 2015, 17; Coynash 2016d). It appears likely 
that a huge majority of the others who perished were locals, that is, 
people who resided in Donbas before the war broke out.10

The Minsk Agreement was a humanitarian success in that it pro-
duced a significant decline in the aggregate number of casualties, both 
among combatants and civilians, but especially the latter. According 
to UN estimates, nearly 90 percent of civilian deaths related to the 
Donbas war occurred before March 2015 (e.g., up to and during the 

 9 President Obama opted initially not to send these weapons at the time, fearing 
escalation. The Trump administration decided otherwise, announcing the first 
provision of lethal aid in April 2018 (Miller 2018; Eckel and Miller 2019). 
Javelin antitank missiles were not specifically prohibited in the Minsk Agreement 
(Lapaiev 2019). In the language of the model, we could say that the transfers 
were an example of how Western policy changed intra-Ukrainian bargaining 
parameters. Advanced anti-tank missiles made it more difficult for rebels to 
secede militarily and easier for Ukraine to sustain the war of attrition (lowering 
p, blunting C). Reciprocally, Russian support to strengthen the backs of the 
DNR/LNR fighting units was the other side of the ledger (raising p and C).

 8 Those in favor argued that the weapons would deter a future offensive 
against Ukraine (Daalder et al. 2015; Kitfield 2015; Scales 2015). Opponents 
argued that the weapons could prompt Russia to double down in a theater 
where Russia is all-but-guaranteed to enjoy escalation dominance, ultimately 
increasing the odds of a more costly future offensive – with risks of nuclear use 
in the background (Hill and Gaddy 2015; Rumer 2015; Shapiro 2015).

 10 There are reports of hundreds of unmarked graves in Donetsk, which might 
suggest that these deceased may not have been locals (Coynash 2016c).
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Battle of Debaltseve). Military engagements across the disputed line 
of control steadily killed combatants afterwards, but in far lower 
numbers (estimated at close to 3,000 since Debaltseve). The ratio of 
civilian to combatant deaths decreased drastically from one to two 
(around 33 percent) before March 2015, to one to nine after and until 
end of 2021 (around 10 percent) (Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 2019).11

The fixed and conventional nature of the front lines had an  overall 
positive effect on the level of civilian victimization (in the sense that 
far more combatants were killed, which is not the case in most civil 
wars). A great many civilians had the option of a safe exit, an option 
denied them in both irregular wars and zones of state failure like 
Somalia or Tajikistan (Kalyvas 2006; Kalyvas and Balcells 2010). 
Other  mechanisms may have contributed to the comparatively low 
number of fatalities among civilians  – mutual deterrence, cultural 
proximity – but the technology of warmaking seems to us to be the 
most compelling factor. When armies are fighting with conventional 
military tactics for territory – not fighting an irregular war for hearts 
and minds – civilians are not the resource being fought over. Civilians 
have a greater ability to just get out of the way. This is not to say 
that life near the front lines was comfortable. Social and economic 
devastation, isolation (reinforced by winter), lack of access to state 
resources, and constant ceasefire violations reinforced the costs of war 
for Donbas civilians. The claim is that irregular warfare would have 
had all these discomforts, plus additional agonies.

Before the front lines stabilized in early 2015, the war in Ukraine 
had been fought in an environment where it was very hard to hide 
atrocities committed against civilians. On the Ukrainian side, the 
dilapidated military found itself working hand-in-glove with civil 
society groups, activists, and nongovernmental organization (NGO) 
workers (Donnett 2015; Shapovalova and Burlyuk 2018; Stepaniuk 
2018), as well as a panoply of volunteer battalions, including the 
 paramilitary wings of radical right groups (Hunter 2018; Käihkö 
2018; Bukkvoll 2019). The activities of volunteer battalions were 

 11 Between April 2014 and early 2022, the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) issued a thorough “Report on 
the Human Rights Situation in Ukraine” approximately every three months. It 
included data on civilian casualties, broken down by type: shelling, mines and 
explosive remnants, aerial attacks, and road incidents.
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chronicled extensively on social media, giving the appearance of a 
Facebook- and Twitter-enabled levée en masse.12 Additional clarifying 
facts came to light only gradually, as NATO member states’ militaries 
commissioned outward-facing reports.13

On the pro-Russian side, the war also took place in the open, with 
international journalists and documentary filmmakers able to operate 
with a fairly wide degree of freedom in the first two years.14 By 2016, 
however, access was severely restricted, and the two secessionist repub-
lics became relative information black holes. Governing institutions in 
the DNR/LNR no longer produced credible or transparent data of 
any kind. Local elections were not competitive, and it was difficult to 
decipher internal political dynamics. The one trend observable with 
clarity from a distance was the steady elimination of warlords. A wave 
of five high-profile murders first hit the LNR. The victims were report-
edly all rivals of LNR leader Igor Plotnitsky (Olearchyk and Buckley 
2016), who was later removed by a rival with Russian State Security 
(FSB) ties (DFRLab 2017). The trend carried over to the DNR, with 
some spectacular assassinations of volunteer battalion leaders who 
had developed reputations as heroes in Russia and war criminals in 
Ukraine, culminating in the killing of DNR chief (and Minsk I–II sig-
natory) Aleksandr Zakharchenko in 2018 (Kyiv Post 2016; Kramer 
2017; DFRLab 2018). Donbas insurgent leaders blamed Ukrainian 
authorities for the murders, but internecine competition for control 
of economic assets and illicit imports could also have explained their 

 13 A nonclassified synthesis of these reports can be found in Angevine et al. 
(2019). See also United States Army Special Operations Command (2016). 
The competitively edited Wikipedia page “War in Donbas (2014–2022),” as of 
August 2022, contained 645 footnotes, and a mine of open-source descriptive 
information (https://bit.ly/3P3szcx).

 14 For journalists representing Ukrainian media, or independent Russian 
media, covering the war became dangerous early on in 2014 (Young 2017). 
This explains why the number of Ukrainian and Russian on-the-ground 
sources in this chapter is lower than in Chapters 4–7. Two high-quality 
documentary films on the war, DIY Country (Butts 2016) and Oleg’s Choice 
(Volochine and Keogh 2016), were shot in Donetsk in 2014–2015 by foreign 
filmmakers.

 12 The open nature of social media data, among other things, creates new 
opportunities for researchers to observe war processes, and study war 
participants, from a safe distance (Käihkö 2020) The conflict zone can be 
visualized retroactively, through the reconstruction of maps of the zones 
controlled by militias (Zhukov 2016) or shared public attitudes (Driscoll and 
Steinert-Threlkeld 2020).
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elimination. Because access was rare, and since actors feared prosecu-
tion and assassination, there was scant reliable data (Losh 2016).

International Negotiations Freeze

The sequencing of play of how actors arrived at this stalemate is speci-
fied in Appendix A. The sequencing of bargaining steps that might have 
extracted players from the stalemate is not specified. Both Kyiv and 
Donbas elites could observe the situation, and see that the conflict was 
tragic and inefficient, but they could not agree on (or credibly commit to) 
a division of the peace dividend that would have ended the war. Why?

The settlement problem resembled an intertemporal commitment 
 problem. The classic statement on commitment problems in war 
 settlement is that one actor fears that the other will take advantage of 
a post-negotiation window of peace to increase its power, then restart 
negotiations (or even war) at greater advantage (Fearon 1995b, 401–9).15

Imagine that the Donbas war were resolved, with a  government in 
Kyiv agreeing to a  package of rights protections allowing it to control the 
DNR/LNR  territory in exchange for sparing locals the costs of militarized 
counterinsurgency. Let us further stipulate that Russian troops would 
have departed and the conflict would have ceased to be internationalized.

With Russia gone, however, the government in Kyiv might have been 
tempted to renege on the initial package of rights protections. Russian 
diplomats, foreseeing this possibility and bargaining on behalf of the 
Russian-speaking communities in the DNR/LNR, therefore demanded 
“renegotiation proof” policy concessions that would have “locked in” 
a set of social protections for the DNR/LNR populations in exchange 
for its disengagement from the conflict zone. Ukraine accepted these 
terms at the bargaining table in 2015 because of a fear that the costs 
of war might spill out of control. Since then, no Ukrainian govern-
ment has been able or willing to incur the domestic political costs of 
implementing these terms. The peace dividend was therefore still being 
bargained over in early 2022. The final diplomatic negotiations over 
Minsk took place just a week before Russia attacked Ukraine.

The first point of the 2015 Minsk Agreement called for an “ immediate 
and comprehensive ceasefire” (United Nations Peacemaker 2015). 

 15 For applications of the commitment problem logic to civil wars and their 
settlements, see Walter (1997, 2002) and Fortna (2008, especially 82–5).
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Despite numerous attempts over the years, no ceasefire ever became 
permanent. The second point prescribed the “withdrawal of heavy 
weapons by both sides on equal distances in order to create a security 
zone at least 50km wide.” A process of disengagement was under way 
in 2015, but it collapsed, and heavy weapons reappeared at the front. 
Demilitarization failed because of an impasse over the Agreement’s 
political components. The three contentious points were the conduct 
of elections, the reestablishment of border control by Ukraine, and 
autonomy for Eastern Donbas, which appeared in that order in the 
Agreement (points 4, 9, 11–12). A core substantive change from Minsk 
I is that autonomy (“special status”) was defined as entailing official 
status to the Russian language (“right of linguistic self-determination”), 
control over local police, and consultation over the selection of judges 
and prosecutors. Contrary to Minsk I, the Agreement also called for the 
“[r]einstatement of full control of the state border” by Ukraine.

The main problem in implementation was agreeing on a sequence of 
steps. Border control was construed in the text as a process that began 
after the elections, but ended only after a “comprehensive political set-
tlement” (consisting of elections and autonomy) was “finalized.” This 
effectively placed the security component – Ukraine regaining control 
of its Donbas border with Russia – at the end of the process.16 As its 
army and military proxies were moving the front line (at the Battle of 
Debaltseve), Russia pressured Ukraine to sign a document in which 
political steps (elections) preceded the reestablishment of border con-
trol. The text of Minsk II stipulated that Ukraine was to reacquire its 
territorial sovereignty only after granting autonomy to Eastern Donbas.

The process stalled from the beginning for lack of an agreement 
on how to conduct local elections in the disputed Donbas territories. 
After the Minsk Agreement was signed, Kyiv held that armed groups 
had to disarm or withdraw before local elections could take place, 
claiming that elections that meet international standards are incom-
patible with the presence of armed combatants roaming the streets 
(Carden 2016). The Minsk Agreement specified that elections could 
occur only once there is a cease-fire and verified removal of heavy 
weapons from the front lines (Scazzieri 2017). Russia, ceding no 

 16 Close to half (44.3 percent) of the 923km land border between the Luhansk 
oblast or Donetsk oblast, and Russia was not under the control of Ukrainian 
border guards in 2014–2021 (Balaban et al. 2017, 8).
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ground on this point, claimed that unconditional disarmament would 
not yield a free and fair election, but rather tempt Ukrainian forces to 
engage in mass arrests.17 The fact that DNR/LNR actors continued to 
be regularly referred to as “terrorists” by Ukrainian actors reinforced 
this fear.

Complicating the matter was the identity of the combatants. The 
Minsk Agreement called for the “withdrawal of all foreign armed for-
mations … from the territory of Ukraine.” When the Agreement was 
signed, in February 2015, the only such foreign forces were Russian 
(with the exception of a handful of foreign volunteers fighting on the 
Ukrainian side).18 Western intelligence services knew that Russian forces 
had a significant presence in Eastern Donbas – in weaponry, military 
advisers, intelligence officers, and even regular soldiers during the Battle 
of Debaltseve. This reality could not be explicitly acknowledged in dip-
lomatic documents (since Russia denied being involved and its role was 
essential for the Agreement).19 The formulations in the Minsk Agreement 
reflected this ambiguity. Essentially, Ukraine’s position was that Russia 
had to withdraw before legitimate elections could be held. Russia stub-
bornly denied that it had military personnel on the ground, and added 
that the Ukrainian unilateral modification of the sequence did not respect 
the text of the Minsk Agreement (Zinets and Balmforth 2015).

 17 Putin expressed the concern in hyperbolic terms in December 2019, when he 
warned of a “Srebrenica” massacre if Ukraine were to secure control of the 
Donbas–Russian border before elections could be held (Polygraph 2019). 
Between 2014 and 2017, courts operating in Ukrainian government-controlled 
Donbas territories convicted nearly 1,000 individuals of having supported the 
insurgency (Kudelia 2019).

 18 As we saw in Chapter 7, Russia has claimed that Russian citizens who fought 
in Donbas came entirely on their own initiative. The Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), limited to two border checkpoints, could 
not effectively monitor the movement of Russian combatants across the border 
(Coynash 2018a).

 19 Since early in the conflict, the diplomatic necessity of allowing the Kremlin 
to maintain its official position of nonintervention has led to awkward 
phrasing in official statements. For instance, when the European Council 
declared that the economic sanctions imposed on Russia in the wake of the 
downing of the MH17 plane in July 2014 were “clearly linked to the complete 
implementation” of the Agreement (European Council 2015), but did not take 
the next step of stating that Russia was responsible. Knowledgeable military 
experts in the United States and NATO regularly made off-the-cuff statements 
to the effect that Russia had integrated various rebel battalions into a unified 
chain of command (e.g., Klapper and Dilanian 2015).
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The Spoils of War

Behind the lines in the DNR/LNR, there were embattled militias ruling 
poverty-stricken populations, protected by heavy weapons supplied by 
Russia. The war had a devastating impact on the standard of living. In 
2019, the average wage in the DNR was two and a half times less than 
in the part of Donetsk oblast under Ukrainian control (and three times 
less than across the Russian border in Rostov oblast). Pensions were 
nearly twice as high in Rostov and Ukrainian-controlled Donbas (von 
Twickel 2020, 95–6). Though reliable economic data from the conflict 
zone was limited, the scale of the economic contraction allowed it to 
be viewed from outer space – literally. Since the beginning of the con-
flict, examination of nighttime luminosity from satellite data suggested 
a huge drop in economic activity – by 38 percent in the DNR, and 51 
percent in the LNR (Lasocki 2019).

Economic decline was aggravated in 2017 when DNR/LNR officials 
nationalized more than forty industrial plants after Ukraine imposed an 
embargo on trade, leading to an exodus of skilled workers and manage-
ment (Neef 2017). Several officials continued to benefit from the con-
flict through asset seizure, smuggling, and misappropriation of Russian 
humanitarian aid (Alexandrov 2019), but conditions were bleak for most 
people. The DNR/LNR economy was heavily subsidized by Moscow by 
perhaps as much as $6 billion a year, according to Ukrainian govern-
ment estimates (Havlik, Kochnev, and Pindyuk 2020, 21).20

We knew even less of public opinion and identity shift in the DNR/
LNR population. It was virtually impossible to conduct valid surveys 
or engage in systematic academic observation in these unrecognized 
territories since 2015. One survey, conducted over the phone from 
across the line of control in Ukraine, reported that a quarter of the 
population (26 percent) felt “more Russian” and a fifth (20 percent) 
“both more Russian and Ukrainian” (Sasse and Lackner 2018, 145). 
Since Russian was already the hegemonic language of preference 
before Maidan, it was hard to speak of a real change in the day-to- 
day language of the region. What had observably changed was the 
attitude of authorities toward the use of the Ukrainian language, 
which moved from benign (if symbolic) tolerance to outright hostility. 

 20 Russia provides no public information on its monetary transfers to Eastern 
Donbas (Zverev 2016). Secret subsidies were allegedly routed through a bank 
in the unrecognized state of South Ossetia (von Twickel 2017).
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Before Maidan, most schools in Donbas were Russian-medium, but 
Ukrainian was taught as a second language. Ukrainian has since been 
removed from the school curriculum completely (Coynash 2019).

In some sense the reverse phenomenon could be observed in the rest 
of Ukraine. The idea that the Russian language represented a security 
threat to the territorial cohesion of the state became relatively main-
stream in Ukrainian politics and served as the foundation of new lan-
guage laws. Those institutional changes were seized upon by Putin 
as evidence of a desire to commit “genocide” against Russians and 
Russian-speakers (leaving, as always, the distinction between the two 
ambiguous). Yet outside of Eastern Donbas, language became in prac-
tice disconnected from loyalty to the Ukrainian state. Putin expected the 
mass of Russian-speakers in the Ukrainian East to side with Russia in a 
nationalist post-Maidan Ukraine. Most Russian-speakers instead sided 
with Ukraine. A critical mass fought off what they saw as a Russian 
invasion. The Donbas war, territorially frozen from 2015 to 2022, was 
depicted in Russian propaganda as a war against Ukrainian national-
ists. This was profoundly misleading. The frozen conflict had a signifi-
cant number of Russian-speakers on both sides and could actually be 
framed as an intra-Russkii mir (Russian World) civil war, between the 
eastern part of the Donbas and the rest of the Southeast (see Map 8.1).21

The Russkii mir war even included a large number of radical right 
paramilitary group members – the players so important to our nar-
rative in Chapter 4 – who had previously taken it upon themselves 
to defend their nation-state in the streets of Eastern cities and were 
Russian-speakers. Most of them reconstituted as volunteer battalions 
to face down the Russian threat. After the Battle of Debaltseve (yield-
ing Minsk II), the Ukrainian army began to rely on contract soldiers, 
former conscripts who agreed to stay on for a limited time. Many 
politically active veterans groups integrated into regular Ukrainian 
forces. Others maintained parastatal links to the army or the Ministry 

 21 An indicator of Eastern Ukrainian involvement in the war (on the territories 
controlled by the Ukrainian government) was military deaths. Once adjusted 
for the loss of Crimea and of roughly half of the population of Donbas, the 
proportion of military deaths per region of birth was around 35 percent in the 
South/East (whose overall population was about 40 percent of the Ukrainian 
total in the last census), 43 percent in the Center (overall population around 37 
percent), and 22 percent in Western Ukraine (about its demographic weight). 
Data calculated from Ukrains’kyi memorial, https://ukraine-memorial.org.
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of Internal Affairs but remained ready to be called up if needed and 
retained their equipment as property (Kuzio 2017, 262). Two vol-
unteer battalion “brands” in particular acquired outsized political 
visibility after the front stabilized: Pravyi sektor, for a while, but par-
ticularly Azov, which became the dominant radical right brand (Clapp 
2016; Umland 2019).22 Their effectiveness was not felt in parliament, 
but in the streets. Radical right groups used violence in August 2015 
to prevent parliament from passing a constitutional amendment that 

Data Source: Memory Book

https://ukraine-memorial.org/en/page/pro-proekt/

Map 8.1 Birthplaces of Ukrainian military dead per capita by raion

 22 Azov nested officially under the National Guard and maintained good 
relations with the National Police (Shekhovtsov 2015) and the Ministry of 
the Internal Affairs (Cohen 2018), even receiving some state funding for 
“national-patriotic education” projects (Kuzmenko and Colborne 2019). 
Pravyi sektor formally refused to be subordinated and maintained an ethos 
of confrontation with the post-Maidan government that proved self-defeating 
(Gorbach 2018). The radical right, prominent on Maidan, failed to make 
a dent in post-Maidan elections. A few of its candidates were elected in 
individual constituencies or to the party list of established parties (Fedorenko 
and Umland 2022), but no party or electoral bloc could get past the electoral 
threshold to get representation in parliament. In 2019, a coalition of Svoboda 
(which was in parliament before 2014), National Corps (the civilian face of 
Azov), and Pravyi sektor could only gather 2 percent of the national vote.
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would have allowed autonomy for Eastern Donbas and facilitated 
implementation of the Minsk Accords (see “A New Equilibrium,” 
below).23 In 2017, veterans of the Donbas and Aidar voluntary 
 battalions organized a railroad blockade to stop the coal trade that 
had persisted despite the war between the unrecognized Donbas enti-
ties and Ukraine (Grytsenko 2017; Kostanyan and Remizov 2017).24 
In each case, the government had been unwilling to confront the pro-
testers – largely because they were armed, enjoyed a degree of military 
and political protection, and were savvy about timing their moments 
of public confrontation.25

A New Equilibrium: Language, Symbolic 
Politics, and Geopolitics Redux

Ukraine did become “more Ukrainian” after 2014. In losing control of 
Crimea and Eastern Donbas, the two areas with the highest density of 
ethnic Russians, Ukraine was suddenly deprived of at least 30 percent 
of all its Russians, decreasing the proportion of ethnic Russians from 
17 percent to 12 percent. Surveys also suggested that the proportion 
of self-described Russians in government-controlled Ukraine had been 
declining steadily.26 When former US Ambassador to Russia Michael 
McFaul famously likened taking Crimea, and losing Ukraine, to a 
“pawn for a queen” trade by Putin, this was the essence of his argu-
ment (Morrison 2014).

 23 The Ministry of Internal Affairs blamed Svoboda for the violence (Quinn 
2015). Around 150 protesters in military gear wore volunteer battalion 
patches (ReliefWeb 2015b).

 24 The government objected, but then relented. Official trade never resumed.
 25 Azov/National Corps (and smaller groups like C-14) also supported urban 

street gangs that engaged in vigilantism (Shukan 2019). They framed 
their legitimacy narrowly, as a fight against crime and corruption, but 
people suspected of being “pro-Russian,” “leftists,” “fifth columnists,” or 
outside acceptable morality (LGBTQ, Roma) were also frequently harassed 
(Shramovych 2017; Likhachev 2018). Recall that threats of violence meant to 
suppress free speech, and raising the cost of collective action for pro-Russian 
community leaders (μ), are important to our model.

 26 Kulyk (2018) estimated that the proportion could have decreased to 10 
percent nationwide, hypothesizing that the decline is attributable to identity 
redefinition, not just outmigration. People who previously responded 
“Russian” to the question “what is your nationality?” are now more likely 
to declare themselves to be “Ukrainian.” The trend had been observed before 
Maidan by Stebelsky (2009).
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Adapting to the loss of Crimea and Eastern Donbas upended 
Ukrainian electoral math. The Russian-speaking East and the 
Ukrainian-speaking West had been voting as blocs that roughly bal-
anced each other, seesawing with some regularity in and out of power. 
After Maidan the exclusion of the West could no longer be a via-
ble path to electoral success (D’Anieri 2019a). In 2014, the party of 
President Petro Poroshenko, whose electoral base was in the Ukrainian 
West, obtained significant voter support in all Eastern oblasts.27 Five 
years later, in 2019, the party of Dnipro-based President Volodymyr 
Zelensky in Eastern Ukraine obtained plurality or majority support 
throughout the East – and almost everywhere else in Ukraine, as well.

Just as disorienting, when out of power, the successor parties of the 
traditional pre-Maidan Eastern Ukrainian electorate no longer enjoyed 
anything like a veto on core political issues. In the seven years after 
Maidan, no opposition party emerged to aggregate the preferences of 
the Russian-speaking Eastern constituency and challenge the center.28 
Donetsk had been the headquarters of the Party of Regions. Without 
Donetsk, the East no longer spoke with one voice. The Opposition 
Platform remained an important political force in Ukrainian govern-
ment-controlled Donbas, but it received just 9.7 percent of the vote 
nationally in 2014 (down from 30 percent two years before), and 7 
percent of the seats in parliament.29 No East-based party had the votes 
to successfully contest national power. Nothing could stop or slow 
legislation popular in the Ukrainian West.

The absence of a coordinated legislative advocate for Russian-
speaking communities was felt most acutely in the debates over the 
autonomy of Eastern Donbas. Other areas of state policy became 
symbolic testing grounds and litmus tests for loyalty to the dominant 
Ukrainian bargaining position. Consider the matter of political decen-
tralization. The Minsk Agreement explicitly called for the “special 
status” of contested territories to be given constitutional protection. 

 27 Some noted at the time that turnout in the East that fall was much lower than 
in the West.

 28 The Donbas-based Communist Party of Ukraine, with 3.9 percent (down from 
13.2 percent), failed to cross the minimal 5 percent threshold in 2014, and was 
banned altogether afterwards (Guz 2019).

 29 The coalition Opposition Platform – For Life got 13.1 percent of the vote (and 
10 percent of the seats) in the 2019 elections (Herron, Thunberg, and Boyko 
2015; Ukrains’ka pravda 2019).
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In August 2015, the Poroshenko government sought to amend nine 
constitutional articles on self-government as part of a broad reform on 
“decentralization.”30 The very last clause made an exception for “cer-
tain districts of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts” where the “peculiarities 
of self-government … are determined by a separate law” (Verkhovna 
Rada Ukraïny 2015). The mere mention that the Eastern Donbas ter-
ritories would be treated differently in the constitution, however, lit the 
fuse. After the amendments were adopted in a first reading (with a sim-
ple majority), MPs cried treason and seized the rostrum, forcing an end 
to the session (Ukrains’ka pravda 2015). Outside parliament, a dem-
onstration turned violent. Protesters attacked the police with sticks, 
smoke bombs, and tear gas canisters, causing over 100 injuries. A live 
grenade killed three policemen (Quinn 2015). This was the worst vio-
lence outside of the war theater since February 2014 on Maidan. There 
was no further attempt to amend the constitution afterwards.31

Understanding the pushback against constitutional autonomy pro-
visions requires understanding that, in the dominant Ukrainian dis-
course, the war in Donbas was a war against Russia. The Donbas 
fighters – who mostly resided in Donbas prior to the conflict – were seen 
as proxies. In a 2018 law, Russia was officially labeled the derzhava- 
agresor (aggressor-state), with no specific indication of when exactly 
the aggression began (Buderats’kyi 2018). Anyone advocating for 
autonomy became subject to charges of being a fifth columnist for 
Putin. In September 2019, an appeal by nearly 100 Ukrainian pub-
lic figures, including two former foreign ministers who served under 
President Yushchenko, made the point explicitly: “The Ukrainian 
territories liberated from Russia cannot have any special status that 
would call into question the unitary structure of Ukraine” (Tsenzor.
net 2019). The claim that Minsk implementation would “give Russia 
a veto” over Ukraine’s future became a staple of mainstream political 
discourse (Ponomarenko 2019a; Shandra 2019b).32

 30 Decentralization is a broad-based reform giving more control to local units 
over their budget. The powers do not extend to the identity (language) or 
security (police) matters envisaged in the Minsk Agreement.

 31 A 2017 renewal of the (nonoperative) law on a hypothetical “special order” 
for the disputed Donbas territories created commotion in parliament when a 
radical nationalist deputy threw a smoke bomb (RFE/RL 2017).

 32 The text of the Minsk Agreement did not mention a veto over Ukraine joining 
NATO, though DNR/LNR leaders had lobbied for such language in February 
2015 (Zn.ua 2015).
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In 2015, the Ukrainian parliament passed a package of four “decom-
munization laws.”33 Their passage accelerated a process of renaming 
streets and cities underway since Maidan.34 The laws were criticized as 
vague and unenforceable, prohibiting “the public denial of the legiti-
macy of the criminal nature of the (Soviet) regime,” or the “falsification 
of history” (Shevel 2015) – but symbology was the more important goal. 
The laws clarified that the Ukrainian nation-state was associated with a 
single narrative, leaving no official space for a Russian/Eastern Ukrainian 
counternarrative of common descent between Ukrainians and Russians. 
The Holodomor was unambiguously a genocide. The war against Nazi 
Germany was to be named World War II (starting in 1939 with the 
destruction of Poland and the Soviet annexation of Western Ukraine), 
and not the Great Patriotic War (starting in 1941). The Organization 
of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) was proclaimed a national liberation 
movement, the Soviet Union a criminal totalitarian state.35

Religion also became a battleground. Historically, a staple of 
Ukrainian nationalist thought has been that the Orthodox Church in 
Ukraine should be independent (autocephalous) from the Orthodox 
Church in Russia. Attempts in the 1920s and 1940s to create a 
Ukrainian autocephalous Church were crushed (Denysenko 2018). In 
1992 a Ukrainian Orthodox Church Kyiv Patriarchate was created, but 
most Orthodox believers stayed with the Moscow-affiliated Church – 
until Maidan. The Kyiv Church was not recognized by Constantinople, 
the “mother” church, until 2018 when the Ecumenical Patriarch of 
Constantinople announced that he would recognize the Ukrainian 
Church as autocephalous. This became official in January 2019. The 
Russian Orthodox Church (in Moscow and Kyiv) was vehemently 

 34 The laws institutionalized grassroots behavior. More than 500 monuments to 
Lenin had been removed from across the landscape by the time the laws were 
adopted (Shevel 2016). The exception being Galicia where such processes had 
unfolded already throughout the 1990s.

 33 Provocatively, the law banning Soviet symbols was named “On the 
Condemnation of the Communist and National Socialist (Nazi) Regimes, and 
Prohibition of Propaganda and their Symbols,” placing the Soviet Union on 
the same moral plane as Nazi Germany (Ukrains’kyi institut natsional’noï 
pam’iati 2015a, 2015b).

 35 Surveys suggested that the Holodomor-as-genocide interpretation has gained 
broad acceptance across most Ukrainian regions as a result of these new 
state policies, although the traditional East/West divide persisted over the 
heroization of the OUN-UPA, and the criminalization of the Soviet state 
(Sereda 2016).
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opposed. The Russian government convened a meeting its Security 
Council to signal that it viewed these developments as a threat.36

Aspiration of geopolitical alignment with the West was symbolically 
locked in. The Ukrainian constitution was amended in 2019 to clarify that 
no future government of Ukraine could pass laws reversing Ukraine’s sta-
tus as a NATO aspirant. The United States and its Commonwealth allies 
(the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia), while careful to insist that 
NATO membership was not on the table in the near term, began to train 
Ukrainian soldiers in Western Ukraine (Gorka 2017). Support for join-
ing NATO increased substantially (59 percent in December 2021), but 
less so in the Southeast where voters were divided almost equally (Kyiv 
International Institute of Sociology 2021).

There were also substantial changes in language policy. In 2017, 
Ukraine passed an Education Law making Ukrainian the only lan-
guage of instruction in high schools (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2017).37 
The Opposition Bloc opposed the law, claiming that it violated “the 
right of citizens to use their native language,” and was unconstitu-
tional (Radio Svoboda 2019), but all other parties supported it. A 
2019 language law reiterated the elimination of non-Ukrainian schools 
after the elementary level, pointedly declaring that granting official sta-
tus to a non-Ukrainian language was unconstitutional (Vlasiuk 2019; 
Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2019).38 By 2022, Russian schools were 

 36 Although the Moscow Church predominates in the religious landscape of the 
East, most Russian Orthodox parishes are actually located in Central Ukraine, 
in an environment resolutely pro-Western (Razumkov trentr 2018).

 37 The Ukrainian law technically addresses classes, not schools. Officially, even 
in pre-Maidan legislation, all schools were Ukrainian, but classes could use 
another language, often Russian, as the main language of instruction, so 
long as Ukrainian was taught as a second language. The law elicited guarded 
criticism from Europe (Venice Commission 2017). Somewhat ironically, 
the law brought serious complications to the government not because it 
antagonized Russian-speakers (and mirrored the policy in Estonia – an EU 
member – regarding minority schooling), but rather because it eliminated 
Hungarian schools. Though Hungarians form just 0.003 percent of Ukraine’s 
population, Hungary used its veto power to block talks on Ukrainian 
membership in NATO (Dunai 2019). The 2019 law therefore had to carve 
out a four-year delay for the implementation of Ukrainian-only schools for 
minority languages that are “official languages in the European Union,” which 
excluded Russian (Zakonodavstvo Ukraïny 2019).

 38 The Constitutional Court ruled in 2018 that the 2012 language law had been 
unconstitutional (Ogarkova 2018). In the 2019 law, parliament granted itself 
the right to determine the question.
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virtually gone. The main language of instruction in the great major-
ity of high schools in Eastern Ukraine had in any case been Ukrainian 
by 2013, with the important exception of Donbas and Crimea 
(MediaSapiens 2015). The laws had clear implications for Russian-
speakers living throughout the territory of Ukraine. There is a sym-
bolic dimension, which we see as quite clearly meant to send a message 
to Ukrainian citizens living on territories Kyiv no longer controlled.39

A Full-Scale War

Though abandoning Minsk was not the official position of the 
Ukrainian government, it gradually became clear, between 2015 and 
2021, that Russia and Ukraine were dug in. Ukraine wanted an out-
come that looked something like in Cyprus: a permanent ceasefire, 
but without meaningful political concessions. Russia wanted Ukraine 
to implement the concessions agreed to at Minsk, namely, elections 
that in practice would have legitimized the DNR/LNR warlords and 
what amounted to autonomy on local security and language matters. 
Putin came to blame the West, and in particular the Americans, for the 
impasse. The Ukrainian negotiators dispatched from Kyiv, in this view, 
were merely the “messengers.” Ukraine, for its part, blamed Russia for 
having fomented the war in the first place, the DNR/LNR elites puppets 
dancing on their strings. Russia, as became astoundingly clear in 2022, 
refused to treat Ukrainian actors as having any agency or legitimacy.

The reality is that Ukraine had been forced to sign Minsk at gunpoint – 
literally, the summit had been hastily called after Russia sent regular 
troops to assist DNR fighters in seize a key transportation hub (the 
Battle of Debaltseve). But the political components of the Agreement 
were not enforceable. France and Germany found themselves in the 
delicate position of seeking to move forward a framework premised 
on the diplomatic illusion that Russia was not directly involved in the 
conflict. In 2016, in an effort to break the deadlock, German Foreign 

 39 The statement in the 2019 law that Ukrainian is the yedinoï (“only”) derzhava 
mova (state language) – without exception – could be seen as a direct 
response to the Minsk Agreement, which invoked the “right of linguistic 
self-determination” in defining the “special status” of disputed territories. 
The 2019 language law emphasized the “unitary” constitutional status of the 
Ukrainian state established in the 1996 Constitution (which, incidentally, had 
also enshrined the “autonomous” status of Crimea).
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Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier proposed a formula which would 
make autonomy contingent upon the holding of elections. According 
to what become known as the Steinmeier Formula, a Ukrainian law 
granting autonomy to Eastern Donbas would come into force only 
once the OSCE certified that the local elections had followed inter-
national standards (Hromadske 2019). This was a sequence meant to 
acknowledge the Ukrainian position, while providing cover for Russia 
to “move last” on the withdrawal of heavy weapons from the theater. 
Political proxies in the far East would trade bullets for ballots, with 
warlords transforming themselves into regional governors.40

The Ukrainian government resisted endorsing the Formula, because 
it believed that the elections could not be open under the presence of 
Russian weapons and military advisers and would legitimize vassals of 
Moscow policy. In 2019, when the new Ukrainian president Volodymyr 
Zelensky wanted to reactivate negotiations over a permanent cease-
fire, Russia made it a precondition that Ukraine formally accept the 
Formula. Under pressure from France, Germany, and the United States, 
Zelensky did so and immediately faced a substantial backlash from 
the Ukrainian center-right, which had rebranded itself as the “No to 
Capitulation Front” and fiercely opposed any idea of autonomy for 
Eastern Donbas. This view was widely shared in Ukrainian society.41

The concerns were twofold: First, that Russia was negotiating 
in bad faith, never planning to actually withdraw troops. Second, 
there was a serious concern that giving autonomy to Donbas would 

 40 The memorable “bullets for ballots” alliteration is a nod to the empirical work 
of Matanock (2017) which shows that elections supported by nonmilitary 
third-party interventions can sometimes ameliorate this problem. Four practical 
difficulties would have been associated with buying peace. First, expectations of 
future aid rents can lead to a scramble for influence within local security forces 
(e.g., Driscoll 2015, 110; Staniland 2015). Second, the threat of individual-
level extrajudicial retaliation for wartime behavior is hard to resolve in this 
part of the globe (see, e.g., Souleimanov and Siroky (2016), especially 696–9). 
Third, foreign aid is unlikely to be misspent by postwar governments if they 
can “game” the donor profile (e.g., Girod 2011). Fourth, post-socialist spoilers 
have access to a very potent symbol set (Petersen 2011) and the institutions to 
keep those symbols self-replicating (King 2001; Roeder 2018).

 41 In a survey conducted in October 2019 by the Razumkov Centre, 56 
percent were against a special status for Donbas, with only 23 percent in 
favor (Razumkov tsentr 2019). While the survey did not provide a regional 
breakdown, the data suggests that Russian-speaking Eastern Ukraine was at 
best split on this issue.
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 sabotage Ukrainian sovereignty from the inside, forcing difficult par-
liamentary votes (such as having separate conversations for Crimea 
and the Donbas, for instance), perhaps even threatening once again 
regime change (Allen 2020). It is difficult to see how the millions of 
confident, aggrieved, and articulate Ukrainians could have been made 
to compromise on issues of national sovereignty. Russia’s concern 
that Ukrainian leaders would drag their feet indefinitely on voting and 
autonomy for Eastern Donbas, whomever moved first, was valid. It 
was a stalemate with features of a classic commitment problem. Both 
Kyiv and Moscow believed that they would be worse off if they did 
their part, since the other would renege. By the end of 2021, Ukraine 
and Russia had been stuck at same impasse for more than six years.

This ends our analytic narrative. After Maidan, the equilibrium bar-
gain was replaced by a new one, reflecting a different balance of power 
between contesting social forces. In the new equilibrium, Ukrainian 
voters became less receptive to cultural arguments that could be deemed 
pro-Russia in any form. Once bargains on cultural issues or language 
choices could be framed as concessions, the next step was usually to 
decide the concessions were not necessary. With uncertainty removed 
about whether or not Russia would intervene militarily (a close to 0, 
or so most commentators thought), radical right parties continuing to 
exercise visible street power (µ), and with foreign aid strengthening 
the power of the Ukrainian central government in Kyiv (a lower p and 
C), the level of autonomy necessary to buy off Russian-speaking com-
munities decreased. Ukraine was becoming more Ukrainian, regional 
and linguistic issues were no longer central to electoral strategy. All of 
this was justified politically as Ukrainians resisting an unjust resolu-
tion of the Donbas war on Russia’s terms.

Ceasefires could not hold, because Russia considered it in its interest 
to keep the war hot to pressure Ukrainians to concede on the politi-
cal front. Some in Moscow hoped that Zelensky’s election over Petro 
Poroshenko would open space for new negotiations, but it quickly 
became clear that there was not much daylight between the Zelensky 
position and the Poroshenko position. Ukraine would not budge. In 
2021, although it was not apparent at the time, Putin appears to have 
concluded that the stalemate could no longer be solved diplomatically. 
A new strategy was necessary.

An early indication that something was afoot was the strange  posting, in 
July 2021, of a lengthy essay attributed to Putin on the Russian presidential 
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website entitled “On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians” 
(Putin 2021b) (see Chapter 3). The basic argument was that Russians 
and Ukrainians form the same people, that Ukrainian  nationalism was 
a foreign creation, that Ukrainian nationalists are fascists because they 
collaborated during World War II, and – therefore  – the post-Maidan 
pro-Europe and pro-NATO Ukrainian state was both (a) not real, and 
(b) intrinsically threatening to Russia. Little of that was new, and even the 
new bits were fairly on par with the standard Russian nationalist narrative 
toward Ukraine. Still, it was curious to observers at the time that Putin felt 
necessary to issue his statement in the form of a historical essay.

Beginning in October, Russia began to mass a considerable number 
of military personnel and equipment at the Ukrainian border under the 
guise of military exercises. That border now included Belarus, which 
had been vassalized in the previous year after Belarusian President 
Alexander Lukashenko requested Russian assistance to prop his regime 
following an illegitimate reelection. In December 2021, the Russian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a document, called a draft “treaty,” 
between the United States and Russia. The treaty was an ultimatum 
of maximalist demands including the complete withdrawal of NATO 
military personnel and infrastructure in former Soviet Bloc states and a 
return to the situation that prevailed in 1997 before NATO expanded 
eastward (Meduza 2021). As became clearer in subsequent statements 
by Russian officials, what was desired, first and foremost, was a binding 
legal guarantee that Ukraine would never become a member of NATO 
and that the NATO presence in Ukraine (training soldiers, providing 
weapons) would end. While the demands expressed in the draft treaty 
were unexpectedly extreme, Russian demands regarding the resolution 
of the Donbas war fell essentially within the bounds of the Minsk pro-
cess talking points from the past six years. But now Russia was overtly 
threatening war if the West did not respond.

The United States refused to engage with most of the premises of the 
“treaty” (and completely ignored the summer manifesto), countering 
with boilerplate proposals like transparency in troop movements and 
arms control (Aza and González 2022). Russian diplomats explained 
that this was nonresponsive (TASS 2022). Russia’s official diplomatic 
tone gradually changed. Allegations of a Ukrainian “provocation” in 
Donbas became more frequent. Putin began to display open personal 
contempt for Ukrainian President Zelensky. Frantic diplomatic con-
sultations took place while Russia’s military buildup rose to 175,000 
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troops at the border. Neither NATO nor Ukraine budged from their 
core positions: (1) Ukraine had the sovereign right to seek NATO 
admission, even if the issue had not been and was not to be on the 
political agenda; (2) NATO was uninterested in withdrawing from 
Ukraine, let alone from the Central European member states; and (3) 
Ukraine refused to concede autonomy to the Donbas territories before 
the withdrawal of Russian troops and heavy weapons.

In the last week of February 2022, the new strategy revealed itself. 
On February 21, Putin convened an unscheduled meeting of his 
Security Council. The meeting was televised hours later (Prezident 
Rossii 2022). The purpose was to have every member on record 
recommending the recognition of the two self-proclaimed Donbas 
“republics” as independent states. Before signing the decree, he gave 
an hour-long public address on national television (President of Russia 
2022a). The speech was in many respects an oral recitation of his 
summer essay, splicing together geopolitical and historical grievances. 
The tone was far more sinister, however. Ukrainians were again pre-
sented as a brotherly people, if not the same nation, but the emphasis 
was now on the malevolence of the government in Kyiv. Ukraine was 
perpetrating genocide in Donbas. Ukraine’s government was a cabal 
of corrupt leeches, serving the interests of its foreign patrons, robbing 
its noble people blind. Ukraine was not a legitimate country. Ukraine 
had no sovereignty worthy of respect.

The recognition of the DNR and LNR signified the end of diplo-
macy, the end of Minsk. Rather than reintegrate Donbas, Russian 
policy was now to separate its territory completely – unilaterally alter-
ing Ukraine’s borders for a second time since 2014. The full strat-
egy was unveiled in the morning of February 24. Putin announced a 
“military operation for the protection of Donbas,” allegedly because 
the Ukrainian army was attacking civilians and conducting “geno-
cide” (President of Russia 2022b). Both were phenomenal lies. The 
entire Donbas war, since March 2015, had consisted of two armies 
occasionally shooting at each other, sparing civilians. Nothing had 
changed since, except that in the days immediately before the Putin 
announcement the armies in the DNR/LNR suddenly intensified the 
shelling of Ukrainian army positions (Reuters 2022).

In this bizarre logic, the “protection” of Donbas required officially 
sending the Russian army to invade Ukraine with a strike toward 
Kyiv. The expressed aims of the operation were to “demilitarize” “and 
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“denazify” Ukraine.42 Putin had concluded that the ultimate way to neu-
tralize the security threat of a Ukraine one day joining NATO was to 
eliminate the Ukrainian army in order to extinguish the state (on the 
nineteenth-century logic that no state can survive without an army) and 
the national elite (who refuse to take orders from Moscow). This was the 
new strategy: violently annihilating the actually existing state of Ukraine.

Throughout 2022, the world watched in horror as Russian sol-
diers dropped bombs and missiles on cities filled with predominantly 
Russian-speakers  – the very people that allegedly were persecuted 
under a “fascist” government, allegedly members of Putin’s fanta-
sized “Russian World.” Unspeakable atrocities have been perpetrated 
by the Russian army. The outcome of this war remains uncertain. In 
seeking to forcibly bring back Ukraine through massive military force, 
Russia may have lost Ukraine forever.

 42 We repeat the language of “denazification” here for historical purposes, 
recognizing it is obscene to the victims of real Nazis. We believe Putin meant 
the overthrow of the regime and the elimination of “nationalists” as a class. 
This was an extreme version of the claim that Ukrainian nationalists are 
foreign agents and act against the interest of the real Ukrainians.
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To ensure that our argument is internally consistent, and to be as clear 
as possible about how it works, we employ a simple formal model. 
One benefit of formalization is clarity about just what is being said. 
As scholars writing about a complicated period, we also found the 
discipline imposed by a model valuable.

A Game

Let us consider a formal model of a high-stakes game with N + 2 
players. To keep things simple, we reduce our focus to the interac-
tion between the capital city, which we call K, and a single Russian-
speaking community, denoted by R.1 The two players are bargaining 
over R’s degree of political autonomy from K. Before this bargaining 
can take place, however, there must be coordination within the com-
munity R. R contains N > 1 community leaders, which we call i.

The game begins with institutional crisis. We have in mind a moment 
of discontinuous political change with implications for minority rights 
protections: an election that has been violently overturned, or an inva-
sion that changes de facto borders (and thus alters demographics). 
State legitimacy is in question, and state capacity is in flux. Actors 
begin second-guessing each other’s strategies and intentions. Following 
Jenne (2004, 734), the most dangerous kinds of crises are those which 
reveal something potentially disturbing about the intentions of the 
dominant group in the capital K toward minority communities R, or 
the intentions of a neighboring state with respect to K or R, or both.

The game is played in three stages.

Appendix A
Formalizing a Story of Strategic 
Ukrainian Adaptation

 1 K is chosen for Kyiv in reference to the theory-generating Ukrainian case. The 
model could easily be applied to other countries sharing a border with a great 
power.
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The first stage is one of coordination inside a Russian-speaking 
community R. In this stage, N individual community leaders i consider 
two possible actions, sedition or neutrality. Because the game is played 
against the backdrop of institutional breakdown, engaging in sedition 
may draw the attention of violent social forces, either state security or 
patriotic vigilantes.

Let μ ≥ 0 represent the costs imposed on each community leader i 
who plays sedition. These costs come in the form of pro-K intimida-
tion and threats against leaders’ family members. Following Kuran 
(1991), however, there can be safety in numbers. If many members of 
a community coordinate, and are seditious at the same time, the threat 
of pro-regime vigilante violence does not deter.

Call the number of elites playing sedition the mobilizing elite group 
or M. The order of play in the second stage depends on the degree 
of coordination taking place in the first stage. If and only if M = N, 
then coordinated sedition creates a leadership cadre in a community. 
The cadre seizes control of local institutions with legally recognized 
administrative resources, and attempts to bargain collectively on 
behalf of community R. Unanimity among elites also achieves safety 
in numbers, so if M = N, then μ = 0.

With the community unified on a seditious posture, the game enters 
a second stage. R makes an autonomy demand to K, announced in the 
form of a take-it-or-leave-it offer to K. Since demands can be more 
or less extensive, represent the offer as a number x between 0 and 1. 
Arrangements more beneficial to K benefit R less. Larger demands cor-
respond to more autonomy. x = 1 is a demand to completely exit the 
polity (e.g., full bore secession). x = 0 is a cosmetic demand for token 
accommodations that cost K nothing to concede (e.g., changing the 
mascot of a local sports team). Intermediate demands may include lim-
ited (or extensive) political autonomy, symbolic control over political 
rituals like parades, subsidies for public sector jobs (curating museums 
or working in educational administration), recognized cultural holi-
days, school curricula content, control of the language on local street 
signs (and their names), and especially control over the composition of 
police and security forces.2

If K accepts R’s proposal x, then the situation deescalates. R receives 
a payoff of x, and K receives the remainder (1 – x). If K rejects R’s 

 2 Cetinyan (2002, 649), Roeder (2007), and Petersen (2011, 54–5).
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proposal, there is a violent escalation. Militias in seditious community 
R seize government buildings with the intent of provoking a milita-
rized police action from K. Whether this community-led insurgency 
succeeds or fails is a costly probabilistic gamble. Either way, R pays 
violence costs c > 0.

The peripheral Russian-speaking community R and the state armed 
forces of K are not on equal footing if it comes to a fight. Fighting 
takes place around the homes of elites in R. Unless the conflict is inter-
nationalized, c is paid only by R, not K.

The end result of repressive action by K is uncertain. Success by 
R over K occurs with probability p.3 Otherwise the insurgency fails, 
and K violently pacifies R with well-studied disciplinary and juridical 
tools. For both K and R, before subtracting the fighting costs, the util-
ity of victory is 1 and the utility of losing is 0.

That is the path of play shown in Figure A.1. All of this assumes 
that M = N, with coordinated sedition in the first stage. If M < N, then 
there is no safety in numbers for elites who chose sedition in the first 
round.4 Those elites will be subject to vigilante threats (–μ). There is 
also no successful formation of a leadership cadre capable of speaking 
on behalf of the whole community R. This creates an opportunity for 
elites in K to “buy off” one or more nonseditious community elites. 
The majority of elites may be neutral, or it may be a slim defection 
from unanimity (a “token face” of local legitimacy for the capital’s 
centralization project). The presence of neutrals in the community 
facilitates attempts by K to rehabilitate the precrisis institutions in 
some form. The postcrisis regime will behave as if only the neutral 
elites in the community are the legitimate voices of the community to 
begin with, elevating their status as brokers to “buy off” a rebellion. 

 3 Success can take many forms in Eurasia. Perhaps R survives as an unrecognized 
statelet like Abkhazia (see, e.g., Shesterinina (2016, 2021, 184–200)). Perhaps 
R is incorporated into Russia. Perhaps R holds out indefinitely in a peripheral 
political limbo, unrepresented and untaxed. With probability 1 – p, the state 
disarms R.

 4 The need for unanimity is a stringent modeling assumption. Gelbach (2013), in 
his formalization of Kuran (1991), proposes analyzing the “tipping thresholds” 
of communities. This approach initially seemed promising to us, but we struggled 
with the question of how to empirically assess community thresholds ex ante 
(prior to seeing whether they “tipped” or not). Petersen (1999, 70–6, especially 
fn. 11; 2001, 294) argues that community-level anthropological observational 
data can address this problem in principle. In practice, we were stumped.
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With this support for K inside a community, K sends military or police 
forces to protect loyal citizens and arrest (or deter) violent seditionists.

This means K can set the terms of the negotiation and dictate a divi-
sion of x. Each elite i has to choose again between sedition and accep-
tance (neutrality). Sedition in this second stage is a push for militarized 
resistance, hoping to invite police overreaction. Now that the com-
munity has shown itself to be fragmented, however, collective action 
will be riskier and thus more difficult. It is still possible that M > 0 
and sedition persists, but i must attempt to secede without the whole 
community on board. p is lower. How much lower depends on the 
circumstances of coordination failure. If nearly the entire community 
remains neutral it is different than if most elites are seditious and just 
a few members of the elite are neutral. Call the community fragmenta-
tion penalty f ≥ 0 (see Figure A.2).

If bargaining between R and K breaks down, there is an uprising 
and a police action. K sends armed forces to arrest seditious elites. The 
Kremlin may send military assistance to R, raising the costs of repres-
sion to K by C. Intervention occurs with probability a, modeled as a 
move by Nature after R and K commit to their strategies.5

To recap, the sequence of play is as follows:

Step 1. Each of N community elites simultaneously choose either 
sedition or neutrality. Use M to designate the number of elites 
mobilizing for sedition. If M < N, then all elites who played sedi-
tion may be targets of pro-regime vigilantism –μ.

Step 2a. If M = N, treat the community as a unified player R. R 
articulates an autonomy proposal x ϵ [0, 1]. Capital elites K 
observe x, and either acquiesce and accept or reject the proposal. 
If K accepts, the game ends. If K rejects, repression and milita-
rized counterinsurgency follow, imposing costs c on R, and the 
game proceeds to Step 3.

Step 2b. If M < N, then K will set the distribution x. Each elite i will 
observe x, and decide whether to continue pursuing sedition, or 

 5 We considered simplifying the game further, “folding” the second and third 
moves together to entirely eliminate the move by Nature. This would let 
Russian intervention change both p and C. We did not, in order to draw atten-
tion to the distinction between a parameter composed of structural variables 
(e.g., community demography, distance to the Russian border, etc.) that are 
estimated the same way by all actors (p), and an unobservable, crisis-specific 
variable (a).
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accept. Sedition is a renewed attempt by i to incite a community 
to rebellion in Step 3 (now with a revealed noncoordination pen-
alty –f). If all i choose accept, the game ends.

Step 3. If M = N and K rejects, or if M < N and at least one i plays 
sedition in the second round, Nature chooses Russia Intervenes 
(with probability a) or Russia Does Not Intervene (with prob-
ability 1 – a). If Russia intervenes, then K pays costs C. Secession 
succeeds with probability p. The game ends.

Payoffs

Payoffs depend on the interactions of strategic choices.
What if N = M, R makes an offer x, and the offer is accepted by K? 

K receives 1 – x and every community leader i within R receives x. Call 
this outcome Brokered Autonomy.

What if N = M, R makes an offer x, and K rejects the offer? There 
will either be a Domestic Police Action or an Internationalized 
Conflict. Either way, payoffs for community elites’ payoff calcula-
tions now include K’s violent response to their coordinated sedi-
tion (−c). The attempt to secede succeeds with probability p and fails 
with probability 1 – p. The winner of the contest gets the whole pie, 
minus fighting costs. For K, those costs depend on Nature (Russia). 
A good outcome for K is a Domestic Police Action (offer, repress, 
~intervene). In this case, the breakdown of bargaining imposes costs 
on the community R, but not on K. K’s payoff in a Domestic Police 
Action is 1 – p. K has a dominant advantage in the production of vio-
lence only if its sovereignty is respected by its larger neighbor. With 
probability a, its sovereignty is not respected. An Internationalized 
Armed Conflict occurs (offer, repress, intervene). K gets its worst 
payoff: 1 – p – C.

The Domestic Police Action payoff for a community leader i is p – c.  
This payoff is the same for an Internationalized Armed Conflict. 
Russian military units, if they even come, cannot realistically arrive 
fast enough to prevent communal violence.

What if N > M and at least some members of the Russian-speaking 
community remain neutral? Each of the M can expect threats from 
pro-K vigilantes –μ. Next, a distribution x is selected by K. Each com-
munity elite i observes K’s offer x. Each decides whether to accept it,  
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or choose sedition (some for a second time). Accepting is a choice 
for political neutrality; sedition is an attempt to pull a community 
into rebellion. A choice must be made before knowing whether sedi-
tion will succeed (though i can estimate p, and also knows that sedi-
tion will provoke targeted police action by the state (imposing costs c) 
win or lose, even if the Russian military intervenes). If every i accepts 
x, and M = 0 in the second stage, the game ends. Call the outcome 
Enforced Assimilation.

For ease of reference, Figure A.3 shows the payoffs for K and a 
community member i for different strategy combinations and plays 
by Nature. (We have included a one-stop “cheat sheet,” Figure A.4, 
which can be found at the end of this Appendix for readers having 
difficulty tracking all the model parameters.) Nature has no payoffs, 
nor are there payoffs for R (a corporate composite of many i payoffs). 
Payoffs for Enforced Assimilation assume no fragmentation penalty 
(f = 0) in the x from K if M < N.6

With the payoffs and structure of interaction defined, we can consider 
what should happen in the game under the assumption of strategic play.

RANK-ORDERING OUTCOMES FOR RUSSIAN-SPEAKING
COMMUNITY ELITE (i)

(1) Brokered Autonomy (fully coordinated sedition as
bargain offered to K: x*= p + aC )

(2) Enforced Assimilation (full-coordination neutrality, p – c)
(3) All Domestic Police Actions and International Armed

Conflict resulting from full coordination on sedition and
the rejection of offer x by K (p – c)
  (4) Enforced Assimilation + Targeted Vigilantism
coordination fails:others neutral, i plays sedition (p – c – µ)

RANK-ORDERING OUTCOMES FOR CAPITAL CITY (K) 

(1) Enforced Assimilation (M < N, so community remains
neutral, 1 – p + c)

(2) Domestic Police Action (police action, no Russian
intervention, 1 – p)

(3) Brokered Autonomy (accept equilibrium offer, 1 – x*)
(4) Internationalized Armed Conflict (police action,

Russian intervention): 1 – p – C

Brokered
Autonomy

International
Armed
Conflict

Domestic Police
Action

Enforced
Assimilation

Enforced
Assimilation +

Targeted Vigilantism

M = N, i plays
sedition,

K accepts

M = N, i plays
sedition,

K rejects offer,
Russia sends 

troops

M = N, i plays
sedition,

K rejects offer,
Russia does not

send troops

M < N, elite i plays
neutral in stage 1

and accept in
stage 2

M < N, elite i plays
sedition in stage 1

and accept in
stage 2

K 1 – x* 1 – p –  C 1 –  p 1 – p + c 1 – p + c

Elite i x* p –  C p –  C p –  C p – c – µ

Figure A.3 Payoffs by strategy and rank-orderings of strategies by actor

 6 Enforced Assimilation payoffs in Figure A.3 could thus be even lower (p – c– 
f). With f = 0, K is already doing better in Enforced Assimilation that in any 
of the M = N outcomes (1 – p + c), but it might be higher (1 – p + c + f) if 
f > 0.
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Solving the Game by Backwards Induction

An appropriate solution concept for the game is a subgame perfect 
Nash equilibrium (SPNE), where no actor benefits from a change of 
strategies, and strategies form a Nash equilibrium whenever players 
make a decision on or off the equilibrium path.

Begin with the decision by K to accept an autonomy demand from 
a coordinated R threatening secession, or to repress the seditious com-
munity (the game shown in Figure A.1). The worst outcome for R is if 
K chooses repress (p – c). If R makes an offer, and K accepts, then K 
receives 1 – x. If 1 – x ≥ K’s repression payoff, then K should choose 
accept.

The simple comparison of the offer x to its alternative is compli-
cated by the fact that the repression payoff depends on Nature’s move. 
If Russia sends troops in response to repression, the payoff for K is   
1 – p – C. If Russia does not send troops, the payoff for K is 1 – p. A 
strategic R should use the shadow of Russian power to extract conces-
sions from the center to get as much as they can without crossing the 
threshold that provokes repression.

Lemma 1: If the game reaches stage two with R making an offer to K, 
the optimal offer from R to K is x* = p + aC.

Proof: R chooses an x to make K indifferent between repression and 
accepting.7 If a = 1, then K will reject any offer that nets it less than 
1 – p – C, but R gets to keep the remainder of the division, so x* will 
be the lowest offer that fulfills the criterion x* = p + C. If a = 0, then 
R and K are certain that Russia will not send military forces to defend 
a  seditious community. To make K indifferent, elites in R now cannot 
exceed x* = p. Comparative statics for x* in intermediate cases with 
1 < a < 0 are straightforward, governed by x* = p + aC. Any offer of 
more than x* will be rejected by K, yielding the war payoff p – c (worse 
for R). Any offer of less than x* is weakly dominated by x*. Since x* 
 cannot go higher or lower without making R or K worse off, x* is a 
unique equilibrium offer.

Changing the order of offers changes the expected payoffs, so the 
game plays differently if N > M. Now K has the ability (and incentive!) 

 7 A stickler may note that a token +ε is necessary to overcome indifference, but 
we assume ε = 0 for a unique SPNE and to avoid notational clutter.
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to select the lowest offer x that makes i indifferent between sedition 
and acceptance in the second stage. The offer that makes i indifferent is 
x = p – c – f. Even in a very permissive environment, with f = 0, an x = 
p – c could be imposed on community R, yet no elite i would choose 
sedition. All would accept. Whichever player moves first in the game 
essentially make a proposal that “steals” the violence costs (c from R, 
or aC from K). Those costs are never realized on the equilibrium path, 
but they are “baked in” to a peaceful distribution of cultural goods.

Lemma 2: There is a pure-strategy SPNE that does not involve the 
play of weakly dominated strategies in which all elites play sedition in 
the first stage. Call this coordinated sedition.

Proof: If M = N, then the game continues to the second stage. R makes 
an offer. By Lemma 1, each elite i in the community should expect 
x* = p + aC. If an elite i were to unilaterally alter her or his strategy, 
it would not improve i’s payoff: defection would only mean that an 
elite transferring proposal power to K and penalizing her- or himself 
(p – c – f < x*).

Lemma 3: There is a pure-strategy SPNE that does not involve the 
play of weakly dominated strategies in which all elites play neutral. 
Call this coordinated neutrality.

Proof: If M = 0, i should expect to receive p – c – f. Even if N = 2, 
a change in strategy by i will not reach the higher x* payoff; it just 
makes i a target for vigilantism (p – c – f – μ).

Proposition 1: There is a SPNE in which every elite i coordinates on 
sedition in the first stage, R offers K an x that fulfills the equation x* = 
p + aC, and K accepts. Call this a Brokered Autonomy SPNE.

Proof: Consider defection by K. Playing repress nets K a payoff of 
1 – p – C if Russia sends troops, and of 1 – p otherwise. Since the 
probability of Russia sending troops is a, if an offer x* = p + aC were 
presented, changing from accept to repress does not improve K’s pay-
off. Next, consider defection by R. By Lemma 1, there is nothing to be 
gained by making a higher or lower offer x*. Finally, consider defec-
tion by elite i. By Lemma 2, there is no gain to switching strategies 
from sedition to neutrality.
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Proposition 2: There is a SPNE in which every elite i chooses neutral-
ity in the first stage. Call this an Enforced Assimilation SPNE.

Proof: By Lemma 3, coordinated neutrality constitutes an equilibrium.

Brokered Autonomy and Enforced Assimilation are the only two pure-
strategy SPNE that do not involve the play of weakly dominated strate-
gies. The only logical alternative to these two equilibria would be an 
intermediate equilibrium, with only community elites playing sedition –  
but they will always wish to change strategies, either to avoid institution-
alized discrimination (p – c – f), or to avoid vigilante threats (–μ).

Summary, Key Results, and Comparative Statics

The model does not make predictions about war. War occurs only 
due to misplay (discussed shortly below). The model does make clear 
predictions about the relative levels of cultural autonomy for Russian-
speaking communities based on their ability to threaten war, however. 
Nonviolent brokerage can short-circuit identity disputes and keep vio-
lence off the table, but the “missing” violence shapes the distribution 
of a zero-sum resource.

For i, the higher payoff of the two SPNE strategies is Brokered 
Autonomy. Achieving this outcome depends on coordinated sedi-
tion in the first stage. Following Laitin (2007, 143), our approach 
highlights “the political interactions between entrepreneurs and those 
whom they purport to represent, and among those who have coordi-
nated beliefs of ethnic solidarity.”

Since bargaining power for self-defined Russians depends on their 
ability to coordinate, it is not surprising that institutions – like the 
Party of Regions – emerged to facilitate that outcome. These insti-
tutions imploded after Maidan. They have been electorally noncom-
petitive ever since. The result is an Enforced Assimilation equilibrium 
observed in most of Ukraine (Chapter 8).

The exception to be explained is in the Donbas. The Luhansk 
Council became the only regional parliament in the Southeast to issue 
a challenge to the post-Maidan government in Kyiv. Elsewhere in the 
Donbas, what occurred resembled the sequence in Figure A.2: elites 
trying to keep their heads down and remain neutral, an offer from K 
to try to lure the communities back (sending police forces to create a 
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perimeter around buildings but not storming them). Gradually, new 
social actors emerged from the streets that persisted with strategies of 
sedition. And eventually Russia arrived.

In our account, this war occurred as an outgrowth of uncertainty 
over what Russia would do (a). In the Donbas, neither local com-
munity elites nor Kyiv were certain how Russia would behave. In 
Crimea, certainty created quickly-brokered order. Most everywhere 
else, uncertainty led to coordination failure. Our account emphasizes 
miscalculation and asymmetric information.

Viewed from the perspective of many Russian-speaking communities 
R, the variable probability of Russian military intervention (a) was never 
satisfactorily resolved. From 1990 until 2014, communities with a high 
density of Russian-speaking populations had the opportunity to “acti-
vate” their Russian-ness as a crisis bargaining maneuver, acting as if they 
were poised to offer a safe military operating zone for Russian troops 
in order to extract bargaining concessions from Kyiv. Some engaged in 
these performances every few years in order to turn out votes.

To understand how this yielded war in 2014, return to Figure A.1 
or A.2. Hold p and C constant. If a = 0 is “the floor,” and a = 1 is 
“the ceiling,” between these two is a range of bargaining outcomes 
that both R and K might prefer to war, and might both reasonably 
believe the other prefers to war, as well. This created room for local 
elites to bargain and to (try to) bluff. Our analytic narrative docu-
ments these elite machinations. Until late summer 2014, it was (just) 
possible for actors in Donbas to believe they could make extreme 
demands for autonomy from Kyiv, and that those demands would 
be accepted. It was also (just) possible for decision-makers in Kyiv to 
believe that Russia would actually stop at Crimea, and not send more 
troops, making decisive victory by Ukrainians over seditious commu-
nities possible. 0 < a ≤ 1. Some Donbas community actors behaved as 
if a = 1, seizing buildings and demanding amnesty. The analogy is an 
opening bid at x = p + C. This offer was rejected by K.

Figure A.3 clarifies a worst-case outcome for the seditious elites in 
the Donbas: Enforced Assimilation, accompanied by pro-K violent 
threats. That is what Donetsk People’s Republic/Luhansk People’s 
Republic (DNR/LNR) residents said they feared if Russia withdrew 
(a = 0) and they were forcibly disarmed. Russia demanded policy con-
cessions that would “lock in” an equilibrium offer x* in which a = 1  
and C > 0 in exchange for a promise of future Russian military 
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disengagement. At the moment Minsk was signed, some costs C were 
being imposed on the battlefield. Then there was a ragged ceasefire, 
the death count fell, Western governments blunted some of the pain of 
C with generous aid packages, the conflict froze, and Ukrainian politi-
cians dragged their feet on implementing Minsk.

The Russian government never got what, in retrospect, it seems to 
have wanted very badly: an interpretation of Minsk that facilitated 
the emergence of a viable electoral base of influence in Ukrainian 
domestic politics. Meanwhile, the symbols and cultural policies of the 
Ukrainian polity adjusted to a new equilibrium, following our predic-
tions: lower p, lower x*. Putin wrote in the summer of 2021 that he 
would not tolerate the revised status quo. And so, in February 2022, 
Putin brutally raised costs C.

R 
K 
i 
N 
M 

= 
= 
= 
= 
= 

FORMAL TERMINOLOGY PARAMETER REFERENCE

Russian-speaking communities

µ 
number of elites playing “sedition”

capital city
individual community elites
number of elites per community

vigilante threats against i

x 
p 
c 
a 
C 
f 
x*

= 
= 
= 
= 
= 
=  “failure penalty” to 2nd secession attempt by i if M<N in stage 1
=

autonomy offer proposed by R to K
probability of successful military secession by R
costs of attempted insurgency (repression of R by K)
probability that Russia intervenes militarily
costs imposed on K if Russia intervenes militarily

equilibrium offer by R that K should accept (= p+aC+ε)

=

Figure A.4 Reminder of parameter definitions (formal cheat sheet)
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This short appendix formalizes a familiar account of war in Ukraine 
as a result of geopolitical bargaining. The assumptions informing this 
model are not objectively true. They are defensible and seem (to us) to 
reflect Putin’s beliefs based on his statements.

We begin by assuming a single policy dimension with utilities that 
are zero-sum. Russia’s gain of influence in the Ukrainian polity is the 
West’s loss, and vice versa. In international politics, unlike domestic 
politics, there is no third-party enforcement, so the only stable bar-
gains that emerge have to be self-enforcing. Figure B.1 visualizes a 
range of possible bargaining outcomes. R, W1, and W2 represent ideal 
points. Both R (Russia) and W (the West) prefer outcomes closer to 
their ideal to those further away.

Points closer to R represent limited Ukrainian freedom of action 
in foreign affairs and more deference to Russian preferences. Points 
further right represent greater Ukrainian freedom of action to make 
choices aligned with Western preferences. If a bargain is not reached 
that satisfies both Russia and the West, war occurs as Russia attempts 
to destroy Ukrainian institutions by force (f). f is drawn closer to R 
than to W1 (or W2).

f is not good from Russia’s point of view, but it is preferable to any 
bargain right of Russia’s break point. It is drawn at a point as far from 
R on the right as f is from R on the left. f is terrible for the West – 
worse, in this two-dimensional stylization, than “giving” Ukraine to 
Russia unambiguously. Why? Because Russia has decided that it has 
vital interests in Ukraine, and the West has decided it does not.1

Appendix B
Formalizing a Story of Why 
Putin Chose War

 1 Following Schelling (1960, 187–203), we mean Russian leaders are more will-
ing than their Western counterparts to endure huge risks over Ukraine-related 
specifics. Relative willingness to accept “not a small bit of retaliation, but a 
small probability of a massive war” (199) favors Russia. Figure B.1 makes it 
explicit that strategic stability between Russia and the West matters more to 
Western decision-makers than the fate of Ukraine-specific outcomes.
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R, the Russian ideal point, stays fixed in this stylization. Russia still 
desires what it has desired since 1990: a pliant Ukraine embedded 
in Russocentric security institutions. Western policy preferences do 
change over time in the stylization. W1 was the West’s ideal point 
in 1990. W2 was the West’s ideal point in 2013–2014. W1 indicates 
more willingness to cede Ukraine to Russia as part of a geopolitical 
“sphere of influence.” W2 indicates changes in values or priorities – or 
perhaps just widely recognized shifts in relative power (both hard and 
soft power – see Chapter 1).2

Movement rightward from f to anywhere on the line segment 
between R and Russia’s break point is at least a good for one party 
and no worse for the other (Pareto-improving). With many Pareto-
improving bargains superior to f, and no supranational institutions 
to coordinate on (or enforce) a compromise, it is difficult to predict 
exactly which point on the RW1 segment or RW2 segment will be 
selected (Schelling 1960, 21–2, 54–74). All we can say with certainty 
is that it will not be to the right of Russia’s break point, since any of 
those bargains would be worse than f from Russia’s perspective.

To tell a serviceable story of postindependence Ukraine from the 
vantage point of Russia, begin with the geometric “fair” bargain 
b1, exactly between R and W1. Wind the clock forward twenty-five 
years. Replacing W1 with W2 visualizes gradual preference divergence 

 2 This should not be decoded as our opinion of which actor is the “real” revisionist – 
but a gap widened between W and R on Ukraine-related issues over time.
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between Russia and the West (described early in Chapter 4). Suffice to 
say that some components of a previously “fair” bargain of b1 came to 
feel like concessions to Russia for many Ukrainians, and also to diverse 
constituencies in the West. The row over the EU Trade Agreement 
and the Eurasian Economic Union was framed by Moscow’s diplo-
mats as formally locking-in aspects of the old bargain b1 (again, see 
Chapter 4). It was framed in Western capitals differently, as a coercive 
attempt to revise the bargain leftward, closer to R. None of this could 
be resolved peacefully – hence Maidan, Crimea, the Donetsk People’s 
Republic/Luhansk People’s Republic (DNR/LNR), Minsk, and all the 
rest (material in Chapters 4 – 8).

The growing gap also raised the problem of commitment. If Russia 
permitted a revision to the new “fair” bargain b2, already past Russia’s 
break point, who could say that in the future there would be no W3 
even further away (and a new demand b3)?3 Elites in the Kremlin seem 
to have realized, at some point between 2018 and 2022, that they had 
“lost Ukraine.” Rather than accept a shift to b2, the Kremlin response 
was to forcibly redraw the map (the end of Chapter 8).

The hope in Russia was that the occupation of Ukraine and forcible 
alteration of its institutions would be quick and easy. Western capitals 
hope that f will be a long, costly war for Russia, and less costly for the 
West over time. Perhaps attrition warfare, sanctions, and shunning 
will move f so far to the left that b2 or W2 is closer to R than f.

If the goal is developing a language to assist in brokering intra-
Ukrainian compromise, a model in which Ukrainians themselves are 
not actors is the wrong place to start. It is foolish to assume that this 
conflict can be, or should be, settled “over the heads” of tens of mil-
lions of Ukrainians. This is why we anchor our book in a revisionist 
analytic narrative approach.

 3 For a formal treatment of arguments in this vein, with useful extensions, see 
Powell (2006).
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