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Foreword

Ukraine en route to where?

Among the features of the post-socialist transformation of Eastern
Europe over the past two decades have been the conflicts over collective
identities. Sometimes these have led to military confrontations between new
nations, at great human cost. In the case of Ukraine, the identities of the vari-
ous regions, and the related conflicts over the country's geopolitical orienta-
tion towards either "Eurasia” or Europe, clash peacefully, yet constantly.

The re-interpretation of national history plays an important role in all
post-socialist conflicts over political identity. Not only in the Balkans is there
too much history per square metre. In Ukraine, too, the interpretation of na-
tional history has been used as a political weapon, particularly by Viktor Yu-
shchenko, who became president after the Orange Revolution of 2004. Yet it
is not only politicians that are involved in these conflicts, but also historians,
journalists, writers — in short, intellectuals. In a constructivist understanding of
international politics, such as that offered by Tatiana Zhurzhenko in the pre-
sent book, these symbolic struggles are themselves part of the debate over
possible futures.

The following study offers a perspective on an important conceptual
(discursive and political) context of post-Soviet relations between Russia,
Ukraine, and other post-Soviet states. Although foreign policy at core re-
volves around economic and power interests, the verve, the emotional effort,
and the obstacles facing real-politics cannot be understood without studying
the conflicts over cultural identities. The book begins by sketching the dis-
course on Eurasia, which first emerged among intellectuals in Russian émigré
circles during the interwar period, and which in the post-Soviet ideological
vacuum after 1991 influenced the debate among Ukrainian and Russian elites
with renewed strength. The Soviet and post-Soviet discourse on "Eastern
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Slavic Unity" and the "Great Patriotic War" is retraced in a similar way. Par-
ticularly interesting are Zhurzhenko's references to the shifting interpretations
and instrumentalizations of these myths in the present day.

The first part of the book, having discussed this intellectual discourse,
goes on to chart the geopolitical options for Ukraine, especially in relation to
Russia. This is followed by an analysis of the relations between Ukraine and
Belarus, a subject that until now has received little attention in the scholarly
literature. Here, too, there is a discussion of the images of the other and their
role in the debate over the future of the nation. The author shows how the re-
lation to the neighbouring country and its path of development becomes an
argument for or against particular domestic alternatives.

In the second part of the book, the main axis of the study becomes visi-
ble: an analysis of the borders between the new nation-states, with the em-
phasis on the new border between Russia and Ukraine. Drawing on the dis-
tinction used in border studies between "hard" and "soft" borders (the latter
being "narrative constructs"), the author discusses the real production and
symbolic construction (legitimation) of this border, along with its significance
for both states' re-orientation towards each another. "Narratives of security"
and "narratives of integration" both play a role in this symbolic production of
the border.

The first chapter in this part also focuses on EU security interests in the
Ukrainian border regime, analysing the development of a concomitant policy,
particularly following the EU enlargement in 2004. The result, as we learn
from the study, is that Schengen standards are shaping the entire Ukrainian
border regime, including in the east.

Large stretches of the Ukrainian-Russian border run through heavily
populated areas that traditionally have close economic ties. The study de-
scribes how the installation and modernization of the border regime and of a
regime of trans-border cooperation is closely connected to the construction of
new identities, thus becoming the object of conflict between political camps in
Ukraine. Ukrainian discourses about borders are variously identified as pro-
Russian, Ukrainian nationalist and pro-European, Russian discourses as na-
tionalist, imperialist and liberal. In the third chapter, the author analyses a

12



particular cross-border region (that between Kharkiv and Belgorod,) and the
central role of regional economic elites in the shaping of the Euroregion "Slo-
bozhanshchyna".

In the third part, the author summarizes the results of a field study in
five villages (three in the Kharkiv region, two in the Belgorod region) in 2003
and 2004. She describes the empirical methods used in order to obtain her
results. Among the list of questions used in this research are those asking
into the history and the identity of the villagers, their trans-border economic
interests and their perception of the Ukrainian-Russian border. Zhurzhenko
selects a sample of research objects that differ in their historical and ethnic
characteristics. Her own contradictory identity as Ukrainian citizen whose
mother tongue is Russian is also discussed in this context.

The observations and the interpretations of the conversations and inter-
views visualize the evolution of new borders (and, connected with this, the
formation of the different national identities of the populations on both sides
the border). For me, a particularly significant discovery of the field study was
how much the sustainability of the various processes of symbolic construction
depends on the economic success of the village or the region. "The new bor-
der represents the irreversibility of the post-1991 political and social changes,
thus separating not only Ukraine from Russia, but also the present, real
Ukraine from an imagined Soviet Union." On the basis of the results of the
field study described, the book concludes by analysing how in one of the vil-
lages (Udy), "Russians" become "Ukrainians" — in other words how the proc-
ess of nation-building takes place at the local level.

The book can be highly recommended to students of East European
Studies, especially post-Soviet Politics. Its approach is informed by an inti-
mate familiarity with the scholarly literature on border studies across the hu-
manities and social sciences, combined with a politological analysis of the
relations between Ukraine and its two northerly and easterly neighbours, Bel-
arus and Russia. The book provides an insight into the intellectual and politi-
cal discourse that frames the dispute over new, post-Soviet identities in this
region. It also presents the results of an interesting field study on life on the
Ukraine-Russia border. Where is the Ukraine heading today? Is it en route to
Europe, or to a Russia-dominated Eurasia? Might it act as an important
bridge if in the future Russia draws closer to Europe? Which of these political
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alternatives to opt for will not only be decided at the level of rational politics;
symbolic constructions and their public reception will also play an influential

role. This book reveals in detail this interplay of politics and collective identi-
ties.

Dieter Segert
Vienna, February 2010
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Introduction

1 Remapping Eastern Europe: the geopolitical context

This book was prepared for publication during 2009 — the year when a
united Europe commemorated the fall of the communist regimes in Eastern
Europe. While Berlin became the epicentre of political and cultural events
celebrating the regained German unity, similar festivities also took place in
many other sites along the former Iron Curtain which used to divide the Euro-
pean continent into "East" and "West". Political speeches, academic confer-
ences, art and photo exhibitions reminded the Europeans of a border that has
disappeared but remains in the collective memory as a symbol of political op-
pression, ideological blindness and mutual hostility. With the process of inte-
gration, the national borders within the European Union change their political
status, their functions and their attached symbolic meanings — they become
places of encounter, communication and exchange; they are seams where
Europe, in words of Karl Schlogel, "grows together".

The success of a new Europe "without borders" is only one side of the
story, however. At the margins of the European continent the collapse of
communism brought about the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the
break-up of Yugoslavia. For the new independent states, national borders not
only represent an important attribute of state sovereignty and a symbolic link
between the nation and its territory; here borders are crucial elements of na-
tional security and, to use Friedrich Ratzel’s term, "power barometers" in rela-
tions with neighbouring countries. Border disputes, territorial conflicts and
separatist movements make it difficult to imagine the political map of the post-
Soviet space as finally settled. But even if the new borders are legitimized by
international treaties, territorial and border issues often reflect the renegotia-
tion of the power balance between neighbours, a changing geopolitical status
or national identity problems. Post-Soviet borders have a pre-history as ad-
ministrative boundaries of the former Soviet republics; but as international
borders they are "young" and often lack symbolic power or, in the words of
Claus Eder, "narrative plausibility". Competing geopolitical ambitions of the

19
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EU and NATO, on the one hand, and of Russia as a re-emerging great
power, on the other, add to the political tensions that surround border issues.
In fact, in the last two decades, borders in the post-Soviet space — in particu-
lar in its European part — served as unique laboratories where processes of
nation and state building overlap globalization and European enlargement.
The texts collected under this cover mainly deal with the Ukrainian-
Russian border after 1991, but are not restricted to this subject. It is rather the
processes of re-mapping, re-narrating and re-bordering the Western post-
Soviet borderlands that are of interest for me. Covering Ukrainian-Russian
and, to a lesser extent, Ukrainian-Belarusian relations, the book addresses
the emergence of new borders and the transformation of collective identities
in the processes of post-Soviet disintegration and nation building. Since 1991,
national identities in Ukraine, Russia and Belarus have been re-narrated and
new national borders established and legitimized; former Soviet republics
search for their place on the geopolitical map of the European continent and
re-discover each other as neighbours, competitors and partners facing similar
challenges. At the same time, the new borders are often politically contested
by controversial attempts to re-establish an albeit imagined former unity, like
a common "East Slavic" or "Eurasian" geopolitical and geo-cultural space.
The Ukrainian-Russian border in particular became a site (and an indicator)
of conflict between two integration projects — the European and the post-
Soviet one. Although the EU’s enlargement ambitions are quite limited when
it comes to Ukraine, the prospect of EU accession plays an enormous sym-
bolic role in Ukrainian foreign and domestic politics. Without advancing further
east geographically, the European Union influences the geopolitical status
and regime of Ukraine’s eastern border. Most Ukrainian experts and politi-
cians consider the still porous and non-demarcated border with Russia to be
a sign of unfinished nation building, an indicator of power imbalance in bilat-
eral relations and an obstacle for European integration. Meanwhile, certain
functions of the EU’s external borders (such as the monitoring and prevention
of illegal migration) have been delegated to the Ukrainian-Russian border.
The same is true for the Ukrainian-Moldavian border, where in 2005 the
EUBAM Project (European Border Assistance Mission to Moldova and
Ukraine, 2005-09) was implemented with the aim of enhancing the capacities
of the border guard and custom services of both countries. In the framework
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of the new European Partnership initiative launched May 2009 in Prague
Ukraine and Belarus agreed on the delimitation and demarcation of their
common border. The EU will provide technical and financial assistance for
this project.

However, the role of these "new" borders appears quite different in the
context of the post-Soviet integration projects initiated and led by Russia.
Cross-border cooperation between the Ukrainian and Russian border regions
is seen as a "small-scale integration", which is supposed to complement more
ambitious integration projects such as EurAsEC or the Single Economic Area
(SEA). In the discourse of post-Soviet integration the new borders appear ar-
tificial, dividing the "natural" unity of the "East Slavic civilization" and under-
mining the historically proven "brotherhood". From the Russian point of view,
Ukraine’s integration into NATO and EU institutions would inevitably turn the
border between the two countries into a new dividing line cutting Russia off
from the rest of Europe.

Itis the "new" Eastern Europe, the borderlands between Russia and the
enlarged EU — Belarus, Moldova, and to some extent the Caucasus region,
but first of all Ukraine — which are at stake in this conflict between two centres
of power on the European continent. And while the attraction of the EU as a
"soft power" lies in the European model of democracy, respect for human
rights and appeal to civil society, Russia still uses traditional instruments of
"hard power" for persuading its neighbours to the advantages of post-Soviet
integration. The 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine became a revealing illus-
tration of this persisting geopolitical competition projected into the domestic
politics of post-Soviet states as a conflict between pro-Russian and pro-
European orientations. In 2009 the Eastern Partnership program was initiated
by the EU in order to facilitate cooperation and provide the foundation for new
association agreements with six post-Soviet countries — Ukraine, Belarus,
Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. While the promotion of human
rights and the rule of law are the priorities of this new initiative, it is obviously
aimed at countering Russia’s influences in its "backyard". Strengthening de-
mocratic institutions and capacities of the new independent states (including
border management) serves as an instrument of European "post-modern"
geopolitics. Meanwhile, recovered from the shock of the "Colour Revolutions",
Moscow is also learning to use "soft power" instruments such as NGOs and
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youth movements. The Russian-speaking population of Ukraine’s eastern
borderlands, where hybrid identities and double loyalties are widespread, is a
target of this new Russian politics. As long as the architecture of security in
Europe remains incomplete, EU-Russian relations will not be settled and their
zones of influence are disputed; the symbolic status of the Ukrainian-Russian
border in the national and international politics will have to be contested and
re-negotiated.

While writing this book, however, | was not driven by the national secu-
rity considerations central to most analysts writing about post-Soviet borders.
In the case of the Ukrainian-Russian border, this "security discourse" usually
focuses on its strategic role, on the threats and disadvantages for Ukrainian
foreign policy resulting from its "unaccomplished" status. Nor was | inspired
by nostalgia for the lost Soviet unity or by the pan-Slavic visions shaping the
discourse of post-Soviet integration. Rather, the idea of this book was to ap-
proach the post-Soviet borders as a construct produced by different political
actors through various narratives; to go beyond the dominant discourses of
security and integration and demonstrate their role in the processes of border
construction. In doing so, | address not only the elitist discourses produced by
politicians and intellectuals, but also the narratives of ordinary people living
near the new border and experiencing it in their everyday lives. In addition, |
use a regional scale of analysis to understand the role of the border in the po-
litical strategies of the regional elites, the uses of border issues and cross-
border cooperation in region making, in power negotiations with the centre
and in re-shaping relations with the neighbouring states. Here once again | try
to take some distance from the affirmative discourse and move beyond the
positivist analysis of the advantages of and obstacles to cross-border coop-
eration.

Although "border studies" are flourishing, the Ukrainian-Russian border
has rarely been addressed in academic literature. The classical historical
work of Hiroaki Kuromiya on the Soviet Donbas,' recent studies by the politi-
cal scientists Jessica Allina-Pisano? on the post-Soviet land reform in the

1 Hiroaki Kuromiya, Freedom and Terror in the Donbas: A Ukrainian-Russian Border-
land, 1870s-1990s, New York: Cambridge University Press 1998.
2 Jessica Allina-Pisano, The Post-Soviet Potemkin Village: Politics and Property

Rights in the Black Earth, New York: Cambridge University Press 2008.
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Black Earth region, Kerstin Zimmer® on power elites in Donbas and Peter
Rodgers on school education and identity in Sumy, Luhansk and Kharkiv*
have analyzed the political and social transformations in the Ukrainian-
Russian borderlands. However, they do not focus on the border or on the
processes of border construction.® My intention was to fill in this research gap
and apply new approaches and concepts developed in the relatively young
field of border studies to the Ukrainian-Russian case. The lack of academic
interest in the Ukrainian-Russian border is particularly visible in comparison to
the western border of Ukraine, which has attracted the attention of Ukrainian
and international scholars from economists and political scientists to histori-
ans and anthropologists.

The lack of interest in the eastern border can be itself an object of
analysis; it seems to be a symptom of a deeper problem, having to do with
the symbolic hierarchy and the hegemony of discourses. Western Ukrainian
border regions actively re-brand themselves as a "bridge" or a "gate to
Europe", and the border with Poland, Slovakia and Hungary — the new EU
members — today embodies Ukraine’s strategic choice. In contrast, the
Ukrainian-Russian borderlands appear as part of a non-differentiated, stag-
nating, ambiguous "post-Soviet space"; they are either ignored or bear rather
negative connotations. Ukraine’s border with Russia seems not fascinating
enough for researchers: in their eyes it offers neither cultural contrasts and
historical conflicts nor interesting projects and civic initiatives. And the way
the border is presented in public discourse reduces it to a "security problem".
In contrast, this book makes the very ambiguity of the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der a subject of inquiry.

3 Kerstin Zimmer, Machteliten im ukrainischen Donbass — Bedingungen und Konse-
quenzen der Transformation einer alten Industrieregion, Miinster: LIT 2006.

4 Peter Rodgers, Nation, region and history in post-communist transitions. Identity
Politics in Ukraine, 1991-2006, Stuttgart: Ibidem 2008.

5 Vladimir Kolossov and Olga Vendina, "Social gradients, identity and migration flows

(by the example of Belgorod and Kharkiv oblasts)", Migration and Border Regime:
Belarus, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine, Kyiv: National Institute for International Se-
curity Problems 2002, pp. 21-46 (in Russian); Olga Vendina and Vladimir Kolossov,
"Partnership that Bypasses Barriers", Russia in Global Politics, no. 1 (2007).
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2 Frontiers, boundaries and borderlands: the conceptual framework

Borders, borderlands and the construction of borders are the key con-
cepts of this book. Widely used in various academic disciplines (international
law, political geography, history, anthropology, political science), the notion of
"border" is far from being well defined and unequivocal. Therefore a brief
theoretical introduction is needed here to outline my approach. In other
words, after having situated this book (geo)politically, | will now try to position
it conceptually. While particular theories and methodological issues are dis-
cussed in the respective chapters, here | would like to discuss the key con-
cepts and their applicability to the post-Soviet borders, in particular to the
Ukrainian-Russian border.

If we start with the question of terminology, such notions as "border",
"boundary" and "frontier" are often used as interchangeable in academic lit-
erature. However, historically they have considerable nuances. Frontier im-
plies etymologically "in front", an area which is "ahead of the hinterland"; it is
often called the foreland, or borderland, or march.® In his classic work of bor-
der research, Ladis Kristof noted that "in its historical origin the frontier was
(1) not a legal concept, and (2) not, or at least not essentially, a political or
intellectual concept. It was rather a phenomenon of ‘the facts of life’ —a mani-
festation of the spontaneous tendency for growth of the ecumene."” It was in
a similar sense that the concept of frontier was introduced by Frederic Jack-
son Turner in relation to American history: a transition zone with a dynamic
character.? The American frontier had analogues in world history.? According
to Andreas Kappeler, this notion can be applied to the early modern Russian
state and its south and east margins: as a geographic frontier (between forest
and steppe), as a social frontier (between settled and nomadic cultures), as a
military frontier (between different military formations) and finally as a reli-

6 Ladis K.D. Kristof, "The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries", Annals of the Associa-
tion of American Geographers, vol. 49, no. 3 (1959), pp. 269-282.
7 Kristof, "The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries", p. 270.

8 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History, New York: Henry Holt
and Co. 1935 (1893).
9 Hans-Heinrich Nolte, "Deutsche Ostgrenze, russische Sidgrenze, amerikanische

Westgrenze. Zur Radikalisierung der Grenzen in der Neuzeit", in: Joachim Becker
and Andrea Komlosy (eds.), Grenzen Weltweit. Zonen, Linien, Mauern im his-
torischen Vergleich, Vienna: Promedia 2004, pp. 55-74.
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gious and cultural frontier (between "civilization" and "barbarism")."® In the
pre-modern state, "frontier was quite literary ‘the front’: the frons of the im-
perium mundi which expands to the only limits it can acknowledge, namely,
the limits of the world. Thus, the frontier was not the end (‘tail’) but rather the
beginning (‘forehead’) of the state.""" Similarly, the French term for state bor-
der, frontiere, was borrowed from the military vocabulary and in the 16th and
17" centuries still "referred to the idea of movement, advance, clash, re-
pulse”.12 Later, with the formation of the modern French state, the notion of
frontiére absorbed the meaning of limite (border in the juridical sense).”

The term boundary "indicates certain established limits (the bounds) of
a given political unit, and all that which is within the boundary is bound to-
gether, that is, it is fasten by an internal bound."™ To put it roughly, a bound-
ary is a frontier which has become a demarcated line; it implies stabilization
and peace instead of expansion. To use Kristof’s helpful metaphor, the fron-
tier is a manifestation of centrifugal forces, while the boundary indicates cen-
tripetal forces; the latter marks "the outer line of effective control exercised by
the central government".'® If the frontier is a historical phenomenon, the
boundary is more of legal and political development, and if the frontier is
about integration and communication, the term "boundary" implies quite the
opposite meaning: delimitation and separation. In medieval Europe an exact
territorial delimitation was scarcely possible, because different legal claims by
secular and clerical powers often overlapped the same territory. The feudal
land properties were full of enclaves and exclaves and therefore did not rep-
resent homogeneous territorial entities. In this sense, the idea of the bound-

10 Andreas Kappeler, "Ru3lands Frontier in der Friihen Neuzeit", in: Ronald G. Asch,
Wulf Eckart Vo and Martin Wrede (eds.), Frieden und Krieg in der Friihen Neuzeit.
Die européische Staatenordnung und die auBereuropéische Welt, Munich: Wilhelm
Fink 2001, pp. 599-613; here p. 600.

11 Kristof, "The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries", p. 270.

12 Lucien Febvre: "Frontiére. Le mot et la notion", Revue de synthése historique, no.
45 (1928), pp. 31-44, cited in: "Einleitung", in: Eva Horn, Stefan Kaufmann and Ul-
rich Brockling (eds.), Grenzverletzer. Von Schmugglern, Spionen und anderen sub-
versiven Gestalten, Berlin: Kulturverlag Kadmos 2002, pp. 7-22; here p. 13.

13 Febvre in: Horn et al., Grenzverletzer, p. 14.

14 Kristof, "The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries", p. 270.

15 Cf. Stephen B. Jones, "Boundary Concepts in the Setting of Place and Time", An-
nals of the Association of American Geographers, vol. 49, no. 3 (1959), pp. 241-
255; here p. 250.

16 Kristof, "The Nature of Frontiers and Boundaries", p. 272.
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ary as a clear continuous line defining the limits of state authority is quite
new. This is an attribute of a modern state exercising authority over a given
territory and conducting a policy aimed at homogenizing the population living
on this territory. In international relations the idea of the boundary as a line
delimitating exclusive territorial/political communities goes back to the Peace
of Westphalia (1648), which initiated a new political order based on the con-
cept of a sovereign state.

In this book | prefer the term "border" to both "boundary" and "frontier"
for various reasons. In fact "border" is the most popular term, often used as a
synonym for the latter two. Its meaning cannot be reduced to legal and tech-
nical aspects and it has no specific historical or ideological connotations; the
term also refers to the political, social and cultural aspects of territoriality.
"Border" usually combines both meanings discussed above: as a dividing line
it assumes delimitation, demarcation and separation, while at the same time,
as a zone of interaction, it signifies communication and integration. The new
post-Soviet borders, which used to be largely irrelevant administrative
boundaries two decades ago, are now subject to demarcation on the territory.
As an attribute of the newly acquired state sovereignty they have to be strictly
controlled and technically modernized to fulfil their function of separation,
both in terms of security and national identity formation. At the same time,
post-Soviet borders remain zones of intensive traffic and communication and,
in many cases, zones of ongoing assimilation and integration; they continue
to produce hybrid and overlapping identities.

The opposition between frontier and boundary is of course only analyti-
cal. The nature of borders is ambivalent and historically changing; their inter-
pretations reflect the spirit of a particular epoch and the constellation of cer-
tain political forces. The idea of territorial sovereignty combined with the prin-
ciple of national self-determination adopted in 1918 was built into the funda-
ment of the new international order established in Europe after World War |I.
The idealist political principles promoted by Woodrow Wilson sought to create
a stable system of international relations based on the rule of law and on fair
and legitimate borders. However, this ambitious attempt to redraw the bor-
ders on the European continent according to principles of national self-
determination and sovereignty failed to secure stable peace. Revisionist
forces in the interwar Europe used, among others, the organicist and evolu-
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tionist ideas of the German geographer Friedrich Ratzel. He argued that a
strong state follows the imperative of territorial expansion, the natural ten-
dency of the state organism seeking to enlarge its Lebensraum. According to
Ratzel, "the frontier is, as the peripheric organ of the state, the bearer of its
growth and its security, conforming to all changes of the state organism"."”
This expansionist concept of the border was instrumentalized by Nazi politics
in Europe and thus politically compromised. The system of post-WWII inter-
national boundaries was more stable and hardly changed until 1989 as the
threat of a global nuclear conflict between the two superpowers had made
territorial revisionism a taboo. The system of post-war boundaries was stabi-
lized through the enemy-friend logic.' The Iron Curtain, a clear-cut boundary
between East and West, can serve as an example for an almost perfect sepa-
ration and isolation unique in human history. At the same time both systems
could hardly hide their expansionist ambitions which sometimes provoked lo-
cal military conflicts in other parts of the world. Not by accident, in the Cold
War era the concept of frontier was used again to reflect the opposition be-
tween the two ideological systems and hostile political blocks. Ladis Kristof
suggested in 1959 that the very principle of territorial sovereignty is under-
mined by the opposition of political blocks, because class and ideological loy-
alties override the loyalty to the nation state.

With the fall of the Iron Curtain, barbed-wire fences and concrete walls
were removed, but the "border of prosperity" between Western and Eastern
European states still persists.'® The process of European integration has
been changing the nature of state boundaries once again. Supranational insti-
tutions limit the national sovereignty of the EU member states and the proc-
esses of regionalization and globalization render EU internal borders less
relevant. New traffic routes, transport corridors and networks determine the

17 Friedrich Ratzel, "Die Gesetze des raumlichen Wachstums der Staaten", cited in:
Stephen B. Jones, Boundary Concepts. Ratzel uses the German term Grenze.

18 Mathias Bos and Kerstin Zimmer, "Wenn Grenzen wandern. Zur Dynamik von
Grenzverschiebungen in Osten Europas", in: Monika Eigmiiller and Georg Vobruba
(eds.), Grenzsoziologie: Die politische Strukturierung des Raumes, Wiesbaden: VS
Verlag 2006, pp. 157-184; here p. 172.

19 Andrea Komlosy and Joachim Becker, "Grenzen und Rdume — Formen und Wan-
del", in: idem (eds.), Grenzen Weltweit, pp. 21-54; here p. 33.



28 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

geography of Europe more than state boundaries.?’ To Karl Schlégel this
post-modern European territoriality in some aspects reminds of a pre-modern
one: "Powerful forces are working to overcome the old borders... The map
that is emerging does not bear much similarity to the one on the classroom
wall | grew up with: with the variously coloured nation states, with the provi-
sional borders of post-war Europe marked either in thick or hatched lines. The
new map is more reminiscent of early modernity, of the trade and pilgrimage
routes, of the links between holy cities and routes of world communication."?!

The Soviet bloc collapsed, but the border between the two political
blocs did not disappear completely. With EU and NATO enlargement it was
shifted to the east; it now separates the new EU members and their Eastern
neighbours.??> The new external EU border is technically superior to the for-
mer Iron Curtain, but its permeability varies significantly for various nationals
and different social groups. Visa regimes and a strictly regulated access to
EU labour markets are meant to keep the citizens of the new independent
states "out". At the same time new political incentives such as association
agreements and regional cooperation programs seek to turn the new Eastern
European states into a "ring of friends" — EU satellite states sharing democ-
ratic principles and providing security along the Schengen borders. In this
way the former Soviet republics along the eastern border of the EU represent
a "frontier" in the almost classical sense: a transitional area to be "civilized"
and assimilated to Western political values. At the same time, Russia also
sees these territories through the frontier lens: as its former Western border-
lands which it had to give up, but over which it still hopes to regain political
and economic influence.

3 Nation-building, nomadic borders and shifting identities

It seems that in the modern era, the stability of political boundaries on
the European continent has been an exception rather than a rule. While some
borders have remained unchanged for centuries, many others — particularly in

20 Cf. Karl Schlogel, "Europe tests its boundaries", Eurozine, www.eurozine.com/
articles/article_2004-11-24-schloegel-en.html (last accessed February 7, 2010).

21 Karl Schlbgel, "Places and strata of memory. Approaches to Eastern Europe", Eu-
rozine, www.eurozine.com/articles/2008-12-19-schlogel-en.html (last accessed
February 7, 2010).

22 Komlosy and Becker, "Grenzen und Raume — Formen und Wandel", p. 34.
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Eastern and Central Europe — have changed their location, geopolitical
status, economic and social functions and symbolic meanings many times.
The rise of modern nationalism, the collapse of three continental empires (the
Austro-Hungarian, the Russian and the Ottoman), two World Wars, the Cold
War, the end of the bi-polar world order and, most recently, EU enlargement
have been constantly changing the political map of Europe. German sociolo-
gists Mathias Bos and Kerstin Zimmer argue that we usually associate bor-
ders with the migration of people, but in fact it is often borders that "migrate"
and move over the populations.? "Nomadic borders" is another metaphor that
has been suggested by the Russian sociologists Viktor Voronkov and Olga
Brednikova.?* The "migration of borders" destroys old communities and
shapes new ones; it causes resettlements, deportations, and even ethnic
cleansing, while creating new minorities or homogenizing the population in-
side the new borders. With these border changes, not only do the political
and legal systems become subjects of reform; school education, official na-
tional symbols, dominant historical narratives, and even the official language
can change as well.”® Border shifts reshape the collective memories and
identities of populations, and challenge their loyalties and emotional attach-
ments.?® A new nation state usually requires a new national history; it needs
symbols and myths for the majority of its population to identify with.

The institutionalization of the new borders in the post-Soviet space can-
not be understood without taking into account the nation building processes
following the disintegration of the Soviet Union. The literature on (post-)Soviet
nation building is vast, but according to Ukrainian historian Serhy Yekelchyk,
the debate is dominated by two main approaches. The first one, represented
by Richard Pipes and Robert Conquest, supports "the traditional view of the
oppressive Soviet empire, which had imposed its ideology on pre-existing na-
tionalities and was finally undone by its peoples’ long-suppressed national
stirrings". The second, "revisionist" view, represented by Grigor Suny, Robert

23 Mathias Bos and Kerstin Zimmer, "Wenn Grenzen wandern", p. 156-157.

24 Olga Brednikova and Viktor Voronkov (eds.), Nomadic Borders. Proceedings of
the Seminar held in Narva, 12-16 November 1998, St. Petersburg: CISR, Working
Paper no 7 (1999).

25 Bds and Zimmer, "Wenn Grenzen wandern”, p. 161.

26 Tatiana Zhurzhenko, "Borders and Memory", in: Doris Wastl-Walter (ed.), Ashgate
Research Companion to Border Studies, Farnham: Ashgate 2010 (forthcoming).
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Kaiser and Yuri Slezkine, sees the Soviet Union "as a creator of territorial na-
tions with their own modern high cultures, political elites and state symbols".?’
Indeed, the Soviet politics of national territorialization was rather ambivalent.
The Soviet Union was formally a federation of fifteen Soviet republics, each
representing their titular "socialist nations". Together with the other ethnic
groups whose territorial rights were recognized in the form of "autonomous
republics" and "autonomous districts", they formed the Soviet hierarchy of na-
tionalities. This institutional territorialization of ethnicity in a complex system
of administrative divisions sought to establish a link between an ethnic group
and the territory it "possessed". However, the administrative boundaries be-
tween the Soviet republics were neither demarcated nor controlled and had
no particular symbolic meaning. The (supra-)national identity and political
loyalty of Soviet citizens were bound to the whole territory of the Union, while
ethnicity was de-politicized and mainly reduced to folklore and exotic tradition.
In particular, Russians "were encouraged to identify their national interests
with Soviet interests".?® After 1991 the bonds between nation and territory
have been (re-)created in the new independent states in the process of
"homeland making".

Political geographer Robert Kaiser sees the "construction of homelands"
as a process in which the nationalist elites mobilize "the myths and images of a
primordial homeland to reinforce the depiction of the nation as an ancient
community of belonging, an organic singularity ‘rooted’ to a particular place."®®
Indeed, political elites and intellectuals have been playing a leading role in the
processes of reterritorialization of the post-Soviet nations. This is done
through the creation of maps and other cartographic representations, produc-
ing motherland images and designing symbolic landscapes and commemora-
tive sites. School education, in particular the teaching of national history and
geography, is essential in the process of "territorial socialization" of the citi-
zens, while national media and cultural industry aim to re-shape the territorial

27 Serhy Yekelchyk, Stalin’s Empire of Memory. Russian-Ukrainian Relations in the
Soviet Historical Imagination, Toronto: University of Toronto Press 2004, p. 3.

28 Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet
Union, 1923-1939, Ithaca: Cornell University Press 2001, p. 461.

29 Robert J. Kaiser, "Homeland making and the territorialization of national identity", in:
Daniele Conversi (ed.), Ethnonationalism in the Contemporary World. Walker Con-
nor and the study of nationalism, London and New York: Routledge 2002, pp. 229-
247; here p. 230.
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consciousness of the older generations. However, these political strategies of
the elites are not entirely manipulative; they appeal to the cultural memory of
the nation, to powerful historical symbols and narratives. For Anthony Smith
the "territorialization of memory" is not induced by the elites but starts with an
ethnic community which endows its territory with a particular collective emo-
tion. Smith introduces the notion of "ethnoscapes" which "cover a wider ex-
tent of land, present a tradition of continuity and are held to constitute an eth-
nic unity, because the terrain invested with collective significance is felt to be
integral to a particular historical culture, community or ethnie, and the ethnic
community is seen as an intrinsic part of that poetic landscape".*® Some eth-
noscapes are endowed with an extraordinary meaning and generate powerful
feelings of reverence and belonging — according to Smith they become "sa-
cred territories" central for ethnic identity. Smith’s approach can be particu-
larly applied to border conflicts, where "two communities compete for posses-
sion of the selfsame homeland territories™’ (as in case of Ulster, Kosovo or
Nagorno-Karabakh).

Regardless what comes first — an ethnic group that endows a specific
terrain with a deep symbolic meaning, or the elites that draw national borders
and educate masses to give them the idea of "our land" — nationalism can be
seen as a "territorial ideology" (David Harvey). The intrinsic ambition of na-
tionalism is to bring state and ethnic (national) boundaries together, to make
them congruent. This is a project which usually requires a certain degree of
symbolic if not physical violence. The population of border regions, which is
often suspected of being "de-nationalized" and lacking loyalty to the new
state, experience this symbolic violence more often. The nationalization of
borderlands becomes one of the strategic tasks of nation and state building.
John Augelli described these processes at the border between the Dominican
Republic and Haiti, and his analysis is also relevant for the post-Soviet coun-
tries: "The borderlands between two emerging states tend historically to be
zones of cultural overlap and political instability where the national identity
and loyalties of the people often become blurred. In the absence of a sharply
defined international boundary and an effective political control by the central

30 Anthony Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation, New York: Oxford University
Press 2000, p. 150.
31 Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation, p. 154.
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governments, the frontier provides an excellent opportunity for interpenetra-
tion and sway. Border populations are little concerned with jurisdictional lim-
its; residents work out intimate economic and social reciprocity with their
neighbours in the adjoining country; and the ties that bind them to compatriots
in their national core areas are often tenuous. These conditions are tolerated
only when a state is immature and the power of the central authority is weak.
Ultimately governments tend to pursue strong nationalization policies along
their territorial borders. The vague frontier zone is replaced by a sharp
boundary line; border people are infused with a marked sense of national
purpose or are supplemented by settlers from the core area of the country.
Efforts are made to integrate the borderlands with the rest of the national ter-
ritory". %2

The Ukrainian-Russian borderlands provide some examples of such na-
tionalization politics and the difficulties it faces in the post-Soviet states. In the
eastern regions of Ukraine, near the Russian border, mixed and overlapping
identities pose a challenge to the politics of the central government aimed at
the assimilation of the post-Soviet population to Ukrainian culture. The signifi-
cant percentage of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers makes it difficult to
pursue a strategy of Ukrainization to create a new national identity and loy-
alty; the language issue — and more recently, the memory of the Soviet past —
have been used by some regional elites to mobilize mass opposition against
the national-democratic government. Donetsk in particular has become the
most prominent example of such political opportunism since 2004. The
oblast®® and city councils in Kharkiv and Luhansk use similar strategies
threatening the centre with "linguistic separatism". In turn, Russia encourages
active opposition to and passive sabotage of the Ukrainization policy in
Ukraine’s border regions, using this issue as political leverage in bilateral re-
lations. The Russian media and cultural industry, which still dominate the
Ukrainian market, reproduce this affiliation with the former "common home-
land". In general, Russia’s politics for the territorialization of national identity
in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands is twofold. In the Russian Federation

32 John P. Augelli, "Nationalization of Dominican Borderlands", The Geographical Re-
view, no. 70 (1980), pp. 19-35; here p. 19.

33 In Ukraine and Belarus oblast is an administrative division one step below the na-
tional level; in Russia oblasts are not only administrative units, but also subjects of
the Federation. Oblasts are further subdivided into raions (districts).
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"elites affiliated with the state are seeking to reterritorialize Russian national
identity towards the boundaries of the Russian state, and Russians outside
the borders of the Russian federation are officially treated as members of the
nation living in diaspora".®* At the same time, Russians, as the group that was
formally dominant in the USSR, still perceive the whole territory of the now
defunct country as their "imagined homeland" — and for historical and cultural
reasons, Ukraine constitutes an integral part of it. Russian political elites ap-
peal to these nostalgic feelings and instrumentalize them for the legitimation
of their re-integration projects.

4 "Borderlands into bordered lands"

The title of the book — "Borderlands into Bordered Lands" — refers to the
politics of territorial delimitation and nationalization in the post-Soviet border-
lands addressed above. | borrowed it from Jeremy Adelman and Steven
Aron, historians working on the evolution of the US-Mexico borderlands. They
demonstrate that with the implosion of the Old World empires in the late 18"
and early 19™ centuries, contested colonial zones of influence in North Amer-
ica turned into modern states with borders recognized by international trea-
ties. "This shift from inter-imperial struggle to international coexistence turned
borderlands into bordered lands".* Significantly, this transition was not for the
benefit of the indigenous populations of the borderlands. "With states claim-
ing exclusive dominion over all territories within their borders, Indians lost the
ability to play off rivalries; they could no longer take advantage of occupying
the lands ‘in between’. Thus, as colonial borderlands gave way to national
borders, fluid and ‘inclusive’ intercultural frontiers yielded to hardened and
more ‘excusive’ hierarchies".*®

It is clear that this scheme of bordering the (post-)colonial space cannot
be directly applied to the post-Soviet realities as an analytical model; at the
same time, it is certainly much more than a useful metaphor. It helps us to
understand post-Soviet processes of disintegration of the common political
and symbolic space, of nationalization of the "shared past" and imposition of

34 Kaiser, "Homeland making", p. 237.

35 Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, "From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Na-
tion-States, and the Peoples in Between in North American History", The American
Historical Review, vol. 104, no. 3 (1999), pp. 814-841; here p. 815.

36 Adelman and Aron, "From Borderlands to Borders", pp. 815-816.
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clear cut national identities and explicit state loyalties. Diffuse and ambiguous
zones "in between" turn into delimited and demarcated territories, where con-
tingent cultures, hybrid identities and fuzzy ethnic definitions have to be clari-
fied and disciplined. One could probably suggest that in certain geopolitical
areas that are often associated with "cleavages" or transition zones between
civilizations such processes can have a cyclic character and often remain un-
finished. The history of Ukraine, a country historically situated on the Euro-
pean steppe frontier and whose name etymologically refers to "margins" or
"borderlands", provides multiple examples of such ambiguity and various at-
tempts to cope with it. Most efforts to colonize "borderlands" and tame cul-
tural ambiguity were made from the outside — by the Russian empire, Poland,
the Soviet regime and the Nazis. Since 1991, Ukrainian national elites have
more or less consequently pursued a policy of cultural homogenization and
national consolidation intended to pull the country out of this ambiguous "bor-
derlands" zone and bring it into Europe. The ideal of the "European”, "civi-
lized" border — clearly marked, controlled and well-protected — has become
part of this project.

In her "Biography of No Place", Kate Brown® demonstrates how
throughout the 20" century the kresy, the former Polish territory lost to Tsarist
Russia and later to the Soviet state, was transformed from multiethnic border-
lands into a largely homogeneous Ukrainian heartland. Eastern Ukraine also
experienced multiple transitions from borderlands to heartland and then to
"bordered lands" throughout history. Most of the territories along the Ukrain-
ian-Russian border used to be borderlands between the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, the Muscovite state and the Tatar Khanate in early modern
era. Once they were incorporated into the core of the Russian empire during
the 18" century, they lost the characteristics of a military frontier. The modern
history of the Ukrainian-Russian border started in 1917 with the collapse of
the Russian empire. In early 1918 the delegation of the Ukrainian People’s
Republic participated in the Brest-Litovsk negotiations, where Ukrainian terri-
torial claims were recognized by the Central Powers. In 1919 this demarca-
tion line became Soviet Ukraine’s border with the Russian Federation, legiti-
mised by an official agreement. However, during the 1920s, with the politics

37 Kate Brown, A Biography of No Place. From Ethnic Borderlands to Soviet Heart-
lands, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 2004.



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 35

of korenizatsiia®® and the administrative-territorial reforms, the border was re-
negotiated by the communist governments of Soviet Ukraine and the Russian
Federation.®® While Ukrainian leaders had to concede the majority of the
Russian Shakhty region and a part of Taganrog area, their claims for a much
larger portion of the RSFSR territory — namely parts of the Briansk, Kursk and
Voronezh guberniias*® — were satisfied only partly, leaving millions of ethnic
Ukrainians within the Russian Federation. They became an object of Ukraini-
zation policy in 1928-32, which resulted in a major political crisis that culmi-
nated with Stalin’s repressions against "national Communists”. In this respect,
Terry Martin argued that the RSFSR-Ukrainian border dispute became a turn-
ing point in Soviet nationalities policy. The Great Famine, repressions and the
return to Russification policy contributed to the transformation of the Ukrain-
ian-Russian borderlands into Soviet heartland. But in the long-term perspec-
tive the border settled at the end of 1920s created a legitimate basis for the
peaceful disintegration of the Soviet Union and for Ukraine’s state independ-
ence some decades later. During the Soviet era the boundary between the
two republics was not an obstacle to economic integration or to close social
and cultural cross-border ties between populations. It was in 1991 that the
territories which used to be de facto Soviet heartland — core industrial re-
gions, the productive Black Earth zone with its ethnically mixed population
largely assimilated to Russian language and sharing Soviet identity — became
a new border area. However, demographically, economically and politically
these regions have too much weight to be easily assimilated and incorporated
into the new national core. Having no articulated political project of their own,
the eastern border regions of Ukraine constantly challenge the nation building
efforts of the centre (which is itself captured by the regional interest groups).
At the same time, these territories today are becoming part of the new
"borderlands", which have emerged with the end of the East-West divide and
the collapse of the Iron Curtain. This so-called "new Eastern Europe" is often
understood as a "grey zone" between Russia and the EU, as a waiting room

38 Korenizatsiia was the policy of supporting the use of non-Russian languages and
the creation of non-Russian elites in the non-Russian territories of the USSR, 1923-
1932. Cf. Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, p. 463.

39 Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 273-282.

40 Gubemiias were an administrative subdivision of the Russian Empire and were re-
tained for a few years under the Soviet Union.
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for countries like Ukraine, Belarus or Moldova, which have yet to make their
"return to Europe". This geopolitically amorphous zone "in between" bears the
classical characteristics of borderlands: it generates hybrid models and cre-
ates political, economic and cultural practices which combine mutually ex-
cluding values and principles, while the political space has been torn between
Western and Eastern vectors.*' The persisting situation of a “final choice” to
be made between West and East, between the EU and Russia — a "mission
impossible" — produces a whole gamut of "multivector politics" on the national
as well on the regional level. External pressure reproduces and strengthens
this political ambivalence. Led by its own interests, the EU wants to see its
Eastern neighbours as "bordered lands", encouraging the delimitation and
demarcation of the borders between the post-Soviet countries as well as the
improvement of border management and control of illegal migration. Russia,
which is rather interested in preserving the status quo in its Western border-
lands, views these EU "bordering politics" with suspicion. Moreover, the pros-
pect of NATO expansion to the east invests the Eastern European border-
lands with some characteristics of a political and military frontier which is
seen from Moscow as a new cordon sanitaire.

Can transition from "borderlands into bordered lands" in the "new"
Eastern Europe be accomplished? Modern — or as Ukrainian politicians prefer
to say, "civilized" — borders are an important attribute of a sovereign state,
and in this sense "border making" is one of the central tasks of nation and
state building in the new independent states. The legal and technical aspects
can be settled relatively easy, while symbolic delimitation might take more
than one generation. However, everywhere in the contemporary world, the
sovereignty of the nation state has been eroded by processes of both re-
gional integration and globalization, and the functions of state borders have
been adapting to new challenges: increased mobility of capital, re-structuring
of labour markets, brain drain, formation of new diasporas, growing and often
illegal migration and, as a consequence, problems of social integration. "As
the political order in general, also the border regimes in the era of globaliza-
tion are per se neither ‘softer’ nor ‘harder’ in comparison to the national insti-
tutional states — they are just more flexible. The filters of exclusion and inclu-

41 Igor Bobkov and Pavel Tereshkovich, "Instead of an Introduction", Perekrestki, no.
1-2 (2004), pp. 5-9; here p. 6.
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sion are per se neither finer no rougher — they have been constantly re-
adjusted".*? The post-Soviet borders are also subject to these new challenges
and will not stay unchanged. In the geopolitical sense, the "borderland” situa-
tion will persist as long as the competition between "the elephant and the
bear" — the reluctant empire of the European Union and the reluctant ex-
empire of Russia*® — determines the map of the European continent. From
the political perspective the accomplishment of the border is dependent on
the success of nation and state building in Ukraine and Russia, on the dy-
namics of their bilateral relations and on new forms of cross-border and re-
gional cooperation emerging in the former Soviet space. And from an anthro-
pological perspective every border regime always finds its "violators" — be
they smugglers, political refugees, or illegal labour migrants. Border violations
legitimize the border regime; the violator is "indispensible as an imagined en-
emy in a war that keeps the order visible and welds loyal citizens together
into a single, no less imagined ‘We™ * Residents of the border areas, who
have to deal with the border in their everyday lives and often abuse the bor-
der regime for pragmatic reasons, also challenge the ideal of a "civilized"
border and at the same time are subject to the disciplining practices of state
power.

5 Structure of the book

This book is not a monograph in the strict sense, but rather a collection
of texts united by a common subject. Most of them are based on the results of
my research on the Ukrainian-Russian border and have been published be-
fore in academic journals and collected volumes. The chapters were updated
and re-written for the purpose of this publication in order to take new devel-
opments into account, to avoid redundancies and to fill some thematic gaps.
The advantage of this collection is that it can be read selectively, allowing
every chapter to find its own readers. The book combines several disciplines
and methodological approaches: from the history of ideas and theories of in-

42 Horn, Kaufmann and Bréckling, "Einleitung”, p. 21.

43 Both metaphors belong to Michael Emerson, The Elephant and the Bear: The
European Union, Russia and their Near Abroads, Brussels: CEPS 2001.

44 Horn, Kaufmann and Bréckling, "Einleitung”, p. 9.



38 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

ternational relations to discourse analysis, political science and social anthro-
pology.

This book is structured according to three major levels of analysis: (1)
the symbolic geography and geopolitics of the post-Soviet space/'new" East-
ern Europe; (2) the Ukrainian-Russian border in bilateral relations, in the na-
tion and state building processes and in regional politics, and (3) the micro-
politics of border construction and the role of the border in everyday life.
Thus, the seven chapters are organized in three parts.

The first part deals with the symbolic aspects of border making: the dis-
integration of the grand narrative of "East Slavic unity", the re-invention of
"Eurasia" and the symbolic re-mapping of the "new" Eastern Europe. Chapter
1.1 examines "Eurasia" as a political and cultural construct, which has been
re-narrated and used in multiple political and cultural discourses after the dis-
integration of the Soviet Union. It offers a view on "Eurasia" from a Ukrainian
perspective, addressing the role of Ukrainians in the Eurasianist movement(s)
and the place of Ukraine in imagined Eurasia(s). This chapter juxtaposes two
dimensions: the evolution and conflict of ideologies on the one hand, and the
actual dilemmas of regional integration in the "Eurasian" space on the other.
Chapter 1.2 examines Ukrainian-Belarusian relations in the context of Euro-
pean enlargement to the East and Russia’s reactions to this challenge. The
modified Soviet concept of "East Slavic unity" as constitutive for Ukrainian-
Belarusian relations is supplemented today by new discourses on (Eastern)
Europe. This chapter demonstrates how the former "sister republics" and now
independent states Ukraine and Belarus re-invent each other in the process
of their respective post-Soviet transformations as new neighbours, allies and
competitors. The ruling elites, the political opposition and the intellectuals in
both countries not only appeal to the similarities and close historical roots of
both peoples, but also use them as political symbols embodying particular
values and models of transition. The chapter analyses Ukraine’s policies to-
wards Belarus after the Orange Revolution and the reasons for its ambiva-
lence.

In the second part of the book the reader finds three chapters dealing
with the construction of new post-Soviet borders in the context of nation and
state building, EU enlargement and regional cooperation. Chapter 2.1 ad-
dresses the recent history of the Ukrainian-Russian border, its role in the bi-
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lateral relations of the two countries and cross-border cooperation initiatives
between the Ukrainian and Russian regions. It shows that the unfinished de-
limitation and demarcation of the border, as well as the issue of Ukraine’s ter-
ritorial integrity as it is regularly evoked in official Russian rhetoric, is a symp-
tom of deeper problems in bilateral relations. Moreover, the contested geopo-
litical status of the Ukrainian-Russian border reflects the power struggle over
the "new Eastern Europe", torn between Russia and the enlarged EU. As a
result of the Orange Revolution and EU enlargement to the East, Ukrainian-
Russian relations have been "Europeanized" and internationalized. And de-
spite Ukraine’s weak prospects for EU accession, the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der has been integrated into the European security system. In Chapter 2.2
the Ukrainian-Russian border is analysed as a discursive construct and a
symbolic reality. Not only its geographic location, but also its geopolitical
status and regime of crossing are justified by historical, linguistic and political
arguments; they are constantly subject to discussion and negotiation. Two
competing meta-discourses — the discourse of security and the discourse of
integration — shape the perceptions and images of the common border both in
Ukraine and Russia. A more detailed account allows for differentiating be-
tween pro-Russian, Ukrainian nationalist and pro-European discourses in
Ukraine as well as the nationalist/imperialist and liberal discourses in Russia.
Their analysis demonstrates how the border as a symbolic reality reflects
geopolitical fears and historical traumas in both countries. Moving one step
lower, Chapter 2.3 addresses the regional level of border making, focusing on
the cross-border cooperation between Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts. Dis-
cussing region making and cross-border cooperation in the post-Soviet con-
text, this chapter focuses on the Euroregion "Slobozhanshchyna" initiated by
Kharkiv and Belgorod regional elites. This Ukrainian-Russian cross-border
project shows the dilemmas of a Euroregion "in absence of Europe". Can it
contribute to the political and economic modernization of Ukraine and its
eventual accession to the EU; or rather does it represent the geopolitical al-
ternative to the "European choice"? This chapter also explores mechanisms
for constructing the regional identity, the ambiguity of the historical "Sloboz-
hanshchyna" myth and the multiplicity of its political uses.

Finally, the third part of this book is based on interviews and focus
group conversations conducted in several near border villages in both the
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Kharkiv and the Belgorod oblasts. Chapter 3.1 reflects the experiences of the
new border in the everyday life of the local population — from visiting friends
and relatives, to shopping and work in the neighbouring country, to education
and career strategies. My research demonstrates how local and national
identities are performed at (and transformed by) the border. This chapter
seeks to show how the particular experience of "becoming a borderland” has
been connected to another experience — that of becoming Ukrainians or Rus-
sians. It also shows how the border re-shapes political loyalties and local pa-
triotism, induces nostalgia and strengthens or weakens the feeling of national
belonging. Neither by Russian nor by Ukrainian citizens is the new border
perceived as a cultural boundary. Instead, different social provisions related
to citizenship as well as economic asymmetry make the border "real" for the
local populations. Chapter 3.2 deals with one particular village, which | found
the most interesting among the cases | studied: Udy, a near-border village in
the Kharkiv oblast, on the Ukrainian side of the border, used to be ethnic
Russian by its origins and still preserves a sense of "otherness" within its
Ukrainian ethnic environment. Poor economic performance in contrast to its
Russian neighbours has made many locals feel isolated and abandoned
since the emergence of the new border. Most people in Udy speak Russian,
but their "Russianness" is based rather on collective memory, and the domi-
nant language of communication is subject to constant contestation and re-
negotiation. The village school, with Russian as its official language of in-
struction, is a good example of the ambivalence and flexibility characteristic of
the borderlands: attracting Russian-speaking families and teachers to the vil-
lage serves to reproduce its "Russianness"; at the same time, the school ad-
ministration gives in to the indirect pressure of Ukrainization and promotes a
new national identity not only among children, but also their parents. The ex-
perience of the Orange Revolution, which at the first glance seemed to even
more alienate Udy residents from the nation building project, in fact raised
their awareness about Ukrainian political life and strengthened their emotional
engagement in Ukrainian politics, thus accelerating the break with the Soviet
past.
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I Remapping the Post-Soviet Space

1 "Eurasia” and Its Uses in the Ukrainian Geopolitical
Imagination

In the post-Soviet space the ideas of Eurasianism, a product of a nar-
row intellectual circle of Russian émigré intellectuals, have begun a second
life as an influential and even state-sponsored ideology. Not only in Russia,
where it occupies a prominent place in the new imperial thinking, but also in
other post-Soviet republics, Eurasianism offers a solution for the painful prob-
lem of finding a new geopolitical identity in a globalizing world. In this sense
"Eurasia" is a substitute for the disappearing Atlantis of the Soviet civilization.
To claim the intermediate position between "Europe" and "Asia" is one of the
few possible options for those countries which do not belong to the "West",
but do not want to be stigmatized as a part of the "Third World". In its various
versions "Eurasianism" reflects a compromise between modernization and
tradition, between the need to integrate into the global economy and to as-
sume the newly acquired state sovereignty, between authoritarian rule and
democratic institutions, between the actual multiethnicity and the pressure of
the "nationalizing state". At the same time, for the Western-oriented national
elites, "Eurasianism" often represents a betrayal of the true European values,
and "Eurasian" became a denomination for all negative features of post-
Soviet reality: disrespect for human rights, corruption and authoritarian rule.

The present chapter illustrates these tendencies using the case of post-
Soviet Ukraine. It seeks to combine two dimensions: the evolution and clash
of ideologies, on the one hand, and the actual dilemmas of post-Soviet re-
gional cooperation, on the other. The first part addresses classical Eurasian-
ism in relation to the issue of Ukrainian geopolitical identity, the place de-

43
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signed for Ukraine in the "Eurasia House"," but also the original tradition of
"Ukrainian Eurasianism". The second part explores the role Eurasianism
plays in the contemporary debate about Ukrainian geopolitical identity. The
third and last part deals with the geopolitics of the post-Soviet space and the
position of Ukraine in the regional integration projects, where it confronts the
painful dilemma of European or "Eurasian” integration.

In this chapter, | deal with Eurasia not as a geographical notion, but as
a political and cultural construct. What has to be stressed here is the plurality
of Eurasianist discourses. Classical Eurasianism placed Ukraine inside the
borders of "Russia-Eurasia", whereas Ukrainian Eurasianists were rather anti-
Russian and considered Ukraine an integral part of Europe. Today many in
Ukraine (and in Russia) would agree that the border between "Europe" and
"Eurasia" runs through Ukraine and separates its west from the rest of the
country. Nowadays "Eurasia" has been re-invented not only in Moscow, Kyiv
or Astana; some Western politicians and journalists are also eager to use this
geographic label to mark the new divide on the post-EU-enlargement map of
the European continent. In their eyes, the winners of the post-communist
transition have deservedly received their entry tickets to Europe, while the
losers (like Belarus, Ukraine or Moldova) still belong to "Western Eurasia”,
the latter used as a synonym of authoritarianism, corruption and poverty.

1.1 Imagining Eurasia, re-inventing Ukraine

The Ukrainians in the "Eurasia House"

Eurasianism as a geopolitical doctrine and a political movement
emerged in the Russian émigré community of the 1920s as a reaction to the
disaster of the Bolshevik Revolution and as a strategic vision of Russia’s fu-
ture.? The protagonists of the Eurasianist movement, among them geogra-
phers, historians and philosophers, denied Russia’s European identity and at

1 | refer here to the title of Roman Szporluk’s article: "The Eurasia House. Problems
of Identity in Russia and Eastern Europe", Cross Currents: A Yearbook of Central
European Culture, no. 9 (1990), pp. 3-15.

2 For more information on the conceptual premises of Eurasianism see: Dmitry
Shlapentokh (ed.), Russia Between East and West: Scholarly Debates on Eurasian-
ism, Leiden: Brill 2006; Marlene Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Em-
pire, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press 2008.
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the same time disagreed with the Slavophiles who saw Russia as part of a
greater Slavic civilization. Instead, Eurasianists considered it a civilization in
its own right — "Russia-Eurasia" — a unique blend of Slavic and non-Slavic,
mostly Turkic, people. Eurasianists radically reassessed the roles of Western
and Eastern influences in Russian history. They saw the Bolshevik Revolution
as an outcome of a mistaken policy of Westernization, unsuited to Russia’s
nature, and hoped that the Soviet regime would embrace their ideas.

It was the beneficial influences of Turkic-Mongol civilization on Russia
and the "Asian" dimension of Russian identity that were the focus of the
Eurasianists of the 1920s and 1930s. But as for Ukraine and the other west-
ern territories of the former Russian Empire, they were not very innovative.®
Interestingly, although quite a few representatives of Eurasianism had Ukrain-
ian family origins, they did not reflect much on the role of Ukraine in their doc-
trine. The geographer Petr Savitskii (1895-1968), one of the fathers of Eura-
sianism, had Ukrainian roots. His father, who belonged to the Ukrainian gen-
try from Chernihiv (Central Ukraine), actively worked for the local self-
administration (zemstvo). Under his influence Petr Savitskii developed some
academic interest in Ukraine and even a kind of Ukrainophilia. But like many
of his compatriots of that time, he made his choice in favour of Russian cul-
ture and identity, which he considered more universal, and his Ukrainophilia
remained a personal matter. Savitskii stressed his Ukrainian ("Little Russian")
origins in his polemics with the Ukrainian autonomists, who accused the
Eurasianists of being simply narrow-minded Russian nationalists. Moreover,
the historian and active Eurasianist Georgii Vernadskii (1887-1973), a son of
the famous scientist Vladimir Vernadskii (1863-1945), also had Ukrainian
roots. Both Vernadskiis have been rediscovered now in Ukraine as a part of
the national academic tradition. Another representative of Eurasianism who
was Ukrainian by origins was Petr Suvchinskii (1892-1985).

Even more interestingly, "Ukrainian traces" can be found in some early
sources, which may have inspired the Eurasianists. Already in the 1850s the
historian Franciszek Duchinski (1816-1893), who was a Polonized Ukrainian,

3 One of the rare exceptions is the article of Nikolai Trubetskoi "On the Ukrainian
Problem", Evraziiskii vremennik, no. 5 (1927). Trubetskoi argued that the Muscovite
culture in the 17™ and the beginning of th 18" centuries was exposed to strong
Ukrainian influences.
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developed, in a negative form, some ideas which later became fundamental
for Eurasianism.* Duchinski summarized them in his main work "Peuples
Aryas et Tourans, agriculteurs et nomades" published in 1864 in Paris. Ac-
cording to the author, the Dnieper River marks the boundary between Chris-
tian humanist Europe and the despotic "Turanian World", which ends in the
Far East. This "political geography" reflected of course the historical condi-
tions and the political mood of the Polish elite in the 19" century Russian
Empire. Similar to Savitskii later, Franciszek Duchinski had some kind of
double identity, stressing his Ukrainian ("Ruthenian") roots and at the same
time, his commitment to a more "universal" Polish identity and pro-Polish po-
litical orientation. Duchinski supported the idea of a geopolitical and cultural
unity of Ukraine and Poland in opposition to the "Turanian" Russia.

These examples are not given here in order to claim Polish or Russian
historical figures as a part of the Ukrainian national tradition. Rather they
show that long before Ukraine emerged on the political map as a nation state,
its "borderland” situation between Europe and Russia was reflected in those
personal "geopolitical" choices which the representatives of the (proto-)
Ukrainian intellectual elite had to make. It is therefore legitimate to ask how
by imagining "Eurasia" Ukraine was re-invented and defined in the various
"Eurasianist” discourses. Do Ukraine and the Ukrainians belong to the "Eura-
sia House"? How do the borders of Ukraine correlate with the western
boundary of Eurasia?

Although the Eurasianists had witnessed the Bolshevik revolution, the
birth of an independent Ukrainian state, a brutal civil war in Ukraine and the
incorporation of the country into the formally federal union of Soviet republics,
this experience did not much alter the traditional view of Ukraine that was
typical for the Russian intelligentsia. Ukrainian independence was not seen
as a historical normality, but rather as one of those short episodes in the se-
quence of separatist movements associated with the chaos of revolution. The
Eurasianists shared this attitude in principle; moreover, as Eurasianism
propagated the territorial reintegration of Russia it offered itself as an ideology
against the threat of separatism.

4 Vadym Skurativskyi, "The Eurasian Syndrome", Politychna Dumka, no. 2-3 (1995),
pp. 81-87, here p. 82 (in Ukrainian).
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Eurasianists, looking rather East than West, did not reflect much on why
Ukraine should belong to the new "Russia-Eurasia"; their arguments in this
sense were rather intuitive than rational. They did not regret the losses of
Finland, the Baltic provinces and Poland; in their eyes these territorial
changes made Russia even more "Eurasian" and therefore more coherent
and stable. But they did not accept the loss of orthodox Bessarabia to Roma-
nia and claimed the former Austrian Galicia: "in their view Ukrainians, indeed,
formed a subunit within a broader Russian nation along with the Great Rus-
sians and Byelorussians, and together with them belonged to the Eurasian
nation".’

With regards to the role of Ukraine in Eurasia, Eurasianists showed
some ambivalence. On the one hand, their arguments were inherited from the
Slavophiles and quite traditional for Russian nationalism. They defined the
western border of Eurasia according to cultural and religious criteria and drew
it between Greek Christianity (Orthodox and Uniate) and Latin Christianity.
Ukraine was a part of the Orthodox world, but influenced and claimed by Latin
Europe. The Greek Catholic (Uniate) Church in Galicia was seen as a mar-
ginal form of cultural and political alienation from Orthodoxy.® Opposition to
the Latin cultural tradition, and anti-Europeanism was one of the ways to de-
fine "Eurasia". On the other hand, Eurasians, unlike Slavophiles, were looking
for a modern scientific justification to legitimize the borders of Eurasia. A geo-
graphic case, which presented the western border of Eurasia as a "natural”,
was made by Petr Savitskii. He drew parallels between the climate differ-
ences, zones of particular types of vegetation, local dialects and forms of
economy (pig-breeding and sheep-breeding) that determine the cultural as
well as the natural border between Europe and Eurasia.” Moreover, one of
his central postulates was the congruence of the natural borders of Eurasia
with its cultural ones. According to Savitskii, the western border of Eurasia
runs from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. In one of their collective works, the

5 Szporluk, p. 10. Note that after 1991 the name "Byelorussia" was changed into
"Belarus".

6 The Uniate Church in Galicia emerged in 1596 with the Union of Brest. Some of the
Orthodox clerics accepted the Union with Rome while keeping Church autonomy
and Eastern rite.

7 Petr Savitskii, "Geographical and Geopolitical Basics of Eurasianism", in: idem,
Kontinent Evraziia, Moscow: Agraf 1997, p. 295-303, here p. 299 (in Russian).
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Eurasianists drew this border along the Neman, western Bug and San Rivers
to the Danube Delta.® Geographic arguments were additionally used to le-
gitimize the border that followed religious and cultural divisions and reflected
the geopolitical realities in Europe after the Second World War. Eurasianists
stressed that it was the very geo-morphological structure of the Eurasian terri-
tory (the East European Plain) that caused the failure of separatist move-
ments. (Interestingly, Ukrainian geographer Stepan Rudnytskyi, whose ideas
will be discussed below, saw the absence of a "natural" border at the east of
Ukraine as one of the main geopolitical challenges for the nation).

At the same time, by shifting the focus from language and culture to ter-
ritory, the Eurasianists changed the accents in the traditional Slavophile ar-
gumentation for Russian-Ukrainian unity. Sceptical of Pan-Slavism, they be-
lieved that the Western Slavs belonged to Europe, not to Eurasia, and that
only language connected the Russians with the other Slavic peoples in
Europe. According to Eurasianism, the so called "Turanian" cultural influ-
ences are more important for Russian identity than Slavic origins, and Rus-
sians have more in common with the peoples of Eastern Asia than with
Western Slavs. In their attempts to construct a Eurasian nation, the Eurasian-
ists believed that it is not so much linguistic and ethnic closeness, but rather a
shared territory that creates the foundation of a national community. "Territory
creates a common destiny",9 which then realizes itself in a common state.
However, Eurasianists implicitly assumed that it is not only territory that keeps
Russians and Ukrainians together. Re-positioning Russia in relation to
Europe, to the Western Slavic nations and to the East Asian peoples, the
Eurasianists seemed to leave intact the old Slavophile myth about Ukrainians
as a branch of the Russian nation.

According to them, Ukraine belongs to the Eurasian space but keeps its
ambiguity as the western borderland of Eurasia. This ambiguity becomes evi-
dent in light of the historical arguments of the Eurasianists. They re-evaluated
Russian historiography, which they considered Europe-centred, from their
own perspective. According to Savitskii, Kievan Rus was a European and not

8 Cf. the chapter "Eurasianism" in: Savitskii, Kontinent Evraziia, pp. 13-78, here p. 41.

9 Marlene Laruelle, Lideologie eurasiste Russe ou comment penser I'empire, Paris:
L'Harmattan 1999. Cited from the Russian translation, Moscow: Natalis 2004, p.
116.
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a Eurasian state formation, and therefore marginal in the history of Russia-
Eurasia. Its main positive heritage was Orthodox Christianity, which defined
the Eurasian identity as different from both Latin Europe and Islamic Asia.
Kievan Rus had no ambitions to integrate the nomadic steppe, and only with
the Mongol invasion were the Rus drawn back into Eurasian history.™ It is the
period of the Mongol domination over the Rus which was positively re-
evaluated from an anti-European position, first of all by Georgii Vernadskii,
Nikolai Trubetskoi (1890-1938) and Petr Savitskii. They argued that the civili-
zation and culture of the nomadic steppe had profoundly shaped the Russian
mentality and tradition of statehood. Therefore Rus territories that became
part of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and did not experience Mongol domi-
nance, became alienated from Eurasian history. This "other Rus" was domi-
nated by Latin influences and became instead part of the European history."’
But rejecting the Eurasian, "truly Russian" character of the western Rus terri-
tories, the Eurasianists at the same time denied the right of Ukraine and Bela-
rus for state independence and even for autonomy. They continued to argue
that the split between Eastern Slavs is a cultural fiction and that they have a
common political destiny. The French historian Marlene Laruelle noted that
"by representing the Kievan Rus as a European country, Eurasianists could
unintentionally legitimize the historical process of dividing Eastern Slavs into
two, or rather three nations". Paradoxically, it was the Ukrainian "Eurasian-
ists" who, using the same arguments in a negative way, contributed to this
task.

A "Ukrainian Eurasia"?

Slavophilia and later Eurasianism were reactions to the dilemmas re-
sulting from the delayed modernization of the Russian Empire. The ideologi-
cal response to the analogous situation in Ukraine, an imperial periphery, was
different. Ukrainian nationalism, according to Mykola Riabchuk, "could not af-
ford a direct anti-Western attitude. Just the opposite, because the discourse
of Russian domination was to a large extent nativist and anti-Western, a dis-
course of Ukrainian emancipation had to be pro-Western... A centrifugal
movement away from Russia necessarily meant a centripetal movement to-

10 Laruelle, L’ideologie eurasiste Russe, p. 199.
11 Laruelle, L’ideologie eurasiste Russe, p. 202.
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wards Europe".'? The leaders of modern Ukrainian nationalism followed the
patterns of the Polish and Czech national liberation movements and strived
for the international recognition of Ukraine as a European nation. Their pro-
Western orientation was not always consistent, but "Europe" as a symbolic
alternative to "Moscow" was constitutive for political as well as cultural dis-
courses in Ukraine. For example, Mykola Khvylovyi, a devoted communist
and a highly regarded Ukrainian writer, believed that Ukraine’s mission was to
initiate an "Asian Renaissance" that would synthesize elements of both East
and West. However, the only path he could see to a cultural breakthrough in
Ukraine necessitated emancipation from Russian influences and openness to
Europe. The "imagined Ukraine" was certainly a European country, and this
Europeanism had an "anti-colonial", defensive character. Ukrainian Eurasian-
ism was not as developed and coherent as the Russian version, and contrary
to the latter, it combined a distinctive European national identity with some
Eurasian geopolitical ambitions.

From Mykhailo Hrushevskyi on, Ukrainian historiography stressed
Ukraine’s participation in European history, the close political and cultural ties
of "Ukraine-Rus" with Western Europe and the important role Ukrainian lands
played in protecting Europe from the Mongol invasion. In the ethnocentric
paradigm of Ukrainian history the neighbourhood of the Asiatic steppe was
usually seen negatively: for example, the Mongol invasion caused the devas-
tation and decay of the Kievan Rus and isolated most of its territories from
Europe; in the 16™ and 17™ centuries, Crimean Tatars and Turks terrorized
the Ukrainian population, turning huge numbers of captured men and women
into slaves and profiting economically from human trafficking. Only after the
Crimean Khanate was finally defeated by Catharine Il (with the crucial help of
Cossack military formations) could the colonization of the southern steppe
become possible.

At the same time, the long term historical contacts of Ukrainians with
Crimean Tatars were difficult to ignore, and already Hrushevskyi stressed the
role of the Tatars in the Cossack uprising. In the 1920s and early 1930s, ori-
ental studies developed intensively in Soviet Ukraine; historians, anthropolo-
gists and linguists studied Ukrainian contacts with the Middle East and

12 Mykola Riabchuk, "Westernizers Despite Themselves: Paradoxes of Ukrainian Na-
tivism", Perekrestki, no. 1-2 (2004), pp. 33-60, here p. 50 (in Russian).
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Byzantium, with the nomadic peoples of the southern steppe and Crimea.
The academic journal "Eastern World" appeared from 1927-1931 in Kharkiv,
and Agatangel Krymskyi, a famous Ukrainian orientalist, published his "His-
tory of Turkey".' As a parallel to Eurasianism in Russian émigré circles,
some Ukrainian historians in exile (e.g. Viacheslav Lypynskyi, Ivan Lysiak
Rudnytskyi) suggested a new paradigm of Ukrainian history — "Ukraine as a
synthesis between East and West". However, they associated "the East"
mainly with Byzantium, and never blurred the ethnic boundary between
Ukrainians and nomadic Tatars. If this can be considered as some kind of
embryo of Ukrainian Eurasianism, it never had the messianic character of
Russian Eurasianism.

The Ukrainian political geographer Stepan Rudnytskyi (1877-1937) was
the first to make an attempt to define the borders of Ukraine and to formulate
the geopolitical challenges and tasks of the country. It was Rudnytskyi who
developed some basic ideas of Ukrainian Eurasianism as a geopolitical doc-
trine.™ Defining the territory of Ukraine according to ethnographic criteria, he
believed that the Don basin, the North Caucasus and the Caspian steppe be-
longed to Ukraine in the ethnographic sense. According to Rudnytskyi,
Ukrainians made use of their marginal position in Europe and expanded their
territory enormously by peaceful peasant colonization to the east and south.
As these new lands are thinly populated they provide ample space for the
Ukrainian ethnos in the future.”™ Moreover, "in the direct neighbourhood of
Ukraine there are huge territories with thin population (Caucasus, Central
Asia, Southern Siberia)", which are crying for Ukrainian colonization. The
prospects for future colonization were connected for Rudnytskyi with the
population growth, so it was no wonder that his other main academic interest
was in demography. He saw the relation between territory and population in
Darwinist terms and was rather optimistic when it came to the demographic
perspectives of the Ukrainian ethnos.

13 For more details see: Oleksandr Halenko, "In Search for Crimea in the Past and
Present of Ukraine", Krytyka, no. 12 (2004) (in Ukrainian).

14 See the analysis of Ukrainian Eurasianist geopolitical tradition in: Andrew Wilson,
The Ukrainians: Unexpected Nation, New Haven and London: Yale University Press
2004.

15 Stepan Rudnytskyi, "The Ukrainian Question from the Point of View of Political Ge-
ography”, in: Chomu my hochemo samostiinoi Ukrainy? Lviv: Svit 1994, pp. 93-208,
here p. 105 (in Ukrainian).
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Rudnytskyi emphasized the mediating position of Ukraine between
Europe and Middle Asia, and predicted that Ukraine can profit a lot from its
transit location. It is the Black Sea that plays the most important role in his
geopolitical and geo-economic doctrine. The Black Sea unites the Ukrainian
river network into one system and provides communication with neighbours,
while at the same time protecting Ukraine’s southern border. According to
Rudnytskyi the decline of Kievan Rus was caused by the Mongol expansion
and the isolation of the Rus from the Black Sea. Later the Russian Empire
was more interested in developing trade contacts via the Baltic region, at the
cost of Ukraine’s economic interests related to the Black Sea. Rudnytskyi be-
lieved that the economic revival of Ukraine depends on the effective use of
the Black Sea and the country's river network, and proposed a system of
channels connecting the Black, the Baltic and the Caspian Seas. Conse-
quently the main geopolitical task of Ukraine was to secure an access to the
Black Sea and to protect the territory from the east and south-east, where
Ukraine has no "natural" borders.

Although Rudnytskyi definitely considered Eurasia an important sphere
of Ukrainian geopolitical interests, he did not attribute any symbolic signifi-
cance to it, nor did he believe in a common identity and geopolitical mission
of the Eurasian peoples. Just the opposite: in his research he showed little
interest in the indigenous peoples inhabiting territories he saw as an object of
Ukrainian colonization. According to Rudnytskyi, these territories offer a good
chance for the Ukrainian ethnos to preserve its language and culture (which
is more difficult for the Ukrainians in Northern America, for example). Influ-
enced by the powerful ideological tendencies of his time, in his demographic
works, Rudnytskyi warned against the danger of mixed marriages, especially
with close neighbours and "racially inferior peoples". This also applied to his
estimations of the historical encounter between Ukrainians and nomadic peo-
ples of the steppe: since Ukrainian culture was superior, it was practically
immune to the influences of these nomadic civilizations.

Rudnytskyi’s ideas were developed by Yurii Lypa (1900-1944), who
presented his geopolitical doctrine in three books: "Destination of Ukraine"
(1953), "The Black Sea Doctrine" (1947), and "The Partition of Russia"
(1941). During the Second World War, Lypa fought in the Ukrainian Resur-
gent Army and fell in 1944. His geopolitical vision was radically nationalist
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and anti-Russian. He developed Rudnytskyi’s ideas into the "Black Sea doc-
trine" and saw Russia as Ukraine’s main rival in the region. According to
Lypa, after the unavoidable collapse of Russia, Transcaucasia will become
Ukraine’s natural source of energy and raw materials, and its bridge to the
east." Through this Caucasian gateway, Ukraine could expand its connec-
tions with Turkey, Iran, India and China. Lypa’s book "The Partition of Russia"
presents historical, economic and anthropological arguments for the thesis
that Russia, in its contemporary borders, was an artificial creation. After its
imminent territorial disintegration, he argued, four new formations will
emerge: Ukraine with Transcaucasia and the Caspian steppe, Kazakhstan
and Middle Asia, Siberia, and "Russia proper"”, which will be reduced to the
borders of the Muscovite state of the 16™ century. It is interesting that Lypa
borrowed some arguments from the Russian Eurasianists and insisted on the
cultural closeness between Russians and the indigenous peoples of the Rus-
sian North and Siberia, which due to intermarriages with Russians already
formed some kind of supra-ethnos. Unlike the Russian Eurasianists, who
avoided that era’s anthropological discourse on "race" and "blood", Lypa used
this type of argumentation.”” He cited "medical research” to claim that
Ukrainians and peoples of Transcaucasia are anthropologically very different
from Russians and cannot be assimilated by them.

Ukrainian Eurasianism of the first part of 20" century was openly na-
tionalist and, unlike its Russian counterpart, did not make universalist claims
to represent "Eurasia" as a whole. It articulated the transitional position of
Ukraine between Europe and Asia and the emerging geopolitical interests of
Ukraine in the east and south. Russia was seen by both Rudnytskyi and Lypa
as a rival and an enemy; both of them used geographic and demographic ar-
guments to demarcate Ukraine’s territory and the Ukrainian sphere of influ-
ence from the Russian one. Rudnytskyi and Lypa used "Eurasianist" argu-
ments about the natural character of the border between Christian Europe
and "Turanian" Russia-Eurasia, but these arguments are reflected in the mir-

16 Wilson, The Ukrainians, p. 294-295.

17 Yurii Lypa, Rozpodil Rosii, L'viv: Academy of Sciences 1995. | refer here to the
American edition: Youriy Lypa, Partition of Russia, New York: Nobles Offset & Print-
ing Co. 1954, p. 32-36 (in Ukrainian); Youriy Lypa, Pryznachennia Ukrainy (Destina-
tion of Ukraine), 2nd edn, New York: "Howerla" Ukrainian Book Store 1953, pp.
121-174 (in Ukrainian).
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ror of Ukrainian nationalism. As Franciszek Duchinski had in the 19™ century,
they constructed Ukrainian identity in opposition to "Turanian" Russia.

In contemporary Ukrainian geopolitics, Russian and Ukrainian visions of
"Eurasia" paradoxically intertwine, complementing in various ways the domi-
nant pro-Russian and pro-European discourses.

1.2 (Anti-)Eurasianism after communism

Neo-Eurasianism in post-communist Russia: Ukraine as a threat

The renaissance of Eurasianist ideas is one of the most striking phe-
nomena of Russia’s contemporary ideological landscape. Neo-Eurasianism
has many faces: some of its aspects were developed in the aggressive, re-
vanchist doctrine of Aleksandr Dugin'® and in the anti-Atlanticism of Sergei
Panarin;'® others in Lev Gumilev's esoteric theory of ethnogenesis or, more
recently, in the "post-Eurasianist" geopolitical essays of Vadim Tsymburskii
(in particular, his concept of an “island Russia").”® To some extent Eurasian-
ism has been built into the official ideological doctrine of the Kremlin (most
clearly articulated in the version of the president’s adviser Gleb Pavlovskii) —
as a legitimization of Russia’s special interests in the post-Soviet space. Ac-
cording to the Russian geographer Viadimir Kaganskiiy, the popularity of
Eurasianism can be explained by nostalgia for a big and strong country that
was respected in the world, by fears of separatism which have been stoked
by the Chechen war, and by the difficulties to define the new Russian iden-
tity.?' Responding to post-Soviet nostalgia and frustration, neo-Eurasianism
restores the continuity of Russian statehood and rehabilitates the Soviet Un-

18 Aleksandr Dugin, Osnovy geopolitiki: Geopoliticheskoe budushchee Rossii, Mos-
cow: Arktogeia-Center 1999.

19 Sergei Panarin, Rossia i tsivilizatsionnyi protsess: mezhdy atlantizmom i
evrazianizmom, Moscow: Nauka 2004 (in Russian).

20 Vadim Tsimburskii, "Island Russia", Polis, no. 5 (1993), pp. 11-17; "Geopolitics for
the ‘Eurasian Atlantis™, Pro et Contra, vol. 4 (1999), no. 4, pp. 141-175; "Peoples
between Civilizations", Pro et contra, vol. 2 (1997), no. 3, pp. 154.184 (all in Rus-
sian).

21 Vladimir Kaganskii, Kultyrnyi landshaft i sovetskoe obitaemoe prostranstvo, Mos-
cow: NLO 2001, p. 412.
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ion as a historical form of the Eurasian empire. In fact, neo-Eurasianists ar-
gue that Russia is conceivable only as an empire.

In the mid-1990s, observers associated Eurasianism with the "realistic",
moderate line in Russian foreign policy debates, as an approach that could
balance the extremes of the pro-Western liberal and radical nationalist dis-
courses.” It seemed reasonable that Russia cannot simply integrate within
the West, that it has interests in Asia as well as in Europe, that its identity is
multiethnic and cannot be easily transformed into a European one.?® In this
context, Russia could be seen as a natural mediator between the West and
the East. In his essay published in 1990, Roman Szporluk saw in Eurasian-
ism a positive potential for solving the problem of post-Soviet Russian iden-
tity.?* Referring to Nikolai Trubetskoi’s article "All-Eurasian Nationalism"
(1927) Szporluk suggested that Eurasianism could provide a common identity
for the peoples of the Russian Federation. Such a civic identity, which would
be based on territory and would not privilege Russians above non-Russian
peoples, would help to create a single Eurasian nation that is multiethnic but
non-imperial.

Indeed, Eurasianism had a chance to develop into a Russian version of
multiculturalism, but unfortunately this positive anti-imperial potential was
never realized. Under Vladimir Putin’s presidency the historical continuity of
Russian statehood was restored, presenting post-Soviet Russia as a succes-
sor of the Russian Empire. New Russian nationalism was combined with old
imperial symbols. As a result, Eurasianism was left instead for external use: it
became more and more associated with anti-Western isolationism and in-
creasingly instrumentalized as an ideology of re-integration in the former
post-Soviet space. With respect to Ukraine and Belarus, neo-Eurasianism
was combined with the ideology of East Slavic unity.?®

22 See for example Neil Macfarlane, "Russian Conceptions of Europe", Post-Soviet
Affairs, vol. 10 (1994), no. 3, pp. 234-269.

23 In historiography, according to Mark von Hagen, the anti-paradigm of Eurasia
emerged as a sign of "normalization" of Russian / East European history, which in
the era of the Cold War was seen only through the lens of "orientalism" or "mod-
ernization". Cf. Mark von Hagen, "Empires, Borderlands, and Diasporas: Eurasia as
Anti-Paradigm for the Post-Soviet Era", The American Historical Review, vol. 109
(2004), no. 2, pp. 445-468.

24 Szporluk, "The Eurasia House".

25 See the following chapter in this book.
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The classical Eurasianism of the 1920s and early 1930s reflected the
new geopolitical reality resulting from the collapse of the Russian Empire. But
in the 1920s, the Soviet Union reintegrated most of the former territories of
the empire into a new state. Neo-Eurasianists today have to answer to more
dramatic geopolitical changes. The new Russia in its present borders has
never existed before. Not only have the peripheral republics of Central Asia
gained state sovereignty, but also Ukraine and Belarus, which are much more
important for Russian identity. Former Soviet satellites and even the Baltic
states have joined the European Union, while some other former Soviet re-
publics do not hide their own Euro-Atlantic aspirations. Today Moscow has to
compete with the European Union and the US even in the "near abroad".
Russia’s sphere of direct influence has dramatically shrunk, and a majority of
its political elite sees democratic alternatives in the former Soviet republics as
a threat to Russia’s security and geopolitical status. This became especially
evident during the 2004 presidential elections in Ukraine, when the Kremlin
actively supported its preferred candidate Viktor Yanukovych. The extremely
hostile reaction to the Orange Revolution in Ukraine as well as to the new
pro-Western government in Georgia — both of which are perceived by the
Kremlin as part of a Western plot against Russia — have revealed irreconcil-
able visions for the geopolitics of the post-Soviet space.

In this new situation, Russian neo-Eurasianism in its most aggressive
form (a la Aleksandr Dugin) opposes itself to "Atlanticism", which is perceived
as the main geopolitical threat coming from the West. Accordingly Dugin con-
siders independent Ukraine to be a Trojan horse: "Russia and Ukraine found
themselves on the opposite sides of the geopolitical barricades. But their
functions are different. While Russia by definition even in reduced form re-
mains the centre of Eurasia, Ukraine plays the role of a cordon sanitaire and
becomes the outpost of NATO".?® According to Dugin, Russia lost its control
over the Black Sea’s northern coast with the independence of Ukraine, a fact
that threatens the very existence of "Russia-Eurasia”. The only acceptable
solution for him is a new protectorate of Moscow over Ukraine.

The only alternative scenario would be to partition the country. Here
Samuel Huntington’s map of Ukraine as divided between two different civiliza-

26 Dugin, Osnovy geopolitiki, p. 798.
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tions comes to mind. Russian Eurasianists and nationalists believe that the
people of eastern and southern Ukraine feel culturally closer to the Russians
than to their Galician compatriots, and together with Belarusians constitute
some kind of "natural" East Slavic community. Characteristically, Aleksandr
Dugin also supports the idea that the west of Ukraine belongs to Central
Europe, and its autonomy and closer integration with Europe would be "very
useful". In this way, the rest of Ukraine would become more "Eurasian" and
digestible for Moscow’s integration projects. In contrast to their predecessors,
the neo-Eurasianists gave up their claims to Ukrainian Galicia; they typically
see the Greek Catholic Church as an enemy of the Russian Orthodoxy, and
as an agent of Catholicism and Western cultural aggression.

The other pole of the Eurasianist discourse in relation to Ukraine is rep-
resented by the young Russian political scientist Andrei Okara. He is con-
vinced that it is not nation states but civilizations that compete today in the
international arena, and both Ukraine and Russia can survive this competition
only as parts of one single civilization. Okara admits that the old paradigm of
a Moscow-centred imperialism has lost its influence today and cannot be at-
tractive for the new Ukrainian elite. Instead, he suggests that Kyiv should be a
new imperial centre.?” This "third way" for Ukraine (not a European nation
state, but not a province of Russia either) means that Kyiv would become the
centre of a "Big Eurasian Space", of the hinterland of the Eurasian civilization.
There would be a division of roles: Kyiv as a "spiritual centre" would share its
leadership with Moscow as a centre of political and military power ("Moscow
as a Third Rome and Kyiv as a Second Jerusalem"). There are two precondi-
tions for this geopolitical project: first, Ukraine must give up its pro-European
ambitions, and second, Kyiv must not monopolize its imperial role or offer it-
self as a "European” alternative to "Asiatic" Moscow. This new role for Kyiv
also presupposes changes in the cultural identity of the Ukrainians: Byzantine
influences should be seen as central and decisive, and Polish-Latin influ-
ences as an attempt to change the cultural paradigm. This variant of Eura-
sianism (Ukraine as a potential partner in empire-building) seems to be just

27 Andrei Okara, "In Search for an Imperial Perspective", Russkii Arkhipelag (2001),
www.archipelag.ru/geopolitics/nasledie/cosmopolis/36/ (in Russian) (last accessed
February 7, 2010).
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the opposite of Dugin’s neo-Eurasianism (Ukraine as an agent of Atlanticism
in Eurasia), but in fact they are two sides of the same coin.

The Russian elites are interested in the integration of their country into
the global economy, and therefore some old-fashioned ideas of classical
Eurasianism (for example, economic autarky) seem to be obsolete today. In
contrary, the idea of messianism and the imperial destiny of Russia have be-
come indispensable today as a means to legitimize Russian ambitions in the
post-Soviet space. Even Anatolii Chubais, the author of the privatization
campaign, suggested "liberal imperialism" as the new Russian ideology.
"Ukraine is a critical mass for any project in the Eurasian space" (Okara), and
therefore it is very important for neo-Eurasianist geopolitical conceptions.
Russian-led integration projects in the post-Soviet space and Ukraine’s reac-
tion to these initiatives will be discussed below. The next section will summa-
rize Ukrainian intellectual debates around Eurasianism.

Ukraine between "Europe" and "Eurasia”

The meaning of "Eurasia" has also been re-negotiated in the Ukrainian
political debate on national identity and geopolitical choice, which started at
the end of 1980s. In this debate the concepts of "Europe"” and "Eurasia" mu-
tually presuppose one another, with "Eurasia" being most often associated
with neo-imperial Russia, and "Europe" identified with the EU and seen as the
final destination of post-communist transition.

The idea that Ukraine is an integral part of Europe became central for
national self-identification after the collapse of Soviet Union. At the level of
political rhetoric, it was appropriated by virtually all political forces, with the
notable exception of the Communists. What does "Europe" mean for Ukraine,
and what are the political implications of a "European identity" for a post-
Soviet nation? The national democrats, who are the ideological successors of
the Narodnyi Ruch movement, believe that "European identity" means full in-
tegration of Ukraine into the EU and NATO as a guarantee for the final break
from the Soviet Empire. For many of them, Ukraine (or at least its western
part) has a Central European identity and should follow the path of Poland,
Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Central European identity (in the
sense of Milan Kundera) also assumes that as an original part of Europe,
Ukraine was kidnapped by the Soviet (Russian) empire and now has to return
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to its European roots. The journalist and political essayist Mykola Riabchuk
and the writer Yurii Andrukhovych, among others, represent this position in
the Ukrainian cultural debate. Their vision of "Europe" presupposes that
Ukraine constitutes an integral part of Europe, while Russia represents a cul-
turally and politically different civilization. This approach is rooted in the long
tradition of an orientalization of Russia and Soviet communism, characteristic
of right-wing and conservative political forces in the West.

In this context "Eurasian" becomes a substitute for "post-Soviet" and
signifies a lack of "Europeanness": an authoritarian state, a deficit of democ-
ratic culture and disrespect for human rights. It is in this sense that the con-
cept of "Eurasia” is used by the Ukrainian political scientist Olexandr Der-
hachov. According to him, deeply rooted but suppressed "European” charac-
teristics of Ukrainian society coexist with "Eurasian” features which are partly
immanent, partly imposed by the communist regime. This internal ambiguity
corresponds to the ambiguity of Ukrainian geopolitical identity and its "multi-
vector policy". While "Europe" is still important for Ukrainian national self-
identification, the post-Soviet or Eurasian space seems to be more "comfort-
able" for the Ukrainian political elites: it is less competitive and does not de-
mand any particular level of democracy. "The post-Soviet space is united by
the Soviet heritage, first of all by the genetic closeness and the interdepen-
dency of the ruling elites, and, what is very important, by their isolation from
... the democratic world".?® "Eurasian” political culture associated with Ku-
chma’s regime was seen by his critics as the main source of misunderstand-
ings between Ukraine and the EU.%®

For the national democrats "Eurasia" signifies the post-colonial status of
Ukraine, the heritage of Russian and Soviet imperial rule and the continuing
political and cultural dominance of Russia in the post-Soviet space. "Eurasia"
symbolizes political tendencies in the countries east of the new EU border:
the rise of authoritarian regimes in former post-Soviet republics, the suppres-
sion of civil society and independent media, and widespread corruption.
Eurasianism is associated with the ideology of Russian-led projects aimed at

28 Oleksandr Derhachov, "Ukraine in the European and Eurasian Interior", Politychna
Dumbka, no. 3-4 (2000), p. 91 (in Russian).

29 Taras Kuzio, "EU-Ukrainian Relations Hampered by Clash of Civilizations", Eurasia
Daily Monitor, July 12, 2004.
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the re-integration of the post-Soviet space — projects that are seen as an op-
tion excluding Ukraine from European integration. In particular, the presiden-
tial elections of 2004 were presented by the national democratic camp as a
decisive choice between "Europe" and "Eurasia" (= Asia). For them (and for
most Western observers) the victory of Viktor Yushchenko has proved the
"European identity" of the country. The anti-Eurasian oppositional discourse
aimed against Kuchma'’s regime, lost most of its critical pathos after 2004.
However it still serves to shift the primary responsibility for the country’s nu-
merous problems outside Ukraine, and ascribes them to Russian interference
or to the Communist past.

Other positions in this debate are not so consolidated. The Russian-
oriented intelligentsia in Ukraine has been trying to combine both pro-Russian
and pro-European orientations. This position (usually condemned by the na-
tional democrats as "Little Russian" and "colonial") has a long historical tradi-
tion going back to the status of Ukrainian elites in the Russian Empire and
their active participation in its westernization. From this point of view "Europe"
has blurred boundaries: it also includes Russia and assumes that Ukrainian
and Russian identities overlap to some extent. This also means that the geo-
political orientations of both countries do not contradict each other, that
"Eurasia" does not radically oppose "Europe". However, even Russophiles
associate political and economic modernization with "Europe" and do not
suggest a special "Eurasian way" as an alternative. This approach can have
various political implications. In 2002, left-wing and even some centrist politi-
cal forces took up the motto "To Europe with Russia": they argued that coop-
eration with Moscow would be beneficial for Ukrainian economy and therefore
work for and not against the "European dream". The official strategy of Ku-
chma’s administration was formulated as "integration into Europe and coop-
eration with the CIS". This so called "multi-vector policy" was heavily criticized
by the national democratic opposition as a political syndrome of post-Soviet
schizophrenia.®® After the Orange Revolution the Party of Regions has repre-
sented the updated version of this position, claiming that EU membership is a
long-term outlook in the best case and therefore should not prevent pragmatic
cooperation with Russia. Representatives of the Party of Regions criticize

30 Mykola Riabchuk, "The End of Ukrainian Multi-Vector Policy?", Suchasnist, no. 12
(2002), pp. 58-83 (in Ukrainian).
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President Yushchenko for his political and cultural policy (first of all his urging
of NATO accession plans as well as the instrumentalization of the Holodomor
for national identity politics), which provokes Russia and undermines any
partnership between the two countries.

Neo-Eurasianism in Ukraine is openly exploited only by a few relatively
marginal pan-Slavists and left populists, who support the idea of a re-union
between Russia and Ukraine and oppose the "East Slavic" civilization to the
West, preferring "Eurasia” to the "Euro-Atlantic civilization". The Progressive
Socialist Party of Ukraine led by Natalia Vitrenko and, to some extent, the
Communist Party of Ukraine often instrumentalize these kinds of ideas, as in
2007 during anti-NATO protests in Crimea. However, this brand of "neo-
Eurasianism" is merely an ideological and political import from Russia, basi-
cally identical to the ideas of Aleksandr Dugin.

There are of course other contexts within Ukrainian political debate
where the concept of "Eurasia" and "Eurasian space" can be found. In the
discussions on energy politics, "Eurasia” is increasingly associated with the
region of the Caspian Sea and with the oil and gas exporting countries (Iran,
Iragq, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan). In this sense "Eurasia" is
associated with the perspectives of dynamic economic development and for-
eign investments. This region represents a potential interest for Ukraine as an
alternative source for its energy supply. With its pipeline system, Ukraine
would profit from the transit of oil and gas from this region to Europe and in
this sense could become the "gateway to Eurasia". In this context Eurasia
has no negative connotation and can be associated with such projects of re-
gional cooperation as GUAM (which will be discussed later in this chapter)
and, in a broader context, with the search for new partners for cooperation in
a globalized multi-polar world.

The official political discourse in Ukraine since the middle of the 1990s
has paradoxically combined elements of both Eurasianism and Europeanism
and fluctuated between them. President Kuchma, elected in 1994 on a pro-
Russian political platform, promoted a specific version of "Ukrainian Eurasian-
ism" at the beginning of his presidency. In his inaugural address, Leonid Ku-
chma claimed that "Ukraine is historically a part of the same Eurasian eco-
nomic and cultural space" as Russia and Belarus and rejected any depiction
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of Ukrainian-Russian relations in Manichean terms.®' Dmytro Tabachnyk and
Dmytro Vydrin, advisors to president Kuchma in his first term, developed a
Ukrainian version of Eurasianism in opposition to "Eurocentrism", "isolation-
ism and artificial hostility towards Russia".*? This Eurasianism reflected the
interests of the East-Ukrainian industrial elites in re-establishing economic
contacts with Russia and the former Soviet republics and in preserving tradi-
tional markets for Ukrainian industry. At the same time, it assumed that
Ukraine could have its own interests in the region and that the Ukrainian con-
cept of "Eurasia" would not necessary coincide with the Russian version.
(GUAM, an alliance of several post-Soviet republics excluding Russia, was
initiated by Kuchma’s Ukraine). Despite this flirtation with Eurasianism, the
Kuchma government made significant steps in establishing relations with the
EU. It was in his second term that Kuchma’s rhetoric became pro-European,
which paradoxically coincided with a political rapprochement between
Ukraine and Russia. As a consequence, the deepening political and eco-
nomic dependence from Russia compromised Kuchma'’s initial "Eurasianism".
Additionally, anti-democratic tendencies in Russia, the strengthening of au-
thoritarian regimes in the post-Soviet space and the new division of Eastern
Europe into accession states and "neighbours" of the EU also contributed to a
devaluation of the Ukrainian version of Eurasianism. The official discourse
shifted from Eurasianism to Europeanism and appropriated some of the na-
tional democratic, "anti-Eurasian" rhetoric. Anatolii Halchynskyi, the executive
director of the National Institute for Strategic Studies and adviser to Kuchma
in the last years of his presidency, also joined the position that Ukraine and
Russia belong to two different civilizations. The integration of Ukraine into
Europe goes along with the revival of the country’s national identity. But for
Eurasian Russia, he argued, "the integration into Europe would mean a
change of its civilization code".*

After the Orange Revolution the conceptions of Eurasianism that were
associated with a pro-Russian cultural and political orientation were signifi-
cantly marginalized. The new Ukrainian leadership developed an ambition to

31 Wilson, The Ukrainians, p. 295.

32 Wilson, The Ukrainians, p. 295.

33 Anatolii Halchynskyi, Chas natsionalnogo probudzhennia, Kyiv: National Institute for
Strategic Studies 2004, p. 92 (in Ukrainian).
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become a pro-European leader of democratization in the post-Soviet space,
in this way challenging Russia politically, if not economically. For the advo-
cates of cooperation with Russia it has become more and more difficult to
combine pro-European and pro-Russian views, as Moscow had strengthened
its domination within the post-Soviet space, positioning itself as an alternative
to the West and as a competitor rather than a partner of the EU. The gas
wars between Moscow and Kyiv meant the eventual transition to a language
of pragmatism and national interests and demonstrated the end of a certain
type of Eurasianism built on the model "geopolitical loyalty in exchange for
cheap gas". Yushchenko’s politics of accelerated NATO accession and his
attempts to get international recognition for the Holodomor as a genocide of
the Ukrainian nation not only met a harsh political response from Moscow, but
also provoked some extremist actions organized by radical nationalist organi-
zations, most notably the so-called "Eurasian Youth Union". This group, ideo-
logically subscribed to Aleksandr Dugin’s doctrine, took active part in the
2006 anti-NATO protests in Ukraine. In October 2007 activists from this or-
ganization demolished Ukrainian national symbols which had been erected
on Ukraine’s highest mountain, the Hoverla. They claimed that these actions
were prompted by Yushchenko’s decision to commemorate Roman Shuk-
hevych, the legendary commander of the UPA (Ukrainian Resurgent Army).
This episode, which was widely discussed in the Ukrainian media, has con-
tributed further to the negative image of the Russian Eurasianist movement.
Particularly after the Russian-Georgian military conflict in August 2008 the
idea of Eurasianism as based on Russia’s "natural" leadership in the post-
Soviet space has been heavily compromised.
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1.3 Integrating Post-Soviet Eurasia

Ukraine in the Russian-led integration initiatives

Soon after the perestroika dreams of a "Common European House" had
faded away, it became clear that the geopolitical ambitions of the Ukrainian
and Russian political elites were quite different. Unlike Ukraine, Russia has
no ambitions to join the European Union; it considers Europe a "strategic
partner" and wants to be treated by the EU as an "equal". Instead, Russia has
initiated several integration projects attempting to re-establish its leading role
in the post-Soviet space. First of all, the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS) was established in 1991 by Belarus, Russia and Ukraine with the
aim to fill the geopolitical vacuum that had emerged after the dissolution of
the USSR. Other former Soviet republics, with the exception of the Baltic
states, joined it shortly after. The CIS was initially supposed to ensure the
new independent states a "civilized divorce" and to provide a platform for dis-
cussing problems of security, economic relations and humanitarian issues.
Since the early 1990s Moscow has attempted to turn the CIS into an eco-
nomically and politically integrated union, but without much success. The
Eurasian Economic Commonwealth (EurAsEC) was initiated in 2000 with aim
of creating a customs union and coordinating common policies on trade, mi-
gration, currency exchange and infrastructure development. It included Rus-
sia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (Uzbekistan joined in
2006 and withdrew in 2008), while Ukraine, Moldova and Armenia limited
their participation to an observer status. Finally, in 2003 the presidents of
Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan announced their plans to create
another international association, the Single Economic Area (SEA). This was
supposed to facilitate, in several stages, a customs union and a free trade
zone in the region, ensure harmonization of foreign trade policy, of tax regula-
tions, and to some extent, of monetary and credit policy. If fully implemented,
the SEA agreement would have created a new regional bloc similar to the
EU. This initiative was impeded from the beginning, however, by Ukraine’s
ambivalent position (see below). Additionally, the CIS Collective Security
Treaty (1992) was transformed in 2003 into the Collective Security Treaty Or-
ganization (CSTO), with the aims of ensuring military cooperation and provid-
ing regional security. The main goal of all these integration initiatives was to
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consolidate the "pro-Russian" camp within the CIS, combining geopolitical
loyalty with trade preferences, cheap energy resources and credit.

Under Yeltsin’s rule, integration projects in the CIS benefited first of all
from the psychological inertia of the post-Soviet elites and populations, and
usually were not seen as an alternative to Russia’s rapprochement with the
West. Putin realized that the CIS is too diffuse and ineffective to be an in-
strument of integration and therefore emphasized pragmatic bilateral relations
with its members. However, this did not at all mean that Putin had given up
the project of a Eurasian integration; rather, he turned it into a vehicle for re-
gaining Russia’s influence in the post-Soviet space and for reasserting Rus-
sia’s geopolitical identity. According to this logic, if Russia is going to re-
emerge as an influential player on the world stage, it should start in the "near
abroad". Dmitri Trenin, the executive director of the Moscow Carnegie Cen-
ter, predicted in 2004 that in the next years, Moscow is going to concentrate
mainly on the "near abroad" because it cannot compete with the US in the
global arena or claim a more important role on the European continent.* The
recent EU and NATO enlargements to the East and the apparent Euro-
Atlantic ambitions of the former Soviet republics of Georgia and Ukraine in
particular have stimulated Moscow’s efforts to protect and consolidate its tra-
ditional sphere of influence. In response to these developments, the concept
of Eurasian integration was updated by the Kremlin's political adviser Gleb
Pavlovskii, who in the mid-2000s suggested the project of EvroVostok (Euro-
pean East) as a second centre of European integration under Russian geopo-
litical responsibility: "Russia acts on the European East as an initiator of new
forms of European unity, not as an obstacle to it and not at all as an anti-
European force".*® This new ideology of Eurasian integration as a component
of European integration processes reflected the fears of the Russian political
elite: exclusion and isolation from the enlarged Europe and growing US influ-
ences in European political affairs — particularly in the post-Soviet space. No
wonder the Orange Revolution in Ukraine was perceived as an expansion of

34 Dmitri Trenin, "Moscow's Realpolitik ", Nezavisimaia Gazeta, February 9, 2004 (in
Russian).

35 Gleb Pavlovskii, "The Presumption of Stability. Has Russia lost all Soviet posi-
tions?", Centrasia, May 3, 2004, www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1085981520 (in
Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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the EU backed by Washington and thus a direct challenge to Russia in its
traditional "zone of responsibility".

Due to its territory, population, economic potential and geopolitical loca-
tion, Ukraine is an indispensible partner for any integration project in the
Eurasian space. For those who believe that Russia can only be an empire,
Ukraine is the key to its very existence. Although Moscow officially recog-
nized the national sovereignty of Ukraine, it has always expected Ukraine to
remain its loyal ally and to take part in common integration projects. Accord-
ing to Dmitri Trenin, Russia’s "agreement on the borders was implicitly tied to
Ukraine’s full integration in the CIS and its ‘friendly attitude to Russia™.*® The
Russian political elite, with minor exceptions, imagined relations with Ukraine
as a special partnership based on Kiev’'s geopolitical loyalty to Moscow,
"common history" and a shared cultural identity.

Contrary to Russia, Ukraine proclaimed its integration into the Euro-
Atlantic structures as its strategic choice. However, at least until 2004 post-
Soviet Ukraine remained a part of the "Eurasian space", particularly in the
geopolitical and economic sense. Moscow received semi-official guarantees
of loyalty from Kyiv and did not take its pro-European declarations seriously.
In the early 2000s Moscow succeeded in binding Ukraine economically, using
low gas prices and trade preferences to get strategic dividends, such as in
the case of the reverse use of the Odessa-Brody pipeline. Despite attempts to
diversify the energy supply, the Ukrainian economy remained dependent on
Russian oil and gas. In the process of the privatization of the Ukrainian econ-
omy, Russian business gained control over key economic positions. This al-
lowed the critics of Kuchma’s political course to say that Ukraine’s de facto
involvement in the Eurasian integration had increased during his presidential
term despite his declared "European choice".

At the same time Ukraine has managed to keep at least a symbolic dis-
tance from the Eurasian integration initiatives. Whatever declarative the
"European choice" of the Kuchma administration was, Ukraine tried to avoid
formal membership in Russian-led integration projects and bound itself only
with a minimum of obligations. Being one of the founders of the CIS in 1991,
Ukraine in fact never signed the CIS Charter and joined only a small part of

36 Dmitri Trenin, The End of Eurasia: Russia on the Border between Geopolitics and
Globalization, Moscow: Carnegie Moscow Center 2001, p. 165.
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the collective agreements in the framework of CIS. It has systematically re-
sisted Moscow’s attempts to create supranational institutions in the CIS and
did not join the Tashkent Treaty on Collective Security. Ukraine’s position was
that CIS should stay a consultative body: "a mechanism of civilized divorce",
according to the first president of Ukraine Leonid Kravchuk. Kyiv refused to
join the Union State of Russia and Belarus, it also rejected the full member-
ship in EurAsEC and limited itself to an observer status. If there was some-
thing constant in the multi-vector policy of Kyiv, it was the reluctance to join
any integration project led by Russia.

Against this background Kuchma'’s decision to join the Single Economic
Area Agreement (SEA) created by Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan looked
rather inconsistent. The agreement, which was signed in September 2003
and ratified by the Ukrainian Parliament in April 2004, included ambitious
plans for regional economic integration. The SEA was a reaction to the ex-
pected EU enlargement, but even more importantly, it represented the last
attempt to pull Ukraine into the Eurasian integration processes. The Ukrainian
government was interested in some aspects of the agreement, like a free
trade zone, but was very suspicious of the idea of a customs union and a
central executive body controlled by Moscow. The agreement was heavily
criticized by the political opposition in Ukraine as a "betrayal of the European
choice"”, as being both unconstitutional and economically unacceptable.
Three leading ministers of the Ukrainian government openly opposed signing
this treaty, and these reservations were reflected in the final text of the docu-
ment, which states that Ukraine will fulfil its obligations only if they do not in-
fringe on the Ukrainian constitution.

The principles and forms of cooperation with Russia and their compati-
bility with the "European choice" were the subject of heated political debate in
the last years of Kuchma’s presidency. How to distinguish between Ukraine’s
national interests and the interests of some business groups? How to decide
between Ukraine’s short-term and long-term interests? As the Ukrainian gov-
ernment tried to secure a cheap gas supply from Russia, the critics of Ku-
chma’s regime suspected that the main profiteers of this deal might be the big
private companies beyond public control. Moreover, by deepening economic
cooperation with Russia, the critics argued, Ukraine would preserve its tech-
nological backwardness instead of profiting from Western know-how. Critics
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of the "Eurasian integration" stressed that "all integration projects in the re-
gion have required minimizing reforms and maximizing the efforts to preserve
isolation".*” Both the Ukrainian and the Russian economies suffer from low
productivity, unfair competition, and monopolist and protectionist tendencies;
therefore their integration would merely maintain these negative features.®
The same applies to the standards of democracy in the post-Soviet space:
political integration in the region and isolation from the rest of the world will
only strengthen authoritarian tendencies.

During the 2004 presidential election campaign the opposition promised
to reconsider Ukraine’s participation in the integration projects with Russia,
especially in the notorious SEA agreement. After his appointment, the new
foreign minister Boris Tarasiuk promised that it would be re-evaluated by ex-
perts. In February 2005 Russia’s new initiatives — creating a CIS Security
Council and a Humanities Cooperation Council — were rejected by the Ukrain-
ian government. Ukraine confirmed its position towards the CIS: no suprana-
tional political institutions should be created, and the CIS should eventually
transform into a free trade zone. The perspectives for the SEA agreement
were also addressed by Putin at his first short meeting with Yushchenko in
Moscow immediately after the inauguration of the Ukrainian president. Putin
expressed his hope that Ukraine would adhere to it. Disappointed by the re-
sults of the 2004 presidential elections in Ukraine, Moscow did not give up its
projects but rather adopted a "wait and see" attitude. In winter 2005-06 the
dramatic gas conflict between Gazprom and Kyiv preoccupied the Ukrainian
leadership and caused an internal political crisis. This conflict was followed by
trade restrictions on Ukrainian exports, and the diplomatic confrontations on
the issue of Ukraine’s NATO membership, on the status of the Russian Black
Sea Fleet and on Yushchenko’s politics of history changed the tenor of
Ukrainian-Russian relations. As a consequence the issue of regional integra-
tion has been put on ice.

Almost two decades after the collapse of Soviet Union it has become
clear that the post-Soviet integration projects have failed to consolidate the

37 Oleksandr Derhachov, "Russian-Ukrainian Relations: The Autumn of the Decade",
Dzerkalo tyzhnia, August 21-27, 2004 (in Ukrainian).
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new independent states into the regional political and economic bloc, as most
of them preferred to integrate into the global economy on their own. The
younger generation of the political elites in post-Soviet countries does not
share a common Soviet mentality and political culture and does not see inte-
gration with Russia as a "natural" option. The Orange Revolution in Ukraine
and, more recently, the Russian-Georgian military confrontation in August
2008 showed the actual crisis of the CIS, which in both cases was not able to
articulate its collective position. The fact that these events further consoli-
dated the division of the CIS into two camps — pro-Russian and pro-Western
— can be seen as a failure of Eurasian integration. During the second term of
Putin’s presidency Moscow also started to feel some kind of "tiredness" with
regards to integration projects and preferred to focus on bilateral relations us-
ing the "carrot and stick”" of gas price politics. According to Bertil Nygren, the
"CIS structures in more than one sense seem to be too old-fashioned for the
‘liberal empire’ that Putin is trying to create".*® Under these new conditions,
when the US and the EU actively compete with Russia for geopolitical influ-
ence in the post-Soviet space, the instruments and concepts of "Eurasian in-
tegration" no longer seem effective for the purposes of the Russian political
elites.

GUAM - Eurasia without Russia?

Ukraine’s reservations against "Eurasian integration" dominated by
Russia do not mean that Ukraine has no political and economic interests in
the Eurasian space. In the 1990s Ukraine helped to launch a regional initia-
tive that brought together Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Moldova
(GUAM).* This initiative emerged in 1997, when the leaders of the four coun-
tries started political consultations during the negotiations on the Treaty on
Conventional Forces in Europe.*’ Facing the same challenge of Russian
domination, they decided to coordinate their positions and speak collectively

39 Bertil Nygren, The Rebuilding of Greater Russia. Putin's foreign policy towards the
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in various issues. The primary goal of GUAM was therefore a political one:
cooperation in solving common problems (e.g., military conflicts, regional
separatism), counterbalancing Russian influence in the post-Soviet space
and enhancing regional security. The GUAM leaders also declared their in-
terest in Euro-Atlantic integration. The economic dimension of the GUAM ini-
tiative is secondary, since the level of bilateral trade between its members is
rather low. It is the issue of energy security that has high priority. The prob-
lems of dependency on Russian energy supply and access to the Russian
energy transport system are common for all GUAM members. Ukraine and
Moldova, in particular, are interested in diversifying their oil supplies by coop-
erating with Azerbaijan and developing alternative pipelines transporting Azeri
oil to Europe, bypassing Russia. In 1997 the leaders of Georgia, Ukraine,
Azerbaijan and Moldova declared their intention to cooperate in the construc-
tion of a "Eurasian Trans-Caucasian Transport Corridor", an alternative
transport route from Europe to Asia, which would be shorter and cheaper
than the traditional route via Russia.

The emergence of GUAM signified a potential alternative to the Rus-
sian-led integration projects. As Taras Kuzio put it, "GUAM has merely institu-
tionalized what always existed in the CIS from the moment it was created in
December 1991 — a division between the supporters of the Russian idea of
integration around itself (after the Soviet centre was removed) and the
Ukrainian idea of ‘divorce™.*> No wonder that Russia reacted rather nega-
tively to the new regional initiative. Official Moscow expressed its concern of a
possible turn of GUAM into a military bloc and criticized the exclusion of Rus-
sia as a sign of political hostility. Russian media interpreted GUAM as a prod-
uct of US policy and NATO'’s plans to encircle Russia with a cordon sanitaire.

However, GUAM did not become a viable alternative to the CIS; the
economic interests of its members were too closely bound to Russia and the
other post-Soviet states from the "pro-Russian" camp. According to Olexandr
Pavliuk, "in most cases, the policies of individual GUAM countries toward
Russia are still reactive rather than proactive. To this extent, the Russia-
GUAM relationship is influenced more by Russia than by its GUAM part-

42 Taras Kuzio, "Geopolitical Pluralism in the CIS: The Emergence of GUUAM”, Euro-
pean Security, vol. 9 (2000), no. 2, pp. 81-114; here p. 84.
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ners".** Russia’s policy towards the post-Soviet space was more successful.
Under Putin’s presidency, Russia developed bilateral relations and offered its
partners beneficial deals, binding them with long-term agreements. GUAM
had little to offer against this strategy. In the early 2000s some experts ar-
gued that GUAM had fulfilled its initial tasks: strengthening the national sov-
ereignty of the new states, removing Russian military forces from their territo-
ries and reducing their dependence on Russia.** According to Pavliuk, long-
term integration projects are much more difficult to realize: "Almost insur-
mountable challenges for a substantive economic cooperation within GUAM
are presented by the poor economic situation, the absence of an institutional
mechanism for multilateral economic cooperation , the slow progress of eco-
nomic and structural reforms in each and every GUAM state, the underdevel-
opment of the private sector and the almost complete lack of a middle class,
the geographic remoteness, the inconsistent and varying external trade tar-
iffs, and the inadequacies of national legislations. It remains an open question
how much GUAM countries are willing and able to make concrete steps to
harmonize their foreign trade regulations, adjust national legal systems, and
become more closely integrated by giving up portions of their sovereignty".*®
It is also not clear to what extent European partners are likely to cooperate in
such ambitious projects as the Eurasian Transport Corridor, and if they would
accept the exclusion of Russia.

It was the Orange Revolution in Ukraine that gave the GUAM its second
wind. Yushchenko’s leadership, optimistic about its prospects for EU mem-
bership, declared Ukraine a "locomotive of democratization processes" in the
post-Soviet space. Ukraine was supposed to play this ambitious role in tan-
dem with the pro-Western reformist government of Georgia. In 2005 Ukraine
and Georgia launched the Community of Democratic Choice (CDC) initiative
with the aim of making the region of the "three seas" — Baltic, Black, and
Caspian — an "area of democracy, stability, and security". Profiting from per-
sonal sympathies between Yushchenko and Saakashvili, Ukrainian-Georgian
relations became the motor for renewing GUAM. At the 2005 Chisinau sum-
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mit, which was devoted to regional disputes, the GUAM members expressed
their concern over Russia’s dominance in the peacekeeping processes in the
post-Soviet space. In regard to the Transnistrian problem, president Yu-
shchenko suggested a peace plan that was supported by the EU. It featured
free elections in Transnistria under international supervision and an increase
in the number of Ukrainian peacekeepers in the conflict zone. Additionally,
Ukraine changed its customs regulations so that goods coming to Ukraine
from Transnistria could be cleared only if their clearance is certified by the
Moldovan Customs Service. This decision, also supported by the EU, was
supposed to put economic pressure on the separatist government of Tiraspol.
Yushchenko’s peace plan failed, however, not least due to the ambivalent
position of Chisinau and the collapse of the "Orange coalition" in Ukraine.
Throughout this episode, Moscow was rather sceptical about the Ukrainian
efforts in Transnistria and saw Kyiv as an agent of Western influence.

Nevertheless, the GUAM members managed to bring the issue of post-
Soviet regional conflicts on the world stage: in September 2006 the "frozen
conflicts" in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transnistria
were discussed at the UN General Assembly. However, since Russia was in-
terested in the separatist movements as an instrument of political control in
the "near abroad", it opposed the efforts of the GUAM members. In particular,
the idea of creating GUAM joint peacekeeping forces was met with a negative
response from Moscow and was eventually blocked by Chisinau.

At the Kyiv summit in May 2006, GUAM was restyled as the Organiza-
tion for Democracy and Economic Development (ODED-GUAM). Among its
primary aims the renewed GUAM sought the promotion of democracy and
deepening European integration, as well as energy security across the Cas-
pian-Caucasus-Black Sea axis and a free trade area among the member
states. The ODED-GUAM calls for a higher degree of regional integration,
based on shared political principles, but it still lacks effective institutions and
working mechanisms. The geopolitical orientations and the level of commit-
ment to democracy and human rights among GUAM members also vary sig-
nificantly. While Moldova sticks to its "neutral" status and distances itself from
military cooperation projects, Azerbaijan has developed into a semi-
authoritarian political regime. During the Russian-Georgian conflict in summer
2008 the GUAM members failed to respond to this challenge with a single
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voice. Baku and Chisinau did not join the demonstration of solidarity with the
Saakashvili government, which on August 13 brought together in Thilisi the
leaders of Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine.

In conclusion, Ukraine was an initiator and a catalyst of the GUAM. The
support from Ukraine was vital for Azerbaijan, Georgia and Moldova during
the early stages of their sovereignty. Contrary to its role on the level of Euro-
pean or Russian relations, in its relations with its GUAM partners Ukraine was
not just an object but could shape geopolitics as a subject. "For Ukraine,
GUAM has become an important political means of asserting itself as a re-
gional leader".*® In this sense some visions of Stepan Rudnytskyi and Yurii
Lypa on Ukrainian Eurasia turned out to be not that far off the mark. However,
its internal weakness has prevented the new Ukrainian leadership from living
up to its initial ambition to become a democratic leader in the post-Soviet
space.

Conclusion

As we have seen, there is a plurality of discourses and political options
underlying the popular opposition between "Europe / the West" and "Eurasia /
Russia". Ukraine has its own tradition of geopolitical thinking where Eurasian-
ism plays an important role. However, in contemporary Ukrainian political dis-
course "Eurasia” is usually associated with Russian authoritarianism and neo-
imperial politics in the post-Soviet space, and is opposed to "democratic and
free" Europe. As a strategy of re-asserting the new national identity and of
claiming Ukraine’s place in Europe, this "anti-Eurasianist" discourse tends to
deny Russia’s Europeanness and serves to externalize the problems of
Ukrainian nation and state building.

The Colour revolutions showed that "Eurasia" as a Russian-made con-
struct can be challenged in Kyiv, Tbilisi or anywhere else in the post-Soviet
space. With the Orange Revolution, Ukraine became a challenge and a
chance for "Eurasia", raising hopes for the democratization of the political re-
gimes in the post-Soviet space. Democratic Ukraine got a chance to become
an alternative leader in the region and opened opportunities to shape its own

46  Pavliuk, "GUUAM", p. 40.
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"Eurasian” politics. However, the weakness of the democratic institutions and
the split among the political elites blocked political and economic reforms in
Ukraine and limited the country’s potential of regional leadership. Democratic
consolidation and a decisive progress towards integration into the EU remain
crucial preconditions for Ukraine to become a strong and independent player
in the post-Soviet space. Unfortunately, a confrontation with Moscow in this
matter is difficult to avoid, and Ukraine’s position in the EU-Russia-Ukraine
triangle is still the weakest one. This means that the dichotomy of "Europe /
the West" vs. "Eurasia / Russia" will remain an important symbolic axis of
Ukrainian politics for years to come.



2  Slavic Sisters into European Neighbours:
Ukrainian-Belarusian relations after 1991

Ukraine and Belarus are the two countries that today constitute the
main part of the strategically important "new" Eastern Europe. Since 2004
they have shared a common border with the EU and have become potential
candidates for EU membership. In the 1990s Ukraine and Belarus were
commonly perceived as part of the "grey" zone between Russia and the EU
and attributed to the sphere of Moscow’s legitimate geopolitical interests. But
the EU enlargement to the East and the relative political stabilisation of the
Balkans have made these countries more visible for Brussels. Western dis-
appointment with Russia’s democratic reforms and Putin’s politics in the "near
abroad" — especially his use of "gas blackmail", which is seen as a potential
threat to European security in general — are additional factors explaining the
EU’s increasing interest in Ukrainian and Belarusian affairs. The engagement
of Brussels and of some European governments in Ukraine during the Or-
ange Revolution, the growing political pressure on Lukashenka’s regime and
the introduction of sanctions against its officials in 2006 indicated a serious
commitment of the EU for this region.

Although political transformations in Ukraine and Belarus are often dis-
cussed and compared, the problems of Ukrainian-Belarusian relations and
their role in Eastern Europe are rarely addressed. This is not surprising given
that for more than sixty years, relations between the Soviet republics were
mediated by Moscow. For more than a decade after the collapse of the
USSR, Ukraine and Belarus remained corners of the "East Slavic triangle"
dominated by Russia. During the 1990s the new bilateral relations between
Kyiv and Minsk developed mainly in the framework of the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) as the successor of the disintegrated "Soviet em-
pire". With the Orange Revolution in 2004 and the pro-Western orientation
taken by the new Ukrainian leadership, the geopolitical context of Ukrainian-
Belarusian relations has changed. Ukraine, which after the Revolution
claimed democratic leadership in the post-Soviet space, has joined the cho-
rus of critics of Lukashenka’s regime, though only half-hearted. At the same
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‘time, the recent gas conflict between Minsk and Moscow opened new possi-
bilities in Ukrainian-Belarusian relations.

This chapter uses a constructivist approach in International Relations in
order to analyse how the new independent nations and former Slavic "sisters"
Ukraine and Belarus have been reinventing each other since 1991 as new
neighbours / allies / competitors in the process of post-Soviet transformations.
The ruling elites, the political opposition and the intellectuals in both countries
refer to "Belarus" or "Ukraine" as symbols of a(n) (un)desirable alternative,
use them as examples to demonstrate their own successes or failures or
seek mutual support and solidarity with them. Although Russia and Europe
remain the dominant constitutive "Others" for the national identities of both
Belarus and Ukraine, the processes of mutual re-discovering and re-mapping
of the two East European countries have been intensifying, especially after
the Orange Revolution. With the EU enlargement to the East and the chang-
ing role of Russia in the post-Soviet space, Ukrainian-Belarusian relations
have become important for the political stability and security of Europe.

2.1 Chronology and basic facts of Ukrainian-Belarusian relations

Ukraine and Belarus established diplomatic relations on December 27,
1991, only a few weeks after the Belovezhskaia Pushcha Accords — the act
that dissolved the USSR — had been signed by the leaders of Russia, Ukraine
and Belarus. In June 1992 the embassy of Ukraine was opened in Minsk and
in October 1993 the embassy of Belarus started to operate in Ukraine. During
the official visit of President Leonid Kuchma in Minsk in July 1995 the basic
Treaty on Friendship, good neighbourhood and cooperation was signed (ef-
fective from August 1997)."

In May 1997 Leonid Kuchma and Alyaksandr Lukashenka signed the
Treaty on State Borders between Ukraine and Belarus. This treaty has not yet
been ratified by the parliament of Belarus, a fact that for years has been seen
in Kyiv as the main obstacle in Ukrainian-Belarusian relations. The Ukrainian

1 Official information from the web site of the Embassy of Ukraine in Belarus:
www.belarus.mfa.gov.ua/belarus/ua/publication/content/5394.htm (last accessed
February 7, 2010).
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs considers the delimitation and demarcation of the
national border an important issue of national security and a necessary condi-
tion for the accession to NATO and EU. But official Minsk uses the ratification
of the Border Treaty as a bargaining chip in the negotiations over the so
called "Ukrainian debt". This debt emerged in 1992 with the interruption of
economic relations between Ukrainian and Belarusian enterprises and their
asynchronous departure from the "rouble zone". Ukraine, being afraid of cre-
ating a precedent, refused to recognize a "state debt" and prefers to call it a
corporate debt. While avoiding recognition of the fact of a state debt officially,
Kyiv offered a partial compensation scheme in order to de-block the ratifica-
tion of the Border Treaty. Compromise was nearly reached in 2002, but then
the Belarusian government refused. In 2003 Leonid Kuchma officially recog-
nized the problem of debt, and later Viktor Yanukovych, at that time a prime
minister, signed a protocol, where the sum of the debt (134 million dollars)
was indicated. However, the new Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko did
not recognize the debt; neither did the "Orange" prime-minister Yurii Yekha-
nurov, who visited Minsk in 2005.2

During Kuchma'’s presidency (1994-2004) the leaders of Ukraine and
Belarus met 19 times; half of these meetings took part during official visits,
the other half on the CIS summits and other multilateral meetings of the lead-
ers of the former Soviet republics. Since 2004, president Yushchenko and
Lukashenka have met three times, always on the occasion of CIS summits.
During the twentieth anniversary commemoration of the Chernobyl disaster in
April 2006, an official visit of Lukashenka to Ukraine was planned and widely
announced, but did not take place. As this visit had been scheduled for just
one month after the highly ambiguous Belarusian presidential elections and
the wave of repressions against the political opposition, it would certainly
have helped Lukashenka to overcome his international isolation and legiti-
mise his regime. In exchange, the Ukrainian side had hoped for the ratifica-
tion of the long-awaited Border Treaty. Moreover, both sides were supposed
to sign an agreement on simplified border crossing at the Slavutych-Komarin
crossing point, which the Ukrainians urgently need for the maintenance of the

2 Volodymyr Kravchenko, "Sweets from Batka", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, April 15-21, 2006;
Volodymyr Kravchenko, "Ukraine-Belarus: A treaty in exchange for money", Dzer-
kalo tyzhnia, November 1-7, 2003 (both in Ukrainian)
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Chernobyl nuclear station.® Nevertheless, Lukashenka did not arrive in Sla-
vutych. The meeting of the two presidents was then rescheduled for spring
2007, already after the dramatic gas conflict between Minsk and Moscow.
The new issue of energy cooperation was therefore added to the agenda. But
the visit was again postponed, now due to the political crisis in Kyiv that led to
the dissolution of the Ukrainian parliament and new elections in September
2007.

In 1998 both countries signed the Agreement on economic cooperation
for the period of 1998-2008 and adopted the Program for long-term economic
cooperation. Despite the obvious stagnation of political contacts, economic
cooperation continues to develop quite well. From 2003 to 2007 the trade
turnover between the two countries more than quadrupled — a fact that corre-
lates with the sustainable economic growth in both Belarus and Ukraine at the
same period. Trade relations between the two countries are relatively bal-
anced and mutually profitable, but concentrated on raw materials and semi-
finished products (oil products, fertilizers, ferrous metal, mixed fodder, etc.).
At the same time, trade relations are seriously undermined by antidumping
measures practiced by both sides. In 2007 the Agreement on Free Trade be-
tween Ukraine and Belarus has come into effect, which however does not ex-
clude antidumping measures completely. Despite the hidden political ten-
sions, in May 2007 the first national exhibition entitled "Products of Ukraine"
took place in Minsk. Industrial cooperation, especially in machine construction
(motors and other devices for tractors, harvest combines, locomotives etc.), is
developing well due to the long Soviet tradition of cooperation and compatibil-
ity of the technical standards. However, mutual investments are rather low,
especially from the Ukrainian side, reflecting Lukashenka’s economic protec-
tionism and the uncertain political prospects.

Ukraine sells electric power to Belarus and plans to increase its supply
in the near future. For this purpose, a new line from Rivno Nuclear Station in
Ukraine to the Belarusian town Mikashevichi will be built. Following the gas
conflict with Moscow the Belarusian government has taken measures to di-
versify the energy supply. Among them are projects to increase the purchase
of Ukrainian coal (two new coal power stations are planned in Belarus — in the

3 Kravchenko, "Sweets from Batka".
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Brest and Hrodno oblasts). Minsk also indicated its interest in other common
energy projects in the region (for example, the reverse use of the Odesa-
Brody pipeline) that would decrease its energy dependence from Moscow.

Further promising prospects for Ukrainian-Belarusian cooperation in-
clude such projects as the common use of the transport infrastructure (espe-
cially of the Ukrainian sea ports and the Dnieper River) and the development
of transit routes. In 2006, an agreement on military-technical cooperation was
signed between Belarus and Ukraine.

Although Belarus is not so prevalent in Ukrainian public debates on na-
tional identity and geopolitical orientation, mutual contacts on the levels of
populations, civil organizations and cultural institutions have always been
very important. Ukrainians compose 2.4% of the Belarusian population and
form the third largest national minority group. Ukrainian settlements are tradi-
tionally concentrated in the near-border oblasts Homel and Brest. But the
main part of the Ukrainian minority in Belarus is of Soviet origin: most
Ukrainians are former labour migrants and live in urban areas. Thirty percent
of Belarusian academics are ethnic Ukrainians.* The Ukrainian embassy in
Minsk actively promotes Ukrainian culture and language in Belarus and tries
to consolidate the Ukrainian Diaspora.’ There are several cultural associa-
tions of Ukrainians in Belarus. Ukrainian studies are taught at the Belarusian
State University, but there have been very few Ukrainian classes in the Bela-
rusian schools.

In Ukraine, Belarusians compose 0.6% of the entire population. A com-
pact zone of Belarusian settlements can be found at the border with Belarus
(Rivno oblast), although many of them now are assimilated to the Ukrainian
language.® From the 17" to the 19" centuries, several Belarusian settlements
emerged in the east and south of Ukraine encouraged by the tsarist migration
policy. Most of them now are ethnically mixed, and the population assimilated
to the Russian language. As is the case with the Ukrainians in Belarus, the

4 Yurii Voloshyn, "Ukrainians in Belarus", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, January 21-27, 2006 (in
Ukrainian).

5 This is the general policy of the Ukrainian MFA. For example, the law on the status
of the overseas Ukrainians, adopted in 2004, grants special privileges to foreign
citizens of Ukrainian origin.

6 Historically "Polissia" (Russ. Poles’e), which today is a borderland between Ukraine
and Belarus, was part of the Polish Kresy where the national identity of the local
peasants remained undefined at least until the end of World War II.
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number of Belarusians in Ukraine particularly increased in the Soviet period.
At the end of the 1980s almost half of the Belarusians in Ukraine were urban
citizens, and according to the census of 1989, the percentage of specialists
with higher and special technical education among Belarusians was higher
than among the Ukrainians.” The relatively high social status of both national
minorities in the neighbouring countries, combined with the cultural close-
ness, the low level of national mobilization and the absence of any ambitions
of territorial autonomy create no ground for interstate conflicts at least in this
respect. Ukraine and Belarus have signed several humanitarian agreements:
on the rights of migrants and their families (2003), on the rights of national
minorities (1999), on a simplified procedure of changing citizenship of
Ukrainians living in Belarus and vice versa (1999).

2.2 (Re)constructing East Slavic "Sisterhood"

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union Ukraine and Belarus have
been looking for their new place on the European continent, between the re-
luctantly enlarging European Union and the ambitious post-imperial Russia.
Taking rather different paths of post-Soviet transition, both countries struggle
for a new national identity, make geopolitical choices and look for new part-
ners in the region. Struggling with the heritage of "East Slavic unity" and a
common "post-Soviet destiny”, Belarus and Ukraine have been reinventing
themselves as European nations (even if this is only a "minority faith",® as it is
the case with Belarus). These processes open a new space for solidarity,
competition and learning from each other. The Orange Revolution in Ukraine
and the turbulent presidential elections of 2006 in Belarus have accelerated
this process (which will be discussed extensively in the next section). The old
paradigm of East Slavic unity has not died with the collapse of Soviet Union in
1991 but has been reinvented, a metamorphosis which deserves our atten-
tion.

7 Valerii Vorona et al., "Belarusians in Ukraine", Viche, no. 8 (1995), pp. 104-112 (in
Ukrainian).

8 | refer here to the title of the well-known book by Andrew Wilson, Ukrainian national-
ism in the 1990:. A Minority Faith, New York: Cambridge University Press 1996.
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"East Slavic unity" as a Soviet construct

In the formally multinational federal structure of the Soviet Union the
East Slavic core played, of course, a central role.® This can be seen in the
concept of "Sisterhood" which was a well-known metaphor for the relations
between the Soviet republics.' Naturally, not only Russia, Ukraine and Bela-
rus were referred to as "sister republics". The metaphor of "sisterhood" was
meant to stress equal, non-exploitive relations between the subjects of the
Soviet federation. At the same time, Russia, Ukraine and Belarus had a spe-
cial position in the Soviet family of the fifteen republics. Indeed, in their case
"sisterhood" was not just a thin metaphor for a community in principle open to
any nation and based on the shared communist ideology, but a thick meta-
phor for the "blood ties" of the three East Slavic nations.

The official paradigm of Soviet historiography, established in the 1930s
and fully developed after World War |l, considered the Kievan Rus a common
cradle of the three East Slavic peoples — Russians, Ukrainians, and Belaru-
sians.!" Separated due to unfortunate historical circumstances, they were
predestined to reunite, and this mission was finally fulfilled in the form of the
Soviet federation. This narrative of common ancestry was partly borrowed
from 19" century Russian imperial historiography which "saw Ukrainians and
Belarusians as prodigal sons of the single Russian nation and estimated his-
torical events and persons from such a perspective. Differences between
Russians, on the one hand, and Ukrainians and Belarusians on the other,
were considered the result of damaging Polish influences."™ An anti-Polish
pathos was also characteristic for many Ukrainian historians of the "populist"
school (the so called narodnyky), which associated Polish national oppres-
sion with the economic and social exploitation of the Ukrainian and Belaru-

9 This was confirmed in 1991 by the Belovezhskaia Pushcha Accords signed by the
three leaders of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus: Boris Yeltsin, Leonid Kravchuk and
Stanislau Shushkevich. Other former Soviet Republics ratified this agreement later
in Alma-Aty.

10 The concept of "Sisterhood" was famously represented by the "Friendship of Peo-
ples" fountain at the All-Union Exhibition of People’s Economic Achievements in
Moscow.

11 For a detailed account of this issue see Serhy Yekelchyk, Stalin’s Empire of Mem-
ory: Russian-Ukrainian Relations in the Soviet Historical Imagination, Toronto: Uni-
versity of Toronto Press 2004.

12 Zenon Kohut, Korinnia identychnosi. Studii z rann’'omodernoi ta modernoi istorii
Ukrainy, Kyiv: Krytyka 2004, p. 11.
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sian peasantry. This narrative was later merged with the Marxist concept of
"class struggle". Soviet historiography, while admitting the existence of
Ukrainian and Belarusian national cultures and languages, stressed their di-
rect "kin" relations with Russian culture. The paradigm of East Slavic unity
was based on the (constructed) cultural and linguistic closeness of the three
peoples and carefully selected historical myths. Thus, the Pereiaslav agree-
ment was celebrated as an act of unification of Ukraine with Russia, Hetman
Mazepa'’s alliance with Sweden was considered a betrayal of Russia, and the
conquest and destruction of Belarusian Smolensk by the Russian army in
1654 was downplayed.

In the Soviet period, a new important myth was added to the construct
of East Slavic unity — the myth of the Great Patriotic War. As the Ukrainian
historian Vladyslav Hrynevych put it: "The myth of the War, creating common
heroes and common enemies, aimed at the integration of the whole popula-
tion of the USSR into a single ‘Soviet people’. However, every national repub-
lic and every Soviet ethnos created its own small myth, adding to this colossal
ideological construction."'® Thus, Belarus, the "partisan republic”, was glori-
fied for its mass resistance and became at the same time a symbol of suffer-
ing under Nazi repressions (famously, every fourth Belarusian died in the
war). And in Ukraine traditions of national liberation and historical memory of
Cossackdom were mobilized by the Soviet propaganda and integrated into
the Ukrainian myth of the Great Patriotic War. It was the territories of Ukraine
and Belarus that were completely occupied by the Nazis and became sites of
the cruellest battles, with most of the cities destroyed and with huge losses of
the civil population. Being under Nazi occupation for more than two years, it
was Ukrainians and Belarusians who survived hunger and repressions and
had to choose between resistance and collaboration in their everyday life, be-
ing torn between occupational authorities, partisans, the communist under-
ground and nationalists. Finally, it was Ukraine and Belarus that became the
main site of the Holocaust east of the Polish border. No wonder the memory
of World War Il in Ukraine and Belarus differed from the dominant Russian

13 Vladislav Hrynevych, "Split memory. The Second World War in the historical con-
sciousness of Ukrainian society", in: Mikhail Gabovitch (ed.), Pamiat o voine 60 let
spustia: Rossiia, Germaniia, Evropa, Moscow: NLO 2005, p. 420 (in Russian).
German version: "Gespaltene Erinnerung. Der Zweite Weltkrieg im historischen
Bewusstsein der Ukraine", Osteuropa, no. 4-5-6 (2005), pp. 88-104.
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official narrative of the Great Victory; but these differences could be openly
articulated only after the disintegration of the USSR. In the late Soviet era the
common victory over fascism became a new myth cementing the "friendship
of peoples" and their East Slavic core. The myth of the "Great Patriotic War",
officially constructed in the Brezhnev era,™ thus stressed the solidarity of the
East Slavic peoples in their common fight with an external threat (once again
coming from the West!).

Of course this coherent narrative of "sisterhood", grounded in common
struggling and suffering, became possible only due to the exclusion and sup-
pression of certain "unwanted" episodes and aspects. Among them were the
upsurge of national self-consciousness in Ukraine and Belarus at the begin-
ning of World War Il and the hopes for national revival nationalists naively
connected with the new Nazi administration. Thus, members of the OUN (Or-
ganization of Ukrainian Nationalists) as well as the UPA (Ukrainian Resurgent
Army) were unambiguously condemned by the Soviet regime as fascist col-
laborationists (the same can be said about the structurally similar but less
representative phenomenon of the Belarusian nationalist anti-Soviet resis-
tance).

Another less known but very telling example is the story of Khatyn, an
ordinary Belarusian village that became a symbol of fascist crimes against
civilians in Belarus.'® The inhabitants of Khatyn, accused of collaboration with
Soviet partisans, were burned alive, including children. Only a few people
survived this extermination by chance, and the village was completely de-
stroyed. After the war Khatyn was made the main memorial site of World War
Il in Belarus, with its world famous symbolic cemetery of the 628 Belarusian
villages, destroyed by the Nazis. But the fact that the Khatyn inhabitants were
actually executed not by Germans but by a special police unit consisting
mainly of Ukrainians is not well known. The chief of this unit, Hryhorii Vasiura,
was coincidentally found by the KGB at the end of the 1980s (he was a
Communist party member and kept a rather high position in the Kyiv oblast).
He was arrested and sentenced to death as a war criminal by a military tribu-

14 Boris Dubin, "Goldene Zeiten des Krieges. Erinnerung als Sehnsucht nach der
Breznev-Aera" (Golden times of war. Memory as nostalgia for the Brezhnev era),
Osteuropa, no. 4-5-6 (2005), pp. 219-234.

15 Not to be confused with Katyn (Smolensk oblast), the place where thousands of
Polish officers and civilians were massacred in 1940 by the NKVD.



84 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

nal. Interestingly, Soviet media did not mention this case at all; the first infor-
mation appeared only much later in a Latvian newspaper. As it became
known later, the First Secretary of the KPU Central Committee, Volodymyr
Sherbytskyi, put this case under his personal control. Only selected journal-
ists were allowed to the tribunal, and no materials about it were ever pub-
lished.™ It is easy to understand what was at stake here for the Soviet au-
thorities: the myths of East Slavic unity, of the common anti-Nazi struggle and
of the common victory.

Despite certain similarities between the two republics, the status of Bel-
arus and Ukraine in the Soviet federation differed substantially. Ukraine was
more important economically and geopolitically (as Zbigniew Brzezinski for-
mulated it, without Ukraine Russia ceases to be an empire). Ukrainian na-
tionalism was therefore seen as a dangerous challenge, as was the Ukrainian
dissident movement since the beginning of 1960s. Respectively, the Ukrain-
ian party elite was more retrograde and the Ukrainian political regime even
more repressive than the Kremlin itself. Belarus was less of a headache for
Moscow in this sense. Virtually rebuilt from scratch after World War I, it had
the reputation of a shop window of socialism. The Belarusian party nomenkia-
tura had the reputation of being the least corrupted in the USSR, and its
communist leader Petr Masherov, a former partisan, was widely respected in
the republic, contrary to his Ukrainian counterpart Volodymyr Shcherbytskyi.
Masherov’s sudden death in a car accident caused numerous speculations
about the "hand of the KGB". One can probably say that at the beginning of
perestroika, the Soviet regime was less compromised in Belarus than in
Ukraine, which partly explains the different paths taken by the two republics.

16 Bogdan Gordasevich, "The truth about Khatyn. What do we know about the tragedy
of the exterminated Belarusian village?", Kievskii Telegraf, April 8-14, 2005,
http://telegrafua.com/256/history/3964/ (in Russian) (last accessed February 7,
2010); see also Natalia Petrouchkevitch, Victims and Criminals: Schutzmannschaft
Bataillon 118, Thesis, University of Western Ontario 1999, pp. 102-104,
www.collectionscanada.ca/obj/s4/f2/dsk1/tape9/PQDD_0001/MQ44823.pdf (last
accessed February 7, 2010).
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East Slavic unity reloaded?

How could the idea of East Slavic unity survive the disintegration of the
Soviet Union? What kind of evolution did it go through? This concept, which
in Soviet times helped legitimise the coexistence of the three Slavic nations in
one state, has been reinvented after 1991 by the post-communist political el-
ites as an ideology of reintegration in the post-Soviet space. Explicitly or tac-
itly, the idea of East Slavic unity has been present in such geopolitical pro-
jects as the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Community (EurAsgC), the Common Economic Area (CEA) and the
Union of Russia and Belarus. Initiated and dominated by Russia, these pro-
jects were unimaginable without the reintegration first of all of the former East
Slavic republics. In case of success, the East Slavic core would once again
become a gravitation centre for the fragments of the Soviet empire. In this
way, the East Slavic unity fitted into the more vague concept of a "Eurasian”
integration after the model of a "Russian nested doll". It was especially at the
end of the 1990s, with the growing international isolation of Lukashenka’s as
well as Kuchma'’s regimes, that the political rapprochement between Kyiv and
Moscow and the institutionalisation of the Union of Belarus and Russia revi-
talized the ideas of a common historical destiny and geopolitical identity of the
East Slavic peoples.

How does this reinvented East Slavic unity differ from the old Soviet
construct? First, its cultural and religious component is much more present,
especially if one looks at the important political and symbolic role of the Or-
thodox Church in the reconstruction of the "East Slavic civilisation".

Second, one can observe a relative devaluation of Soviet symbolism
and historical myths (although Lukashenka’s regime manages to combine
both). The meaning of the Communist past has been reduced to a "common
historical experience" and thus has become just one element of the East
Slavic unity. The myth of the Great Patriotic War is still important as a com-
mon point of reference, although in all three countries one can observe a ten-
dency to a nationalization of the World War Il historical memory."”

17 It is probably Lukashenka'’s version of the "Great Patriotic War" narrative, still very
much Soviet, which is the most inclusive.
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Prokhorovka Memorial (Bell Tower)
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The reinvented post-Soviet version of East Slavic unity is represented,
for example, by significant changes in the memorial landscape of the Kursk
battle. In 1943 the Prokhorovka village in the Belgorod oblast (Russia), not far
from the Ukrainian border, was the site of the biggest tank battle of the Sec-
ond World War, where the Soviet Army defeated the Germans troops at a
heavy cost of lives. During Soviet times several important memorial sites
were constructed in Belgorod and its surroundings, which became a locus of
organized pilgrimage and official commemorative events.

In 1995 a new war memorial complex was created in Prokhorovka on
the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the Victory. The project of an impres-
sive memorial site was supported by president Yeltsin and reflects the at-
tempts of Moscow to reinvent post-Soviet Russian identity. Communist and
Soviet symbols are virtually absent here. Instead, orthodox symbolism is ex-
tensively used. The most important symbolic element of this memorial site is
the Bell Tower crowned with a statue of Mary, Mother of God, erected in the
fields behind the village.

The four sides of the tower are covered with images of saints and Rus-
sian military heroes of the past canonized by the Orthodox church. They also
carry some of the most worshipped Orthodox icons. These images surround
the heroic figure of Marshal Zhukov. The Bell Tower is supplemented by a
new cathedral in Prokhorovka named after Peter and Paul. The names of the
Soviet soldiers fallen in the battle are engraved on the inner walls of the
church, thus including them in the imagined community of the "Orthodox".

The replacement of the old Soviet symbolism with the Orthodox one
manifests the essence of the new state-sponsored Russian identity. At the
same time, the myth of the "Great Patriotic War" is transformed into an impor-
tant element of "common history" and Orthodox culture shared by Russians,
Ukrainians and Belarusians.
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Peter and Paul Cathedral in Prokhorovka
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Names of Soviet soldiers engraved on the inner walls of the cathedral
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This interpretation of the new memorial site was explicit in the official
speeches of presidents Putin, Kuchma and Lukashenka, who met in Prok-
horovka on May 4, 2000, to celebrate the 55th anniversary of victory in the
Great Patriotic War. Patriarch Alexii |l, who initiated the invitation of the
Ukrainian and Belarusian presidents, noted at this occasion that the new mil-
lennium opens an opportunity for coexistence in love and peace for the Slavic
peoples of Ukraine, Russia and Belarus.'® The Patriarch stressed that the
dead cannot be divided and that it is a common duty to cherish the unity of
Slavic peoples in the future. As a part of the official ceremonies, Patriarch
Alexii Il consecrated the "Bell of Unity", which is decorated with the icons of
three orthodox saints — the protectors of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus.

The "Bell of Unity" represents another element of the memorial site,
connecting the shared cultural and religious symbols with the "common fu-
ture" of the Eastern Slavic peoples embodied in the post-Soviet integration
projects. Three young trees planted by the presidents during their meeting
add to this symbolic landscape. Visits to the Prokhorovka memorial site have
become an obligatory part of various official events and meetings of politi-
cians and officials from Ukraine, Russia and Belarus, which were especially
frequent in Kharkiv and Belgorod from 2000 to 2004.

Thus, in the reinvented paradigm of East Slavic unity, the old dominant
ideological opposition of capitalism and communism has been replaced by
the new cultural opposition of "the West" and the "East Slavic world". The
geopolitical choice for Belarus and Ukraine is now represented as a cultural
choice & la Samuel Huntington: between the European civilisation and the
East Slavic, or Orthodox civilisation.

The new post-Soviet concept of East Slavic unity is of course not a co-
herent, centrally produced ideology. Rather it is represented by a range of
narratives and symbols instrumentalized in different ways by various political
forces in all three countries.

18 "His Holiness Alexii ll, Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, and the presidents of
Russia, Ukraine and Belarus visited Belgorod and Prokhorovka on May 17, 2000",
www.mospat.ru/archive/nr005172.htm (in Russian) (last accessed February 7,
2010).
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The Bell of Unity
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In Ukraine under Kuchma the official political discourse combined this
concept with the rhetoric of a "European choice"; and even the pro-
presidential political forces preferred to formulate their relations with Russia in
the context of the European integration ("To Europe with Russia!"). In fact the
idea of East Slavic reunification was fully supported only by forces of the po-
litical margins (Communists, pro-Russian parties and left populists such as
Nataliia Vitrenko). At the same time, in the election campaign of 2004, the
Party of Regions successfully used some elements of the East Slavic unity
myth to mobilize votes in the east and south of Ukraine.

In the Russian version, East Slavic unity was transformed into a neo-
imperialist ideology aimed at consolidating Russia’s sphere of influence in the
near abroad and keeping the satellites Ukraine and Belarus under control.
Popular among the left and the right margins of the political spectrum and
feeding popular nostalgia for the lost status of a "great power", this ideology
got into competition with the new Russian nationalism, which is hostile and
suspicious to Russia’s new neighbours. For Putin, particularly in his second
term, the language of East Slavic unity was too archaic; he preferred the ag-
gressive language of national interests.

Only Lukashenka seems to have succeeded in keeping the Soviet ver-
sion of East Slavic unity somehow intact. It still forms a part of his usual
rhetoric: "our relations are proved by centuries old ties of Slavic brotherhood",
Russians — or Ukrainians, depending on the circumstances — "are not aliens
in Belarus, they feel at home here"; "we defend the western border of Rus-
sia"; "Russian is also our language, it is not a foreign language in Belarus";
"Belarusians understand Ukrainian without translation"."® For him the unity of
the Eastern Slavs reaches back into history as far as the Battle of Kulikovo
against the Tataro-Mongols (1380) and the Battle of Poltava (1709). But the
most important shared value is the Soviet past: "together we created a mighty
state". In Lukashenka’s highly populist version it was the short-sighted politi-
cians and the egoistic elites who betrayed the Slavic unity and destroyed the
Soviet state — damage he feels called upon to repair. This rhetoric, which had
earlier been addressed mainly to the Russian audience, is now adapted to
the Ukrainian one. During a meeting with Ukrainian journalists in November

19 Citations taken from the official web site of Lukashenka: www.president.gov.by (last
accessed February 7, 2010).
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2006 Lukashenka discussed the possibilities of an integration "in the interest
of the Ukrainian and Belarusian peoples", speculating even on the possibility
of a union state with Ukraine instead of Russia.”

In short, the longevity of the East Slavic unity paradigm helped the
populations of the three countries to adapt to the disintegration of the USSR
and to survive the trauma of imperial collapse through the firm believe in
some kind of union between Russia, Ukraine and Belarus. From the mid-90s,
the instrumentalization of the idea of an East Slavic unity between Russia,
Ukraine and Belarus indeed secured a broad support for the leaders of these
countries: for Yeltsin not less than for Kuchma and Lukashenka. They used
the East Slavic unity paradigm at various points of their political careers: in
1994 Lukashenka was elected president while promising a reunification with
Russia; in the same year Leonid Kuchma defeated Kravchuk by responding
to the pro-Russian sympathies of the eastern Ukrainians; and in 1996 Yeltsin
was re-elected by instrumentalizing the project of a Russian-Belarusian Union
State in his fight against the communist candidate Gennadii Ziuganov. For
both Kuchma and Lukashenka, East Slavic unity was basically reduced to a
special partnership with Russia, a fact that reveals a lot about the hierarchy
and asymmetry in this triangle construction. Russia still remains the constitut-
ing "Other" for the national identities of both Ukraine and Belarus.

While marking the contours of the disappearing Soviet civilization in
geopolitical terms, East Slavic unity is a phantom — as the ongoing polarisa-
tion in the post-Soviet space demonstrates: while Belarus still remains in the
"pro-Russian" camp (it is a member of the Tashkent Collective Security
Treaty, of EurAsEC, and supports the Single Economic Area project with
Russia and Kazakhstan), Ukraine claims its ambitions to lead a "pro-Western"
camp. It did not join the Tashkent Treaty, limited itself to an observer status in
EurAsEC and is rather reluctant when it comes to a participation in the SEA.
Instead, Ukraine created the GUAM group (together with Georgia, Azerbaijan
and Moldova) as a counterbalance to Russian geopolitical and economic
dominance; and in 2005, together with Georgia, it initiated the Community of

20 "Press-conference of President Lukashenka for Ukrainian journalists", November
23, 2006, www.president.gov.by/press38014.html#doc (in Russian) (last accessed
February 7, 2010).
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Democratic Choice (which includes also Moldova, Estonia, Latvia and Lithua-
nia, Slovenia, Romania and the Republic of Macedonia).

The Ukrainian-Russian gas conflict in winter 2005-06 and the similar
conflict between Belarus and Russia one year later have revealed the true
geo-economic fundament of post-Soviet East Slavic unity. Besides their simi-
lar mentalities and political cultures, the post-Soviet elites of the three coun-
tries thrived on the compatibility of their political and economic interests:
cheap oil and gas for Ukraine and Belarus in exchange for cheap transit and
geopolitical loyalty to Moscow. This kind of deal helped to secure relative so-
cial stability, contributed to strengthening the power of the oligarchs in
Ukraine and consolidated the authoritarianism in Belarus. However, the "re-
organisation" of the Russian business elites during Putin’s second presiden-
tial term and the changing political role of Gazprom made this deal obsolete.
The nostalgic language of East Slavic unity on the Russian side was replaced
by the pragmatic language of "market prices" and "national interests". Thus,
the Belarusian official news agency BELTA in its commentary on Russia’s
conflict with Georgia accused Moscow of a policy of "turning the former sister
republics into whores of the Gazprom harem".?! At the same time, the rise of
Russian nationalism?? and Putin’s power politics in the near abroad indicates
the political death of the East Slavic unity paradigm even more than the Or-
ange Revolution. Although the idea of a close cooperation between Russia,
Ukraine and Belarus is still popular in all three countries,? the option of an
interstate integration is supported only by marginal parts of the national elites.

21 Viktor Gavrysh, "The Georgian-Russian conflict will split the CIS", Belta - Belarusian
news agency, November 2, 2006, www.belta.by/ru/actual/comments/?id=119193 (in
Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

22 See Aleksandr Tsypko, "A Slavic farewell: Is the Russian national revolution under
way?" Literaturnaia Gazeta, February 26 - March 4, 2003 (in Russian).

23 According to the NISS sociological survey conducted in Ukraine in 2006, 31,7% of
the respondents supported the idea of East Slavic integration, 13,7% supported a
cooperation with the CIS countries, 9,9% a cooperation mainly with Russia, 15,2%
a cooperation with Western countries, 20,3% were for an independent development
of Ukraine. See: "Citizens attitudes to the foreign policy orientations of Ukraine
(2005-2006)", www.niss.gov.ua/Monitor/Monitor30_n/01.htm (in Ukrainian) (last ac-
cessed February 7, 2010).
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2.3 Claiming European identity, reinventing the neighbour

Perestroika and the disintegration of the Soviet Union opened the way
to alternative historical narratives both in Ukraine and in Belarus, presenting
them as European nations rather than parts of Russia-dominated East Slavic
civilization. While during the Soviet period these alternative narratives were
marginal and even officially banned, they became very popular with the rise
of the national-democratic movements. In the early 1990s they were partly
institutionalised through the education system and official memory politics.?*
Pro-European narratives corresponding to the political emancipation of the
former Soviet republics from Moscow became important in the process of a
symbolic re-mapping of Eastern Europe. This process has been marked by
compromises, however, since the Soviet historical identity and the above-
mentioned concept of East Slavic unity remained instrumental for the post-
Soviet elites. Moreover, since 1994 Belarus has been experiencing a come-
back of the Soviet historical narrative as the result of Lukashenka’s politics of
national identity.

The reconstruction of the history of Ukraine as a European nation
brings some new aspects to the fore.?® Among them are the long-term histori-
cal ties that Ukrainian lands had with Europe while part of the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania and later of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the openness of
the Ukrainian elite to European cultural influences, Ukraine’s role as a cultural
bridge to Europe and as a supplier of intellectual resources for Russia in the
17 century, and the role of the Greek Catholic church in Ukrainian nation re-
vival. While before 1991 these aspects of Ukrainian history could be devel-
oped only in Western and Diaspora literature, today they are included in
school textbooks. Another important element of Ukraine’s European historical
identity is owed to Western Ukraine, in particular to Halychyna, which was
part of the Polish Kingdom since the 14™ century and during the 19" century
was a province of the Habsburg Empire. Not only the architecture, but also

24 Catherine Wanner, Burden of Dreams: History and Identity in Post-Soviet Ukraine,
University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press 1998.

25 Among other publications, see Roman Szporluk, "Die Entstehung der modernen
Ukraine — die westliche Dimension, Transit 29 (2005); Yaroslav Hrytsak, "Are we
also in Europe?”, in: idem, Strasti za natsionalizmom, Kyiv: Krytyka, pp. 309-324 (in
Ukrainian).
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the mentality and political culture of this region are seen as "European” in
contrast to the more Sovietised east and south. Thus, western Ukraine claims
the role of a locomotive pulling the "Ukrainian train" to Europe.

In the case of Ukraine, however, the emergence of a pro-European na-
tional historical narrative did not mean a radical break with the Soviet one.
Volodymyr Kravchenko, among other authors, pointed to the ambivalence of
the post-Soviet politics of history in Ukraine:?*® while initiating a pompous
celebration of the 350th anniversary of the Pereiaslav Agreement in 2004,
which was criticized by many Ukrainian intellectuals; President Kuchma just
one week later issued a decree on the official commemoration of the Holo-
domor. And the jubilee of Volodymyr Shcherbytskyi, the First Secretary of the
Communist Party of Ukraine from 1972-1989 was celebrated in parallel with
another jubilee — that of the famous Ukrainian dissident and leader of the na-
tional democratic movement, Viacheslav Chornovil, a victim of the political
repressions under Shcherbytskyi. This ambivalence of the new post-Soviet
historical narrative in Ukraine reflected the historical compromise between the
former communist elite, which in the early 1990s faced the challenge of build-
ing a nation-state, with the national democrats, who endowed this project with
their ideology and symbolic resources. From my point of view, the relatively
smooth transition to a new national historical narrative was supported by the
reinterpretation of some historical topics and figures that had been fundamen-
tal already for the Soviet Ukrainian identity (Kievan Rus, Cossackdom, Boh-
dan Khmelnytsky’s uprising, Taras Shevchenko, Ivan Franko, etc.). Mykhaylo
Hrushevskyi, the famous Ukrainian historian and first president of the short-
lived Ukrainian People’s Republic, was soon added to this new pantheon,
based on a shaky compromise between anti-Soviet and post-Soviet political
forces. In particular, the popular myth of Cossackdom, already accepted by
Soviet historiography, has become a cornerstone of the new Ukrainian his-
torical narrative. The new nationalized version represents the Cossacks as a
European phenomenon. Khmelnytskyi's uprising is often compared with the
English Revolution and seen as one of the key events in European history of
the 17" century. The democratic tradition of the Cossacks (as opposed to

26 Vladimir Kravchenko, "Fighting the shadow: The Soviet past in the historical mem-
ory of contemporary Ukrainian society", Ab Imperio, no. 2 (2004), pp. 329-368 (in
Russian).
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Muscovy despotism) and the numerous contacts Hetmanate leaders had in
the Europe of that time are often underlined in this context, as well as the fact
that one of the first constitutions in Europe was written by Hetman Pylyp Or-
lyk.

Belarus does not have such a "Piedmont" and "inner Europe" as Ukrain-
ian Halychyna, nor does it have something comparable to the Cossack my-
thology. The heritage of the Kievan Rus also turned out to be rather marginal
for the new national historical narrative, which, in radical opposition to the So-
viet one, puts Belarus in the context of the Polish and Lithuanian history. It
was the national democrats who interpreted the Grand Duchy of Lithuania as
a proto-Belarusian state and made it the new founding national myth. How-
ever, represented by only a rather narrow segment of the Belarusian intelli-
gentsia, this narrative remained marginal. Unlike in Ukraine, no compromise
between national democrats and post-communist elite was reached in Bela-
rus in the early 1990s. Instead, Lukashenka’s restoration of the Soviet narra-
tive only increased the polarisation between the two versions of history. The
absence (or weakness) of symbols and historical figures that could bridge the
old Soviet and the new European narrative of Belarusian history partly ex-
plains the revival of Soviet ideology and symbolism under Lukashenka. While
Lukashenka’s official historiography is still anti-Polish,?’ focusing on the nega-
tive consequences of Polonization and Catholicism for the Belarusian lands,?®
some young historians try to re-assess the Polish factor in Belarusian history
and claim the heritage of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, with its tradi-
tion of civil society, its parliamentary system, its self-administration and reli-
gious tolerance.? In the national democratic movement and later among the
opposition various versions of "Litvinism" have become popular.®® Litvinism
as a supranational regional patriotism was an ideology widespread among
the Polish and Polonized regional elites in the end of 19" and the beginning

27 A fact which corresponds to the latent tensions between official Minsk and Warsaw
as well as with Lukashenka’s conflicts with the Polish minority in Belarus.

28 Aleksandr Smolenchuk, "Polish presence' in Belarusian history", Perekrestki, no. 1-
2 (2006), pp. 55-72 (in Russian).

29 Gennadii Saganovich, Narys gistoryi Belarusi ad starazhytnastsi da kantsa 18
stagodzia, Minsk 2001 (in Belarusian).

30 Aliaksei lankovich, "Anthology of Litvinism: origins, idea, realization", Palitychna
Sfera, no. 6 (2006), pp. 11-18 (in Belarusian).
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of the 20™ century, and died only after the World War 11.3' The Belarusian
version reinvented at the end of the 1980s considers the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania a de facto Belarusian state, which was destroyed by Russian impe-
rial aggression. Cultural Litvinism sees Belarus as a site of ongoing conflicts
between Western (Latin) and Eastern (Byzantine, or Muscovite) civilizations,
and as an outpost of the Latin world. Political Litvinism (represented by the
Belarusian Popular Front "Renaissance" and by the former leader of Belaru-
sian nationalism Zenon Pazniak) promotes the idea of a Baltic-Black Sea As-
sociation that would unite Belarus, Lithuania and Ukraine as nations sharing
not only a common history, but also common interests in the West and similar
problems with Russia.*?

As one can see from this short glance into the politics of history and
identity formation in Ukraine and Belarus, both nations are in a process of re-
inventing themselves as European nations. Of course, what in Ukraine has
become a state-sponsored policy (especially after the Orange Revolution), in
Belarus is still an oppositional discourse. (However, this can change quickly,
and even before Lukashenka's fall, as his conflict with Moscow and the recent
attempts to win European sympathy show.) Still, there are many similarities in
the strategies of reinventing a "European" identity and distancing themselves
from the "East Slavic triangle" dominated by Russia, as both national elites
share similar cultural resources and face similar challenges. In this way they
also re-discover each other not only as new/old neighbours, but also as po-
tential partners on their way to Europe. The new geopolitical identity of both
countries is increasingly defined as "East-Central European" or even "Central
European" by their intellectuals and politicians. Ukrainians and Belarusians
claim common historical roots in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which is often
interpreted as a common state of Lithuanians, Belarusians and Ukrainians
(the latter two called at that time Ruthenians), with Ruthenian language, tradi-
tions and public institutions dominating. The ancestor of the Lithuanian king-
dom, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth whose policy was less inclusive
towards the Ukrainians and Belarusians, is still considered to be culturally
closer to them than the "Asiatic" and despotic Muscovite state.

31 Timothy Snyder, The Reconstruction of Nations: Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, Bela-
rus, 1669-1999, New Haven: Yale University Press 2003.
32 See lankovich, "Anthology of Litvinism".
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According to theses new narratives Ukraine and Belarus, being for cen-
turies objects of geopolitics rather than active subjects, have common Euro-
pean roots, a long history of mutual contacts, but practically no burden of con-
flicts and mutual violence in the past. However, until recently, there was no
political need for such a narrative of political and cultural closeness between
the two nations. Both have been preoccupied with Russia and Europe, and
the pro-western and democratic forces in Ukraine and Belarus are too weak
to profit from the newly discovered Europeanness of their respective
neighbour.

However, the new "European" narratives in Ukraine and Belarus get
some support from outside, especially with the EU enlargement to the East.
Particularly some new EU members like Poland, Slovakia and Lithuania have
shown solidarity with the pro-Western Ukrainian and Belarusian national el-
ites and have developed some sensibility for their European aspirations. Po-
land especially sees its historical mission in encouraging democratisation in
Ukraine and Belarus and in pleading for their eventual accession to the Euro-
pean Union. The strategic vision of Polish politics is easy to understand:
strengthening democracy in Ukraine and encouraging a regime change in
Belarus would contribute considerably to the security of Eastern Europe and
of Poland in particular. The ambition of Poland to expand European values
and norms to the East can be seen as a sublimated, post-nationalist form of
traditional Polish nationalism. And the success of such an Ostpolitik would
also strengthen Poland’s position in the EU. Given the difficult past — a long
history of tensions and conflicts between Ukrainians and Poles which culmi-
nated in the mutual ethnic cleansings of 1943-44 — the ability of the Polish
political elites to differentiate "between state interests and national memo-
ries"®® is rather exceptional for this part of Europe. Poland’s politics of recon-
ciliation has been welcomed and embraced by Ukraine, for whom Poland is
an influential neighbour, an advocate of Ukrainian interests in the EU and a
counterweight to Russian influence. During the Orange Revolution it was due
to the initiatives of the Polish and Lithuanian leaders that the EU played an
important mediating role in solving the political crisis.

33 Snyder, The Reconstruction of Nations, p. 274.
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Although Polish-Belarusian relations are less burdened with past mutual
violence than Polish-Ukrainian relations, they are not harmonious at all. Lu-
kashenka considers Poland’s politics towards Belarus to be a threat to his
power (and accordingly the pro-Lukashenka media characterize it as "Cold
War"). Poland and Lithuania are both determined to support democratic
changes in Belarus, but their political means are limited. While in the Ukrain-
ian case one of the most promising long-term programs proved to be cross-
border cooperation (institutionally supported within the European Neighbour-
hood Program since 2007), such regional initiatives are not welcomed in
Minsk and are limited by administrative barriers. Another strategy, which does
not require cooperation with the regime, is the support of cultural and educa-
tional projects such as fellowships for Belarusian students, the project of a
Polish-Ukrainian-Belarusian university in Lublin, etc. One should not forget
that Lithuania gave asylum to the European Humanities University, the first
independent higher educational institution in the country closed by Luka-
shenka in 2005 for being too pro-Western. The existence of a Belarusian uni-
versity in the Lithuanian capital Vilnius, a city which has been claimed by Pol-
ish, Lithuanian and Belarusian nationalists for almost a century, would be
unimaginable without the EU enlargement. It symbolizes the re-establishment
of old historical ties in the new Europe in spite of the hostilities of the recent
era of nationalism. All this represents a new geopolitical context which is con-
ducive for the narrative of a "European Belarus".

2.4 The uses of the Other

The title of this paragraph is borrowed from Iver Neumann, whose influ-
ential book on the role of the Other in European identity formation and Euro-
pean geopolitics contributed significantly to the constructivist approach in In-
ternational Relations as an academic discipline. Of course Russia and
Europe are the most important constituting "Others" preoccupying the na-
tional imagination of both Belarus and Ukraine, as it was already demon-
strated in the previous paragraphs. At the same time, the two former Soviet
republics have been reinventing each other as neighbours / allies / competi-
tors in the new Eastern Europe. The ruling elites, the political opposition and
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the intellectuals in both countries refer to "Belarus" or "Ukraine" as symbols of
a(n) (un)desirable alternative, use them as examples to demonstrate their
own successes or failures or seek for mutual support and solidarity.

Since the end of the 1990s the image of Ukraine in the West has been
profiting from the comparison with its northern neighbour. Against the back-
ground of authoritarian Belarus, even the problematic democracy of Ukraine
looks like a partial success. This contrast, by the way, was skilfully used by
President Leonid Kuchma for promoting his European and democratic image
and strengthening the legitimacy of his rule. Although critical of the lack of af-
firmative national identity politics, the national democrats and the Ukrainian
Diaspora in the West had to admit that the situation in Ukraine was still much
better than in neighbouring Belarus, where Lukashenka reintroduced Soviet
ideology and made Russian the second state language. At the same time,
Lukashenka’s Belarus represented a "worst-case scenario" for the pro-
Western Ukrainian political and intellectual elites: the danger of falling into
authoritarianism and giving up the nation-building project. The threat of a
"Belarusian scenario" seemed to be growing especially in the second term of
Kuchma'’s presidency (1999-2004). The attempts of the presidential admini-
stration to control media and harass independent journalists, to put pressure
on the political opposition and on pro-Western NGOs looked like a "Belaru-
sization" of Ukrainian politics. The political isolation of Kuchma'’s regime from
the West, caused by the Gongadze case® and some corruption scandals (for
example, the "Kolchuga story"*®), as well as the growing political rapproche-
ment with Putin’s Russia suggested that Ukraine was sliding into Luka-
shenka’s path. Therefore the pro-Western Ukrainian intellectuals’ discourse

34 Georgii Gongadze was a Ukrainian journalist kidnapped and murdered in 2000. Se-
cret tape recordings made by Mykola Melnychenko, a former presidential body-
guard, revealed a possible involvement of president Kuchma in this affair. The cir-
cumstances of Gongadze's death caused a national scandal and a wave of mass
protests against Kuchma'’s regime.

35 Kolchuga is a Ukrainian early warning radar device. In 2002 the US State Depart-
ment accused president Kuchma of personally approving the sale of the Kolchuga
system to Iraq, a clear violation of UN Security Council Resolution 661.
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on Belarus was actually more about the fate of Ukraine and could be summa-
rized as "Today’s Belarus is tomorrow’s Ukraine".%

By the end of Kuchma’s second presidential term the historical alterna-
tive posed for the Ukrainian nation was often formulated as a choice between
"good and evil"; "Either Ukraine will continue to build bridges to Western
Europe, or it will become an isolated island like its northern neighbour — Bela-
rus".*” The feeling of reaching a dramatic turning point where the fate of both
nations would be decided was reflected in the democratic Ukrainian media in
October 2004: while the highly politicised Ukrainian society was approaching
its first truly competitive presidential election, the Belarusians once again
supported their "Batska", approving in a referendum changes to the constitu-
tion that allowed Lukashenka to run as a candidate for a third presidential
term.® Observers noticed that Yanukovych’s election program had astonish-
ing similarities with Lukashenka’s in 1994 (giving up multi-vector policy and
Euro-Atlantic integration, the promise to give Russian the status of a state
language and to grant dual citizenship) and warned about the serious danger
of a Belarusian scenario for Ukraine.** Representatives from both "Our
Ukraine" and Yulia Tymoshenko’s Block criticized the results of the Belaru-
sian referendum of October 17, 2004, and denounced it as a falsification.
Anatolii Hrytsenko, later a minister of defence in the Orange government, ex-
pressed his concern with the situation in Belarus, particularly "with the condi-
tions journalists and opposition work under". He noted that "Belarus is a prob-
lem because it conserves ‘Asiatic values’. At the same time, the country has
an opportunity to break through and widen the post-Soviet space".*® Olek-
sandr Turchynov, Tymoshenko’s right hand man, stressed that Ukraine can-

36 Maksym Strikha, "Belarus today — Ukraine tomorrow?", Ukrainska pravda, October
6, 2004, http://pravda.com.ua/news/2004/10/6/12431.htm (last accessed February
7,2010).

37 "If the elections are recognized unfair, it will lead to Kuchma’s isolation — Financial
Times", Ukrainska Pravda, April 2, 2002, http://pravda.com.ua/news/2002/4/2/
22230.htm (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

38 Kyrylo Orovetskyi, "Lukashenka’s victory and the Ukrainian choice of October 31",
Ukrainska Pravda, October 20, 2004, http://pravda.com.ua/news/2004/10/20/12824.
htm (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

39 Strikha, "Belarus today — Ukraine tomorrow?".

40 "The headquarter of Yanukovych does not criticize Lukashenka's falsification",
Ukrainska Pravda, October 19, 2004, http://pravda.com.ua/news/2004/10/19/
12815.htm (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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not cooperate with the Belarusian regime, if it wants to be recognized as a
civilised country."’

The prevailing pro-Western discourse on the Belarusian transition as a
total failure is in obvious contradiction to the image of a relatively stable and
prosperous country which Belarus enjoys in a part of Ukrainian society, espe-
cially in the east. The Ukrainian Communists and Nataliia Vitrenko’s Party of
Progressive Socialists — political forces which traditionally are sympathetic to
Lukashenka — see the "Belarusian model" as a preferable option for Ukraine.
In October 2004 both parties welcomed the results of Lukashenka’s referen-
dum and condemned the Orange coallition for interfering in the internal affairs
of the neighbouring country. In the Ukrainian communist and left populist dis-
courses Belarus is the only example of a post-Soviet state that managed to
avoid criminal privatisation and to preserve the social achievements of Soviet
socialism. Especially praised are the absence of unemployment, the relatively
high pensions and social benefits as well as Stalinist methods used by Luka-
shenka against corruption. Ukrainian Communists solidarize with the Belaru-
sian regime in its confrontation with the West and promote the idea of East
Slavic reintegration. Nataliia Vitrenko, a populist politician fighting against
NATO and EU membership and advocating the Russian language has been
his most enthusiastic supporter up to the present day.

The Party of Regions and its candidate for the presidential elections
2004, Victor Yanukovych, also took advantage of pro-Belarusian sentiment in
Ukraine. In October 2004, Serhii Tigipko, at that time head of Yanukovych’s
election team, refused to criticize the controversial Belarusian referendum,
referring to the economic success of Lukashenka’s policy. "Today the aver-
age wage in Belarus is higher than in Ukraine. Belarusians will decide them-
selves",*? he commented, on the option for a third term for Lukashenka.

The other way round, Ukraine also serves as the Other for Lukashenka,
who eagerly makes use of it in his populist propaganda of the "Belarusian
model", which according to his definition is a social welfare state based on
direct plebiscitary democracy and taking care of people’s needs. Lukashenka
used Kuchma’s Ukraine, which had become notorious for its wide-spread cor-
ruption, growing social inequality and the rule of oligarchic clans, as a con-

41 "The headquarter of Yanukovych".
42 "The headquarter of Yanukovych".
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trast case, showing his own policy in a positive light. He presented himself to
the Belarusians as a true people’s president, who is able to prevent such
catastrophic developments in his own country. For example, in August 2003
the official newspaper of the presidential administration Sovetskaia Byelorus-
sia published an editorial under the title "Who is rich in Ukraine?" The article
was devoted to clan politics in the neighbouring country and discussed the
new administrative appointments made by the Ukrainian president: "Achme-
tov’s men" Victor Yanukovych and Vitalii Haiduk had become prime minister
and vice-prime minister on energy issues. Referring to the Polish magazine
Wpost, which published a list of Russian and Ukrainian billionaires, Sovet-
skaia Byelorussia pointed to the close relations that Ukrainian oligarchs had
to president Kuchma. The Ukrainian case as a negative example is opposed
to Belarus: "There are no ministers in Minsk, who own ‘enterprises and
ships™?, no almighty media barons and ‘members of the family’, who operate
in the world of capital and open the door to the presidential office by foot".**
At first glance it seems strange that Kuchma and Lukashenka, who at
the beginning of 2000s were both marginalized by the West (for example, at
the end of 2003 they both were ignored by the NATO summit in Prague),
showed so little solidarity for each other. In fact, until his last days in office,
Kuchma cared much about his democratic and European image (one of the
reasons why he refused to use repression against demonstrators) and did not
want to be put into the same category as Lukashenka. He probably saw the
developments in Belarus — its sliding into the hands of Moscow — as a warn-
ing that strengthened his policy of keeping both doors open as long as possi-
ble. Contrary to Kuchma, Lukashenka consciously chose integration with
Russia and isolation from the West. He repeatedly showed his frustration with
Putin’s cool response to his integration plans, and was evidently jealous of his
more independent Ukrainian colleague, who was still respected by Moscow.
Behind Lukashenka’s ritualised rhetoric of East Slavic brotherhood one could
notice that he was irritated by Kuchma’s flirting with the EU and the United
States, by Kuchma'’s lack of enthusiasm for the CIS, EurAsEC and other pro-

43 A reference to Maiakovskii's poem "Mister Twister".

44 Cited from: "Lukashenka attacks Kuchma because of Akhmetov", Ukrainska
Pravda, August 21, 2003, http://pravda.com.ua/news/2003/8/21/29798.htm (in
Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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jects, and by his moderate nationalism and ambivalent attitude towards Mos-
cow.

For the Belarusian opposition — especially for its liberal and national
democratic wing — Kuchma'’s Ukraine, despite its rather moderate democratic
achievements, served as an inspiring example. The democratic accounts of
Poland and Lithuania, two other neighbours, were definitely more substantial,
but they were on their way to the EU and already members of NATO, moving
into a completely different geopolitical context. Ukraine was a more compara-
ble case, and it was more advanced in terms of press freedom, civil society
and consolidation of the political opposition. This made Ukraine an object of
special interest for Belarusian democrats. Since the end of the 1980s there
have been not only regular contacts and mutual learning between the national
democratic movements in both countries, but also a common vision of a de-
mocratic Ukraine and Belarus as allies and geopolitical partners (for example,
the idea of a Baltic-Black Sea Association). However, the democratic forces
were too weak and fragmented to act beyond the borders of their own coun-
tries. The few acts of solidarity with the Belarusian opposition organized by
Ukrainian civil society were purely symbolic. Of course, professional contacts
between civil society activists, journalists and intellectuals*® and youth organi-
zations had existed long before the turning point of 2004, but the frame for
them was in most cases provided by Western NGO'’s and sponsors. The Or-
ange Revolution inspired the pro-Western part of the Belarusian society, es-
pecially young people, as an example how a peaceful democratic change is
possible also in this part of Europe. Hundreds of Belarusian democratic activ-
ists and ordinary students took part in mass demonstrations in Kyiv, and Bel-
arusian journalists followed the Ukrainian events closely. The Orange Revolu-
tion was probably the first moment since 1991 when Ukraine attracted so
much attention in both Belarusian society and the regime that it almost re-
placed Russia as the constituting Other.

45 The best example is shown by two European-oriented journals, the Belarusian
Arkhe and the Ukrainian Krytyka, which regularly exchange materials and publish
articles on the situation in the neighbouring country.
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2.5 After the Orange Revolution: a new policy towards Belarus?

Considered by Lukashenka as a direct threat to his rule, the Orange
Revolution became a symbol of hope and a model for action for the Belaru-
sian opposition. Not only was it a proof that a peaceful transition from authori-
tarianism is possible, but it also offered a technology of regime change, a
template for the opposition which in Belarus could be applied to the coming
elections: parallel vote counting, exit polls, and in case of fraud, mass street
protests organized by the leaders of the opposition. In one of his interviews,
the candidate from the united opposition, Aleksandr Milinkevich, held that the
Belarusian situation is rather similar to the Ukrainian one. In case the regime
fails to guarantee free and fair elections, he "would not exclude calling people
to take to the streets, as it happened in 2004 in Kyiv."*® The Orange Revolu-
tion also demonstrated the need for consolidation of the opposition and for a
charismatic leader, and proved the efficiency of the "round table" model as a
mechanism for a peaceful shift of power. The Belarusian youth organization
Zubr was created according to the Ukrainian Pora model. Ukrainian events
taught Belarusian activists a lot of practical skills: how to mobilize masses
and keep their enthusiasm, how to organize peoples’ needs, block police ac-
tions, and so on.*’ Especially for those who spent the decisive weeks on the
Kyiv Maidan, this experience was a real school of revolutionary action (in this
case, the geographic proximity between Minsk and Kyiv and the absence of a
visa regime was a considerable advantage).

But even more important than the "technology" of the Orange Revolu-
tion was the moral and organizational support that the opposition in Belarus
expected from the new Orange leadership in Ukraine. The very fact of having
a democratic and pro-European neighbour who closely and critically follows
Belarusian political life would increase, one hoped, the pressure on Luka-
shenka’s regime. In his article "The new role of Ukraine" published in the
Ukrainian weekly Dzerkalo tyzhnia in May 2005, Andrey Sannikov, the inter-

46 Aleksandr Milinkevich, "The Ukrainian experience is very important for us", Tribuna,
October 27, 2005, http://tribuna.com.ua/articles/politics/110852.htm (in Russian)
(last accessed February 7, 2010).

47 A discussion of the problem why the Belarusian Maidan failed would exceed the
scope of this article. For this question see: Vitali Silitski, "Belarus: Learning From
Defeat", Journal of Democracy, vol. 17, no. 4 (October 2006), pp. 138-152.
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national coordinator of the civil initiative "Charta '97", stressed the importance
of the Orange Revolution for his own country, Belarus.*® He argued that
Ukraine has a chance to become a new leader in the post-Soviet space and
to initiate and support the democratic tendencies in the region. Sannikov
warned Ukrainian politicians against a "pragmatic" approach to Lukashenka’s
regime, and argued that the support of democratic forces in Belarus would
serve the national interests of Ukraine and its new mission in Eastern Europe.
Aleksandr Milinkevich, in the above cited interview, also pointed to the special
role of Ukraine as show case for Belarus: "Your political and economic
achievements are especially important for us now. They calm the fear of re-
forms people have."*®

No wonder that Alyaksandr Lukashenka considered the Ukrainian Or-
ange Revolution as a serious challenge to his regime. The new Ukraine rep-
resented a double threat for authoritarian Belarus: an external one, as
Ukraine had joined the geopolitical interests of the EU and the USA in the re-
gion; and an internal one, as the Belarusian opposition could follow the
Ukrainian example and draw on the Ukrainian experience. Although the offi-
cial presidential rhetoric pretended to be neutral during the election campaign
of 2004, it became rather aggressive with the victory of Yushchenko and with
the approaching presidential elections in Belarus. In his annual address to the
parliament in April 2005, Lukashenka called the revolutions in Georgia and
Ukraine "open banditry in democratic guise"®®. A counter propaganda film,
prepared by the First National TV channel and entitled "Conspiracy Theory:
Controlled Chaos", once again presented the opposition in Belarus as the
puppets of obscure international forces interested in the destabilization of the
post-Soviet countries and in weakening Russia’s geopolitical position.?' Until
autumn 2006, when Gazprom announced its plans to raise the gas price for
Belarus, Lukashenka defined the colour revolutions as a Western conspiracy
aimed first of all at Russia and its interests in the near abroad.

48 Andrei Sannikov, "The new role of Ukraine", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, no. 17, May 7-13,
2005 (in Ukrainian).

49 Milinkevich, "Ukrainian experience".

50 "The President of Belarus addresses the Belarusian people and the parliament",
April 19, 2005, www.president.gov.by/press10257 .html (in Russian) (last accessed
February 7, 2010).

51 Igor Slavinskii, "Manageable Chaos", Sovetskaia Belarussiia, no. 50, March 17,
2006 (in Russian).
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In 2004 some Belarusian experts (for example Valerii Karbalevich) be-
lieved that Minsk could in fact be interested in a victory of pro-Western Yu-
shchenko, creating a scenario which would push Russia and Belarus closer
to each other.52 A victory for Yanukovych, Karbalevich argued, would not be
in the interest of Lukashenka, because in this case Ukraine would replace
Belarus as a key partner of Russia in the post Soviet space — a view that cer-
tainly underestimated the pragmatic economic nationalism of the Donetsk
clan and the Party of Regions. On the contrary, other experts considered the
possible victory of Yushchenko a clear threat for the Belarusian-Russian inte-
gration: "It would discredit the ability of the Russian leadership to defend their
geopolitical interests, stimulate the activities of the national and pro-Western
political forces in Belarus and their anti-Russian rhetoric, thus weakening the
public support for the integration projects."®® Whatever the complex and un-
predictable geopolitical consequences of the Ukrainian elections of 2004 for
Belarus, the immediate threat to Lukashenka’s regime of personal power was
certainly coming from the victory of the democratic forces in Ukraine.

As some observers had predicted, Lukashenka took preventive meas-
ures against a possible "Orange scenario" in Belarus.* Imposing administra-
tive and financial limitations for NGO activities, harassing activists and inde-
pendent journalists, threatening students with administrative sanctions, and a
counter-propaganda campaign in the pro-presidential media — all this was
used to keep the opposition isolated and fragmented. Police forces were
strengthened and trained to act properly in case of street actions. At the same
time, the conflicts and corruption scandals in the Ukrainian Orange team were
instrumentalized by Lukashenka’s administration in order to demonstrate the
failure of the revolution and to warn Belarusian voters of a "false choice".
Publications in the pro-presidential media, with characteristic titles such as
"Self-Liquidation of the Orange Virus", "Love has Gone, Oranges have Shriv-

52 Aleksandr Zaitsev, "Minsk has not decided yet which colour suits Ukraine",
www.rol.ru/news/misc/newssng/04/12/19_004.htm (in Russian) (last accessed Feb-
ruary 7, 2010).

53 "Analysis of the chances to export the Orange Revolution to Belarus", Informatsion-
nyi i analiticheskii sait Soiuznogo gosudarstva, 11 Dec 2004, http://soyuz.by
Iru/?guid=11198 (in Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

54 Cf. Silitski, "Has the Age of Revolutions Ended?", Transitions online, January 13,
2005, www.tol.cz/look/TOL/article.tpl?ldLanguage=1&IldPublication=4&Nrlssue=98
&NrSection=4&NrArticle=13298(last accessed February 7, 2010).
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elled" or "Maidan has Become a Cemetery", systematically made the pro-
European, democratic political forces in Ukraine look ridiculous.

Were the Belarusian expectations and fears with respect to the Ukrain-
ian Orange Revolution really grounded? Did Yushchenko and his team have
a principal position on Belarus, a clear political course? The initial intention of
the victorious Orange team was to support democratisation in the post-Soviet
space unambiguously. The new Ukrainian leadership, which imagined itself
already with one foot in the EU, had a strong ambition to play the same role
of democratic patron in relation to Belarus, as Poland had for Ukraine before.

Yulia Tymoshenko, the first prime-minister in the Orange government,
was especially optimistic about the prospects of a Belarusian "Orange Revo-
lution". In an interview she gave in Paris in June 2005, Tymoshenko advo-
cated "to study and apply" the Ukrainian experience in other countries, first of
all in Belarus.®® At the end of August 2005, some days before she was ousted
from office, Tymoshenko argued that Ukraine, Poland and the Baltic lands will
develop a common position and coordinate their policies towards Luka-
shenka's regime.*® No wonder that Tymoshenko's dismissal was enthusiasti-
cally welcomed and commented by official Minsk. But Anatolii Lebedko, the
leader of the United Civic Party, optimistically believed that Yulia Ty-
moshenko, now out of office and not bound by diplomatic obligations, could
give even more support to the Belarusian opposition.®’

In the beginning of his presidency, Victor Yushchenko also took a rather
resolute attitude towards Lukashenka’s regime. In January 2005 a joint
statement from the presidents George W. Bush and Victor Yushchenko con-
demned the non-democratic regimes of Cuba and Belarus.*® A clear commit-
ment to democracy in Belarus was expressed also in a special declaration of
the Forum of the Community of Democratic Choice, held in December 2005

Yulia Tymoshenko, "Belarus can learn from the Ukrainian experience", Khartyia97,
June 15, 2005, www.charter97.org/bel/news/2005/06/15/timoshenko (in Russian)
(last accessed February 7, 2010).

56 "Lukashenka heckled", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, August 27 - September 2, 2005 (in Ukrain-
ian).

57 Viktor Martinovich, "Orange is ripe", Belgazeta, no. 36, September 12, 2005 (in
Russian).

58 "A New Century Agenda for the Ukrainian-American Strategic Partnership", Joint
Statement by President George W. Bush and President Viktor Yushchenko,
www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2005/04/20050404-1.html (last accessed Nov
3, 2008).
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in Kyiv under the patronage of Yushchenko.*® The Ukrainian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, led by the pro-Western Boris Tarasiuk, actively supported this
political course. In a session of the UN Commission on Human Rights held in
May 2005, Ukraine, despite the pressure of the Russian and Belarusian dele-
gations, voted for a resolution condemning human rights abuse in Belarus.
Ukraine also joined several EU declarations expressing concern over the
state of democracy in Belarus.

In spring 2005, the Ukrainian MFA took a firm position in the diplomatic
conflict with Minsk caused by the detention of five Ukrainian citizens during
the annual April 26 commemoration of the Chernobyl disaster. Ukrainian stu-
dents, activists for the NGO "National Alliance", were detained among 33
other young people (including eight Russians) near the presidential resi-
dence, where they assembled to submit a petition to the head of the state.
They received sentences of 9-15 days in prison. The arrested Russians were
released after a few days at the request of the Russian Foreign Ministry. In
case of the arrested Ukrainians, however, Minsk did not make any conces-
sions despite the angry protests from the Ukrainian MFA. Ukrainian Foreign
Minister Tarasiuk accused Minsk of applying double standards and called
these arrests politically motivated.®® The MFA not only deployed all diplomatic
means to help its citizens, but actually solidarized with the students’ political
position, an unprecedented case for Ukraine. A similar situation happened
one year later, some days before the presidential elections in Belarus. On
March 12, 2006, several Ukrainian citizens were detained during the meeting
in support of the oppositional candidate Milinkevich, among them TV journal-
ists from the Ukrainian "5th Channel". They were arrested during the live re-
portage from the meeting. The Ukrainian supporters of Milinkevich, most of
them members of Studentske Bratstvo (Students’ Brotherhood) organisation,
were sentenced to 10 days of arrest. In its note, the Ukrainian MFA called

59 "Forum of the Community of Democratic Choice took place in Kyiv on December 2",
Mission of Ukraine to European Communities, http://ukraine-eu.mfa.gov.ua/
eu/en/news/detail/1377.htm (last accessed February 7, 2010).

60 David Marples, "Belarus triggers dispute with Ukraine", The Jamestown Foundation.
Eurasia Daily Monitor, vol. 2, issue 90 (May 9, 2005). http://www.jamestown.
org/publications_details.php?volume_id=407 &issue_id=3325&article_id=2369721,
last accessed Nov 3, 2008.
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upon the Belarusian authorities to immediately release the Ukrainian citizens,
to respect democratic norms and to guarantee free and fair elections.®’

However, despite all the official declarations and diplomatic demarches,
Ukraine’s position in relation to Belarus has been rather ambiguous. Ukraine
has not officially recognized the results of the presidential elections of 2006,
but also did not join EU sanctions against Belarusian top officials accused in
the West of kidnapping journalists and oppositional politicians in Belarus. The
Ukrainian president, although having little personal sympathy for the "last dic-
tator of Europe", did not boycott Alyaksandr Lukashenka and repeatedly
stressed that "a total isolation of Belarus would be a mistake". Moreover, Vic-
tor Yushchenko invited Milinkevich, as a candidate from the united opposition,
to the Forum of Democratic Choice in Kyiv, but did not find the time to meet
him personally.®? Already the official visit of Prime Minister Yurii Yekhanurov
to Minsk in October 2005 signalled that Ukraine’s relations with Belarus were
slowly returning to the old Kuchma model: "pure business, no politics".%® Yek-
hanurov did not touch the painful questions; he admired the economic devel-
opment in Belarus and praised the social achievements in the countryside,
which, he said, Ukraine should copy. Both sides focused on trade and eco-
nomic cooperation (however with no breakthrough in the border delimitation
issue). Lukashenka profited from this visit symbolically by using it to
strengthen the legitimacy of his regime. In conclusion, one can say that the
Orange coalition, not able to find a common position even in burning issues of
Ukrainian politics, actually delegated the "Belarusian question" to the NGO
sector.

And indeed the pro-European part of Ukrainian civil society has been
more active and determined in this respect than official Kyiv. Ukrainian youth
organizations (such as Pora, "National Alliance", Studentske Bratstvo etc.)
not only sent their people to Minsk to support the opposition during the elec-
tions of 2006, but also put moral pressure on the Ukrainian authorities, forcing

61 "Statement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine relating to the arrest of
Ukrainian citizens in Belarus", Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine, http://www.
mfa.gov.ua/mfa/en/publication/content/5333.htm (last accessed February 7, 2010).

62 Volodymyr Kravchenko, "The Belarusian question", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, March 25-31,
2006 (in Ukrainian).

63 This visit was planned during the meeting of the two presidents in Kazan. If Ty-
moshenko had not left office she would have been the head of the official Ukrainian
delegation to Minsk.
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them to take a more resolute position. Thus, in April 2005, in the midst of the
diplomatic crisis between the two countries, Pora called to ban entry of Luka-
shenka and his top officials into Ukraine, to strengthen the role of the NGO
sector in Ukrainian-Belarusian relations and to base them on democratic
standards and on the respect of human rights.®* An open letter signed by
prominent Ukrainian intellectuals in May 2006 blamed the government for re-
placing democratic standards in Ukrainian-Belarusian relations with pragma-
tism and for neglecting the "ideals of Maidan", the rule of law and European
integration. The letter called president Yushchenko to openly solidarize with
the victims of political repressions by joining EU sanctions against the Belaru-
sian regime and to refuse its officials entry into Ukraine.®® (A similar letter,
appealing to the solidarity of the Ukrainian leadership, was signed later by
Belarusian intellectuals, human rights activists and oppositional politicians.)
However, no official reactions followed these initiatives.

With Victor Yanukovych’s return to power in August 2006, Ukraine’s
policy towards Belarus was switched from pragmatism to Byzantinism. There
were several events that signalled a clear relapse into anti-democratic politics
and the cooperation of the executive forces in both countries against "disturb-
ing elements"; the following case is just one demonstrating how efforts to es-
tablish the rule of law were obstructed in the end. In the night of November
24-25, 2004, Ukrainian policemen had illegally arrested four Belarusian activ-
ists — representatives of "Charta 97", the "European Coalition" and Zubr — at
the Ukrainian-Belarusian border. They were on their way from Kyiv, where
they had been taking part in protest rallies in support of Viktor Yushchenko. In
the process of detention, Ukrainian policemen, border guards and "people in
camouflage" used brutal force against them. Released by the court after only
a few days, the Belarusians called this incident the revenge of the old regime
and a joint operation by the Belarusian and Ukrainian security forces. The fact
that in February 2005 a criminal case was opened against the Ukrainian po-

64 "Pora calls for a ban on Lukashenka to enter Ukraine", Korrespondent.net, April 22,
2005, http://ua.korrespondent.net/ukraine/256697/ (in Ukrainian) (last accessed
February 7, 2010).

65 "Open letter of the Ukrainian intelligentsia to the President of Ukraine on violation of
Human Rights in Belarus and the need of democratic solidarity", Lvivska gazeta,
May 17, 2006, http://www.gazeta.lviv.ua/articles/2006/05/17/15280/ (in Ukrainian)
(last accessed February 7, 2010).
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licemen involved in the incident was considered an important step towards
democracy and the rule of law in Ukraine.®® Dmitrii Bondarenko, one of the
Belarusian activists, expressed hope that the investigation would become a
model case, particularly for his country, where the police often uses brutal
force on street protesters. However, the case was dismissed in August 2006,
a couple of weeks after Yanukovych’s return to power. Belarusian activists
perceived this news to be a sign of an authoritarian backlash in Ukraine.®’

Another example signalling the retreat from democratic standards in
Ukraine was revealed in September 2006 by the Belarusian newspaper
Nasha niva. It reported on recent cases in which Ukrainian security forces
harassed and threatened Belarusian activists. Serzhuk Vysotski, the director
of the Belarusian National Democratic Centre in Kyiv, who was the victim of
such harassment, suspected a possible collaboration between the Belarusian
KGB and the Ukrainian Security Service.%®

Why did Ukraine’s "new" Belarusian policy become half-hearted and re-
turn so quickly to the old pattern of "pragmatism"? Why did Ukraine after the
Orange Revolution fail to support democratic changes in Belarus? There are
several reasons for this failure:

First of all, obvious pragmatic considerations did play a role, such as
the hope for a resolution of the border delimitation issue and more generally,
the unwillingness of Kyiv to turn a neutral neighbour into a hostile one (given
the already problematic relations with Moscow and the still rather marginal
geopolitical status of Ukraine). Second, the fragile balance of political forces
behind the Orange coalition as well as the permanent political crisis made it
difficult for Yushchenko to develop a consistent Belarusian policy. With the
return of Victor Yanukovych to power this project became even more difficult.
Ukraine turned out to be too weak for its newly claimed role of a democratic
leader in Eastern Europe. Third, the Belarusian political opposition was not

66 "Ukraine probes into arrests of Belarusians a year ago", Khartyia 97, 30 Nov 2005,
http://www.charter97.org/rus/news/2005/11/30/delo (in Russian) (last accessed
February 7, 2010).

67 "The file on arrests of Belarusians in Ukraine has been closed", Ukrainska khelsyn-
ska pravozakhystna grupa, October 11, 2006, http://www.helsinki.org.ua/index.
php?id=1160580861 (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

68 "Belarusian oppositionists are harassed in Kyiv", Nasha Niva, October 17, 2006,
http://www.nn.by/index.php?c=ar&i=4371 (in Belarusian) (last accessed February 7,
2010).
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successful during the presidential elections in March 2006, despite mass
street protests. Although Lukashenka’s victory was rather ambivalent, the
election results, even if partly falsified, demonstrated a relatively high support
for his rule. Despite the fact that they were not recognized by the West, the
results helped to legitimise Lukashenka’s regime and consolidate his power.
This has made an export of the Orange Revolution to Belarus rather improb-
able, at least for another four years. Fourth, the EU has not shown sufficient
clarity and resoluteness in the Belarusian case. It does not dare to go much
further than soft political isolation of the regime. Although the Belarusian op-
position continues to call on the EU to use economic sanctions against Luka-
shenka, it is rather unlikely that such hard measures will be taken against
Minsk. Effective isolation and international pressure would require the support
of Russia, which at the moment is not inclined to cooperate with the EU. And
as the Ukrainian leadership’s initial optimism about the prospects for EU
membership has faded, it does not see a reason to identify too much with the
political line coming from Brussels. The fifth and last factor, the new gas con-
flict between Belarus and Gazprom in 2006 and its impact on Ukrainian-
Belarusian relations, will be analysed in the next section.

2.6 Gas wars: partners despite themselves?

The first open conflict for the gas prize between Minsk and Moscow
emerged in February 2004.%° In the midst of winter, Gazprom switched off the
gas supply for Belarus, which impaired the gas transit to Europe for some
days. Already at that time Lukashenka demonstrated his political will, his abil-
ity to act quickly and pragmatically and to change his political rhetoric radi-
cally in one day. And the Belarusian leader won this war of nerves: after a few
days, Gazprom restored the gas supply and both sides started negotiations.

69 Already in the 1990s Gazprom was pressing Belarus to pay its debts and offered to
rent the assets of Beltransgaz in exchange for a supply guarantee, but due to the
political priorities of Moscow at that time could not pursue its economic interests.
With its new head Alexei Miller, Gazprom has intensified its pressure on Belarus
since 2002. (Cf. Roland Goetz, "Ukraine and Belarus: Their Energy Dependence on
Russia and their Roles as Transit Countries", in: Daniel Hamilton, Gerhard Mangott
(eds.), The New Eastern Europe: Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Vienna: Austrian Insti-
tute for International Affairs 2007, p. 165).
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As a result, in 2004 the gas price for Belarus was raised by 50%, from $30 to
$47 per 1,000 m® — still less than the other former Soviet republics had to
pay. However, it seems that Lukashenka did not really learn from this conflict.
At least his pro-Russian political orientation did not change, and nothing was
done to overcome Belarus’s almost total economic and energy dependency
on Moscow. In an interview to the Rossiiskaia gazeta in December 2005, Lu-
kashenka explained why Belarus should be treated preferentially in terms of
gas price and will never get into a precarious situation like Ukraine: first, be-
cause Belarusian tariffs for gas transit are much lower than in Ukraine; sec-
ond, because Belarus allows the free deployment of Russian troops on its ter-
ritory and does not charge money for military infrastructure; and third, be-
cause Belarus does not strive for NATO membership and remains Russia’s
strategic ally.”® The harshest critics of Russian "energy imperialism", who
called the Gazprom ultimatum for Ukraine in 2005 "the price for democracy",
in fact followed Lukashenka’s logic. Similar arguments were used by Yu-
shchenko’s political opponents, who blamed his pro-NATO course for the
raised gas price.

However, the events of the subsequent winter would prove correct
those analysts who were inclined to see in Gazprom a capitalist enterprise led
by the normal logic of profit maximization, rather than an instrument of politi-
cal control in the "near abroad". In 2006 Gazprom announced its intention to
raise the gas price for Belarus to $200 per m® and demanded a 50% partici-
pation of Gazprom in Beltransgaz, which would mean that Belarus nearly
loses control over its pipeline system. Long negotiations brought no results,
and at the end of 2006, Gazprom threatened again to stop the gas supply to
Belarus. Lukashenka, internationally isolated more than ever after the contro-
versial March 2006 presidential elections, nevertheless did not give in to
pressure. He rejected Gazprom’s conditions appealing to the union agree-
ments with Russia, which allegedly allowed Belarus to buy gas at the Russian
internal price. Finally both sides gave in, and on December 31, 2006, Gaz-
prom and Belarus signed a new contract for 2007-2011. According to this
contract, Belarus pays $100 per 1,000 m® in 2007, and the price will gradually

70 Aleksandr Lukashenko, "Russians are our brothers in blood", Rossiiskaia gazeta,
December 29, 2005, http://www.rg.ru/2005/12/29/lukashenko.html (in Russian)
(last accessed February 7, 2010).
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increase in the following years up to the "European level" in 2011. Gazprom
also buys 50% of Beltransgaz assets for $2.5 billion — a price much higher
than what was initially offered.

It is difficult to determine if Minsk made a better deal with Gazprom than
Kyiv had one year earlier (the official price for Ukraine in 2006 was $130, al-
though it paid only $90 to RosUkrEnergo, a mediating company; besides,
Ukraine kept control over its transportation system). More interesting for us
was the perception of both gas wars in the public opinion at home and in the
neighbouring country. While Kyiv’'s conflict with Gazprom, which ended in the
obscure RosUkrEnergo deal, was seen as a professional and political failure
of the Ukrainian government, cast a shadow on "Our Ukraine" and on presi-
dent Yushchenko, raised the issue of corruption, and considerably contrib-
uted to the public frustration with the Orange Revolution, Lukashenka’s re-
gime rather profited from his dispute with Gazprom. Once again he got a
chance to demonstrate to the Belarusian public his strong hand and his per-
sonal control over key issues, his ability to defend national interests and to
resist external pressure. Lukashenka managed to use this conflict to consoli-
date his power, and even some representatives of the political opposition
supported him against the Moscow dictate. The Ukrainian media also com-
pared Lukashenka’s firm position vis a vis Gazprom with the failure of Kyiv in
a similar situation one year earlier. As it was noticed in the media, Ukraine’s
bargaining conditions were better than those of Belarus: The Belarusian en-
ergy sector uses mainly gas fuel, while Ukraine has also nuclear power sta-
tions and a coal industry; Belarus is dependent on Russia, while Ukraine for-
mally buys Turkmenian gas; and finally the volume of the Ukrainian transit is
more significant than the Belarusian one.”" In the eyes of the democratic
press, the fact that Ukraine failed to use these advantages in its negotiations
with Gazprom can be explained only by corruption and by the pro-Moscow
mentality of the Ukrainian government. "Even if there is corruption in Belarus,
its scale does not pose a threat to national security and state interests, as it is

71 "Gazprom and Belarus: Not a distant gas war", Ekonomichna pravda, December
29, 2006, http://epravda.com.ua/news_print/2006/12/29/51765.htm (in Ukrainian)
(last accessed November 3, 2008).



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 117

the case in Ukraine,"?

wrote Dzerkalo tyzhnia, a pro-Western Ukrainian
weekly which is usually rather critical of Lukashenka. In the eyes of the pro-
Western Ukrainian public, the conflict with Gazprom did not make Luka-
shenka a democrat, but turned him into a potential ally in the gas wars with
Russia — into a "nationalist despite himself'. Some Ukrainian observers re-
gretted that the two countries were not able to defend their interests jointly
against the pressure of the "energy empire".

With the gas crisis tapering, Lukashenka easily gave up his traditional
pro-Russian rhetoric and started to look for new allies. The Belarusian gov-
ernment approached its neighbours in the West with cooperation initiatives,
but the new EU members did not hurry to shake hands with the "last dictator
of Europe”. In the second half of 2006 some business propositions were
made to Kyiv, which had already before demonstrated its pragmatic approach
to the Belarusian issue. Pushed by the urgent need to diversify its energy
supply, Belarus showed interest in renting reactors in Ukrainian nuclear sta-
tions, in increasing the electricity import from Ukraine, and in purchasing
Ukrainian coal for its thermal power stations. According to media sources, the
Belarusian side asked for the re-export of the 10 billion m® of gas from the
Ukrainian quota of RosUkrEnergo, but Naftogaz Ukrainy showed little enthu-
siasm.”® Minsk indicated its wish to join the Odesa-Brody project’™®; and the
Belarusian media speculated on the possibility of cooperation between
Ukraine and Belarus in transporting Azerbaijani oil to Europe. In October
2006 the heads of Beltransgaz and Ukrtransgaz met to discuss the possibili-

72 Mykhaylo Honchar, "Drained 'Druzhba’ stinks like hell", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, January
13-19, 2007 (in Ukrainian).

73 "Yushchenko will not help Lukashenka with gas", Khartyia 97, October 25, 2006,
http://www.charter97.org/rus/news/2006/10/25/gaz (in Ukrainian), (last accessed
February 7, 2010).

74 The Odesa-Brody pipeline (in operation since 2002) is a 674 km long crude oil pipe-
line between the Ukrainian city of Odesa at the Black Sea and Brody in Western
Ukraine. The pipeline was originally intended to transfer oil from the Caspian Sea
(Kazakhstan) to the Polish Black Sea port Gdansk and from there to the rest of
Europe. The pipeline should have helped Ukraine diversify its energy supply and
thus make the country less dependent on Russia. Under Russian pressure, how-
ever, the Kuchma government in 2004 accepted reverse flow allowing Russia to
transfer oil southwards to the Black Sea. After the Orange Revolution the new
Ukrainian government returned to the Odesa-Brody project. The pipeline is planned
to be extended to Plock in Poland in order to use it in the direction originally in-
tended.
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ties of coordinating the transit tariffs for Russian gas.”® Moreover, as Minsk
was afraid of Russian trade sanctions, it showed some interest in exporting
Belarusian products to Ukrainian markets.

In November 2006 Lukashenka met a large group of Ukrainian journal-
ists and spoke about the possibilities of Belarusian-Ukrainian cooperation for
the first time. He avoided criticising the pro-Western course of Ukraine,
praised Yushchenko as a good banker and even speculated on the possibility
of a Union state for Ukraine and Belarus. The last idea sounded sensational,
but nobody in Ukraine took it seriously and considered it instead to be a mes-
sage addressed to Moscow.

However, Lukashenka’s new initiatives did have some response in
Ukraine. Contacts intensified not only on the governmental level; the head of
the Ukrainian presidential administration, Viktor Baloha, visited Minsk in De-
cember 2006 in order to prepare Lukashenka’s visit to Kyiv planned for the
first months of 2007. The energy security of Belarus and Ukraine and their
possible cooperation in this sphere was supposed to become a central sub-
ject to be discussed by the two presidents. Both sides were supposed to sign
a memorandum on cooperation in energy issues,’® including the increase of
electric energy export from Ukraine to Belarus (with the construction of a new
power line between Rivne, Ukraine, and Mikashevichi, Belarus) and the
shared use of the gas transit infrastructure (pipelines and gas storages). The
idea of a Ukrainian-Belarusian-Azerbaijani consortium for the export of Cas-
pian oil to the West was also mentioned. On February 15, 2006, Viktor Yu-
shchenko told journalists that he supports Lithuanian president Valdas Adam-
kus’s idea to develop a common energy policy for Lithuania, Belarus and
Ukraine as transit countries. Lithuania has been in conflict with Russia since
summer 2006 because it sold its refinery "Mazeikiu nafta”, in which Russia
was interested, to a Polish company. In response, the Russian oil company
Rosneft closed the Druzhba pipeline "for technical reasons”, leaving Lithuania
without oil and transit profit. As the shutting down of Druzhba caused also

75 "Does the gas price unite?", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, October 14-20, 2006 (in Ukrainian).

76 "Lukashenka proposes Kyiv to make friends against Moscow", Khartyia 97, March
12, 2007, http://www.charter97.org/rus/news/2007/03/12/kiev (in Russian); "Ukraine
confirms meeting of Yushchenko and Lukashenka", Khartyia 97, February 21, 2007,
http://www.charter97.org/rus/news/2007/02/21/storona (in Russian) (both last ac-
cessed February 7, 2010).
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significant losses for the Belarusian budget, Adamkus’s proposition was
timely and reasonable. It was not completely new, since the idea of a com-
mon EU energy strategy had been put forward by Poland already in 2006,
and a possible cooperation between Poland and Ukraine in energy security
had been already discussed. But the proposition to include Belarus in this
"anti-Russian" coalition was somewhat unexpected and caused an outrage in
the Russian media. It was even speculated (also mainly in Russia) that Bela-
rus might join GUAM.

However, no geopolitical sensations happened and the Krakow energy
summit in May 2007”7 took place without Belarus. Probably Lukashenka hesi-
tated to show too much disloyalty to Moscow as he was hoping to get a credit
from Russia to stabilize the state budget. And the European partners might
not have been eager to have him sit at the same table. The EU did not
change its position and, in June 2007, deprived Belarus of its trade prefer-
ences. Also the planned visit of Lukashenka to Kyiv did not take place in
2007; it was postponed for an indefinite time due to the outbreak of the politi-
cal crisis in Ukraine. None of the key political players in Ukraine were inter-
ested in addressing the Belarusian issue in the wake of the new parliamen-
tary elections. A political rapprochement with Lukashenka’s Belarus could
compromise Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations and, at the same time, irritate
Moscow, which was suspicious of any effort to pull Belarus into the pro-
Western camp.

In 2006-07 the Ukrainian political elite once again proved to be split on
the Belarusian question. The Party of Regions, because of its "anti-Russian”
orientation, did not support the idea of an "energy union" between Ukraine
and Belarus.” Unlike Yushchenko, Prime Minister Yanukovych and Yurii
Boiko, the minister of energy, did not make any comment on the Adamkus
proposition of cooperation between Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania. The
Ukrainian government did also not have a clear position to the conflict be-
tween Minsk and Gazprom and even tried to profit from it. The energy minis-

77 The Krakow Energy Summit brought together the presidents of Azerbaijan, Poland,
Ukraine, Lithuania and Georgia; the president of Kazakhstan changed his plans and
preferred to meet Vladimir Putin, who made his Central Asian tour at the same time.

78 "Nezavisimaia gazeta: Lukashenka creates alliance against Russia", Khartyia 97,
January 31, 2007, http://www.charter97.org/rus/news/2007/01/31/ng (in Russian)
(last accessed February 7, 2010).
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ter proposed to increase gas transit through Ukraine in order to "fully satisfy
the needs of the Ukrainian neighbours".”® When the Druzhba pipeline was
closed by Russia in January 2007, Ukraine, according to some media, prof-
ited from the additional transit of oil, earning $25 million extra (although ac-
cording to other sources, Ukraine instead lost money due to the same meas-
ure).

The "gas war" between Minsk and Gazprom in 2006 created the pre-
condition for at least a temporary alliance between Ukraine and Belarus and a
possible coordination of their energy politics. It caused some confusion
across the spectrum of Ukrainian political forces, shifting their traditional atti-
tudes to Lukashenka’'s regime. While "Our Ukraine" and the Tymoshenko
Block applauded Lukashenka’s move away from Moscow and his firm de-
fence of national sovereignty and state interests, and hoped that distancing
from Moscow could push his regime to democratisation, the traditionally Lu-
kashenka-friendly Communists and Vitrenko’s Progressive Socialists avoided
commenting on the gas conflict. Moreover, the criticism of the state of democ-
racy in Belarus made by Prime Minister Victor Yanukovych during his visit to
Brussels on March 27, 2007, became a small sensation.

However, the "gas war" with Moscow did not make Minsk change its
geopolitical orientation in favour of the West, but rather let it return to the well-
tried "multivector" policy of balancing between Russia and the EU. Not at all
convinced by Lukashenka’s democratic rhetoric and his cosmetic reforms, but
rather having realized that further isolation would push Belarus even more
towards Russia, Brussels has softened its attitude to the authoritarian regime
in Minsk. Although the OSCE criticised the parliamentary elections in Sep-
tember 2008 for falling short of democratic norms, it noticed some improve-
ments.®° In October 2008 the European Union took the decision to resume
contacts with Minsk at the highest level and to suspend the visa ban against a
number of high-ranking Belarusian officials, including the president. The EU
High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana,

79 "Ukraine is ready to raise transit of Russian gas to Europe", Podrobnosti, December
26 , 2006, http://www.podrobnosti.ua/economy/energetical/2006/12/28/382325.html
(in Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

80 "The parliamentary elections in Belarus fell short of OSCE commitments in spite of
minor improvements, observers say" (press-release), http://www.osce.
org/item/33272.html (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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visited Minsk and met President Lukashenka on February 19, 2009. In 2009
Belarus together with five other post-Soviet countries (Ukraine, Moldova, Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia) was invited to participate in the Eastern
Partnership, a new program designed to strengthen political and economic
cooperation between the EU and its Eastern and Caucasian neighbours. An
official Belarusian delegation attended the Eastern Partnership summit in
Prague on May 7, 2009. In June 2009 PACE (Parliamentary Assembly of the
Council of Europe) voted in favour of restoring the Special Guest status of the
Belarusian Parliament (which had been suspended since 1997) making a
moratorium on death penalty the only condition.®' Lukashenka'’s office cele-
brated these new tendencies as a "breakthrough of the political blockade"
and used them to counterbalance the one-side dependency from Moscow,
still highly interested in a military-strategic cooperation with Belarus and in its
geopolitical loyalty. In particular, Moscow expects official recognition of
Abkhazia’s and South Ossetia’s independence by Minsk, a promise that Lu-
kashenka successfully traded for concessions in economic and energy is-
sues.

Brussels’ softening of its political line affected also the atmosphere in
Ukrainian-Belarusian relations. In the first half of 2009 the presidents of
Ukraine and Belarus met twice, finally resuming official contacts after the Or-
ange Revolution. On January 20 in Chernyhiv they focused on current issues
of trade and economic cooperation. The second meeting took place in Homel
on June 6, in the wake of the Prague EU summit, and was devoted to the
perspectives of the Eastern Neighbourhood program. While the first meeting
was commented in the media and met the criticism of the Belarusian democ-
ratic opposition,®? the second one went almost unnoticed. Perceived as a sign
of "normalisation" of bilateral relations, the talks between the two presidents
nevertheless brought no breakthrough in the key issues of Ukrainian-
Belarusian relations. The Ukrainian president invited Belarus to cooperate in
energy issues and common transit projects, and Lukashenka confirmed his

81 "Belarus: PACE committee calls for the restoration of Special Guest status", Council
of Europe, http://assembly.coe.int/ASP/Press/StopPressView.asp?ID=2175 (last
accessed February 7, 2010).

82 "Yushchenko’'s meeting with Lukashenka is betrayal of Orange Revolution”,
Khartyia 97, January 20, 2009, http://charter97.org/ru/news/2009/1/20/14173/ (in
Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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interest in a common use of the Odesa-Brody-Plotsk oil pipeline. However,
Ukraine and Belarus are not only too weak economically and politically for
such projects, they are also competitors as transit countries and far from be-
ing able to coordinate their efforts. Thus, in January 2009 the Belarusian
Prime Minister Sidorskii put forward the idea of the new gas pipeline Yamal-
Europe-2, which is bypassing Ukraine.®® Although permanent trade wars with
Russia and the prospect of rising gas prices force Minsk to seek new coop-
eration partners, Ukraine cannot replace Russia for the Belarusian economy.
The rapprochement with Ukraine first of all allows Lukashenka to demon-
strate to Moscow his independence. As for President Yushchenko, he can get
some geopolitical dividends presenting Ukraine as an advocate of Belarus in
the EU, at least in the framework of the Eastern Neighbourhood program.

Conclusion

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine and Belarus re-
discovered each other as new neighbours, partners and competitors facing
similar challenges in the process of post-Soviet transformations. As the na-
tional elites seek to redefine the collective identities and the place of their
countries in Europe, the Russia-led reintegration projects based on the
"Slavic triangle" lose their attraction. Although the old paradigm of East Slavic
unity is still popular in mass consciousness and is often instrumentalized by
various political forces, democratic politicians, NGOs and pro-Western intel-
lectuals increasingly appeal to the normative force of "European” democratic
principles and justify the European identity of their countries using cultural
and historical arguments. In the course of their post-Soviet transitions, both
Ukraine and Belarus faced similar authoritarian tendencies, but developed
into different types of political regimes. The project of "Europeanization" put
forward by the leaders of the Orange Revolution was enthusiastically re-
ceived by the democratic opposition in Belarus. At the same time the more
conservative post-Soviet political elites in both countries denounced this pro-
ject as a Western plot. After the Orange Revolution, the new Ukrainian gov-

83 "Sidorskii: second line of Yamal-Europe would allow to increase gas transit to
Europe considerably", Belarusskie novosti, http://naviny.by/rubrics/economic/
2009/01/18/ic_news_113_304824/ (in Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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ernment claimed its ambition to initiate and support democratic tendencies in
the post-Soviet space. In relation to Lukashenka’s regime, Ukraine initially
solidarized with Western critics, but due to internal political conflicts soon
shifted back to a more pragmatic attitude.

The pragmatic turn in Russia’s politics towards the CIS countries and
the common challenges of energy security push Kyiv and Minsk to coordinate
their interests vis a vis Moscow. Moreover, the general enlargement fatigue in
the EU and the stabilization of its eastern border also urge both countries to-
wards cooperation and lobbying common interests in Brussels. But the politi-
cal and economic weakness of both countries, the differences between their
political systems and ideologies, and the growing competition for Russian oil
and gas transit render the perspectives of a sustainable alliance rather bleak.
While Russia and the European Union intensify their geopolitical contest for
the post-Soviet borderlands, energy security and the stability of EU-Russian
relations seem to be the priority for Brussels. This constellation deepens the
political polarisation in Ukraine, torn between the West and Russia, but at the
same time creates a "grey zone" which secures a certain leeway and immu-
nity for the Belarusian authoritarian ruler.






Il Bordering Nations, Transcending Boundaries

3 Under Construction: the Ukrainian-Russian Border
from the Soviet Collapse to EU Enlargement

In 1991, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, the administrative
boundary between two former Soviet republics, Ukraine and the Russian
Federation, became an international border. The Ukrainian-Russian border
measures 2,295.6 km (with 1,974 km of land border), which is almost one-
third of the overall length of the Ukrainian state borders. It crosses densely
populated territories and industrial zones that are of crucial importance for the
economies of both countries, and despite the introduction of custom and
passport controls remains one of the "busiest" borders in the region. The
Ukrainian-Russian border is not a site of ethnic tensions or military conflict, as
is the case with other post-Soviet borders, but it is not unproblematic in other
respects. The scale of illegal crossing, contraband and human trafficking (es-
pecially illegal transit migration) is a serious challenge for Ukraine, but also
for Russia and the EU. Although the legal status of the border is basically set-
tled between Ukraine and Russia, some issues such as the land border de-
marcation and the delimitation of the Azov Sea still remain open and have
often been instrumentalized by politicians in both countries. The symbolic
status of the border with Russia, a former "imperial power", is a highly sensi-
tive subject in Ukrainian political discourse. The 2004 Orange Revolution in
Ukraine marked an escalation of the political confrontation between the two
countries and also changed the geopolitical and even military-strategic con-
text of this border, in particular with regards to a possible NATO accession of
Ukraine.

The enlargement of the European Union to the East in May 2004 en-
dowed the Ukrainian-Russian border with increased international relevance.
However, the main interest of the EU and other international actors with re-
gards to this border is determined rather by security agenda and does not
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necessarily include economic and humanitarian cooperation, as is the case
with the internal and even external EU borders. The cross-border cooperation
between Ukrainian and Russian regions that was launched in the 1990s with
the aim of restoring broken economic ties and compensating for the shock of
the Soviet collapse now serves mainly the narrow group interests of local
business.

The changing visions of "national interests" and "national security" in
both countries, their search for national identity and geopolitical choice, the
competing influences of Russia and the EU in the post-Soviet space, the EU
enlargement and the institutionalization of its Eastern policy, and the ongoing
power negotiations between regional elites and national centres — all this is
reflected in the politics of border making on both sides. This chapter ad-
dresses the complex process of constructing a new border and analyzes its
political and symbolic role in the Ukrainian-Russian relations and its place in
the European security system.

3.1 Ukraine’s border with Russia: the heritage of the Soviet past and
the new challenges

In 1991, Ukraine as a newly independent state inherited the territory
and the boundaries of the former Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. The
system of Ukraine’s national borders is therefore twofold: it includes "old" and
"new" borders, which differ not only in age, but also by the border regime and
the level of infrastructure development. Ukraine’s western border coincides
with the former external frontier of the Soviet Union, which was well protected
and hardly permeable before 1991, thus contributing to the Soviet policy of
isolation from the West. Having a common border with the countries of the
"socialist camp" (Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, Romania), Ukrainians could not
really profit from their western neighbourhood: border management and
cross-border contacts were strictly controlled by Moscow. On the contrary,
Ukraine’s borders with its neighbouring Soviet Republics (Russia, Belarus,
Moldova) were purely administrative lines, which were not controlled and not
demarcated; they did not matter in terms of labour market, social provisions
or education system.
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Therefore, with state independence Ukraine faced very different challenges at
its "old" and "new" borders. The infrastructure of the western border had to be
modernized to answer the needs of the growing cross-border traffic, to facili-
tate contacts between the populations of the near-border regions and to at-
tract western tourists. New crossing points have been opened and the old
ones have been modernized in order to reduce waiting time for freight and
passenger traffic. Modern technical equipment is supposed to simplify border
control and custom procedures. These changes correspond to the Ukrainian
policy of integration into Europe, openness to the West and the new status of
Ukraine as an EU neighbour.’

At the "new" borders of Ukraine with the former Soviet republics the
challenges are of a rather different kind. Both the delimitation and the demar-
cation of the new borders have yet to be finished, which is not only a techni-
cal but also a political issue. The infrastructure of border and custom controls
has to be built here from zero, which is an additional financial burden on the
limited state budget.? Populations in the near border areas usually speak the
same language, share a common historical memory and culture, and have
family and friendship contacts across the border. lllegal crossing is often seen
by these people as legitimate and the simplest way to keep contact with the
other side.® For the border control service this means an additional challenge
of educating people and keeping them in check while at the same time win-
ning their loyalty. In case of the Ukrainian-Moldovan border, which is in fact a

1 From the beginning of the 1990s, Ukrainian citizens had enjoyed a visa-free border
regime with Poland, Hungary and Slovakia. Due to their accession to the EU in
2004, these countries were forced to introduce visas for Ukrainian citizens, a meas-
ure which was criticized in Ukraine (and in Poland) for impeding cross-border trade
and local business. With the accession of these countries to the Schengen Agree-
ment in 2007 their visa regimes with Ukraine were even tightened. In order to cush-
ion the consequences for near border residents Ukraine and Hungary signed an
agreement on small cross-border movement in the end of 2007. According to this
agreement, residents of the 50-km border zone — some 700 towns and villages —
are issued special certificates allowing them to cross the Ukrainian-Hungarian bor-
der by without Schengen visa. A similar agreement between Ukraine and Poland
was enacted on July 1, 2009.

2 The basis for state borders construction and management policy in Ukraine was laid
by the Law "On the State Border of Ukraine" (1991) and by the "Comprehensive
Program on the Development of State Borders of Ukraine" enacted by Presidential
decree in 1993.

3 On the attitudes of the population in near-border areas to the new border see chap-
ter 3.1.
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border with the unrecognized separatist Transnistria region,* the frozen con-
flict has become a source of instability and cross-border criminality. Ukraine’s
border with Belarus is not very busy in terms of traffic as this zone is only
thinly populated , but it runs through territories heavily polluted as a result of
the Chernobyl nuclear accident in 1986.

However, the biggest challenge for Kyiv seems to be the border with
Russia. It crosses urbanized and densely populated territories, which have a
crucial importance for the economies of both countries and which until re-
cently were deeply integrated. The main transport routes from Moscow to the
South go through the territory of Ukraine. The Ukrainian-Russian border is
also one of the busiest among post-Soviet borders: around 20 million persons
cross it per year. Presently Russian and Ukrainian citizens can cross it with
internal passports; a visa is not required, but a migration card has to be filled
in. In 2006, international passports were to be introduced as obligatory for
crossing the border, but this measure was postponed as both sides were not
prepared for it technically. The biggest problem for travellers is the long wait-
ing time at the border, especially during summer holidays. Until autumn 2004
an official registration of Ukrainian visitors (entering the country for more than
three days) with the local police offices was required by Russia. This unpopu-
lar measure was abolished in the wake of the presidential election campaign
in Ukraine, as Vladimir Putin’s present to the electorate of the pro-Russian
candidate Viktor Yanukovych. Official registration for Ukrainians was reintro-
duced in 2008, according to the new migration rules for the citizens of NIS
countries adopted by the Russian government in 2007.

The scale of contraband, illegal crossing and human trafficking (espe-
cially illegal transit migration to the EU countries) at the border with Russia is
a serious challenge for the Ukrainian state. The open flat landscape of the
southern steppe makes the task of fighting contraband rather difficult, espe-
cially in summer, when the smugglers’ trucks can easily take small roads or
just go through the fields. Part of the population in the near border area
makes their living from smuggling vodka, cigarettes, sugar and petrol (this
assortment changes according to the price dynamics). But an even more se-

4 A separatist region within the former Moldavian SSR that declared independence
from Moldova in 1990, followed by a military conflict in 1992. Also known as Trans-
Dniester, Transdniestria or Pridnestrovie.
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rious problem is the large scale contraband and corruption of the border and
customs control services.

Due to its geographic position Ukraine faces the challenge of transit mi-
gration (first of all from China, Afghanistan, and countries of East-South Asia)
to the EU. Given the relatively open border with Russia, these illegal migrants
often are stopped only at the Polish or Slovak border. Some of them stay in
Ukraine, having no opportunity to get into the EU, but others make it. There-
fore, from the end of the 1990s the Ukrainian-Russian border has been in the
focus of EU interest. Also the OSCE, the International Organization for Migra-
tion (IOM) and UN Development Program launched some related projects
here. Ukrainian experts warn that with the tightening of EU’s external border,
Ukraine will have to deal with a growing number of refugees and asylum-
seekers. The agreement between Ukraine and Russia on re-admission was
signed in 2006; it is supposed to facilitate chain deportation of illegal migrants
from Ukraine to Russia and possibly further to the countries of origin. How-
ever the readmission agreement has not been ratified yet by the Russian par-
liament.

Although the legal status of the Ukrainian-Russian border has been ba-
sically settled by international treaties, some problems such as the demarca-
tion of the land border and the delimitation of the Azov Sea and the Kerch
Strait still remain open. For a long time, Russia had objected to the demarca-
tion of the land border and continues to block it despite the formal agree-
ment.® Negotiations on the Azov Sea are continuing but no progress has
been made during the last years. Even more worrying is the fact that with the
"ice age" in the Ukrainian-Russian relations after the Orange Revolution is-
sues settled long ago were reanimated for political purposes. It is particularly
Kyiv's plans for NATO accession and declaring the 1932-33 Great Famine in
Ukraine a genocide of the Ukrainian people that irritates Moscow. In response
to the new gas price, Ukraine threatened to raise the rent for the Russian na-
val base in Sevastopol and to reconsider the agreement on the Black Sea
Fleet. In May 2006, the lower House of the Russian Parliament, or State
Duma, sent the government an official inquiry "On the possibility of returning

5 "Ukraine threatens Russia with unilateral land border demarcation", Johnson’s Rus-
sia list, no. 58 (2008), http://www.cdi.org/russia/johnson/2008-197-58.cfm (last ac-
cessed February 7, 2010).
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Crimea to Russia". These developments confirm what Russian political ana-
lyst Dmitri Trenin wrote about the Ukrainian-Russian border in 2001: "The
border issue as such is not a major problem, but it could become a symptom
of the bilateral and even regional political dynamics."®

In Ukrainian politics and society the status of the border with Russia is a
highly sensitive subject. The still not demarcated and relatively open eastern
frontier is often associated in domestic public debates with Ukraine’s vulner-
able position vis a vis Russia as a former imperial centre, with the post-
colonial status of the Ukrainian culture, with the dominance of Russian media
and Ukraine’s economic dependency. The supporters of the European inte-
gration have been pointing to the necessity of arranging Ukraine’s eastern
border according to Schengen standards in order to liberalize the border re-
gime with EU countries. In 2008 the issue of the border with Russia emerged
again in public debates after negotiations between Ukraine and the EU on a
visa-free regime for Ukrainian citizens had been announced. The unresolved
demarcation of the border and the readmission agreement between Russia
and Ukraine, which has yet to be ratified by Moscow, are seen as main ob-
stacles to a visa-free regime with the EU. Moreover, in order to reach this
long-term goal Ukraine will have to introduce visas for Russian citizens (and
face a symmetric policy from the Russian side). However, this would be diffi-
cult to implement given the intense cross-border traffic between two coun-
tries.”

The alarmist discourses of experts and politicians on the openness of
the eastern border often contradict the nostalgic mood, the "common sense"
and the pragmatic attitudes of the population. According to a survey con-
ducted by the Centre for Peace, Conversion and Foreign Policy of Ukraine
(CPCFPU) in 2001,% the overwhelming majority of Ukrainian experts (87.5%)
assessed the transparent and not demarcated border with Russia negatively,
as "a proof of Ukraine’s exposure to potential risks." Of the experts 56.2%

6 Dmitri Trenin, The End of Eurasia: Russia on the Border between Geopolitics and
Globalization, Moscow: Carnegie Moscow Centre 2001, p. 169.
7 Vitalii Martyniuk, "Are Schengen visas to be expected by Ukrainians?", Ukrainska

Pravda, January 25, 2008, http://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2008/1/25/70432.htm
(in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

8 Borders of Ukraine. Effective Policy Implementation, Center for Peace, Conversion
and Foreign Policy of Ukraine, http://cpcfpu.org.ua/en/projects/borders/papers/polls/
document_1 (last accessed November 3, 2008).
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voted for a "Ukrainian border equally protected along its entire perimeter",
another 25.0% were for "the western border being more open than the east-
ern one." In contrast, the results of a general opinion poll demonstrated that
the majority of Ukrainians (59.75%) see the transparent status of the eastern
border "positively, as a proof of a special relationship between Ukraine and
Russia," and almost half of the respondents (46.7%) would like to see the
eastern border "more open than the western one." The rather successful po-
litical instrumentalization of this issue by Viktor Yanukovych in the 2004
presidential election campaign has shown that this attitude still persists, es-
pecially in the eastern Ukraine. By promising dual (Ukrainian and Russian)
citizenship as well as to give the Russian language an official status and to
simplify border crossing for inhabitants of the near border regions,
Yanukovych could win the sympathies of the pro-Russian part of the eastern
Ukrainian electorate.

The idea of federalisation and the threat of territorial separatism in the
eastern regions was instrumentalized by the Party of Regions to challenge
their political opponents in the 2004 presidential election campaign. This
strategy, originally aimed against the Orange coalition, continued after the
2006 parliamentary elections: referring to the European Charter for Regional
or Minority Languages ratified by the Ukrainian parliament, oblast and city
councils in the east and south of Ukraine have declared Russian the "second
official language" in their regions. This "parade of language separatism" as it
was called in the Ukrainian media, coincided with the anti-NATO campaign in
Crimea. Mass protests organized by pro-Russian political parties forced U.S.
troops, which had been sent there to prepare for joint manoeuvres, to with-
draw from Ukraine.

The instrumentalization of border issues in the internal political fight can
be illustrated by the following example. In May 2006, the State Border Service
of Ukraine announced its plans to dig a 400-km ditch throughout the length of
the Russian-Ukrainian border in the Luhansk oblast in order to reduce the
criminal activities of smugglers. The ditch was planned to be 1 meter wide
and 1.5 meters deep. Being first of all an anti-contraband measure, this action
had also a symbolic dimension. It was seen by many as a de facto demarca-
tion of the Ukrainian territory. Not only was the reaction of the Russian media
to this measure hostile and ironic; it also found little support in the Luhansk
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oblast, controlled by the Party of Regions. The engineering work has already
started, but was interrupted due to the opposition of the Luhansk oblast coun-
cil, which accused the Border Service of ignoring the law and the interests of
the local farmers.® Like the "language separatism" and the anti-NATO cam-
paign, the protests against the technical modernization of the border with
Russia were aimed at undermining the Orange political forces and challeng-
ing President Viktor Yushchenko'’s political course.

The persisting political speculations on the problems of Crimea and the
Black Sea Fleet by some political forces in Russia as well as the ongoing poli-
ticization of border-related issues in Ukraine demonstrate that the status of
the Ukrainian-Russian border has still not been completely settled. Unlike any
other part of Ukraine’s border, it is connected with the legitimacy of the new
Ukrainian state and as such still remains a "symbol of unfinished nation build-

fa it 10

ing

3.2 Border issues in the Ukrainian-Russian relations

Nation and state-building processes in both countries, problems of "di-
vorce" and of building new relations based on principles of national sover-
eignty have shaped the context of the Ukrainian-Russian border issue since
1991. Particularly during Kuchma’s era, it reflected the ambivalence in
Ukrainian-Russian relations: a declared "strategic partnership" and persisting
economic interdependency on the one hand and growing divergence in geo-
political orientations, accumulated tensions, mutual claims and negative
stereotypes on the other.

According to Roman Szporluk, "it was of critical importance that Russia
defined itself within the borders of the Russian Federation as it existed in So-
viet times"."" Indeed, the Kremlin never directly put forward territorial claims to

9 "Luhansk does not want to be separated from Russia by a ditch", 16.05.2006, http://
www.portal.lg.ua/content/view/1518/282/ (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7,
2010).

10 Nataliia Parkhomenko and Oleksandr Sushko, "Borders of Ukraine: a symbol of un-
finished nation building", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, July 14-20, 2001 (in Ukrainian).

11 Roman Szporluk, "Reflections on Ukraine after 1994. The Dilemmas of Nation-
hood", in: idem, Russia, Ukraine, and the Breakup of the Soviet Union, Stanford:
Hoover Institution Press 2000, p. 332.
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Ukraine, although unsettled and disputed issues were often used for putting
pressure on Kyiv. At the same time, various parties and politicians (from the
nationalists to the communists) did not hesitate to claim Crimea and parts of
eastern Ukraine on historical and language-related grounds.' The Russian
State Duma has often indulged in anti-Ukrainian rhetoric, and some politi-
cians (nationalist hardliner Viladimir Zhirinovskii, Moscow Mayor Yurii
Luzhkov, Communist Party leader Gennadii Ziuganov, Duma deputy and di-
rector of the Moscow-based Institute for the CIS States Konstantin Zatulin
and others) built their careers on playing with anti-Ukrainian sentiments. In
Ukraine, similar territorial claims to Russia (most often for Kuban as a former
Ukrainian ethnic territory) have been only marginal and limited to radical na-
tionalist milieu.

12 The modern history of the Ukrainian-Russian border goes back to 1917. After the
February Revolution and the collapse of the Russian empire, the first Ukrainian
government (Tsentralna Rada) claimed the autonomy of Ukraine; the related terri-
tory consisted of nine gubemiias (administrative units of Tsarist Russia). The Provi-
sional Government in Saint-Petersburg was ready to accept the autonomy of
Ukraine, but reduced it to only five gubermiias. An agreement could not be reached,
and later the October events and the civil war in Ukraine changed the situation con-
siderably. In the beginning of 1918, a delegation of the Ukrainian government par-
ticipated in the Brest-Litovsk negotiations, where the Ukrainian National Republic
and its territorial claims were recognized by the Central Powers. As a result, in 1918
the Ukrainian-Russian border, which corresponded in fact to the demarcation line
negotiated between the German and the Russian sides, was defined according to
the old administrative division of the Russian empire: the Ukrainian territory now
consisted of the nine gubemiias, as it had been claimed earlier by the Tsentralna
Rada. But the Ukrainian claims for Taganrog, Kuban, and some parts of the Vo-
ronezh and the Kursk guberniias with predominant Ukrainian speaking populations
were rejected. This demarcation line became the border of Soviet Ukraine with the
Russian Federation in 1919 and was legitimized by the border agreement signed by
Ukraine with the other Soviet Republics. In 1920 the Donbas industrial region under
the jurisdiction of Ukraine was formed by adding some Russian territories (including
Taranrog). After the USSR came into being in 1922 and with the beginning of the
administrative-territorial reforms the border issue emerged again. The Ukrainian
government claimed mainly some parts of the Kursk and Voronezh guberniias, in-
habited by a Ukrainian-speaking population. As a result of the border dispute of the
1920s, Ukraine was granted approximately one third of the claimed territories, while
the Taganrog and Shakhty districts went back to the Russian Federation. By 1927,
the administrative border between the Russian Federation and the Ukrainian Re-
public was finally established; further small changes were made according to Soviet
law. The only exception was the transfer of Crimea from Russian to Ukrainian juris-
diction in 1954. This transfer was initiated by Nikita Khrushchev to celebrate the
300th anniversary of the "unification of Ukraine with Russia" and was regarded as a
symbolic act in the framework of the USSR as a united state. At the time, no provi-
sion was taken for the case of an possible dissolution of the USSR.
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It took years for the Russian political elites to accommodate to the fact
of Ukrainian independence, and the Ukrainian-Russian border issue re-
mained open until the mid 1990s. Tensions on the territorial status of Sevas-
topol, a Russian military base in Crimea for more than two centuries, and on
the future of the Black Sea Fleet were among the main obstacles for com-
promise, but they were basically settled in the second half of the 1990s. One
of the reasons why Moscow was slow in dealing with the Ukrainian border
issue was that "keeping the issue suspended, Moscow though it could use its
eventual concession as a bargaining chip"."® According to Trenin, it was the
first Chechen war in 1994 that forced Moscow to cooperate with the central
governments of the former Soviet republics, rather than with the separatist
regions. The 1994 election of Leonid Kuchma as Ukrainian president on a
pro-Russian platform made it easier for Moscow and Kyiv to reach a final
agreement on borders. In 1996 the Ukrainian-Russian Subcommittee on
State Borders was created. In 1997 the Treaty on Cooperation, Friendship
and Partnership was signed by both presidents (Boris Yeltsin and Leonid Ku-
chma) and, despite the resistance of the nationalist opposition in the Russian
Duma, ratified by both parliaments. This so-called Big Treaty recognized for
the first time the territorial integrity of Ukraine as an independent state within
the boundaries of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. Also the Crimean knot
seemed to be unravelled: Sevastopol remained Ukrainian territory with the
military facilities leased to Russia, and the Black Sea Fleet was granted the
right to stay there for twenty years.

In a sense, Ukraine was lucky with Yeltsin as the first president of Rus-
sia; elected on a democratic platform, Yeltsin stood for a peaceful dissolution
of the "Soviet empire". The Big Treaty with Ukraine was a natural continuation
of his foreign policy course and an important argument against the communist
opposition. The opponents of the Big Treaty considered it a concession to
Ukraine and a big political mistake. Thus, one of its main political opponents,
Konstantin Zatulin, called it "the betrayal of the century".

While accepting Ukrainian territorial integrity in its present borders,
Russia expected Ukraine to remain its ally and integrate fully into the CIS,
which was seen in the 1990s as the main instrument for the re-integration of

13 Trenin, The End of Eurasia, p. 166.
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the post-Soviet space. But in Ukraine, the Treaty was seen only as a point of
departure. The CIS was considered by most Ukrainian politicians not as an
integration project with prospects for the future, but rather as a transitional
mechanism, an instrument for a "civilized divorce", according to the first
Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk. For Ukraine, to have its borders legiti-
mized by international treaties and equipped according to international stan-
dards was a necessary precondition for building an independent statehood. In
this respect, the Ukrainian political elites always demonstrated a firm consen-
sus, and Kuchma, despite his electoral pro-Russian declarations, continued
his predecessor’s policy aiming at strengthening the formal attributes of na-
tional sovereignty. Ukrainian diplomats lobbied for the full delimitation and
demarcation of the border, but the Russians remained rather reluctant in this
respect. For Russia in the 1990s, the border with Ukraine was not the issue of
first priority: Russia had to cope with new borders of around 13,000 km in to-
tal length, some of them going through zones of military and ethnic conflicts.
But the deeper reason was political rather than technical: Russia considered
the borders inside the CIS "internal" and declined any discussions on demar-
cation as not compatible with "partnership relations". The transparency of the
Ukrainian-Russian border (as well as a common jurisdiction over the issues of
defence policy and national security) was seen during Yeltsin’s presidency as
a substantial part of this "partnership”, also based on a common history and
on close cultural identities.™

At the same time, official Russia’s position on demarcation did not pre-
vent the institutions in charge from strengthening the border regime against
contraband, illegal migration and trans-border criminality; border guard ser-
vices of both countries developed a successful cooperation in this respect.
Putin’'s presidency marked a pragmatic turn in Russian policy towards
Ukraine. During his first term in office he favoured the development of bilat-
eral relations and common projects led by economic interest. At the same
time, since the end of the 1990s, Kuchma’'s government, isolated from the
West due to a lack of democratic reforms and to scandalous corruption, be-

14 "The Legal Status of the Russian-Ukrainian Border: Problems and Prospects", Bor-
ders of Ukraine. Effective Policy Implementation, Center for Peace, Conversion and
Foreign Policy of Ukraine, http://cpcfpu.org.ua/en/projects/borders/papers/
security/document_2 (last accessed November 3, 2008).
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came rather vulnerable to political pressure from Moscow. Under these condi-
tions some progress has been achieved concerning the status of the Ukrain-
ian-Russian border, but at the cost of concessions in another strategic issue —
Ukraine’s participation in the Russia-led project of regional integration, the
Single Economic Area Agreement. In January 2003, the Agreement on the
State Border between Ukraine and Russia was signed by Putin and Kuchma
and ratified by both parliaments in April 2004. This agreement finalized the
negotiations on the delimitation of the Ukrainian-Russian border (concerning
its land part), a process which took around four years. However, the contro-
versial issues of the delimitation of the Azov Sea and the Kerch Strait, which
unexpectedly caused the Tuzla crisis in Ukrainian-Russian relations in Octo-
ber 2003, have not been settled by this agreement. Ukraine insisted on the
delimitation of the Azov Sea by the water surface along the administrative
border existing between Russia and Ukraine in Soviet times, while Russia
opted for defining only responsibility zones on the coast and for the joint use
of the Kerch Strait and Azov Sea by both countries. The same is true for the
demarcation of the land part of the border, which was not even mentioned in
the text of the document. Russia refused to discuss the problem of demarca-
tion of the land part of the border, referring to its high costs and low priority. In
Ukraine, the long-awaited agreement was not perceived as a sensation but
merely as a symbolic gesture, connected to the opening of the "Year of Rus-
sia" in Ukraine."

The Tuzla conflict, which broke out in October 2003 and turned into a
serious crisis between the two countries, has shown how fragile the show
case of "strategic partnership” is. In September 2003, Russia started some
construction work with the aim of connecting the Taman peninsula with the
Ukrainian island of Tuzla. From the Russian side, the project was justified by
an ecological argument: it was supposed to protect the Taman sea coast from
storms. Russians also claimed that until the 1920s Tuzla was not an island,
but a spit connected with the Taman peninsula, and therefore originally Rus-
sian. The Ukrainian side referred to some documents confirming that the is-
land was officially attached to Crimea some years before it became part of
the Ukrainian territory in 1954. The conflict culminated in an exchange of hos-

15 See the comments in Ukrainian media, for example: lvan Sahaidachnyi, "Sammit of
neformaly", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, February 1-7, 2003 (in Ukrainain).
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tile statements between Ukrainian and Russian officials and in an open dem-
onstration of military force by both sides. It was the first time that Ukrainian
border guards appeared on Tuzla Island, and a virtual border became real.
After intensive consultations between the Ukrainian and Russian Ministries of
Foreign Affairs the crisis was solved, and negotiations on the delimitation of
the Azov Sea started.

The unexpected Tuzla conflict seemed to have done only little damage
to the official Ukrainian-Russian "strategic partnership”, but for the Ukrainian
elites it was a shock revealing the lack of transparency in Ukrainian-Russian
relations. It became evident that Russia remained an unpredictable partner
and that Ukraine’s international isolation, especially from the West, poses a
serious problem.’® While the immediate effect of the Tuzla crisis on Ukrainian
society was not significant — according to opinion polls, only a quarter of the
Ukrainian population felt provoked by Russia’s behaviour — its political impli-
cations became visible one year later, during the Orange Revolution. When
Moscow repeated the same pattern by supporting its candidate for the
Ukrainian presidency at any cost, the opposition managed to mobilize public
opinion in the country and abroad against the Kremlin’s political intervention.
And unlike in the Tuzla conflict, the West, and in particular the EU, did not
remain indifferent observers in this critical moment.

In December 2004 the presidents of both countries signed an agree-
ment for cooperation in the exploitation of the Azov Sea and the Kerch Strait
(known as "Kerch Agreement"). This agreement confirmed the status of the
Azov Sea as "inland waters" of both countries (defined already in the Border
Agreement of 2003). This remains Russia’s main achievement in the Azov
Sea negotiations. The status of "inland waters" prevents third-country military
vessels from entering the Azov Sea, something Russia wants to avoid in case
Ukraine joins NATO. According to the Kerch Agreement the rights for exploit-
ing the Kerch channel were assigned to a joint Ukrainian-Russian corpora-
tion. Russia agreed in principle to delimit the surface of the Azov Sea.

16 See the analysis of the Tuzla crisis consequences in the CPCFPU analytical paper
no. 14, 2004, Present challenges for Ukraine-Russia bilateral relations, http://foreign
policy.org.ua/eng/papers/archive.shtml (last accessed November 3, 2008). See also
Taras Kuzio, "Behind the Tuzla Island controversy", Kyiv Post, October 30, 2003.
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However, a final agreement on the delimitation of the Azov Sea and the
Kerch Strait has not been achieved yet. The Ukrainian side defers to interna-
tional practice and proposes to draw the border along the old Soviet adminis-
trative boundary. This solution would allow Ukraine to control the traffic to and
from the Azov Sea and to profit from the main sturgeon fisheries. Probably
even more importantly, there are also potential oil and gas fields at the conti-
nental shelf that are at stake in this dispute. The Russian diplomats, who un-
derstandably try to support their country’s geopolitical and economic interests
in this region, insist on a "combined" approach to delimitation. According to
Ukrainian experts, the uncertain status quo is beneficial for Russia, which
dominates in the Azov Sea due to its economic power."”

From the Ukrainian point of view, it is the status of "inland waters" that
is the main obstacle for delimitation according to international law. Ukrainian
diplomats thus suggest changing the status of the Azov Sea from inland wa-
ters to international waters and inviting international observers to the negotia-
tions on delimitation. Changing the status of the Azov Sea would mean an
amendment of the Kerch Treaty, and not surprisingly, the Russian attitude to
this proposal was negative. In response to this dead end situation, the Ukrain-
ian Ministry of Foreign Affairs is considering the option to appeal to the inter-
national court in The Hague. While Moscow accuses the Ukrainian diplomats
of politicizing the issue, Kyiv suspects that Russia’s reluctance and lack of
interest in solving the problem is a means to prevent Ukraine’s accession to
NATO.'® Meanwhile, the unsolved dispute damages not only bilateral rela-
tions but also regional economic development. The project of a bridge across
the Kerch Strait, which was about to be launched in 2008, was suspended by
the Ukrainian MFA until the delimitation issue is settled."

As mentioned above, Russia has for a long time resisted the demarca-
tion of the land part of the Ukrainian-Russian border. The Border Agreement
of 2003 between Ukraine and Russia did not even mention the issue of de-

17 Volodymyr Kravchenko, "Rewriting the Bible", Dzerkalo tyzhnia, June 10-16, 2006
(in Ukrainian).

18 "Russia blames Ukraine for inactivity in establishing the border", Ukrainska Pravda,
January 29, 2009, http://www2.pravda.com.ua/news/2009/1/29/88764.htm (in Ukra-
inian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

19 "Ukrainian MFA suspended construction of a bridge to Russia", Novosti@mail.ru,
October 21, 2008, http://news.mail.ru/politics/21.12098 (in Russian) (last accessed
November 22, 2008).
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marcation; otherwise, according to Russian Foreign Ministry officials, the
agreement would have had no chance of being ratified by the Russian par-
liament.?® From 2005 the Russian position seemed to soften in this respect.
According to information from the Ukrainian TV Channel 5 from May 2006,
the joint Ukrainian-Russian commission on demarcation was about to start its
work.2" The softening of Russia’s position on demarcation can be explained
by its new accent on "sovereignty" as the centre of its national doctrine. It as-
sumes not only the ability to conduct its own political course, independent
from the West, but also full control over economic resources and national ter-
ritory. State borders that are demarcated, equipped according to the interna-
tional technical standards and well controlled correspond to this doctrine of
"national sovereignty". The crisis of the CIS and the bleak perspectives of
other Russia-led integration projects have certainly contributed to Moscow’s
changing attitude in the demarcation issue. With the continuing disintegration
of the post-Soviet space, "transparent borders" have become expensive and
non-effective. The fact that the demarcation still has not started yet could be
explained by Russia’s intention to use it as a bargaining chip in the Azov Sea
negotiations.?> Meanwhile the Ukrainian MFA has declared that it might start
the demarcation process unilaterally.?

Paradoxically, it was the Orange Revolution that forced the Russian po-
litical class to realize these irreversible changes in the CIS, and opened the
way for demarcation of the Ukrainian-Russian border. At the same time, Mos-
cow prefers to wait and does not rush to make concessions. It still hopes for
political changes in Kyiv, which would remove the main proponents of Euro-
Atlantic integration from the Ukrainian political scene and bring to power more
compliant partners.

20 Volodymyr Kravchenko, "Stumbling block at the Ukrainian-Russian border", Dzer-
kalo tyzhnia, January 25-31, 2003 (in Ukrainian).

21 "Ukrainian-Russian border will get clear contours", http://5tv.com.ua/print/101/56/
25994/ (in Ukrainian) (last accessed November 22, 2008).

22 Personal conversation with Oleksandr Sushko on June 8, 2006.

23 "Ukraine can draw the border with Russia on its own", Rosbalt, October 24, 2008,
http://www.rosbalt.ru/2008/10/24/535676.html (in Russian) (last accessed February
7,2010).
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3.3 Cross-border cooperation

The ambivalent status of the border, which is symptomatic of the whole
complex of Ukrainian—Russian relations, also affects the prospects for cross-
border cooperation between the two countries.?* The border between Ukraine
and Russia crosses urbanized and densely populated territories. Moreover, it
divides a socio-economic system, which only recently was still integrated, in
particular concerning settlement and transportation. Cross-border cooperation
has developed in post-war Europe as a solution for the specific problems of
border regions with the aim to soften the dividing effect of international bor-
ders. Similarly, in the 1990s cross-border cooperation between the CIS coun-
tries was seen as a means of restoring broken economic ties and compensat-
ing for the psychological shock afflicted to the local populations by the
breakup of Soviet Union. Particularly for the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands,
with their developed economic ties and common cultural background, cross-
border cooperation looked like an important prospect for regional develop-
ment. However, during the 1990s, cross-border cooperation between Ukraine
and Russia reflected contradictory political tendencies. On the one hand, both
new independent states, afraid of economic and territorial disintegration, con-
centrated their efforts on gaining control over their borderlands and on en-
hancing the capacity of state institutions such as customs and state border
services.?® Cross-border initiatives and direct contacts of the border regions
were sometimes viewed with suspicion by the centre. On the other hand,
cross-border cooperation was considered by post-Soviet elites as an impor-
tant pillar of the re-integration processes in the framework of the Eurasian
Economic Community (EurAsEC) and later the Single Economic Area (SEA).
"Cross-border cooperation" copied from the European model and adapted to
the "Eurasian” space assumed important elements of supranational integra-
tion, such as harmonization of legislation, free trade, cooperation in security

24 For more on cross-border cooperation between Ukraine and Russia see Tatiana
Zhurzhenko, "Regional Cooperation in the Ukrainian-Russian Borderlands: ‘Wider
Europe’ or/and Post-Soviet Integration?", in: |I. Nagy and J. Scott (eds.), EU
Enlargement, Region-Building and Shifting Borders of Inclusion and Exclusion, Al-
dershot: Ashgate 2006.

25 Vladimir Kolossov and Alexei Kiriukhin, "Cross-border cooperation in the Russian-
Ukrainian relations", Politia, no. 1 (2001), pp. 141-165 (in Russian).
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and defence issues.

Efforts to develop cross-border cooperation had already been made in
the early 1990s. In 1994, the Council of the Border Regions of Russia and
Ukraine (which has also come to include Belarus) was created. It became the
main organization lobbying in Moscow and in Kyiv for the interests of the bor-
der regions. In 1995 the Agreement on the Cooperation of the Border Re-
gions was signed by the two governments. Since 2000, with the political rap-
prochement between Ukraine and Russia, prospects for cross-border coop-
eration projects seemed to be even more optimistic. Economic forums, bring-
ing together businessmen and politicians from both countries became a regu-
lar practice, most often in Kharkiv and Belgorod. In February 2002, the Rus-
sian and Ukrainian presidents signed the Program of interregional and cross-
border cooperation (2001-2007) in Dnipropetrovsk (in October 2006 it was
modified and prolonged until 2010). For the first time, this document officially
mentioned the possibility of establishing the Euroregions in the Ukrainian-
Russian borderlands. In 2004 the Law on Cross-Border Cooperation was
adopted in Ukraine. With the support of the Council of Border Regions, vari-
ous projects were initiated in the border regions: the development of the near
border infrastructure (transport routes, border crossing points), the common
usage of water resources and the protection of the Siversky Donets River, an
experiment on encouraging cross-border trade. In order to facilitate coopera-
tion in education and research and to provide broader opportunities for stu-
dents in both countries, the Consortium of Near-Border Ukrainian and Rus-
sian Universities was created in 2004. In 2003, heads of the Kharkiv and the
Belgorod oblasts’ administrations signed an agreement on the creation of the
Euroregion "Slobozhanshchyna" — the first project of this kind on the Ukrain-
ian-Russian border.?® In April 2006, an agreement on the rules of border
crossing for the residents of near-border territories was signed between the
Ukrainian and Russian governments.

At the same time, with EU enlargement stimulating Ukraine’s Euro-
Atlantic aspirations and with the continuing disintegration of the post-Soviet
space, the geopolitical context of the Ukrainian-Russian border has changed.
Ukraine preferred to see cross-border cooperation with Russia rather prag-

26 For more on the Euroregion "Slobozhanshchyna" see next chapter.
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matically — as complementary and subordinated to EU integration. Contradic-
tory economic interests and divergent geopolitical orientations of both coun-
tries made the tasks of harmonization of tax and customs legislation, of pro-
spective cooperation in high-tech industrial projects, and of coordination of
security and defence policy very difficult. Euroregions as well as other re-
gional bureaucratic initiatives remain on paper and serve mainly as a repre-
sentative fagade for the regional elites. Besides, the pervasive corruption is to
be blamed for the systematic abuse of cross-border cooperation initiatives by
organized criminal groups. Special privileges in the border regions (e.g. "free
zone" and "special regime of investments") were used in Kuchma’s Ukraine
for massive contraband, money laundering and tax evasion. In 2005 Ty-
moshenko’s government announced a large-scale campaign against corrup-
tion and contraband cancelling "free zones" and other regional privileges. The
Customs Service was purged and special police units were formed in order to
fight contraband. These measures of the new leadership were also symbolic
and stressed its break with Kuchma'’s Ukraine, associated with corruption and
"porous borders". However, the issue of corruption, contraband and cross-
border criminal business remains unsolved.””

Some cross-border cooperation projects have been existing on paper
for years, such as the plans for an international Ukrainian-Russian airport at
the border halfway between Kharkiv and Belgorod, near the crossing point
Hoptivka.?® It is supposed to be used by both countries according to the
model of EuroAirport Basel-Mulhouse-Freiburg. Supplemented by an exhibi-
tion hall, a business centre and entertainment facilities, the airport is expected
to stimulate business and economic development in the region. However, this
ambitious project lacks serious investors as well as political support from
Moscow and Kyiv. A common project modernizing the transit highway Mos-
cow-Crimea, which has already started, seems more realistic. It will improve
the border crossing infrastructure and reduce waiting time at the border, par-
ticularly during summer holidays.

27 "Tarasiuk failed to see the border with Russia", Ukrainska Pravda, June 24, 2007,
www.pravda.com.ua/news/2007/6/24/60724 .htm (in Ukrainian) (last accessed Feb-
ruary 7, 2010).

28 "Airport for two: international airport is going to be built at the Ukrainian-Russian
border," Korrespondent, no. 17 (2005) (in Russian).
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Not surprisingly, the political shock of the Orange Revolution also af-
fected cross-border cooperation with Russia. The "cold war" between Mos-
cow and Kyiv, the defeat of the "pro-Russian" Party of Regions and the prior-
ity of Euro-Atlantic integration for the new Ukrainian leadership did not con-
tribute to its development. For example, Yevhen Kushnar'ov, the former gov-
ernor of the Kharkiv oblast, who was the initiator of the "Slobozhanshchyna"
Euroregion from the Ukrainian side, became notoriously famous by his at-
tempt to play the separatist card in order to support Yanukovych and was
eventually dismissed from his position.?® With the symbolic defeat of "Eastern
Ukraine" in the Orange Revolution the idea of cross-border cooperation with
Russia also seemed to be compromised. The new governors of the east
Ukrainian regions appointed by President Yushchenko were concerned with
the consolidation of their power and did not give priority to relations with their
Russian neighbours. The other way round, the Russian partners, who anyway
had prejudices against the Orange Revolution, saw this lack of interest as an
expression of the new political line.*® Indeed, Kharkiv governor Arsen Avakov,
who officially supports the Euroregion "Slobozhanshchyna", unlike his prede-
cessor Kushnar'ov, has never yet officially visited Belgorod. In March 2006,
the Party of Regions won the local elections in eastern Ukraine, thus partly
restoring the "pre-revolutionary" status-quo. However, the political elites of
eastern Ukraine are still divided and too much involved in the current political
crisis to be able to develop strategic plans for cross-border cooperation with
Russia.

Nevertheless, despite the turbulent relations between Moscow and
Kyiv, some progress has been made in establishing an institutional frame-
work for cross-border cooperation. When visiting Kyiv in December 2006,
Vladimir Putin called for the development of cooperation between the border
regions of Russia and Ukraine and the creation of favourable conditions for
common business projects. In April 2006, the foreign ministers of Ukraine and
Russia signed an agreement on simplifying border crossing procedures for
border residents. People living close to the border and crossing it frequently
are now able to do so at special checkpoints without fulfilling all formalities.

29 In January 2007 Kushnar'ov tragically died after a hunting accident.
30 Interviews with regional and state officials made by the author in Kharkiv and Bel-
gorod in October 2005.
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As it was mentioned before, Ukraine signed the agreement on re-admission
with Russia, which is still has to be ratified by the Russian parliament.

On the other hand, Russia’s economic sanctions and trade wars against
Ukraine (such as limitations on the export of Ukrainian milk and milk prod-
ucts) certainly have affected cross-border economic relations. In June 2006,
Russia tightened the border crossing rules for Ukrainian border residents who
carry agricultural products to Russia for sale. Before, up to 500 kg was al-
lowed according to the simplified rules; according to the new rules, an official
registration and licence for export is required for such commercial activities.*'
The introduction of such measures (especially in June) threatened the sur-
vival of the small Ukrainian farmers and businessmen specialized in supply of
agricultural products to the neighbouring Russian territory — and surely stimu-
lated contraband.

Cross-border cooperation today is not about the "restoration of broken
economic ties" and the preservation of the "common cultural space" as it
used to be in the 1990s. Cross-border projects are usually shaped by the in-
terests of the new economic actors and are entirely pragmatic. Still, even
such pragmatic business projects remain suspended because of the political
instability of Ukrainian-Russian relations, which makes private investors long
for more security. Meanwhile, the institutions of cross-border cooperation
(Council of Border Regions, Euroregions, etc.) serve as a representative fa-
g¢ade for the regional authorities and hardly influence regional development.
Ukrainian and Russian public and civil societies hardly participate in these
institutions and are not included in decision-making.

3.4 Interests and activities of the EU and other international actors

In the first half of the 1990s the new post-Soviet borders were in the fo-
cus of the EU’s concern mainly as sites of possible military and ethnic con-
flicts in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet empire. Both the US and
the EU tacitly accepted the responsibility of Russia for the stability of the post-

31 "Russia made border crossing more difficult for Ukrainian citizens", Ukrainska
Pravda, June 13, 2006, http://www2.pravda.com.ua/news_print/2006/6/13/42861.
htm (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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Soviet space and its legitimate geopolitical interests in the "near abroad".

Ukraine’s borders (with the exception of the potentially conflict-prone Crimea)
seemed to be unproblematic compared to the Caucasus and the Republics of
Central Asia. Although the attitudes of the EU and the US to Ukraine as a
newly independent state were rather different (Washington quickly realized
the key geopolitical importance of this country in the region, while Brussels
only saw it as a satellite of Russia), Ukraine’s state borders were not a sub-
ject of special international attention.

But with the beginning of the following decade, several factors changed

this situation and raised interest in the borders of Ukraine and the Ukrainian-
Russian border in particular:

First, the EU enlargement to the East — the accession of Poland, Hun-
gary, and Slovakia in 2004 and Romania in 2007 turned Ukraine into a
direct neighbour of the European Union. Ukraine’s western border be-
came an external EU frontier and, since 2007, a Schengen border.
Thus, the security of Ukraine’s state borders now directly concerns the
EU.

Second, the attitude of both the European Union and the USA to Russia
has changed. Of course, Russia is still seen by Brussels as a strategic
partner and regional power, and Washington considers it an ally in the
issues of global security. However, the monopoly of Russian influence
in the post-Soviet space is now challenged. The West was disappointed
by Russia’s ambivalent democratic reforms, and the war in Chechnya
already undermined the geopolitical claims of Russia to be the only
guarantor of security in the post-Soviet space. In the last years the gas
conflicts with Ukraine, which threatened the energy supply of EU coun-
tries, and the war with Georgia in the summer of 2008 demonstrated
that Moscow is ready to use all means from economic pressure to mili-
tary intervention to preserve its domination of the post-Soviet space. It
has become clear to the Western partners that Russia alone is not able
to provide regional stability and that its power monopoly can be danger-
ous. Both the US and the EU now act more actively in the post-Soviet
space and openly challenge Russia’s positions. Support for the Orange
Revolution in Ukraine, international isolation of Alexander Lukashenka’s
regime in Belarus and attempts to solve the Transnistrian conflict are



146 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

examples of active EU intervention in post-Soviet affairs. In this context
the new post-Soviet borders are getting more international attention.
For example, in 2005 the European Commission sent its monitoring
mission to the Ukrainian-Moldovan border. Ukraine deliberately uses
this to internationalize its border disputes with Russia (for example, dur-
ing the Tuzla conflict in 2003, and in 2006 by suggesting the invitation
of international experts to the Azov Sea negotiations).

- Third, new global threats related to international terrorism gave state
borders new significance. Not only the US and the EU try to secure their
external frontiers against potential terrorists and arms smuggling. State
borders in other regions have become important sites for preventing the
proliferation of technologies and materials that can be used for develop-
ing nuclear, chemical or biological weapons of mass destruction. In the
eyes of Western security experts, the partly abandoned Soviet military
facilities, unemployed specialists, political corruption and insufficient
border controls in the post-Soviet countries create a potentially danger-
ous situation.

- Fourth, NATO enlargement into the post-Soviet space is another impor-
tant factor. A NATO accession of Ukraine would certainly change the
geopolitical status of its border with Russia. Already today Ukraine co-
operates with NATO on issues of border management.

The above-mentioned factors have all contributed to the "Europeanization”

and internationalization of the Ukrainian-Russian border.

The European Union

Political and economic stability in Ukraine is very important for Euro-
pean security. Given Ukraine’s large migration potential, the impoverishment
of the population, its position of a transit country and its ecological situation,
the EU is interested in developing a selective cooperation with this country
without committing itself too much to Ukraine’s internal problems — a coopera-
tion following the principle of "exporting stability without importing instability".
The EU’s "Country Strategy Paper 2002-2006" on Ukraine stressed that
enlargement increases "EU awareness of ‘soft’ security threats from Ukraine,
in the field of environment, nuclear safety, justice and home affairs (illegal mi-
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gration, organised crime, money laundering, etc.) and public health".*? Among
the various risks connected to Ukraine as a neighbour the issue of illegal mi-
gration is one of the most urgent problems. Ukraine is the biggest transit
country on the way of many migrant flows from the Middle East and China to
Europe. No wonder that the issue of Ukraine’s borders is of primary interest
to the EU.

Since the beginning of their official relations (Partnership and Co-
operation Agreement 1994) the EU and Ukraine have cooperated in Justice
and Home Affairs (JHA); border management has become one of the focal
points in this matter. Already the Common EU Strategy on Ukraine (1999) in-
cluded concrete proposals about security policy, justice and internal affairs,
and cooperation in border security issues in particular. The next document,
the Country Strategy Paper 2002-2006, included the National Indicative Pro-
gramme 2002-2003 (total budget 115 million Euros) and set the support for
institutional, legal and administrative reforms as the number one priority with
a budget of 59 million Euros, including 22 million for border management. The
Program for the next two years (2004-2006), with a total budget of 212 million
Euros, allocated 60 million for JHA (including border management).®® The aim
of this part of the program was to improve the overall border management
system in Ukraine, with a view towards facilitating movement of goods and
people, while combating illegal activities. Not surprisingly, the main attention
was given to the western border of Ukraine with the purpose of supporting the
construction or refurbishment of key border crossing points, training programs
for border guards, customs and other related agencies, assistance in the form
of equipment and facilities, legislation development and implementation.
These measures do not contradict the European aspirations of Ukraine be-
cause they are aimed at the modernization of a former Soviet frontier which
was designed not for communication but for effective isolation. According to
the EU-Ukraine Action Plan from 2005 additional financial assistance became
available for Ukraine. The new European Neighbourhood and Partnership In-

32 Country Strategy Paper 2002-2006, National Indicative Programme 2002-2003,
Summary, http://ec.europa.eu/comm/external_relations/ukraine/csp/index.htm (last
accessed February 7, 2010).

33 National Indicative Programme 2004-2006. Available online at: http://ec.europa.eu/
comm/external_relations/ukraine/csp/ip03_04_08.pdf (last accessed November 3,
2008).



148 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

strument (ENPI) was designed to support cross-border and trans-national co-
operation between Ukraine and the EU States, and particularly aimed at de-
veloping the infrastructure of the border zones.

But national borders constitute a system, and the western neighbours of
Ukraine realize this perfectly. No wonder they required the tightening of con-
trol at the border with Russia as a necessary precondition for negotiating a
simplified border regime at Ukraine’s western frontier. According to Marko Bo-
jeun, "the EU enlargement has concentrated the minds of its decision makers
on the need to work more closely with Russia and Ukraine in order to stem
the tide of migration pressing on the eastern borders of the EU. What hap-
pens to migrants and refugees at the Russian-Ukrainian border is therefore
an important concern of the European Union."* Understandably, the EU is
interested not only in the western border of Ukraine, but in the whole system
of border management, including the Ukrainian-Russian border.*®

The aim of the EU in regard to the eastern border of Ukraine is to moni-
tor illegal migration (transit migration in particular) and to reduce the migration
flows by improving the efficiency of border control by training the personal
and providing modern technical equipment. The EU Action Plan on Justice
and Home Affairs in Ukraine (2001) identified as one of the main areas of co-
operation the "development of a system of efficient, comprehensive border
management (i.e. border control and border surveillance) on all Ukrainian
borders and examination of possible participation of the State Border Service
in a system of early prevention of illegal migration".*® Following the EU
enlargement in 2004 the Revised EU-Ukraine Action Plan on Freedom, Secu-
rity and Justice (2005) became the main strategic document regulating coop-
eration between two parties in border management. It lists among the priori-
ties the implementation of an integrated border management strategy, sup-

34 Marko Bojcun, "The European Union's perspectives on the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der", http://eurozine.com/pdf/2005-01-12-bojcun-en.pdf (last accessed February 7,
2010).

35 For more on EU politics regarding the Ukrainian-Russian border, see Tatiana
Zhurzhenko, "Europeanising the Ukrainian-Russian Border: from EU Enlargement
to the Orange Revolution", Debatte: Review of Eastern and Central European Stud-
ies, no. 13 (2005), p. 137-154.

36 Official Journal of the European Union, March 29, 2003, http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/0j/2003/c_077/c_07720030329en00010005..pdf
(last accessed February 7, 2010).
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port for delimitation and demarcation of Ukrainian borders, improvements to
border crossing points, basic and specialised training for staff involved in bor-
der management, etc.®’

The EU has been supporting Ukraine’s efforts to reform the Ukrainian
State Border Guard Service in order to create a law enforcement agency that
works as a professional body responsible for border management. For this
purpose financial and expert assistance has been provided by the EU, as well
as by some of its members (Germany, Austria, now also Poland). The most
ambitious EU Programme is EUBAM (European Border Assistance Mission to
Moldova and Ukraine, 2005-09) administrated together with the UNDP. More
than one hundred customs and border guard experts from 22 EU member
states contribute their expertise to enhancing the capacities of the border
guard and custom services of both countries.*® The EU also welcomed the
Ukrainian initiative to reduce the number of border guards on the western
border in order to strengthen control on the border with Russia. An increasing
part of the border management budget is directed to Ukraine’s eastern bor-
der. For example, in 2002 the EU decided to finance the technical moderniza-
tion of the Sumy border guard division, which controls one of the longest and
busiest sections of the Ukrainian-Russian border, and promised 2.5 million
Euros for purchasing the required technical equipment.* In 2005-2006, the
Border Guard Service was implementing a common project with the Euro-
pean Commission with a total budget of about 31.3 million UAH. In the
framework of this project the Chernihiv, Kharkiv, Donetsk and Luhansk units
of Border Guard Service received computers, transport vehicles and special
equipment for border control. In 2006 another project was conducted with the
support of the European Commission (total budget of 26 million UAH) aiming
at the improvement of human resources management and personal training.*°

Another aim of the EU is to encourage Ukraine to harmonize its legisla-
tion on migration with the EU requirements and to improve the country’s ca-

37 Revised EU-Ukraine Action Plan on Freedom, Security and Justice: Challenges and
strategic aims (2005), http://ec.europa.eu/world/enp/pdf/action_plans/ukraine_
enp_ap_jls-rev_en.pdf (last accessed February 7, 2010).

38 See www.eubam.org (last accessed February 7, 2010).

39 "European Union helps Ukrainian border service and itself', Den, October 19, 2002
(in Ukrainian).
40 "State Border Service of Ukraine", http://www.pvu.gov.ua/influms/ums3.htm#bss

(last accessed November 3, 2008).
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pacities to deal with illegal migrants and asylum seekers after detention. This
kind of work has already started within the framework of the TACIS Program.
With the support of the EU, refugee centres are now under construction for
which the State Budget of Ukraine 2004 has allocated 5.3 million UAH. Such
refugee centres are also planned on the eastern border (Kharkiv). In 2002 the
State Border Service of Ukraine has also started the introduction of the "Ar-
kan" data exchange system, which is designed for controlling goods, trans-
port and persons crossing the state border. The "Refugee" information sys-
tem (including a fingerprint database) is in the process of being implemented
by the State Committee for Migration and Nationalities. These information
systems create a basis for information exchange and cooperation between
Ukraine’s law enforcement agencies and Europol. In 2001-04 Ukraine
adopted basic legislation on migration and asylum according to EU stan-
dards. As an instrument for limiting illegal migration, the EU encourages con-
clusion of readmission agreements between the member states and the third
countries. Meanwhile, Ukraine already has longstanding bilateral readmission
agreements with Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. In 2005 the EU made the
EU-Ukrainian readmission agreement a prerequisite for Ukraine to be granted
a simplified visa regime. This agreement was signed and ratified by the
Ukrainian parliament in January 2008. For the first two years of the transi-
tional period the agreement required Ukraine to receive back only Ukrainian
nationals. But starting in 2010 Ukraine has to receive all of its nationals as
well as stateless persons and nationals of other countries who have resided
in or passed through its territory and who are expelled from the territory of the
EU for reasons of unlawful entry or rejection of claim of asylum. This can cre-
ate a problem for Ukraine because its readmission agreement with Russia
has not been ratified yet by the Russian parliament; moreover, Ukraine has
no readmission agreements with Belarus, Moldova and the countries of Cau-
casus region.*'

41 Viktoriia Poda, "Europe expels all illegal migrants to Ukraine", Kommentarii, Sep-
tember 18, 2009 (in Russian).
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The United States

The EU is not the only global actor interested in Ukrainian border secu-
rity. In some respects EU policy coincides with the interests of the US, which
after September 11 are especially concerned with the proliferation of weap-
ons of mass destruction (WMD) and possible movements of terrorists across
the borders. According to US experts, Ukraine might present a threat for
global security because of its geographic location, the length of its state bor-
ders, the remnants of the military-industrial complex as well as "a weak econ-
omy and corrupt institutions".*? The famous Kolchuga scandal (the Kolchuga
radar system was sold to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in violation of international
sanctions) revealed the fact that the Ukrainian government does not control
arms exports. There are some US-sponsored programs supporting the pro-
fessionalization of border control services in Ukraine. For example, with the
sponsorship of the US European Command, the State Partnership Program
has been supporting an exchange between the California National Guard and
the Ukrainian Border Service for the last ten years.43 In 2002, the US allo-
cated $4 million to upgrade Ukraine’s border with Moldova.

In 2005-06 the Ukrainian Border Service together with the US Depart-
ment of Defence implemented a technical assistance project on the border
with Moldova aimed at the detection of WMD and related materials (total
budget about 20 million UAH). In 2006, a similar project, called "Prevention of
proliferation of nuclear and other radioactive materials", was supported by the
US Department of Energy (with a budget of about 10 million UAH). In 2006
the Ukrainian Border Service — with the support of the Pentagon — started a
five-year program aimed at raising its capacity in the detection of WMD, nu-
clear and radioactive materials on the Black Sea and Azov Sea.

International organizations

As a member of the Partnership for Peace Program, Ukraine actively
cooperates with NATO. In 2002 the NATO-Ukraine Action Plan was signed by
both sides. Some components of this plan concern border security and non-

42 Katherina W. Gonzales, "Good Fences Make Good Neighbors. Ukrainian Border
Security and Western Assistance", Problems of Post-Communism, vol. 51, no.1
(January-February 2004), p. 49.

43 Gonzales, "Good Fences Make Good Neighbors", p. 52.
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proliferation of WMD. The Ukrainian Border Service takes an active part in
the preparation for NATO membership and is adopting corresponding stan-
dards of border security, first of all at the new sections of the state border.*
Yushchenko’s government intensified cooperation with NATO and repeatedly
expressed its determination to become a member of this organization. In
2006 the NATO Council announced open door politics towards Ukraine; in
2008 it confirmed the principal decision that Ukraine eventually will become a
member of the Alliance. NATO membership is often seen in Ukraine as a
counterbalance to Russian’s influence; there are hopes that it will help
Ukraine finally settle disputed issues of demarcation and delimitation of the
eastern frontier and equip it according to international standards. At the same
time, the discussion of a possible Ukrainian NATO membership irritates Mos-
cow and certainly complicates Ukrainian-Russian relations. Turning the
Ukrainian-Russian border into the frontier of a military bloc will significantly
affect Ukraine’s relations with the eastern neighbour. Moreover, it can be-
come a serious factor for dividing and destabilizing Ukrainian society.

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) has also launched
some projects connected to the Ukrainian-Russian border. As reported in the
Ukrainian media, computer registration of all persons crossing the border at
the Kharkiv-Belgorod section was implemented in April 2003 with the support
of the IOM, which provided technical equipment and expert assistance. In the
framework of the UN Development Program "Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova
Against Drugs" (BUMAD-2), the Ukrainian Border Service purchased com-
puters and control equipment. In 2005 a joint project with the OSCE studied
the possibilities of implementing biometric control at Ukraine’s borders.

And finally, with the increasing flow of illegal migrants and asylum
seekers, human rights organizations such as Human Rights Watch and No
Borders have started to pay attention to Ukraine’s borders as well. In Novem-
ber 2005 Human Rights Watch published the report "Ukraine: On the Mar-
gins. Rights Violations against Migrants and Asylum Seekers at the New
Eastern Border of the European Union" assessing Ukraine’s capacity to deal
with illegal migrants and asylum seekers and its human rights standards in
this field.

44 "Euro-Atlantic integration", http://www.pvu.gov.ua/nato.htm (last accessed Novem-
ber 3, 2008).
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To summarize, both the EU and the NATO enlargement, the growing
pressure of illegal migration, the global threat of terrorism and the changing
geopolitical balance in the post-Soviet space have increased the interest of
the EU, the USA and international organizations in the Ukrainian-Russian
border. Despite the fact that Ukraine is not considered even a potential mem-
ber of EU, it is de facto involved in the formation of a new comprehensive
system of European security. The Ukrainian-Russian border is becoming an
important element of this system. While the EU is mainly interested in pre-
venting economic crimes and controlling migration at this border, the interest
of the US and NATO is more strategic and military, concentrating on the pro-
liferation of weapons and on the threat of global terrorism.

Conclusion

The Ukrainian-Russian border has emerged as a new geopolitical real-
ity resulting from the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the state building
processes in both post-Soviet countries. The visions of the new border have
changed during the last two decades from "open" and "transparent” to "nor-
mal" and "controlled", as the Commonwealth of Independent States failed to
become a framework for re-integration of the post-Soviet space and priority in
both countries was given to national sovereignty and territorial integrity. For
Ukraine, the current status of the border with Russia is a symbol of unaccom-
plished nation building and seen as an obstacle to EU and NATO accession.
At the same time, the unsolved issues of the delimitation of the Azov Sea and
Kerch Strait and the demarcation of the land border were instrumentalized for
the power struggle between Moscow and Kyiv, especially after the Orange
Revolution. The threat of territorial claims is used as a means of political
pressure in the Russian-Ukrainian debates over the gas price, the future of
Crimea and the status of Sevastopol. Cross-border cooperation between
Ukrainian and Russian regions, which originally was launched as a mecha-
nism for partly compensating broken economic ties and helping overcome the
trauma of the Soviet collapse, today faces numerous obstacles, mainly due to
the unsettled political framework of the Ukrainian-Russian relations. More-
over, projects of cross-border cooperation today often serve only narrow
group interests of the regional business and political elites; they fail to win
public attention and to attract serious business investments. In general, as a
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result of the Orange Revolution and EU enlargement to the East the Ukrain-
ian-Russian relations have been "Europeanized" and internationalized. De-
spite Ukraine’s weak prospects for EU accession, the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der has been integrated into the European security system. As a result, the
"Schengen" standards of border management are applied not only to the
western, but also to the eastern border of Ukraine.



4 Boundary in Mind: Discourses and Narratives
of the Ukrainian-Russian Border

The Ukrainian-Russian boundary, a new political reality since 1991,
represents a perfect laboratory for studying processes of border construction.
Political parties, state bodies and civil societies in both countries; regional el-
ites and politicians in Moscow and Kyiv; experts, local communities and ordi-
nary citizens have been contributing to these processes in various ways. The
geopolitical status of the border, a proper regime of border crossing and
forms of border controls have been constantly contested and re-negotiated on
international, national and regional levels. In this chapter, | would like to apply
a constructivist approach and discursive analysis to the Ukrainian-Russian
border as it exists today in the national imaginations of both post-Soviet coun-
tries. Constructivist approach does not mean that | consider this border "artifi-
cial" or "voluntarily imposed by politicians". The fact that a border is a con-
struct does not mean that it is drawn arbitrarily; it usually has some prehis-
tory, e.g. a former administrative division, a historical or ethno-linguistic
boundary which can be used as a basis for delimitation. But neither these
"objective" factors (usually disputed between the two sides), nor pure political
will are sufficient for creating a border. The border has also to be drawn in the
minds of the people. It is shaped by the political rhetoric of "national inter-
ests", the dominant discourses of nation and state building, the discussions
about national identity and "geopolitical choice". Thus, national borders are
constructed not only with border stones and fences, but also with words. In
this chapter, | analyse the most representative discourses and narratives
about the Ukrainian-Russian border in the two respective countries. | start
with elaborating the approach to borders as a symbolic and discursive reality.
In the next section | focus on two meta-discourses on the Ukrainian-Russian
border — the discourse on security and the discourse on integration — and
show how the perceptions and images of the common border reflect geopo-
litical fears and historical traumas in both countries. As a next step | recon-
struct the pro-Russian, Ukrainian nationalist and pro-European discourses in
Ukraine as well as the nationalist/imperialist and liberal discourses in Russia

165
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on the new border. In conclusion, a brief comparison between the official po-
litical discourses in Ukraine and Russia will be offered.

4.1 Soft borders, narrated borders

When talking about national borders, we usually have two dimensions
in mind. Borders are a physical reality, which is marked on the territory by
fences and crossing points and manifests itself by procedures of passport
control. But borders are also a symbolic reality; they separate "us" from
"them" and constitute a (territorial) community whose members are supposed
to share a common memory, common symbols and historical myths. In the
words of Klaus Eder, borders are hard and soft facts at the same time." Hard
borders are institutionalized borders, written down in legal texts, drawn on
maps and demarcated on the territory. Soft borders are their pre-institutional
basis: they are shaped by identities, representations and images of "us" and
"them", memories and stories. In other words, soft borders are narrative con-
structs. However, they are not unimportant and secondary. Rather, "soft bor-
ders are part of the ‘hardness’ of borders in the sense that the symbolic
power inherent in soft borders helps to ‘naturalize’ hard borders, to produce
the effect of taking borders for granted."?> Public debates and discourses on
the legitimacy, status and the meaning of a border for a national community
contribute to the process of its institutionalization.

The concept of "soft" or symbolic borders comes from social anthropol-
ogy and draws on a constructivist approach to nation and nationalism. Fredrik
Barth, a Norwegian anthropologist, outlined a new approach to the study of
ethnic groups, focusing on the on-going negotiations of group boundaries and
on the processes of inclusion and exclusion.®> Emphasizing interaction in
shaping the boundaries between groups, Barth refuses to see such groups as
culturally isolated or bounded entities. Scholars of nationalism (such as

Klaus Eder, "Europe’s Borders. The Narrative Construction of the Boundaries of
Europe", European Journal of Social Theory, vol. 9 (2006), no. 2, pp. 255-271.

2 Eder, "Europe’s Borders", p. 256.

3 Fredrik Barth (ed.), Ethnic groups and boundaries, Boston: Little, Brown & Com-
pany 1969.



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 157

Deutsch, Gellner, Hobsbawm, Anderson and others) have criticized the pri-
mordialist view of the nation and stressed the role of education, communica-
tion and print media in nation building as a process led by the elites. Ander-
son’s influential concept of the "imagined community" underlines the role of
ideas, images, values and meanings that hold a national community to-
gether.* As an "imagined community" a modern nation is also inseparably
linked to its territory. Political geographer Peter Taylor argued that the mod-
ern nation state as a "cultural container" has completely changed the nature
of territory, especially the integrity of its borders. "From being parcels of land
transferable between states as the outcome of wars, all territory, including
borderlands, became inviolate".® According to Taylor, starting from the sec-
ond half of the 19" century the state discovered the efficacy of the "cultural
container"; "State managers found the idea of nation very conducive to mobi-
lize its citizens behind the state: from sponsoring national ‘high culture’ to
feeding the people their national history in the schools and much more sinis-
ter nationalizing programs..., states hitched their destinies to nationalism."® A
similar approach was developed by another geographer, Davis Harvey, who
once called nationalism a "territorial ideology". Anssi Paasi in his influential
study on the border between Finland and the Soviet Union / Russia’ has
demonstrated how Finnish national territory and particularly the Finnish-
Russian border was constructed throughout the 20" century by a variety of
instruments (geography and history textbooks, maps, tourist brochures and
images of everyday life). Focusing on the processes of geopolitical, and more
specifically, "territorial socialization", Paasi paid special attention to the ideas
and representations of national territory, borders and borderlands.

Foucault's analysis of "discourse" and his notion of "formation discur-
sive", along with the discursive analysis approach developed in linguistics,
inspired some researchers (e.g. Ruth Wodak) in their studies of nations and

4 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread
of Nationalism, London: Verso 1991 [1983].
5 Peter J. Taylor, "The State as Container: territoriality in the modern world-system",

Progress in Human Geography, vol. 18 (1994), no. 2, pp. 151-62, here p. 155.

6 Taylor, "The State as Container, p. 156.

7 Anssi Paasi, Territories, Boundaries and Consciousness: the changing geographies
of the Finnish-Russian border, London: John Wiley & Sons 1996.
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nationalism.® This approach to a nation as a discourse, a system of cultural
representations, a way of constructing meanings is shared by Stuart Hall and
Homi Bhabha who see a nation as being constantly narrated and re-narrated.
Various political actors and "discursive communities" produce texts and im-
ages of a given territory, region, nation. In addition, borders are narrated and
constructed by "discursive communities" of various kinds. State institutions,
local self-administration, business groups, NGOs, ethnic communities, politi-
cal parties and organizations, media, academia, the education system, the all
produce narratives and images which "make sense" of a border. Not only na-
tional states, but also international organisations (EU, NATO, OSCE, IOM
etc.) and transboundary institutions such as the "Euroregions" influence and
create border narratives. The discursive approach to national borders has
been developed in critical geopolitics, particularly be Gerard Toal, who distin-
guishes between "high" and "low" geopolitics.® High geopolitics is the field of
politicians and experts who create concepts they need to justify the foreign
policy of a state. Low geopolitics is a set of geopolitical concepts, symbols
and images in media, advertising, cinema, cartoons, etc. According to Vladi-
mir Kolossov, the "geopolitical discourse is formed by both politicians and
media, and by the system of education and mass culture. The functions and
importance of boundaries in the life of state and society are a subject of dis-
cussion and compromise, the role of boundaries being differently interpreted
by various social groups. Social representations of boundaries constitute an
element of ethnic and political identity."™

In the context discussed in this chapter, the contribution of media to the
construction of "soft" borders is particularly important. The media not only in-
forms the public about what happens on the border, but also creates repre-
sentations and images that are often highly emotionally loaded. Dangers and
threats associated with the border, such as contraband, border criminality and
illegal migration are packed into stories, reportages and interviews. Such nar-
ratives also reflect positive or negative stereotypes about the neighbours, ap-

8 Ruth Wodak et al., The Discursive Construction of National Identity, Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press 1999.

9 Gerard Toal, Critical Geopolitics: The Politics of Writing Global Space, University of
Minnesota Press 1996.

10 Vladimir Kolossov, "Border Studies: Changing Perspectives and Theoretical Ap-
proaches", Geopolitics, no. 10 (2005), pp. 606-632, here p. 625.



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 159

peal for more communication and cooperation across the border, or for more
protection and control.

The approach to a border as a discursive construct is particularly appli-
cable to the "young" post-Soviet borders, such as the Ukrainian-Russian one.
This border, which gained international status only in 1991, still has to be de-
marcated on the territory. But the problem with the Ukrainian-Russian border
is not just the absence of demarcation or the lack of technical infrastructure; it
is also, in the words of Eder, its lack of "narrative plausibility". Indeed, to draw
a border across this relatively ethnically and culturally homogenous territory
has been a challenge, especially for the new Ukrainian state. Here, people
living at the border usually do not see their neighbours on the other side as
cultural "others". It is rather economic gradients and different welfare provi-
sions which constitute "us" and "them" across the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der." Ukrainian identity in the borderlands with Russia is not exclusive and
dominant, but flexible and situational, easily combined with Russian, "Slavic",
regional or post-Soviet identities.'? According to Klaus Eder, narratives,
memories and the production of meaning inherent in "soft" borders are all the
more important the more the institutional borders are not finalized and open
to political struggles.'® The recent tensions between Ukraine and Russia
around the issue of Ukraine’s NATO membership, conflicting official interpre-
tations of Soviet history, and Gazprom's gas wars with Kyiv have sparked
fierce discussions and even open conflicts on territorial and border issues
which until recently had been considered basically solved.

1 This question is discussed in detail in chapter 3.1.

12 For the study of identities in the Kharkiv, Luhansk and Sumy regions cf. Peter W.
Rodgers, Nation, Region and History in Post-Communist Transitions. Identity poli-
tics in Ukraine, 1991-2006, Stuttgart: Ibidem-Verlag 2008.

13 Eder, "Europe’s Borders", p. 256.



160 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

4.2 Making sense of the Ukrainian-Russian border

There are two meta-narratives on borders: the first and most common
presents them as sites of hostility and of potential if not open conflict. This
"discourse of danger" describes the neighbour as a source of various threats,
and the border itself appears as a dangerous zone generating criminality,
permeable for illegal migrants, terrorists and new diseases. Such images and
representations constitute the narrative of security. The second, less common
and rather new narrative presents borders as sites of contact, cooperation
and friendship, sometimes referring to old historical ties and cultural com-
monality, sometimes stressing mutual interests, common future, or both. This
is the narrative of integration. These two narratives have been applied to the
internal and external borders of the European Union. In mainstream political
discourse, the internal borders between EU member states are usually en-
dowed with positive symbols and connotations. For this purpose, historical
narratives of former unity, forgotten regional identities and symbols of a
common past are evoked. Dangers and threats (first of all, illegal migration
and the export of criminality, but also terrorism, drug trafficking, ecological
pollution and transmissible diseases) are associated with the external borders
of the EU, for which, as a consequence, better protection and more control
are necessary. However, quite often populist politicians and Euro-sceptics in
many European countries apply the narrative of security to internal EU bor-
ders, calling to re-establish border controls inside the Schengen zone. This
particularly concerns the new EU members of Eastern and Southern Europe,
which are presented in this case as a source of troubles for their neighbours.
Public fears of uncontrolled migration and of a flood of criminals invading from
the East are reproduced by some media and exploited by populists of the
right.

Both the narrative of security and the narrative of integration shape the
Ukrainian-Russian border as a "soft fact". In this case, the two narratives of-
ten come into conflict as they reflect two different or even contradictory ten-
dencies which refer to the "construction" and the "deconstruction" of a na-
tional border. The first tendency relates to the territorial and cultural consoli-
dation of a new nation, the "nationalization" of the borderlands, the integration
of their population and endowing the new borders with real and symbolic
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power. The second relates to the re-establishing of contacts between the
border regions on a new institutional basis of cross-border cooperation, the
reinvention of cross-border regions and the rediscovery of common regional
identities. Various symbolic resources (historical narratives, memorial sites,
calendars of national and regional festivities, etc.) are involved in these proc-
esses of (re-)narrating the border. They are often interpreted in different ways
within the discourses of security and integration. While some symbols and
narratives serve to claim the "national character" of the borderland territories
and trace the border back into the past, others refer to a "common history"
and shared cultural/linguistic religious identity which has to be preserved de-
spite the new border. The "East Slavic civilization", the memory of the Second
Wold War, the Soviet past, Stalinism and the Holodomor in their various po-
litical interpretations serve as discursive elements of the "soft" border be-
tween Ukraine and Russia.

The narrative of security has been central for the symbolic delimitation
between post-Soviet Ukraine and Russia. The political elites of both countries
see the nation state as having primordial national interests, which include the
protection of borders and proper border management. The security discourse
has been dominant in Ukraine since 1991, even under president Leonid Ku-
chma, who at various moments of his political career supported "Eurasian”
integration projects and close cooperation with Russia. Ukrainian diplomats
and foreign policy experts particularly lobbied for strengthening control on the
border with Russia, emphasising the "dangerous openness" and the "lack of
protection" from the East." President Kuchma himself, who preferred to use
the language of "friendship" and "close brotherly ties" when meeting with the
Russian president, immediately picked up and effectively appropriated the
discourse of security during the border dispute with Russia around Tuzla Is-
land." At the same time, the discourse of integration was represented in
Ukraine not only by the left and pro-Russian, but also by the centrist part of
the political spectrum and became marginalized only after the Orange Revo-
lution. Viktor Yushchenko’s presidency clearly marked a decisive shift to "se-

14 See for example: Borders of Ukraine. Effective Policy Implementation, Center for
Peace, Conversion and Foreign Policy of Ukraine, http://cpcfpu.org.ua/
en/projects/borders/papers/polls/document_1 (last accessed November 3, 2006).

15 For more details on the border conflict around Tuzla see in chapter 2.1.
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curity" in the official political discourse. Dangers and threats associated with
the eastern frontier now are not limited to border criminality and illegal migra-
tion, but also concern territorial integrity, national sovereignty and the geopo-
litical choice of Ukraine.

The Russian leadership, though not less concerned with the issue of
border security, stuck to the integration narrative during the 1990s. The ac-
cent on "transparent borders" between the CIS countries was supposed to
legitimize Moscow’s ambitions for leadership in the post-Soviet space and
reflected the uneasy adaptation of the Russian elites to the loss of imperial
status. Even in the difficult 1990s Russian "national interests" were not limited
to the protection of borders but also included the ability to exercise political
and economic influence beyond them. Thus, "transparent" borders were seen
as an instrument of post-Soviet integration. Under Putin, the official discourse
has shifted from "integration" to "security", especially during his second presi-
dential term. These new tendencies correspond to the concept of "sovereign
democracy" and to Putin’s efforts to strengthen the capacities of the Russian
state. Controlled and well-protected borders belong to this vision of sover-
eignty. Thus, the Russian national interests in the "near abroad" remained as
ambitious as before, but became more pragmatic and less bound to the idea
of "integration".

It is worth noting that both meta-narratives of the Ukrainian-Russian
border — the security and the integration narratives — originated to some ex-
tent from the European Union, which in the last two decades experienced un-
precedented processes of supra-national integration and territorial enlarge-
ment. The projects of "post-Soviet integration" were inspired by the European
integration and its attributes: cross-border and regional cooperation, trans-
parent borders, a common market, etc. Some of the post-Soviet elites saw no
reason why the former Soviet republics should not follow this way: given their
common past and the still-existing economic ties and contacts between their
populations they were "predestined to cooperate”. Borrowing the discourse of
EU integration served to legitimize integration projects in the post-Soviet
space, which their critics saw as a restoration of the Soviet Empire. Despite
the fact that, for various reasons, the European Union failed to become a
model for post-Soviet integration, the discourse of integration and cross-
border cooperation has been nevertheless used by the national and regional
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elites of Ukraine and Russia for creating a democratic image and winning po-
litical legitimacy.

This European discourse of integration at the Ukrainian-Russian border
intertwines with the discourse of East Slavic unity and the common historical
destiny of the East Slavic nations, particularly on the Russian side.'® The af-
fection to a pan-Slavist discourse can be observed in the politics of remem-
bering and naming. In the late 1990s regular meetings of Russian, Ukrainian,
and Belarusian politicians and businessmen were organized under the title
Sobor slavianskikh narodov (Assembly of Slavic Peoples). During the 1990s
the regional newspaper Slavianka was published in Kursk with the support of
the Council of the Border Regions. The Boian Award was established by the
Belgorod authorities "for the preservation of the spiritual space of the peoples
of the Slavic world." In his speech during the parliamentary hearings on Rus-
sian-Ukrainian cooperation in 1999 Anatolii Zelikov, the head of the Belgorod
Oblast Council, called the cross-border cooperation between the two coun-
tries the "healing penicillin for the Belovezh’e wound"." According to his
words, the common celebration of holidays and historical dates together with
the Ukrainian neighbours became a normal practice in his region. Another
example is the International Festival of Slavic Culture which takes place in
Khotmyzhsk (Belgorod oblast) every autumn; this is the village where, ac-
cording to a legend confirmed by the local historians, important agreements
were reached between the Russian and Ukrainian sides in the time of Boh-
dan Khmelnytskyi. Another highly symbolic place in the Belgorod region is
Prokhorovka, the battlefield of the biggest tank battle of the Second World
War." Belgorod authorities proposed to use the museum and the cultural
centre built in Prokhorovka as a basis for establishing an ecclesiastic acad-
emy to educate the chaplains for the armies of Ukraine and Russia. Accord-

16 A detailed analysis of the "East Slavic unity" paradigm is presented in chapter 1.2.

17 "Parliamentary hearings. Russian-Ukrainian cooperation: Dynamics of development
after the Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Partnership between the Russian
Federation and Ukraine" , Analiticheskii vestnik, no. 7: 119 (2000), pp. 34-36 (in
Russian) http://council.gov.ru/inf_sl/bulletin/item/124/index.html. The metaphor of
the "Belovezh’e wound" refers to the act of dissolution of the USSR. The agreement
was signed by the leaders of the Russian Federation, Ukraine and Belarus on De-
cember 8, 1991, in Belovezhskaia Pushcha.

18 On the Prokhorovka Memorial as a new symbol of East Slavic Unity see chapter
1.2.
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ing to Zelikov, the institution of army chaplains "in the absence of political in-
structors in the army could provide a powerful spiritual ground for Slavic
unity.""®

The discourse on security at the Ukrainian-Russian border also reso-
nates with the EU discourse on the "soft threats" coming from the "new
neighbourhood". Ukraine, Belarus, Russia as the new neighbours of the EU
are seen as a source of organized crime, illegal migration and environmental
threats. In Ukraine, with its ambitions for EU membership, there is a clear
tendency to shift these threats further east to the border with Russia. These
border-related anxieties® correspond with the (imagined and real) threats of
authoritarian Russia and its neo-imperial ambitions, impeding Ukraine’s de-
mocratic pro-European aspirations. The "open border" with Russia becomes
a symbol of vulnerability of the Ukrainian state and nation. The EU discourse
on security and the global discourse on international terrorism thus resonate
with the Ukrainian fears of loosing national sovereignty and falling again un-
der Moscow’s control.

The Ukrainian-Russian border, being closely connected to the issue of
national identity, is invested with a special symbolic meaning, which can be
understood only in the Ukrainian "post-colonial" context. It is the lack of clear
boundaries which makes Ukrainian identity problematic: Ukrainian culture,
language, historical memory etc. first have to be separated from their Russian
counterparts. The continuing coexistence of two cultures and languages in
Ukraine, Ukrainian and Russian, is seen as a proof of an "unfinished nation-
building", a weakness rather than an asset. Significantly, this "post-colonial
condition" is represented not so much by the ethnic Russians, but by the
Russian-speaking Ukrainians. Russian speakers, most of them living in the
borderlands with Russia, embody the unwanted melange of Russian and
Ukrainian cultures (malorosiiska, or "Little Russian" identity)*' and the lack of
clear cultural and linguistic boundaries. The symbolic status of the Ukrainian
language and culture is reflected in the geopolitical status of the Ukrainian-
Russian border. Thus, the non-demarcated and still-porous border with Rus-

19 "Parliamentary hearings".

20 In 2005 special disinfection measures were taken at the Ukrainian-Russian border
against a supposed threat of chicken flu coming from China.

21 Riabchuk Mykola, Vid Malorosii do Ukrainy: paradoksy zapizniloho natsietvorennia,
Kyiv: Krytyka 2000.
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sia corresponds to the ambivalence of Ukrainian national identity. No wonder
that in Ukrainian political discourse the border with Russia is invested with the
strategic meaning of protection from the dangerous openness to the East.
From this perspective, the threats coming from the East include cultural influ-
ences from Russia and its continuing presence in the Ukrainian media space,
the persisting dominance of Russian language undermining Ukrainian linguis-
tic identity, the intervention of Russian business in Ukrainian economy and its
massive participation in privatization. The presidential elections of 2004 dem-
onstrated that these factors can be used as an instrument of political pressure
on the Ukrainian authorities. Finally, after the Russian-Georgian war in the
summer of 2008, the threat of military aggression (particularly in such a vul-
nerable region as Crimea) was added to this list.?? Thus, strengthening na-
tional identity in post-Soviet Ukraine requires assuming a cultural and political
distance from Russia. The new border is not only a symbol of, but also an in-
strument for the creation of this difference. And the ability to exercise real and
symbolic control over the borderlands (through demarcation, development of
technical infrastructure and international standards applied to the border re-
gime) supports the legitimacy of the Ukrainian state and its "European"” im-
age.

It was the Orange Revolution in 2004 that significantly radicalized the
perception of dangers and threats related to the Ukrainian-Russian border.
For the part of Ukrainian political elite that supported the Orange coalition,
Yushchenko’s victory reasserted Ukraine’s national sovereignty and inde-
pendence from Moscow. The Russian political elite saw the Orange Revolu-
tion as a dangerous US-inspired plot, aimed at undermining Russia’s influ-
ence in the post-Soviet space and threatening Russia’s political order. The
border with Ukraine thus turned for Moscow into a "front line" in the fight
against the (highly exaggerated) threat of an "export of the Orange Revolu-
tion" into Russia. As the new Ukrainian leadership intensified its political ef-

22 Even prior to the Russian-Georgian war, the decision of Russia to suspend its ad-
herence to the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) in summer
2007 was received negatively in Ukraine. Answering the question on possible
threats in connection with Moscow'’s decision, Arsenii Yatseniuk, at that time foreign
minister of Ukraine, said that Russia could in theory move its armed forces closer to
the Russian-Ukrainian border, but expressed his hope that this would not be the
case. (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Newsline July 16, 2007, http://www.rferl.
org/content/article/1143911.html, last accessed February 7, 2010).
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forts for the Euro-Atlantic integration of Ukraine, the common border has
been increasingly perceived as an embodiment of geopolitical threats not only
in Ukraine, but also in Russia.

One of the phobias of the Russian political elites has been to be iso-
lated from the West and cut off from Europe by a cordon sanitaire consisting
of the hostile "new neighbours". Ukraine’s regional initiatives such as GUAM,
the projects of the Baltic-Black Sea Association and the Ukrainian-Georgian
alliance have been constantly irritating the Russian political elite. Ukraine’s
planned accession to NATO, which is seen in Moscow as an instrument for
the containment and isolation of Russia by the West, is a particularly sensitive
subject. For more than the Georgian case, Ukraine’s possible NATO mem-
bership is seen as a direct threat to Russia’s security, and Russian media ac-
tively spreads these fears among the Russian public. In this context the
Ukrainian-Russian border is acquiring new connotations it has never had be-
fore: a "militarized zone", a "line of open confrontation" and a "new Iron Cur-
tain".?

As one Russian military expert recently wrote, "the North Atlantic pact
was created as a military coalition directed exclusively against the USSR. In
the words of the first Secretary General of NATO Lord Ismay, spoken in 1956,
the mission of the Alliance is ‘to keep the Russians out of Europe’. Today, re-
gardless of all the geopolitical shifts in Europe and the world, NATO remains
an anti-Russian alliance. By bringing Ukraine into NATO, the West is in es-
sence replicating the old division of Central Europe, most starkly manifest in
the division of Germany and of Berlin. Only now the borders of the ‘Western
Zone' are being pushed up to Smolensk and Kursk."**

23 Tatiana Ivzhenko, "Ukraine creates Iron Curtain for Russia", Nezavisimaia Gazeta,
28.11.2008 (in Russian).

24 Mikhail Barabanov, "Ukraine, NATO and Russia", Moscow Defence Brief, no. 1(15)
(2009), http://mdb.cast.ru/mdb/1-2008/item1/article1/ (last accessed November 6,
2009).
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4.3 Narratives of the Ukrainian-Russian border

This section offers a reconstruction of the different political and public
discourses about the role and the geopolitical status of the Ukrainian-Russian
border in both countries. While some of them suggest alternative, even irrec-
oncilable visions of the border, others interweave and complement each
other.

Ukraine

In Ukraine, two alternative and mutually exclusive discourses on the
border with Russia — the pro-Russian and the Ukrainian nationalist — mark the
opposite poles of the political spectrum. While the pro-Russian discourse
draws on the concept of "civilisation", pan-Slavism and anti-Western senti-
ments, the Ukrainian nationalist one operates with the notions of "ethno-
graphic boundary" and "ethnic territory". However, the mainstream political
discourse in Ukraine appeals to the pragmatic values of "security" rather than
to cultural arguments, and builds on "European integration" as a strategic
goal for Ukraine.

The pro-Russian discourse in Ukraine

The easiest task is certainly to reconstruct the discourse created by the
pro-Russian political forces in Ukraine, i.e. the political parties and non-
governmental organizations supporting a pro-Russian political orientation,
economic integration with Russia and Belarus, and the status Russian as a
state language. In this discourse the historical, ethnographic, and political le-
gitimacy of the Russian-Ukrainian border is usually denied. The border is
seen as an artificial construct, a false decision imposed by "selfish politicians"
against the interests of the "ordinary people" who are interested in keeping
the border open. In the geopolitical and historical context, the new border is
interpreted as a tragic misfortune in the common history of the East Slavic
peoples, as an arbitrary and artificial line dividing the single body of "Slavic
civilisation". For example, the Christmas issue of the newspaper Russkii Mir
(Russian World) published in January 2002 came out with the headline "We
will live without borders." Another example: in the election program of the
"Russian block" formed for the 2002 parliamentary elections the reality of the
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new border was denied to such an extent that the issues of regional and
cross-border cooperation were not mentioned at all. They were absent in the
program despite the fact that the document proposed European integration as
a model for an inter-state union of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Pro-Russian
discourse is organized around the idea of ethnic and cultural similarities be-
tween Russians and Ukrainians which make a cultural boundary between the
two nations irrelevant. Claiming the right to speak on behalf of all Ukrainians,
the "Russian block" program stressed in 2002 that "by Russians we mean not
only ethnic Russians and people coming from Russia, but all those who have
their origins in ancient Rus".?® The former member of the Ukrainian parlia-
ment, Vladimir Alekseev, who used to be a vice head of the parliamentary
committee on information and freedom of speech, argued that most of
Ukraine belongs to the "Slav-Orthodox civilization" and has a natural com-
mitment to Russian cultural values. A voluntary incorporation of Ukrainians in
Russian society (and vice versa) has been going on for centuries and the vio-
lent interruption of this process in 1991 caused the destruction of the common
cultural and linguistic space. According to Alekseev, Ukrainian nationalism
(and its most radical and traditionally anti-Russian Galician form) serves as
an instrument of the West in the "war of civilizations". It seeks to "uproot"
Ukrainians as a Slavic nation, to change their "cultural code," and to render
them sheer raw material for the alien Western civilization.?® According to this
logic, the "real" cultural border does not separate Ukraine from Russia, but
Gallicia from the rest of Ukraine together with Russia.

Such versions of the "pro-Russian" discourse, which deny the legiti-
macy of the Ukrainian-Russian border in principle, have become relatively
marginal among the Ukrainian political elite, especially after 2004. Among the
parties represented in the parliament or having a chance to get into it it is
only the Party of Progressive Socialists (led by Natalia Vitrenko) that openly
uses a pan-Slavist and pro-Russian rhetoric.

25 "What is the Russian Block and what does it try to achieve? Ideological questions",
Russkii Blok, electoral brochure, 2002 (in Russian).

26 Vladimir Alekseev, "Vendée", in Nikolay Shulga et al. (eds.), Dialog ukrainskoi i
russkoi kultur v Ukraine, Proceedings of the IVth International Conference, Decem-
ber 9-10, 1999, Kyiv: Foundation for the Support of Russian Culture in Ukraine,
2000, p. 66-75. (in Russian).
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But in the Ukrainian public space, pro-Russian discourses are still pre-
sent and particularly visible in Southern and Eastern Ukraine. Usually they
are represented by the NGOs and small political parties (to nhame some of
them: Russkii Blok | Russian Block, Russkoe Dvizhenie Ukrainy | Russian
Movement of Ukraine, Soiuz Sovetskikh Ofitserov | Association of Soviet Offi-
cers, Russko-Ukrainskii Soiuz | Russian-Ukrainian Unity, Soiuz pravoslav-
nykh grazhdan / Union of Orthodox Citizens, etc.). Such organizations are
often financially supported and instrumentalized by Moscow, which since the
Orange Revolution has learnt to make use of civil society initiatives. However,
Moscow’s active attempts to consolidate the Russian organizations in Ukraine
and to turn the "compatriots" into a political factor have led in the last years to
increased competition and to contradictions between various organizations
which claim to represent Russians in Ukraine.?’

The main demands, arguments and rhetorical figures have not changed
much in recent years. For example, the participants of a meeting organized
by the Russian Block in Kharkiv in November 2008 (not by accident symboli-
cally linked to Russia’s new national holiday on November 4) asked the
Ukrainian leadership to give Russian the status of the second state language,
to introduce dual Ukrainian-Russian citizenship, to join the Single Economic
Area and to keep the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol as a factor "of
stability and security of Slavic peoples".?® Since 2006, when demonstrations
against US military manoeuvres took place in Crimea, anti-NATO rhetoric,
which dominates the pro-Russian discourse, has evoked narratives of
"Ukrainian-Russian historic unity" and of a "war against the Eastern Orthodox
Civilization". As the relations between Ukraine and Russia deteriorated, pro-
Russian discourse becomes more radical, emphasizing the ideas of Russian
nationalism and territorial separatism.

The pro-Russian discourse was used by Viktor Yanukovych and his
team during the 2004 election campaign. In his program, Russian-speaking
candidate Yanukovych promised to develop the cooperation and economic

27 On the internal struggle inside the pro-Russian movement, see for example: Igor
Konovalov, "Chernomyrdin splits the Russian movement of Ukraine", Russkaia
obshchina, http://russian.kiev.ua/archives/2006/0612/061215cp01.shtml (in Rus-
sian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

28 "A meeting for Russian unity took place in Kharkov", Novyi Region, 05.11.08, http://
www.nr2.ru/kharkov/204664.html (in Russian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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integration with Russia and Belarus, to protect the rights of the Russian lan-
guage and to simplify procedures of crossing the border with Russia. This
message was addressed first of all to the population of the eastern regions
and Crimea.

With the radicalization of the election campaign, as negative PR and
dirty political technologies became a common practice used by both sides,
the anti-Western, anti-American sentiments characteristic for the pro-Russian
discourse were deployed by the Yanukovych team against his opponent, Vik-
tor Yushchenko: on posters the latter was depicted as a cowboy riding
Ukraine, or as Uncle Sam. While the pro-Russian discourse was pushed into
opposition and even marginalized immediately after the Orange Revolution
(as presented for example on the "Anti-Orange" web site),?® it was partly re-
habilitated in eastern Ukraine with the victory of the Party of Regions in the
parliamentary elections of 2006.

Operating with the neo-traditionalist concept of "Slavic civilisation"
rather than with the idea of modern national identity, the pro-Russian dis-
course inevitably carries nostalgic and even revanchist overtones. However,
its persistence in the Ukrainian public space reflects real problems that Rus-
sians and (some) Russian speakers in Ukraine have with the "modernisation"
of their identity and the still-open choice between various political options (a
national minority, an amorphous linguistic/cultural group, a second titular na-
tion). The pro-Russian discourse also reiterates the enormous difficulties of
finding a new model for Ukrainian-Russian relations under the conditions of
growing competition between Russia and the West in the post-Soviet space.

The Ukrainian nationalist discourse

On the other pole of the political spectrum, Ukrainian nationalist dis-
course ascribes a "natural" character to the Ukrainian-Russian border, as an
essential line which separates two different ethnic and historical entities.*

29 http://www.anti-orange-ua.com.ru/; see also: Olga Filipova, "Anti-Orange Dis-
courses in Ukraine’s Internet: Before the Orange Split", in: Taras Kuzio (ed.), De-
mocratic Revolution in Ukraine: from Kuchmagate to Orange Revolution, London:
Routledge 2009.

30 Another element of the nationalist discourse is the representation of the Ukrainian-
Russian border as a border between civilizations — between Europe and Asia. This
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This narrative operates with the notions of an "ethnographic" or "ethno-
linguistic boundary" and of "ethnic lands". One of the main premises of na-
tionalism is that, ideally, "ethnographic boundaries" should coincide with the
national/state borders.®' The concept of "ethno-linguistic boundary" was
widely used after World War | in the delimitation of international borders be-
tween the new nation states of East-Central Europe. In the Ukrainian context
it was introduced by the famous geographer Stefan Rudnytskyi, who was the
first to draw a map of the Ukrainian ethnic lands and to give their complete
geographic, ethnological and economic description.*® Other historians (Dmy-
tro Bahalii) and geographers (Volodymyr Kubiiovych) have also dealt with the
Ukrainian ethnographic boundaries at various occasions.

According to the Kharkiv historian Bahaliy, the ethnographic boundary
of Ukraine in the east and south was formed in the process of colonization of
the thin populated lands by the Ukrainian Cossacks and peasants from the
17" to the 19™ centuries.®® Initially rather "wild" and spontaneous, this Ukrain-
ian mass colonization was used by the Muscovite state (and subsequently,
from the 18™ century, by the Russian empire) for securing its southern and
western frontiers, and later became more and more regulated and controlled
by the imperial centre. The ethnographic principle was used in the negotia-
tions on the delimitation of the border between the Ukrainian Soviet Republic
and the Russian Federation in the 1920s, but sometimes exceptions were
made in favour of principles of territorial and economic rationality.* If the poli-
tics of korenizatsiia and the system of national councils (soviety) allowed the
Ukrainians on the Russian side of the border to exercise territorial rights of
self-administration in the 1920s,® later Soviet economic and migration politics
led to a relative cultural and linguistic homogenization of the Ukrainian-

has a long historical tradition starting with the Ukrainian geopolitical writer Yurii
Lypa (for more details see chapter 1.1.)

31 Vladimir Kolossov, "Primordialism and contemporary nation and state building", Po-
lis, no. 3 (1998), p. 105 (in Russian).

32 See Rudnytskyi's essays "Overview of the national territory of Ukraine" and "The
Ukrainian issue from the political geography point of view" (in Ukrainian) in: idem,
Chomu my hochemo samostiinoi Ukrainy? Lviv: Svit 1994.

33 Dmytro Bahaliy, /storiia Slobidskoi Ukrainy, Kharkiv: Del'ta 1993.

34 Vasyl Boiechko, Oksana Hanzha, Borys Zakharchuk, Kordony Ukrainy: Istorychna
retrospektyva ta suchasnyi stan, Kyiv: Osnovy 1994.

35 Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire. Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet
Union, 1923-1939, Ithaca: Cornell University Press 2001.
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Russian borderlands. Particularly ethnic Ukrainians in Russia were under
pressure to assimilate, while Russians in Ukraine could keep their identity
due to the de facto dominant status of the Russian language in the USSR.3¢

Although ethnic groups are usually bound to a specific territory, the
"ethnographic boundary" is an ideal line projected on an area of mixed set-
tlement. In fact, this concept corresponds to the primordialist vision of a na-
tion, which assumes an ethnographic boundary as a historically unchanging
attribute of an ethnic group. For example, according to the contemporary
Ukrainian geographer Fedir Zastavnyi, Ukrainian ethnic boundaries "are
rather stable and change mainly due to political factors, often with the use of
military force and by ethnocide." The ideal of congruence between national
and ethnic boundaries can become dangerous when two neighbouring states
(or ethnic groups striving for statehood) claim the same territory. Antony
Smith introduced the special concept of "ethnoscape" to explain the deep
emotional attachment that an ethnic community has with the territory it occu-
pies.® This emotional attachment, which is often manipulated by right wing
political forces, feeds the nationalist discourse on borders.

In the context of contemporary Ukrainian-Russian relations, the concept
of an "ethnographic boundary" as an element of the Ukrainian nationalist dis-
course has several political implications. First, the fact that the borderlands of
Ukraine in the east and south accommodate a significant share of Russians
and Russian-speakers is seen as a threat for the unity of the nation and for its
territorial integrity. The Russian speaking population is often presented as
denationalised and uprooted, as an easy target of the pro-Russian, separatist
propaganda. From this point of view, the eastern borderlands should be re-
Ukrainized. Second, the Ukrainian ethnographic boundary in the east and
south often does not coincide with the national border and runs through Rus-
sian territory. This means, that parts of the Ukrainian ethnic lands (in the Bel-
gorod, Kursk, and Voronezh oblasts and in the Krasnodar region) now belong
to Russia. Third, the shrinkage of the Ukrainian population on the Russian
side of the border is explained by the "ethnocide" committed by the Soviet

36 For more on being an ethnic Russian in Ukraine see chapter 3.2. in this book.

37 Fedir Zastavnyi, Ukrainski etnichni zemli, Lviv: Svit 1993 (in Ukrainian).

38 Anthony Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation, New York: Oxford University
Press 2000, pp. 149-159.
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power (political repressions, famine, deportations) and by forced assimilation.
The lack of national consciousness among ethnic Ukrainians with Russian
passports is considered a result of a forceful Russification imposed by the
Soviet authorities. At the same time, the number of Russians on the Ukrainian
side of the border has grown due to Soviet migration policy aimed at under-
mining the ethnic and linguistic homogeneity of Ukraine. Fourth, the existence
of the "Ukrainian ethnographic lands" beyond the state borders of Ukraine is
an argument in favour of a revival and consolidation of the Ukrainian minority
in Russia. This minority has no political voice so far but in the future, it could
become a new factor in the Ukrainian-Russian relations, counterbalancing the
role of the ethnic Russians in Ukraine.

The argument of the "Ukrainian ethnic lands" is often used in response
to the territorial claims to Ukraine voiced by Russian politicians. For example,
the contemporary author Yurii Loza wrote: "Regions colonized by Ukrainians
were left practically isolated from Ukraine and turned into a testing ground for
creating ‘a new community — the Soviet people’. There, millions of Ukrainians
were deprived of their national character. On a territory which is almost 1/5 of
the area of the contemporary Ukrainian state, after the cruel liquidation of the
beginnings of Ukrainian schools and media in the early 1930s, Ukrainian life
was frozen. Now only Ukrainian family names and the names of the villages
recall that there also was a Ukraine. And who knows, maybe our neighbours
would not make territorial claims, trying to seize Kharkivshchyna or Donbas
from Ukraine, if in the adjacent Russian lands of Belgorodshchyna or Kuban
Ukrainians would be conscious about their [Ukrainian] origins." *

Attempts to politicize the issue of the Ukrainian minority in the Russian
borderlands regularly appear in the debates on the status of the Russian lan-
guage in Ukraine. The argument that the cultural rights of Ukrainians are in-
fringed in Russia (noting the absence of Ukrainian schools and lack of Ukrain-
ian language media) is used against those Russian officials and politicians
who traditionally express concerns about the future of the Russian language
and culture in Ukraine. For example, in August 2000 the Ukrainian World
Congress sent a special memorandum to Max van der Stoel, the High Com-

39 Yurii Loza, "The Ukrainian-Russian ethnic boundary, contemporary borders and
territorial claims", Pam’iatky Ukrainy, http://www.heritage.com.ua/PU/istorija/
doslidzhenja/index.php?id=21 (in Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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missioner for National Minorities of the Organization for Security and Coop-
eration in Europe (OSCE), regarding the situation of the Ukrainian national
minority in Russia. The memorandum expressed deep concerns about the
state of Ukrainian identity, language, and culture in Russia. "The attitude of
the Russian authorities towards the Ukrainian minority can be characterized,
in one sentence, as benign neglect, at the best, and outright hostility, at the
worst. ... The reasons for this lamentable situation stem from the historical
relationship between the Russian and Ukrainian peoples, and it is the legacy
of the policy of the previous Russian and Soviet state authorities."*® The
number of Ukrainian schools, Ukrainian language and literature courses, and
Ukrainian periodicals is too small for the Ukrainian minority in Russia which
totals 4,400,000 according to the census of 1989. According to the memoran-
dum, Ukrainians in Russia are also restricted in their confessional rights be-
cause the quasi-state Russian Orthodox Church has always been intolerant
of any form of independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox or the Ukrainian
Catholic Churches. The authors of the memorandum admit that the Ukrainian
minority in Russia has not been very active in claiming its cultural rights, but
the main reason for this reluctance is the memory of repressions and of the
stigma of being labelled a "Ukrainian nationalist."

Ukrainian nationalist discourse presents the borderland territories of
Russia as Ukrainian ethnic lands, as territories where ethnic Ukrainians (or
their ancestors) who need help to preserve their identity live. This approach
can be illustrated by a reportage published by Ukraina moloda in January
2003 about a tour through the Russian borderlands organized by the Ukrain-
ian World Coordination Council (UWCC). The aim of the group of Ukrainian
journalists, academics, and NGO activists was to learn about the everyday
life and problems of ethnic Ukrainians living in the villages and cities of the
Belgorod, Kursk, Voronezh, and Kuban regions. The tour participants made
two important observations: first, "Russia still continues to live in the ideologi-
cal-mythical space of the Soviet Union and carefully preserves the myth of a

40 UWC Commission on Human and Civil Rights, Memorandum to Max van der Stoel,
OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities regarding the situation of the
Ukrainian national minority in Russia, http://ukrainianworldcongress.org/rights/
sto00-08.shtml (2000). A subsequent letter was sent in 2009: http://www.ukrainian
worldcongress.org/committees/KLHP/Lysty/To-VollebaekOSCE-31.07.09.pdf. (last
accessed February 19, 2010).
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Ukrainian-Belarusian-Russian united people".*' And second, Ukrainians living
in Russia hardly identify themselves with their ethnic motherland. If they are
sympathetic to Ukraine, it is not because of their ethnic origins but rather be-
cause of the fact of their neighbourhood and family ties. Most of them do not
speak Ukrainian and accept their Ukrainian identity only on the folkloristic
level. The UWCC tour participants complained about the lack of a common
language: "The notions of ‘Ukrainian community’, ‘Diaspora’, ‘the rights of
Ukrainians’ have been replaced by ‘cooperation between peoples’, ‘associa-
tions of friendship’, joint Russian-Ukrainian sport competitions and exhibitions
of achievements."*? The authors of the reportage in Ukraina moloda put the
responsibility for the low national consciousness of ethnic Ukrainians in the
Russian borderland territories on both Russia and Ukraine. While Russia is
accused of cultural assimilation and of neglecting the rights of national minori-
ties, Ukraine is criticized for its lack of support (including financial help) to its
compatriots across the border. According to the conclusion of Mykhailo
Horyn, head of the UWCC, "organized Ukrainian life in the borderlands is in
an embryonic state."

Thus, nationalist discourse usually describes the situation of the Ukrain-
ian culture and identity in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands as problematic.
The unequal status of the Ukrainian language and culture, the underrepre-
sentation of Ukrainians in Russia as a minority group devaluate Ukrainian-
Russian cross-border cooperation projects. For example, the newly built Bel-
gorod University attracts Ukrainian academics from Kharkiv through financial
and status privileges, while its library does not subscribe to any Ukrainian
journals.*® The asymmetry in the "new" Ukrainian-Russian relations thus re-
mains unchanged. According to this logic, there can be no real Ukrainian-
Russian cross-border cooperation unless the rights of the Ukrainian minority
in the borderland territories are respected and protected.

41 Yaroslava Muzychenko, "We arranged our small Soviet Union here", Ukraina
moloda , January 21, 2003 (in Ukrainian).

42 Muzychenko.

43 Muzychenko.
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The pro-European discourse

The pro-European discourse on the Ukrainian-Russian border relates
its geopolitical status and border regime to the strategic goal of Ukraine’s in-
tegration into the EU. The pro-European politicians and experts call for a
"normal" border with Russia and argue that "Ukraine as a European country
should have European borders". "European" in this context means first of all
borders that are arranged according to European security standards. It is of
course not the internal borders between the EU member states, but the ex-
ternal Schengen frontier which is taken as a model for the Ukrainian-Russian
border. The discourse of European integration projects the “final choice”,
which has to be taken between a pro-Russian and a pro-European geopoliti-
cal orientation, on the level of “border politics.” The central argument is that
the "open" border with Russia is a serious obstacle to Ukraine’s EU member-
ship. The representatives of the pro-European discourse argue that the nega-
tive consequences of the EU and Schengen enlargements on the western
border of Ukraine can be softened only at the expense of building a "normal"
border with Russia. Ukrainian analyst Anatoliy Baronin wrote already in 2001,
three years before the EU enlargement to the East: "It is possible that the
model for the future Polish-Ukrainian border can be taken from already exist-
ing experiences with the Polish-German and Czech-German borders where
the EU accepted ‘softer’ rules for travel between these countries. However,
this type of arrangement would demand changes in the present character of
Ukraine’s borders with Russia and Belarus. Keeping the status of the pres-
ently open and practically unguarded Ukrainian-Russian border would ex-
clude any possibility to successfully negotiate a more liberal regime on the
Polish-Ukrainian border. Ukraine cannot have both borders open simultane-
ously. Ukraine will have to decide between Poland and Russia."* After the
EU and Schengen enlargements to the East (2004 and 2009), the same ar-
gument has appeared in the discussions about the possibility of a visa-free
regime between the EU and Ukraine. Despite improvements to the technical

44 Anatoli Baronin, "Border Closed?", Central European Review, vol. 3 (2001), no. 11,
http://www.ce-review.org/01/11/baronin11.html (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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infrastructure of the border with Russia, it is still perceived as one of the main
obstacle for Ukraine to meet the requirements of the EU.*

Another euphemism used for the "European border" is "civilized bor-
der". As an attribute of a European nation the "civilized border" is opposed to
an uncontrolled, "wild" border abetting criminality, and at the same time to the
completely closed, impermeable Soviet frontier. "Civilized borders", as the
Ukrainian Ministry of Foreign Affairs explains, are meant to be "transparent
for people and business and closed for criminals": "Delimitated and demar-
cated borders shall become a reliable barrier in the way of illegal migrants
and dealers, terrorists and international criminals. At the same time, they shall
in no way restrict the right of the law abiding citizens and business circles of
Ukraine and all its neighbours to continue visiting their relatives or doing
business".*® In practice, the concept of a "civilized border" has, of course, dif-
ferent consequences for the western and the eastern borders of Ukraine. On
the western border, which used to be hardly permeable in Soviet times, it
means simplification and standardization of border controls in order to facili-
tate economic and cultural contacts with Europe. On the eastern border, it
rather means further restriction of the still relatively free movement of people
for the sake of security and national sovereignty. Here, the unpopular policy
of strengthening border controls has been officially presented in recent years
as a necessity of having "civilized borders."

Therefore, the pro-European narrative declaring Ukraine’s European fu-
ture as a strategic goal stresses the need to further institutionalize the border
with Russia. It does not refer to the concept of "ethnographic boundary" and
operates instead with the pragmatic concept of "security”". But by assuming
explicitly or implicitly that Ukraine belongs to "European civilisation" and that
its eastern border should be arranged accordingly to this geopolitical reality, it
directly challenges the pro-Russian discourse, which operates with the idea of
"East Slavic" or "Orthodox civilisation".

45 Vitaliy Martyniuk, "Are Schengen visas to be expected by Ukrainians?", Ukrainska
Pravda, 25.01.2008, http://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2008/1/25/70432.htm (in
Ukrainian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).

46 "Priority Tasks of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine for 2005",
http://www.mfa.gov.ua/mfa/en/publication/content/1182.htm (last accessed Febru-
ary 7, 2010).
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Russia

In Russia, the issue of the new border with Ukraine is represented in a
broad spectrum of discourses, from traditional imperialism to ethnic Russian
nationalism. However, both imperialist and nationalist discourses are closely
interrelated and easily transformed into one another; sometimes they are
even performed by the same institutions and personalities. One of the rea-
sons for this is that the identity of post-Soviet Russia still oscillates between a
"nation state" and an "empire" ("civilization"). Olga Malinova, in her study of
"empire" in contemporary Russian political discourses, introduced the quite
useful distinction between "imperial" and "post-imperial" Russian national-
ism.*” If imperial nationalists indulge in nostalgia and foster projects aimed at
restoring the empire, the post-imperial nationalists accept its collapse, but
strive for preserving Russia’s dominance in the region and consider the impe-
rial heritage an important political resource. The distinction suggested by Ma-
linova roughly corresponds with the differentiation between imperialist and
nationalist discourses on the Ukrainian-Russian border which | propose here:
while the first assumes a single Slavic civilisation and common cultural and
religious space, and considers the border artificial, the second draws on the
fact of Ukraine’s political independence and sees it as an agent of Western
influences and a rival in the region. Liberal discourse that welcomes the pro-
European aspirations of Ukraine and sees them in line with Russian national
interests is rather marginal.

The imperialist discourse

(Neo-)Imperialists consider Ukraine (with the exception of its western
regions) an integral part of the Orthodox / East Slavic / Eurasian civilization.
They assume that Ukrainians share cultural and religious roots with Russians
and have been united by centuries of "common history". This view was de-
veloped in Russian historiography during the 19" century and became an in-
dispensible part of the emerging Russian identity. Indeed, Ukraine was not
just a "normal" colonial subject of the Russian empire but a constitutive ele-
ment for the metropolitan centre. Alexei Miller showed that in the 19" century,

47 Olga Malinova, "Empire as a subject of contemporary Russian political discourses",
in: Alexei Miller (ed.), Nasledie imperii i budushchee Rossii, Moscow: NLO 2008,
pp. 59-102 (in Russian).
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among various alternatives there was also the influential project of a "Big
Russian nation" which included Ukrainians and Belarusians.*® Soviet histori-
ography starting from the 1930s re-narrated the unity of Russia, Ukraine and
Belarus as the history of three East Slavic peoples having common historical
roots in the Kievan Rus.*® The post-Soviet version of the Russian imperialist
discourse emphasizes Orthodox religion as a spiritual basis of the Russian-
Ukrainian unity, which provides cultural and historical ground for projects of
political and economic (re-)integration. The persistence of this narrative in
Russia during the 1990s and its popularity among both the elites and the
population made it difficult to think about Ukraine in terms of a separate na-
tion with legitimate borders. While Russia officially recognized the national
sovereignty of Ukraine in its present borders, the implicit condition of such
recognition was its "geopolitical loyalty" to the former imperial core.*® There-
fore any movement of the Ukrainian leadership in Western direction has been
met in Moscow with great suspicion. From the anti-Soviet Solzhenitsyn®' to
the Soviet-nostalgic Prokhanov®? and the neo-Eurasianist Dugin,®® the re-
emerging Russian empire is hardly imaginable without Ukraine. The historical
and cultural unity of Russians and Ukrainians has been constructed in oppo-
sition to the West, particularly to the USA as a superpower. Therefore
Ukraine with its Euro-Atlantic aspirations is seen as a potential traitor of

48 Alexei Miller, The Ukrainian Question: Russian Nationalism in the 19% Century, Bu-
dapest: CEU Press 2003, p. 26

49 Zenon E. Kohut, "History as a Battleground: Russian-Ukrainian Relations and His-
torical Consciousness in Contemporary Ukraine", in: Frederick Starr (ed.), The Leg-
acy of History in Russia and the new states of Eurasia, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe
1994, pp. 123-145; Serhy Yekelchyk, Stalin’s Empire of Memory. Russian-Ukrainian
Relations in the Soviet Historical Imagination, Toronto: University of Toronto Press
2004, pp. 93-96.

50 Dmitri Trenin, The End of Eurasia: Russia on the Border between Geopolitics and
Globalization, Moscow: Carnegie Moscow Centre 2001, p. 165.

51 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, "How should we rearrange Russia?", Komsomolskaia
Pravda, September 18, 1990 (in Russian).

52 Aleksandr Prokhanov, Simfoniia piatoi imperii, Moscow: EKSMO, 2007; see also:
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53 Aleksandr Dugin, Osnovy geopolitiki: Geopoliticheskoe budushchee Rossii, Mos-
cow: Arktogeia-Tsentr 1999.
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"Slavic unity" — a pattern which corresponds to the historical clichés of
Ukrainians in Russia as "banderists" and "mazepists".>*

The (neo-)imperial discourse is to a large extent congruent with the pro-
Russian discourse in Ukraine (discussed above) and actually induces and
legitimizes the latter. The renaissance of imperialist ideologies and projects in
Russia during the 2000s is an obvious fact that can be explained by the
trauma of the Soviet collapse, the limited success of the liberal reforms and
the disappointment of the Russian elites with their Western partners. Post-
Soviet Russia is increasingly imagined as an independent centre of power
exercising political and cultural dominance in its former imperial space. In this
context, Ukraine is perceived as belonging to the "first circle" of this space, as
the closest to Moscow geographically, culturally and historically. Therefore
the border with Ukraine, in the imperialist imagination, cuts through a single
body. Characteristically, open claims to parts of Ukrainian territory could be
rarely found in neo-imperial discourse. It is not the Ukrainian-Russian border
itself which is at stake there, but its geopolitical status. Will it be an internal
boundary running through the single "Slavic civilization" and common eco-
nomic space, something like an administrative line rather than a political
boundary? Or will it cut Russia from Europe and put up a "Huntingtonian wall"
— a new Iron Curtain along the very borders of Russia?

The nationalist discourse

If imperialist narratives in Russia put an emphasis on the unity of the
two Slavic peoples and see their future perspectives in re-integration and a
close political alliance — thus downplaying the issue of the border — nationalist
narratives depart from the fact that Russia and Ukraine are divorced for good.
Nationalist discourse presents Ukraine mainly as an agent of external influ-
ence, as a Trojan horse of the West in the traditional zone of the Russian
geopolitical interests. Russian nationalist discourse can be illustrated by the
publications and speeches of Konstantin Zatulin, Director of the CIS Institute
in Moscow and deputy of the Russian parliament. According to him, "the in-
dependence of Ukraine is a hard challenge to Russia, which lost its most

54 Andreas Kappeler, "Mazepisten, Kleinrussen, Chochols: Die Ukrainer in der ethni-
schen Hierarchie des RuBlandischen Reiches", in: idem, Der schwierige Weg zur
Nation: Beitrdge zur neueren Geschichte der Ukraine, Vienna: Bohlau 2003.
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promising, i.e., European part and dwindled to the size of the Russian Fed-
eration. If independent Ukraine is not bound by a special Union with Russia
its newly acquainted statehood will unavoidably be placed on an anti-Russian
foundation. Ukraine then turns into a second Poland, an alien cultural and his-
torical project that Russia will have to learn to deal with."%®

In the Russian nationalist narratives the border between Ukraine and
Russia is usually presented as artificial, arbitrary and illegitimate. The fact
that Moscow accepted Ukraine’s political independence in its present borders
is seen by nationalists as a tragic failure of Russian diplomacy and a result of
its inability to defend national interests. Unlike Ukrainian nationalists, Russian
ones rarely use the concept of ethno-linguistic boundary and refer to a his-
torical justification of their territorial claims to Ukraine. The "historical rights" of
Moscow to the Ukrainian territories go back to the Russian empire and its ter-
ritorial possessions or even further, to the Kievan Rus, which is claimed to be
the first "Russian state". Crimea is a classical case for territorial claims based
on historical arguments. Characteristically, at the occasion of the "Day of In-
clusion of Crimea into Russia" Konstantin Zatulin in his address to the Rus-
sian community of Crimea praised the colonization policy of Katherine the
Great: "The integration of the ancient Crimean peninsula, which in the past
was a fragment of the Greek Eukumena and the cradle of Russian Ortho-
doxy, into a great European state, put an end to centuries of barbarism and
robbery on this territory. Crimea ceased to be a horror for the neighbouring
peoples, and turned into the Crimea we all love and will never give up in Rus-
sia."®® In this document Crimea is claimed to be “"Russian" due to its ancient
ties with Byzantium and Eastern Christianity, and also by virtue of the civiliz-
ing efforts of the Russian empire in the 18" century.

Finally, the protection of the rights and interests of the "compatriots"
(ethnic Russians and the Russian speaking population) is another argument
supporting Russian territorial claims to Ukraine and the right of Moscow to
interfere in Ukrainian affairs. Indeed the new national borders are constructed

55 Konstantin Zatulin, "Fight for Ukraine: What is next?" Rossiia v globalnoi politike,
no. 1 (2005), http://www.globalaffairs.ru/numbers/12/3638.html (in Russian) (last
accessed February 7, 2010).

56 Zatulin, Konstantin, "Address at the Occasion of the 220 Anniversary of the Inclu-
sion of Crimea into Russia", Ofitsialnyi sait K.F. Zatulina,19.04.2005, www.zatulin.
ru/index.php?&section=publications&id=135 (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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in Russian nationalist discourse to a large extent by raising the issue of the
Russians and Russian-speakers in the near abroad (this is the case in rela-
tions not only with Ukraine, but also with the Baltic countries and to some ex-
tent, with Kazakhstan). Since the majority of the Russian Diaspora in the
"near abroad" is of Soviet origin and live in the cities, Russian nationalists,
unlike their Ukrainian counterparts, rarely use the concept of ethno-linguistic
boundary®” and instead refer to the great contribution of Russians to Ukrain-
ian economy, science and culture. Russians in Ukraine are presented as vic-
tims of forceful Ukrainization who have to be saved and protected; their cul-
tural and political loyalty to Russia as a "homeland" is seen as an important
leverage in Moscow’s Ukrainian politics.

Thus, territorial claims to Ukraine are typical for Russian nationalists.
Such claims are articulated by Yurii Luzhkov, Vladimir Zhirinovskii, Konstantin
Zatulin and some other politicians. Zatulin took an especially radical anti-
Ukrainian position towards the ratification of the Big Treaty between Ukraine
and Russia in 1999. In his official position as director of an academic institu-
tion and as a leading Russian expert on Ukraine, he repeatedly questioned
the legitimacy of the Russian-Ukrainian border. According to his arguments,
Ukraine never existed historically in its contemporary borders: The historical
roots of the Ukrainian-Russian border are an illegitimate construct resulting
from German occupation of Ukraine in the First World War and thus imposed
by foreign armed forces. Being re-established in 1991 this border has force-
fully cut millions of ethnic Russians off from their homeland. The agreement
on the borders between the Russian Federation and the Ukrainian Soviet Re-
public was legitimate only within the framework of the USSR, and, according
to Zatulin, it was a crime against Russian national interests to accept the ex-
isting border under the new conditions.*

After the Big Treaty was signed and then ratified by both parliaments,
and a compromise on Sevastopol was found by Ukraine and Russia in the
early 2000s, the radical discourse of territorial claims was marginalized. In his

57 However, the fact that the Russian authorities do not welcome attempts of Ukrain-
ian self organization in the border regions and regard any cultural activity that goes
beyond folkloristic festivals with suspicion shows that they understand the potential
force of the "ethno-linguistic" argument.

58 Konstantin Zatulin and Aleksandr Sevastianov, "Russian-Ukrainian Treaty: Fraud of
the Century", Nezavisimaia Gazeta, January 26, 1999 (in Russian).



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 183

later publications Zatulin argued that his idea was to use the "border issue" as
a bargaining chip to force Ukraine to safeguard the interests of Russia in
Ukraine, ensuring, first of all, guarantees for the Russian language and the
rights of the Russian-speaking population.®® Already with the Tuzla crisis,
however, and especially during and after the Orange Revolution, the radical
nationalist discourse of territorial claims reappeared and gained popularity in
Russia.

The Russian imperialist discourse of "Slavic unity" and the nationalist
discourse of territorial claims to Ukraine can be differentiated only analytically;
in reality they are hardly separable and both are based on the assumption of
Ukraine as an "artificial" and "unnatural" state formation. If the re-integration
scenario and the "East Slavic" alliance does not work, and there is a danger
of turning Ukraine into a hostile agent or even a geopolitical rival of Russia,
then the option to support federalization, territorial split and separatism would
be considered by both imperialist and nationalists as a legitimate alternative.

However, they are also aware that Ukraine’s disintegration would
threaten Russian security; therefore territorial claims are still more an instru-
ment than a goal in itself (a situation that can change in the future). In one of
his recent publications Konstantin Zatulin, speculating about the perspectives
of Ukrainian-Russian relations after the change of political leadership in Kyiv
resulting from the presidential elections in 2010, formulated the conditions of
a "new deal" that would be acceptable for Moscow: the Ukrainian government
should guarantee the neutral status of Ukraine and give up its NATO ambi-
tions, introduce a federative system, grant Russian the official status as the
second state language and keep the Russian-Ukrainian Orthodox unity in the
framework of the Moscow Patriarchy. In exchange Moscow would abstain
from territorial claims and the territorial split scenario for Ukraine.®

59 Konstantin Zatulin and Aleksandr Sevastianov, "Friendship, cooperation, partner-
ship between Russia and Ukraine: Two years after the fraud of the century", NG -
Sodruzhestvo, January 31, 2001 (in Russian).
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The liberal-democratic discourse

In the early 1990s, as the leading part of the Russian political elite saw
the future of both Russia and Ukraine in "Europe", the anticommunist, critical
attitude towards the "Soviet empire" and the agenda of pro-Western reforms
shaped the basis for liberal-democratic discourse on the Ukrainian-Russian
relations. Russian liberals and democrats assumed that the heritage of impe-
rial politics was left behind and the newly born nations can build their relations
from zero, on the principles of respect and mutual interests. True, Russian
liberals occasionally expressed some reservations against Ukrainian inde-
pendence: for example, "Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev spoke out in sup-
port of Russian minorities in the New Abroad, and St. Petersburg Mayor Ana-
tolii Sobchak warned against ‘forced Ukrainization’ of the Russian minority
and a potential territorial conflict".®' However, in the 1990s the loss of Ukraine
and its geopolitical consequences were not fully realized by the liberal part of
the Russian elites, who were preoccupied with domestic problems.

As Ukraine was reluctant to join Russian integration initiatives, and the
traditional dominance of Moscow in the post-Soviet space has been increas-
ingly challenged by Western partners, the liberal-democratic discourse on
Ukrainian-Russian relations became marginalized. Even liberal and Western-
minded Russian politicians resorted to elements of imperial thinking in their
approach to the problems of the post-Soviet space. Characteristically, in 2003
in the wake of parliamentary elections Anatoly Chubais, one of the leaders of
the Union of Right Forces and the father of market reforms in Russia, put for-
ward the concept of a "liberal empire". In his interpretation Russia as a liberal
empire is not endowed with the cultural and religious attributes of Slavic and /
or Orthodox unity and rather represents a regional analogy of the "American
Empire". Chubais saw its mission in protecting the interests of Russian busi-
ness in the "near abroad" and in promoting principles of freedom and democ-
racy in the former Soviet republics. The liberal empire should be based on the
"common economic space" of Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan,
while the integrity of national borders and other democratic principles would

61 Aurel Braun, "All Quiet on the Russian Front? Russia, Its Neighbours and the Rus-
sian Diaspora", in: Michael Mandelbaum (ed.), The New European Diasporas: Na-
tional Minorities and Conflict in Eastern Europe, New York: Council on Foreign Re-
lations Press 2000, pp. 81-159.
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be respected.®? Despite its liberal rhetoric, this project assumed the "natural
leadership" of Russia and the legitimacy of its special economic and political
interests in the post-Soviet space. While the idea of Russian foreign policy in
service of Russian big business reflected the common vision of the new capi-
talist class in Russia, the critics of Chubais from the liberal camp doubted that
the Russian model of democracy would be attractive to its neighbours.®*

After the Orange Revolution, one could observe a revival of the liberal
democratic discourse on the role of Ukraine and Ukrainian-Russian relations.
For a rather short period, Ukraine had become a model of democratic trans-
formation for Russia in the eyes of some Russian liberals. Boris Nemtsov,
who visited Kyiv in the most dramatic days of the Orange Revolution, soli-
darized with its leaders and openly supported Viktor Yushchenko. As he ex-
plained in an interview, he believed that both Ukraine and Russia should turn
towards Europe and become democratic societies.®

The liberal democratic discourse avoids the essentialization of ethnic,
cultural or religious factors, which allegedly separate/divide Ukraine and Rus-
sia, and does not address the issue of the common border. Instead, universal
(European) values and principles of democracy, human rights, national sov-
ereignty and the strategic goal of integration into/cooperation with Euro-
Atlantic institutions are seen as the basis for Ukrainian-Russian relations.
However, the liberal democratic discourse was extremely marginal in Russia
against the background of the prevailing negative attitude to the Orange
Revolution as a "foreign plot" aimed at undermining Russia’s influence. And
naturally enough, this discourse could not survive the disappointment caused
by the internal conflicts, the persisting corruption and the failure of the political
reforms in Ukraine.

62 Anatoly Chubais, "The Mission of Russia", official speech at St. Petersburg State
Engineering Economic University, Polit.ru, 25.09.2003, www.polit.ru//dossie/
2003/09/26/625760.html (in Russian). (last accessed February 7, 2010)

63 Malinova, "Empire as a subject", p. 82.

64 "The Orange Revolution is an alarm bell for Russia", interview with Boris Nemtsov,
Boris Nemtsov: Personalnyi sait, 28.01.2005, www.nemtsov.ru/?id=703960 (in Rus-
sian) (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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4.4 Official discourses on the Ukrainian-Russian border

The official discourse of Kuchma’s presidency combined the "strategic
goal" of European integration with a Ukrainian-Russian "special partnership".
This ambivalence was reflected in the official rhetoric on the border issue:
Kuchma’s administration paid lip service to "national security" and the neces-
sity of "civilized borders" while at other occasions promoted cross-border co-
operation and integration projects for the "border of friendship" (a metaphor
used for the Ukrainian-Russian border in the official discourse). These two
discourses — European choice and East Slavic partnership — were success-
fully combined and instrumentalized by Leonid Kuchma until they got into
open conflict before and especially during the Orange Revolution. With the
victory of Viktor Yushchenko in the 2004 presidential elections the "security"
and "civilized border" discourse became dominant. The new Ukrainian lead-
ership criticized its predecessor for Ukraine’s "porous borders" (pointing first
of all to the "problematic" borders with Russia and Moldova) and demon-
strated compliance with the border policy of the EU. At a press conference in
Strasbourg in February 2005 Yushchenko promised that the year 2005 would
be devoted to the final settlement of the Ukrainian borders and their moderni-
zation according to EU standards in order to stop contraband traffic and ille-
gal migration. The Ukrainian leadership declared its will to cooperate with the
EU in settling the Dniester conflict. In April 2005, during his visit to Chisinau,
Yushchenko proposed a peace plan, backed by the EU, which featured free
elections in the separatist Dniester region under international supervision and
an increase of the number of Ukrainian peacekeepers in the conflict zone.
Responding to the concerns of both the EU and the US, the Ukrainian gov-
ernment showed its determination to strengthen the relatively open Ukrainian
border with Transnistria, a notorious site of smuggling and arms trafficking.
Similar concerns and ambitious plans to stop contraband on the border with
Russia were expressed by prime minister Yulia Tymoshenko and Petro
Poroshenko, in 2005 the head of the Council for Security and Defence.

At the same time, with the political defeat of the "pro-Russian" eastern
Ukrainian regional elites in 2004 the discourse of Eurasian integration and
cooperation with Russia became marginalized. Although the issue of cross-
border cooperation was discussed in March 2005 during the meeting of Viktor
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Yushchenko with Viadimir Putin, the agenda of security and national sover-
eignty dominated, particularly on the Ukrainian side. President Yushchenko
called on his Russian colleague "to devote 2005 to solving outstanding border
issues — in particular, in the Sea of Azov and the Black Sea, as well as in the
Kerch Strait."®® Later on, with the growing tensions in Ukrainian-Russian rela-
tions, this aspect of "border politics" and this type of discourse became pre-
dominant in the official Ukrainian rhetoric, represented by the Presidential
Administration and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In some regions of eastern
Ukraine the victory of the Party of Regions in the 2006 local elections partly
rehabilitated the traditional discourse of “friendship and cooperation" with
Russia. However, the ongoing political crisis in Kyiv and the conflicts among
the regional elites made it difficult for them to think and act strategically; the
discourse of "integration" became less popular than ever.

The official discourse in Yeltsin’s Russia paradoxically combined liberal-
democratic and neo-imperial elements. Independent Ukraine was officially
recognized in its contemporary borders, but under conditions of close part-
nership, which included cultural closeness, a geopolitical orientation towards
Moscow, economic integration and the transparency of the common border.
However, already under Yeltsin the rhetoric of "transparent borders" was
combined with a "security" discourse, which supported the reorganization and
modernization of the Russian Border Service. With Putin’s presidency (espe-
cially during his second term) the discourse of "national interests" started to
prevail in Ukrainian-Russian relations. At the same time, in contrast to the
anti-communist ideology of Yeltsin’s regime not only Slavic identity and Or-
thodox religion but also the partly rehabilitated "common Soviet history" was
seen as a uniting factor. The Orange Revolution in Ukraine clearly showed
the limits of the Russian neo-imperialist narrative based on the paradigm of
"East Slavic unity" and facilitated its transformation into a nationalist one.
Thus, since 2005 it has been the discourse on "pragmatism" and "national
interests" that dominated in Russian official rhetoric regarding Ukraine. More-
over, in the context of the permanent gas conflict, Yushchenko’s plans for
NATO accession and Kyiv’'s refusal to extend the term of Russian naval base

65 "Putin, Yushchenko Pledge Partnership, End To Disputes", Radio Free Europel
Radio Liberty, 20.03.2005, http://www.rferl.org/content/Article/1058044.html (last
accessed February 7, 2010).
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in Sevastopol, Ukraine is often presented as an agent of foreign influences at
the western border of Russia, an unfriendly neighbour state which tries to
"exploit" Russian natural resources and profit from Russia’s traditional pater-
nalism.

The lack of progress in post-Soviet integration projects, the inefficiency
of CIS institutions and the new accent on "sovereign democracy" as the cen-
tre of Russia’s national doctrine have rendered the concept of "transparent
borders" with the former Soviet republics obsolete. What is now at stake for
Moscow is not the "transparency" of the Russian borders with the CIS coun-
tries, but their geopolitical status, the ability to exercise political and economic
influence in its neighbourhood. While Yushchenko’'s administration was
clearly determined to join NATO, these plans faced the unambiguously nega-
tive reaction of Moscow. From the Russian point of view the perspective of
Ukraine’s accession to NATO destabilizes the very foundation of Ukrainian-
Russian relations as Ukraine’s territorial integrity was recognized under the
implicit condition of its geopolitical neutrality. Therefore, the question of le-
gitimacy of the Ukrainian borders has entered the official discourse in the last
years. During a closed meeting of the Russia-NATO Council, Vladimir Putin
made some comments which were widely interpreted as a potential claim to
Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in case Ukraine joins NATO. According to the
Russian newspaper Kommersant Putin said: "Ukraine is not even a state!
Part of its territory belongs to Eastern Europe, and another part of it they re-
ceived from us as a gift!"® Similar interpretations emerged as in May 2009
while visiting the renovated grave of the White General Denikin, Putin sug-
gested reading "Anton Denikin’s diary, specifically the part about Great and
Little Russia, i.e. Ukraine. He says nobody should be allowed to interfere be-
tween us. This is only Russia’s right."®” These words of Putin, uttered in a
non-official situation, but made public by Archimandrite Tikhon who accom-
panied the Prime Minister, fed numerous speculations in Ukraine. At other
occasions, however, Putin convinced German journalists, who asked about
possible parallels between South Ossetia and Crimea, that "Crimea is not a
disputed territory" and that "Russia has recognized the borders of contempo-

66 Kommersant, April 7, 2008.
67 "Putin: ‘You certainly should read Anton Denikin's diary™, Kyiv Post, May 24, 2009,
www.kyivpost.com/nation/42032 (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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rary Ukraine long ago." He added that any speculations about Russia’s
claims on Ukrainian territory should be seen as a provocation.®® However, the
very fact that the issue of Ukraine’s territorial legitimacy has been raised
again in Russian official political discourse although it had been settled in the
Big Treaty more than ten years ago indicates serious problems in the rela-
tions of two countries.

Conclusion

National borders are not only a physical, but also a symbolic reality;
they are drawn on the territory but also in the people’s minds. As they are
shaped by collective memories, stories, representations, stereotypes and im-
ages of "us" and "them", borders are discursive constructs. Not only their lo-
cation, but their status and regimes of crossing are justified by historical, lin-
guistic and political arguments. Borders as constructs are re-negotiated by
the neighbouring states, and also by various political forces and different so-
cial groups, not only in international treaties and in the official political dis-
course, but also in media, school textbooks, through cultural events and
commemorative ceremonies.

Since 1991, the Ukrainian-Russian border has been subject to a proc-
ess of symbolic construction, which reflects problems of post-Soviet nation
building, state efforts to nationalise borderlands, to assimilate them as inte-
gral part of the national territory and to invest new borders with real and sym-
bolic power. At the same time, establishing contacts between Ukrainian and
Russian border regions on the new institutional basis of cross-border coop-
eration, reinterpreting regional histories and re-inventing new borderland
identities invest the new border with alternative meanings of "friendship" and
a "common past". Therefore, two competing discourses — the discourse of
security and the discourse of integration — shape the perceptions and images
of the common border both in Ukraine and Russia. In Ukraine, the pro-
European discourse dominates, connecting the issues of national security,
sovereignty and European integration perspective with the status of the

68 "V. Putin: Crimea is not a disputed territory", RBK-Ukraina, August 30, 2008, http://
www.rbc.ua/rus/top/2008/08/30/421476.shtml (in Russian) (last accessed February
7,2010).
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Ukrainian-Russian border. While pro-Russian and pan-Slavist discourses
have been marginalized (although they are still present on the regional level),
the Ukrainian nationalist discourse, which draws on the concepts of ethnic
identity and ethnographic boundary, is gaining popularity in Ukrainian society.
As for Russia, the visions and narratives of the border with Ukraine belong to
neo-imperialist as well as nationalist discourses, fluctuating between the de-
nial of legitimacy of the Ukrainian borders and claims for a common Slavic
civilization, on the one hand, and the image of a new "iron curtain" separating
Russia from Europe, on the other.



5 "Slobozhanshchyna": Re-inventing a Region
in the Ukrainian-Russian Borderlands

The new border between Ukraine and the Russian Federation has been
constructed not only from above by the state building policies of Moscow and
Kyiv. It has also been shaped from the ground up, by the actual border re-
gions of both countries, which have played an important role in defining the
border regime and influencing the mode of cross-border relations. The
Ukrainian and Russian regional elites bring their economic interests and po-
litical visions into these processes; they interact with each other, use the op-
portunities of the new border and adapt to its constraints, re-interpret the local
history and try to legitimize cross-border cooperation. In this way, the geopo-
litical reality of the new border becomes one of the crucial factors in "region-
making" and in re-inventing the regional identity.

Two neighbouring border regions — the Kharkiv oblast (Ukraine) and the
Belgorod oblast (RF) — provide a particularly illuminating example of contra-
dictory tendencies in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands. First, these two
oblasts became initiators of cross-border cooperation between Ukraine and
Russia in the early 1990s; they see themselves as pioneers whose experi-
ence can be used by others. New institutional forms of cooperation (such as
the Euroregion) offer at least a potential opportunity to adopt "European" in-
struments of cross-border cooperation beyond the EU borders. Second,
Kharkiv and Belgorod demonstrate an interesting combination of (remaining)
cultural closeness and (growing) social and economic differences between
the two neighbouring territories. The differences in the political regimes, in the
geopolitical orientations and paths of transformation taken by Ukraine and
Russia further complicate the context of cross-border cooperation. Third, the
historical and ethno-cultural peculiarities of these territories (as a frontier zone
colonized during the 17" century) provide symbolic resources for re-inventing
the regional identity. Slobidska Ukraina (Sloboda Ukraine), a historical region,
which in the 17" century had covered parts of contemporary Kharkiv, Sumy
and Poltava oblasts in Ukraine as well as portions of Belgorod, Kursk and Vo-
ronezh oblasts in the Russian Federation, has become a popular subject of
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historical scholarship. Meanwhile, the historical hame "Slobozhanshchyna"
has been appropriated by the Kharkiv oblast as a cultural brand and used for
the new Euroregion established by the Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts in 2003.

This chapter addresses the cross-border cooperation between the
Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts, particularly in the framework of the Euroregion
"Slobozhanshchyna". What are the opportunities and limitations of the Eu-
roregion in the post-Soviet context? Can this institutional form be filled with
the contents of real projects? Can a potential cross-border region profit from
both European and "Eurasian" integration processes? The chapter also ex-
plores mechanisms of discursive construction of the regional identity, the am-
biguity of the historical "Slobozhanshchyna" myth and the multiplicity of its
political uses. How do Kharkiv elites represent their region’s role in Ukrainian
history and in Ukrainian-Russian relations? In what way is the history of the
region interpreted and instrumentalized in the process of constructing re-
gional identity and creating a new ideology of Ukrainian-Russian coopera-
tion? How does regional history become a symbolic resource in "region mak-
ing"? This chapter starts with a brief overview of the theoretical debate on re-
gionalization and "region making" in Europe and its relevance for the post-
Soviet context. The next two sections address the cross-border cooperation
between Kharkiv and Belgorod and the dilemmas of the "Slobozhanshchyna"
Euroregion. The following section deals with the history of Slobozhanshchyna
(Sloboda Ukraine) and its contemporary political and public uses. In the con-
clusion | return to the question of the possibility of a Euroregion in the ab-
sence of "Europe".

5.1 Constructing the region in the post-Soviet borderlands: the theo-
retical context

In Ukrainian politics "regionalism" plays a rather ambivalent role. On the
one hand, the European discourse of regionalization as an instrument for
promoting democratization, good governance and competitiveness is wide-
spread in Ukraine. As a country striving for EU membership, Ukraine needs a
comprehensive systemic reform which would delegate a substantial share of
political power and cultural autonomy to the regions. According to Ukrainian
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and foreign experts, cross-border cooperation projects between Ukrainian re-
gions and their western neighbours face serious problems: Ukrainian regions
"lack sufficient autonomy from the central power" and "differ substantially
from similar institutions in the EU"." On the other hand, inter-regional dispari-
ties over historical background, political culture and geopolitical orientations
are usually seen as a serious challenge for nation and state building. "Re-
gional cleavages" play an important role in Ukrainian politics.? During the Or-
ange Revolution, the threat of "regional separatism" in eastern Ukraine was
instrumentalized by the political opponents of Viktor Yushchenko. Concerned
with the problem of territorial integrity and facing growing regional polarization
since 2004, Kyiv has observed the ideas of federalism and of regional auton-
omy with suspicion. When in 2006 some eastern Ukrainian regional and city
councils (including Kharkiv, Luhansk or Donetsk) declared Russian a second
official language on the regional level, Kyiv denounced this decision as "lan-
guage separatism". The tensions with Moscow, which traditionally instrumen-
talizes the Russian language issue in the "near abroad" and uses the separa-
tist threat as a leverage in its relations with the neighbours, additionally com-
plicate the issue of regionalization in Ukraine. In this light, transnational initia-
tives and cross-border cooperation projects developed by the Ukrainian bor-
der regions together with their Russian neighbours are often seen as ambiva-
lent. Such projects are welcomed on the western border of Ukraine as a
common European practice, but in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands, they
are considered a "Trojan horse", smuggling Russian imperial ambitions and
the traditional power asymmetry into the bilateral relations.

1 "New Neighborhood — New Association. Ukraine and the European Union at the
beginning of the 21" century," Policy paper series On the Future of Europe (War-
saw: Stefan Batory Foundation, March 2002), Policy Paper no. 6, p. 14.

2 The literature on the regional factor in Ukrainian politics is enormous. Here just
some titles: Sarah Birch, "Interpreting the Regional Effect in Ukrainian Politics",
Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 52, no. 6 (September 2000), pp. 1017-1042; Lowell Bar-
rington and Eric Herron, "One Ukraine or Many? Regionalism in Ukraine and Its Po-
litical Consequences", Nationalities Papers, vol. 32, no. 1 (March 2004), pp. 53-86;
Ivan Katchanovski, Cleft Countries: Regional Political Divisions and Cultures in
Post-Soviet Ukraine and Moldova, Stuttgart: Ibidem-Verlag 2006; Paul Kubicek,
"Regional Polarisation in Ukraine: Public Opinion, Voting and Legislative Behav-
iour”, Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 52, no. 2 (March 2000), pp. 273-294; Andrew Wil-
son and Valeriy Khmelko, "Regionalism, Ethnic and Linguistic Cleavages in
Ukraine", in: Taras Kuzio (ed.), Contemporary Ukraine. Dynamics of Post-Soviet
Transformation, Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe 1998, pp. 60-80.
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Is regional diversity and regionalization a blessing or a curse for
Ukraine? To approach this question we need to look into European debates.
The so-called "new regionalism" emerged in Europe in the late 1980s in the
context of globalization and the changing role of the nation state. The power
of the centralized state was eroded by internationalization and European in-
tegration, increased mobility of capital and the rise of transnational corpora-
tions. Market liberalization required new forms of competitiveness based on
innovation, networking and the quality of human capital. As old industrial re-
gions faced systemic crises and traditional welfare state practices of redistri-
bution became ineffective, the accent was put on "flexible specialization", in-
dustrial districts and informal cooperative networks. According to Michael
Keating, the new regionalism "pits regions against each other in a competitive
mode, rather than providing complementary roles for them in a national divi-
sion of labour."® Opposing new and old regionalism, Keating argues that "the
new regionalism is modernizing and forward looking, in contrast to an old
provincialism, which represented resistance to change and defence of tradi-
tion." However, the old and the new regionalism continue to coexist and typi-
cally complement each other.

In the EU countries, regions have not only become decision-making ac-
tors, they also represent a new form of territorial solidarity and an important
aspect of European citizenship. However, according to Arnoud Lagendijk,
"the question is to what extent the roles allocated to the region really require
the development of a democratic mandate at the regional level".® Lagendijk
argues that there is a fundamental contradiction between the roles of the re-
gion "as a strategic actor operative in an increasingly competitive battlefield"
and "as a form of public policy making which should be democratically legiti-
mized and controlled".® Making a cross-European comparison, John Loughlin
admits that "there is worrying disaffection from politics in general and from

3 Michael Keating, The New Regionalism in Western Europe. Territorial Restructuring
and Political Change, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 1998, pp. 72-73.

4 Keating, The New Regionalism.

5 Arnoud Lagendijk, "Regionalisation in Europe. Stories, Institutions and Boundaries",
in: Henk van Houtum, Olivier Kramsch and Wolfgang Zierhofer (eds.), Bordering
Space, Aldershot: Ashgate 2005, pp. 77-92; here p. 80.

6 Lagendijk, "Regionalisation in Europe", p. 81.
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local and regional politics in particular on the part of European citizens".”

Loughlin points to the tendency of national political parties to keep control of
local politics. When local and regional elections are seen only as a "stepping
stone to national politics", citizens do not take them seriously.

As the state’s dominating role in defining and reproducing the national
culture has been eroded by globalization, local and minority cultures gain
more attention. Regions with a distinctive cultural and historical identity, such
as Catalonia or Wales, have in the last two decades succeeded in reaffirming
their special status within their respective nation states. However, regional
identity is not just a static set of stereotypical cultural features exploited by the
tourist industry; it also implies the "search for a ‘usable past’, a set of histori-
cal referents which can guide a regional society on its distinct road to mod-
ernization, bridging the past, via the present, with the future".® In this sense,
Melanie Tatur suggests treating history "as a ‘treasury’ or ‘container’ of sym-
bols which may be forgotten, reactivated, or reconstructed and reshaped in
communicative interaction. Symbolic resources accumulated in the course of
history and activated in discourse refer to meaningful signs, schemes and
codes, myth and narratives, concepts, world views and theoretical con-
structs".® Regions, like nations, are "imagined communities" (Anderson); the
feelings of solidarity and common destiny among their members are shaped
by media, political parties, NGOs and civic initiatives. All of them use the
stock of local symbols, narratives and collective memories to mobilize certain
social groups, to consolidate political support or to encourage local patriotism.
Therefore, "regional identity may be rooted in historical traditions and myths
but, in its contemporary form, it is a social construction, forged on a specific

context under the influence of social, economic and political pressures". '

7 John Loughlin, "Conclusion: The Transformation of Regional and Local Democracy
in the European Union", in: idem (ed.), Subnational Democracy in the European Un-
ion: Challenges and Opportunities, New York: Oxford University Press 2001, pp.
387-400; here p. 397.

8 Keating, The New Regionalism, p. 84.

9 Melanie Tatur, "Introduction", in: idem (ed.), The Making of Regions in Post-
Socialist Europe — the Impact of Culture, Economic Structure and Institutions. Case
Studies from Poland, Hungary, Romania and Ukraine, vol. 1, Wiesbaden: VS Verlag
2004, pp. 15-47; here p. 33.

10 Keating, The New Regionalism, p. 87.
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In the countries of post-socialist Eastern Europe, according to Melanie
Tatur, regionalization emerged on the political agenda for a number of rea-
sons: first, "systemic change had abolished the mechanism of central redis-
tribution and thus dismantled the instruments of regional equalization built
into the socialist economy"; second, "the processes of opening the national
economy to the global markets redefined the competitive advantages" of the
regions, disadvantaging former core areas and encouraging former peripher-
ies to rediscover their developmental potential. Third, "political liberalization
and democratic procedures created space for regional diversity, regional
competition and formulation of ‘regional identities™, transformed into political
demands. And fourth, the availability of EU funding for local and regional de-
velopment strengthened these demands."! In the last two decades the "re-
gion making" process in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe was
complicated by the institutional and cultural legacy of state socialism and the
dilemmas of a double transformation (simultaneous transition to democracy
and market reforms). However, a legal and financial framework for regional
policy was created by the late 1990s in most EU accession countries. With
EU enlargement and deepening integration, some border regions rediscov-
ered the new geopolitical, economic and cultural advantages of their periph-
eral (from the national point of view) location. EU funding for economically
depressed areas and for cross-border cooperation became an important in-
centive for their development.

At the same time, regionalization in the post-Soviet context has been
further complicated by a number of additional factors. Besides simultaneous
market liberalization and democratic reforms, countries like Ukraine faced the
challenge of basic state-building and national consolidation. While unitary
Ukraine has to deal with deep regional cleavages, Russia struggles with the
shortcomings of its under-institutionalized ethnofederalism inherited from the
Soviet era.? Neopatrimonialism, clientelism, corruption and state capture,

11 Tatur, "Introduction”, p. 15.

12 While formally Russia is a federation and Ukraine a unitary state, "an authoritarian
and pragmatic political culture and specific forms of clientelism dominate both poli-
ties and manifest themselves in electoral and budget politics regulating the relation-
ship between the center and the regions". See Kerstin Zimmer, "Not So Different Af-
ter All? Center-Region Relations: a Ukrainian Comparison", in: Graeme Gill (ed.),
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bribery, blackmail and violence are to various degrees characteristic of the
post-Soviet states. According to Kerstin Zimmer, the new regional elites in
Ukraine emerged due to a fundamental redistribution of property through no-
menklatura privatization, which preserved the vertical ties among the actors
as well as their characteristics.'® In the Ukrainian neo-patrimonial system "ac-
tors at the regional level are not notably differentiated. So far the borders be-
tween different organizations and spheres (public, political, economic) are
blurred and systemic mechanisms block the emergence of distinct spheres".*
In the absence of Ukraine’s EU accession prospects the external pressure
and support for reforms have been quite weak; no funding has been available
as an incentive for institutional modernization.

Decentralization efforts in Ukraine have hitherto been inconsistent and
insufficient; moreover, the framework for the political system has not been
settled yet. As a result, Ukrainian regions suffer from institutional and legal
instability’® and from the lack of a proper financial and economic basis for the
local government bodies.'® Regional and local councils, while formally de-
mocratically elected, are lacking in transparency and accountability to the
public. Despite the differences in their political systems the regional admini-
strations in Ukraine and in Russia constitute an essential part of the "presi-
dential power vertical"." In post-Soviet states the relationship between the
centre and the regions is characterized by vertical alliances and weak hori-
zontal integration. Ukrainian "governors depend on the center, but simultane-

ously they guarantee the administrative and political control of the country"."®

Politics in the Russian Regions, Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan
2007, pp. 108-137, here p. 108.

13 Kerstin Zimmer, "The Captured Region. Actors and Institutions in Ukrainian Don-
bas", in: Tatur (ed.), The Making of Regions, vol. 2, p. 233.

14 Zimmer, "The Captured Region", p. 234.

15 Claudia Sabic and Kerstin Zimmer, "Ukraine: the Genesis of a Captured State", in:
Tatur (ed.), The Making of Regions, vol. 2, p. 123.

16 Sabic and Zimmer, "Ukraine: the Genesis of a Captured State", p. 121.

17 President Putin undertook some reforms to reinforce the power of the centre and
presidential power in particular: In 2000 seven general districts were created, each
headed by a presidential envoy appointed by and responsible to the president; in
2004 direct elections for chief executives in the regions were abolished, and the
president was given power to appoint them. For more details see Graeme Gill, "In-
troduction: Power and the Russian Regions", in: idem (ed.), Politics in the Russian
Regions, pp. 1-15.

18 Zimmer, "The Captured Region", p. 232.
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This makes central players dependent on governors and informal leaders —
"regional barons" and oligarchs. The exchange of patronage for electoral
support is also characteristic of the Russian political system, as "Putin relies
on the governors to deliver him electoral support in national level elections.
The integration of the governors into United Russia is a reflection of this."' In
short, regions in both Ukraine and Russia remain strongholds of the clientelist
system.

The eastern borderlands of Ukraine (Donetsk, Luhansk, and Kharkiv
oblasts) used to be core regions in the Soviet economic system. Being highly
urbanized and industrially developed, they kept this core position also in in-
dependent Ukraine. During the "wild" 1990s a strong "administrative-
economic group" emerged in the Donetsk region.?’ With the creation of the
pro-presidential Party of Regions in 2001, and with Donetsk governor Viktor
Yanukovych becoming Ukrainian prime-minister in 2002, this so-called "Do-
netsk clan" turned into an important player in Ukrainian politics. Despite (or
rather due to) the Orange Revolution, the Party of Regions continues to hold
strong positions in the eastern Ukrainian regions. At the same time, Donetsk,
Luhansk and to some extent Kharkiv face serious problems typical of "old in-
dustrial regions"; they are also particularly dependent on Russia’s energy
sources and Russia’s markets. And from the nation building perspective, the
eastern borderlands of Ukraine are quite problematic due to their significant
share of Russians and Russian-speakers, the persistence of a "Soviet" iden-
tity and the traditional East Slavic orientations of the local population. How-
ever, it would be a mistake to consider the elites of the eastern border regions
merely "pro-Russian": it is protectionism and egoistic business interests
rather than loyalty to the Ukrainian state which shapes their cautious attitudes
to cooperation with Russia and to the post-Soviet integration projects.

The eastern Ukrainian regions share a border with the economically
successful and politically stable Central Black Earth Region and South Russia
(namely Bryansk, Kursk, Belgorod, Voronezh, Rostov oblasts). Unlike the
weakly integrated ethnic territories and rebellious republics of the Russian
periphery, these regions are not troublemakers for Moscow. The Ukrainian

19 Gill, "Introduction", p. 10.
20 Kerstin Zimmer, "The Donetsk Factor", Transitions Online, December 17, 2004.
http://www.tol.cz
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minority living here is assimilated to the Russian language; it does not claim
cultural autonomy or even special cultural rights. Much more than their
Ukrainian counterparts, the Russian regional elites cling to pan-Slavism and
the vision of Ukrainians and Russians as having been "one people" in the
past. These ideological concepts shape the Russian attitude to cross-border
cooperation with Ukraine and make it an instrument of re-integration. How-
ever in Russia, as in Ukraine, it is the vertical alliances and the relationship
with the centre which matter for the regional elites in the first place. In other
words, the administrative centralisation and the lack of economic incentives
for cross-border cooperation limit the integrationist ambitions of the Russian
regional elites despite their pan-Slavist rhetoric.

5.2 Kharkiv-Belgorod as a (potential) cross-border region

Like other neighbouring regions in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands,
Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts are characterized by a significant degree of cul-
tural similarities, which can be explained by their long history of coexistence
in the Russian empire and by their shared Soviet history. The Russians and
Ukrainians living on both sides of the border usually belong to the Russian
Orthodox Church; cultural and linguistic differences create no problems for
migration and mixed marriages. In Kharkiv, the Russian language still domi-
nates in everyday life, and ethnic minorities and migrants are usually assimi-
lated to Russian. Most of Kharkiv oblast and part of Belgorod oblast belong to
the same historical region — Sloboda Ukraine — which was colonized by
Ukrainian and Russian settlers in the 17" century. The ethnographic differ-
ences between Ukrainian and Russian villages, which were still identifiable at
the beginning of the 20" century, are hardly visible today. The older genera-
tion still shares a common Soviet identity based on the memory of the "Great
Patriotic War", Khrushchev’s thaw and Brezhnev’s "long seventies". In the
"post-Soviet discourse" of cross-border cooperation?' this cultural similarity

21 Vendina and Kolossov identify three main discourses of Ukrainian-Russian cross-
border cooperation: 1. the post-Soviet integrationist discourse, which denies the ne-
cessity of applying international norms to the Ukrainian-Russian border and sees
cross-border cooperation as an instrument of reunification or at least re-integration;
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and shared cultural memory is usually interpreted as a natural precondition
for re-integration. According to this logic, Kharkiv and Belgorod are "predes-
tined to cooperate" because of their common East Slavic roots and centuries-
long history in one state.?? However, from the perspective of Ukrainian nation-
building hybrid identities, bilingualism and the historical symbiosis of two cul-
tures in Kharkiv are seen as symptoms of a dangerous weakness and imma-
turity of the regional identity. Indeed, in the case of Kharkiv and Belgorod their
"cultural closeness" plays an ambivalent role: it is an important factor of re-
gion building and cross-border cooperation, but at the same time the shared
(post-)Soviet political culture and mentality can become an obstacle for mod-
ernization.

Another factor fostering cross-border cooperation is the short physical
distance between two oblast’s centres: Kharkiv and Belgorod are separated
by only 70 km, less than one hour by car if one disregards the time for border
crossing. Since 2004, a local train, which does not stop at the border, makes
this distance in 1 hour and 20 minutes. This short distance allows for inten-
sive personal and business contacts; therefore the border is often perceived
by the local residents as an annoying obstacle.

Populations on both sides of the border are connected by family and
friendship ties; many visit close relatives on a regular basis and own family
property across the border (a house, dacha or piece of land).?® Less than the
border itself, growing transport costs have reduced certain categories of pri-

2. the discourse of disintegration, which sees cross-border-cooperation as a rudi-
ment of the past; 3. the pro-European discourse, which promotes "European" forms
of cross-border cooperation and the development of partner relations on all levels
(including administration, business and civil society). See Olga Vendina and Vladi-
mir Kolossov, "Partnership that Bypasses Barriers", Rossia v globalnoi politike, no.
1 (January-February 2007).

22 For example Alexandr Skliarov, vice-speaker of the Belgorod Oblast Duma, at the
Second Conference on the Euroregion "Slobozhanshchyna" in Kharkiv, 23 May
2008.

23 According to statistical data cited during the parliamentary hearings on Russian-
Ukrainian cooperation in the Russian Duma in 1999, almost 40% of the families in
the Belgorod oblast have relatives in Ukraine. Around 45,000 people move from
Ukraine to the Belgorod oblast each year, and about 20,000 leave the oblast for
Ukraine. Around 30,000 people actually live in Ukraine but are registered in the
Belgorod oblast in order not to lose their Russian pensions. See "Parliamentary
hearings. Russian-Ukrainian cooperation: Dynamics of development after the en-
actment of the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Partnership between the RF
and Ukraine", Analiticheskii vestnik, no. 7 (119) (2000), pp. 34-36 (in Russian).
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vate visitors: for the rural population, cross-border trips have become particu-
larly expensive. The number of students who study across the border has
also decreased significantly, despite small quotas for the neighbouring re-
gions introduced by the local universities.

At the same time the border has added some new incentives for travel-
ling. The residents of Belgorod come to shop at Barabashovo, the biggest re-
gional market in Kharkiv, attracted by the low prices. Special shopping tours
are even organized for this purpose by Belgorod tourist companies. A number
of Kharkiv residents look for jobs in Belgorod, with its higher salaries, or sell
on the Belgorod markets. This growing intensity of social and economic con-
tacts is likely to persist in the near future and makes Kharkiv-Belgorod a po-
tential cross-border region.

Relations between Kharkiv and Belgorod have been always asymmetri-
cal, but the character of this asymmetry has changed. Both cities were
founded at the margins of the Muscovite state and served as military for-
tresses during the 17" century. Initially Belgorod played a more important
strategic and administrative role. From 1727 to 1779 it was the centre of Bel-
gorod guberniia, which included Kharkiv until 1765, when the latter itself be-
came a guberniia centre. The integration of the borderlands into the Russian
empire during the 18" century allowed Kharkiv to develop into an important
trade centre. In addition, the university established in 1805 made Kharkiv an
academic and cultural capital of Left Bank Ukraine. In the second half of the
19" century, Kharkiv went through a capitalist modernization and became an
important industrial centre and a transport junction connecting Moscow with
Crimea and Caucasus.

During the Soviet decades the role of Kharkiv increased even more.
From 1919-1934 Kharkiv was the capital of Soviet Ukraine and in the 1930s
became the construction site of the first industrial giants. It was severely
damaged in the Second World War, but quickly regained its economic poten-
tial.

Before 1991 Kharkiv’s industrial sector was deeply involved in the all-
Union economic cooperation, and partly subordinated directly to Moscow.
Modern aircraft construction and aerospace industry, machine construction,
nuclear physics and new materials physics made Kharkiv one of the strong-
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holds of the Soviet military-industrial complex. With its University and more
than twenty institutes for higher education the city became a students’ capital.
As an industrial and academic centre Kharkiv attracted students and a labour
force not only from eastern Ukraine, but also from the neighbouring regions of
Russia, particularly from the Belgorod oblast.

The collapse of the USSR in 1991 has changed the economic role and
status of the city. The heavy industry lost its markets, and the research sector
was underfunded due to the severe economic crisis of the early 1990s. As a
result Kharkiv has been partly marginalized, both economically and politically.
In comparison to the more successful Donetsk and Dnepropetrovsk oblasts, it
failed to create a significant regional lobby in Kyiv. On the other hand, Kharkiv
with its dominant Russian-speaking culture and strong leftist political sympa-
thies struggled to find its proper place in the nation building process and to
adapt its hybrid "Little Russian” identity to the new ideology of a "national re-
vival".?* This task was partly solved under Leonid Kuchma'’s presidency when
Kharkiv mayor Yevhen Kushnar'ov became the head of the presidential ad-
ministration from 1996-1998 and came back to Kharkiv as a governor from
2000-2004. Since the Orange Revolution Kharkiv’s regional elites have been
divided: the oblast administration is controlled by "Our Ukraine" while in the
city and oblast councils the Party of Regions is dominant. Political conflicts
between different segments of the local political elites reveal the competing
interests of the administrative-economic groups, but also reflect different vi-
sions of regional identity and collective memory.

Unlike Kharkiv, Belgorod during the 19™ century remained a small town
in the Kursk guberniia. In 1869 the Kursk-Kharkiv railway connected Belgorod
with its more dynamic neighbour. Like Kharkiv, Belgorod went through the
turbulent times of civil war. In April 1918 it was occupied by the German army
and became part of Ukrainian territory according to the Brest Peace Treaty. In
December 1918 it returned under the control of the Soviet government and
was later included in the Russian Federation. Until the beginning of the Sec-
ond World War the population of Belgorod was 34,000. The city started to

24 Olha Filipova, "Politics of identity and consolidation of Ukrainian society: the situa-
tion of a border region", in: Ukrainsko-rosiiske porubizhzhia: formuvannia sotsial-
noho ta kulturnoho prostoru v istorii ta v suchasniy politytsi, Kyiv: Kennan Institute,
2003, pp. 49-58 (in Ukrainian).
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grow from 1954, when the Belgorod oblast was created as a separate admin-
istrative unit and Belgorod became an oblast centre. The city grew quickly,
but still could not compete with Kharkiv (its population in the end of the 1990s
was 340,000 against 1,500,000 of Kharkiv). Until recently it had no university,
and few higher education institutions (such as the Pedagogical Institute and
the Institute for Agriculture). A lot of students from the Belgorod oblast studied
in Kharkiv. Before 1991 many Belgorod oblast residents used to work in the
big industrial enterprises of Kharkiv, some of them commuting across the
administrative border every day. In the 1990s, according to Vladimir Kolossov
and Olga Vendina, the Belgorod oblast recovered from the recession faster
than Kharkiv due to its more balanced economic structure and the advan-
tages of its relatively late modernization. The rather profitable extraction and
processing of iron ore, as well as the developed construction materials and
food industries, helped the Belgorod oblast to become self-sustainable,
whereas Kharkiv, with its old and energy-demanding industrial complex, be-
came dependent on the supply of Russian gas.? In the early 2000s Bel-
gorod’s average wage, pensions and other social benefits had surpassed
those of Kharkiv.?®

Today, the Belgorod oblast exhibits a low poverty rate and relatively
high social standards; its authorities succeeded in implementing an effective
housing provision program. In the 1990s the region profited from immigration
flows from the former Soviet republics. Since most of the newcomers are eth-
nic Russians or Ukrainians, migration does not create social tensions in the
region.

In 1996 the Belgorod Pedagogical Institute was transformed into the
Belgorod State University, which became the most important image project of
the regional authorities and a stronghold of Russian national identity on the
western border.

Belgorod’s regional elites are consolidated and political conflicts, if they
happen at all, are usually hidden. During the 2005 regional elections, Gover-

25 Vladimir Kolossov and Olga Vendina, "The Russian-Ukrainian border: Social gradi-
ents, identities and migration flows — The example of Belgorod and Kharkiv
oblasts", Migratsiia i pogranichnyi rezhim: Belarus, Moldova, Rossiia i Ukraina, Kyiv:
NIPMB (National Institute for International Security Issues) 2002, pp. 21-46 (in Rus-
sian).

26 Kolossov and Vendina, "The Russian-Ukrainian border".



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 207

i

CEH

i

H

Bkl ¢

Beigorod oblast administration with Lenin monument



208 TATIANA ZHURZHENKO

m
m
i
m
l

Belgorod State University



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 209

nor Evgenii Savchenko managed to block the intervention of outsiders from
Moscow (Elena Baturina’s business clan? and Zhirinovskii's Party, the LDP)
and preserved his power. Belgorod has also the reputation of being one of
the most conservative regions: it was the first to introduce "Orthodox culture”
as an obligatory course into school curricula. The Russian Orthodox Church
has a strong influence in Belgorod and is involved in political decision making,
and pan-Slavism is almost an official ideology in the region.

The idea of cross-border cooperation between the Kharkiv and Bel-
gorod oblasts emerged as an immediate reaction to the dissolution of the
USSR and to the challenges of the new international border. As early as in
1993 Kharkiv and Belgorod regional authorities initiated the creation of the
Council of the Border Regions of Ukraine and Russia (which was officially es-
tablished in the following year); in 1995 the first agreement on cooperation
between the two regions was signed. The problems to be solved by cross-
border cooperation included the development of a legal basis for cooperation
between Ukrainian and Russian enterprises, attracting investments for com-
mon projects, improvement of tax and custom legislation for cross-border
trade, development of regulations for labour migration and providing social
guarantees for foreign labour force, cooperation in environmental issues, fa-
cilitating academic exchange and scientific cooperation satisfying the needs
of near-border residents who work or have families across the border, coop-
eration of the regional administrations in combating contraband and other
forms of border-related crimes and jointly maintaining the border infrastruc-
ture.?®

Some of these projects were launched already in the mid-1990s, though
with only relative success; among them was a common program for monitor-
ing and protecting the Siversky Donets water resources, as well as projects
for a "free economic zone" and a "special investments regime". But it was the
years 2000-2004 that cross-border cooperation began to be seen as one of
the priorities in Ukrainian-Russian relations, and both the Kharkiv and the

27 Elena Baturina is the wife of Moscow’s mayor Yuriy Luzhkov; she owns the INTEKO
company and is the richest woman of Russia. According to Forbes, her fortune in
2008 was about $ 4.2 billion. http://www.forbes.com/lists/2008/10/billionaires08
_Elena-Baturina_GXNS.html (last accessed February 7, 2010).

28 Vladimir Kolossov and Alexei Kiriukhin, "Cross-border cooperation in Russian-
Ukrainian relations", Politia, no. 1 (19) (2001), pp. 141-165 (in Russian).
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Belgorod elites could consolidate their pioneering roles in this respect. In De-
cember 2001 the Fourth Economic Forum of the Russian and Ukrainian busi-
ness elites took place in Kharkiv. It focused specifically on cooperation and
investment projects and defined the main prospects for Ukrainian-Russian
cross-border cooperation:

- The formation of a "financial-industrial union of border regions" in the
form of a Russian-Ukrainian consortium of banks and industrial enter-
prises with the aim of encouraging cooperation programs and coordi-
nate export policy;

- Testing a simplified customs and border regime in order to accommo-
date the social and economic needs of the population of the near-
border areas in Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts with the prospect of a fu-
ture implementation in other sections of the border;

- Harmonizing the tax systems in both countries in order to eliminate ob-
stacles for trade;

- Inter-regional cooperation in the preservation and rational use of the
water resources of the Siversky Donets river basin and the foundation
of a Russian-Ukrainian inter-regional ecological fund.

Most initiatives in the ecological, economic and humanitarian spheres were

undertaken by the Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts, which thus became a labo-

ratory for new projects of Ukrainian-Russian cross-border cooperation. This
special mission of the two oblasts as pioneers in the development of the new

Ukrainian-Russian relations has been actively advertised by local business

and political elites.?®
The cooperation in environmental preservation should be mentioned in

greater detail. This entails a large-scale ecological project which touches on
the vital interests of several oblasts of Ukraine and Russia belonging to the

Siversky Donets river basin (Kharkiv, Luhansk and Donetsk in Ukraine; Bel-

gorod and Rostov in Russia). The upper and the lower parts of the river basin

belong to Russia; the middle part belongs to Ukraine. This territory is urban-
ized, with a high population density, developed industry and intensive agricul-
ture. The water resources are very limited and rather polluted, which causes
massive health problems for the local population. Moreover, Siversky Donets

29 "The economic mission ‘Kharkiv—Belgorod™, Vestnik torgovo-promyshlennoi palaty,
no. 10 (2001), pp. 12-13 (in Russian).
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is one of the main sources of pollution for the Azov Sea, which belongs both
to Russia and Ukraine. The problem became extremely urgent after the dis-
aster at the Dykanivka water purification complex near Kharkiv in the summer
of 1995, when the Siversky Donets was highly polluted by sewer overflows
and the 1.5 million inhabitants of Kharkiv were left without drinking water. This
accident, shown worldwide on TV news, demonstrated the unacceptable
technical state of the water supply infrastructure, canalization and purification
systems. The project, aimed at the ecological restoration of the Siversky Do-
nets River and at improving the quality of drinking water, was supported by
the Council of the Border Regions in 1997 but remained mainly on paper. It
was during the meeting of the Russian and Ukrainian ministers of foreign af-
fairs in February 2001, that the leaders of the five border regions signed a
special memorandum that helped to institutionalize the program.*® The pro-
gram priorities include the coordination of the ecological strategies of Russia
and Ukraine, the harmonization of ecological legislation, the development of
common criteria for the assessment of the water quality, the formation of a
joint monitoring system and the identification of the main sources of pollution,
and the improvement of the quality of water through the modernization of the
infrastructure.

Both Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts have been interested in using the
advantages of their transit location. Therefore they initiated some projects
aimed at the improvement of border and customs controls, the modernisation
of the border infrastructure and the regulation of transport flows. One of the
most urgent problems has been the construction of the new crossing points
and the modernization of the existing ones. The new Nekhoteevka interna-
tional crossing point at the Russian side of the border, arranged according to
modern technical standards, was officially opened in June 2002 by the two
prime ministers, Anatolii Kinach and Mikhail Kas'ianov. One-fifth of the total
goods transported between the two countries now flows through the Nekho-
teevka crossing point (and the corresponding Ukrainian crossing point at

30 Alexei Kiriukhin, "The cooperation of the territories of Russian-Ukrainian border-
lands in environmental issues”, Region: Problemy i perspektivy, special issue Eko-
logia Severskogo Dontsa, Kharkov 2001, p. 64 (in Russian).
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Hoptivka).®" In order to increase the transit capacities of both oblasts, Ukrain-
ian and Russian experts developed a new scheme of cross-border transport
flows and plans for modernization of the transit infrastructure.

Another interesting cross-border cooperation project concerned re-
search and higher education. Once again, the initiative came from Kharkiv
and Belgorod universities, which proposed the idea of a consortium, or rather,
an association of Ukrainian and Russian universities in the border regions.
Such an association, according to the originators, would help to unite avail-
able resources, facilitate international cooperation and raise the standards of
education in the post-Soviet space. On April 22, 2003 the memorandum cre-
ating the Consortium of Near-Border Ukrainian and Russian Universities was
signed in Kharkiv.*?

The aims of the new association, as announced in its official docu-
ments, included the exchange of information and sharing of resources; the
organization of joint research projects, conferences, seminars; the develop-
ment of new curricula dealing with the problems of the Ukrainian-Russian
borderlands; and the raising of the mobility of students and professors. The
founding members of the consortium were three Ukrainian and three Russian
universities (Kharkiv, Donetsk, Simferopol; Belgorod, Voronezh, Rostov).

31 "The ink has dried — let's start working", Vechernii Kharkov, June 22, 2002 (in Rus-
sian).

32 For more information see the site of Belgorod University: http://old.bsu.edu.ru/
struktura/Consorc/ (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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Hoptivka-Nekhotkeevka, on the highway Moscow-Crimea, is the main crossing point at the
Kharkiv-Belgorod part of the border
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5.3 The "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion: opportunities and con-
straints

Both the Kharkiv and the Belgorod regional authorities realized quite
soon that all these diverse projects and initiatives would have a better chance
if they were institutionalized in the framework of a Euroregion. The idea of the
"Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion, the first one on the Ukrainian-Russian bor-
der, was developed by local experts from the Department of Geography at
Kharkiv National University. As early as in 1997 the idea of a Euroregion en-
compassing the territory of the Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts was discussed
by Kharkiv geographers Artur Golikov and Pavel Chernomaz in the regional
media.*® They pointed to the geopolitical, economic, ecological and cultural
preconditions for a cross-border region: the traditional economic cooperation
between Kharkiv and Belgorod, the emergence of new joint companies oper-
ating across the border, the transit location of both oblasts, the ethnic and cul-
tural closeness of the populations, the traditional cooperation between aca-
demic institutions and the similarities of the educational systems, and the
common media space. The authors referred to the historical and ethnological
analysis explicated by the Kharkiv historian Dmytro Bahalii in 1924 to justify
the delimitation line between Soviet Ukraine and the Russian Federation. Ac-
cording to contemporary Kharkiv geographers, Bahalii’s work proves that both
the Ukrainian and the Russian parts of Slobozhanshchyna form a geographic,
economic and cultural unity that would provide a solid basis for a cross-
border region. This argument was strengthened by an analysis of the intensity
of cross border-business contacts between Ukraine and Russia conducted by
geographers Alexei Kiriukhin, Pavel Chernomaz and Natalia Korsunova. Ac-
cording to them, Kharkiv and Belgorod demonstrate the highest intensity of
such contacts and therefore would be the most suitable candidates for the
first Euroregion on the Ukrainian-Russian border.>*

33 Artur Golikov and Pavel Chernomaz, "The Euroregion ‘Slobozhanshchyna’ as a
form of cross-border cooperation between the border regions of Ukraine and Rus-
sia", Region, no. 4 (1997), pp. 52-54 (in Russian).

34 Alexei Kiriukhin, Pavel Chernomaz and Natalia Korsunova, "The Euroregion ‘Slo-
bozhanshchyna' as a model of sustainable development for near border territories",
Biznes-inform, no. 3-4 (2002), pp. 62-63 (in Russian).
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Further discussions about this Euroregion project were inspired by the
Russian-Ukrainian political rapprochement of the early 2000s. Projects of re-
gional integration such as the Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsgEC) and
later the Single Economic Area (SEA), which promised the harmonization of
economic legislation, a customs union and the coordination of tax policies,
were supposed to provide the geopolitical background and the institutional
basis for Euroregions in the post-Soviet space. In February 2002, the Russian
and Ukrainian presidents signed the Program of interregional and cross-
border cooperation for 2001-2007, which encouraged the creation of Eurore-
gions in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands. The positive experience of the
existing Euroregions on the western border of Ukraine gave confidence to the
authors of the "Slobozhanshchyna" project; at the same time it raised the
ambitions of the Kharkiv regional elite to demonstrate the competitive advan-
tages of eastern Ukraine. Some hopes for financial support from the EU and
the possibility to participate in EU programs, such as the "New Neighbour-
hood", also played a role. In this context the project of the Ukrainian-Russian
Euroregion fitted well into Ukraine’s "multivector" foreign policy, which com-
bined post-Soviet integration with the "European choice". Being the motor for
the project, the pragmatic regional elites of Kharkiv were looking for new
forms of cooperation with Russia, but at the same time kept open the option
of participating in the EU programs.

The Euroregion was supposed to become an umbrella institution facili-
tating various projects such as the aforementioned plans for the development
of cross-border trade and transport infrastructure, the consortium of near-
border universities and the program of environmental protection. In terms of
economic development, the Euroregion would help to revitalize the economi-
cally depressed border areas, create new jobs drawing on the highly qualified
human resources and decentralize the industries in the urbanized zone. This
"innovative industrial core" was supposed to give a strong impulse to the
economic and social development of the wider area including Kharkiv and
Belgorod (the so-called "zone of economic growth").*®* Even more ambitious

35 "Kharkov + Belgorod = Evroregion?" (Interview with Alexei Kiriukhin), Komsomol-
skaia Pravda in Ukraine, October 25, 2002, p. 14; Alexei Kiriukhin, "The territorial
structure of the Euroregion ‘Slobozhanshchyna™, Biznes-inform, no. 6 (2000), pp.
48-50 (in Russian).
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plans have been developed such as the launch of a "cross-border industrial
complex" encompassing the small towns of Shebekino (Russian Federation)
and Vovchansk (Ukraine).*® This territory, endowed with a special investment
climate and a high concentration of innovative small and medium-sized en-
terprises, was supposed to specialize in new technologies. Later on these
plans were supplemented by the project of a joint Ukrainian-Russian airport
half way between Kharkiv and Belgorod.®” The new airport would serve citi-
zens of both countries and was supposed to be combined with a business
centre, an exposition hall and entertaining facilities, thus providing jobs for the
local population and concentrating investments and expertise on one particu-
lar territory. There were great hopes that these projects would give a strong
impulse for regional development. Inspired by the "new regionalism" in the
West, their initiators have nonetheless underestimated the high economic and
bureaucratic costs of border crossing and the unfavourable investment cli-
mate.

The "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion project was eventually made pub-
lic by the head of the Kharkiv regional administration, Governor Evhen
Kushnar'ov, on the occasion of the meeting of the Russian, Ukrainian and
Belarusian border regions in Sumy in September 2002. Kushnar'ov made
cross-border cooperation (in particular with the Belgorod oblast) one of his
priorities and supported the implementation of a Euroregion. In November
2003, an agreement creating the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion was signed
by the administrations of the Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts. Since October
2004 the Euroregion has had an observer status in the Association of Euro-
pean Border Regions (AEBR).* In the following years other Euroregions
were created in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands: "Yaroslavna" (Kursk and
Sumy oblasts), "Dnepr" (Briansk, Homel and Chernihiv); at present, the
"Donbas" Euroregion (Rostov and Luhansk) is on its way.

The initial outcomes of the "Slobozhanshchyna" project are mixed, as
most of the declared aims are still far from being achieved. On the one hand,
one cannot deny that the Euroregion serves as a communication platform for

36 Yurii Klochkov and Alexei Kiriukhin, "Near Border Growth Pole: Perspectives of revi-
talising trade and cooperation", Vestnik torgovo-promyshlennoi palaty, no. 10
(2001), p. 16.

37 For more details see chapter 2.2.

38 See http://www.aebr.net/ (last accessed February 7, 2010).
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the regional officials and, to some extent, for the local businesses on both
sides of the border. Since 2003 various seminars and round tables for local
administration officials and small businesses have been organized within the
framework of "Slobozhanshchyna", as well as two international conferences
devoted to cross-border cooperation.®® The Euroregion has also become an
instrument of coordination and the solving of common problems related to the
regulation of the border regime, the improvement of the technical infrastruc-
ture, and the everyday needs of the local population living in the near border
zone. As it was reported in the Kharkiv media, in 2007 the Ukrainian state
budget and the oblast budget for the first time allocated some funds specifi-
cally for cross-border cooperation.*°

On the other hand, the Euroregion failed in most of its stated goals; it
failed to become an instrument of modernization for the regional economies,
to bring innovations and foreign investments to the region and to improve its
competitive capacities. In other words, the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion
failed to keep up with the European pattern of the "new regionalism".

It might be more important, however, that the political context of the Eu-
roregion project has changed with the Orange Revolution: the Ukrainian-
Russian cross-border cooperation had to be divorced from the "East Slavic
unity" paradigm and from the post-Soviet re-integration projects. With the new
governor Arsen Avakov ("Our Ukraine"), the Euroregion ceased to be among
the priorities of the Kharkiv regional administration. Before 2005 both Ukrain-
ian and Russian regional elites used the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion as
a symbolic resource, associating business projects with the idea of Ukrainian-
Russian unity.*" Since the Orange Revolution the new Kharkiv administration,
which is loyal to the pro-Western course of President Yushchenko, has not
shown much interest in the Euroregion, while the cooperation with Russia is
monopolised by the Party of Regions. Moreover, conflicts and tensions
among different segments of the Kharkiv business and political elites in re-
cent years have made long term strategic projects difficult. As a result, in re-

39 See the web site of the Kharkiv oblast administration www.kharkivoda.gov.ua/
show.php?page=17474

40 "Friendship has to be proved by deeds", Vechernii Kharkov, 27 July 2007.
www.vecherniy.kharkov.ua/news/14088 (in Russian) (last accessed February 7,
2010).

41 Olga Vendina and Vladimir Kolossov, "Partnership that Bypasses Barriers".
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cent years Ukrainian and Russian border regions have tended to focus on
pragmatic and technical aspects of cross-border cooperation, such as open-
ing new crossing points and modernizing the old ones.

One of the immanent problems of the Euroregions in the post-Soviet
space is their bureaucratic and technocratic nature. Like other Euroregions in
this part of Europe, "Slobozhanshchyna" lacks a public dimension: regular
contacts and cooperation between civic organisations, academic institutions
and cultural associations are the exception rather than the rule. In this re-
spect, the declared cross-border region is far from being an "imagined com-
munity"; its (potential) members on both sides of the border are scarcely con-
nected by solidarity or even mutual interest. Information and news from Bel-
gorod almost never appears in Kharkiv television or newspapers; the reverse
is true about the Belgorod media. Ordinary citizens hear about the Euroregion
mainly in the context of the official visits from the neighbouring country. Prob-
lems of Ukrainian-Russian cross-border cooperation are sometimes pre-
sented in the regional media, but most of the articles in such newspapers as
Slobidskyi Krai and Vechirnii Kharkiv are official statements or informational
announcements from the administration; the attitudes and opinions of the lo-
cal community rarely find their way into the press. Special publications aimed
at a narrow circle of the experts are easier to find. Since 1997 the journal Re-
gion, devoted to issues of regional development and municipal management,
including cross-border cooperation, has been published in Kharkiv. It offers
articles on regional economic development, politics and sometimes local his-
tory (most of which are in Russian). Among the publications aimed at econo-
mists and business circles is the regular newsletter Business-inform. The
Vestnik of the Kharkiv Chamber of Commerce is also publishing materials
about economic and cross-border cooperation with Russia. A special issue of
this magazine published jointly with the Belgorod Chamber of Commerce in
2001 was completely devoted to Ukrainian-Russian cross-border coopera-
tion.*?

Probably most important in this context is the specialized newspaper
Prigranichnoe Sotrudnichestvo (Cross-Border Cooperation), published in
Kharkiv with the support of the Council of the Border Regions since 2002. It

42 Vestnik torgovo-promyshlennoi palaty, no. 10 (2001).
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presents itself as a newsletter addressing a broad audience interested in
economic, social and cultural contacts with Russia. This periodical publishes
official materials on various aspects of Russian-Ukrainian relations: customs
and tax regulations in both countries, texts of interstate agreements, inter-
views with Ukrainian and Russian officials. It also presents some material on
European integration and the experience of cross-border cooperation in
Europe. This newspaper addresses not only businesspeople but also the
general audience; it publishes practical information for foreigners coming to
Russia and Ukraine, recommendations concerning social welfare and citizen-
ship problems, opportunities for tourism and education and even the astro-
logical forecast for those who are going across the border. This can be seen
as a positive sign of "democratization" and as a step toward the development
of a cross-border public discourse.

To overcome public disinterest and the lack of awareness about the op-
portunities and prospects for the Ukrainian-Russian Euroregion, some initia-
tives have recently been launched in Kharkiv and Belgorod. These are in-
tended to draw the attention of the young people from Ukraine and Russia to
the problems of cross-border cooperation by bringing them together and in-
volving them in open discussions. For example, in April 2009 a "strategic de-
bate" on the future of the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion was organized in
Belgorod for students from Kharkiv and Belgorod Universities. They took part
in a role-playing game moderated by specialists from the Institute for State
and Municipal Management of Belgorod University.*> Two competing teams
which included both Ukrainians and Russians were supposed to develop pro-
jects such as a "green corridor" at the border, a common cross-border cultural
space and cross-border tourist routes. In October 2009 the departments of
history of Kharkiv National University and Belgorod State University organ-
ized a students’ school on the cultural heritage of the "Slobozhanshchyna"
Euroregion.** During one week, students from Kharkiv and Belgorod dis-

43 "Debates on the Euroregion are taking place in Belgorod", Bel.ru,
www.bel.ru/news/slobogan/2009/04/30/37731.html (in Russian) (last accessed Feb-
ruary 7, 2010).

44 For information about the Autumn Students’ School at Kharkiv National University
on "Historical and cultural heritage of the Euroregion "Slobozhanshchyna" see
www.kharkivoda.gov.ua/osvita/show.php?page=22209 (in Russian) (last accessed
February 7, 2010).
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cussed the perspectives of protection and restoration of regional cultural
monuments and memorial sites; in the end they presented projects for cross-
border tourist routes introducing guests of the region to the rich culture and
history of Slobozhanshchyna.

5.4 Reinventing the border region, constructing regional identity

With its origins as an administrative and technocratic project, the "Slo-
bozhanshchyna" Euroregion requires a cultural (historical) legitimization. It
was not by accident that the third issue of the periodical Cross-Border Coop-
eration called for contributions about the history of Sloboda Ukraine as a spe-
cific borderland territory, about its mixed Ukrainian and Russian cultural roots
and its bilingualism as valuable assets of the region.

In this section, | demonstrate how the cultural unity of the historical re-
gion Slobidska Ukraina or Slobozhanshchyna®® has been (re-)constructed
since 1991 as a basis for cross-border cooperation. How do Kharkiv elites
see the historical identity of their region and its role in Ukrainian-Russian rela-
tions after 1991? How do they adapt the new Ukrainian historical narrative
and new national identity to local needs? What elements compose the re-
invented regional identity of Slobozhanshchyna? Modern literature on region-

45 Although historically, Slobidska Ukraina encompassed portions of what are now
Belgorod, Kursk and Voronezh oblasts, the name "Slobozhanshchyna" is rarely
used for political and cultural branding there today. For the Russian regional elites,
this would mean admitting that the Ukrainian Cossacks and Ukrainian culture were
part of their own history and, moreover, it would open the door to the dangerous
discourse on "Ukrainian ethnic lands". While accepting the name "Sloboz-
hanshchyna" for the cross-border Euroregion project, the Belgorod oblast admini-
stration has always preferred to utilize "Slavic" myths and symbols that unify Rus-
sians and Ukrainians. It is the Kharkiv intellectual and political elites who have
claimed their region to be the successor to the historical Slobozhanshchyna and
used this regional history as a resource for shaping the collective identity and
branding their cultural and political projects. The Party of Regions, which dominates
Kharkiv politics, uses this brand today as a symbol of the close historical ties be-
tween Russians and Ukrainians. As a motor of cross-border cooperation between
the two countries, Kharkiv oblast has been promoting this interpretation of Sloboz-
hanshchyna to justify its leading role in Ukrainian-Russian economic cooperation.
Therefore, in what follows, "Slobozhanshchyna" is used in multiple contexts: as a
historical region and as a brand appropriated by the post-Soviet regional elites for
the Kharkiv oblast, in addition to its use as a name for the Ukrainian-Russian Eu-
roregion.
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alism assumes that regions have a discursive nature: they are not reducible
to any single "essence," be it ethnic, historical, economic or administrative;
they are social constructs rather than natural entities. According to the Fin-
nish geographer Jouni Hakli, there are as many different kinds of regions as
there are "discursive communities" producing texts and images of these re-
gions.*® In the case of post-Soviet Ukraine the variety of these "discursive
communities" and their ability to produce images, concepts and strategies for
a region is somewhat limited by the weakness of the local civil society, admin-
istrative centralisation and the lack of transparency of the regional administra-
tions. Nevertheless, democratisation and the intensifying contacts with EU
institutions on the regional level have been producing a growing demand for a
new cultural legitimization of cross-border projects with Russia. Being con-
cerned about their "European image", and not satisfied with the ideologically
charged concept of "East Slavic brotherhood", business and political elites of
the Kharkiv oblast need more adjustable and "pro-Ukrainian" historical narra-
tives and symbols. The political legitimacy of these elites depends on Ukrain-
ian statehood, but their economic interests are closely connected to Russia.
Therefore they have been interested in an ideology of Ukrainian-Russian co-
operation which stresses the "Ukrainian character" of the region but at the
same time provides a justification for the traditionally close relations with
Russia. In opposition to the narrative of shared Soviet history and to the myth
of common Slavic origins, which is still widely used by the Russian side to
justify the Ukrainian-Russian partnership, the myth of Slobozhanshchyna of-
fers an opportunity to overcome the long-lasting symbolic asymmetry in the
relations of the two countries and grants more space for the Ukrainian identity
of the region.

The contemporary reconstruction of the identity of Sloboda Ukraine in-
volves various symbolic resources and sometimes contradictory historical
narratives: the glorious Cossack past with its democratic traditions, the
peaceful character of hardworking Ukrainian peasants, a "multiculturalism"
and ethnic tolerance typical for the borderlands, the historical experience of
cooperation between Russians and Ukrainians, the settlement mentality with

46 Jouni Hakli, "Cross-border identities in the new Europe: Ghost of the past or sign-
post to the next millennium", http://www.nuim.ie/staff/dpringle/igu_wpm/hakli.pdf
(last accessed February 7, 2010).
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its liberal and individualistic attitudes, and the merchants’ prosperity and capi-
talist spirit of Kharkiv. All these narrative elements and myths, which are
united by the grand narrative of Slobozhanshchyna, meet the ideological
needs of the regional ruling elite. As a cultural brand for the region, "Sloboz-
hanshchyna" has much to offer: it is the historical name of a region that was
half forgotten during Soviet decades, it refers to a history that is at a safe dis-
tance from the current "memory wars" in Ukraine; it is neutral enough not to
provoke divisions and exclusions; finally, it is pro-Ukrainian but not anti-
Russian. "Slobozhanshchyna" is an ideal myth because it is ambivalent and
therefore can be filled with various messages to legitimize different interests.

Slobozhanshchyna or Sloboda Ukraine is a specific historical region
which was formed during the 17" century by the colonization efforts of both
the Russian state and the Ukrainian settlers — Cossacks and peasants — on
the borderlands between Muscovy, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and
the Tatar Khanate. This area, called Dyke Pole (Wild Field), was a vast, thinly
populated frontier zone. It made Muscovy vulnerable to attacks by nomadic
Tatars. The few guard posts were hardly able to prevent such attacks, so
once the human and material resources allowed for it, the Muscovy state
started the construction of a series of fortresses, which were later united in a
single fortification line called the "Belgorod line". In order to complete the gar-
risons of these new fortresses, and also to enlarge the population of the bor-
derland territories as a guarantee against Tatar invasions, groups of Russian
peasants and military servants (called in the documents of this time sluzhilye
liudi or boiarskie deti) were moved there by the Muscovite administration. As
such projects relied on ample supply of human resources, the Muscovy state
encouraged Ukrainian Cossacks and peasants (called at that time cherkasy)
from the neighbouring Polish territories to settle there.

Cossacks were given lands to feed their families; they were allowed to
keep their customs, military structure and self-organization on condition of
providing military service guarding the border against the Tatars. Although the
Cossacks had to swear allegiance to the tsar, they retained significant liber-
ties (for example, the freedom of movement: in contrast to the Russians, the
Cossacks could leave service) and got some economic privileges (such as
tax-free trade and the license to produce and sell alcohol). The name "Slo-
boda Ukraine" comes from sloboda (settlement) and is etymologically con-
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nected to the modern Ukrainian word svobdda (freedom); ity na slobodu
means "to go to the free lands".*’” From the middle of the 17" century and al-
most until the end of the 19™ century the territory was populated mainly by
Ukrainians, with a Russian population of around 10-15%. From the beginning
of colonization the territory of Sloboda Ukraine was organized in five regimen-
tal districts (polki) of Sloboda Cossacks. Such a regiment had a Cossacks
self-administration, which was elected on a democratic basis and was simul-
taneously under the control of the local Russian administration, which was
responsible for general defence policy, criminal justice issues and so on.
From the beginning of the 19™ century this self-administration was slowly re-
duced, and the Cossack regiments were transformed into units of the Russian
regular army. The territory of Sloboda Ukraine lost its special borderlands
status with the expansion of the Russian Empire to the west and south. It was
included first in the Azov guberniia and later became part of the Kiev gu-
berniia. The last remnants of the old Cossack self-administration were finally
abolished in 1765 and the Slobidsko-Ukrainska guberniia (with Kharkiv as a
capital) became a regular administrative unit of the Russian Empire. Cos-
sacks of the higher ranks (starshyna) were granted officership and dvorian-
stvo (nobility).

During the last two centuries these historical facts have served as a ba-
sis for very different interpretations.*® First, historians of the region, while
pointing to the specific history, social structure and traditions of Sloboda
Ukraine, represented its history as a successful incorporation into the Rus-
sian Empire. For example, |zmail Sreznevskii (1812-1880), a Ukrainophile
professor at Kharkiv University, who wrote a short sketch of Sloboda Ukraine
history, underlined the role of the region in Russian military history and in the
history of Russian colonization. The development of ethnographic and histori-
cal studies at Kharkiv University and the foundation of the Kharkiv Historical
Philological Society (1877) contributed at the end of the 19™ century to the
growing awareness of Slobozhanshchyna as a Ukrainian land. The academic

47 Cf. Volodymyr Kravchenko’s commentary to: Dmytro Bahalii, Istoriia Slobidskoi
Ukrainy, Kharkiv: Delta 1993 [1918], p. 235 (in Ukrainian).

48 An overview of the historiography on Sloboda Ukraine would exceed the framework
of this chapter. For a detailed historiographic account see Volodymyr Masliichuk,
Kozatska starshyna slobidskykh polkiv druhoi polovyny 17th — pershoi tretyny 18th
stolittia, Kharkiv: Rayder 2003, pp. 5-19.
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and social activities of Kharkiv professors such as Oleksandr Potebnia (1835-
1891), Dmytro Bahalii (1857-1932), Mykola Sumtsov (1854-1922) and others
not only stimulated the raising of Ukrainian national consciousness but also
prepared the ground for the modernization of regional identity as a necessary
element of a nation state and a capitalist economy. As one of the academic
and cultural centres of the region, Kharkiv also became an important site of
the nationalist movement. With the abolishment of restrictions on the public
use of Ukrainian language in the early 20" century one of the leaders of
Ukrainian nationalism, Kharkiv lawyer Mykola Mikhnovskyi, founded the
newspaper Slobozhanshchyna — its title sounding like a challenge to the local
Russian-language press, which usually labelled the region as "South Russia".

The works of the Kharkiv historian Dmytro Bahalii (who was also rector
of Kharkiv University from 1906-1919 and mayor of the city from 1914-1917)
were especially important for the formation of the regional identity of Sloboda
Ukraine.*® They were popularized in Soviet Ukraine in the 1920s, but later
denounced as "nationalist'. Bahalii was rediscovered and enthusiastically
read with new eyes after 1991. In fact it is his interpretation of the regional
history which has become widely accepted and thus provided a basis for the
post-Soviet identity of Slobozhanshchyna. According to Bahalii, the identity of
Slobozhanshchyna is certainly Ukrainian. In addition to the ethnographic and
linguistic evidence, he presents historical arguments: the territory was colo-
nized mainly by Ukrainian Cossacks; it had an autonomous status and was
under traditional Cossack military administrative order similar to the Hetma-
nate.*® The contemporary Ukrainian historian Serhii Plokhy has shown that
the myth of the Ukrainian Cossacks was one of the main founding narratives
of the Ukrainian nation in the 19" and early 20" centuries. Originally related
to a limited territory, the Cossack myth has successfully expanded to other

49 The most important works of Dmytro Bahalii in regard to the history of Sloboda
Ukraine are: [storiia Kharkova za 250 let ego sushchestvovaniia, Kharkiv, vol. 1,
1905; Istoriia Slobidskoi Ukrainy, Kharkiv 1918.

50 The Hetmanate (in Ukrainian Hetmanshchyna) was the Ukrainian Cossack proto-
state that between 1649 and 1775 was located in the central and north-eastern re-
gions of today’s Ukraine. Its first leader, Bohdan Khmelnytsky, ruled from 1648 to
1657. As a result of the Treaty of Pereyaslav the Hetmanate lost its independence.
In 1667 the Treaty of Andrusovo (Andrusiv) divided it between Russia and Poland.
In 1764 the autonomy of the Cossack state and the position of the hetman were
abolished by Catherine Il of Russia.
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lands (such as Galicia). Later it was used to claim the integrity of Ukrainian
territory, united by the same glorious Cossack past.®' A similar point was also
made by Andreas Kappeler: "One could say that the contradiction between
the history of elites and the history of the people is reconciled in the Cossack
myth. This myth demonstrates the specificity and originality of Ukrainian his-
tory in the most articulate way. The socio-political specificities of Cossack tra-
dition and its relation to Orthodoxy and Ukrainian culture are part of the core
of Ukrainian history construction, which thus combines elements of "Western"
(civic) and "non-Western" (ethnic) models of nation."* In his History of Slo-
boda Ukraine Dmytro Bahalii extended the power of the Cossack national
myth to Slobozhanshchyna, underlining in this way that it is the core Ukrain-
ian land. He also argued that before colonization during the 17" century Dyke
Pole did not belong to the Muscovy state (a view contested later by Soviet
historiography). For him Sloboda Ukraine was a part of the historical Ukrain-
ian territory because before the Mongol-Tatar invasion it was populated by
the Eastern Slavs of the Kievan Rus, which were ancestors of the Ukrainians.
At the same time, Bahalii pointed to the peculiarities of Sloboda Ukraine and
the Sloboda Cossacks. Without opposing them explicitly to the "original" Cos-
sacks of the Hetmanate, he stressed the peaceful and constructive intentions
of the Sloboda settlers, their preoccupation with agriculture rather than with
military endeavours and their interest in keeping peace with their neighbours.
There are well-known historical facts which have marginalized Sloboda
Ukraine in the nationalist historiographic discourse. For example, although
Slobozhanshchyna had the same Cossack administrative military order, it had
less autonomy than the Hetmanate and was under the direct control of the
Russian administration. It was never part of the Hetmanate, despite some at-
tempts to reunite the Ukrainian lands. Slobozhanshchyna stayed loyal to the
tsar during the anti-Russian Cossack uprisings and refused to join them. For
this loyalty the Cossacks of Slobozhanshchyna were later rewarded by the

51 Serhii Plokhy, "Historical Debates and Territorial Claims. Cossack Mythology in the
Russian-Ukrainian Border Dispute," in: Frederick Starr (ed.), Legacy of History in
Russia and the New States of Eurasia, Armonk, NY/London: M. E. Sharpe 1994.

52 Andreas Kappeler, "Die Kosaken-Ara als zentraler Baustein der Konstruktion einer
national-ukrainischen Geschichte: Das Beispiel der Zeitschrift Kievskaja Starina
1882-1891," in: idem, Der schwierige Weg zur Nation: Beitrage zur neueren
Geschichte der Ukraine, Vienna: Boehlau 2003, pp. 123-135.
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tsar with some trade and tax privileges, which contributed to the prosperity of
the region. As the first Ukrainian land incorporated into the Russian Empire,
Sloboda Ukraine also underwent a significant loss of Ukrainian traditions and
identity. Mykhailo Hrushevskyi (1866-1834), the founder of Ukrainian national
historiography, saw the historical role of Sloboda Ukraine rather in negative
terms. He believed that in the colonization movement, "extensive energy took
over intensive. The issue of Ukraine’s independence was destroyed at the
price of its territorial expansion".*® Hrushevsky argued that Sloboda Ukraine
was a weaker, paler copy of the Hetmanate and the Sloboda regiments were
a touchstone for abolishing Cossack traditions and privileges in the Hetma-
nate. In Bahalii’s interpretation these historical facts did not contradict the true
Ukrainian identity of Slobozhanshchyna. He stressed that the proto-Ukrainian
elite, with its rich traditions and awareness of the glorious past, never ceased
to exist in Slobozhanshchyna. This is illustrated by the founding of Kharkiv
University in 1805, which was initiated by the local community. Without deny-
ing the contradictions and tensions between Ukrainians and Russians — es-
pecially between the Ukrainian settlers and the Russian administration — Ba-
halii avoided putting national conflicts at the centre of the region’s history.

The ambivalence of the historical identity of Slobozhanshchyna persisted in
Soviet times. Although Dmytro Bahalii was denounced as a "bourgeois na-
tionalist," Soviet historiography of Slobozhanshchyna was heavily based on
his works. It is telling that the name "Slobozhanshchyna" did not acquire
negative connotations in the official historical discourse. In Soviet historiogra-
phy, Sloboda Ukraine became the true embodiment of the "eternal" Russian-
Ukrainian friendship. This is demonstrated, for example, by the book by
Kharkiv historian Anton Slusarskiy*, which was published in 1954 on the oc-
casion of the 300" anniversary of the Pereyaslav Treaty. Nevertheless, the
historical narrative of Slobozhanshchyna kept its subversive "nationalist" po-
tential even in Soviet times, and by the end of the 1980s a significant part of
the Kharkiv intelligentsia was sympathetic to Narodnyi Ruch and supported
the idea of Ukraine’s independence. In this cultural milieu, the historical myth
of Slobozhanshchyna was restored in its "nationalist" version, emphasizing

53 Cited in Masliichuk, Kozatska starshyna, p. 13.
54 Anton Sliusarskyi, Slobidska Ukraina. Istorychnyi narys 17-18 stolitt, Kharkiv:
Kharkivske knuzhkovo-gazetne vyrobnytstvo 1954.
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the "originally Ukrainian" character of the region in opposition to external
Russian influences. "Slobozhanshchyna" became associated with the Ukrain-
ian language and culture, which had survived in the rural area if not in the
city.

These "nationalist” interpretations challenged both the dominance of the
Russian language in Kharkiv and the opportunist attitude of the regional po-
litical elites with regard to Ukrainization. In this context the ambivalent Slo-
bozhanshchyna myth once again became politically desirable. The re-
discovery of the region’s historical identity made Bahalii’'s works popular in
Kharkiv after 1991: they were republished and widely used as textbooks on
local history. Kharkiv historian Volodymyr Kravchenko stressed their aca-
demic and political relevance in his commentaries to Bahalii's History of Sio-
boda Ukraine, newly edited in 1993: "Bahalii was the first to provide a schol-
arly understanding of the colonization of Sloboda Ukraine as a meeting and
interaction site of the two streams of settlers from Russia and from Ukraine."*®
In Kravchenko’s introduction to the new edition, Bahalii is presented as a his-
torian who, contrary to the Hrushevskyi school, studied Ukrainian history in a
close connection with Russian history, and who viewed this connection in a
positive light.*® Bahalii's arguments seemed to reinforce the vision of Sloboz-
hanshchyna as a region with a multicultural character (which is in fact a prod-
uct of Soviet history). According to Kravchenko, the geographical location of
Slobozhanshchyna made it a "zone of active contacts and mutual influences
of various civilizations and cultures. From approximately the 17" century on-
wards, the interaction between Ukrainian and Russian cultures in the broad
sense became decisive for the historical destiny of this land. Through a kind
of joint reconquista, Ukrainians and Russians won back the territory of Slo-
bozhanshchyna in a severe fight with the neighbouring states and colonized
it. They created a material and spiritual culture which absorbed the various
dimensions of the national-cultural elements of both."*

The discourses of "traditional multiculturalism" and Ukrainian—Russian
bilingualism became very popular after 1991 as one of the ways to construct

55 Dmytro Bahalii, Istoriia Slobidskoi Ukrainy, p. 236 (in Ukrainian).

56 Volodymyr Kravchenko, "Introduction”, Dmytro Bahalii, Istoriia Slobidskoi Ukrainy,
p. 8.

57 Kravchenko, "Introduction", p. 6.
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a specific regional identity around the core issue of Russian-Ukrainian rela-
tions. The identity of Slobozhanshchyna was partly reinvented as an alterna-
tive to the ethnic concept of the Ukrainian nation and as a counter-narrative to
"post-colonial" interpretations of Ukrainian history. In this discourse, the re-
gion is represented as bearer of a special historical experience: namely, the
voluntary and mutually beneficial interaction of Russians and Ukrainians.
Kharkiv historian Serhii Kudelko, who since 2008 has headed the Center for
Local History at Kharkiv National University, points to the "uniqueness of
Kharkiv among other big cities of Ukraine which lies in the fact that there was
not a one case of ethnic, racial or religious conflict here... Kharkiv inhabitants
are characterized by traditional hospitality..., negative attitude to xenophobia
and religious intolerance... Their native languages are both Ukrainian and
Russian".%® This discourse is also popular in local politics and school educa-
tion. According to Vladimir Grinev , one of Kharkiv’'s Russian-speaking politi-
cians of the 1990s, the interconnection of Russian and Ukrainian cultures is
crucial for Sloboda Ukraine, as well as the tolerance of ethnic and cultural di-
versity and traditional bilingualism.*® The new school textbook on the geogra-
phy of the Kharkiv region published in 2001 proudly reports about the multina-
tional character of the region (more than 100 nationalities) as an asset. It in-
forms that Ukrainians compose 63% and Russians 33% of the population of
the region, and mentions without additional comment that its population
speaks both Ukrainian and Russian.®

No wonder that the myth of Slobozhanshchyna was also appropriated
by those who claim to represent the interests of the Russian speakers in
Ukraine. The program Pervaia Stolitsa (The First Capital) produced by the
young Kharkiv journalist Konstantin Kevorkian has been one such ambivalent
attempt to reinvent the local history. His popular version of Kharkiv’s history
was presented as a documentary series on local television and later pub-
lished as a collection of historical essays.®' Although the title of his program

58 Serhii Kudelko, "Ethnic and social processes in Sloboda Ukraine", Mizhnarodna
mihratsiia ta mizhetnichni stosunky na Slobozhanshchyni (seminar proceedings),
Kharkiv: Konstanta 2004, pp. 23-26; here p. 26.

59 Vladimir Grinev (Volodymyr Hryniov), "Socio-economic and cultural-historical as-
pects of regional politics in Ukraine," Region, no. 2-3 (1998), p. 13 (in Russian).

60 Viktoria Sadkina, Heohrafiia ridnoho kraiu, Kharkiv: Skorpion, 2000, pp. 65-66.

61 Kevorkian, Pervaia Stolitsa, Kharkiv: Folio 2002.
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Pervaia Stolitsa refers to the years 1919-1934, when Kharkiv was the capital
of Soviet Ukraine and a centre of Ukrainization politics, the "golden age" of
the city according to Kevorkian was the end of the 19™ century, the period of
rapid economic growth and cultural flourishing. Thus, his version of Kharkiv
history tries to reconcile Soviet and Russian imperial narratives with local
Ukrainian narratives and symbols. Kevorkian sees the path to Kharkiv's re-
newed prosperity and cultural revival in economic regionalization (the idea of
a free economic zone) and in turning the city into the "shadow capital of the
Russian-speaking culture in Ukraine."®® Kharkiv emerged as an urban centre
connecting Russia and Ukraine and owed its success to this role as a media-
tor; therefore, it should reacquire this traditional role. The main obstacles in
this scenario, according to Kevorkian, are the "Ukrainian nationalists”, who
are unable to accept the cultural specificity of Kharkiv and are afraid of its po-
tential political influence. According to Kevorkian, Kharkiv’s identity as a mer-
chant centre and a mediator between Ukraine and Russia is not related to the
Ukrainian rural ethnic environment. Therefore, it could become a capitalist
"small tiger" — liberal, multicultural and indifferent to the issue of national iden-
tity.

Both the specific history and the cultural ambivalence of Slobozhan-
shchyna were embraced by the regional ruling elite; for example, shortly after
1991 the main regional newspaper Sotsialistychna Kharkivshchyna was re-
named in Slobidsky Kray. This new narrative gives the region its own identity
and provides symbolic resources that go beyond the obsolete Soviet mythol-
ogy but are still compatible with it. It underlines the originally Ukrainian char-
acter of the region, while leaving enough space for the historical justification
of the "traditionally close Ukrainian-Russian relations" and a new/old role of
Kharkiv as a mediator in the economic cooperation between the two coun-
tries. Thus, "Kharkiv is a capital of Ukrainian-Russian cooperation" was the
slogan of the pro-presidential political bloc "For a United Ukraine" in the 2002
parliamentary elections.

The specific historical and cultural identity of the region is considered
important enough to be reflected in the "Regional Program of Social and
Economic Development until 2010". This document stressed that the political

62 Kevorkian, Pervaia Stolitsa, p. 186.
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orientation to Russia and the cultural closeness to Ukraine give the region a
specific ambivalence. The text underlines the rich traditions of civil society
and academic freedom, but also admits the deficit of national consciousness
and the low status of the Ukrainian language. The document states that, in
the past, "The specificity of the region expressed itself in the absence of a
clear character, avoiding extremities, and in a certain ambivalence.
Kharkivshchyna very early became a meeting place of various cultures and
peoples, therefore tolerance, ability to mutual understanding and dialogue
characterized the inhabitants of the Kharkiv oblast from the beginning. Be-
sides, political values and symbols played a less important role in their lives
than economic and cultural factors."®® According to this document, regional
values and traditions (pragmatism, civic self-organization, tolerance, open-
ness to innovation, and a mixed Ukrainian-Russian culture) can make a con-
siderable contribution to nation building and provide a "ground for solidarity
and social mobilization under conditions of social apathy, cynicism and dis-
orientation".

According to the Regional Program the lack of a clear Ukrainian na-
tional character, the political passivity and the indifference to the Ukrainian
national idea in the region is compensated by other virtues. The document
presents the identity of Slobozhanshchyna as based on the values of market
and entrepreneurship. Here, Slobozhanshchyna is a potential bearer of the
"capitalist spirit" embodying pragmatic attitudes, openness to innovations and
cultural influences, the priority of private interests, orientation to family pros-
perity, self-confidence and protest against state paternalism, the idea of mod-
est but honest enrichment, and the historical traditions of charity and social
responsibility of business.® In the early 1990s the idea of a special economic
"Slobozhanshchyna" mentality served to legitimize the market transforma-
tions and the interests of private business. Being apolitical, but anti-
communist at the same time, it played a special role in the self-identification
of the region after 1991 in opposition to the "national-democratic" west. This

63 Regional Program "Kharkivshchyna — 2010", suspended on February 3, 2009 by
decision of the Kharkiv Oblast Council; see http://oblrada.kharkov.ua/dod/1106V38
d07.doc (last accessed February 7, 2010).

64 Regional Program "Kharkivshchyna — 2010".
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narrative of "traditional economic pragmatism" has been serving to legitimize
Ukrainian-Russian cross-border cooperation to this day.

Conclusion: A Euroregion in the absence of "Europe"?

Is a Euroregion at the Ukrainian-Russian border not a contradiction in
itself? Being outside the EU — and not even at the external border of the
enlarged EU — how European can this "Euroregion" be at all? Most Ukrainian
experts focus on the Euroregions at the western border of Ukraine, which are
considered primarily to be important instruments of European integration — in
other words, bridges to the EU.®® The Russian-Ukrainian Euroregions have
been given only marginal attention, not only due to their relatively young age,
but also because of their ambivalent geopolitical status. Can they contribute
to the political and economic modernization of Ukraine and its eventual ac-
cession to the EU, or do they instead represent a geopolitical alternative to
the "European choice"? If one considers Ukraine’s relations with Russia and
the EU as a "zero sum game", the Ukrainian-Russian Euroregions are easily
associated with post-Soviet re-integration and restoration of Russia’s imperial
sphere of influence.

However, the very notion of "Euroregion" is as ambiguous as the geo-
political definition of "Europe” itself. Euroregions as a form of cross-border
cooperation have no single legal status. The term "suggests simply a feeling
of belonging to Europe and a willingness to participate in the process of
European integration."® For example, the "Carpathian Euroregion" on the
western border of Ukraine was created when its neighbours Poland and Slo-
vakia were not yet official EU candidates. Although the "Slobozhanshchyna"
project has to be seen in the context of the political rapprochement between
Russia and Ukraine in the last years of Leonid Kuchma's presidency, in the
broader geopolitical sense the emergence of the new Euroregions at the
Ukrainian-Russian border is the result of EU enlargement and European inte-
gration. Kharkiv geographers Golikov and Chernomaz suggested a classifica-
tion of the existing Euroregions according to axes of cross-border coopera-

65 Lyubomyr Petrenko, "Euroregion — a bridge to Europe for Ukraine", JI, http://lwww.ji-
magazine.lviv.ua/kordon/ostpolitik/2003/dwelle-1204.htm (in Ukrainian) (last ac-
cessed February 7, 2010).

66 Cf. the Council of Europe website, http://www.coe.int.
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tion: the first axis goes along the borders between Western European coun-
tries, the second one along the border of Western Europe and the post-
socialist countries of Eastern and Central Europe, and the third one along the
western border of the former USSR. Historically, there have been three dif-
ferent types of Euroregions, aimed at solving quite different political problems.
Golikov and Chernomaz add to this classification a fourth axis of cross-border
regions, which is presently being formed: the zone along the border of the
Russian Federation with the western "new independent states," namely
Ukraine and Belarus.®” These Euroregions differ from their predecessors in
many respects: they do not have to deal with the burden of historical conflicts
and the challenge of ethnic diversity, and they often unite not peripheral but
core economic regions while the populations still have intensive family ties
and frequent contacts across the border. The Kharkiv and Belgorod oblasts
belong to this fourth axis of cross-border cooperation. As the boundaries of
Europe are in flux, particularly in the east of the continent, one cannot deny
Slobozhanshchyna a Euroregion status.

However, the question still remains: What is behind this "Euro" fagade
of regional politics? Can the Ukrainian-Russian Euroregions have a modern-
izing effect on the political systems and economies of both countries or do
they just serve to legitimize the particularistic interests of the regional "busi-
ness-administrative groups"? In fact, the post-Soviet Euroregions are rather
ambivalent and fulfil multiple functions. Depending on the political situation,
they can be used by the regional elites as a bargaining chip in power negotia-
tions with the centre, as an element of electoral campaigns attracting the
voices of the Russian speakers, or as a means to immunize oneself with a
"politically correct" pro-European rhetoric against accusations of pro-Russian
sympathies. Pragmatic considerations concerning potential EU funding and
other benefits of international cooperation also play a role. As Vendina and
Kolossov note, creating a Euroregion can be a political manoeuvre that allows
a territory to acquire a special economic status or to be granted investment
and tax privileges, which are of interest for the regional business groups.® A
Euroregion is often used as a symbolic resource promoting the "European"

67 Golikov and Chernomaz, "The Euroregion ‘Slobozhanshchyna™, pp. 52-54 (in Rus-
sian).
68 Vendina and Kolossov, "Partnership that Bypasses Barriers", op. cit.
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image of the regional authorities and politicians, and helping to attract foreign
investments and to get subsidies from the state budget.

Currently the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion serves mostly as an ad-
ditional communication channel which allows regional authorities from
Ukraine and Russia to discuss problems of common interest and even solve
some urgent issues, avoiding the mediation of Kyiv and Moscow. To some
extent it also works as a learning platform which provides an exchange of in-
formation with other Euroregions and the advice of international (European)
experts. But apart from its communication and representation functions, it has
little modernizing effect on the regional economies of the borderlands. To
date, the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion has failed to facilitate economic
growth, technical innovation or the creation of new jobs in the border regions;
no "breakthrough" has happened in academic and technical cooperation,
education and cross-border tourism. The Russian expert Leonid Vardomskiy
explains the limitations of post-Soviet cross-border cooperation by the domi-
nance of the traditional "trade" model based on differences in prices on goods
and services on both sides of the border.®® To go beyond the "trade" model,
he argues, would require a significant liberalisation of the border regime, in-
cluding border, migration and custom controls.

Another constraint for the "Slobozhanshchyna" Euroregion is the speci-
ficity of post-Soviet regional politics, which serves the economic interests of
the "business-administrative groups" and the re-election of local politicians
but blocks grassroots initiatives. "Russia and Ukraine remain highly central-
ized states: in both countries civil societies which force authorities take the
interests of local residents into account are rather weak. The main moving
forces of ‘Euroregion building’ have to date been administrations dealing with
cross-border problems, some politicians using this topic for self-advertising,
and also certain intellectual elites, which support the idea of integration".”
Without the democratization of the local self-government and a decentraliza-
tion of power in both Ukraine and Russia the "Euroregion” is just a label.
However, as we remember from the first section of this chapter, similar ten-

69 Leonid Vardomskiy, "Cross-border cooperation on the ‘new’ and ‘old’ borders of
Russia", Evraziiskaia ekonomicheskaia integratsiia, no. 1 (2008), p. 105 (in Rus-
sian).

70 Vendina and Kolossov, "Partnership that Bypasses Barriers".
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sions between the economic and administrative roles of a Euroregion and its
function of public policy making are not only characteristic of the post-Soviet
space.

European enlargement has yet to bring Ukraine into the EU, but it has
moved the EU closer to Ukraine’s borders. The new European Union has de-
veloped a "New Neighbourhood" strategy and (re-)shaped its policies con-
cerning the external EU border. This affects first of all the regime for
Ukraine’s western border and the status of the respective Euroregions that
Ukraine has established together with the new EU members: Poland, Slova-
kia, Hungary and Romania. However, the Ukrainian-Russian border regions
can also profit from the European programs of regional development. In a
broader sense, EU enlargement affected the situation on the eastern border
of Ukraine no less than on the western side. As the middle-term prospects of
EU membership are quite unlikely, Ukraine most probably will develop looser
forms of association with the EU and more flexible instruments of integration.
The Euroregions can serve as one of them; the question, however, is how to
make them more efficient.

At the same time, it is the Ukrainian-Russian Euroregions where two in-
tegration projects overlap and come into conflict: the European Union, which
becomes more reluctant the further east it expands, and resurrected Russia
gathering its former imperial fragments into a new sphere of influence. The
political and symbolic role of Europe in Ukrainian politics and society is chal-
lenged by Russia, which conceptualizes its integrationist ambitions as a res-
toration of the common East Slavic / Orthodox space. Since the Orange
Revolution, Moscow has changed its political strategy for regaining influence
in Ukraine and now works more closely with some segments of Ukrainian civil
society and the eastern Ukrainian regional elites, using NGOs and youth
movements. One cannot rule out that this new strategy (and the predictable
response from the Ukrainian side) will also affect the Ukrainian-Russian Eu-
roregions and turn them into a stage of political conflict.

The prospects of cross-border regionalisation are inevitably limited by
the politics of "nationalizing the borderlands" pursued by both Ukraine and
Russia. While the common historical "Sloboda" identity did not survive the
20" century and is almost non-existent today, various hybrid and mixed iden-
tities combining some elements of Ukrainian and Russian culture, Orthodox
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belief and Soviet symbols are widespread in the region. Ukrainian nationalist
and national democratic discourses try to devaluate these identities as post-
colonial and "Little Russian". From this point of view the shared cultural tradi-
tions, religious beliefs and linguistic similarities in the Ukrainian and Russian
borderlands are interpreted as remnants of an "imperial" past which cannot
provide a basis for a "modern" and "European" cross-border regionalization.

But in fact it is not so easy to differentiate between the "new" and the
"old" regionalism, even in the contemporary European context where the for-
mer imperial provinces reinvent themselves across national borders. As Jouni
Hakli asked, "[Is] the emerging regional question merely a logical continuation
in the long disintegration process of the great European polyethnic empires,
or an altogether new development reflecting the late modern networked form
of organization in the areas of communication and technology?"" It is legiti-
mate to assume that similar processes are going on today in the post-Soviet
— and in particular in the Ukrainian-Russian — borderlands.

71 Hakli, "Cross-Border Identities in the New Europe".






Il Living (with the) Border

6 Making Sense of a New Border: Social Transformations
and Shifting Identities in Five Near-Border Villages

The fact that globalization links national economies and facilitates the
flow of ideas, technologies and people does not necessarily make borders ir-
relevant. Particularly in the post-Soviet space, the effects of globalization and
integration into the world economy are often combined with the emergence of
new peripheries, with strengthening cultural boundaries and establishing new
frontiers. It is especially people living in border regions who experience these
transformation processes in their everyday lives. The construction of the new
border between Ukraine and Russia brought a lot of changes (such as the
introduction of passport and customs controls, reorganization of transport
routes, restructuring of local labour markets), which have made the territory of
the neighbouring state less accessible' and more "distant" for the local inhabi-
tants. People have been adjusting their social contacts, their shopping and
leisure habits to the new situation; they take the fact of the border into ac-
count in their labour market and education strategies. However, the new
situation of becoming a periphery, a borderland territory, is perceived on both
sides of the Ukrainian-Russian border in different ways depending on social
and economic factors. The emerging economic asymmetry is not only an im-
portant factor for the new advantages and disadvantages of living at the bor-
der, but also contributes to shaping new national identities — Ukrainian and

1 Visas are not required from Ukrainian and Russian citizens for visiting the
neighbouring country. The border can still be crossed with "internal" Ukrainian and
Russian passports. Plans to introduce international passports as obligatory for
crossing the Ukrainian-Russian border were discussed, but postponed because of
the high administrative costs. In the 2004 Ukrainian presidential election campaign,
the pro-Russian candidate Viktor Yanukovych promised to make border crossing to
Russia easier. In 2007-08 the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs repeatedly warned
that a visa regime can be introduced for Ukrainian citizens in case the country be-
comes a member of NATO.
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Russian. The spatial reorganization related to the border construction is com-
bined with nation building implemented through education and administrative
reforms, thus changing the symbolic links to the territory and causing a disin-
tegration of the former common Soviet space. For example, the respective
new national historical narratives have been introduced in local schools on
both sides of the border and new national symbols have replaced the old So-
viet ones. These changes in the individual and collective mental maps were
followed in the 1990s by radical social and economic transformations (land
reforms, the dismantling of the kolkhoz? system and the emergence of private
agricultural companies, a rise of unemployment and social insecurity). In the
eyes of the local population these transformations, and first of all their nega-
tive effects, are inseparable from the fact of the new border: spatial and tem-
poral boundaries are closely related. The new border represents the irre-
versibility of the post-1991 political and social changes, thus separating not
only Ukraine from Russia, but also the present, real Ukraine from an imag-
ined Soviet Union.

This chapter focuses on social and economic factors that contribute to
the different perceptions and images of the border among Ukrainians and
Russians and, in this way, to the process of shaping new national identities.
By analyzing the results of interviews in villages on both sides of the border
the essay seeks to show how the particular experience of "becoming a bor-
derland" has been connected to another experience — of becoming Ukraini-
ans or Russians; how in the narratives of the local inhabitants the new border
animates their identity, their political loyalty (or lack of it) and local patriotism.
The first section of the chapter provides the necessary information on the
fieldwork, the methodology and the site of the research. The second section
uses data from group interviews to look at how local inhabitants perceive the
reorganization of their habitual space after the establishment of the new bor-
der. The third section focuses on local narratives of social change and on

2 Kolkhoz (Russian) or kolhosp (Ukrainian) in the former Soviet Union was a coopera-
tive agricultural enterprise operated on state-owned land by peasants from a num-
ber of households who belonged to the collective and who were paid as salaried
employees on the basis of quality and quantity of labour contributed. Conceived as
a voluntary union of peasants, the kolkhoz became the dominant form of agricultural
enterprise as the result of a state program of expropriation of private holdings em-
barked on in 1929. Operational control was maintained by state authorities through
the appointment of kolkhoz chairmen (nominally elected).
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their role in shaping the new national identities. The fourth section addresses
the new / old collective "symbolic geography" of the borderlands (the images
of "us" and "them", the local discourses of Ukrainian-Russian relations and
the role of the national media and the school in the processes of nationalizing
the borderlands).

6.1 Methodology and research sites

The research was conducted in the summers of 2003 and 2004 in three
villages of the Kharkiv oblast (Ukraine) and in two villages of the Belgorod
oblast (Russian Federation). All villages are located in the so-called controlled
near-border area.®> The research was based on focus group interviews and
additional individual interviews with local inhabitants. The focus groups con-
sisted of people from various occupations: teachers, village administrators,
medical personal, bookkeepers, truck drivers, workers in the agricultural en-
terprises and small farmers. Pensioners, young people and the unemployed
were also represented. The focus group interviews proved to be an effective
method for collecting valuable information about people’s attitudes and per-
ceptions of the new border: the collective discussion stimulated the partici-
pants to recall important details, to talk of interesting examples, and to agree
or disagree actively with each other. At the same time, especially in this case,
group interviews as a research instrument had their limits: for example, young
people were reluctant to talk in the presence of older persons, and questions
about illegal cross-border business were sensitive. However, it was possible
to collect missing information subsequently in individual interviews or informal
talks. In all cases representatives of the village administration took part in the
focus groups; in a small village, it is not possible to organize a focus group
without their consent and goodwill, which is even truer if one works as a
Ukrainian researcher on Russian territory. In some cases the official affirma-
tive discourse on state borders dominated the discussion, but it was still in-
teresting to see how the village administration adapted the official policy to
the local needs and the interests of the village community.

3 A "controlled near-border area" is a special zone officially established according to
the Law on the State Border of Ukraine, where the movement and behaviour of lo-
cal inhabitants and visitors are regulated according to special rules.
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Street in Udy
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The focus group interviews were based on three groups of questions.
The first group concerned the historical roots of the village, the most impor-
tant events in its Soviet and post-Soviet history, the ethnic and linguistic iden-
tities of the participants, the language issue and attitudes to Ukrainization.
The second group of questions dealt with the economic aspects of near-
border life: Does the border have an effect on family well-being? Does it cre-
ate new (legal or illegal) opportunities to earn money, and if so, for whom? Do
people cross the border to earn money, to shop or to sell products on the lo-
cal markets? Does the border itself provide new jobs for the local population?
Do people consider living near the border an advantage or a disadvantage?
Finally, the third set of questions concerned the sphere of emotional attitudes
and perceptions of the border: Does the fact of the border irritate people in
their everyday lives, or have they become used to it? Do they feel that the
border is an obstacle? Do they feel better protected or rather threatened be-
cause of the border? What do they feel while crossing it?

Research was conducted in five near-border villages (Udy, Zemlianky
and Hlyboke on the Ukrainian side, and Shchetinovka and Zhuravievka on
the Russian one). They represent different constellations of geographic, so-
cial and economic factors and, therefore, various combinations of gains and
losses since 1991. Here | briefly present the social and economic back-
ground, as well as the particular situation of each village.

The three Ukrainian villages belong to three different administrative dis-
tricts (raions) of the Kharkiv oblast. Udy (Zolochiv raion) was historically a
Russian ethnic village founded in the 17" century by settlers from Russia.*

4 In the 17" century the territory where all five villages are situated was a vast, thinly
populated frontier zone called Dyke Pole (Wild Field) open to the attacks of no-
madic Tatars. It was colonized by the common efforts of the Muscovite state and
Ukrainian settlers — Cossacks and peasants — coming from the neighbouring Polish
territories. Therefore, Russian and Ukrainian ethnic settlements have historically
coexisted in this region (more in: Liudmila Chizhikova, Russko-ukrainskoe
pogranich’e. Istoriia i sudby traditsionno-bytovoi kultury (XIX-XX veka), Moscow:
Nauka 1988). Cultural boundaries between both ethnic groups (clothing, elements
of house design and decoration, religious holidays) almost disappeared during the
20" century, especially under the pressure of Soviet rural modernization. In the
1920s the administrative border was negotiated between the Soviet Ukrainian gov-
ernment and the government of the Russian Federation. It was generally drawn ac-
cording to ethnic and linguistic criteria, but some ethnic enclaves were left on both
sides of the border. In the 1920s the Soviet nationalities policy encouraged ethnic
differentiation: the administrative division of the territory both in Ukraine and in Rus-
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Due to intermarriages and intensive migration in Soviet times it is not pre-
dominantly Russian anymore. However, Russian is the common language
spoken in the village and most people are aware of its Russian ethnic roots.
Women of the older generation can still remember some Russian folk songs,
and | was told that traditional religious holidays are still celebrated in the Rus-
sian way. Probably more than folklore and half-forgotten traditions, it is the
language of instruction at school which is important for reproducing "Russian"
identity:® the secondary school in Udy is the only Russian-language school in
the Zolochiv raion. The village has rather limited public transport connections:
the bus to Kharkiv goes only four times a week, the distance to the nearest
railway station is 12 km and people usually walk. In Soviet times Udy was
part of a flourishing kolkhoz, whose respected head was able to provide in-
vestments in the social infrastructure of the village. Today the village is in cri-
sis: buildings from the 1970s and 80s cannot be maintained anymore and lie
in ruins.

The second village, Zemlianky, belongs to the Vovchansk raion of the
Kharkiv oblast. It is predominantly Ukrainian, but also with a rather mixed
population. Teaching in the village school has always been in Ukrainian.
Unlike in Udy, where the "Russian identity" of the village was a structuring
factor for the discussions, in Zemlianky people were not inclined to empha-
size their ethnic identity, perhaps because it is not opposed but rather corre-
sponds to the new national identity. Russian language is taught as an elective
subject, but in fact is obligatory, because, as the director told us, "there are
many Russians here and the teacher should not lose her job".® The fate of
Zemlianky is very much determined by its geographic location: 40 km from
the raion centre Vovchansk, 130 km from Kharkiv. The bus to Kharkiv goes
once a day and takes more than two hours. There is another bus going from

sia down to the village councils and kolkhoz level was based on ethnic criteria (see
Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire. Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet
Union, 1923-1939, Ithaca: Cornell University Press 2001). From the end of the
1920s ethnic Ukrainians in Russia became a subject of intensive Russification; they
did not have access to Ukrainian language education or press. Ethnic Russians in
Ukraine usually had access to Russian or bilingual schools. Soviet industrialization
and cultural assimilation made ethnic differences between Russians and Ukrainians
in this region almost irrelevant.

5 Identity change in Udy is discussed in detail in the next chapter.

6 Interview with the school director, Zemlianky (Vovchansk raion, Kharkiv oblast,
Ukraine).
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Piatnitskoe (Russia) to Kharkiv via Zemlianky, and it took the village admini-
stration and local community a lot of struggle with the regional authorities to
defend this route. Because of these poor connections Zemlianky’s inhabitants
have only limited opportunities to access the Kharkiv market to sell their
products. Unemployment is a big problem, as only seasonal work is provided
by the local cooperative (a transformed kolkhoz) and by four private farmers.
Due to the long distance to Kharkiv and the lack of jobs, the border and the
proximity of Russia are important for the economic strategies of the local in-
habitants.

The third Ukrainian village, Hlyboke can be called "Soviet" because of
its origins: it was founded after World War |l and inhabited by newcomers
from other regions of Ukraine and Russia. Most houses and the social infra-
structure were built in the 1960s and 1970s. Unlike in the other two villages,
gas was installed here on a permanent basis. Hlyboke is situated in the
Kharkiv raion of the Kharkiv oblast and only 35 km away from the city. People
can work and study in Kharkiv while living at Hlyboke. Until recently, the lan-
guage of school education was Russian, but since 2000 it has been Ukrain-
ian. Most people in the village speak both languages. Hlyboke seems to be in
a better economic situation than the other two villages, although unemploy-
ment is a problem as the village has no industrial or agricultural enterprises.
Most people lease the shares of land they received in the process of privati-
zation to "Kharkivovoshchprom", a large enterprise based in Kharkiv and
specialized in intensive vegetable growing. Like in Zemlianky it offers only
seasonal jobs. But in the next village, Strilecha, there is a big regional psychi-
atric hospital with its own small farm. This institution is a very important pro-
vider of jobs for the nearby villages; it guarantees relatively high salaries and
gives some additional privileges. Last but not least, the proximity of Kharkiv
makes it easier to find a job in the city.

Both Udy and Hlyboke have about a thousand inhabitants, Zemlianky
about six hundred. For Udy and Zemlianky the population decline is typical.
After the kolkhozes were dismantled, peasants got shares of land, but only a
small percentage of families managed to launch private farms due to the lack
of credit, the unavailability of technical equipment and the opportunism of the
local authorities. The remnants of the kolkhozes transformed themselves into
cooperatives and limited companies, in some cases they were swallowed up
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by big agricultural firms. Most peasants lease their shares of land to these
new monopolists in the village, which also provide them with seasonal work.
Payment is often delayed and "in kind".” People earn a living from their
household plots (priusadebnoe hoziaistvo) which are run on little money and
provide food just for the family. In many cases however, part of the produce
goes to the market: primarily milk and milk products, but also vegetables and
meat. Rural transformation in Russia follows a similar path.® But the specific-
ity of the Belgorod oblast is that its economic crisis and agricultural decline
was less dramatic than in Ukraine but also, on average, in the rest of Russia.
One has to understand that the nostalgia for the kolkhoz has nothing to do
with ideology or a "Soviet mentality", but rather with social security and the
guaranteed employment usually provided by the kolkhoz.® Even more impor-
tantly, dissolving kolkhoz farming threatened the household economy as the
main source of survival for the rural population: "without resources provided
by collectives, household production would not have been sustainable, as ru-
ral families depended on collectives to provide agricultural inputs — seed,
animal feed, and services such as ploughing".'®

On the Russian side of the border, focus groups were interviewed in
two villages, both in the Belgorod raion of the Belgorod oblast: in Shcheti-
novka and Zhuravlevka. Shchetinovka is in the close vicinity of Udy, just 5 km
away, with a population of about six hundred. The village belonged to the
"Frunze" kolkhoz, which, like its Ukrainian counterpart across the border,
prospered in the 1970s and 1980s.

7 Louise Perrotta, "Coping with the Market in Rural Ukraine", in: Ruth Mandel and
Caroline Humphrey (eds.), Markets and Moralities: Ethnographies of Postsocialism,
Oxford/New York: Berg 2002, pp. 169-190.

8 Jessica Allina-Pisano, "Land Reform and the Social Origins of Private Farmers in
Russia and Ukraine", The Journal of Peasant Studies, no. 31 (3-4) (2004), pp. 489-
514.

9 Jessica Allina-Pisano, "Sub Rosa Resistance and the Politics of Economic Reform.

Land Redistribution in Post-Soviet Ukraine", World Politics, vol. 56 (2004), pp. 554-
581; Maria Amelina, "Why Russian Peasants Remain in Collective Farms: A
Household Perspective on Agricultural Restructuring”, Post-Soviet Geography and
Economics, vol. 41, no. 7 (2000), pp. 483-511.

10 Allina-Pisano, "Sub Rosa Resistance", p. 576.
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National and regional symbols in Shchetinovka school
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But what is unique about the Shchetinovka, is that the "Frunze" kolkhoz
is among the few in Russia which were not dismantled in the 1990s. More-
over, it has adapted successfully to the new economic situation under the
leadership of the old director, a "Hero of Socialist Labour", who has kept this
position for more than thirty years. The kolkhoz invests in the social infra-
structure of the village, provides jobs, offers higher salaries to teachers and
helps pensioners.

The second village on the Russian side, Zhuravlevka, is a neighbour of
the Ukrainian villages of Hlyboke and Strilecha. In Soviet times, some inhabi-
tants of Zhuravlevka worked in the psychiatric hospital in Strilecha and many
were employed by Kharkiv industrial enterprises. Zhuravlevka had to adapt to
the new border, and the new situation also turned out to be beneficial for the
village: the new crossing point and the big Nekhoteevka transport terminal on
the Moscow-Crimea highway was built just 5 km away. The terminal provided
Zhuravlevka’s inhabitants with various jobs at the customs and border control
points in auto services, shops and at petrol stations. The proximity to the
crossing point also means that the distance to Kharkiv (in physical and sym-
bolic terms) has not changed significantly for the Zhuravlevka inhabitants.

It is important to note that at the time when this field research was con-
ducted, the Belgorod oblast was more prosperous than the Kharkiv oblast.
According to a research done by the Russian political geographer Viadimir
Kolossov and Olga Vendina, the economic revival after the collapse of the
early 1990s started in the Belgorod oblast earlier and was faster than in
Kharkiv.'" They see the reasons for this development in the more balanced
structure of Belgorod’s economy and in the advantages of a relatively late
modernization (after World War 11). Although Kharkiv as an industrial city is
much bigger than Belgorod, the average salary in the Kharkiv oblast in 2001
was only 80% of that in the Belgorod oblast.

1 Vladimir Kolossov and Olga Vendina, "Social gradients, identity and migration flows
(by the example of Belgorod and Kharkiv oblasts)", Migratsiia i pogranichnyi rezhim:
Belarus, Moldova, Russiia i Ukraina, Kyiv: NIPMB (National Institute for Interna-
tional Security Issues) 2002, pp. 21-46 (in Russian), here pp. 24-26.
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Correspondingly, pensions and other social benefits are higher on the
Russian side and a lot of social indicators are better, such as housing provi-
sion, medical services and crime rates. A survey conducted in June 2001
among residents of both oblasts who were interviewed when crossing the
border shows that the level of social optimism and satisfaction with the social
and economic situation in the country is higher among Russian citizens." |
am not going to generalize the situation and project it onto other regions, but
at the time when my field work was carried out, the economic and social ad-
vantages were on the Russian side, and the narratives of the respondents
reflected this asymmetry.

In Ukraine the interviews and discussions were conducted in Ukrainian
and Russian, depending on the preference of the audience. Here some in-
formation on the linguistic situation in the region is needed. In Soviet times
some kind of bilingual policy was pursued on the Ukrainian side of the bor-
der."™ Therefore people here usually have competence in both Ukrainian and
Russian and understand both languages without difficulty. Surzhyk, a Creole
of Ukrainian and Russian is widespread. Surzhyk is interpreted sometimes as
a mixed language or sociolect.™ In Udy, a formerly ethnic Russian village, the
Russian language dominates (some older people still speak the Kursk dialect
of Russian); in Hlyboke both languages were present equally and in Zem-
lianky people speak predominantly Ukrainian. Those with higher education
are able to switch from one language to the other, especially school teachers
and representatives of the village administration; the same is true for the
younger generation. Migrants from other regions (e.g. Western Ukraine) or
from Russia do not necessary assimilate to the dominant local language and

12 Kolossov and Vendina, "Social gradients", p. 39.

13 Liudmila Chizhikova, Russko-ukrainskoe pogranich’e. Istoriia i sudby traditsionno-
bytovoi kultury (XIX-XX veka), Moscow: Nauka 1988, p. 62.

14 On Surzhyk see among other works: Laada Bilaniuk, Contested Tongues: Lan-
guage Politics and Cultural Correction in Ukraine, Ithaca and London: Cornell Uni-
versity Press 2005; Michael Flier, "Surzhyk: The Rules of Engagement", in: Z.
Gitelman et al. (eds.), Cultures and Nations of Central and Eastern Europe: Essays
in honor of Roman Szporluk, Cambridge, MA: HURI 2000, pp. 113-136; Valerii
Khmelko, Lingvoetnichni regionalni osoblyvosti: Tendentsii zmin za roky
nezalezhnosti, Kyiv: KIIS 2004; Nikolai Vachtin, Oksana Zhironkina et al., Novye
iazyki novykh gosudarstv: iavieniia na styke blizkorodstvennykh iazykov na
postsovetskom prostranstve, St. Petersburg: European University 2004 (in Rus-
sian), http://eu.spb.ru/ethno/projects/project3/list.htm (February 7, 2010).
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keep some linguistic peculiarities for decades. From my experience the
choice of the language of communication usually is situational and pragmatic,
and rarely loaded with political connotations. On the Russian side of the bor-
der my interviews were conducted in Russian. Although a significant part of
the population in the villages | visited have ethnic Ukrainian origins, the
Ukrainian language is not taught at school and the assimilation pressure is
evidently higher than in Ukraine.

As for religion, it does not represent an important factor for constituting
different national identities: most residents of the Ukrainian villages, as well
as those of the Russian ones consider themselves Orthodox. The role of the
church in the political and social life of the villages is not very important, and
many people on the Ukrainian side are not even aware which orthodox
church they formally belong to: the Kyiv or the Moscow Patriarchy.'® Indeed,
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchy keeps a pro-
Russian position, but it seems that most people in the villages | visited did not
go into such details.

My own ambivalent identity (Ukrainian citizenship but Russian as
mother tongue) — which is not unusual for many Ukrainian academics — made
it easier for me to understand the situation of my interviewees. On the Ukrain-
ian side, | was considered an outsider not because of my language or ethnic-
ity, but rather due to my urban background. Presenting myself as an "aca-
demic from Kharkiv University", | was aware of the common perception of
academics as powerless and "harmless" and | used this to gain the trust of
my respondents. But in some situations (especially when dealing with the rep-
resentatives of the village administration) this image proved to be rather dis-
advantageous. In these cases, my colleague who accompanied me and who
is working for the Kharkiv oblast administration would mention her position to
give our mission a more "official" status. On the Russian side | was perceived
as an outsider because of Ukrainian citizenship. In other words, people were
more cautious in discussing with me sensitive issues such as contraband or
corruption. In some cases a hidden message was present in the interviews:

15 There are four main Christian churches in Ukraine: the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
(Moscow Patriarchy), the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Kyiv Patriarchy), the Ukrain-
ian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, and the Uniate (Greek-Catholic) Church.
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"It was you Ukrainians who wanted independence, and you see we live now
better without you".

6.2 Becoming a borderland: state, loyalty and social space

Before 1991 the border between Ukraine and Russia hardly existed for
those who wanted to cross it. Russians and Ukrainians carried the same So-
viet passports, and personal information contained in them (place of birth and
current place of registration, as well as "nationality”") did not have symbolic
links to the territory. "My address in not a house or a street, my address is the
Soviet Union" was a popular Soviet song in the 1970s. Limitations on the
freedom of movement during the Soviet era mainly resulted from the system
of compulsory registration (propiska). There were other significant barriers
that structured the social spaces and life worlds of the Soviet people: military
zones, highly protected areas along the external borders of the USSR and the
so-called "closed cities" working for the military-industrial complex were not
so easy to enter.'® But the administrative boundaries between the Soviet re-
publics practically did not matter in the everyday life. People worked, studied,
shopped and visited friends across the "virtual" border, but the act of crossing
was rarely a subject for discussion.

In eastern Ukraine, and especially in the regions bordering Russia, the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the materialization of the new border were
seen by many people as a dramatic change, threatening their mobility and
social networks. Of course the new border did not emerge overnight and the
hopes for some kind of "reunification” or a substitute for the USSR remained
very popular in the early 1990s. Russia’s position that the borders inside the
CIS should stay "transparent" certainly corresponded to the mood of the
population, especially in eastern Ukraine.

16 Olga Brednikova and Viktor Voronkov, "Border and Social Space Restructuring (the
Case of Narva/lvangorod)", in: idem (eds.), Kochuiushchie Granitsy, St. Petersburg:
CISR Works (7), 1999, pp. 19-25, here p. 20 (in Russian).
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Kozacha Lopan, a railway station at the Ukrainian-Russian border, halfway between Khar-
kiv and Belgorod. The border guards patrol is on its way to check the local train



BORDERLANDS INTO BORDERED LANDS 253

But the Ukrainian leadership always saw the national borders and the
ability to control them as an important attribute of state independence." In
2003, the Agreement on the State Border between Ukraine and Russia was
signed, which finalized four-year-long negotiations on the delimitation of the
land part of the Ukrainian—Russian border. Border and customs controls were
established at the Ukrainian-Russian border in 1992, first at the main high-
ways and railways with the urgent purpose of preventing massive smuggling
caused by the uneven effects of price liberalization and the sudden disruption
of the economic ties between Ukrainian and Russian firms. It took a long time
before the border control was tightened so that crossing the border from one
village to another became an issue and people had to accept that the new
border is "serious and for a while"."®

In social anthropology the border is seen not as a line but as a special
zone with its own rules, an area where the power of the state is particularly
concentrated, visible and felt by people in their everyday lives. "To the inhabi-
tants of an area adjacent to a state boundary, the degree of compulsion is
partially higher than that of residents of the interior of the country"." In their
study of the Russian-Estonian border, Brednikova and Voronkov highlight
"the effects of a border as a political tool of state building on restructuring of
the habitual social space, destroying old ties and developing new social net-
works". %

In this part of the chapter | trace similar processes at the Ukrainian-
Russian border by showing how state power manifests itself in the border-
lands and how people respond to it.

17 For more on the issues of border delimitation and border regime in Ukrainian-
Russian relations, see chapter 2.1 of this book.

18 The rules for crossing the border have been tightened since the end of the 1990s.
In addition to passport and customs controls, in 2003 migration cards were intro-
duced both in Ukraine and Russia, and in 2004 car insurance for the neighbouring
country became obligatory on both sides. The summer of 2003 saw the launch of a
widely advertised experiment on simplified border crossing (the "green corridor") on
the Kharkiv-Belgorod part of the border, but it turned out to be a rather short-lived
political campaign.

19 Thomas Lunden and Dennis Zalamans, Boundary Towns. Studies of Communica-
tion and Boundaries in Estonia and Its Neighbours, Stockholm: Stockholm Univer-
sity Press 2000, p. 2.

20 Brednikova and Voronkov, "Border and Social Space", p. 19.
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People waiting for border and customs controls to enter the locali train Kharkiv-Belgorod
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For the local residents the new border means first of all the necessity of
always being prepared to prove their identity. In other words, it means carry-
ing a passport even if one does not intend to cross the border, but just to go,
for example, to one’s own vegetable garden that adjoins the border. Mobile
patrols can stop anybody on the road and search the car; they can temporar-
ily block the road or enforce a diversion. The constant presence of the state
authority in the village — border guards who impose new rules of behaviour
and control the movement of people — changes the habitual space of every-
day life.

To cross the border by private car is not a trivial thing, because any car,
even with an empty trunk, has to pass customs control. Customs control
points are installed only on the main roads, which often means a significant
loss of time and petrol for the local population. For example, residents of
Zemlianky, where the nearest control point was closed recently, now have to
go to the main crossing point Pletn’ovka, which means some extra 80 km.
Together with the unpredictable waiting time at the border it makes people
feel the disadvantage of their new situation. From the state perspective, how-
ever, the construction of a new border requires special efforts to discipline
and educate the local population to bring order to the "chaos" of free move-
ment (in the official rhetoric these unpopular practices are justified as building
a "civilized border"):

Once me and my husband, we went by car to visit our friends. They [the
border guards] sfopped us... and | had only a student ID, my passport |
had left for registration ("dlia propiski") in the administration. So, they
forced me to get out of the car... and said: go back and bring your
passport. We keep your husband with the car... so | turned and walked
back through the fields... then, some minutes later, they reconsidered
and said [to the husband]... "OK, go drive her home and then come
back". Imagine the situation, what they were saying was: "We will seize
your car and you go by foot and bring your passport” (female, 26 years,
Hlyboke).

According to the regulations in the near-border controlled zone, the lo-
cal peasants are obliged to submit information about their fields and culti-
vated crops to the local border control offices. Some plants, such as maize
and sunflowers, are not allowed at the border because smugglers can hide
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there.?' The official announcements displayed in the village administration,
such as warnings about the danger of illegal migration, of possible crimes and
serious diseases connected with illegal migrants, calls to the local inhabitants
to report any strange or unknown people they see in the village or its sur-
roundings, or the invitation for voluntary fingerprinting — all this reminds peo-
ple that their village now belongs to a special zone with extraordinary rules.

How do people cope with these novelties in their narratives? Under-
standably, they try to "normalize" their situation by means of language: typi-
cally, they use phrases such as "this is just an ordinary village," "they (the
border guards) have their business, and we do not know much about it," "we
got used to them," "nothing has changed." It seems our interviewees try to
ignore the imposing power of the state in their everyday lives and pretend that
nothing special happens. The attempts to domesticate these new circum-
stances are reflected in the pejorative term "pograntsy” (derivative from Rus-
sian "pogranichniki”) for the border guards and in the numerous jokes about
them. For example, local inhabitants sometimes call the regular patrols of the
special anti-contraband commandos, whose members cover their faces,
"Maski-Show" (the name of a popular TV show). At the same time, some in-
terviewees were eager to tell us extraordinary stories about smugglers’ cars
racing through the village and border guards chasing them. These stories are
usually told from the position of a neutral observer, though our interviewees
did not deny they sometimes help smugglers in exchange for money or
goods. Typically, to protect themselves, people say they used to do such
things in the past, but not anymore. Here is a story told by a 60 year old fe-
male pensioner:

Once in our village... somebody passed by with a car. | don’t know from
where... he was chased [by border guards] ... and the neighbour’s gate
was open... he sneaked in there... [people laugh] and the gate
closed... they [the border guards] asked me: Did a car pass by? | said:
No, | have not seen any (people laugh). Four days the car stayed there,
hidden... and later they told us it was full of contraband. | said: | thought
he was a just a guest (female, former teacher, 60, Hlyboke).

21 Interview with the head of the village administration, Zhuravlevka, Russia.
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In most cases we got negative answers to the question as to whether
the presence of the border guards made people feel safer (one exception was
a fire in Hlyboke, which the border guards were the first to notice and which
they helped to extinguish). Often people mentioned the new "dangers" related
to the near-border situation: strangers in the village, busy traffic, smugglers’
cars speeding along without lights and so on. It seems the border sometimes
induces a feeling of a "no-man’s land", uncontrollable by both states despite
the over-presence of border guards. In Zemlianky, people told us a story
which could happen anywhere, but here was immediat