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Ukraine after Five Years of Conflict 

Introduction to Special Issue of Eurasian Geography and Economics 

Paul D’Anieri and Taras Kuzio 

June 2019 

 

When Russia annexed Crimea in 2014 and then intervened in Eastern Ukraine, there was a pervasive 

sense of crisis. War in Eastern Ukraine was killing thousands, and a much larger conflict threatened. 

Understandings of a post-cold war “order” in European security were shattered. Five years on, the sense 

of “crisis” diminished, but none of the issues have been resolved. While the casualty rates in eastern 

Ukraine have fallen, they are still significant, and ongoing conflict not only continues to kill, but leads to 

hardship and human rights abuses. This conflict is not “frozen.” Similarly, while Crimea is firmly in 

Russian control, violence continues in that region, as the Russian government punishes dissent against 

those who oppose its occupation and represses Tatar and Ukrainian culture, language and religion. 

Having endured over five years, what initially seemed unthinkable has become increasingly normalized. 

The essays in this special issue of Eurasian Geography and Economics seek to examine how Ukraine and 

its occupied regions are functioning in what is an extraordinary and yet increasingly normal 

environment. 

 

The guest editors of this special issue did not ask contributors to focus on pre-selected unifying themes 

or to adopt a particular theoretical perspective. Nonetheless, while the authors apply a wide range of 

theoretical and normative perspectives, certain themes do emerge. This introduction seeks both to 

introduce the individual essays and to point to two common themes, legitimacy and geography, that 

connect otherwise distinctive essays. 
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The question of legitimacy comes up repeatedly at several levels. Focusing on Crimea, the question of 

whether Russia’s annexation is legitimate continues to spur debate, as essays by John O’Loughlin and 

Gerard Toal and by Halya Coynash and Austin Charron vividly demonstrate. Do the residents of Crimea 

essentially support Russian sovereignty or do they not? This question is closely linked to that of 

international legitimacy, because the claim that the residents of Crimea support Russia’s annexation is 

seen as evidence that the international community should also see it as legitimate, under the doctrine of 

self-determination. Cynthia Buckley, Ralph Clem and Erik Herron examine legitimacy in the more 

pragmatic sense of the state’s ability to provide basic services (sometimes referred to as “performance 

legitimacy”). Blame for the destruction of infrastructure, and inability, due to destroyed infrastructure, 

to provide basic services, they contend, is likely to have a dramatic impact on the legitimacy of the 

Ukrainian state in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine. This, in turn, may influence both the degree of 

state capacity in the region and the desire of citizens of those regions to remain part of Ukraine.  

 

Examining efforts to reform the energy sector in Ukraine, Agha Bayramov and Yaroslava Marusyk touch 

on performance legitimacy as well. As one of the most lucrative and non-transparent sectors of the 

economy, energy has been at the center of discussions of corruption. Even when new laws on energy 

have been passed, “these laws have not always been properly implemented due to strong corruption in 

the energy sector, oligarchic power and a general lack of political will.” Because the same reforms that 

would likely reduce corruption would also increase prices to consumers, performance legitimacy may be 

further eroded either way. 

 

The international legitimacy of Crimea’s annexation, and the potential legitimacy of some “grand 

bargain” over Ukraine, are examined in Paul D’Anieri’s article on the application of realist international 

relations theory to this conflict. The relationship between legitimacy and a proposed deal is two-fold. On 
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the one hand, traditional realist theory recognizes that if one or more of the great powers does not 

regard the status quo as legitimate, then that state will seek to revise it, and stable peace will be elusive. 

This points to the search for a new status quo with which Russia would be satisfied. On the other hand, 

however, it is not clear what would satisfy Russia or whether a deal that sacrificed Ukraine’s sovereignty 

to satisfy Russia would be compatible with western notions of legitimacy.  

 

The articles are also linked by an awareness of geography, with space and territory playing a central role 

in the ongoing conflict. O’Loughlin and Toal focus, as have many other scholars, on the spatial variation 

in national identity in Ukraine. A central question addressed in their surveys is where Russia ends and 

Ukraine begins. For Buckley, Clem, and Herron, the question concerns the spatial distribution of medical 

facilities and of military attacks on medical facilities, and on the resulting impact on people’s access to 

health care.  

 

The energy sector, the focus of Bayramov and Marusyk’s paper, is enormously shaped by the geography 

of suppliers, consumers, and the transit networks that link them. The evolution of those networks, and 

particularly the development of the Nordstream-1 and Nordstream-2 projects, is having powerful effects 

on Ukraine’s efforts both to reform economically and on its ability to resist Russian coercion. Geography 

is also at the center of D’Anieri’s analysis of realism. If a realpolitik-based settlement is to be found, it 

will involve agreeing on a new division of Europe into territorially defined spheres of influence. Where 

the lines might be drawn, and what the implications would be for various actors, is a question that 

realist approaches inevitably raise. 

 

While those broad themes link the different articles together, they are all quite distinct in approach and 

in empirical focus. O’Loughlin and Toal dig into one of the most controversial topics raised by the events 
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of 2014; that is, examining what the citizens of Crimea supported and what the international 

implications are. They begin by pointing out that even before 2014, extensive survey research 

demonstrated the distinctiveness of Crimea within Ukraine. Acknowledging that the vote staged by 

Russia in March 2014 was highly problematical, they turn to survey data gathered in December of that 

year to gauge the attitudes of residents of Crimea to its annexation. Their analysis shows that most 

residents of Crimea supported Russia’s annexation, although those who identify as Tatars are more 

likely to have opposed it. This, they point out, conflicts with international understandings of legitimacy, 

which specifically find that annexation of territory gained by force is illegitimate. They refer to this 

disjuncture between the attitudes of residents of Crimea and the international community as the 

“Crimea conundrum,” and advocate that scholarly and political discussions take greater account of the 

views of the local population. 

 

Coynash and Charron, present a dramatically different picture of the level of consent within Crimea. 

Rather than analyzing survey data, they document a sustained and often violent campaign of repression 

against people and organizations in Crimea who oppose Russia’s annexation. Their purpose is to bring to 

light human rights abuses that continue to be perpetrated by the Russian government, but have 

received little international attention, in part because it is so hard to report on such abuses without 

become a victim of repression one’s self. One might view Coynash and Charron’s evidence as reason to 

believe that people are extremely unlikely to respond honestly to surveys if they oppose Russia’s 

annexation. While Coynash and Charron present a view of Crimea as being ruled by Russia via coercion 

rather than consent, one might see their analysis as complementing that of O’Loughlin and Toal rather 

than contradicting it. It is possible that a majority of Crimeans support annexation while the minority 

that is opposed is subject to repression. How this question shapes the debate about legitimacy is worth 

further analysis. 
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Buckley, Clem and Herron provide a methodologically creative and empirically rich study of the impact 

of the conflict on health care provision in Donbas. They show that the scope of damage is much greater 

than is generally appreciated, and they tie this damage to the ongoing deprivation of services to 

residents. Beyond identifying the extent of destruction, itself a challenge, Buckley, Clem and Herron 

develop and test methods for attributing blame for the damage. At the broadest level, Russia’s support 

for its local proxies is to blame, and at a less general level, the use of indiscriminate weapons like Grad 

rocket systems is responsible for the destruction inflicted upon non-combatant targets. By examining 

two specific cases, in the cities of Lyman and Mariupol, Buckley, Clem and Herron are able to provide 

further detail on who attacks hospitals and under what conditions. As they point out, among other 

possible reasons for such attribution is to facilitate future war crimes prosecutions. Blame also shapes 

residents’ understandings of government performance, and hence legitimacy. However, assigning blame 

remains tricky, for example, between troops who occupy hospitals and those who attack them there.  

 

Bayramov and Marusyk examine energy reform in Ukraine. Many of Ukraine’s major issues—conflict 

with Russia, uneasy collaboration with the European Union (EU), economic stagnation, and large-scale 

corruption—intersect in Ukraine’s opaque energy markets. Since Ukraine’s independence, outsiders and 

insiders alike have pointed to the need for energy sector reform.  After 2014, the impetus became 

stronger internally and externally, with the support of the EU. Bayramov and Marusyk examine why the 

apparently more favorable environment has not led to much substantive change. First, the EU has 

applied what Bayramov and Marusyk call a “supply-side model,” insisting that Ukraine adopt standard 

European models, rather than adapting EU models to Ukraine’s circumstances. This, they argue, leads to 

a poor fit. Second, many elites in Ukraine resist reform because the existing arrangements, while 
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dysfunctional overall for the country, are highly lucrative for a well-positioned minority. They conclude 

by warning of the possibility that Ukraine will yet again let a window of opportunity for reform pass. 

 

In important respects, D’Anieri’s article ties back to that by O’Loughlin and Toal, as both articles 

consider—at very different levels of analysis—how different notions of what is realistic and what is 

legitimate constrain the space to find a possible solution to the conflict. D’Anieri examines the 

application of realist concepts to this conflict. He takes issue with the popular argument that realism  

counsels that the West and Ukraine should accede to a Russian sphere of influence in Ukraine. That 

conclusion, he asserts, depends both on selecting one version of realism—offensive realism—over more 

widely articulated perspectives and on the assumption that such a deal would make Russia a status quo 

power. If a new territorial and normative situation were regarded as legitimate in Crimea, in Ukraine, in 

Russia, and in the rest of Europe, then a new stability might be achieved. While realism can be invoked 

to argue that such a situation is necessary, it can also be invoked to show why it is unlikely. 

 

After five years of conflict, therefore, there is a natural tendency to talk of resolving the various issues 

within Ukraine and between Ukraine and Russia. These articles largely focus attention on issues that are 

resisting resolution. Russia’s annexation of Crimea appears irreversible and is perhaps supported by 

many Crimeans, yet still depends on state repression. The war in Donbas continues not only to kill 

combatants, but to dramatically undermine living conditions near the front lines. Ukraine’s energy 

sector resists reform, undermining national security and government legitimacy. Even the hard-headed 

solutions proposed by unsentimental realists appear unlikely to resolve the broader conflict between 

the West and Russia in which the Ukraine-Russia conflict is now enmeshed. 
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That does not mean that change is not possible. The past three decades have shown repeatedly that 

apparently stable situations in this region can in fact evaporate quickly. The Soviet system seemed 

enduring; the rise of democracy seemed assured, Leonid Kuchma’s presidency seemed to be 

consolidating autocracy, the Orange Revolution seemed to have put Ukraine on a path to the West and 

so on. While these articles have illuminated the dynamics that cause Ukraine’s current problems to 

persist, they do not rule out further dramatic change. Instead, each article in its own way points toward 

further research that might better help us understand the dynamics at work both as social scientists and 

contributors to debates on public policy. 




