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INTRODUCTION: KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS  
 

ВВЕДЕНИЕ: ОСНОВНЫЕ ТЕРМИНЫ И КОНЦЕПЦИИ                                              
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
PEACE PROCESSES, VIOLENCE, AND DE FACTO STATES:  

INTRODUCTION 
 
Ekaterina Stepanova*                   Sergei Golunov** 
 
Primakov National Research Institute of World Economy and International Relations 

 
ORCID: 0000-0003-4666-4921       ORCID: 0000-0002-5859-576X 
 
© E.Stepanova, S.Golunov, 2022 
 
DOI: 10.20542/2307-1494-2022-1-7-29 
 
Abstract  Only a quarter of outcomes of armed conflicts that ended during the first two 

decades of the 21st century resulted from negotiated peace or ceasefire 
agreements. While comprehensive, final, and conclusive peace agreements are in 
relative decline, ceasefires, limited, or partial, accords, and local agreements 
proliferate. The dynamics of peacemaking and the critical interplay of talks and 
violence during peace processes become increasingly nonlinear, complex, and 
unpredictable. In this special issue, a mix of actors, dynamics and factors at the 
interface of peace processes and violence is narrowed down to contexts that 
involve de facto states, most of whom experience both an ongoing or stalemated 
peace process and recurring violence of different types and varying degree of 
intensity. The article provides the analytical context for the special issue and 
discusses basic terminology and concepts, such as “peace processes” and “de 
facto states”, and some of the global data-based trends and research literature on 
the volume‟s subject. The first part of this article focuses on peace processes and 
the interplay of peacemaking and violence, the second one looks into the “state of 
the art” on de facto states, while the third one presents a summary of, including 
the main take-off from, the authors‟ contributions to this special issue. 

 
Keywords  peace processes, peacemaking, violence, armed conflicts, ceasefires, de facto 

states, contested states, terminology, definitions, methodology, data, trends  
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Аннотация  Лишь около четверти всех исходов конфликтов, завершившихся в течение 
первых двух десятилетий XXI века, стали результатом мирных соглашений 
или перемирий. В ходе мирных процессов все реже заключаются 
полноценные, комплексные мирные соглашения, в то время как растет число 
перемирий, частичных соглашений и локальных договоренностей. Динамика 
мирного урегулирования, а также взаимосвязи и взаимовлияния переговоров 
и продолжающегося насилия на стадии мирного процесса приобретает все 
более сложный, малопредсказуемый и нелинейный характер. В данном 
спецвыпуске изучение комплекса акторов, процессов и факторов, 
характеризующих взаимосвязь и взаимовлияние мирных процессов и 
вооруженного насилия, сосредоточено на анализе тех (пост)конфликтных 
контекстов, которые связаны с де-факто государствами. Большинство таких 
контекстов служат ареной и для продолжающегося или застопорившегося 
мирного процесса, и для возобновляющегося насилия разных видов и 
степени интенсивности. Во вводной статье научных редакторов спецвыпуска 
представлены его основные исследовательские цели, задачи и 
аналитические рамки, а также содержится обзор таких базовых терминов, 
понятий и концепций, как «мирные процессы» и «де-факто государства», и 
ряда тенденций, массивов данных и научной литературы по теме. Первая 
часть статьи посвящена общим вопросам, связанным с процессами мирного 
урегулирования, а также взаимосвязи и взаимовлиянию мирных процессов и 
насилия, вторая часть – дискуссиям по проблематике де-факто государств, а 
третья содержит краткий обзор статей спецвыпуска и их выводов. 

 
Ключевые      мирные процессы, насилие, вооруженные конфликты,  перемирия,  де-факто 
слова  государства, спорные государства, терминология, определения, 

методология, данные, тенденции  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
In the first quarter of the 21st century, neither armed conflicts, nor other forms of 

violence widespread in conflict-torn areas have been in overall decline. Only a quarter of 
outcomes of 160 armed conflicts that ended during the 2000s and 2010s were 
negotiated peace or ceasefire agreements. Of the rest, most were inconclusive solutions 
when violence declined to a (semi-)frozen state of neither war, nor peace, and retained 
potential to recur or even relapse to full-scale fighting. Comprehensive peace 
agreements, especially those resulting from heavily internationalized peace processes, 
have been in relative decline, giving way to (often unstable) ceasefires, limited, or partial, 
accords, and agreements struck at the local level. While armed violence almost never 
fully stops with the start of peace negotiations and forms an “unavoidable background”1 
of most peace processes, the dynamics of peacemaking and the critical interplay of talks 
and violence during peace processes have become increasingly nonlinear, complex, and 
unpredictable.  

A mix of actors, dynamics and factors at the interface of peace processes and 
violence is a wide subject for research. In this volume, it is narrowed down to contexts 
that involve de facto states.2 Most of such entities experience both some form of an 
ongoing, often on-and-off, peace process and recurring violence of varying degree of 
intensity. In rare cases, even in the absence of an established peace process or 
agreement(s), following the initial civil war, de facto state‟s tensions or confrontation with 
the mother state falls short of armed conflict (Taiwan) or such an entity manages to build 
and retain a degree of order and stability that exceeds that of a mother state 
(Somaliland). However, the majority of (post)conflict settings involving de facto states 
have been subject to either a nascent (short-lived or on-and-off) peace process, or a 
more complex, full-fledged one that has nevertheless failed to produce comprehensive, 



9 

final peace accords, with respective conflicts remaining “frozen”, mostly at the stage of 
some kind of a ceasefire. While in exceptional cases, stable ceasefires in frozen conflicts 
persist(ed) for several decades (Transnistria), many de facto states remain heavily 
contested, and a relapse into armed conflict is not infrequent. In terms of conflict intensity 
measured in battle-related deaths/year,3 such renewed hostilities range from sporadic 
low-intensity violence (Kosovo) or minor armed conflict (in and around South Ossetia in 
August 2008) to a major war, as in the case of a new war for Nagorno-Karabakh in 2020 
or a far more intense armed conflict in and around Donbass, ongoing since February 
2022, compared to the initial fighting than took place in 2014–2015. 

How does the interplay of talks and use of force manifest itself in contexts that 
involve de facto states? What are the main related cross-cutting issues, more specific to 
conflicts with participation of de facto states, as compared to other conflicts? How does 
the issue of sovereignty, domestic and international, correlate with viability and 
functionality of de facto states, including heavily contested entities, in active or frozen 
conflicts both in and beyond post-Soviet Eurasia? What are the factors that led to a new 
violent escalation in and around Donbass since February 2022, following the long 
stalemate in, and eventual collapse of, the Minsk peace process? These are some of the 
questions that this special issue seeks to address and is structured around.  

The first part of this special issue provides the analytical context for it, including a 
discussion about the basic terminology and concepts, such as “peace processes” and 
“de facto states”, and a critical review of some of the research literature pertinent to the 
volume‟s thematic angle. The second part explores some key cross-cutting issues in 
various contexts involving de facto (contested, unrecognized, or partially recognized) 
states, with the central focus on contested sovereignty in its domestic and international 
forms, on how it relates to viability and functionality of such entities in (post)conflict 
settings, and how it both influences and is itself affected by the dynamic interplay of 
peace processes and recurring armed violence. The third part addresses internal and 
international aspects of the main violent confrontation in Europe and the post-Soviet 
space of the 2010s – a major armed conflict in and around Donbass, including the rarely 
addressed dynamics behind talks and violence within the contested republics of Donbass 
themselves, and a critical analysis of the Minsk peace process, of whether or not is was 
doomed to failure, and of the role of international (Trans)European institutions, notably 
the Organization of Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the European 
Union (EU).     

The introductory article written by the editors sets the rationale and framework for 
the volume, and discusses basic terminology, concepts, and some of the global data-
based trends and research literature on the volume‟s subject. The first part of this article 
focuses on peace processes and the interplay of peacemaking and violence, the second 
one looks into the “state of the art” on de facto states, while the third one presents a 
summary of, including the main take-off from, the authors‟ contributions to this special 
issue.  

   
I. Peace processes and violence 
 
While the notion of a “peace process” is rather vague, the term is commonly used 

to refer to a process centred on negotiating, preparing, signing, and basic 
implementation of a peace agreement and also, technically, to a series of agreements to 
resolve the same conflict.4 This distinguishes peace processes from the broader 
processes of “conflict resolution” and “conflict management”. In the standard UN lexicon, 
a peace process is centred on “peacemaking” (arranging, facilitating and managing 
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peace negotiations, or diplomatic action to bring hostile parties to a negotiated 
agreement).5 Peacemaking is distinct from “peacekeeping” (deployment of peacekeepers 
with the consent of the main parties to the conflict, impartiality in dealing with them, and 
non-use of force), “peace enforcement” (the application of coercive measures, including 
the use of military force, to restore international peace and security), and “peacebuilding” 
(a long-term process of creating conditions for sustainable peace and development and 
of reducing the risk of (re)lapsing into conflict by strengthening national capacities at all 
levels and).6 

When it comes to peace talks in armed conflicts, the very notion of “negotiations” 
should be clarified. Not all contacts between the main armed parties or other actors 
involved in conflict or conflict management qualify as negotiations, but only those that 
involve exchange of concessions and compromise offers with an adversary. In other 
words, negotiations imply direct or mediated dialogue with the opposite side or its 
representatives (rather than mere consultations with partners and allies or coordination 
of armed groups and factions loyal to a conflict party). If the adversaries are not ready to 
make mutual concessions and compromises in principle, than contacts between them 
can hardly qualify for a negotiating process or could only be seen as an imitation of such. 
Apart from these important reservations, negotiations should be interpreted broadly 
enough to include both bargaining between representatives of the parties at the 
negotiation table and accompanying process of action and counter-action outside 
negotiation table.  

The term “peace process” is widely used, but remains quite controversial. The 
notion of “peace”, as opposed to “war”, tends to have a strong positive meaning. A 
perception that even “a bad peace is better than a good war” is more than an academic 
thesis, political imperative, or conventional wisdom: it is, indeed, deeply rooted in the 
public (sub)conscience. It goes without saying, especially for those who come from 
countries that were or remain areas of deadly armed conflicts: the costs of peace are 
always lower than the costs of war. Positive meaning and perception of “peace” as the 
root term are, however, often mechanically extended to also apply to a “derivative” notion 
of a “peace process”. This tendency to conflate “peace” with a “peace process” makes 
the latter to be seen as something benign by default and inherently positive, as an end in 
itself to be backed at any price. A popular and largely indisputable thesis that “peace is 
always better than war” thus gets transformed into a belief that “a peace process is [also] 
always better than the absence of such” (a far more disputable thesis that is hardly 
supported empirically or proven scientifically). Consequently, anyone who opposes a 
peace process is often automatically listed as an enemy of peace. The overly positive 
perception of “peace processes” remains widespread in political and public circles across 
the world. A more sober, but complimentary interpretation of this notion and 
phenomenon is not infrequent in the academia, including the lead peace scholars.7 

The downside of an overly positive image of a peace process is that it tends to 
create heightened expectations about its potential outcome and results. Somehow, it is 
assumed that, at the end of the day, a peace process must lead to sustainable peace 
(which does happen sometimes, but not always), that violence should definitely end 
following the conclusion of a peace deal (which is less frequent), or even that the very 
fact of having a peace process in place should in and of itself ensure radical reduction or 
end of armed violence (which is quite rare, indeed). It is symbolic that the longest running 
peace process – the Israeli-Palestinian peace talks that have been in place, on-and-off, 
since the early 1990s and are themselves a follow-up to the first Arab-Israeli agreements 
of the 1970s that produced the term “peace process” – could be more accurately 
described in terms of continuing confrontation, failure, and deadlock than in terms of 
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peace.8 Mixed or disappointing outcomes of many peace processes have done certain 
damage to the term itself compromising it in those parts of the world that lived through 
“peace processes” and saw them fail or produce little positive impact.  

 
Mixed record 
 
The overly positive perception of, and heightened expectations from, peace 

processes and agreements also run against the record of their outcomes and general 
effectiveness. While the end of the Cold War stimulated some short-lived optimism about 
global prospects for peaceful, negotiated resolution of conflicts, the longer-term trends 
are much less encouraging. The record is mixed, at best. The data shows that, in late 
20th – early 21st centuries, a minority of armed conflicts experienced any peace 
processes and agreements, in the first place. According to Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program (UCDP), in 1975–2021, 152 peace processes (and 375 peace agreements) 
took place in just about a third of armed conflicts.9 To put it simply, in two thirds of armed 
conflicts, there were no negotiated agreements and peace processes. Negotiated 
outcomes (peace agreements and ceasefires) also comprise a minority of contemporary 
conflict terminations. During the Cold War, negotiated settlements accounted for about 
20 percent of conflict terminations in civil wars.10 In 1991–1994, this was followed by a 
sharp increase in their share (up to 40 percent of civil war terminations),11 with the overall 
number – 82, or an average of 20 peace agreements/year – amounting to the highest 
peak in half a century (that also correlated with the respective peak of armed conflicts in 
the early 1990s).12 However, in the new century (2001–2020), negotiated solutions 
accounted for just a quarter (25 percent) of all conflict outcomes.13 To put it simply, a 
negotiated outcome is not how most contemporary armed conflicts end. Nor has the 
new, ongoing peak in conflict numbers, observed in 2015–2021 (with 52–56 armed 
conflicts recorded annually)14 been accompanied by a proportional peak in peace 
agreements (as it was the case in the early 1990s). Furthermore, in mid- to late 2010s, 
successful peace agreements that led to sustainable end of conflict were seven times 
fewer than in the early 1990s.15  

Traditional interpretation of a peace process as a “technical” category secondary to 
a peace agreement and as a structured, linear progression of accords culminating in a 
final peace agreement also becomes less relevant. The reality of contemporary 
peacemaking is increasingly nonlinear, complex, fragmented, and competitive, which in a 
way reflects the evolving character and nature of contemporary armed conflicts 
themselves. It is increasingly rare today that a path to peace leads to a comprehensive 
peace agreement resulting from a high-level, heavily internationalized peace process, 
and complex, final peace accords that aim to resolve conflict as a whole are in relative 
decline.16 This is not to mention the former “grand deals” between the world‟s “great 
powers” to manage various local and regional conflicts in the rest of the world: the time 
for such deals may have passed for good.17 Instead, other formats and modes of 
negotiation and their outcomes are coming forward, with ever growing role for regional 
peacemaking by (often multiple) regional powers and mediators,18 further proliferation of 
ceasefires and partial accords, and the spreading phenomenon of the so-called local 
agreements19 in the context of broader conflicts, especially major and complex 
internationalized civil wars (the most intense armed conflicts of the first two decades of 
the 21st century that have become the main form of regional conflicts of the past two 
decades).  

Against this background, two interim findings could be made. First, a negotiated 
outcome achieved through a workable peace process is neither the way most 
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contemporary armed conflicts end, nor a panacea for conflict resolution. This dictates the 
need to refrain from idealistic, inherently positive view of, and strong bias towards, peace 
processes. “Peace process” is most useful as a notion and method of conflict resolution, 
but only as long as it is employed in a neutral way, as nothing more, but nothing less 
than “a road to peace”, as long as it is not turned into an icon. Second, а technical 
understanding of a peace process as a subsidiary category, secondary to a peace 
agreement, or as a mere sequence of formal agreements to resolve the same conflict is 
inadequate. While individual agreements are certainly easier to identify and count for 
dataset coders, from methodological point of view, a peace process cannot be 
adequately defined and identified without qualitative analysis of its substance. This 
dictates the need to pay attention not just to the mere fact of talks, but to their substance 
and quality, and to construct a more substantive definition of “peace process” that better 
accounts for realities of contemporary conflicts and peacemaking.  

 
Substantive criteria to define a “peace process” 
 
What are the qualitative characteristics that make talks in conflict qualify for a 

peace process? The main two substantive criteria of the “peace process” definition deal 
with what the parties are talking about and who the negotiating parties are. 

The first criterion is the focus of the negotiating process on the key contested 
incompatibilities between the conflict parties. Ironically, this fundamental condition is no 
longer seen as a must for any talks to qualify for a “peace process” and appears to wane 
away in more recent definitions. For instance, one of the broadest and latest definitions 
of peace process as “a formal attempt to bring political and/or military protagonists of 
conflict to some sort of mutual agreement as to how to end the conflict”20 (formulated by 
methodologists of the PA-X database) does not even mention the need to focus on key 
contested incompatibilities. This neglect is out of tune with some classic definitions 
formulated largely on the basis of two best researched peace processes in the Western 
literature (the ones on the Arab-Israeli/Israeli-Palestinian and the Northern Ireland 
conflicts). However, even such lead authors in the field, as John  Darby and 
Roger Mac Ginty, explicitly use this criterion to assess the factors of success or failure 
for individual peace agreements only, while defining peace processes more technically 
as “persistent peace initiatives involving the main antagonists in a protracted conflict”.21 
UCDP methodologists put the strongest emphasis on the need for the parties to peace 
negotiations to focus on key contested issues between them, but the way they define a 
peace process is too narrow and confined to formal talks only held just in state-based 
conflicts: as “a formal process in which the warring parties either have decided to settle 
the incompatibility in a process in which one issue at the time is regulated by an 
agreement, or where an agreement that builds on a previous peace agreement is 
signed”.22 

Against this background, it is time to both revisit this criterion and reconfirm its 
critical importance as a sine qua non condition for any negotiations to qualify for a peace 
process. Unlike technical contacts or ceasefires, peace processes are not mainly about 
discussing forms and methods of warfare or its symptoms, including humanitarian 
consequences. Peace processes are primarily centred on dialogue between conflict 
parties on key underlying incompatibilities over which the conflict has been fought. These 
key contested incompatibilities always have some clear political dimension (that could be 
socio-political, ideological, related to ethnic/religious/socio-cultural identity, political 
economy, and/or international (geo)politics, or their combination in any configuration). 
Sticking to this criterion allows us (a)  to distinguish peace processes from more 
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technical talks, including most ceasefires; (b)  to account for a broader range of 
substantive negotiation formats (including initiatives that did not lead to a peace 
agreement); and (c)  to at least solve the task of identifying when a peace process 
begins (i. e., whenever substantive talks on key contested incompatibilities start).  

While such recent trends in global peacemaking, as decline in sustained, 
comprehensive, final peace agreements coupled with the rise in ceasefires, temporary 
partial agreements and locally negotiated deals may put in question the centrality of 
individual, classic “peace agreements” as main reference objects and units for analysis, 
these trends do not necessarily imply decline in, or marginalization of, broader peace 
processes. On the contrary, they only underscore the imperative of studying – and 
managing – a focused, substantive negotiation process over frantic race for an(y) 
agreement that is often premature, indecisive, and/or externally imposed upon the 
conflict parties, with little or minimal local and/or regional support or buy-in. 

The second criterion refers to the inclusiveness of a peace process. The 
negotiation process towards peaceful resolution of an armed conflict, which does not 
involve the main conflict parties, is likely to be a non-starter or doomed to failure. The 
problem of the peace process‟s inclusiveness has a quantitative and qualitative 
dimensions.  

In quantitative terms, fragmentation of violence, growing numbers and 
diversification of armed actors in most contemporary conflicts lead to multiplication of 
conflict (and negotiation) dyads. Heavily internationalized conflicts (Afghanistan until 
August 2021, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, Libya, Mali, Syria, Yemen etc.) 
may involve armed forces of several or many (sometimes dozens of) states from and 
beyond the region. Violent non-state actors may be so diverse and fragmented that 
prospects for any meaningful peace process are unlikely or futile until and unless the 
conflict itself becomes more structured, and violent non-state actors consolidate, 
integrate, and form broader force(s) or coalitions. 

This also actualizes the need for qualitative analysis of participants in negotiations 
from the conflict parties. The main issue here is (a) whose participation is of critical 
importance for settling the key contested incompatibilities (and these are usually the 
most active armed groups on the ground, with at least some degree of social support), 
and (b) who could be sidestepped without causing any particular damage to the peace 
process.  

This means, first, that talks that do not involve the main military actors on the 
ground hardly qualify for a peace process as such. Without them, any talks, discussions, 
contact groups, or “groups of friends” (involving, e. g., external/international actors, 
and/or domestic actors who are not involved in the armed conflict (even as they may 
back one or the conflict parties) or are not direct or authorized political representatives of 
the military parties, such as “Sinn Féin” for the Irish Republican Army) fall short of a 
peace process, even if they try to focus on the conflict‟s main issues at dispute. Nor 
should the inclusiveness of a peace process be mistaken for the involvement of civil 
society, NGOs etc. While the latter is important, it can only supplement, not substitute for 
the involvement of the main armed parties.  

Second, a peace process should involve the main protagonists (i. e., armed parties 
confronting each other, or forming a conflict dyad), directly or, at the earlier stages, via 
their representatives or agreed mediators. This precludes automatic listing of any armed 
actors in a conflict area, with whom any contacts were ever held, as participants in a 
peace process. This also applies to cases when one of the conflict parties or external 
stakeholders willfully select for talks “from the menu” of armed actors only the weakest or 
more accommodating ones, often splinters from the main conflict parties (e. g., in 
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Darfur), or only external patrons of domestic armed actor(s) while refusing to hold a 
substantive dialogue with direct protagonists in a civil war (e. g., in Donbass). In the long 
run, such approaches usually do not lead to progress in ending the armed conflict and 
may be counterproductive and lead to relapse into violence or even to the conflict‟s 
further escalation. To sum it up, when it comes to a peace process, “you don‟t choose 
your enemies and, hence, negotiation counterparts”. Also, talks with major, militarily 
active groups contesting the same incompatibility (e. g., in the same party of the country) 
may be seen as parts of the same broader peace process, even if these talks follow 
separate or parallel negotiation tracks and different time frameworks. However, once, at 
any conflict stage or after the fighting faded away, new major armed actors emerge who 
are not directly connected to, or generate from, previous combatants, and contest a 
different set of issues, this refers to a new armed conflict and, consequently, requires a 
new peace process.  

Third, given the high fragmentation of violence and growing numbers of violent 
actors in contemporary armed conflicts, the issue of a degree of, and limits to, 
inclusiveness of a peace process also comes forward. It boils down to the need to 
disaggregate the pool of violent actors into (a) key protagonists (“veto players”), central 
to settling the main contested incompatibilities and (b) the rest (usually either smaller and 
more localized, or ultraradical and irreconcilable armed groups). Differentiation between 
these categories is always heavily contextual, often difficult, and, in complex multi-party 
conflicts, may also dynamically evolve. Still, some broader conditions could be identified 
for an armed actor to qualify for a “veto player” and, hence, a sine qua non party to 
peace negotiations, if any. They include significant social support among (segments of) 
the population of a conflict area, sometimes culminating in some electoral mandate, as in 
the case of Hamas in the Gaza strip or Hezbollah in Lebanon). However, a no less, or 
more, important characteristic of a key actor that cannot be excluded from a peace 
process without depriving this process of any serious prospects, is if an actor‟s military 
potential (capability) is sufficient to destabilize a peace process in case it is left out (a 
characteristic shared by the two above mentioned movements with, e. g., the Afghan 
Taliban). 

There are several ways to better adjust the definition of a peace process, including 
the criterion of its inclusiveness, to fragmented and nonlinear realities of many 
contemporary conflicts. One such way is, for instance, to extend this criterion to apply not 
only to state-based conflicts (with participation of a state of at least one conflict party), 
but also to non-state conflicts (between non-state actors). Another issue is whether or 
not the local agreements and talks, whose agenda, coverage area, and composition of 
actors remain geographically limited and often confined to local ceasefires and 
humanitarian issues, sometimes or often with no direct link to the broader armed 
conflict‟s main issues at dispute, qualify for a part of a peace process (the PA-X Local 
database recorded 332 such agreements in 1990 – early 2022).23 This issue could be 
addressed by combining two criteria analyzed in this section: if a local agreement in any 
way relates to any of key contested (ethnic, religious, socio-political) incompatibilities and 
its participants affiliate themselves, even loosely, with one of the conflict parties, such as 
agreement may be seen as part of the overall peace process. Also, sometimes, a peace 
process itself helps the parties to crystallize and become more structured and 
streamlined (most commonly, in the form of merger of various smaller armed opposition 
actors into larger groups and coalitions, specifically to form a more consolidated party to 
peace negotiations, in the contexts ranging from the Tajik civil war to, to a certain extent, 
the internationalized civil war in Syria).  
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Needless to say that many negotiations carelessly referred to as “peace processes” 
do not stand up even to these two basic criteria: the need to address key issues at 
dispute and to ensure the inclusiveness of the process that has to involve all major 
armed players who enjoy at least some degree of support from the population of the 
conflict/contested area and have a capacity to disrupt any negotiation process it is not a 
part of. More generally, given the mixed record and outcomes of peace processes, a 
peace agreement should not be seen as an end in itself, to be achieved at any price – it 
is the nature and substance of a peace agreement, its inclusiveness, and its relevance to 
the central issues of the conflict that really matter. An agreement that ignores the critical 
issues at dispute, delays their solution, or overlooks and excludes or one or several main 
parties to the conflict hardly qualifies as peace process, in the first place or, at best, 
carries the seeds of its own destruction and failure.  
 

Role of violence 
 
The uneasy and complex interplay of armed violence and negotiations that 

dynamically evolves during peace processes has been understudied in research 
literature. Apart from individual case studies of (post)conflict settings, major theoretical, 
conceptual, and empirical studies are few.24 Other exceptions include several 
methodological studies linked to existing datasets in the field and related quantitative 
reports confined to tracking some data-based trends, e. g., on ceasefires.25   

Earlier in the 21st century, the so-called “spoiler problem”26 pretended to assume 
the focal role in research literature and scholarly discussions on the role of violence in 
peace processes. After an agreement is reached, actors unwilling to accept it and 
undertaking overt or less-explicit policies and actions aimed at undermining its 
implementation are commonly characterized as „„spoilers‟‟. The spoiler-centred approach 
has both its advantages and shortcomings. A peace process may fail even if it does 
address the key issues of the armed conflict and represents a genuine attempt to move 
forward to resolve them. A peace process can both fall victim to factors external to the 
process itself (such as changes in international environment) and suffer from several 
internal design flaws, procedural defects, and other faults. One of the common flaws of 
peace processes is inadequate attention paid to the subjective dynamics of the conflict: 
characteristics that are more closely and directly related to the parties themselves than to 
the key issues of disagreement between them or to the underlying causes of violence. 
Spoiler-centred approach is actor-oriented, i. e., it helps draw attention to the parties 
themselves and emphasizes the dynamic nature of violent conflicts and peace 
processes. 

The main disadvantage of this approach is that it tends to reduce challenges posed 
by violence to peace implementation to the existence of spoilers. The presence and 
activities of spoilers are not, however, the only explanations of why peace processes are 
disrupted: inability of the parties to agree on the main issues at dispute, a lack of 
progress towards political settlement, and a lack of trust between the parties may all be 
more significant in undermining a peace process. Also, the excessive focus on spoilers 
brings us back to the somewhat simplified vision of a peace process as an inherently 
positive notion and of all those actors who, for various reasons, may oppose a particular 
peace process as being „„spoilers‟‟. Clearly, not much needs to be done to spoil 
something that is inherently flawed, e. g., perceived at least by one or several key parties 
to the conflict as inadequate, biased, unjust, and/or imposed entirely from the outside 
with little regard to realities on the ground and interests of the main protagonists. 
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A peace agreement that does not reflect realities on the ground (such as the 
stalemate between the main parties to the conflict) and is driven solely by the urgency of 
the problem, the scale of violence, and/or by the strategic interests of the outside powers 
might be doomed to failure even with a lack of concrete and identifiable spoilers. In that 
case the presence of violent spoilers might not necessarily be a problem in itself or the 
source of failure of a peace process, but an indication or manifestation of more 
fundamental, inherent flaws of the peace process and of unaddressed critical issues of 
the conflict. 

As noted above, there could be many different factors affecting a peace process 
and reasons for it to fail or succeed. Of the six most relevant variables (violence and 
security issues; the economy; external actors; public opinion; symbols; progress towards 
political settlement), Darby and Mac Ginty identified (a) progress towards a political 
settlement of the central issues at dispute and (b) violence/security issues, as two 
determinant factors for success or failure of peacemaking.27 While the former amounts to 
a substance of peace negotiations and a sine qua non criterion for defining and 
identifying a peace process itself, the latter directly pertains to the interplay of violence 
and peace negotiations.  

One of the main immediate goals of the peace process is to end armed fighting. 
However, violence almost never stops with the start of negotiations, does not necessarily 
stop with the conclusion of a peace agreement, and often continues during peace 
implementation. Still, there is a perception that a more or less stable ceasefire should 
precede any serious peace negotiations. In practice, declaring a ceasefire may help 
kickstart negotiations, but ceasefires are not the necessary prerequisites for negotiations 
to start. In fact, sustainable cease-fires are more likely later in a peace process than at its 
earlier stages: inter alia, ceasefires remove the dynamic interaction of force and talks 
that involves the chances for last-minute readjustment of power relations. In sum, a 
degree of continuing violence, sometimes in modified forms, is a largely inevitable 
downside of a peace process. 

The effects of violence on negotiations and peace implementation are multiple and 
diverse.28 The most obvious impact of violence is that of destabilizing negotiations or 
peace implementation that may put the peace process on pause, disrupt or undermine it, 
or even provoke a relapse to armed conflict. In particular, violence tends to increase 
before, during, or immediately following such key turning points in a peace process as, 
for instance, the signing of a peace agreement – one of the most risky stages of the 
process, when the scale and intensity of violent incidents can temporarily be on the rise. 
Targeted or indiscriminate violence against civilians can be particularly effective in 
destabilizing ongoing peace process (often at the end of the conflict, during the lull(s) in 
the fighting, or after a ceasefire or a peace agreement has already been reached). 
Terrorism in particular appears to be a tactic best suited for violent spoilers and one of 
the easiest ways to disrupt ongoing peace negotiations and destabilize a peace 
process.29 At times, however, violence appears to be counterproductive – and then it 
may even serve as a catalyst for the peace process, increase pressure on the main 
parties to (re)start negotiations, and raise the profile of a conflict itself and a level of 
external interest in conflict management efforts (e. g., terrorist attacks by “Islamic State” 
affiliate and followers in Afghanistan during the peace process involving the Taliban 
insurgency).  

During a peace process, violence often appears in modified forms and may involve 
a variety of motivations, tactics, and goals, different from those that had been put forward 
before negotiations started, such as attempts to block or reverse the peace process and 
to prevent one‟s own marginalization as a result of a peace process). These new 
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motivations and tactics do not fully replace the previous ones: some actors, particularly 
those excluded from, or retaining reservations about, the particular peace process, may 
still use violence for the same purposes they had pursued before the process started (to 
destroy or seriously weaken an opponent by violent means). Also, a peace process 
creates a new set of intra-party dynamics, by creating or widening the split between 
moderates and irreconcilable hardliners, with much of residual violence during even 
successful peace process accounted for by smaller and more radical splinter groups 
acting as violent spoilers. 

In sum, the dynamic interaction of force and talks not only serves as “unavoidable 
background” for most peace processes, but appears to be an almost essential 
characteristic common to most peace processes. Thus acts of violence by parties and 
factions, including acts designed specifically to disrupt negotiations, should be expected 
and taken into account in the design of the peace process. On the one hand, the ability 
of a peace process to go on despite continuing incidents of violence could even be 
seen as an objective indicator of the soundness and sustainability of the peace itself. 
On the other hand, there are limits of what a peace process can achieve in principle, 
including in putting an end to armed violence. The maximum of what successful 
implementation of a workable, substantive, and inclusive peace agreement can achieve 
is to terminate major violence related to particular armed conflict that it was addressed 
to, but it should not be expected to achieve more than that. At the stage of peace 
implementation, peace process (peace-making) overlaps with peacebuilding – a 
process that covers a wider range of long-term activities and aims at changing political, 
social, economic, institutional structures underlying the conflict and attitudes of the 
conflict parties and their social base. While a peace process, centred on reaching and 
implementing a peace agreement or set of agreements, aims first and foremost at war 
termination, a lasting peace could be achieved only if peace process is supported by 
the longer-term peace-building efforts. 

 
II. De facto states 

 
As Pål Kolstø‟s article in this special issue demonstrates,30 there is a number of 

terms that denote the polities that are not recognized by the United Nations, but actually 
enjoy sovereignty and effective control over their territories. Most often, these polities are 
called de facto states. There are different opinions on whether polities can qualify as de 
facto states if they do not formally proclaim their independence. Some scholars also 
discuss whether those polities, that are not recognized by the UN but recognized by 
some individual UN member states, should be called differently (e. g., as “partially 
recognized states”).31  

Unlike recognized states, de facto states enjoy only partial sovereignty. In line with 
Stephen Krasner‟s classification of sovereignties,32 de facto states have only domestic 
sovereignty (monopoly for using violence within their territories) and intra-border 
sovereignty (capacity to control intra-border movements) but do not enjoy Westphalian 
sovereignty (de jure and de facto independence from external authorities) and 
international legal sovereignty (international recognition). Thus, the deficit of international 
legitimacy is the key issue faced by de facto states, in contrast to most of recognized 
states. This deficit manifests itself in many domains and forms, such as restricted 
international contacts, problems with attracting loans and investments, obstacles for 
international trade and additional transaction cost for involving intermediaries, reduced 
transportation infrastructure (most of de facto states do not have their airports), and 
militarized and securitized domestic politics. Ordinary residents of de facto states have 
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serious problems with international mobility (as their passports are not recognized by 
most of states), access to the tertiary healthcare, and international recognition of their 
education diplomas. 

Among other things, non-recognition deprives a de facto state of proper legal 
defense against external interventions by or on behalf of parent states. This threat forces 
de facto states to pay special attention to its defense potential at the expense of social 
development.33 As facto states do not have Westphalian sovereignty, they have to 
control their borders (especially borders with parent states) mostly thanks to their military 
power. However, parent states normally can violate these de facto borders when a power 
balance is changed without a risk of being accused of aggression by the international 
community (parent states can be accused of massive human rights violations though). 
The deficit of a de facto border‟s legitimacy can work both ways though, as territorial 
gains of a de facto state at the expense of a parent state can be considered by the 
international community as a result of internal conflict rather than transgressing the 
principle of territorial integrity. While arbitrary violation of a border with use of military 
force is not quite untypical for border disputes between recognized states, the difference 
is that disputes over borders of recognized states usually aim at limited (and often minor) 
territorial changes (positional disputes) while in typical disputes between de facto states 
and their parent states the former‟s entire territory is claimed by the latter more or less 
persistently. In some cases (such as the 2020 war in Nagorno-Karabakh), the likelihood 
of territorial conflicts between parent states and de facto states is increased by the fact 
that making de facto borders according to the ethnic identity of the dominant group was 
accompanied by exclusion of other ethnic groups, forced migration, and ethnic 
cleansings. Now wonder that those borders that emerged as a result of secession are 
among particularly troublesome ones.34  

 Taking into account the mentioned problems that are derived from non-recognition, 
it is quite understandable that achieving international legitimacy is the top external 
political priority for most of de facto states. This priority, however, is not the only one, as 
de facto states simultaneously face serious domestic problems. Moreover, as Caspersen 
argues, international recognition can be at odds with domestic political priorities of 
survival/ safeguarding one‟s security and securing popular support. Safeguarding one‟s 
security works for solidifying de facto states‟ political regimes and defending it against 
domestic and external criticisms, while trying to obtain international political legitimacy 
prompt a large part of de facto states to fit international human rights and democratic 
standards.35 

In this vein, the key issues related to domestic sovereignty are state-building and 
nation-building. De facto states emerge after separating from those recognized polities 
that are called parent states. This doesn‟t mean that all territories controlled by 
successful separatist movements are eligible to qualify as de facto states. Separatist 
movements and their leaders (warlords, political activists etc.) should be capable not only 
of effective control over a claimed territory for a long time and not only of collecting 
resources from this territory (e. g., for the purpose of self-enrichment) but also of state-
building, that involves establishing a capable government, regular defense forces, border 
controls, law enforcement bodies enjoying the monopoly for legitimate violence, and 
revenue services. Secessionist governments should be capable of providing their 
populations with at least basic social services (physical infrastructures, health care, 
education, pensions etc.). 36 Statebuilding is closely related to nationbuilding that is about 
constructing civic identities to safeguard public support for the de facto statehood.37  

National flags, emblems, anthems, and holidays are used for the purpose of 
nation-building, as well as the aspiration for international recognition as a key narrative to 
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solidify the national identity.38 Most typically, national identity strongly correlates with 
identities of de facto states‟ titular ethnic groups. These ethnic identities often refer to 
certain territories now controlled by de facto states.39  

The results of state-building and nation-building efforts by de facto states proved to 
be mixed. On the one hand, they managed to take control over extensive and usually 
compact territories, to monopolize legitimate violence and tax collection, to create 
functional governments and relatively stable political systems. Most of these systems 
proved to be capable to deal with social discontent and to survive power transitions. 
Even when faced severe political and economic problems, elites of de facto states, as 
Kolstø and Blakkisrud argued, usually proved to be efficient in nation-building, as they 
managed to explain state-building deficiencies by efforts of external enemies (mostly 
parent states) and by specific problems of the transition period.40  

On the other hand, most de facto states achieved just modest results in satisfying 
social and economic demands of their populations. The majority of de facto states can be 
conceptualized as “small states” that face deficit of available resources.41 As discussed 
below, this deficit is most typically covered by institutions and resources of patron states. 
Political systems of de facto states are influenced by tough authoritarianism (the Donetsk 
and Lugansk People‟s Republics), administrative pressure during elections (e. g. South 
Ossetia), ethnocracy (Abkhazia), informal influences by ethnic clans (Somaliland) and 
powerful economic groups (Transnistria). Even if being relatively successful for some 
time, de facto state building can quickly be reversed when external conditions change 
dramatically: after suffering crushing defeat in the 2020 war the Republic of 
Nagorno-Karabakh (that was among the most successful post-Soviet de facto states in 
the domains of state-building and nation-building) lost control over three fourths of its 
territory, most of its agricultural areas and power generation system. 

Among those key specific features that characterize de facto states are their 
special relations with parent states and patron states. In most of cases, contemporary de 
facto states border their parent states and a large part of them also border their patron 
states. Most of post-Soviet de facto states have no neighbors apart from patron states 
and de facto states. This dramatically narrows down their range of options for cross-
border interaction and force them to choose between overreliance on a patron state and 
a risk to be drawn into uncontrolled reintegration with a parent state. 

The relations between de facto states and their parent states are controversial at 
best (as it is in such largely “peaceful” cases, as relations between the Cyprus proper 
and the Northern Cyprus and between Moldova and Transnistria) and explicitly hostile at 
worst (relations between Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh and between Ukraine and 
the Donetsk and Lugansk People‟s Republics). For a parent state, claiming a breakaway 
territory its own is normally a matter of principle, as abandoning this claim could 
undermine its political regime‟s internal legitimacy and could be a precedent for some 
other separatist movements inside this state. For a de facto state, a parent state is the 
hostile “Other” that plays the key role in the nationbuilding and the key threat that 
solidifies domestic cohesion and legitimizes a ruling regime. To reaffirm the claim that 
independence is the only viable option, governments and pro-governmental media of de 
facto states routinely appeal not only to threats that emanate from respective parent 
states but also to advantageous comparisons that highlight their own social and 
economic achievements and denigrate performance of their opponents. This propaganda 
works effectively at least in some cases: for example, in the beginning of 2010s most 
Abkhazians and Transnistrians were convinced that they lived better than the Georgians 
and Moldovans, respectively.42 



20 

Whereas de facto states try to distance themselves from parent states to avoid 
subjugation (that in some cases does not exclude limited cooperation though), the policy 
of parent states varies. Some (e. g., Azerbaijan and Ukraine) choose tough political 
pressure and counter-recognition efforts (resisting to any forms of recognition) while 
others (Transnistria and, with some reservations, China) are more tolerant to its external 
contacts and try to reintegrate their opponents bit by bit through cooperation initiatives, 
offering de facto states options for legitimate cooperation with the external world among 
other things. The “tough” approach is justified by a parent state‟s reluctance to contribute 
to solidified de facto statehood while the “soft” one is justified by the needs to win hearts 
and minds of de facto states‟ populations and to provide de facto states with a legitimate 
gateway to connect with the external world as an alternative to growing dependence on a 
patron state.43  

While it is hardly possible to imagine a de facto state that does not has its parent 
state, there is at least one contemporary case of a de facto state (Somaliland) that does 
not have a patron state. Still, in most of cases a patron state plays a crucial role for a de 
facto state‟s survival. Patron states cover budget deficit, provide de facto states with 
military protection and with those institutions, infrastructures, goods and services (e.g. 
cellular communication and tertiary health care) that are in deficit for some reason. 
Integrating with a patron and delegating it with some government functions reduces a 
burden for a de facto state, strengthens its defense potential vis-à-vis a parent state and 
its capacity to meet its population‟s basic demand. For non-governmental actors residing 
in a de facto state, a patron state in many cases provides a legitimate window to the 
external world by granting its citizenship (and thus a passport valid for international 
travel), issuing internationally recognized higher education diploma, and registering 
businesses on its territory. The reverse side of a coin is a growing dependence on a 
patron state up to the total incorporation.  The prospect of being absorbed by a patron is 
not always perceived positively by de facto states‟ public. Among populations of the post-
Soviet de facto states, the South Ossetians explicitly support incorporation, while the 
Transnistrians and especially the Abkhazians are more hesitant.44   

The key issue of de facto states‟ relations with other countries, international 
organizations, and the international community as a whole, is a degree of recognition 
that de facto states can enjoy. The present-day de facto states failed to persuade the 
international community in their compliance to certain standards, including democratic 
governance and observance of human rights, especially of the rights of ethnic 
minorities.45 Most typically, recognition is blocked mainly by stances and interests of 
some or other global powers, including China, Russia, and the United States. Failure of 
recognition efforts in some cases is aggravated with bad images of de facto states due to 
the information vacuum and counter-recognition efforts by parent states. As a result, 
some de facto states are perceived by foreign politicians and public as “hotbeds of 
anarchy” and “criminal black holes”.46 

Dealing with unrecognized polities, states other than “parents” and “patrons” are 
guided both by the international law and by their particular interests. In most cases, their 
stances are informed by the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of a 
recognized state and hence by reluctance to recognize a de facto state. The 
non-interference principle seriously hinders de facto states‟ official contacts. Still, in some 
cases such contacts are still possible if they are based on the ad hoc principle when it 
comes to such issues as conflict management or humanitarian aid. Governments can be 
also tolerant to those contacts that can be framed as paradiplomatic, such as 
cooperation between de facto states and regional actors.47   
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III. The volume 
 

The concept and definition of de facto states are discussed in more detail in Pål 
Kolstø‟s article that completes the introductory part (Part 1) of this special issue. 
Pål  Kolstø (University of Oslo) describes the state of “terminological anarchy” in 
attempts to define and to denote political entities that broke out of control of their 
respective parent states, developed state-like qualities, and function autonomously, 
sometimes for years and decades, without gaining international recognition or with only 
partial recognition. He argues that the choice of terms to denote these entities goes 
beyond name games and academic ambitions and also reveals real differences in 
underlying approaches to this phenomenon which have serious methodological, 
analytical, normative, practical, and policy implications. Kolstø explains why “de facto 
states” is one of the most appropriate and neutral terms to describe such entities, by 
focusing on de facto statehood (the ability to function as a (nascent) state) as the central 
definitional criterion and juxtaposing it to de jure status that such entities lack and seek. 
His preferred definition of de facto states is “entities which have seceded from a parent 
state, have managed to capture and retain control over a specific territory for a 
reasonable period of time, and have declared their independence from the parent state”. 
This view and definition are shared by the special issue editors, even as several other 
terms, such as “contested” and “unrecognized” states, are also used by the volume‟s 
authors to reflect and fit their specific research goals and focus.  

In Part 2, cross-cutting issues for cases and contexts involving de facto states are 
explored and analysed in comparative perspective. The main focus of this section is on 
sovereignty as the key cross-cutting theme. Sovereignty is both the most heavily 
contested incompatibility in armed conflicts involving de facto states and the most 
complex of the key issues to be addressed by a peace process and a comprehensive 
peace settlement, if any. The cases involving de facto states and comparatively analysed 
by the authors include Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, Northern Cyprus, South Ossetia, 
Taiwan, and Transnistria. 

First, Bruno Сoppieters (Vrije Universiteit Brussel) addresses the concept of 
sovereignty framing it as a fundamental contradiction between a parent state‟s policy of 
nonrecognition, intended to prevent permanent separation, and a breakaway (contested) 
state‟s policy of recognition aimed to achieve its preferred states. He also disaggregates 
the notion of sovereignty into “domestic” and “international”, finding this distinction 
particularly useful to apply to and explain the status conundrum faced by de facto states 
and the dynamics of respective conflicts fought primarily, even if not exclusively, over 
sovereignty. Another useful concept employed by the author is that of a status 
asymmetry between the conflicting parties, with the contested state‟s lack of recognition 
weakening its position in the international order. While the parent state uses this 
asymmetry to weaken the contested state‟s claims to sovereignty, the latter, in turn, tries 
to transfer and upgrade the control it de facto exercises at the domestic level (in the 
territory under its control) to the international level and to achieve legal recognition 
through international agreements. Coppieters then analyzes the cases from three 
different parts of the world – Abkhazia (post-Soviet Eurasia), Northern Cyprus (Europe), 
and Taiwan (East Asia) – through the prism of the categories of domestic and 
international sovereignty that, in the editors‟ view, may also be interpreted as “de facto” 
and “de jure” sovereignty. More specifically, the author explores how nonrecognition 
policies by parent states and recognition policies by contested states at the international 
level affect the domestic sovereignty de facto exercised by such entities. 
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Next, Vladimir Kolosov (Institute of Geography, Russian Academy of Sciences) 
draws upon the distinction between internal and external sovereignty to apply it to 
unrecognized or partially recognized de facto states in the post-Soviet space. In terms of 
methodology, he also focuses on how to measure these two types of sovereignty. The 
empirical base for his analysis includes statistical and other information on demographic 
and socio-economic situation, and foreign economic relations of such post-Soviet de 
facto states as Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, and Transnistria, as well as 
the impact of these factors on neighboring countries and regions. His comparative 
analysis of public opinions and popular identities is based on surveys and 13 focus 
groups conducted the fall of 2020 in Transnistria and Abkhazia (the two cases that, 
unlike the rest of relevant post-Soviet contexts, remained relatively “well-frozen” 
(post)conflict settings since the initial fighting in the early 1990s, with on-and-off, but 
largely stumbled peace processes. On the one hand, Kolosov‟s findings show a 
noticeable and sustained trend of decline in and outflow of population in these two (and 
most other) post-Soviet breakaway entities, mostly due to the poor state of their 
economies. On the other hand, he also demonstrates a significant degree of viability and 
sustainability of such entities that can hardly be explained by economic and demographic 
factors. He identifies a professed “political identity” among the residents of both de facto 
states‟ as the main basis for their sustained domestic (de facto) sovereignty. In both 
cases, the author also points out a strong “deficit” of, and drive towards, “external 
sovereignty” that remains a shared value, albeit with a more disappointing outcome. 
While the author notes both the specifics and limits of the two entities‟ Russia-centric 
approaches to geopolitics and external relations, he also explores both multiple risks that 
Russia faces as the main patron states of all four entities and the main interests it 
pursues towards them, including in its involvement in respective conflicts and peace 
processes. 

Part 3 of the special issue explores the dynamics, interplay and mutual impact of 
the peace process and violence, with the focus on various aspects of the armed conflict 
in, and the peace process on, Donbass and on the respective entities that broke away 
from Ukraine, with the main attention paid, consequently, to the 2014–2021 period. 

The main research object addressed by Anna Matveeva (King‟s College London) in 
her article for this special issue, as well as in some of her previous work,48 is the 
phenomenon of self-proclaimed republics of Donbass in southeast Ukraine – the 
Donetsk and Lugansk People‟s Republics – a focus that still remains relatively rare for 
research literature published in English. She identifies what she calls the “limbo stage” 
(from 2016 to early 2022) of the “interwar” period between the first conflict in and around 
Donbass in 2014–2015 and the new violent escalation since February 2022. Matveeva 
suggests to analyse the Donbass case “from within” by combining three interpretations of 
it as (a) an irredentist movement to join the “historical homeland” which the region had 
been “separated from”, (b) a civil conflict for a “different” (multiethnic, multilingual, more 
decentralized) Ukraine, better disposed towards the aspirations of the people of 
Donbass, and (c) an international geopolitical confrontation between Russia and the 
West. She makes a point of studying the breakaway entities of Donbass and related 
developments in their dynamic evolution, with a special attention to the later stages of 
the interwar period. On the one hand, at this limbo stage, the two entities developed and 
sustained a degree of self-government and some proto-state institutions. On the other, it 
was also as characterized by the republics‟ governance deficit, economic decline, further 
cut-off from Ukraine, reinforced by a strict economic blockade by Kiev, and creeping 
dependency on and de facto integration into Russia. The author also describes how and 
explains why the Minsk Agreements were initially taken positively and helped reduce the 
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level of hostilities, but then progressively lost their value, as security remained fragile and 
on-and-off minor, but routine violence balanced on the verge of renewal of hostilities. In 
tune with Coppieters‟s and Kolosov‟s focus on centrality of sovereignty and status issues 
for contested states, Matveeva identifies, in the specific case of the DNR and LNR, a 
lack of clarity about the two entities‟ future status (return to Ukraine on the basis of the 
Minsk agreements, joining Russia, or building up their own “statehood”) as the central, 
overwhelming issue and concern, in both security and socio-political terms.  

Nadezhda Arbatova (Institute of World Economy and International Relations 
(IMEMO), Russian Academy of Sciences) presents a detailed analysis of the strength 
and weaknesses of the Minsk peace process centred on the Minsk Agreements of 2014–
2015, including repeated attempts to secure a ceasefire between the Ukrainian 
government and pro-Russian separatists in southeastern Ukraine (Donbass). While the 
agreements ended large-scale fighting, they did not help prevent or stop creeping 
violence that posed a major obstacle for the implementation of their substantive 
provisions aimed at the political settlement of the conflict. The author focuses on two 
main themes throughout the article. First, she pays special attention to the role and 
pitfalls of the Normandy format, or “Normandy Four”, (France, Germany, Russia, and 
Ukraine) as the main negotiation framework for the Minsk Agreements, as well as to the 
EU‟s political goals and instruments related to the Minsk peace process. She also 
explains why the Europeans have not been able to take on a more visible and effective 
role in the implementation of their proclaimed goals of political settlement of the conflict 
in southeast Ukraine. Second, she tries to explore potential alternatives to the collapse of 
the Minsk process in February 2022 by raising the issue of whether the Minsk 
Agreements were doomed to failure and whether the new, broader armed conflict could 
have been prevented had the Minsk agreements been implemented. The author 
suggests bearing in mind that, whatever the inherent shortfalls of the Minsk process, a 
peace agreement and/or a stable ceasefire forms only one of the stages in, and 
conditions for, a complex transition to peace. Arbatova insists that deploying a full-scale 
peace operation under the mandate of the UN Security Council, with the use of military 
contingents from the OSCE countries, equipped with armored vehicles, artillery, 
helicopters, and drones, could have been the best guarantee against a major escalation 
of the conflict, could have excluded any critical external meddling, and, by freezing 
hostilities, could have provided unlimited time to work out a compromise on the political 
provisions of the Minsk process.  

Andrei Zagorski (MGIMO-University and IMEMO) picks up on this theme by looking 
specifically at the role of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe in 
supporting and facilitation the implementation of the Minsk Agreements, especially their 
ceasefire provisions. He notes that since the start of the Ukraine crisis in 2014, the 
OSCE acted unexpectedly promptly for an organization deeply divided for years, and the 
deployment of the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission raised the threshold for resuming 
violence. The Trilateral Contact Group (the special representative of the OSCE 
Chairperson, Russia and Ukraine) proved instrumental for translating political solutions 
enacted by the Normandy Four into practical measures. While the author critically 
analyzes such obstacles to and shortfalls of the OSCE mission, as its limited mandate, 
restrictions of the freedom of movement, inability to verify the withdrawal of weapons and 
enforce ceasefire and military disengagement, he argues that the ultimate failure of the 
Minsk process can hardly be attributed to these shortcomings. Zagorski identifies the 
increasing divergence of Russia and Ukraine on central issues of the peace process, 
such as the sequence of steps to implement agreed measures and the inclusiveness of 
the process regarding the participation of separatist regions in talks with Kiev, as the key 
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factor that undermined political process, eroded the fragile consensus, and led to the 
escalation of the situation around Ukraine in 2021 – early 2022, the launch of a direct 
military campaign by Russia, and the termination of consensus-based OSCE operations 
in Ukraine. 

Part 4 of the special issue includes several book reviews written by a group of 
young scholars at the European University at Saint Petersburg. They focus on four 
notable recent academic studies on peace processes and violence, nationbuilding and 
land-for-peace agreements as crosscutting issues for de facto/contested states in 
comparative context, and the Donbass case. 
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Abstract  There are a handful of territories around the globe that have state-like qualities 

such as governments, police, and tax collection, but are not recognized as states 
by other states, or are, perhaps, recognized by only one or several states. The 
study of these entities has been characterized by “terminological anarchy”, with 
each author developing his or her own designations, sometimes covering exactly 
the same ground, or seeking to introduce definitions to expand or delimit the 
number of cases. While these “name games” are partly driven by the ambitions of 
academics who want to present their research as being original and innovative, 
they also reveal underlying attitudes towards the phenomenon of de facto 
statehood. In the article, the range of appellations used in describing these 
political entities at the margins of international society is analyzed, to see what the 
choices of names can tell us about underlying attitudes. It is argued that current 
terminological pluralism is unhelpful and should be eliminated, in order to ensure 
that we are referring to the same entities in discussing what these entities “are”, 
what moves them and how they interact with other entities.   

 
Keywords  de facto states, terminology, definitions, quasi-states, contested states, statehood 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Название «Что  в  имени  твоем?»:  де-факто   государства,   выбор   терминологии   и  
статьи            нормативные последствия 
 
Аннотация  В мире есть некоторое число территориальных образований, которые 

обладают такими признаками государства, как наличие системы управления, 
полиции, сбора налогов и т. п., но не признаны в качестве государств 
другими странами, а иногда признаны лишь одной или несколькими 
странами. Исследование таких образований характеризуется 
«терминологической анархией»: каждый автор выдвигает собственные 
обозначения и определения, порой относящиеся к одному и тому же 
феномену, или пытается найти дефиниции, которые позволили бы 
расширить или сузить ряд подпадающих под них кейсов. Хотя эта «игра в 
названия» отчасти является плодом амбиций ученых, каждый из которых 
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стремится представить свое исследование оригинальным и инновационным, 
она также отражает и более глубинные подходы к проблеме 
государственности де-факто государств. Для того, чтобы понять, что выбор 
того или иного термина говорит о базовом подходе его автора к этой 
проблеме, в статье анализируется спектр существующих терминов и 
определений, используемых для обозначения этих политических единиц, 
которые находятся как бы на обочине международного сообщества. В статье 
делается вывод о том, что преобладающий сегодня в этом вопросе 
терминологический плюрализм малоперспективен, и от него следует 
отказаться. Это необходимо для того, чтобы быть уверенными, что в ходе 
дискуссий о том, что представляют собой эти образования, что движет ими и 
как они взаимодействуют с другими акторами, имеются в виду одни и те же 
субъекты.  

 
Ключевые      де-факто   государства,     терминология,     определения,     квазигосударства,  
слова             спорные  государства,  государственность  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
The choice of terminology is rarely an innocuous exercise: it also has normative 

consequences. It also signals a researcher‟s stance towards research objects, even 
before they are defined or described. Our terms necessarily say something about our 
attitudes toward these political creatures – positive or negative, condescending, 
approving or respectful. They highlight certain qualities and aspects, while other 
characteristics are obscured or pushed into the background. This is true for semiotics in 
general, and not least with regard to the study of de facto states.   

 
I. Jacksonian quasi-states and Pegg-type de facto states 

 
Systematic research into the phenomenon of de facto states – understood as 

states that exist “de facto”, but not “de jure” – commenced only with Scott Pegg‟s book 
“International Society and the De Facto State”, published as recently as in 1998. Hence, 
this is a very young discipline: the phenomenon of de facto states also has a very short 
history, dating back no further than the mid-20th century. Of course, throughout history, 
some states have been more directly included in international society than others, but 
international recognition as the defining criterion of a “real” state emerged only after 
World War Two. Prior to that time, state recognition was based on degree of “effective” 
or “empirical” statehood.1 In 1933, the Seventh International Conference of American 
states, meeting in Montevideo, agreed on a set of criteria for states which included “a 
permanent population”, “a defined territory”, “government”, and “capacity to enter into 
relations with other states”.2 Entities that fulfilled these criteria were regarded as “states”: 
thus, states were recognized on the basis of their capacity to live up to de facto 
statehood.3  

After 1945, these principles were cast away, and the relationship between de facto 
statehood and recognition was turned upside down. As explained by Mikulas Fabry, “the 
post-World War Two period saw the abandonment of de facto statehood as the standard 
for recognition of indigenously founded new states. Since the 1950s, the determining 
factor in the admission of new members into the society of states has been whether an 
entity has a prior right [emphasis added] to independence, rather than whether it is 
independent”.4 

This revolution in thinking about statehood created two new categories of states, 
which I will refer to as Jacksonian quasi-states and Pegg-type de facto states. On the 
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one hand, most of the newly independent states in Africa and Asia did not fulfil 
Montevideo criteria but were nevertheless admitted into the United Nations and treated 
as fully-fledged states. Having just emerged from the status of colony, they often lacked 
the most elementary infrastructure and institutions, but were nevertheless treated in the 
world organization on a par with older, well-established, functioning states. The standard 
study here remains Robert Jackson‟s “Quasi-states: Sovereignty, International Relations 
in the Third World” (1990). Jackson‟s dismissive epithet “quasi” was intended to 
re-establish the distinction between empirical and would-be statehood. Unsurprisingly, 
the new UN members have jealously guarded their precious new status, which gives 
them prestige, a valuable source of income (including the possibility of selling their votes 
in international organizations such as the International Olympic Committee), and the 
ability to punch far above their weight in international fora. 

At the same time, with the new thinking and new terminology as regards statehood, 
the concept of “de facto statehood” was liberated from its former usage, ready to be 
applied for new purposes. In his seminal work, Pegg used it to describe the very opposite 
of Jackson‟s quasi-states: as states which (more or less successfully) fulfil the 
Montevideo criteria of statehood but are nevertheless denied entry into international 
society. They are, as he aptly noted, “the flip side of the quasi-state coin”.5 I reproduce 
his lengthy working definition in toto: 

 
“A de facto state exists where there is an organized political leadership which has 
risen to power through some degree of indigenous capability; receives popular 
support; and has achieved sufficient capacity to provide governmental services to a 
given population in a specific territorial area, over which effective control is 
maintained for a significant period of time. The de facto state views itself as 
capable of entering into relations with other states, and it seeks full constitutional 
independence and widespread international recognition as a sovereign state. It is, 
however, unable to achieve any degree of substantive recognition and therefore 
remains illegitimate in the eyes of international society”.6 

 
Eight years later, I formulated a slightly shorter definition to describe the same 

phenomenon, but with a different terminology:  
 
“To be classified as a quasi-state […], a political entity must fulfil three criteria. Its 
leadership must be in control of (most of) the territory it lays claim to, and it must 
have sought but not achieved international recognition as an independent state. 
Finally, to eliminate a whole spate of ephemeral political contraptions, I exclude 
those that have persisted in this state of non-recognition for less than two years”.7 

 
Thus, while my definition basically coincided with Pegg‟s, there are a few significant 

differences. First, with regard to territorial control, Pegg used the term “a specific 
territorial area” whereas I specified it as “(most of) the territory it lays claim to”. As one of 
the anonymous reviewers of the draft version of this article pointed out, my narrower 
criterion might create problems. For instance, prior to 2022, the “Donetsk People‟s 
Republic” (DNR) and the “Luhansk People‟s Republic” (LNR)8 controlled only a portion of 
the respective Donetsk and Luhansk regions which they had declared independence for 
and still they were regularly referred to as “de facto states”. In light of this criticism, I have 
now come around to believe that Pegg‟s more open formulation is preferable. 

Secondly, I did not use the concept of de facto state. The intention here was to 
highlight the peculiarity of these entities by contrasting them with “Jacksonian states” – 
as “unrecognized quasi-states” versus their counterparts, the recognized quasi-states. In 
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fact, my definition has since been reproduced in numerous articles: 16 years after its 
publication, my 2006 article “The Sustainability and Future of Unrecognized Quasi-
States” in “Journal of Peace Research”9 remains the most cited publication on de facto 
states in some academic databases (e. g., Web of Science). However, my terminology 
was abandoned by later researchers, and, having used the term “quasi-states” in one 
more article,10 I discarded it myself. It appeared in a few articles published around the 
same time,11 but then it basically disappeared. And luckily so, as it was a rather 
unfortunate choice: not only did it cause more confusion than clarification, but “quasi” is 
also a term with clear normative overtones. It had the effect of denigrating these entities, 
highlighting their deficiencies. For instance, in his article “Eingefrorene Konflikte. Wie 
weiter mit den Quasistaaten?” [“Frozen conflicts: quo vadis quasi states?”], Wim 
van Meurs argued that the quasi states are “black holes” which provide their elites “with 
almost unlimited possibilities for self-enrichment”.12  

Part of the reason why I chose the appellation “quasi” in my 2006 article was that 
when I wrote it, I had visited only one de facto state – Transnistria – at a time when it had 
reached the bottom of societal collapse, with hyperinflation and rapidly deteriorating 
living conditions for the vast majority of the population.13 Since then, Transnistria – as 
well as some of the other post-Soviet de facto states – has acquired considerably 
stronger institutions and economy, in many respects approaching “real” states in their 
performance.14 

Another reason why “quasi-states” seemed apt at the time, right after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, was that they were perceived to be transient phenomena, destined 
to sink back into nonexistence in the not-too-distant future.15 They had appeared at the 
time when their parent states – the states from which they had seceded – had just been 
established and lacked the means to rein in rebellious regions. It was expected that as 
soon as these parent states managed to get their act together, the separatists would be 
overrun. This is what history had prepared us for: most of the de facto states in Africa 
that were established in the wake of decolonization, such as Biafra and Katanga, proved 
to be of very short duration. That was also the experience of the West Balkan de facto 
states Republika Srpska Krajina and Republika Srpska.16 

With the tenacity of “Pegg-style states”, it seemed increasingly reasonable to adopt 
Pegg‟s terminology. My later contributions to this literature – most of them co-authored 
with my colleague Helge Blakkisrud – have consistently used the term “de facto states”,17 
in line with most other scholars writing on the subject.18 But this consensus was reached 
only after considerable vacillation which has not yet been overcome entirely. Some 
terminological variation lingers on, with alternative appellations cropping up. 

 
II. Terminology: state of the field 
 
Below I give a survey of (mostly) English-language literature on de facto states, 

focusing on their terminology. Seeking to slash a way through the terminological jungle 
and systematize the plethora of appellations which have been used, I introduce a four-
box typology. One axis seeks to capture the axiological dimension – positive versus 
negative valorization. The other highlights the “spatial” dimension – inward versus 
outward: designations of the first group characterize de facto states in their relation to the 
entity‟s own population, the other, in relation to (other) states. Many concepts try to 
capture both spatial dimensions, but the emphasis generally falls on one of them. With 
regard to axiology, certain terms are clearly more evaluative than others, while some are 
regarded as positive by some authors but denigrating by others.  
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Table 1. Typology of terms to describe “Pegg-type” entities 
 

 Outward dimension Inward dimension 
Negative valorization    
Positive valorization   

 
Puppet state  
 
Discussing the five secessionist entities in the former Soviet Union plus the Turkish 

Republic of Northern Cyprus, Bogdan Ivanel19 uses the term “puppet states”. In his 
terminology, these “secessionist entities …. have all the outside aspects of a de facto 
state, [but] are in fact effectively controlled by their sponsor state”.20 The sponsor state 
has not only established the puppet state through military force: it also “controls its 
everyday life through the use of military, economic and political means, leading to a de 
facto annexation of the given territory”.21 Several other scholars discuss “puppet states” 
as a theoretical category, but mostly to dismiss it as unhelpful or in contrast with “de 
facto states”.22 The epithet “puppet” implies that the states in question do not have 
agency – whereas virtually all experts agree that most of them actually do have room for 
independent action.23 

 
Sessionist state / separatist state / separatist region  
 
In two early contributions to the literature, Dov Lynch24 used the term “separatist 

state”. In my view, “separatist state” is a reasonably straightforward and accurate 
description: the vast majority, or perhaps all, of the de facto states have seceded from 
another (internationally recognized) state. At the same time, this term has the effect of 
underscoring the non-legitimacy of these entities under international law.25 However, in 
his 2004 book-length treatment of the subject, “Engaging Eurasia‟s Separatist States: 
Unresolved Conflicts and De Facto States”, Lynch used “separatist state” and “de facto 
state” interchangeably. “Separatist state” for him appears to be an auxiliary concept only, 
clarifying to the layperson what to expect to find in the book. Then, in a later contribution, 
Lynch switched to “de facto state” terminology, and argued why it is important to do so:  

 
“The fundamental project in each region has been the construction of the political 
institutions of independent statehood. Using the term of de facto „state‟, therefore, 
serves to draw our attention to the political underpinning of the projects that have 
sustained these regions despite their isolation”.26 

 
Too often and too hastily, he notes, these regions are referred to as criminal black 

holes or as the puppets of external actors.2728  
The first chapter in Franziska Smolnik‟s book “Secessionist Rule: Protracted 

Conflict and Configurations of Non-state Authority” is titled “De facto state or rebel 
region?”. Smolnik does not answer her own question directly, but in the remainder of the 
book, de facto state is the preferred term.29 The concept of secession/separatism is 
reserved for the process of separatist conflict – something that makes good sense.  

 
Unrecognized states 
 
In his 2008 study of democracy in Pegg-type states, Kimitaka Matsuzato30 

employed the term “unrecognized states”; this has also been used in other contributions 
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to the literature.31 Importantly, Nina Caspersen titled her seminal study “Unrecognized 
States: The Struggle for Independence in the Modern International System” (2012),32 
highlighting the fact that these states lack international recognition as their defining 
aspect.33 This is also the term used in the volume Caspersen edited together with Gareth 
Stansfield.34 However, the term is somewhat problematical, as quite a few entities 
normally regarded as Pegg-type states, also by Caspersen – such as Abkhazia, South 
Ossetia, and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus – have been recognized by one or 
a few states. Typically, this is the patron state, but in the two first instances the patron – 
Russia – has managed to persuade or bribe other states into doing the same. While 
these few recognitions do not make a dent in the massive wall separating the Pegg-type 
states from international society, it is hardly desirable to adopt a terminology that 
obscures the difference between single-state and none-state recognition. Indeed, in 
other articles Caspersen joins the band of experts who have switched from their 
originally preferred terminology to the consensus term “de facto states”.35 Others use “de 
facto states" and “unrecognized states” interchangeably as synonyms.36 

 
Contested states 
 
Deon Geldenhuys prefers to call Pegg-type states “contested states,” a term which 

in my view is not problematical in itself. More than most researchers, Geldenhuys 
underscores the state-like qualities of Pegg-type states. He insists that they “deserve to 
be called „states‟ because nearly all of them satisfy the basic, formal requirements of 
statehood in international law save for recognition […] and in many ways act like typical 
states”.37 Geldenhuys mentions and dismisses no less than 12 alternative designations 
for contested states, some of which are merely hypothetical suggestions apparently not 
used by anyone. Others refer to categories not coterminous with Pegg-type states. The 
more serious contender he rejects is “de facto states”, as this term in his view “suggests 
that these entities are denied de jure recognition, receiving de facto recognition only, 
which is not necessarily the case”.  

Geldenhuys‟s terminology was followed up by James Ker-Lindsay in his book “The 
Foreign Policy of Counter Secession: Preventing the Recognition of Contested States” 
(2012),38 a term which he also used in a later article.39 More recently, he has switched to 
“de facto states”.40 Two of his new articles were part of a special issue on “de facto 
states” of the journal “Ethnopolitics”, and it would be confusing if the various contributions 
to the same cluster of articles in the same issue of a journal should use separate 
terminologies to designate the same entities. Hence, the need for greater clarity drives 
researchers towards definitional consensus.  

However, the concept of “contested states” was resuscitated in George Kyris‟s 
recent article discussing the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus.41 Shpend Kursani also 
prefers the term “contested states” in his 2021 article on Pegg-type entities.42 Noting that 
there are more than a dozen concepts and over fifteen different labels in use to describe 
such entities, he dismisses as barren and unhelpful the discussions as to which labels 
are more or less useful. In his view, the fact that there are many definitions of the 
phenomenon is “not a fundamental problem per se”.43 Kursani believes that research on 
contested states suffers from over-terminologization, while remaining “fundamentally 
under-theorized”. Therefore, he holds, it is time to move on to the more substantial 
question of what these entities actually are – an “ontological approach”. While fully 
agreeing that the study of Pegg-type states cannot stop with terminological clarification, I 
nevertheless believe that the terminological debate is a necessary prolegomenon to a 
study of the factual character of these entities. Moreover, as Kursani notes, “individual 



36 

attempts to conceptualize the contested state have produced collective inconsistencies 
in both the various meanings associated with the phenomenon and with the empirical 
categories they purport to capture”.44 Precisely for this reason, I believe that an initial 
terminological house-cleaning is needed to clear away some of the confusion and 
inconsistencies. 

 
Para/pseudo/phantom states 
 
Appellations such as “para/pseudo/phantom” states all define Pegg-type states in 

terms of their internal functioning, or lack thereof. Although these appellations are eye-
catching, they, wittingly or not, signal a very negative attitude towards the research 
object. In Greek, “pseudos” means “a lie”; indeed, the scholars who used this term, 
Vladimir Kolossov and John O‟Loughlin,45 have later abandoned their original 
terminology and joined the bandwagon of “de facto state” supporters.46  

The term “para-state” had been used in an early contribution by Pavel Baev,47 but 
when Stanislawski and colleagues48 used the same name ten years later, they gave it a 
different meaning. For Baev, it meant the same as “de facto states", whereas 
Stanislawski and his colleagues used it as a generic term for various kinds of less-than-
real states, including Jacksonian quasi-states and Pegg-type de facto states. In referring 
to the latter type alone, they used the term “almost-states”, indicating a somewhat more 
respectful attitude towards them than towards “quasi-states”. Even so, they maintained 
that, in the case of “almost-states”, “control exercised by the home [= parent] state has 
been replaced by informal but very strong dependence on another country, making these 
republics de facto satellites”.49 

Some 12 years after the publication of Stanislawski‟s article, a research team led 
by Michael Rossi revived the term “para-state” by basically reverting to Baev‟s usage of 
the term,50 while insisting that they were using it in a new and innovative way. They 
claimed that they had identified a category of “unique and exceptional states around the 
world that go beyond existing understandings of „de facto‟ states”,51 which necessitates a 
separate term. All para-states are functional de facto states, they maintain, but many de 
facto states are not para-states. However, instead of reducing the category of de facto 
states to a more precise group with clearly identifiable qualities, Rossi and his 
collaborators expanded it somewhat beyond the standard inventory. They defined a 
para-state as “a political entity that has officially declared some form of independence, is 
able to secure control over a given territory, and possesses many trappings of statehood 
similar to sovereign states”.52 This definition looks suspiciously like the standard 
definition of “de facto states”: instead of offering greater terminological clarity they muddy 
the waters by including some entities in a way that stretches their own principles for 
inclusion. This new attempt at terminological innovation, it seems, only proves that we 
are better served with converging on one term – de facto states – as a clearly 
recognizable and increasingly recognized category.  

 
Nonstate states 
 
In 2001, in a pioneering article on Pegg-type states, Charles King used the neutral 

term “unrecognized states”.53 However, King clearly likes to play with words, and in 
another article published the same year he used instead the term “nonstate states”.54 He 
underlined these entities‟ unreal as well as sinister character: ”if one were looking for 
places to acquire arms, offload heroin, and launder money, Eurasia‟s archipelago of 
nonstate states would be a good place to start”.55 King‟s terminological experimentation 
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did not stop here, but continued with an article published 11 years later together with 
Daniel Byman, in which the same entities were described as “phantom states”.56 Using a 
clutch of other graphic terms such as “wraiths” and “apparitions”, King and his co-author 
strongly underscored the “ghost-like” nature of these entities. Whereas the epithets King 
used were new, the emphasis on the criminal character of these political contraptions 
was retained. Byman and King pointed out that these phantom states have been “stoking 
wars, fostering crime, keeping weak states weak”.57  

 
Informal states  
 
In her book “The Making of Informal States: Statebuilding in Northern Cyprus and 

Transdniestria”,58 Daria Isachenko provides a thoughtful discussion of her choice of 
terminology. She dismisses the term “de facto states” which, in her view, “implies 
something static and fixed”.59 She also argues that the concept “states-within-states” is 
inadequate, as among the cases studied under this name there are also sub-state actors 
that do not seek international recognition.60 Isachenko has more sympathy with 
“contested states”, although she deplores that Geldenhuys‟ concept, in her view, “implies 
an almost exclusive focus on external sovereignty”. Her own proposal – informal states – 
draws on the political science literature that refers to informal procedures and institutions 
as something “created, communicated, enforced outside of officially sanctioned 
channels”. In her view, it is precisely such informality that marks the internal state-
building processes in these entities.61 These are serious arguments, and her choice of 
terminology might have had a chance to establish itself as the preferred option if it had 
been introduced earlier. However, as far as I can see, Isachenko has no disciples in the 
research community, and her proposal has only led to a further proliferation of terms. 

 
Quasi-states 
 
This term was discussed above and dismissed as unduly vilifying Pegg-type states. 

However, I would like to return to it for a moment, noting that in some cases it might be a 
reasonably accurate designation after all. Some of the secessionist regions that have 
declared their independence and managed to stave off all attempts at re-capture by the 
parent state have spectacularly failed to establish viable state institutions and are indeed 
remarkably weak. In such an environment, criminal networks based on smuggling, 
kidnapping and other illicit activities thrive. The Republic of Ichkeria – more commonly 
known as Chechnya – could be characterized as a bandit controlled-area in the period 
between the first and second Chechen wars.62 Some early studies of the self-declared 
republics in Eastern Ukraine seemed to indicate that, as of the mid-2010s, they were 
rather lawless territories where various warlords had considerable clout.63 So, in order to 
develop a distinct category of “genuine” de facto states as states that exhibit many state-
like qualities, we should perhaps introduce a separate category of “unrecognized quasi-
state” to designate basically lawless territories, and exclude these from the “de facto 
state” category.  

 
III. Conclusion 

 
Scott Pegg has remarked, correctly in the author‟s view, that the study of 

unrecognized states has been marred by “prolonged terminological and definitional 
battles that have done comparatively little to advance scholarly understanding”.64 It would 
be a clear advantage if the research community could agree on the basic terms of 
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inquiry. To be sure, disagreements about approaches and conclusions are to be 
expected and should indeed be welcomed in all academic pursuits – but unless the 
various authors impart the same meaning to the same words, they risk talking past each 
other.  

A fruitful delimitation of a research object should be neither too narrow, nor too 
wide. There is little to gain from a concept that serves as a catchall category. Therefore, 
the concept of de facto states ought to include only entities which have seceded from a 
parent state, have managed to capture and retain control over a specific territory for a 
reasonable period of time, and have declared their independence from the parent state. 
In other words, I recommend using Pegg‟s definition. I also agree with O‟Loughlin et al.65 
that this is “the most appropriate and most neutral” term available on the menu – or at 
least one of three most appropriate and neutral terms, alongside “contested states” and 
“informal states” (see Table 1). 

A narrow and specific definition of de facto states is not an impediment to fruitful 
comparison with other political entities, but rather a precondition for it. For instance, in a 
recent addition to the literature – the 2020 collective volume “De Facto States in 
Eurasia”66 – the authors contextualize this phenomenon in a broader framework of less 
than fully independent political entities in the same region and compare them also with 
territories which have not declared independence. They make comparisons both 
chronologically, with cases in and adjacent to the Russian Empire before 1917, as well 
as synchronically. In one chapter, Vincenc Kopeček discusses why two Armenian-
populated territories outside Armenia – Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan and Javakheti 
in Georgia – have followed such different political trajectories after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. One important difference is – unsurprisingly – that Nagorno-Karabakh 
proclaimed its independence and became a de facto state: Javakheti did not. 

Some authors find the term “de facto state” useful because they believe the 
concept has a positive ring to it. For instance, the authors of the edited volume “De Facto 
States: The Quest for Sovereignty”67 chose this title because they wanted their 
publication to promote the cause of entities that have unilaterally seceded from an 
internationally recognized state. They argued that all the cases discussed in their book 
“have passed the test. Each of these unrecognized states has become what Alexis 
Heraclides calls a “separate society”, that is, the “one whose members are convinced 
that self-rule would result in far greater justice and equality‟ than continued allegiance to 
the previous unified state”.68 De facto states, they maintain, are “states in waiting, of 
nations tiring of waiting”.69 

On the other hand, James Ker-Lindsay believes that the epithet “de facto” 
disparages these entities. He argues that de facto states suffer from discrimination and 
“are often treated as pariahs on the international stage”.70 He sees this negative attitude 
reflected in language and in how they are talked about, which in his view amounts to 
stigmatization: the attachment of the qualifier “de facto” to their identity “is designed to 
show that such territories are not de jure states. They are not regarded as legal”. This 
may well be so – but it is exactly the opposite position from the group of authors referred 
to above. In any case, virtually all possible contenders for the most appropriate 
designation of “Pegg-type states” carry strong normative overtones.  

A precondition for enhanced terminological clarity is that researchers not only use 
the same terms, but also use them in the same way. It seems confusing when Adrian 
Florea uses the concept of “de facto state” but drops the criterion that the territory must 
have declared independence.71 In his view, it is enough to “seek some degree of 
separation from a recognized country”.72 With this liberal definition, Florea ends up with 
an inventory of no less than 40 de facto states since 1945, 24 of which still exist. His 
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meticulous study yields many interesting insights – but with such a generous delimitation 
of the phenomenon of de facto states, his findings cannot be readily compared to those 
of other researchers. Also, by collapsing those not-recognized states that have and those 
that have not declared independence, he is unable to analyse the impacts which such 
declarations might have. Florea‟s idiosyncratic usage of the term “de facto” shows the 
importance of tackling terminological debates before progressing to the ontological 
debate advocated by Kursani.  

Pegg and Kolstø73 argue that framing these sovereign anomalies „„in consistently 
negative terms (as illegal, pathological and clandestine) and with regard to what they fail 
to achieve (sovereign territorial statehood) ultimately restricts analysis of these polities 
and denigrates their achievements”. James Ker-Lindsay and Eiki Berg74 point out that the 
notion of “de facto statehood” along with other concepts such as “de facto authorities” 
and “occupation” are “fundamentally normative”. “Such terms are often used to 
undermine the claim to full independence and statehood in the future”, they argue. This 
may be so, but we definitely need some generally agreed-upon term to refer to these 
entities, and the term “de facto states” seems to be the best possible candidate – it 
certainly carries less connotations of stigma than do most of the alternatives. 

Pegg‟s own terminology can be criticized for stating the obvious: yes, these states 
do indeed exist “de facto”, but so do also all other states. But the message lies in what is 
implicitly understood: in other contexts, the concept of “de facto” is normally juxtaposed 
to “de jure”, and “de jure” status is what such de facto states lack. It is probably futile to 
search for the perfect, value-free designation – but we should be aware of the power of 
language over thought and pause to consider the connotations which the various terms 
might have. Then we should be able to make an informed choice. In the long run, 
reduplication of names is confusing, and in the name of scholarly consensus it would be 
advisable to choose one term. That would facilitate better communication and ensure 
that we do not talk past each other. Luckily, it seems that this is what is happening: after 
several lengthy detours we seem to be arriving at Pegg‟s original proposal – de facto 
states – as the consensual term. A few other terms might arguably have served the 
purpose equally well, but they have generally been abandoned by the wayside. 
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Abstract  Sovereignty is a key concept in discourses regarding the disputes over the status 

of Abkhazia, Northern Cyprus, and Taiwan. It helps the conflicting parties to 
communicate their positions regarding their preferred status of the contested 
territory and indicates the limits that negotiations are not permitted to transgress. It 
frames a parent state’s policy of nonrecognition, intended to prevent permanent 
separation, and a contested state’s policy of recognition to prevent its own 
subordination. In defending their claims, the conflicting parties do not enjoy equal 
conditions. The contested state’s lack of recognition weakens its position in the 
international order. The parent state will make use of this asymmetry at the 
international level to weaken the contested state’s claims to sovereignty. The 
contested state, by contrast, will try to achieve legal recognition through 
international agreements. This is possible with regard to competences that it 
exercises as a de facto territorial authority. This means that the control a 
contested state exercises at the domestic level is transferred to the international 
level, to strengthen its claims to sovereignty. The distinction between domestic 
and international sovereignty is useful for analyzing these strategies and conflict 
dynamics. This article analyzes disputes over the status of a breakaway territory 
in terms of these two categories. In particular, it explores how nonrecognition 
policies by parent states and recognition policies by contested states at the 
international level affect the latter’s sovereignty at the domestic level.  
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Название Внутренний   и   международный   суверенитет:   споры  по  поводу  статуса   
cтатьи Абхазии, Северного Кипра и Тайваня  
 
Аннотация  Суверенитет является ключевым концептом в дискурсах по поводу статуса 

Абхазии, Северного Кипра и Тайваня. Он помогает конфликтующим 
сторонам транслировать свои позиции по поводу предпочтительного для них 
статуса спорной территории и обозначает пределы и рамки переговоров по 
этим вопросам. Он задает параметры проводимой материнским 
государством политики непризнания, которая ставит целью предупредить 
окончательное отделение его части, а также определяет параметры 
политики спорного государства, которое стремится не допустить своего 
подчинения. Формулируя свои требования, конфликтующие стороны 
находятся в неравных условиях. Дефицит признания спорного государства 
ослабляет его позиции в рамках мирового порядка. Материнское государство 
использует эту асимметрию на международном уровне для ослабления 
позиций спорного государства, претендующего на суверенитет. Спорное 
государство, напротив, стремится достичь официального признания 
посредством заключения международных соглашений. Это возможно в тех 
ситуациях, когда речь идет о компетенциях, которые оно осуществляет в 
качестве фактической власти на контролируемой им территории. Таким 
образом, внутренний контроль спорного государства над своей территорией 
транслируется на международный уровень, что придает силу его 
притязаниям на признание суверенитета. Для анализа этих стратегий и 
динамики соответствующих конфликтов полезно провести разграничение 
между внутренним и международным суверенитетом. Именно в этих 
категориях в статье анализируются споры о статусе непризнанных 
образований. Особое внимание уделено тому, как политика непризнания со 
стороны материнских государств и политика признания со стороны спорных 
государств на международном уровне влияют на внутренний суверенитет 
последних. 

 
Ключевые     сецессия,  суверенитет,  спорные государства,  Абхазия,  Грузия,  конфликт на 
слова              Кипре, отношения между двумя сторонами Тайваньского пролива, Тайвань             
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
I. Introduction 

 
Diplomatic relations presuppose sovereign equality. This kind of equality is ruled 

out, however, in negotiations to resolve conflicts over secession, which involve the 
authorities controlling a breakaway territory and its population. Or at least, that is the 
view of parent states confronting breakaway entities: they refuse to recognize the 
statehood of these entities or to establish diplomatic relations with them. Nevertheless, 
negotiations do take place. In some cases, parent states are actually prepared to 
recognize the political representatives of breakaways as being de facto in control of a 
territory and its population, or even as equal partners in negotiations. Such forms of 
recognition are granted on a political basis but may also have legal consequences, for 
instance if such recognition occurs in the context of a ceasefire agreement. But they do 
not amount to recognition of sovereign statehood.1 

Sovereignty is central to all disputes on secession. This article starts out from the 
perspective that it is indivisible. In some cases, different state authorities may share it 
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between them – but if they do, their relationship must be clearly regulated. The 
indivisibility of sovereignty corresponds to the unity of the state.2 It is linked to 
territoriality, which is also part of the definition of a sovereign state,3 so competing claims 
to sovereignty over a territory call into question both national identity and statehood itself. 
This is precisely the kind of division that takes place in the case of secession, in a 
situation where the conflicting parties both claim to have authority over a territory and its 
population, although only the breakaway entity has effective control over them. By 
claiming sovereignty and independence, a breakaway entity clearly does not consider 
itself constitutionally bound to a central state authority. This contrasts with the claim of 
the central government that the disputed territory and its population still fall under its 
constitutional authority and that they have no separate international status. 

Hobbes regarded sovereignty as the artificial soul of a state, as a principle that 
brings life to a state.4 In the same way as a body without soul is not alive, a state without 
sovereignty – i. e. an artificial soul – is not alive. To Hobbes’ metaphorical description of 
sovereignty as an artificial soul it may be added that a soul and a sovereign state each 
belong simultaneously to two different orders. While a soul is part of earthly life and, at 
the same time, of eternal life, sovereignty characterizes both the domestic and the 
international orders. Just as the soul links earthly life to eternal life, sovereignty links the 
domestic order to the international order. 

In terms of domestic sovereignty, self-proclaimed but unrecognized states share 
crucial characteristics with recognized states – for example in having a government that 
controls a population on a well-defined territory, with its authority linked to the 
enforcement of rights, responsibilities, and duties. In terms of sovereignty, this implies a 
certain symmetry between the sides where domestic forms of governance are 
concerned. This is reflected in the concept of a “de facto state”5 – one of the many 
political science terms describing political entities that claim to be states but are not 
recognized as such. But no such structural symmetry is present at the international level. 
A state confronting a breakaway entity benefits from its full membership of the 
international community in implementing a policy of nonrecognition, while the breakaway 
entity receives far more limited external support in attempting to secure its own existence 
– support that is generally confined to military and economic assistance from a patron 
state. This structural asymmetry means that a lack of recognition entails major hurdles 
along the path to affirming international rights and responsibilities and to achieving 
foreign policy objectives. The political science concept of a “contested state”, which is 
used throughout this article, reflects this asymmetry. It indicates that a state’s existence 
is disputed in the international community, up to the point where even its description as a 
state and its rhetorical claims to domestic and international sovereignty are challenged.  

States that recognize each other as states acknowledge, mutually, their domestic 
and international sovereignty and the indissoluble link between these two dimensions. 
This relationship between domestic and international sovereignty must be conceived 
differently, however, in the case of a secessionist conflict. Here the legal and political ties 
associated with a mutual recognition of statehood are absent from the relations between 
the conflicting parties. This article analyzes disputes over the status of a breakaway 
territory in terms of domestic and international sovereignty. In particular, it sets out to 
examine how nonrecognition and recognition policies at the international level affect 
claims to sovereignty at the domestic level.  

The first question concerns the conflicting parties’ use of the term sovereignty (or 
related terms) in negotiations to express political preferences about status and to 
indicate the red lines these negotiations are not allowed to cross. The second question 
concerns how the parent state makes use of the asymmetry between it and the 
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contested state at the international level, to weaken the latter’s international presence 
and to challenge its rhetorical claims to international and domestic sovereignty. In other 
words: the parent state’s nonrecognition policy at the international level, which 
challenges the international sovereignty of the contested state, has a further objective – 
to diminish the contested state’s authority and control over its territory and its population 
– and this policy deserves to be examined. The third question concerns the contested 
states’ policy that seeks to have particular domestic competences recognized at the 
international level. Contested states assume that a policy that is successful in terms of 
their claim to international sovereignty also enhances their control over their territory and 
population, and thereby strengthens their claim to domestic sovereignty. In this case, 
sovereignty is expected to traverse corresponding domains at the domestic and 
international levels. But these expectations are not always met, and such a recognition 
policy may even have unintended effects in the case of bilateral agreements between the 
contested state and the parent state. This process needs to be described in more detail.  

This article refers to the disputes over the status of Abkhazia, Northern Cyprus, and 
Taiwan to illustrate these conflict dynamics. Insofar as domestic sovereignty is 
concerned, each of these conflicts has a very different origin. At the time when the Soviet 
Union was dissolved in 1991, Abkhazia was a federated entity within it. Northern Cyprus 
was created as a contested state only after the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974; and 
the conflict over the status of Taiwan was generated not by an attempt to secede from 
China, but rather by the communists’ failure to take control of the island despite having 
defeated the nationalists in the Chinese civil war (1927–1949). 

In addition, regarding international sovereignty, each of these contested states has 
a different patron state: Russia, Turkey, and the United States, respectively. Finally, each 
conflict has given rise to a particular policy of nonrecognition by the parent state and its 
allies in the international community; while, in turn, the recognition policies of these three 
contested states also diverge. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) did not oppose 
Taiwan’s integration into the world community as long as such integration did not take 
place at the diplomatic level and provided it could not seen as a political step distancing 
Taiwan from the “One China” idea. In practice, the PRC stipulates further conditions in 
every case, such as when it insists on the “correct” name under which Taiwan can 
participate in international organizations, but it is not against such integration in principle. 
This position contrasts with that of the Greek Cypriot and Georgian governments, which 
generally do oppose such integration. The article analyzes the effects of all these policies 
– the nonrecognition policies of the parent states, and the recognition policies of the 
contested states – on the domestic sovereignty of the contested states in the areas of 
trade, education and elections. To be considered effective, each of these policy areas 
requires a certain degree of internationalization. 

The main body of this article is divided into four parts. Following the introduction, 
the first section deals with the way in which the concept of sovereignty links the domestic 
order to the international. The conceptual distinction between domestic and international 
sovereignty helps in the analysis of the positions and strategies of the conflicting parties. 
In the second section, the history of the conflict between the Georgian and Abkhaz 
authorities over the status of Abkhazia is briefly described. The analytical distinction 
between domestic and international sovereignty is used to describe the position of each 
party, before answering the questions mentioned above. The third and fourth sections 
use the same approach to analyze the conflicts over the status of Northern Cyprus and 
Taiwan, respectively. A comparative analysis of the conflicting parties’ use of the 
vocabulary relating to sovereignty and the effects of this is presented in the conclusion.  
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II. Domestic and international sovereignty 
 

Domestic sovereignty is either absolute or limited. In the first case, sovereign 
authority is concentrated in a single ruler, while in the second case it is distributed among 
a number of institutions.6 But domestic sovereignty is inherent in all states without 
exception. It is proper to their exercise of governmental control over a defined territory 
and its population. Domestic sovereignty means that every state has an ultimate 
authority that is rooted in the political community.7 The state’s constitution regulates this 
institutional set-up. The idea of domestic sovereignty further indicates that all states are 
equally sovereign, regardless of their territorial size, population size, or wealth. All states 
have the same internal structure – in terms of governmental control over a population 
and a territory – and it is this structural sameness or symmetry that determines the legal 
relationship between them. It can therefore be said that domestic sovereignty precedes 
international sovereignty, or, to take a second formulation, that the international order is 
dependent on the internal order of states, or – to take a third formulation – that the 
domestic order is constitutive of the international order.8 The institutional capacity to 
establish relations with other states – a crucial characteristic of domestic authority and 
control, and thus of domestic sovereignty – precedes diplomatic practice. But the 
domestic order and the individual characteristics of states are also to a certain extent the 
product of the international relations between states. States constitute themselves as 
individual entities whenever they confront other states or cooperate with them, and 
international norms have a constitutive role in shaping their domestic legal and political 
order. In states’ exercise of sovereignty, interstate borders indicate territorial limits. 
Relations between states – expressed in economic, military, or other terms – either 
strengthen or threaten individual statehood.  

The participation of states in the international community is conditional on their 
being recognized by others. Recognition allows states to enter into non-hierarchical 
relations with other states. The relationship between the domestic and international 
orders can be described as a contrast between a hierarchical relationship between the 
various elements constituting a state and the formally equal relations between states.9 
The exclusive authority and control of a state over a territory and the hierarchical 
relationship between its constituent elements that is proper to domestic sovereignty are 
reflected in the state’s monopoly of violence on its territory. By contrast, equal 
sovereignty is the ordering principle for individual elements in the international order. 
Sovereignty thus allows a differentiation between two types of order with entirely different 
dynamics, one with a supreme authority and one without, and each of these two orders 
entails very different rights, responsibilities, and duties for individual states.10 

Contested states may have the same internal structure as existing states, but if 
they are not recognized as sovereign they will still not be regarded as equal to other 
states in terms of rights, responsibilities, and duties. Recognition is generally described 
as a political act with legal consequences, and the same can be said of a policy of 
nonrecognition. This means, for instance, that certain acts by contested states, such as 
issuing travel documents, will not necessarily be recognized as valid in the international 
community; the parent state may either tolerate or reject them, and its position on travel 
documents will be taken into account or even adopted by its allies. Some nonrecognition 
policies negatively affect contested states’ claims of domestic sovereignty. For example, 
independent international missions to observe elections heighten the domestic legitimacy 
of electoral systems: they verify whether elections have been organized freely and fairly, 
thereby enhancing the legitimacy of a state’s democratic institutions. A refusal by the 
international community to send such observation missions to monitor the democratic 
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nature of elections in contested states, or its outright condemnation of elections, has 
negative consequences for the domestic legitimacy of these elections. Contested states 
may invite individual observers who are supportive of their cause, but they do not confer 
the same degree of legitimacy as the observer missions sent by official international 
organizations. This is important in situations where the results are challenged by a 
domestic opposition. Other examples are the extent to which a lack of international 
economic agreements limits domestic economic choices or the fact that international 
recognition is a crucial issue for educational policies. 

Domestic sovereignty is not recognized when territories are considered to be 
militarily occupied, whether that be legally – in conformity with international law – or 
illegally – for instance, following a war of aggression. In such cases, domestic 
sovereignty is denied. The local authorities then risk being perceived as instruments of 
the occupying power. 

Recognition does not refer exclusively to statehood. The de facto authorities of a 
contested state may be recognized in a particular sphere, or as having particular 
competences, for the sake of reaching a legally binding agreement with them. They may 
then be regarded as an armed group, for instance, or a trading entity rather than a state. 
Contested states may then be bound by ceasefires or trade agreements, or by their 
participation in multilateral structures. In such cases, a contested state is recognized as 
an entity functionally, on the basis of its de facto control over a territory and a population 
– with the result that the control exercised by a contested state over its territory and 
population is transferred to the international level. This recognition takes place in a 
particular field or in relation to particular competences, but it does not imply international 
recognition of sovereign statehood. It may, nevertheless, strengthen the rhetorical claim 
of a contested state that its domestic sovereignty has found expression in a recognition 
of its international sovereignty. 

It may be concluded that a lack of recognition creates an international environment 
that is not favorable to contested states or their claims to sovereignty. Where contested 
states are confronted internationally with a policy of nonrecognition of their statehood, 
the authority and decision-making freedom they have domestically is at risk of being 
diminished. Still, these states may be able to achieve limited forms of recognition in 
particular functional domains, which would enable them to claim some international 
rights, responsibilities, and duties. Contested states therefore have an even greater 
interest than recognized states in trying to establish formal relations at an international 
level: they need this not only to reach crucial objectives in fields such as security and 
trade, but also to strengthen their rhetorical claims regarding domestic and international 
sovereignty – even if such a link between recognition in a particular functional domain 
and sovereign statehood will be denied by their adversaries. 

In all these cases, the use of the term “sovereignty” is linked to a particular strategy 
adopted by the conflicting parties. Furthermore, it makes the positions of these parties 
more intelligible to others, by signaling long-term expectations regarding status. 
 

III. Abkhazia 
 

Any study of sovereignty in a secessionist dispute must take its institutional context 
into account. In the case of the dispute over the status of Abkhazia in the Soviet period, 
we are dealing with a constitutional framework that established a strict hierarchical 
relationship between union republics, autonomous republics, and other administrative 
units.11 Union republics, such as Georgia, were sovereign under the Soviet constitution, 
but this was not the case for autonomous republics such as Abkhazia, which was part of 
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Georgia. Here the term sovereignty had a certain practical meaning in terms of domestic 
sovereignty, even though every level of authority in the Soviet administrative system was 
subordinated to a highly centralized Communist Party.12 The national movement in 
Abkhazia regarded such domestic sovereignty as a highly valuable objective, as it would 
undo the subordination of their republic to Georgia. Since the 1970s, several major 
protest movements in favor of sovereign status have emerged in Abkhazia. The 
Georgian population living there, in turn, mobilized against any form of separation. 

The limitation of sovereignty to the domestic exercise of state power lost its 
meaning with the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In 1994, after achieving victory in the 
Georgian-Abkhaz war of 1992–1993, Abkhazia adopted a new constitution, Article 2 of 
which solemnly declared that “the sovereignty bearer and sole source of authority in the 
Republic of Abkhazia shall be its people, i. e., the citizens of the Republic of Abkhazia”.13 
In practice, however, most of the Georgian inhabitants of Abkhazia who had fled were 
not granted authorization to return, and the majority of the Georgian inhabitants of the 
Gal(i) region were not given access to citizenship. 

After the 1992–1993 war, the Abkhaz did not rule out the possibility of a settlement 
based on a confederal model whereby Abkhazia would be on a par with Georgia. But a 
confederal relationship between the two entities would imply the international recognition 
of Abkhazia as a sovereign state. Tbilisi rejected this option. Georgia preferred a federal 
arrangement whereby Abkhazia would be granted a wide range of powers, perhaps 
including exclusive areas of competence, but without acquiring either domestic or 
international sovereignty.  

Abkhazia’s unilateral declaration of independence in 1999 ruled out any further 
negotiations on status. Georgia was not prepared to discuss the option of independence, 
while Abkhazia refused to negotiate on an option that contradicted its declaration of 
independence. 

The Georgian-Russian war of 2008 led to the expulsion of Georgian troops from the 
Kodor(i)14 Gorge, the last piece of the Abkhaz territory still under Georgian control. It was 
followed by the recognition of Abkhazia by Russia and some other countries. Before 
2008, the Georgian authorities still agreed to negotiate with the Abkhaz authorities 
because of their de facto authority, but after the war this position changed, and no 
political negotiations between the parties on the bilateral level have been held since. 
Georgia regards the Abkhaz territory as being occupied by Russia, in contravention of 
international law. From Georgia’s perspective, Abkhazia therefore not only lacks 
domestic and international sovereignty, but its authorities are not regarded as having 
even de facto control over the territory or population of Abkhazia. 

Georgia sees this occupation as provisional and wants to prevent any form of 
internationalization of the conflict that would cast doubt on its sovereignty over Abkhaz 
territory. Within the Georgian government, it is not the Georgian minister for foreign 
affairs who is in charge of policies towards Abkhazia and South Ossetia, but a “state 
minister for reconciliation and civic equality” – a title reflecting the government’s view that 
these two conflicts are basically not foreign, but domestic. This ministry deals with the 
provision of services for the population of Abkhazia in the fields of health and education. 
It focuses on providing support for individuals, as Tbilisi regards any support given to 
Abkhaz institutions – including in the fields of healthcare and education – as a form of 
state recognition. The Georgian authorities cannot provide such services in Abkhazia 
itself, but some inhabitants of Abkhazia do travel to Georgia to access healthcare or to 
attend educational institutions.  

However, even though Georgia’s policy towards Abkhazia is conceived as part of 
its domestic policy, it is still considered to have an international dimension. The Georgian 
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ministry of foreign affairs pursues a nonrecognition policy internationally. This ministry 
has persuaded many of Georgia’s allies that, under international law, Abkhazia is to be 
regarded as occupied. The United States and many European Union (EU) members 
have accepted this point of view, as has the European Parliament. By contrast, the EU 
diplomats in the European External Action Service (EEAS) consider this term politically 
counterproductive, as it creates serious obstacles to establishing a dialogue and 
cooperation with Abkhazia, including with civil society there.15 

The Abkhaz authorities vigorously oppose Georgia’s framing of the conflict as 
falling within its domestic sovereignty. As a result, they refuse to deal with the Georgian 
state minister for reconciliation and civic equality. In their view, the conflict must be 
resolved through Georgia’s recognition of Abkhazia as independent and the 
establishment of diplomatic relations between the two foreign affairs ministries. This is, of 
course, a non-starter for Georgia. 

Before the Georgian-Russian war of early August 2008, Russia’s peacekeeping 
mission in Abkhazia had to bear in mind that, formally, it was acting on Georgia’s 
territory. This entailed several constraints. Russia’s subsequent recognition of Abkhazia, 
along with South Ossetia, on August 26, 2008, freed it from these limitations: it no longer 
had to reach agreement with the Georgian government regarding its military presence in 
Abkhazia. As Russia sees it, decisions such as this now come within the power of the 
sovereign Abkhaz government. 

In line with its view of Abkhazia as an occupied territory, Tbilisi refuses to talk 
directly to Sukhum(i), and negotiates only with Moscow. Multilateral negotiations are held 
within the framework of the Geneva International Discussions (GID), which were set up 
to deal with the security and humanitarian consequences of the 2008 war. These 
negotiations are co-chaired by the UN, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE), and the EU and do not address the political status of Abkhazia. This is 
the only multilateral framework in which the Abkhaz authorities are present, but they do 
not have any representative status, and Abkhaz representatives can participate only in 
their personal capacity. 

Abkhazia has diplomatic relations with a few countries, such as Venezuela and 
Syria, but only its bilateral relations with Russia are of any practical significance. Thanks 
to the Georgian policies of nonrecognition, the Abkhaz authorities do not participate in 
any multilateral framework of any importance apart from the GID. They are not even 
involved in international organizations that are led by Russia, such as the Eurasian 
Economic Union – their membership of that organization would require recognition by its 
other member states: Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. The talks between 
international organizations or representatives of Western governments and the Abkhaz 
authorities are held mainly for information purposes. In terms of concrete, practical 
objectives, their discussion topics are generally confined to what is necessary for the 
provision of humanitarian support or for the preparation of the regular meetings in 
Geneva. 

The policy of nonrecognition pursued at the international level by parent states and 
their allies does to a certain extent affect the status of contested states at the domestic 
level, in terms of domestic sovereignty. The isolation of the Abkhaz authorities leaves 
them with limited capacity in external trade and finance, which affects their international 
sovereignty. This in turn limits their domestic economic choices, which affects their 
domestic sovereignty. Abkhazia depends entirely on the Russian market; this is 
conspicuously the case with the local tourism industry and agriculture. The Georgian 
policy of nonrecognition also has a negative impact on higher education in Abkhazia. The 
Abkhaz State University (ASU) does not have a policy of internationalization that reaches 



55 

beyond Russia.16 Unlike Russian universities, the ASU could not be active in the highly 
integrated educational space created by the Council of Europe and the European Union. 
Its study programs are not accredited by independent organizations, which makes it 
more difficult to conduct educational reforms and improve the quality of education. 
Students from Abkhazia have no guarantee that their degrees will be accepted by 
universities in other European countries, with the notable exception of Russia. Elections 
organized in Abkhazia are not considered legitimate by most other countries. This is not 
helpful for strengthening its democratic institutions. 
 

IV. Northern Cyprus 
 

The Republic of Cyprus became independent in 1960, at a time when its population 
was approximately 80 percent Greek Cypriot and 18 percent Turkish Cypriot. The 
distribution of power between these communities was contested from the start. The 
Greek Cypriots maintained that the Turkish Cypriots were overrepresented in the state 
institutions: they favored majority rule, whereby the constitutional status of the Turkish 
Cypriot community would be reduced to that of a minority. The Turkish Cypriots, on the 
other hand, argued that the two communities had equal rights. A further contentious 
issue was the power of the leaders of each to veto executive decisions. These 
divergences led to deadlock in decision-making: the Turkish Cypriots were accused of 
obstructing the constitution and the Greek Cypriots of circumventing it.17 The Greek 
Cypriots made several attempts to reform the constitution in their own favor. Then, in 
1963, the Turkish Cypriots withdrew from the state institutions, claiming that the Greek 
Cypriots had excluded them by unilateral and unconstitutional means. Seeking 
protection, they set up enclaves.18 

The creation of the Republic of Cyprus resulted from very specific dynamics 
relating to domestic and international sovereignty. According to the Treaty of Guarantee 
– that was signed in 1960, the year the constitution came into force – Greece, Turkey, 
and the United Kingdom were the international guarantors of the independence and 
territorial integrity of Cyprus. Giving these external actors the right to intervene was seen 
as a means of last resort to resolve domestic conflicts. The guarantors’ powers were 
designed to defend Cypriot independence against any irredentist attempt at unity with 
Greece or any division of the island. The treaty aimed to preserve the state’s sovereignty 
by limiting its international sovereignty. But while Greece and Turkey were international 
guarantors, they were also actively involved in the domestic disputes in Cyprus: the 
military junta in power in Athens from 1967 to 1974 strove for unity with Cyprus where it 
supported a radical pro-union faction, while Turkey, naturally, opposed this irredentist 
policy.  

The balance of military power between Greece and Turkey did not favor Greece. In 
terms of logistics, Turkey is only 40 miles from the island, whereas Greece is 600 miles 
away.19 Turkey responded to a coup d’état on 15 July 1974 against President Makarios, 
the Greek Cypriot leader, by invading the island. It claimed to be acting in accordance 
with the Treaty of Guarantee, but instead of restoring the status quo ante it divided the 
island into two parts. Almost one third of all Greek Cypriots were displaced.20 

The United Nations, which has had a presence on the island since 1964, has made 
numerous attempts to resolve the conflict through status negotiations, but it has failed to 
achieve a settlement. In 1983, the UN Security Council (UNSC) condemned the 
declaration of independence by the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus as “legally 
invalid” and called “upon all States to respect the sovereignty, independence, territorial 
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integrity, and non-alignment of the Republic of Cyprus” by refusing to recognize any 
other Cypriot state.21 

In the status negotiations, each of the two conflicting parties adopted a firm position 
on the question of sovereignty. The most interesting and fruitful discussions took place 
during the drafting of the so-called Annan Plan by the UN.22 Numerous arguments put 
forward by the sides had already been discussed in earlier negotiations, but this time 
they made a much greater effort to reach a compromise.  

The Turkish Cypriots feared any form of subordination, while the Greek Cypriots felt 
threatened by any legitimization of a separation. To counter these threats, both sides 
referred to sovereignty. The Turkish Cypriots, for their part, generally stressed that their 
preference was for a settlement based on the sovereign equality of two independent 
states.23 Regarding the option of a federation, as favored by the United Nations, they 
argued that the sovereignty of the federal state should have its source in the constituent 
entities.24 This position was considered unacceptable by the Greek Cypriots: they were 
not against a federation, but they argued that only the federation could be sovereign. 
They were opposed to the description of the federation’s constituent units as sovereign 
and to formulae that might suggest that sovereignty emanated from these constituent 
units:25 they were convinced that such positions would be used by the Turkish Cypriots 
as a political leverage in a struggle for independence or might even be interpreted as 
granting a right to secession.26 

The Turkish Cypriots had already accepted the idea of a bizonal and bicommunal 
Cypriot federation in 1977. It would be based on political equality between the constituent 
states. This was eventually formalized in the Annan Plan as equal status for the two 
communities, which was supposed to guarantee that neither would be granted authority 
or jurisdiction over the other.27 Except where it was stated that the federation was 
sovereign, references to sovereignty were replaced by the adverb “sovereignly”:28 under 
the Annan Plan, the federation would exercise its constitutional powers “sovereignly”.29 
Cyprus would be a state with a single sovereignty, a single international personality, and 
single citizenship. International sovereignty would thus lie with the federation, but 
domestic sovereignty was conceived as being shared by the federal state and its 
constituent entities.30 This compromise accorded with the position that sovereignty 
remained indivisible, even if the latter term was not explicitly used in the plan. 

The Annan Plan linked the federal political system of a reunified Cyprus to the 
structures of the EU. A distinction was made between the competences of the 
constituent units and those of the federation. The policies of the constituent units were 
coordinated at the federal level, allowing each of the two levels to participate in European 
decision-making without infringing the respective competencies attributed to them. The 
federal level was to facilitate the coordination of the constituent entities’ policies towards 
the EU, while the constituent entities would themselves defend their common position at 
the EU level by representing the whole federation as a single entity. This distribution of 
tasks over three levels of decision-making was highly complex, but it facilitated a 
compromise between the two Cypriot communities when it came to the exercise of 
international and domestic sovereignty.31 

In the April 2004 referendum held in both parts of Cyprus, the Turkish Cypriot 
population voted in favor of the Annan Plan, but three quarters of the Greek Cypriots 
voted against, dashing all hopes of a settlement. Their criticism of the referendum’s 
proposal was directed at the multiple veto rights for the communities, the over-
representation of Turkish Cypriots in state institutions, and other institutional 
mechanisms designed to implement the equality principle. In the eyes of the Greek 
Cypriot community, these provisions would make the state dysfunctional, despite its 
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integration into the EU. They also considered it unfair that the Annan Plan envisaged no 
more than a partial return of the Greek Cypriots who had fled their homes. Greek Cypriot 
president Tassos Papadopoulos was also opposed to the UN plan. He criticized the fact 
that his own position as a head of state would be downgraded to that of a mere 
community leader. Papadopoulos declared that when elected president he had been 
handed an internationally recognized state, and it was not his intention to deliver a 
community. He further stated that the federal mechanisms proposed would deepen the 
separation between the communities.32 

The Greek Cypriot opponents of reunification were convinced that joining the EU as 
a divided island would allow for a better settlement in the future. Their government, they 
believed, would be able to make Turkey’s accession to the EU conditional on 
concessions in future negotiations on reunification. This calculation presupposed that, for 
the sake of the EU membership, Turkey would force the Turkish Cypriots into a 
settlement more in line with the Greek Cypriot demands. But their desired outcome failed 
to materialize. 

In 2010, the Greek Cypriots’ nonrecognition policy managed to block a European 
Commission initiative to develop direct trade between the EU and Northern Cyprus. In 
their view, such an arrangement would imply that Northern Cyprus was considered a 
separate legal entity – an implication that was also unacceptable to the majority of the 
European Parliament. This refusal had severely negative consequences for the 
economic development of Northern Cyprus. By contrast, the Greek Cypriot policy of 
nonrecognition was, despite all efforts, unable to halt the development of the higher 
education sector in Northern Cyprus or the establishment of links with universities in the 
EU. Regarding the democratic character of the elections in Northern Cyprus, there is no 
major disagreement between the sides, even if there is no question of the EU’s sending 
an election observation mission there. 
 

V. Taiwan 
 

In 1971, the PRC replaced the Republic of China (ROC), commonly referred to as 
Taiwan, as one of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council. Taiwan then 
ceased to participate in the UN. It became diplomatically isolated at the international 
level, although it continued to receive political support and military assistance from the 
United States. At the time, the conflict over Taiwan’s international status was not linked 
to the issue of secession. Both sides claimed to represent China and also claimed full 
domestic and international sovereignty over the territory and population currently under 
control of the other side. This position ruled out any negotiations on dual representation 
either in the UN, or in any other international organization.  

The nature of the conflict changed with the political democratization in Taiwan at 
the end of the 1980s. Beijing was deeply concerned at the shift taking place at the top of 
the Kuomintang (KMT) and at the rise of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). This 
party, set up in 1986 in opposition to the KMT, strove for a separate national identity and 
international status for the island. The PRC feared that the DPP’s policy would render the 
separation permanent, despite all the efforts to improve economic ties with the island. 
These two concerns came to the fore at the end of the 1990s when KMT leader Lee 
Tengh-hui stressed the sovereignty and statehood of Taiwan, and even more so in 2000 
when the DPP leader Chen Shui-bian was elected president. Chen did not seek closer 
links with Mainland China, but tried, on the contrary, to mobilize international support for 
Taiwan’s membership of international organizations, including those linked to the UN. 
This policy, designed to expand Taiwan’s international sovereignty, failed to gather 
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support from Western countries: both the United States and the EU regarded it as 
confrontational and criticized it as posing an unnecessary risk to the stability of cross-
Strait relations. In 2005, China’s National People’s Congress promulgated the so-called 
Anti-secession Law which stated that attempts at secession would justify the use of 
coercive means as a last resort.  

An improvement in relations across the Taiwan Strait came in 2008, with the victory 
of the KMT’s presidential candidate Ma  Ying-jeou. Taipei and Beijing were each 
convinced that a deepening of relations in the economic and social fields would serve 
them both well, despite their widely diverging positions on status and security.33 Bilateral 
agreements were signed in fields such as trade, finance, tourism and maritime transport, 
leading to a marked increase in trade flows and people-to-people contacts across the 
Strait. Taiwanese investments on the mainland multiplied, and Taiwan was able to raise 
its international profile through increased participation in multilateral organizations, in line 
with its claim to international sovereignty. But the political opposition in Taiwan saw this 
improvement of cross-Strait relations as creating asymmetric dependence patterns. 
Moreover, they felt that the negotiations with the Mainland lacked democratic legitimacy, 
and this was perceived as a direct threat to domestic sovereignty. Ma managed to win a 
second presidential term in 2012, but he failed to achieve such positive results in 
cross-Strait relations as in his first term.  

The DPP returned to power in 2016, with the victory of its candidate Tsai Ing-wen 
at the presidential elections. She ended the détente policy with Beijing – without, 
however, returning to the confrontational policies that had characterized the Chen 
presidency. Tsai Ing-wen’s second mandate, starting in 2020, has been strongly affected 
by the military buildup in China and rising tensions between China and the United States. 
Taipei mobilized Western support on issues to do with status and security, which 
antagonized Beijing even further. 

This brief history of cross-Strait relations needs to be supplemented by a more 
detailed analysis of the way in which the conflicting parties addressed the issues of 
domestic and international sovereignty in the last three decades. At the beginning of the 
1990s, each side set up a quasi-official organization to deal with cross-Strait relations. 
On the mainland, this was the Association for Relations Across the Straits (ARATS), and 
on Taiwan – the Straits Exchange Foundation (SEF). These institutions were created for 
pragmatic reasons. They were directly controlled by their respective governments, but 
without being part of government. This made it possible for them to interact with sufficient 
authority to negotiate agreements while not addressing the question of statehood. The 
divergences between the sides regarding Taiwan’s sovereign status and identity would 
therefore not necessarily exclude negotiations or agreements. 

Over the years, Beijing and Taipei have proposed various formulae to clarify their 
positions on domestic and international sovereignty. Taipei has traditionally insisted on 
the equality of the sides, while Beijing has focused on the indivisibility of China – each 
side expressing its preferences through a specific status formula or a criticism thereof. 

ARATS and SEF met in November 1992 to discuss their views on “One China”, but 
they were unable to reach agreement as to its precise meaning. According to the 
Mainland, they both agreed that “the two sides of the Strait belong to one China and 
would work together to seek national reunification”.34 On the Taiwanese side, there were 
strong divergences between the KMT and the DPP regarding the significance of the 
1992 meeting. The KMT stressed the right for Taiwan and the Mainland to give a specific 
interpretation to the idea of a single China, as stated in its formula of “One China with 
respective interpretations”.35 The DPP took a more radical view and denied that there 
could be any kind of agreement with the Mainland on the issue of One China. 
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In 1999, Lee Teng-hui, who served as the president of Taiwan from 1988 to 2000, 
rejected the idea that the conflict should be considered an intrastate one. He stressed 
the sovereign equality of the sides by defining cross-Strait relations as a special form of 
state-to-state relations.36 This formulation of the status question stressed equality, and 
even sovereign equality, without affirming Taiwanese independence. But the fear of 
subordination to the PRC was also expressed by other formulae. Lee also declared, for 
instance, that the ROC had been independent and sovereign since 1912 and that there 
was therefore no need to declare its independence.37 

If Lee was ambivalent about the future status of Taiwan in terms of international 
sovereignty, his successor Chen openly defended the idea of separation, although this 
too fell short of an outright declaration of independence. Chen went a step further than 
Lee by stating that “The Republic of China is Taiwan; Taiwan is the Republic of China”. 
This formulation excluded unification from the equation and was therefore criticized by 
the PRC as a provocation.38 Chen also often repeated the longstanding DPP formula that 
there was “one country on each side (of the Taiwan Strait)”.  

Lee had introduced the idea of popular sovereignty into the public debate about 
Taiwanese identity and the nature of cross-Strait unification.39 However, any political 
identity that emphasized democratization was feared by Beijing because it might facilitate 
separation, especially if popular sovereignty was associated with direct democracy. This 
was the case for the proposal put forward by Lee’s successor, Chen, which linked 
unification to domestic sovereignty by underlining the importance of referenda in 
determining the international status of Taiwan and its membership of international 
organizations. 

“One country, two systems” is the best-known expression of the PRC’s view of a 
settlement, but Beijing has also used other formulae, such as “There is one China, and 
Taiwan and the mainland are both parts of it.”40 The PRC has also put forward a 
federalist view of a future settlement, along the lines of a single, indivisible China, where 
sovereignty would be shared between the two regimes, in a structure such as a 
commonwealth or economic union.41 Regarding Taiwan’s international sovereignty, the 
PRC has accepted the integration of Taiwan into the global economy and the 
establishment of links with other countries in principle, as long as these links are not 
overtly political or diplomatic. 

The PRC has made bilateral agreements conditional on Taiwan’s agreement with 
the idea of “One China”, but the agreements themselves do not refer to any interpretation 
of this idea.42 This is part of the same pragmatic approach that characterized the creation 
of ARATS and SEF. It has also been possible for Taiwan to join multilateral organizations 
that do not require statehood as condition for membership. In these instances, the PRC 
imposed conditions concerning the name under which Taiwan would join, insisting that 
Taiwan’s belonging to China must be clear from its membership name. In the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), for instance, it is reflected in the name “Separate Customs 
Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Matsu (Chinese Taipei)”. A pragmatic 
approach is also characteristic of Taiwan’s participation in international agreements 
where its legal status is defined in functional terms such as “customs territory”, “trade 
entity”, or “fishing entity”. All of these titles and indications of legal status neatly 
circumvent the question of sovereign statehood. 

For the PRC, this pragmatic approach to the question of status is transitory, even 
though reunification is conceived of as being a long-term process. In 1979, confronted 
with the urgent need to counter the Soviet Union, Chairman Mao Zedong said that China 
could wait for a whole century before completing its reunification with Taiwan.43 Chinese 
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leaders have also stated, however, that their patience did have limits and that coercive 
ways to achieve a settlement could be used as a last resort. 

The United States and other Western countries have acknowledged Beijing’s “One 
China” principle, but they themselves do not recognize it or accept it as a principle. 
Regarding Taiwan’s statehood they have, nevertheless, followed a nonrecognition policy 
that could be described as a “One China” policy. They further acknowledge that Beijing 
rejects any form of external mediation in the cross-Strait conflict. Back in 1972, the 
United States pledged that it would not support Taiwan’s independence.44 In 1979, in the 
Taiwan Relations Act, the United States committed itself to supporting Taiwan’s 
capability to defend itself militarily – leaving open the question of how it would actually 
defend the island in practice. Every U.S. administration has put forward its own view of 
this strategic ambiguity.45  

Taiwan’s economic strength and its role as a powerhouse in the economic 
development of the Mainland meant that the PRC had no interest in limiting its external 
trade. The PRC had to accept Taiwan as a member of the WTO in 2002, even if it did 
manage to impose conditions regarding Taiwan’s name. Since then, China’s economic 
growth and increasing political clout have changed the balance of power between the 
two sides. Before entering into a bilateral or multilateral agreement with Taiwan, any 
country will have to take China’s position into account. This limits Taiwan’s freedom in 
trade and economic policy. Where the internationalization of higher education is 
concerned, there is no significant limitation negatively affecting domestic sovereignty in 
terms of authority or control over the territory of Taiwan. Elections in Taiwan are 
internationally regarded as a democratic model, even though international support does 
not involve the presence of Western heads of state at a presidential inauguration there. 
 

VI. Conclusion 
 

A common feature of the conflicts over the international status of Abkhazia, 
Northern Cyprus, and Taiwan is that the contested state above all fears subordination, 
while the parent state fears permanent separation. These fears find direct expression in 
the conflicting parties’ respective uses of the concept of sovereignty and related formulae 
when describing their preferred status. They also use the concept of sovereignty to 
indicate the red lines that status negotiations are not expected to cross.  

Abkhazia’s 1999 declaration of independence ruled out further status negotiations 
with Tbilisi based on Georgia’s territorial integrity. In the case of negotiations on the 
reunification of Cyprus, half a century of UN negotiations failed to bridge the gap 
between the parties’ positions on sovereignty. The UN Annan Plan for reunification in the 
form of a federation was accepted by the Turkish Cypriot community, but rejected by the 
Greek Cypriots. In the case of cross-Strait relations, the PRC will negotiate with the 
Taiwanese leadership on bilateral agreements in functional domains such as trade only 
on condition that the Taiwanese side does not oppose the idea of “One China”. It does, 
however, accept that both sides have different interpretations of this idea. 

In all three cases, the positions of conflicting parties on the issue of sovereignty are 
mutually exclusive. This does not, however, mean that it is impossible to come to an 
agreement in any of them. The UN mediation in Cyprus made it possible to describe the 
mechanisms of a federation that would guarantee both the indivisibility of the sovereign 
state – as demanded by the Greek Cypriots – and political equality between the 
communities in the exercise of sovereignty, as demanded by the Turkish Cypriots. That 
plan was eventually defeated in a referendum, but it did nonetheless demonstrate that a 
compromise was possible in principle.  
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Conflicts on secession that have led to the creation of a contested state are 
characterized by a structural symmetry between the conflicting parties regarding the 
authority and effective control each of them has over a territory and a population. This 
corresponds to the sphere of domestic sovereignty. There is, however, a structural 
asymmetry between them regarding the resources they can mobilize from within the 
international community. This asymmetry is due to the importance of recognition in 
international relations.  

The parent state can make use of its mobilization of external support and resources 
to challenge the contested state’s exercise of competences in the international sphere, 
thereby also limiting that state’s freedom of choice in domestic policies. This will 
undermine the contested state’s rhetorical claims to domestic sovereignty. The contested 
state’s policy of recognition can, on the contrary, aim to expand its exercise of 
competences at the domestic level to the international sphere, strengthening its claims 
not only to international but also to domestic sovereignty. This is the case for Northern 
Cyprus, which has strongly internationalized the whole sector of higher education. 
Northern Cyprus has also tried to establish direct trade links with the European Union: 
these, however, failed to materialize, due to the strong resistance of the Greek Cypriots 
and their allies within the EU.  

Cross-Strait relations offer a contradictory picture with regard to the effects of 
mutual recognition between contested state and a parent state through agreements in 
particular spheres. Starting in 2008, the two sides agreed on a substantial number of 
agreements in trade, tourism, postal services, and other fields. At first this seemed to 
strengthen Taiwan’s international and domestic sovereignty, but it ended up having the 
opposite effect. Public opinion in Taiwan voiced serious concerns about the growing 
economic dependence on the Mainland and its consequences for the island’s democratic 
institutions. In this particular case, the recognition of a contested state by the parent state 
in certain spheres, or regarding particular competences, had the effect not of 
strengthening its domestic sovereignty but, on the contrary, weakening it. 

The present article has analyzed the nonrecognition policies of parent states and 
the recognition policies of contested states in the fields of education, trade and elections. 
The nonrecognition policies of parent states strove to hinder the internationalization of 
higher education in Abkhazia and Northern Cyprus. Georgia was quite effective in 
obstructing the internationalization of the Abkhaz State University, but this lack of 
internationalization is also caused by Abkhazia’s lack of initiatives to secure international 
recognition for its higher education courses and qualifications – the resultant lack of 
international academic standards undermining Abkhazia’s rhetorical claim to domestic 
sovereignty. A very different picture emerges in Northern Cyprus, where, after tourism, 
higher education became the main source of income, despite the vigorous 
nonrecognition policy pursued by the Greek Cypriot government. The PRC, by contrast, 
has never attempted to halt the internationalization of Taiwanese universities, which are 
well integrated into the global educational space. 

Likewise, a differentiated picture emerges regarding parent states’ policies on 
international trade. Traditionally, China set no limits on international trade, which it views 
as nonpolitical by definition and further considers to be profitable for both sides. There 
was a strong shift in the PRC’s attitude, however, when Taiwan attempted to become 
economically less dependent on the Mainland by seeking new trade relations, both 
bilateral and multilateral. China has put effective constraints on such policies. Georgia 
opposes the establishment of such links in principle, but it has few means to stop 
Abkhazia’s international trade with Russia or even with Turkey. The Greek Cypriot 



62 

authorities, in line with their particular policy of nonrecogntion, succeeded in sinking a 
direct trade agreement between Northern Cyprus and the EU.  

Nonrecognition of statehood implies nonrecognition of the constitutional order of 
the contested state, including its electoral system. This does not necessarily mean that 
states following such a policy of nonrecognition do not regard elections themselves as 
free and fair. Those held in Taiwan or Northern Cyprus are considered – even by the 
respective parent states – to meet these standards. Nonetheless, they will not be seen 
as fully legitimate, at least not formally. In Taiwan and Northern Cyprus, the inauguration 
of heads of state will not be attended by representatives of countries that refuse to 
recognize them. In the case of Abkhazia, by contrast, elections are condemned by 
Georgia and its allies as being completely illegitimate – with negative consequences for 
the Abkhaz demand to have its sovereignty recognized internationally and also for its 
rhetorical claim to domestic sovereignty. 

It may be concluded that sovereignty is an important tool for both parties to a 
conflict. It is a concept that frames the parent states’ policy of nonrecognition designed to 
prevent permanent separation. It also frames the contested states’ policy of recognition 
designed to prevent subordination. Sovereignty will also be a key concept in the search 
for a compromise between conflicting parties seeking a political settlement. Such a 
compromise was not possible in any of the three cases analyzed in this article. As 
demonstrated by the Annan Plan, this does not mean, however, that compromises on the 
status question in terms of sovereignty can be ruled out in principle. 
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data and critical analysis of subjective factors. It analyzes statistical and other 
information that reflects the demographic and socio-economic situation, foreign 
economic relations of such entities, and their impact on neighboring countries and 
regions. This is combined with the critical study of public opinions and popular 
identities based on surveys and 13 focus groups conducted in the fall of 2020 in 
Transnistria and Abkhazia. In all post-Soviet de facto states, the population has 
noticeably decreased (except for Nagorno-Karabakh before the 2020 war). The 
reason for the outflow of residents was the inability of such entities to provide 
citizens with decent incomes and their poor performance in economic competition 
with neighboring countries and regions, reflected in the dynamics of the key 
indicators per capita in terms of purchasing power parity. However, the economic 
and demographic situation cannot explain the sustainability of such entities. 
Strong political identity of citizens and their loyalty to the ruling regimes serve as 
the main basis for, and essential elements of, internal sovereignty. Participants of 
surveys highly value independence. They believe that it presumes economic 
independence, improved well-being, and the development of full-fledged 
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respondents expressed disappointment with the fact that these goals have not 
been achieved in the course of 30 years. The geopolitical vision of the world by 
residents of post-Soviet de facto states is “Russia-centric”, although Russia is far 
from being idealized. In conclusion, the risks that Russia faces in connection with 
post-Soviet de facto states and with Moscow's involvement in the respective 
conflicts are assessed. 
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Аннотация  В статье внутренний и внешний суверенитет непризнанных или частично 

признанных постсоветских государств исследуется с помощью 
эмпирического анализа количественных данных и критического анализа 
субъективных факторов. В ней анализируется статистическая и другая 
информация, которая отражает демографическую и социально-
экономическую ситуацию в таких де-факто государствах, их 
внешнеэкономические связи, а также их влияние на соседние страны и 
регионы. Также предпринят критический анализ общественного мнения и 
идентичностей на основе социологических опросов и исследований 13 
фокус-групп, проведенных в Приднестровье и Абхазии в конце 2020 г. Во 
всех постсоветских де-факто государствах (за исключением Нагорного 
Карабаха вплоть до войны 2020 г.) наблюдалось значительное сокращение 
населения. Причиной его оттока стала неспособность этих образований 
обеспечить своих граждан приемлемым уровнем доходов и успешно 
конкурировать в экономической сфере с соседними странами и регионами, 
что отражено в динамике ключевых индикаторов в расчете на душу 
населения с учетом паритета покупательной способности. Однако, опираясь 
лишь на экономические и демографические показатели, невозможно 
объяснить устойчивость и жизнеспособность таких непризнанных или 
частично признанных республик. Основой и ключевыми составляющими их 
внутреннего суверенитета служит сильная политическая идентичность их 
граждан в сочетании с лояльностью правящим режимам. Результаты 
проведенных опросов показывают, что их участники высоко ценят 
независимость своих республик. Она, по их мнению, предполагает 
экономическую независимость, растущее благосостояние и развитие 
полноценных международных контактов, которые должны способствовать 
укреплению внешнего суверенитета. Некоторые респонденты выражали 
свое разочарование тем, что эти цели так и не были достигнуты за более 
чем 30 лет. Геополитическое мировоззрение жителей постсоветских де-
факто государств является россиецентричным, хотя Россия ими отнюдь не 
идеализируется. В заключении проведена оценка тех рисков, которые стоят 
перед Россией в связи с проблемами постсоветских де-факто государств и 
вовлечением Москвы в соответствующие конфликты. 

 
Ключевые      постсоветские непризнанные республики, де-факто государства, внутренний   
слова        суверенитет, внешний суверенитет, идентичность, риски для России 
 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

 
I. Introduction  
 
The formation of new states through secession is a long and often painful process 

with an unclear result. Nevertheless, the number of states in the world is slowly but 
steadily increasing: in 1991, there were 166 United Nations member-states, and now 
there are already 193. In the course of 30 years since 1991, secessionist movements of 
different degree of activity, distinguished by specific processes of their genesis, operated 
in 75 countries.1 In many states, powerful political movements are seeking broader 
autonomy for their regions. The fragmentation of the political space will undoubtedly 
continue at different territorial levels of states, their regions and other territories. 

The reason for the emergence of uncontrolled territories (UT) is most often an 
acute ethnic conflict that leads to a civil war, in which foreign powers are often involved. 
An important factor is economic interests of those local leaders, who appeal to ethno-
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cultural identities and claims for social and territorial justice. In theoretical terms, the 
emergence of UT is a result of the selectivity of the globalization processes. These 
processes deepen contrasts between countries and regions and affect the interplay of 
integration and disintegration trends in the political space. This, in turn, actualizes and 
increases the role of borders as either barriers, or sites of contact, prompting 
debordering or re-bordering processes. The fragmentation of political spaces is facilitated 
by the uncertainty of the prospects of individual countries and regions, social and political 
turbulence, asymmetric and asynchronic development of neighboring territories, mass 
frustrations, and identity crises. Forced obedience to international norms and rules, 
imposed by the world’s most powerful players, causes protests in many countries and 
regions. Diverse and far-reaching social transformations are associated with the 
intensified territorial mobility of citizens. As a result of international migration processes, 
the boundaries of cultural and everyday life experiences of people become increasingly 
blurred, and the collective memory of the former territorial communities is losing its unity 
and integrity.2 

Millions of people marginalized by the existing territorial division of labor and ousted 
of the modern economy by rapid technological progress are extremely dissatisfied with 
their situation. Toughened “negative” identities, based on opposing oneself to “the Other” 
(who is usually represented by a neighboring ethnic or cultural community or by a 
neighboring country), create the grounds for irreconcilable conflicts. In such cases, old, 
“sleeping” identities are resurrected or new identities are constructed and acquire their 
political subjectivity. Attempts are being made to reinterpret, reconstruct, and politicize 
common history, cultivate a victim complex, real and imaginary historical grievances, and 
pursue aggressive “politics of memory”. Political discourses become increasingly 
emotional and “catastrophic” that often leads to political-territorial splits (for example, in 
Ukraine).  

The unsettled status of those six polities that emerged in the post-Soviet space in 
close proximity to the borders of Russia poses both political risks and threats to 
international security. This is clearly manifested in a series of event leading to Russia’s 
recognition of the Donetsk and Lugansk People’s Republics (DNR and LNR)3 and in the 
armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine that began in February 2022. Since these 
two republics are not recognized by any other country, while Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia are recognized by just a handful of states, these entities are referred to as 
“unrecognized states”. The objective of this article is to consider the changes in their 
internal and external sovereignty since the beginning of their de facto independence.  

 
II. Measuring internal and external sovereignty 
 
The viability of a modern state is determined by four key characteristics: first, the 

internal legitimacy of the regime (the loyalty of citizens) and, consequently, the control of 
its territory and the monopoly on violence; second, external legal status (recognition); 
third, the ability to perform basic functions (ensure the security of citizens, form an 
economic space, collect and distribute tax revenues through the budget, guarantee a 
certain set of public services etc.); fourth, the ability to build institutions for representing 
various interests and mediating between civil society and the government. 

Most scholars separate internal and external vitality factors that contribute to 
strengthened or, conversely, weakened internal and external sovereignty. At the same 
time, this division is conditional. Some factors (for example, the involvement of a patron 
state) may simultaneously contribute to strengthening of both internal and external 
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sovereignty. Also, internal sovereignty can be converted into the external one and vice 
versa.4 

Considering the viability of unrecognized states, some authors focus on the 
international context and material factors – first of all, on the military, political and 
economic support by an external patron. This support usually determines geopolitical 
orientation of the new states and lack of alternatives for this orientation. Support by a 
patron state plays a crucial role in the viability of the post-Soviet de facto states, whose 
residents, especially ones from the poorest segments of the population, see Russia as 
the main source of economic assistance, investment, and the destination for out-
migration.5 Other authors point to strong civic identities in unrecognized states. Indeed, 
most citizens of such republics are ready to make tangible sacrifices for the sake of de 
facto independence, categorically rejecting re-integration to their parent states. The high 
level of support for the nationalist elites in some cases can be also explained by 
increased ethnic homogeneity. Some scholars argue that ethnic self-identification, 
especially pride in one’s own ethnicity and adherence to linguistic and religious practices, 
correlate well to citizens’ approval of their government’s policies and to their faith in the 
favorable prospects for their republic.6 The third group of researchers, noting the 
importance of identities, focuses on those common experiences that solidify these 
identities and on specific identities and collective traumas, experienced by the 
inhabitants of the unrecognized republics as a result of prolonged armed conflicts with 
parent states. This factor is widely exploited by local elites in constructing their “politics of 
memory” that impede re-establishment of relations with parent states.7 Finally, some 
scholars concentrate on local political cultures, contradictions between clans that 
represent different territorial, ethnic and socio-professional groups of the population, 
interactions between leaders and citizens, and mechanisms for building consensus on 
fundamental issues.8 

Many authors also argue that external sovereignty depends on the economic 
self-sufficiency of unrecognized states, the degree of their dependence on a patron state 
and of diversification of their foreign economic relations, participation in international 
political contacts and other forms of interaction with the outside world, and the 
geopolitical picture of the world in the minds of their citizens. 

An important sign of the internal legitimacy and viability of unrecognized states is 
democratization of their domestic politics and increased compliance with normative 
criteria.9 Mobilization of citizens in the face of an external threat inevitably weakens over 
time. This threat usually emanates from a parent state that is trying to return a 
breakaway region to its bosom either with the help of military force, or through an 
economic blockade, sanctions, and other restrictive measures. The entities’ authorities 
are then forced to seek the support of citizens in elections, which are not necessarily of a 
formal nature.10 Glorification of the combatants for independence cannot remain the main 
ideological instrument for such regimes forever, so the authorities are forced to look for a 
replacement for historical and other identity markers and for ways to diversify external 
relations and informal diplomacy, while carefully distancing themselves from an external 
patron.11 

This study relies on two key approaches: empirical analysis of data and critical 
analysis of subjective factors. The first approach focuses on analyzing statistical and 
other information that reflects the demographic and socio-economic situation in 
unrecognized states, their foreign economic relations, and the impact on neighboring 
countries and regions. The critical approach involves an analysis of political discourses, 
public opinion, practices and moods of people, identity and institutions that create the 
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foundations of statebuilding and legitimate governance, and the respective entities’ ability 
to maintain internal integrity and exercise sustainable control over the territory. 

In order to collect primary information about the post-Soviet unrecognized states, 
several expeditions were organized to Moldova and Transnistria (the Pridnestrovian 
Moldavian Republic / PMR), Armenia and the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (NKR), the 
Republic of South Ossetia (RSO) and the Russian regions bordering de facto republics – 
the Republic of North Ossetia-Alania and the Rostov Region. During these trips, about 
100 expert and in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted. Informants included: 
(1)  heads of Russian diplomatic missions; (2)  officials of parent states, unrecognized 
republics, and Russian border regions: members of governments, ministers, 
parliamentarians, heads of regional and municipal administrations; (3)  reputable 
scientists, journalists, employees of museums and other cultural institutions; (4)  heads 
of NGOs; (5)  entrepreneurs; (6)  civic activists and ordinary residents. 

Large amounts of relevant official statistical data for 2009–2019 were collected to 
analyze the demographic processes, socio-economic conditions and foreign trade of 
unrecognized states, and their cross-border disparities with parent states and 
neighboring territories, including border regions of Russia. Gaps in and unreliability of 
much of the statistical data, especially for the LNR and DNR, made it necessary to find 
alternative ways to assess demographic and socio-economic changes. 

In the fall of 2020, seven focus groups were held in Abkhazia and six in 
Transnistria. Recruitment and moderation were carried out by professional sociologists 
from the Center for Social and Marketing Research (Krasnodar) and the Renaissance 
Agency (Tiraspol). The scenarios (guide) for the focus groups were developed by the 
project participants and accounted for specific features of the researched regions and the 
need to compare the data obtained. The questions of the guide were related to the daily 
life of the population, the frequency and directions of and motives for traveling outside 
the republics, family and other ties with foreign countries, the value of independence, and 
attitudes towards the respective patron state, Russia, and other international players. 
The composition of focus groups was based on the criteria that marked differences in 
social attitudes, according to the results of mass surveys of 2009–2010 and 2014: 
gender, age, ethnicity, and place of residence of the respondents. These selection 
criteria made it possible to compare between the opinions of those who were socialized 
mainly after the collapse of the Soviet Union and those who were socialized during the 
Soviet era; to compare opinions of representatives of the key ethnic groups (e. g. the 
Abkhazians, Mingrelians, and Armenians in Abkhazia and the Russians, Ukrainians, and 
Moldovans in Transnistria) and of gender groups (men and women). Opinions of 
residents of different regions were also compared. For Abkhazia, the selected regions 
were Sukhum(i), relatively prosperous “tourist” north-western regions and “poor” south-
eastern regions. For Transnistria, the distinction was made for respondents from the 
cities of Tiraspol, Rybnitsa, Dubossary, and Bendery; the latter is located on the right 
(“Moldovan”) bank of the Dniester and has close connections to Chisinau. 

Considering specific indicators of internal sovereignty and stability of unrecognized 
states, and viability of their claims, one can mention, first, the ability to “keep” one's 
population, reflected in the dynamics of its numbers and migration. The population 
dynamics has a noticeable effect on internal political situation and internal sovereignty of 
unrecognized states. The mobility of their citizens and the frequency of their trips to 
Russia (the patron state for all post-Soviet de facto states but Nagorno-Karabakh), as 
well as to the parent state and other countries, soften the situation on the labor market. 
These trips have a significant impact on daily life and residents' attitudes towards the 
domestic economic and political situation. Second, shifts in the structure of a domestic 
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economy, the correlation between modernization and archaization processes, and 
resources for and contrasts of internal development are important. Finally, internal 
sovereignty is determined by the value of independence from the perspective of citizens, 
their identities, popular attitudes to political institutions, the level of support for the ruling 
regime, and the representation of different ethnic groups in legislative and executive 
institutions.12 

 
III. Is population dynamics a mirror of internal sovereignty? 
 
Depopulation distorts the sex and age structure, causes further reduction in the 

birth rate and an increase in mortality, and changes the socio-professional and ethnic 
composition of the population. The outflow of the working age people compromises the 
institution of the family, accelerates the demographic and economic crises. Coupled with 
economic factors, depopulation and intensive external migration undermine the domestic 
legitimacy of political regimes, promote social stratification, and have a demonstrative 
effect by prompting residents to compare living conditions in their own country with those 
in potential migration recipient countries. 

In Transnistria, the population has declined as a result of demographic losses 
caused by natural reasons and emigration. Demographic crisis in Transnistria is more 
pronounced than the one in Moldova. Demographic losses resulting from natural decline 
in the intercensal period (2004–2014 for Moldova and 2004–2015 for the PMR) 
amounted to 31800 people in the PMR and in 29700 in Moldova. The difference, 
however, can be partially explained by a higher share of urban population in the PMR as 
compared to Moldova (70 vs. 38 percent): in rural areas the birth rate is higher. Still, the 
calculation of migration losses for the intercensal period shows that while, in 2004–2014, 
the migration outflow from Moldova was more active, later, the exodus of the working 
age population from the PMR accelerated. Every year, about a quarter of its 
economically active population travels abroad to obtain jobs (75–80 percent go to 
Russia). Almost 200 thousand residents of the PMR acquired the Russian citizenship. 
The outflow of a qualified, young and active part of the population worsens the structure 
and quality of labor resources. However, in 2017–2019, for the first time in years, a small 
positive migration balance was recorded in the PMR. Relatively low housing prices and 
cheaper public services make Transnistrian cities attractive to some residents of 
Moldova, primarily pensioners.13 

In Abkhazia, the collapse of the USSR and the conflict with Georgia dramatically 
intensified migration processes, which became a key factor in cardinal changes in the 
ethnic composition of the Abkhazian population. Most of the Kartvelian community 
emigrated to the mainland Georgia and Russia, with the exception of the inhabitants of 
the historical Samurzakan (Gal(i) district within the pre-1994 borders) who subsequently 
returned to their homes. During the war, a significant part of other communities left 
Abkhazia. As a result, according to official data, the Abkhazians again became the 
majority of Abkhazia’s population, for the first time in many years. According to the 2011 
census, the Abkhazians made 50.8 percent, Georgians 19.3 percent, Armenians 17.4 
percent, and Russians and Ukrainians – 9.9 percent of the Abkhazia's population. The 
highly diverse ethnic mosaic and compact settlement of ethnic groups remain hallmarks 
of the republic, and the success of statebuilding heavily depends on the interethnic 
harmony. It is threatened, first of all, by the uncertainty of Abkhazia’s policy towards the 
Mingrelian population. 

In South Ossetia, as in Abkhazia, the outflow of residents during the critical phase 
of the conflict with Georgia in 1991–1992 led to a sharp decline in population. 
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Deformation of the age and sex structures, difficult socio-economic and living conditions, 
and lack of medical care contributed to a dramatic decrease in the birth rate and an 
increase in mortality. According to optimistic estimates by Office of State Statistics of the 
Republic of South Ossetia, in the 1990s, the average natural decline accounted for -0.8 
percent / year. The postwar reconstruction contributed to the return of some refugees, 
improved demographic indicators, and made possible population growth up to 57000 
people (2019). However, sustainable natural growth has only been observed in 
Tskhinval(i), while the remaining areas have still been losing population.14 The growing 
inflow of the population is partly explained by the increase in the number of Russian 
military personnel and their family members who are also registered as residents if they 
stay for more than 11 months. The conflict with Georgia led to major changes in the 
ethnic composition of the South Ossetian population. In 1989, the Georgians accounted 
for 29 percent of the population of the South Ossetian Autonomous Region (the 
Ossetians – for 66.2 percent). By 2015, the share of the Georgians in RSO declined to 
7.4 percent, while the share of the Ossetians increased to 89.9 percent. Areas that, in 
1991–2008, were under South Ossetia’s control lost from 50 to 98 percent of the 
Georgian population. Nowadays, the proportion of the Georgians is the highest in the 
Znaur(i) district (9.5 percent) and especially in the Leningorsky (Akhalgor(i)) district (55 
percent) that until August 2008 was controlled by the Georgian authorities.15 

By the May 1994 ceasefire agreement, the number of residents of Nagorno-
Karabakh (Artsakh) had decreased by almost 50000 compared to 1989. Such a 
decrease was the result of losses in the war with Azerbaijan and of the “population 
exchange” with it. Almost all Azerbaijanis were forced to leave the NKR. At the same 
time, 30–40 thousand Armenian refugees from Baku and other cities of Azerbaijan came 
to the unrecognized republic. As a result, the population of Artsakh became ethnically 
homogeneous (with ethnic Armenians accounting for over 99 percent). The republic’s 
demographic situation was stable and favorable. Since the late 1990s, the birth rate was 
kept at the level of 15–20, the death rate – at 8–9, and the natural increase – at 7–10 per 
thousand inhabitants. The number of labor migrants (about 4000) was relatively small. 
As of January 1, 2019, 148000 inhabitants lived in the NKR.16 Following the 40-day war 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan in the fall of 2020, the republic lost a sizeable portion of 
its territory. The Minister of Labor and Social Affairs of Nagorno-Karabakh assessed the 
population of the republic at about 120000 (which seems to be an exaggeration). The 
extreme precariousness of the current situation is causing further population outflow.17 

It is extremely difficult to assess the demographic dynamics of the DNR and LNR. 
According to official data, at the end of 2020, the permanent population of the DNR was 
2247 thousand people (only 6.3 percent fewer than before the conflict), and of the LNR – 
1431 thousand (9 percent fewer). These data are based on the extrapolation of the 2001 
All-Ukrainian Population Census and account for the natural and migration movement, 
according to the information provided by the Civil Registry Office and the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs. Ukrainian statistics calculates the number of resident population using a 
similar methodology and provides similar figures: 2245 thousand people in the areas of 
the Donetsk region not controlled by Kyiv and 1440 thousand people – in uncontrolled 
areas of the Lugansk region. The results of the census, conducted in two republics in 
October 2019, should have brought some clarity to this question, but they were never 
published. In the current situation, the estimation of the size of the population actually 
living on the territory of the LNR and DNR is possible only by indirect methods and/or 
expert assessments, including those made on the basis of changes in the night 
illumination of the territory, estimated from satellite imagery, which highly correlates with 
the populations numbers. The fall in illumination has affected not only Lugansk, 
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Gorlovka, Debaltsevo, and the northwestern outskirts of the Donetsk agglomeration, but 
also the interior districts of the DNR and LNR. After a slight recovery growth, night 
illumination stabilized in April 2016 at 40–50 percent of prewar levels for the LNR and at 
50–60 percent – for the DNR. 

Due to the fact that a significant part of the populations of the DNR and the LNR 
works on a rotational basis in neighboring countries while regularly returning to their 
homelands, it is impossible to single out the most reliable estimate of the number of 
inhabitants permanently residing in the republics. Rather, it is possible to provide 
estimates of a wide range. Thus, the population of the republics ranges from 1.6 million 
to 3.3 million people (from 0.93 million to 2.012 million inhabitants in the DNR and from 
0.686 million to 1.285 million in the LNR). The study of satellite images of night 
illumination allows us to slightly correct this range for 2019 to 1.45 million – 1.99 million 
(according to calculations made by A.V.Sheludkov). 

The reduction of the population of unrecognized states can be interpreted as the 
fact that the people are “voting with their feet”. However, the relative stability of most of 
such entities suggests that strong internal sovereignty can be maintained independently 
from the outflow of residents. 

 
IV. Economic competition with neighboring countries and regions  
 
The internal sovereignty of unrecognized states to a large extent depends on their 

capacity to provide the population with jobs, decent incomes and public services: these 
are conditions for such an entity to compete successfully with a parent state for the 
loyalty of its population. The post-Soviet de facto states have experienced serious 
economic problems, caused not only by the lack of political status (that narrowed the 
range of opportunities for foreign economic and financial activities), but also by limited 
internal resources. Post-Soviet unrecognized states are small and can be called 
“microstates”. Due to the small size of the domestic market, they cannot have a wide 
range of economic sectors. Also, their economies have suffered greatly from the crisis of 
transition to the market economy, consequences of armed conflicts, and isolation. These 
economies are distinguished by large external debts and state budget deficits; their trade 
flows face logistic difficulties and problems of transit; substantial parts of their GDPs are 
formed by loans and transfers by labor migrants from abroad. The forced use of complex 
logistical and financial schemes in foreign trade, corruption, the merge of government 
and business, and the clan struggle strongly affect unrecognized states’ economies. 
Their budgets are critically dependent on financial receipts from a patron state, which, as 
a rule, covers substantially more than a half of expenditures. Support from a patron state 
can take various forms, including payments of pensions and benefits, investment 
programs, supplies of fuel and raw materials at preferential prices, and mediation in 
external relations. In many cases, a patron state supplements with its institutions, 
resources, and infrastructures those areas in which de facto statebuilding was not 
completed due to a lack of resources (e. g., border and customs control, the monetary 
and financial system, communications, elements of the healthcare system etc.). 
Integration with the patron and delegating some state functions to it strengthen the 
defense potential of an unrecognized state and increases its ability to control external 
borders and satisfy the basic needs of the population. The flip side is growing economic 
and political dependence on the patron, up to the movement towards full incorporation. 

The main result of economic transformation processes in unrecognized states was 
deindustrialization accompanied by simplification of the structure of the economy and 
exports. However, with the help of patron states, such entities managed to restore or 
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establish production in some industries and at leading enterprises. Despite occasional 
successes, in terms of GDP per capita (corrected by purchasing power parity and per 
capita industrial output), post-Soviet de facto states lag behind not only the parent, 
patron, and other neighboring countries, but also their peripheral border regions. 

The PMR’s economy was strongly affected by the sharp contraction of the domestic 
market after the collapse of the USSR, crises in its relations with Moldova, and numerous 
political restrictions. Transnistrian producers are forced to go through customs clearance 
twice in the PMR and Moldova, often sending their goods for export in a roundabout way. 
Unsettled relations with Moldova make the PMR of unattractive to external investors. The 
PMR cannot borrow funds from international organizations, so many of its fixed assets 
have become morally and physically obsolete. Transnistrian enterprises are not able to 
open correspondent accounts in foreign banks. 

These conditions manifested themselves in signs of crisis in the Transnistrian 
economy and society. They included the extreme instability of macroeconomic indicators, 
state budget deficit (that fluctuated from 20 to 40 percent of the PMR's expenditures in 
the 2010s), formation of part of the GDP through borrowing and remittances from 
migrants, and large external debt that is several times higher than the GDP. The share of 
material production in the structure of value added decreased from 60–64 percent in the 
1990s to 30–35 percent in 2010–2017. Industry remains the most important sector of the 
economy, but its contribution to GDP decreased from 64 percent in 1996 to 31 percent in 
2017. It is dominated by low value-added industries for which there are no competitive 
advantages in the region: ferrous metallurgy, thermal power, and textile industry. The 
structure of the economy and exports has become simplified and the production of a 
number of goods has been lost. The weak development of small and medium-sized 
businesses and the dependence of large enterprises on external supplies and markets in 
difficult geopolitical conditions have exposed 60–70 percent of industrial production to 
high risk. Nevertheless, positive changes have also taken place in the industry: labor 
productivity has increased while resource intensity has decreased.18 

Paradoxically, a region with favorable agro-climatic conditions imports more food 
than it exports. The production of crops with low added value prevails. The share of 
cereals in the sown area is 55–60 percent, industrial crops – 35–40 percent, while the 
share of orchards and vineyards is negligible. 

Despite the fact that the PMR has a small territory, there are sharp contrasts 
between its urban and rural areas, especially between the Tiraspol-Bendery 
agglomeration and the agrarian north. About 60 percent of industrial production is 
concentrated in the metropolitan agglomeration, including the city of Dnestrovsk where 
Moldavskaya power station is located. Another 34 percent is accounted for Rybnitsa.  

The economic prospects of the PMR are limited by the small size of its domestic 
market making the economy dependent on external conditions. However, the decisive 
factor now is the PMR’s complicated relations with Moldova that has finally chosen the 
path of integration with the West and even more tense relations with Ukraine whose 
leadership is afraid of opening a “second front” by Transnistria. The basis of social 
stability in the republic is reduced prices for Russian gas and pensions and benefits paid 
to those residents who have the Russian citizenship. As a result, Transnistria, formerly 
the most developed part of the Soviet Moldova, lost its advantage over the parent state. 

Armed conflict with Georgia, long-term economic blockade, and sharp population 
decline have had a decisive influence on the current state of the economy of Abkhazia. 
The results included degradation of its production potential and the simplification of the 
sectoral economic structure. The economy of Abkhazia is dominated by a service sector, 
which is partly due to the great importance of the resort and tourist complex that receives 
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over a million tourists per year, almost exclusively from Russia.19 Wholesale and retail 
trade account for about 40 percent of GDP, public services (administration, education, 
healthcare etc.) – for 22 percent, and transport and communications – for 7 percent.  

The share of industry in the Abkhazian economy is 12 percent. The process of 
reindustrialization began after 2008, when growing tourist flow from Russia contributed to 
a strong demand for food industry products, primarily wine-making (“Wines and Drinks of 
Abkhazia LLC”) and brewing. Thanks to the Russian investments, it was possible to 
modernize some old industrial plants (Sukhum(i) hydroelectric power station and 
brewery) and to build some new plants, producing polymer pipes (“Sukhum(i)”, pasta 
“Bzyb”), and other items. The construction of facilities for the Sochi Olympics drove 
production of building materials.  

Hydropower has played an important role since Soviet times. The Inguri 
hydroelectric power station (1300 MW) on the border of Abkhazia and Georgia is jointly 
operated by them. The low cost of electricity has become an incentive for the emergence 
of mining farms for the production of cryptocurrencies. However, the energy sector has 
been in a state of crisis due to depreciation of fixed assets.  

The development of agriculture (that accounts for 3.3 percent of GDP) is largely 
determined by demand from Russia. The key industry is crop production (cultivation of 
citrus, feijoa, persimmon, and grapes). 85 percent of gross agricultural output is 
produced in small subsidiary plots. The lack of cooperation causes local crises of 
overproduction. 

In the recent years, the Russian aid, including subsidies and an investment 
program, accounted for 50–60 percent of the state budget revenues. The main funds are 
directed to the revitalization of the social sector, infrastructure, and the energy sector. 
However, the effectiveness of distributing the aid has declined. There is a noticeable 
decrease in the growth rates of the main socio-economic indicators and, most 
importantly, in real per capita incomes. The leadership of the republic has not yet been 
able to reduce the shadow economy (which is estimated at about half of GDP), to protect 
investors from hostile takeovers and criminals, and to solve the problems of 
infrastructure renewal that is negatively affected by the lack of investments.20 

The economy of South Ossetia also experienced dramatic consequences of the 
collapse of the USSR, the hostilities of the 1990s and 2000s, and the economic 
blockade. In the 1990s, all industrial plants and social and transport infrastructures were 
destroyed. Timid attempts at postwar reconstruction were interrupted by armed conflicts 
in 2004 and 2008. The revival of the South Ossetian economy was facilitated by large-
scale aid programs by Russia, launched after Moscow recognized the republic in 2008. 
As in the case of Abkhazia, as a result, a structurally weak economy has emerged, with 
its key sectors dependent on state demand and investment. Public administration and 
social spending account for 70 percent of the South Ossetian GDP, while industry and 
construction account for just 14 percent. Reindustrialization has become a new trend: old 
food industry enterprises have been modernized (e. g., the “Bagiat” mineral water plant) 
and the new ones (such as the “Ironsan” winery and the “Naturplant” bottling plant) have 
been built, and a woodworking plant is being restored. The activities of the main plants of 
the Soviet era (“Emalprovod”, “Elektrovibromashina”) that produce non-core products 
have been partially resumed. Yet the main project that has changed the structure of the 
industry was the restoration of clothing production at the former Tskhinvali underwear 
knitwear factory (“BTK-4”) in 2013. In 2017, it accounted for 70 percent of the republic's 
industrial production. The export potential of agriculture is extremely limited.21 

The aid from Russia plays a decisive role in the viability of South Ossetia. In 2019, 
Russian subsidies (7.4 billion rubles) provided 84.2 percent of the revenues of the 
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republic's budget. Additional 4.5 billion rubles were allocated for 2020–2022 as part of 
the Investment Program for the Promotion of the Social and Economic Development of 
the Republic of South Ossetia. Authorities believe that the prospects for increasing 
economic self-sufficiency are related to the development of the agro-industrial complex 
and tourism. The lack of investment, as well as customs and phytosanitary barriers on 
the border with Russia, are seen as the main obstacles for development of the national 
economy.  

Abkhazia and South Ossetia are comparable in terms of per capita GDP at 
purchasing power parity, but they are 4–5 times inferior to the per capita GDP of Russia, 
2–3 times – of the GDP of Georgia, and 1.3–3.2 times (Abkhazia) and 1.6–4.1 times 
(South Ossetia) inferior to the GDPs of these states’ adjacent regions. In terms of retail 
trade (an indirect indicator of the standard of living), Abkhazia lags far (2–3.5 times) 
behind neighboring Russian and 1.5 times behind adjacent Georgian regions, despite 
periodically growing demand in the tourist season. South Ossetia is 5–10 times behind 
adjacent Russian and Georgian regions. This can be attributed to the poverty of the local 
population that largely survives thanks to the Russian aid. Despite the recovery of their 
economies after the recognition by Russia, the industrial potentials of the two entities 
remain weak. Abkhazia and South Ossetia still lag noticeably behind the neighboring 
regions of Georgia and Russia in terms of industrial production (on average, 3–5 times).  
Due to the growth of its exports to Russia, in terms of per capita agricultural production 
Abkhazia is comparable to the neighboring republics of the North Caucasus and to the 
adjacent regions of Georgia. 

Lagging behind Abkhazia in terms of economic development, RSO is ahead of it by 
40 percent in terms of official average wages, due to larger Russian financial injections, 
the high proportion of people employed in the public sector, and contracts performed by 
construction organizations under the Russian investment program. Thanks to social 
transfers from Russia, both republics are ahead of neighboring regions of Georgia in 
terms of per capita income.22 

In the former Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO), the long-term 
struggle to secede from Azerbaijan, including the armed conflict of the early 1990s, 
caused enormous damage to the economy and led to its restructuring. During the Soviet 
period, NKAO was a peripheral agrarian region. In the mid-1980s, the processing of 
agricultural raw materials accounted for 54 percent of its industrial output, and viticulture 
and winemaking – for about a half of the entire economy. Another 24 percent of industrial 
output was provided by light industry enterprises (textile, clothing, and footwear). Hasty 
privatization exacerbated the consequences of hostilities. Economic growth started only 
in the 2000s. The economic policy of the NKR was based on tax cuts, attraction of 
foreign investments (mainly from the Armenian community in Russia and Western 
countries), and implementation of state programs for the development of key industries 
and individual regions. 

These measures made it possible to partially overcome the negative economic 
impact of the lack of external legitimacy, economic and transport blockade by Azerbaijan, 
and high transport and banking costs. All external interactions, including export-import 
operations, are carried out through Armenia. As a result, Artsakh’s GDP began to grow in 
the 2010s by 10–11 percent annually – much faster than in Armenia. A de facto shared 
legal space emerged between Armenia and the NKR and the absence of a customs 
border with Armenia gave the NKR the opportunity to take advantage of the vast 
Eurasian Economic Union market and to enjoy other advantages of the Eurasian 
integration. The structure of the republic’s economy has changed significantly. In 2018, 
agriculture and forestry accounted for only 11 percent of GDP, while industry and energy 
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– for 29 percent, and construction – for 10 percent. Thanks to foreign investments, 
mining (that did not exist in the Soviet NKAO) has become the main industry (and 
comprised 55 percent of industrial output in 2018). Electric power industry has become 
another new specialization and its contribution to industrial production has reached 21 
percent. Over the past ten years, 15 small hydroelectric power plants with a total 
capacity of 52 MW have been built. Surplus electricity has been exported to Armenia. 
Also, Artsakh’s traditional specialization, the agro-industrial complex was restored and 
accounts for 12 percent of industrial output. 

Some sectors of the NKR’s economy were highly dependent on exports. On the 
basis of the former silk factory, garment productions were created, which received orders 
from such Italian fashion houses as “Versace” and “Armani” who exported their goods 
through Armenia. Major improvement in the quality of the Karabakh wines allowed local 
winemakers to export their products to Russia, some countries of Europe, and North 
America. Canned fruits and vegetables from Artsakh were also successful in foreign 
markets. Overall, a third of the products of the agro-industrial complex was exported. 
However, economic growth did not lead to a corresponding increase in the incomes of 
the population, as the profits of mining enterprises were allocated outside the region. 

Budget revenues and expenditures were balanced only thanks to the Armenian 
subsidies. Although they were constantly decreasing, in 2018 their share in the Artsakh 
budget was about 50 percent (compared to 66 percent in 2010). At the same time, GDP 
per capita and the average salary in the NKR in terms of purchasing power parity were 
significantly higher than in two out of three neighboring peripheral marzes (provinces) of 
Armenia; in 2019 the NKR surpassed both Armenia and Azerbaijan by per capita GDP.23 

The 2020 war has had catastrophic consequences for the economy of the NKR. Its 
GDP fell by 30 percent in 2021 and its exports have been halved. The restoration of 
Azerbaijan’s control over the mountainous territories deprived the NKR of a significant 
part of its water resources and of 29 out of 36 hydroelectric power stations. Some of 
electricity needed by Artsakh is now imported through the Lachin corridor. Karabakh 
managed to keep part of the quarries near Mardakert, but lost mining enterprises in the 
Kalbajar region. The NKR also lost three quarters of arable land and half of the livestock, 
almost all vineyards, and most of the agricultural machinery. The production in the 
agricultural sector decreased by 54 percent. As a result, Armenia has to cover 
90 percent of the NKR's budget.24 

Even well before the war, Ukraine’s Donbass had experienced such serious 
problems of socio-economic development as depopulation, outdated economic structure, 
and moral and physical depreciation of fixed production assets. As of 2019, the gross 
regional product (GRP) of the Donetsk Oblast decreased by 43 percent comparing to 
2013, while the GRP of the Lugansk Oblast decreased by 52 percent. It was not only 
destruction resulting from hostilities, but also the trade blockade by Ukraine (introduced 
in March 2017) that contributed to this dramatic fall. The deplorable state of the DNR’s 
and the LNR’s economies resulted not only from such understandable factors as the 
extreme lack of investment, absence of a full-fledged banking system, and forced use of 
complex logistical and financial schemes in foreign trade. In fact, these factors were 
supplemented by the lack of transparency of the budget, hostile takeovers, corruption, 
and the virtual absence of functional state institutions and of legal protection of property. 
These specific factors led to the formation of numerous “gray areas” in the two 
economies, the merge of power and business, and the exacerbated struggle between 
informal clans. 

One of the key consequences of the economic crises in the DNR and the LNR has 
been further conservation and archaization of the structure of the two economies. 
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Donbass has become a hyper-industrialized territory which is rare in the contemporary 
world: in the DNR, industry accounts for 46 percent of GDP; if production and supply of 
electricity, gas and water is counted, the share of industry reaches even 58 percent (in 
2013, it was just 31.8 percent for the entire Donetsk region). Structurally, the dominance 
of traditional industries has increased, which is clearly reflected in the structure of 
exports: as of 2019, ferrous metals accounted for 61 percent of the DNR exports, while 
exports coal and other mineral products – for 22 percent. In the LNR, these products 
accounted for 42 percent and 19 percent of exports, respectively. At the same time, the 
shares of the tertiary sector are very low in the two breakaway republics, especially given 
the high level of urbanization. This resulted from low incomes, isolation, and the outflow 
of a significant part of skilled specialists.25 

Traditional heavy industries of the self-proclaimed republics of Donbass suffered 
greatly from the consequences of hostilities and the blockade. While in 2013 the coal 
production in Donbass amounted to 37.8 million tons, in 2018 it fell to 19.5 million, of 
which the DNR and LNR accounted for about 12 million. In 2019, five out of 15 main 
ferrous metallurgy plants were closed or nearly stopped their operations, while most of 
the rest functioned intermittently at 20–30 percent of their capacities. The industry 
experienced serious problems with the supply of iron ore and sales. In response to the 
blockade, the DNR and LNR nationalized large metallurgical plants and put them under 
the control of “Vneshtorgservis CJSC”, a “gasket” company registered in South Ossetia. 
One of its tasks was to reduce the risk of sanctions against the Russian companies that 
bought goods from Donbass. “Vneshtorgservice” was accused of misappropriation of 
capital and regular salary delays, which caused rallies and strikes.26 In 2021, 
metallurgical plants began to be transferred to another owner – “Financial Assets JSC”.  

The range of engineering products narrowed due to the rupture of cooperation ties 
and difficulties in marketing. Some enterprises (Lugansk Engineering Plant, “Lokomotiv-
Service”, Krasnoluchsky car assembly plant etc.) moved their production to Russia, while 
others switched to the products that are in demand at the local market, such as buses 
(“Donetskgormash”) and military equipment (Novogorlovsky Machine-Building Plant). 
Production in the chemical industry also declined. Due to the proximity to the front line, 
large-capacity production facilities of the “Stirol” company (the main producer of mineral 
fertilizers, based in Gorlovka in the DNR) were mothballed. 

An alternative to economic degradation is the increased integration of the two 
republics into Russia’s economy. Even before 2014, Russia was the main foreign trade 
partner and importer of products from the Donetsk and Lugansk regions, although the 
Russian share in their turnover was gradually falling. In November 2021, President 
Vladimir Putin announced recognition of certificates of origin issued in the DNR and LNR 
and the admission of their companies to the Russian public procurement on a par with 
the Russian companies. Simultaneously, the export and the import quotas for the two 
republics have been canceled. Thus, the D/LNR informally became members of the 
Eurasian Customs Union, which strengthened their dependence on Russia while 
increasing their budget revenues. These developments will likely provide the DNR and 
the LNR with a certain impetus to modernize, although the two republics will still not be 
able to solve the problem of economic restructuring without large investments.  

The economies of the DNR and the LNR are weakly connected to each other: their 
bilateral trade accounts for only 7–12 percent of their foreign trade turnovers. It is 
noteworthy that, until recently, customs control between them was maintained.27  

 Overall, serious economic problems, not completely resolved with the help of 
patron states, pose risks for the internal sovereignty of unrecognized / de facto states. It 
is especially true for the PMR, which is in tough competition with its parent state and 
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other countries. Yet, as post-Soviet developments demonstrate, the economic factor has 
not been decisive. 

 
V. Deficit of external sovereignty 
 
The unrecognized states have faced an acute deficit of external sovereignty, which 

makes them vulnerable to external interventions and limits the range of options for using 
external resources for statebuilding. The desire to prove their compliance with 
international standards has become one of the key political priorities for such entities 
alongside with the struggle for survival, security, and internal sovereignty. There are 
contradictions between ensuring security on the one hand (which requires political 
mobilization of citizens and suppression of opposition), and achieving international 
recognition on the other, which often depends on the upgrade of a political system, 
including its democratization.28 

Despite their isolation, the life of post-Soviet unrecognized states heavily depends 
on the nature of interactions with the outside world. Disruptions of cross-border 
communications and blockades by parent states dramatically complicate their transport 
connections and foreign trade. Due to the lack of a political status, such entities often 
carry out their foreign trade relations through their patron states, supplying their products 
to foreign markets under the latter’s trademarks. Patron states are also the main trading 
partners of post-Soviet de facto states (accounting for 70–95 percent of their trade 
turnover). 

Thus, foreign trade relations of both Abkhazia and South Ossetia are limited. Food 
is largely imported into both countries from Russia. The turnover with Russia makes up 
to 95 percent of South Ossetia's foreign trade. Foreign economic relations of Abkhazia 
are hardly much more diversified: its main foreign trade partners are Russia (more than 
70 percent of turnover) and Turkey (8 percent). In both cases, the foreign trade balance 
of the republics is negative. As the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) was launched in 
2015, the terms of Abkhazia’s and South Ossetia’s foreign trade with Russia worsened, 
due to more stringent rules for the clearance of goods moving across the border (in fact, 
the border of the EAEU), the unpreparedness of the business communities of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia to apply the norms of the customs code of the EAEU, and the non-
recognition of these states by other participants of the Eurasian Economic Union. 

In the early 2020s, the trade with Russia accounted for 77 percent of the foreign 
trade turnover of the DNR and over 80 percent of that of the LNR. Through Russia, trade 
was also carried out with other countries, including Ukraine.29 Russia’s support involved 
not only direct subsidies to the DNR and the LNR, but also purchasing of goods, 
preferential gas prices etc. In fact, Russia has become the only importer of the products 
from the DNR and the LNR, and the main exporter to the two NS. Deficit industrial raw 
materials have been coming to the DNR and the LNR from Russia. 

The only exception concerning the dominant role of a patron state in the foreign 
trade of post-Soviet unrecognized or partially recognized states was the PMR. Due to its 
geographical location, Russia accounted for less than 30 percent of its foreign trade in 
the late 2010s.30 Also, Transnistrian producers are forced to go through customs 
clearance twice and send goods for export through the territory of Moldova. 

Transport communications of such entities with parent states are completely 
blocked (except for the PMR), and connections are made through the patron state 
(Russia or Armenia): e. g., through the Lachin corridor to and from Nagorno-Karabakh; 
the Transcaucasian Highway (TransKAM) connecting North and South Ossetia through 
the Main Caucasian Range; and the Sukhumi Highway in Abkhazia. Noticeably, the 



81 

emergence of breakaway entities has forced their neighbors to adapt their transport 
systems to new geopolitical realities.  

Migration and cross-border mobility of the populations of unrecognized states is 
caused primarily by their limited economic self-sufficiency and low standard of living. 
Insufficient salaries and pensions force people to look for additional sources of income in 
neighboring states – shift work or benefits. Unsatisfactory quality or unavailability of 
some consumer goods and services also force residents to go in search of them to a 
neighboring state. The direction of cross-border trips is determined by geographical 
proximity, border regime, working conditions, citizenship of the respective state, and 
family ties. In most cases, trips are directed to the border regions of patron or parent 
states. The significance of cross-border mobility for such entities may be so high that the 
closure of borders in 2020–2021 because of the pandemic and for political reasons has 
become an acute problem, causing frustration among the local populations. Still, 
authorities of Abkhazia and South Ossetia perceive trips to Georgia as the result of 
purposeful Georgian attempts to integrate citizens into the Georgia's economic and 
cultural space and hence as a threat to the Abkhazian and South Ossetian sovereignty. 
Since the beginning of the pandemic, South Ossetia has almost completely closed its 
border with Georgia.31 As for the border between the NKR and Azerbaijan, there were 
almost no cross-border contacts at all.  

Cross-border flows involving breakaway entities and Russia are highly asymmetric. 
The traffic across the respective borders of the DNR and the LNR is shaped mainly by 
their residents working or shopping on the Russian side, while Russia's residents have 
almost stopped crossing this border.32 On the contrary, Russian tourists prevail among 
those who cross the border with Abkhazia. The flow across Russia’s border with South 
Ossetia is not very intense. The border is crossed for such purposes, as maintenance of 
family ties and purchase of cheaper goods and services by South Ossetian residents on 
the Russian side.            

 
V. Identity and internal sovereignty  
 
Economic stagnation has a powerful effect on the lives of ordinary people in 

unrecognized states; in some cases people mostly care about material stability than 
geopolitical issues.33 Still, the economic and demographic situation alone cannot explain 
the sustainability of such polities. Four out of six post-Soviet de facto states exist for over 
30 years each, in spite of low economic viability, which suggests that the main reason for 
their survival is a strong identity and high loyalty of citizens to the ruling regimes as the 
essential elements of internal sovereignty. Many authors note that the four “oldest” 
post-Soviet unrecognized states can hardly be regarded as pawns in the geopolitical 
games of their patron states. Leaders who were not supported by patron states 
periodically managed to come to power. Attempts have been made to create a civic 
identity that would integrate all ethnic groups. Some electoral campaigns were really 
competitive. In Abkhazia, opposition candidates won the presidential elections of 2004, 
2014, and 2020; in South Ossetia – the elections of 2001 and 2017 (although the victory 
of the opposition candidate in 2011 was voided). Generally, political parties and 
opposition media do exist in unrecognized states.34 

At the same time, democracy in post-Soviet unrecognized states is far from being 
exemplary. In Abkhazia, both formal (e. g., Abkhaz ethnicity of those who are eligible to 
run for president) and informal political discrimination based on ethnicity take place. 
Clans play an important role in political life of Abkhazia and South Ossetia while 
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administrative resources are actively used in electoral campaigns. In the PMR, political 
life is dominated by the interests of a powerful local business group, the “Sheriff” holding.  

However, most residents of such polities believe that their republics go in the right 
direction.35 As the focus groups discussions, held in the fall of 2020, demonstrated, most 
of the Transnistrians and Abkhazians do support the independence of their republics. 
Their commitment is based on ideas about a specific identity, culture and values, and 
emotional connection with their native land. For the ethnic Abkhazians, independence is 
a matter of survival for their ethnic group. In both republics, independence is associated 
with the growth of prosperity and possibility of developing full-fledged international 
contacts based on recognition. 

According to participants of the mentioned focus group, true independence is 
impossible without economic self-sufficiency. In Abkhazia, almost all respondents were 
convinced that the republic needed to become economically more independent from 
Russia. The hypothetical incorporation into Russia was perceived extremely negatively. 

Most of Abkhazian participants have a complicated multi-layered identity: ethnic, 
political, cultural, and geographical (“old” urban residents / villagers / recent urban 
dwellers) overlap in different combinations. As a result, local supra-ethnic “urban” 
identities emerge, mostly in Sukhum(i), which distinguishes its residents with different 
ethnic backgrounds from their kin relatives outside the city. The Sukhum(i)'s supra-ethnic 
identity is a solid foundation for building a civic identity. 

However, the distinctions between the prewar residents of Sukhum(i), built into the 
system of a multicultural Soviet Russian-speaking city, and the natives of Abkhaz 
villages, who have retained traditional ethno-cultural characteristics, have not yet been 
erased. Ethnic identity remains the most important for the majority of residents. Most of 
the villages are still ethnically homogeneous.36 

Abkhazia relies on a high degree of loyalty of three out of four main ethnic groups – 
the Abkhazians, the Armenians, and the Russians. The vast majorities of respondents 
belonging to these groups trust the president and parliament. The highest correlation 
between ethnic and civic layers of identity is among ethnic Abkhazians. The Russian 
community has a divided civic identity. Being predominantly native and citizens of 
Abkhazia, Russians feel they are part of its people, but they equally feel their political 
and cultural connection with Russia.   

The formation of the civil identity of the Mingrelian population is the most 
problematic. In the late 2000s, most of the residents of the Gal(i) district received the 
Abkhazian citizenship, but it was impossible to check whether they kept Georgian 
passports in violation of Abkhazia’s legislation. In the mid-2010, most of them were 
deprived of their Abkhazian passports because they did not give up their Georgian 
citizenship. Instead of Abkhazian passports, they received residence permits, which 
allowed them to retain many rights, but excluded participation in political life. Thus, the 
authorities made it clear that for them the Georgian citizenship of the Gal(i) Mingrelians a 
priori implied political loyalty to a hostile state. 

Many focus group participants in Abkhazia, especially the younger ones, are in 
favor of good neighborly relations with Georgia, while older people recall with nostalgia 
the Soviet era, when there was no border with the parent state. However, everyone calls 
the recognition of Abkhazia and signing of an agreement on the non-use of force (which 
Tbilisi has been refusing to conclude for many years) as indispensable conditions for 
restoring relations with Georgia. According to one of the respondents, “the instinct of 
self-preservation repels the Abkhaz from the Georgians”. Georgia is perceived as a 
puppet state dependent on the United States. Respondents accused Georgia of 
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hypocritical attempts at reconciliation for the sake of reintegration, pointing to Tbilisi’s 
desire to shift the blame for the outbreak of the conflict onto Russia’s imperial policy. 

Similarly to the Transnistrians, the majority of Abkhazian respondents share the 
official opinion that living standards in their republic are higher than in the parent state, 
while at the same time noting the higher incomes in Tbilisi and other large cities of 
Georgia, good healthcare system, and “order”. Such an assessment, which contradicts 
the reality, is the result of poor awareness and anti-Georgian rhetoric in the media. 

The geopolitical vision of the citizens of Abkhazia is “Russia-centric”. Russia is far 
from being idealized, but it is respected and appreciated. Respondents value its security 
guarantees and economic assistance, thanks to which investment projects are being 
implemented. Having acquired the Russian passports, residents of Abkhazia can receive 
Russian pensions and social benefits. While emphasizing that Russia is a great and 
“leading” country, many respondents, however, especially residents of Sukhum(i) with 
higher education, are aware of economic and foreign policy difficulties of the “big 
brother”.37 

As in the PMR, in Abkhazia the European Union (EU) does not play a significant 
role in geopolitical visions of citizens, despite its economic attractiveness. It is perceived 
as the patron of the parent state, and the attitudes towards the EU are largely negative. 

The Transnistrian identity also relies on the lingering nostalgia for the Soviet era 
and especially on the cultural hegemony of Russia, implemented through the education 
system, media, political contacts, migration ties, non-governmental organizations etc.38 
According to a poll conducted after the beginning of the crisis in Ukraine, a relative 
majority of respondents was in favor of joining Russia, while a sizeable minority believed 
that the PMR should be independent. The pro-Russian orientation of the Transnistrians 
was also expressed in strong support for Russian foreign policy and military presence.39 

Focus groups showed the contradictory attitudes of the Transnistrians towards 
Moldova. On the one hand, they recognize cultural similarities and close 
interdependence with the parent state. On the other hand, they argue that more than 
thirty years of separate existence, differences in values and geopolitical orientations, and 
the entry into active life of those generations who grew up in de facto different states 
outweigh the importance of a common past. The main watershed for the Transnistrians is 
formed by Moldovan nationalism, language policy, and Moldova’s potential reunification 
with Romania. Moldova is perceived as a poor, unstable, and corrupt country. 
Participants of focus groups emphasized intolerance of some Moldovans towards the 
Transnistrians as pro-Russian separatists; this intolerance apparently grew in connection 
with the 2014 Ukrainian crisis. Almost all respondents blame politicians and corrupt elites 
for their unwillingness and inability to find compromises. They see the intrigues of large 
external players as the main reason of the “divorce” between Moldova and Transnistria, 
emphasizing that there are no conflicts between ordinary people. 

Mentally, Russia is the closest country to the Transnistrians: it is the main direction 
of migration from the republic, thanks to the recognition of Transnistrian diplomas among 
other things. The respondents were well aware that Russian assistance is vital to the 
PMR. Older generations and ethnic Russians are especially grateful to Russia. They 
highly value Russia’s place in the world as a “powerful country” and associate 
themselves with it. At the same time, some citizens, especially young people with higher 
education and residents of Bendery, did not believe in the possibility of joining Russia or 
in that the incorporation would bring higher standards of living to Transnistria. They saw 
Russia as internally weak, because, in their opinion, the poverty of most of its regions is 
hidden behind the brilliance of the capitals. The EU countries looked more attractive to 
them. As a rule, this group of respondents did not believe in the possibility of achieving 
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true independence. They expressed dissatisfaction with corruption, censorship in the 
media, and monopolization of power. They believed that earlier or later the PMR would 
be forced to return to Moldova. According to other surveys, conducted in the 2010s, the 
Transnistrians had the lowest level of trust in the heads of their republic among residents 
of the four “old” post-Soviet unrecognized states (slightly above 30 percent, regardless of 
ethnicity).40 Thus, a stratum of more educated, active, and mobile citizens has formed in 
Transnistria alongside with a noticeable erosion of sovereignty values. The reasons 
include the fatigue of restrictions, dissatisfaction with the low standards of living, 
uncertainty of perceived future, and weakness of social elevators. 

 
VII. Conclusion 
 
The results of statebuilding in the post-Soviet unrecognized states are ambiguous. 

On the one hand, these polities managed to create a more or less complete set of state 
institutions, including tax and customs services, establish a monopoly on the use of 
force, and maintain law and order on their territories. Bodies of representative and 
legislative power at various levels have been established, and regular elections have 
been organized. Most importantly, systems of social representation have been created, 
historical narratives are disseminated through educational institutions and media, and 
state ceremonies and holidays have been established. This allowed such entities to 
preserve a high level of internal sovereignty, the value of independence in the mass 
consciousness, and specific civil and ethnic identities distinguishing oneself from the 
parent state. The cornerstone of the state ideology is the constant opposition of an 
unrecognized republic to a respective parent state and (in most of cases) to the West 
and the emphasis on one’s own achievements in certain domains. The Transnistrian 
authorities, for example, often refer to favorable tariffs for municipal housing and 
services, while the DNR and the LNR refer to the advantages of their health care 
systems and the availability of high-tech medical care. Thus, notwithstanding the 
difficulties of everyday life, the populations of such entities remain generally loyal to the 
ruling regimes.  

On the other hand, not all post-Soviet unrecognized or partially recognized states 
fully control the claimed territories. Abkhazia and South Ossetia managed to reach the 
borders of the respective Soviet parastate formations only as a result of an armed 
confrontation between Russia and Georgia in 2008, the LNR – as a result of about 130 
days of Russia’s special military operation in Ukraine. But the very existence of Nagorno-
Karabakh and the preservation of the Armenian minority in Azerbaijan are under threat. 
Not a single post-Soviet unrecognized state has succeeded in becoming economically 
competitive in comparison with its parent state and in raising one’s own population's 
income even to the level of this parent state, thereby substantiating one’s claim to 
independence. Not a single breakaway entity can do without the economic assistance of 
its patron state, let alone reduce dependence on it. It is no coincidence that all post-
Soviet de facto states (with the exception of Nagorno-Karabakh until 2020 and, to some 
extent, Abkhazia) have lost a significant part of their populations during the years of de 
facto independence, and that many of their residents of different ages are nostalgic for 
the Soviet period. According to the polls, most respondents in the PMR and South 
Ossetia even recognized the Soviet system as preferable, while respondents from 
Abkhazia and the NKR nevertheless preferred the period of de facto independence. 

Not a single post-Soviet de facto state has been able to increase its external 
sovereignty. Sluggish negotiations with parent states have reached a dead end, while 
foreign relations are almost completely focused on the patron state. The geopolitical 



85 

situation that developed after February 24, 2022 actually made pointless the attempts of 
unrecognized or partially recognized states to diversify interactions with the outside 
world. 

The phenomenon of de facto post-Soviet states, against the backdrop of global 
trends towards the expansion of uncontrolled territories, entails numerous risks for 
Russia. External (macro-regional and global) risks lie, first, in the possibility of drawing 
Russia into a direct armed conflict, which happened in 2022 in the Russia-Ukraine 
context.  

A particularly difficult situation has developed in Nagorno-Karabakh. On the one 
hand, the mediation mission of Russia made it possible to stop the war between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan in November 2020. The Russian peacekeeping contingent is deployed 
along the new line of contact and the Lachin corridor. Under the control of Russian 
border guards, Armenia started the restoration of transport communication through its 
territory between the western regions of Azerbaijan and the Nakhichevan’ autonomy. On 
the other hand, Turkey enhanced its influence and became a key political actor in the 
South Caucasus. The Treaty on Strategic Partnership and Mutual Assistance between 
Turkey and Azerbaijan (2010) and the Shusha Declaration, signed by the heads of the 
two states in 2021, created the legal basis for establishing Turkish military bases and 
Ankara’s intervention in a possible new armed conflict. The leadership of Azerbaijan has 
declared its intention to completely take control over the remaining territory of Nagorno-
Karabakh after the expiration of the five-year agreement with Armenia and Russia in 
2025. Baku dictates the terms of reconciliation without giving any guarantees to the 
Armenian side (for example, denying autonomy for Karabakh and establishing its 
customs posts along the way through the Armenian territory via Zangezur). Baku 
threatens to close the Lachin corridor guarded by the Russian peacekeepers. The 
Armenian society is divided, and part of it is in favor of revising the results of the 2020 
war. Under these conditions, it will be extremely difficult for Russia to play the role of an 
equidistant arbiter in the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Still, it should keep 
actively promoting the search for a sustainable compromise. 

For Russia, its support of breakaway entities is an obstacle to the normalization of 
relations with many post-Soviet states, including its allies in the EAEU. At the same time, 
possible settlement of conflicts around post-Soviet de facto states would deprive it of its 
usual levers of influence on neighboring states and provide conditions for their entry into 
the NATO. A complete “withdrawal” of Russia from such entities would cause irreversible 
damage to its international influence. 

The uncertainty of the political status of post-Soviet unrecognized or partially 
recognized states, some of which exist for thirty years, implies the risk of the emergence 
of new similar polities in the post-Soviet space. For instance, the 2020 turmoil in 
Kyrgyzstan created for some time a situation of anarchy, which regional political clans 
potentially could use to proclaim “independence” of their fiefdoms. The long existence of 
breakaway republics, against the backdrop of the broader, global trend of political 
fragmentation, increases the risks of destabilizing the entire system of international 
relations and regional security. Amidst Russia’s confrontation with the West, the 
recognition of such entities may turn into another serious international problem. 

The nationwide risks of deterioration of the internal situation in Russia in connection 
with the post-Soviet unrecognized or partially recognize states include the following:  

(1)  Political instability in such entities, terrorist threats, arms trafficking, penetration 
of criminal elements, and involvement of the Russian citizens in armed clashes; 
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(2)  An extreme degree of political destabilization, for example, due to an economic 
blockade or an aggravated conflict with the parent state, may provoke the Russian 
intervention, with obvious domestic and international repercussions;  

(3)  Possible negative impact of conflicts involving de facto states on interethnic 
relations in Russia: hundreds of thousands of the Russian citizens and migrants identify 
themselves with kin ethnic groups from unrecognized states and their parent states’ 
populations (for example, about 1.7 million Armenians, of which approximately 1.2 million 
are Russian citizens, and, respectively, 1.2 million and 0.6 million Azerbaijanis reside in 
Russia); 

(4)  Growing burden on Russia’s budget. 
There are some relevant risks that Russia can manage only indirectly. These risks 

include: degradation or slow economic development and inefficient use of funds provided 
by Russia. Appropriation and embezzlement of these funds destabilize the socio-political 
situation in unrecognized states, cause dissatisfaction among the population, and lead to 
repeated requests for Russian support, which aggravates the problem. Along with this, 
Russia’s demands for more efficient spending also generate discontent in the breakaway 
republics and are interpreted as political pressure. Also, there is a risk of declining 
legitimacy of the authorities in the eyes of the population as a result of the growth of 
authoritarian tendencies, failures in statebuilding and the developing civic identity. 
Finally, a more negative image of Russia may form against the background of its low 
economic attractiveness and weakened “soft power”. The potential results for 
unrecognized states are eroded sovereignty, weakened identities, and even the 
readiness of political elites to fully or partially change their geopolitical orientation. 

Neighboring Abkhazia, South Ossetia, the DNR, and the LNR has had 
contradictory consequences for the adjacent Russian regions. On the one hand, it 
contributes to the spread of illegal cross-border activities, such as illegal car business 
and smuggling. The tense situation in breakaway republics leads to migratory pressure 
on the Russian borderlands. Conflicts affect the investment attractiveness and increase 
the peripheralization of the border areas, including the loss in their importance for 
international transit. In addition, the risks of military escalation provoke governmental 
reactive security measures that complicate activities of local populations and businesses. 

On the other hand, the neighborhood with unrecognized states gives some impetus 
to the local economies. The low level of development of services in such entities 
encourages their residents to take advantage of medical, commercial, banking, 
entertainment, and recreation infrastructures of the adjacent Russian border regions. 
Due to this demand, the Russian regional markets are expanding. 

Some risks for Russia, caused by its proximity to and its support for unrecognized 
or partially recognized post-Soviet states, are associated with the discrepancy between 
the broader area of Russia’s special security interests and the Russian state borders. 
The former run along the southern borders of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which are 
recognized by Russia and host Russian military bases. Therefore, Abkhazia’s and South 
Ossetia’s prospects directly relate to vital interests of the Russian Federation: ensuring 
security, creating favorable conditions for sustainable growth, and increasing the 
competitiveness of the economy.41 In order to reduce external and domestic risks, 
especially those that can affect its border areas, Russia must avoid deterioration of 
interactions with regional powers, and even more so, the loss of allies. At the same time, 
non-interference in internal affairs of partner states does not mean refusing to use 
historically established factors of “soft power” in policy towards de facto states, such as 
the Russian language and the role of the Russian science and culture.  
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One of the strategic ways to gradually resolve conflicts is to restore 
communications and trade relations between neighboring polities. Russia tried to 
promote its plans to revive the railway communication through Abkhazia’s territory, and 
now, in accordance with a tripartite agreement with Baku and Yerevan, has committed 
itself to assist in the restoration of communications between Nakhichevan’ and the rest of 
Azerbaijan’s territory via Armenia. However, there has never been such a successful 
experience in the post-Soviet space. The failure of such plans also poses a risk. Finally, 
a big political risk is the removal and isolation of unrecognized or partially recognized 
states from the negotiation processes. 
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Abstract  In order to better understand the new phase of the war in and around Donbass 

that started in February 2022, the article suggests looking back at the “interwar” 
period in the region. This period is analyzed through the prism of a combination of 
three interpretations of the conflict – as an irredentist movement to join the 
“historical homeland” which the region had been “separated from”, as a civil 
conflict for a different (multiethnic, multilingual, more decentralized) Ukraine, 
better disposed towards the aspirations of the people of Donbass, and as an 
international geopolitical confrontation between Russia and the West. All three 
interpretations are seen as valid.  

In 2014–2022, self-proclaimed republics (the DNR and the LNR) went 
through the stages of their formation in the context of a historical cataclysm, early 
postconflict development when their economic and social life was still oriented 
towards Ukraine, the cut-off stage resulting from a strict economic blockade by 
Kiev, and the concluding period of creeping integration into Russia. The article 
specifically addresses the limbo phase that lasted from 2016 to early 2022. While 
this phase brought a greater level of security that allowed life in the DNR and the 
LNR to go on, security was brittle and prone to significant disruption. However, in 
both security and socio-political terms, the worst was the sense of a lack of clarity 
about the entities’ future, with three scenarios circulated by politicians at once: 
return to Ukraine on the basis of the Minsk agreements, joining Russia, and 
building up their own “statehood”.   

The Minsk Agreements that were initially viewed positively, as they reduced 
the level of hostilities, progressively lost their value. Special status was not what 
the war had been fought for and it remained an amorphous and abstract idea, 
which the years that passed since failed to fill with practical content. Balancing on 
the verge of renewal of hostilities necessitated the resources that the two 
republics did not have, which locked them into dependency on the Russian 
government. While the republics survived as self-governing entities with a political 
and cultural proximity to Russia and established proto-state institutions, they also 
experienced governance deficit and economic decline. By the early 2020s, any 
illusions of the two republics’ independent agency evaporated. What started as a 
people’s rebellion, when the region asserted its right to make choices and act 
upon them, came to the situation that their future was to be determined 
elsewhere. This future seemed to clear up since Russia’s formal recognition of the 
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DNR and the LNR and the start of Russian military operation in Ukraine in 2022, 
but its contours lie beyond the article’s scope.  
  

Keywords Donbass, Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR), Lugansk People’s Republic (LNR), 
armed conflict, peace process, Ukraine, Russia 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Название Донбасс  в  подвешенном  состоянии:  самопровозглашенные  республики  в  
статьи            межвоенный период (2014–2021 годы) 
 
Аннотация  В разгар вооруженного противостояния, когда события стремительно 

развиваются, возможно ли говорить о конфликте на Донбассе, сохраняя 
необходимую дистанцию от истории, которая делается на наших глазах? 
Чтобы понять происходящее, есть смысл обратиться к анализу того, с чем 
донбасские «республики» подошли к февралю 2022 г. Западные пресса и 
политики привыкли называть самопровозглашенные республики 
проросийскими «сепаратистами». Правомерна ли такая характеристика? 
Вероятно, нет. Во-первых, возникшее в 2014 г. на Донбассе движение было 
реакцией на Евромайдан в Киеве, но не помышляло об образовании 
отдельных, независимых территорий.  Из постсоветских конфликтов как 
сепаратистские можно охарактеризовать конфликты в Абхазии, первую 
войну в Чечне и, с некоторой натяжкой, конфликт в Приднестровье. 
Ситуацию с Донбассом можно, скорее, сравнить с положением сербов на 
севере Косова, которые продолжают считать себя гражданами Сербии, живя 
в параллельной реальности сербских институтов, или Карабаха, который 
де-факто видел себя в составе Армении. Той же логике следовал и Донбасс, 
которому судьба Крыма дала надежду, что сценарий присоединения к 
России возможен. Во-вторых, у конфликта была и другая составляющая – 
стремление не столько к отделению от Украины, сколько к преобразованию 
ее в государство, более созвучное политико-культурным ценностям и 
геостратегической ориентации Донбасса. В этом смысле это 
внутристрановой, гражданский конфликт, где разные видения политического 
пути решались не путем выборов или референдума, а с оружием в руках и 
где шло гражданское противостояние о том, по какому пути стране идти. 
В-третьих, невозможно рассматривать Донбасс в отрыве от международной 
реальности и контекста отношений России и Запада. За всеми участниками 
конфликта стоят поддерживающие их силы, чье открытое или закулисное 
влияние очерчивает рамки, в которых развиваются процессы войны и мира. 
В статье анализируется условно межвоенная фаза ситуации на Донбассе с 
учетом всех трех интерпретаций этого конфликта – как ирреденты (движения 
за присоединение к историческому государству, от которого регион оказался 
волею судеб отделен), гражданского противостояния и геополитического 
столкновения. 

Возможен ли был мирный выход из данного противостояния? 
Российское военное вмешательство в сентябре 2014 г., переломившее 
ситуацию на фронте, стало отправной точкой для того, чтобы воюющие 
стороны отнеслись к перспективе мира серьезно. Киев рисковал потерять 
часть Донбасса, находившуюся под его контролем, а восставшие против 
него на Донбассе – поддержку Москвы в случае, если бы они хотели воевать 
дальше. Однако соглашение Минск-1 (сентябрь 2014 г.) не остановило 
войну: президент Порошенко оказался более зависим от внутреннего 
политического давления, чем предполагала Москва, а донбасские 
республики сложившаяся территориальная конфигурация не устраивала. 
Минск-2 (соглашение, подписанное в феврале 2015 г. после второй военной 
кампании, приведшей к новым территориальным потерям украинской 
стороны) оказался не столько началом мирного процесса, сколько точкой 
отсчета начинающейся стагнации, которая сопровождалась продолжением 
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вооруженного насилия. Минские соглашения предусматривали как 
трудновыполнимые политические шаги (включая особый статус Донбасса, 
проведение выборов по международным стандартам и передачу контроля 
над российско-украинской границей), так и задачи, которые при желании 
были вполне реальны (обмен пленными и прекращение огня). Однако 
отсутствие существенного прогресса в реализации даже относительно 
выполнимых условий мирных соглашений определило специфику ситуации 
на Донбассе по сравнению с другими конфликтами в Европе. В них, как 
правило, военные действия после одной-двух горячих фаз достигали 
кульминации и вели к стабилизации фронта, а дальнейшее позиционное 
противостояние мало отражалось на жизни населения. На Донбассе же 
боевые действия, с некоторыми паузами, не прекращались на протяжении 
всех восьми межвоенных лет, хотя и не имели большого смысла, так как 
стороны не вели крупных наступательных кампаний, которые могли бы 
привести к существенным территориальным изменениям. 

За период 2014–2022 годов самопровозглашенные республики прошли 
стадии формирования на фоне исторического катаклизма, 
восстановительного периода, когда их экономика и социальная жизнь все 
еще были в основном ориентированы на Украину, отсечения от нее в 
результате экономической блокады, введенной Киевом, и заключительного 
периода ковидных ограничений и ползучей интеграции в Россию. Все эти 
годы на первом месте неизбежно стояли нужды обороны, для чего 
создавались регулярные вооруженные силы. Вытеснение или устранение 
харизматичных, но своенравных командиров эпохи «Русской весны» лишило 
новое войско того морального подъема, который присутствовал в начале 
войны, но сделало его более лояльным властям республик. ДНР и ЛНР 
политически консолидировались, хотя и за счет ограничения внутренней 
демократии и несмотря на невысокую эффективность управления и 
коррупцию. Если до 2014  г. на Донбассе мирно уживались разные 
политические и культурные позиции, то Евромайдан, война, блокада со 
стороны Киева, изменения в информационном и культурном пространстве 
привели к тому, что эти позиции резко разошлись. Экономическая блокада 
отсекла республики от возможности вести бизнес легально, а закрытие 
пропускных пунктов из-за ковида привело к тому, что взаимодействие с 
территорией, подконтрольной Украине, сократилось до уровня семейных 
связей. Население сосредоточилось на выживании, и в этом контексте 
отчасти следует рассматривать и массовое получение российских 
паспортов. Однако тяжелее всего для общества была неопределенность 
своего будущего в условиях, когда политиками одновременно озвучивались 
три варианта – возвращение в Украину на основе Минских соглашений, 
присоединение к России и укрепление собственной «государственности». В 
2022 г. это будущее для республик Донбасса стало проясняться, но ценой 
очередной войны.  

 
Ключевые      Донбасс,  Донецкая  народная  республика,  Луганская народная республика  
слова             вооруженный конфликт, мирный процесс, Украина, Россия   
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
I. Introduction 
 
Prior to February 2022, Donbass in South-Eastern Ukraine was the largest active 

war zone in Europe with roughly 3.5 million population. Yet, little is known about how its 
people lived, and what they aspired for since the “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DNR) and 
“Lugansk People’s Republic” (LNR)1 sprung out into being in April 2014. Trapped in a 
“Putin’s shadow”, they were never acknowledged as having a will and a mind of their 
own, unlike Kosovars or Karabakh Armenians, who were known in policy and public. 
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Dubbed as “pro-Russian separatists”, the Donbass residents were hardly anything more 
than pieces on geopolitical chessboard, not particularly interesting, as they were 
perceived in the West as mere tools for the Russian hybrid warfare.2 Their only 
perceived meaning was to inflict a maximum pain on Ukraine, as “due to their absolute 
political and economic dependence on Russia, together with the personal ties of the 
Donbass elite to the Kremlin, Russia could then use these entities as proxies to influence 
Ukraine’s domestic and foreign policy”.3 Few studies tried to examine the region on its 
own terms and it is a puzzle why it attracted so little research attention.4 

Much of media and political discourse about Donbass centred on a single event – 
the downing of MH-17 in July 2014 and the degree of culpability of the Russian 
government. The human toll of war was hardly noticed, although the armed conflict 
inflicted over 14000 human casualties (at least 3405 of them civilian victims) in the period 
between April 2014 and January 2022.5 The war never stopped, unlike those most other 
intra-state conflicts that become frozen and enjoyed a long period of relative tranquillity in 
the post-fighting phase.  

The article argues for the primacy of local actors. While those actors are commonly 
labelled as “separatists”, that is misleading, as the term transferred from a popular 
Ukrainian discourse into the mainstream Western discourse without a critical 
assessment. In fact, the last thing that the people of Donbass wanted was to become 
“separatists”, ending up with a semi-fictional “statehood” on a devastated land, which 
their industrialised and flourishing region turned into. In fact, they wanted either to join 
Russia or to go back to a “different Ukraine” that would be sympathetic to them and 
would respect their rights and values.  

The conflict in Donbass is a complex one and does not fit into any single definition. 
On one level, it is an irredentist movement6 when a territory wishes to (re)join the state it 
identifies itself with due to historical, ethnic and cultural bonds. It is also a political conflict 
over the nature of statehood in the country, to which the territory de jure belongs to, 
evolution of its political system and the ability of the periphery to influence the 
game-changing decisions. On another level, it is an internationalised conflict that 
involves global interests and contestations. The conflict in Donbass is also an example of 
how one type of conflict can transform into another: what started as a centre-periphery 
political dispute ended in what could become the biggest war in Europe since the World 
War II. 

The conflict in Donbass has always been a “live” conflict pulsing as a bubbling 
volcano and a conflict adaptation has never really happened there. Breaking its trajectory 
into phases is helpful to understand how the war and peace dynamics played out. Until it 
gave birth to the larger conflict of 2022, the Non-Government Controlled Areas (NGCAs) 
went through four stages: 

(1)  The “Russian Spring” – violent emergence of the breakaway DNR and LNR 
came into being (2014–2015);  

(2)  Post-fighting recovery when the ties with the rest of Ukraine began to restore 
and the Donbass economy rejuvenated (2016 – early 2017);  

(3)  Detachment: moves by Kiev causing further economic breakup from the rest of 
Ukraine, introduction of a physical “border” and movement restrictions (2017–2020); 

(4)  Covid-19 and latent integration into Russia (2020–2022).  
In this periodisation, the 2016–2022 is considered as a “limbo” period, whose 

developments paved the way for an irredentist movement to eventually prevail. This 
article traces the multi-layered process of how it happened. It discusses internal 
developments in the NGCAs and how they related to the rest of Ukraine. The Russian 
policy is left aside here, as it is discussed in my other paper.7  
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II. Background  
 
Before February 2022, the NGCAs comprised about 30 percent of the former 

Lugansk oblast and 40 percent of the Donetsk oblast. In 2014, the war was fought 
throughout the entire region. Many buildings were damaged or destroyed, although 
different territories sustained uneven damage. While Donetsk city was only destroyed on 
its edges, Gorlovka (the Donetsk oblast) took a heavy toll in the fighting and supplies 
hardly reached it. Donetsk and Lugansk airports were destroyed. The frontline town of 
Uglegorsk (the Donetsk oblast) was almost totally wiped out as a result of ferocious 
shelling in January 2015. In Lugansk oblast, the worst damage was experienced by 
heavily bombarded Pervomaisk. Heavily bombed settlements in the countryside, where it 
has become difficult to sustain life, have suffered most from depopulation, and by early 
2016 fewer than 100000 lived in rural areas of the LNR and 110000 in ones of the DNR.8 
Devastation of small towns sent resettlers to big cities where they replaced departing 
middle class urbanites. The NGCAs were left with few farmlands and those that 
remained had few people to cultivate them. The formerly prosperous region experienced 
a massive drop in living standards as a consequence of the conflict. 

 
III. Society falls out 
 
Until Euromaidan, no political project of irredentism existed in Donbass where 

different constituencies co-existed peacefully. However, the violent regime change in 
Kiev in February 2014 produced repercussions on Donbass and gave impetus to two 
narratives in this region. One narrative was that of vulnerability and apprehension of 
political and cultural transformation. According to a Research & Branding poll taken in 
December 2013, 81 percent of population in Donbass did not support the Maidan 
protests against President Viktor Yanukovich.9 The other narrative was the one of 
liberation. Younger and previously unknown figures came out at the time of Euromaidan 
to articulate this new narrative, becoming actors and ideologues of the Russian Spring 
movement.  

Thus, people started to confront identity choices that they had not been previously 
conscious of. The emerging worldviews amongst the population now included the idea of 
repeating the Crimean scenario by joining Russia. This momentous event opened a 
window of opportunity, unthinkable since the collapse of the USSR, as moving borders 
now appeared possible. The May 2014 referenda on “sovereignty” took place in that 
atmosphere. By that time, the Ukrainian government has already launched the 
Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO), labelling the Donbass protesters as “terrorists”.  

Not everybody in Donbass shared the rebellious position. There were different 
views that supported the Ukrainian unitary statehood. “National-democratic” parties had 
their modest followings in the region. Bearers of strong pro-Ukrainian identity – many 
among the cultural intelligentsia, NGOs, private business, and employers of 
administrative bodies – left the region. They relocated to Kiev, Mariupol and Dnipro after 
the initial conflict developed into a full-fledged war.10 The remaining population of NGCAs 
regarded what happened in Donbass as an act of aggression by the Ukrainian state, 
considering the Euromaidan as an anti-constitutional coup. People tried to maintain 
relations with those who found themselves on the other side of the conflict divide, but this 
often involved conflict avoidance, meaning that political positions were not discussed. 
Many old friendships with Kiev-based people were disrupted and what stayed were 
mostly family ties.  

Language and information space altered, as the Russian language became 
predominant. In the same vein as the Russian channels got banned in the 
Government-Controlled Areas (GCA) of Ukraine, Ukrainian TV channels now had no 
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reception in the NGCAs, although they still could be watched online or via privately-
owned satellite dishes. Anyway, the audience for them now was activated only at a time 
of major events, such as elections. Otherwise, the “republics” had their own broadcasting 
channels and printed media, but their populations largely watched the Russian federal 
channels.  

As the time passed, a new identity has been formed among the populations which 
remained on the territories of the DNR and the LNR. This identity distinguished those 
who remained from those who left. It was no longer a regional (“Donbass”) identity with a 
cultural and historical closeness to Russia and a pride of being an industrial region, but 
the identity of a society that went through the hell of a devastating war and surviving on 
the war-torn territories. This identity cannot be understood without a reference to the 
(post)war experience. After eight years, little connected societies on the two opposing 
sides. The image of a “life in Ukraine” was fading in the collective memory of Donbass 
while Ukraine itself has transformed since the region was cut off, and it got harder for the 
populations of the DNR and the LNR to imagine what their lives would be like in reunited 
Ukraine. These populations lost a habit of Ukrainian speech and children did not really 
know “Ukraine”. The young generation was “burnt by the war and matured early. They 
know that death exists and value life”, told me a mother from Donetsk, and “see their 
future with Russia”.11 

 
IV. Kiev shuts the mousetrap 
 
The seeds of detachment were sown early on. When the rupture happened in 

2014, the people of Donbass were angry and bitter towards “Ukraine”, but it was still their 
country. However, the government in Kiev, instead of offering an olive branch, took steps 
to cut them off. Arguably, such policy was not in Ukraine’s best interests, if the 
government intended to peacefully reintegrate the region. Barriers were erected instead. 
Freedom of movement has been limited by a permit system introduced on 21 January 
2015 by a Temporary Order from the Ukrainian government.12 Going through 
checkpoints was difficult, as this required possession of a permit approved by the 
Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) and issued by the ATO command. Roads were 
frequently closed, and queues could be hours long. Crossing into the LNR was only 
possible by foot over a damaged bridge which was unusable for vehicles. Families have 
been disunited. Taking a minor through a checkpoint required legal consent of both 
parents. Checkpoints were frequently closed and residents had to travel long distances 
which was expensive and inconvenient. For example, the LNR had only one checkpoint 
for the entire territory, and the government in Kiev did not want to authorize opening 
another one.  

Access to benefits and pensions was made more difficult by a requirement to 
reregister by the government in Kiev. The Ukrainian authorities tried to clamp down on 
“pension tourism” and warned that those who obtained payments illegally would be 
required to pay them back. Exchange of goods with the GCA has been restricted. Kiev’s 
prohibition on commercial ties by a Temporary Order on 21 January 2015 was tightened 
in summer 2015. Moreover, in 2017 Kiev introduced a ban on commercial interaction 
with the territories, knee-capping their economies that were just recovering from the war. 
All supplies apart from humanitarian aid were criminalised. 

As seen from the NGCAs, de facto authorities did not wish to disrupt connections 
and were keen to preserve industrial links. However, conscious efforts have been made 
by Kiev to cut infrastructural connections that used to be a part of the same regional 
system. For example, the main Lugansk power station was located in Schast’ye in GCA, 
which supplied electricity to the whole oblast, and any disruption inflicted hardship on the 
LNR. There have been cuts in gas supply because at certain points the lever was on the 
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Kiev government’s side, and NGCAs ended up receiving deliveries directly from Russia 
to satisfy their energy needs. The main leverage was control over water from Severskii 
Donets canal, where the government in Kiev had an upper hand, and a threat of water 
cuts was always present. As survival was made as hard as possible, the turn towards 
self-sufficiency and reorientation towards Russia became more pronounced. 

By 2017, it was getting clearer that a “Different Ukraine” was not going to 
materialise. The political and social processes that went on in the Ukraine showed that 
the country has followed a different trajectory and that the “Different Ukraine” vision was 
no longer applicable. This was noticeable in cultural transformation, including the 
approach to teaching history and the “de-Communisation laws” that banned the use of 
imagery and memories from the Soviet era. Laws on Language and Education banned 
the use of Russian in the official sphere as well as in schools and higher education. 

The Ukrainian policy was disappointing for Donbass. Resentful of President Petro 
Poroshenko (June 2014 – May 2019), who ordered the Ukrainian army into Donbass, the 
population was enthused by Volodymyr Zelensky when in 2019 he ran for presidency on 
a pro-peace ticket. His “Servant of the People” TV series were popular and, as put by a 
Lugansk interlocutor, “the population would have voted for him with both hands if they 
were allowed to”.13 However, they were unable to do so, as the 2019 Electoral Code 
made it virtually impossible for those from the self-proclaimed republics to vote in the 
Ukrainian elections. 

Instead, President Zelensky, on whom hopes were pinned, went on air in August 
2021 to advise those with a pro-Russia orientation to leave for Russia now because 
“there will be no happiness for these people [in Donbass]”.14 Zelensky spoke in Russian 
to have his message heard. The parliament and its members, elected on a Russia-
friendly ticket, were felt as a let-down, as they failed to initiate legislation on reintegration 
and on amnesty that could alleviate security fears. People from Donbass felt that they 
had reasons to be afraid after cases of detentions on the government-controlled territory 
for “collaboration with the enemy”, which could involve anybody who held an 
administrative job. The COVID-19 pandemic was the last nail in the coffin when, in 2020, 
cross-line movement dropped 95 percent from a previous 1.1 million monthly crossings.15 
In March that year, Kiev introduced restrictions, the “republics” retaliated, and the 
barriers never came down. Only very determined pensioners still ventured to draw their 
Ukrainian pensions.  

 
V. The mouse got out, but at a price 
 
Apart from managing basic supplies and services as they could, strengthening 

defences was a necessity for the NGCAs. According to the UN Human Rights Monitoring 
Mission in Ukraine, up to 80 percent of civilian live-fire casualties routinely occurred on 
the “republics” side.16 This happened because these territories were urban and populous 
and city quarters were in the direct line of shelling and sniper fire of the Ukrainian army. 
Infrastructure continued to sustain direct war damage when the Ukrainian fire hit water 
and electricity facilities and the flooding of abandoned mines affected water levels. In 
autumn 2021, some towns, such as Roven’ki, could not start their central heating 
systems because of water shortages, as supply lines were bombed out.17 

About 20 ceasefires that had been agreed failed to make tangible difference on 
reduction of hostilities, with the exception of the August 2020 – February 2021 ceasefire. 
The hotspots remained the same: frontline Gorlovka, suburbs of Mariupol and the area 
between Alexandrovka and Mar’yinka in the Donetsk city suburbs, as well as the former 
elite property district of Peski. In 2021, there was a new trend of intensifying electronic 
warfare.18 
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The self-proclaimed republics established their armed forces. Two Corps were set 
up in the DNR and the LNR respectively, with Russian weapons, equipment and military 
supervision. A large contingent was concentrated at Yasinovataya, 7th brigade was 
based at Debaltsevo, 9th marine regiment – near Mariupol and 100th brigade – near 
Alexandrovka. The Corps’ command consisted of retired Russian officers alongside local 
officers. Given that modern warfare is fought by professionals, the aspiration was to 
create a professional army out of original groups of volunteer combatants. However, the 
process was haphazardous, corruption in procurement was rampant and the main 
reason for enlisting was high unemployment. Lack of transparency and of unified 
command that the DNR and LNR authorities resisted left the fighting capabilities modest. 
The local political leadership and the military hierarchy seemed disjointed and competed 
to be recognised as the main authority for giving military orders.  

Before February 2021, the last time when a bout of intense military hostilities took 
place was early 2018. By the late 2021, a war was in the air. Several incidents took place 
that increased the feeling of insecurity. On 13 October, Andrey Kosyak, a representative 
of the Joint Centre for Control and Coordination of Ceasefire and Stabilisation of the Line 
of Delimitation of the Parties (JCCC) from the LNR side, was detained in the 
deconflicting zone at Zolotoye19 during the agreed clean-up works on a highway. Kosyak 
was put on trial in Ukraine. On 26 October, a “Bayraktar TB-2” armed drone procured in 
2018 from Turkey was first used in Donbass. Whether or not this was the intended effect, 
it scared the population and prompted the discourse that Kiev wanted only the territory 
emptied out of its people. They would be eliminated by armed drones for Donbass to 
become “virgin lands”. According to an increasingly popular discourse, a war could 
reignite, caused by a series of accidents. Blogs and social media discussed whether the 
Ukrainian army was likely to launch a military offensive, and residents started to pack 
their grab bags again.20 Shortly after, the Armed Forces of Ukraine captured 
Staromar’yivka village in the neutral zone next to the Donetsk area. It was an 
extraordinary development, given that territorial configuration did not change since 2016.  

To sum up, during the limbo period the two self-proclaimed republics did not 
expand into the territories that they originally held in Donetsk and Lugansk oblasts and 
where referenda got organised. However, they did not lose either and managed to 
defend themselves militarily when challenged. Neither side acquired an advantage over 
the other, but the toll on the republics was greater. Constant insecurity affected the 
attitudes towards the Minsk peace process. There was a strong perception that Kiev was 
waging war by both overt and subversive means which included violent acts such as the 
assassinations of prominent commanders. The question in people’s mind was “if Kiev 
signed the Minsk Agreements, why does it continue to bomb us and want to make us feel 
vulnerable?” 

 
VI. Dealing with the consequences 
 
In 2014, the “Russian Spring” that brought together adherents from Russia, 

Donbass, the rest of Ukraine and from further afield, brought aspirations to Donbass not 
only of protecting itself from the Ukrainian military advances, but also of building a fair 
and humane society on the territories that emerged. In the Russian Spring period, 
non-state armed actors operated independently and at will, motivated by their beliefs and 
motivations. However, their powers and often physical survival did not outlive the time of 
recovery. Most of the indigenous commanders were killed in the 2015–2017 period, and 
those who survived, learnt to tread the line. The original leaders who came from Russia 
in 2014, such as Igor Strelkov and Alexander Borodai, were banned from entering the 
region for a fear of reviving the spirit of rebellion.  
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The recovery period witnessed establishment of an administrative system based on 
inherited governance institutions, but with depleted cadre. Basic service delivery was 
ensured, but citizens’ participation was undermined, even though it was the driving force 
behind the uprising. 

The next thing to come was the time of “detachment” when bureaucratic routine 
replaced the charisma and energy of the field commanders, and “Novorossiya” liberation 
project lost much of its emotional appeal. It was not that the Novorossiya idea had been 
abandoned, but its hold became attenuated: pulled apart by petty schemes and struggles 
for power and resources. The DNR’s and LNR’s top figures changed. The DNR’s head 
Alexander Zakharchenko’s assassination in 2018 affected the quality of the republic’s 
leadership, as his successor Denis Pushilin did not have the same legitimacy as 
charismatic Zakharchenko with his battle-worn reputation. Leonid Pasechnik was a more 
compelling figure than his predecessor and the former LNR “premier” Igor Plotnitsky and 
the situation in the LNR has stabilised after he came to power. Pushilin and Pasechnik 
were elected in 2018 with no real competition, with many believing that their victory was 
orchestrated. 

Those high aspirations that had accompanied the Russian Spring did not come true 
at the time. What came instead were “survival” entities: the republics could defend 
themselves if challenged, but they were not inspiring places to live. Power was ultimately 
vested in an unaccountable elite who governed with little reference to the rule of law and 
were quite prepared to alter it when expedient. Criticism and dissent were suppressed in 
political systems that were only ultimately accountable to those who ran it.21 

Periodically, Moscow’s will was successfully resisted. An expected merger of the 
DNR and LNR did not occur, though Russia sought to persuade the two to integrate. The 
LNR elite was reluctant to do so, in a belief that they would lose out in appointments to a 
more powerful Donetsk. The republics maintained a “border” between the two, 
introduced taxes and custom controls, and treated this “border” as an income-generating 
opportunity of collecting customs fees. Crossing the “border” for ordinary residents was 
difficult and sometimes impossible, which negatively affected Lugansk residents who 
tried to access more developed services, such as private COVID-19 tests, in Donetsk. 
Only in October 2021, the “border” was dismantled and customs checks abolished.  

The changes to the domestic situation in the territories came in 2021, when de 
facto integration into Russian internal systems became noticeable. Legislation was 
harmonised to match the Russian law. Russian Labour Code was adopted. Russian 
social security (SNILS) numbers, education and healthcare systems were all introduced, 
while local higher education degrees got accepted on par with the Russian ones. The 
pandemic also reinforced the process of inclusion into the Russian space, as vaccines 
and medical supplies came from Russia.   

Russian institutions could not be formally represented in the territories, and 
Moscow’s policy was carried out by “curators”. Distribution networks and access to 
resources were dependent on proximity to such curators who held the purse strings.22 
They were appointed to perform the functions of oversight and management supervision, 
but actually they often were a part of the local circle of nepotism, and their financial 
controls were largely ineffective.  

 
VII. Economy as a weak spot 
 
Following the 2017 economic ban, the territories were unable to become 

self-sufficient, although they used to be net contributors to the Ukrainian state budget 
before. That happened because they fell out of the legal economic space and entered 
the world of shades. 
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The Donbass is a large industrial region. It used to be Ukraine’s powerhouse, but 
the republics’ assets had experienced considerable deindustrialisation and had been 
reduced to shadows of their former glory. Their economic decline was apparent, as 
production cycles were disrupted and high-tech businesses withdrew. After the ban, the 
DNR’s and LNR’s enterprises lost access to legitimate financial transactions and exports. 
They had to trade with the outside world through the bottleneck of murky South 
Ossetian-registered enterprises of the exiled Ukrainian oligarch Sergei Kurchenko. They 
were not admitted into the Russian formal economic system until late 2021 when 
concessions started to be made. The state of the banking sector reverted to the 1990s, 
servicing only local transactions and unable to provide business loans. Trade in metals 
and coal nevertheless continued in the form of clandestine operations that involved 
several business groupings, including those from Ukraine. 

The local industry functioned on resources that were nearing exhaustion. Even 
economically viable factories and enterprises periodically had to suspend operations or 
even to close down because their workforce had emigrated. Kurchenko, in his term, was 
driving the Donbass industries to destitution, and they accumulated huge wages arrears. 
In 2021, strikes were called at the Alchevsk Metal Works by workers demanding overdue 
wages. The responsible economic agent was changed by Moscow that brought a certain 
stabilisation, but it was obvious that the matters went too far and could not be rescued 
without a massive assistance package and radical reform. These could not happen in the 
conditions of limbo. 

Some unintended consequences of Russian support also played their role. The 
“passportisation”, i. e. the move to allow the DNR and LNR residents to take up Russian 
internal ID documents, should be interpreted in light of the faltering economy. 
Possession of a passport does not have to be equated with a feeling of citizenship, 
loyalty and belonging, because for many it was a matter of convenience. Announced by 
President Putin in 2019, the intake was slow at first, but the situation changed in 2020 
after the crossing points with Ukraine’s government-controlled territory were closed. 
Access to Russia and benefits that the Russian government paid were all that the 
residents were left with. The uptake of Russian passports grew. By 15 February 2022, 
860000 residents of Donbass received them.23  

The major effect of passportisation was economic migration. People packed up and 
left for Russia where living standards were higher, as they saw no future in the NGCAs.24 
It was clear that allocation of passports without development and security would lead to 
the gradual emptying of the territories. The region already witnessed an exodus of middle 
class and younger, more qualified workforce, and the trend was set to continue. 

 
VIII. Political and civil activism could not flourish 
 
In NGCAs, the conflict was largely seen as externally driven. The dominant 

geopolitical narrative framed the conflict as a “clash of civilisations” and a U.S.–Russia 
proxy war. The civilisational aspect was seen as “the non-West” showing the limits to 
“the West” on its power and expansion. The West was regarded as a party to the conflict 
rather than an impartial outsider. It was suspected to be culturally resentful of the people 
of Donbass because of their pro-Russian orientation, “outdated” beliefs, and traditional 
values. In that narrative, Kiev had limited powers of agency: the West would not allow the 
settlement in Donbass to happen even if Ukrainian lawmakers agreed to it, similarly to 
the situation with the failure of the Kozak Memorandum on Transdniestria/Moldova in 
2003. 

This interpretative lens accounted for fear of a “colour revolution” through non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), civil-minded independent groups, and forces 
outside of the governing structures. This explained a move against the organisation 
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“Responsible Citizens” (that was registered in the GCA in 2016 but had operated in 
Donetsk oblast) and arrests of public intellectuals, such as religious scholar Igor 
Kozlovsky. “Responsible Citizens”, who used to receive support from several 
international NGOs, fell afoul of the authorities by going beyond a humanitarian brief. 
“Responsible Citizens” did not hide their moderate pro-Ukrainian position and were 
vulnerable to an accusation of a lack of patriotism.25  

After those suspected of spying or dissident activities were locked up or forced to 
leave, public expression of political opposition became limited.26 Spy mania and a search 
for the “fifth column” tend to run high in political situations characteristic of wartimes. The 
number of those respondents from the DNR, who considered that a functioning political 
opposition was needed, decreased from 69 percent in January 2016 to 62 percent in 
June of the same year.27  

Little diluted a closed-up public atmosphere because activities of international 
NGOs and foundations, and visits of foreign journalists were few. Neither the authorities 
of the DNR and the LNR encouraged openness, nor did the Kiev side. Travelling via 
Russia was considered illegal and punishable by Kiev while international assistance was 
not seen as needed. In 2017, pressures from de facto authorities on international 
humanitarian NGOs intensified, and most were banned from the region for no apparent 
reason. The United Nations (UN), Organisation of Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE), and International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) kept strictly within the 
confines of their mandates, and suspicions of deviation got them into trouble. The war 
situation was dangerous for international organisations, and both ICRC and OSCE had 
international staff killed in Donbass.  

In these circumstances, people saw their basic welfare tied to Russia that provided 
essential social payments.28 A “coordinator of non-humanitarian assistance” Alexander 
Zhuchkovsky estimated that from April to October 2015 Moscow spent 150 billion roubles 
(USD 2.42 billion) on civilian aid alone.29 By 2016, the DNR and LNR authorities 
established an aid distribution capacity and a system for payment of pensions and social 
benefits that supplemented those gotten on the Ukrainian side. While main subsidies 
came from the Russian budget, Russian charity groups were also funded through private 
donations. For example, the Novorossiya Movement established by the former DNR 
“commander-in-chief” Igor Strelkov and various Russian Orthodox and Cossack 
grassroots organisations, such as Georgievskyi Cossack Humanitarian Battalion, 
focused on the vulnerable people in small towns and villages.   

 
IX. What about the future? 
 
What distinguished the DNR and LNR residents from most other people was the 

lack of chance to plan any future ahead. No compelling vision could be developed amidst 
continued uncertainty of where things were going. Three options were simultaneously 
proclaimed by politicians: moving back to Ukraine on the basis of the Minsk 
Agreements,30 joining Russia, or entrenching own “statehood”. Given that there was no 
accord on which was the preferred option, the public was left confused trying to guess 
what the real plan was among those who decided on their future.31 

Perspectives on what should happen were not uniform, but the overall climate was 
unfavourable for political reintegration. An anti-Ukrainian narrative was strong in spite of 
everything that the republics went through at the hands of their own leaderships: 
banditry, proliferation of rebel militias, and Russia’s reluctance to take the DNR and the 
LNR in during the inter-war period. According to interlocutors and closed polls, most 
ordinary people cherished the dream that Russia would eventually accept them in. 
However, the local leaderships had to adhere in public to the provisions of the Minsk 
Agreements, i. e. Ukraine’s territorial integrity and a “special status” for Donbass. Thus, 
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the narrative of becoming a part of Russia could not be openly announced, though local 
politicians, as well as state-affiliated Russian media personalities periodically raised the 
subject.  

2015–2016 polls suggested that support for reintegration into Ukraine has not 
disappeared in the earlier years. Data illustrates this: according to a June 2015 poll by 
the DNR-registered sociological centre “Osobyi status”, 10 percent of respondents would 
agree to a special status within Ukraine. In another poll, conducted for 18 months 
(January 2015 – June 2016), the constituency wishing to return to Ukraine remained 
largely stable, with a slight increase up to 15 percent.32 Further on, about 24 percent of 
respondents in 2019 thought the DNR/LNR should return to Donetsk and Lugansk 
oblasts.33 However, the Minsk Agreements that were initially viewed positively as they 
reduced the level of hostilities, progressively lost their value. Special status was not what 
the war was fought for and it remained an amorphous and abstract idea, which the years 
that passed since failed to fill with practical content.  

By 2021, no illusions of the two republics’ independent agency were left. What 
started as a people’s rebellion, when the region asserted its right to make choices and 
act upon them, came to the situation that their future was to be determined elsewhere. 
They could only hope that their interests would not be sacrificed by those who decide for 
them. 

 
X. In lieu of conclusion: end of an era  
 
The limbo phase that lasted from 2016 to 2022 brought a greater level of security 

that allowed life in the DNR and the LNR to go on, but that security was brittle and prone 
to significant disruption. Balancing on the verge of renewal of hostilities necessitated the 
resources that the republics did not have, which locked them into dependency on the 
Russian government. The two republics survived as self-governing entities with a political 
and cultural proximity to Russia and established proto-state institutions, but also 
experienced governance deficit and a lack of internal coherence behind a façade of 
unity. The decline that their economies suffered painfully impacted living standards and 
the territories did not benefit from economic progress that took place in Ukraine or 
Russia at the time. 

The worst was the sense that the clocks have stopped: forward-looking 
development could not take off in the limbo conditions. Failed expectations from the 
liberation undermined public morale as these expectations were seemingly leading 
nowhere and the local leaders could not give coherent answers to difficult questions. In 
the meantime, Ukraine’s intentions were getting clearer and did not appear benevolent 
for the populations of the DNR and the LNR, while at the same time Russia’s plans 
remained opaque. These plans clarified in February 2022 with Moscow’s recognition of 
the DNR and LNR sovereignty and the start of military campaign although the republics’ 
population largely expected a direct incorporation into Russia. Feasibility of this scenario 
lies beyond the scope of this paper. 
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the EU‟s political goals and instruments for the peaceful settlement of the 
Ukrainian conflict. The article also seeks to explain why the Europeans have not 
been able to take on a more visible and effective role in the implementation of 
their proclaimed goals.  
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последствиями, имеет смысл задаться вопросом о том, можно ли было 
предотвратить этот конфликт, если бы Минские договоренности были 
претворены в жизнь. Целью Минских соглашений 2014 и 2015 годов было 
обеспечить условия для прекращения огня между украинским 
правительством и пророссийскими сепаратистами на юго-востоке Украины 
(Донбассе). Повстанцев в Донецке и Луганске вдохновил «крымский 
прецедент» присоединения Москвой полуострова «на основе добровольного 
самоопределения и исторической общности». Минские соглашения стали 
детищем «нормандского формата» – площадки для высокопоставленных 
дипломатов Франции, Германии, России и Украины, созданной в июне 
2014 года с целью поиска мирного решения конфликта. Они положили конец 
крупномасштабным боевым действиям, но не ползучему насилию, которое 
представляло собой главное препятствие для политического урегулирования 
конфликта. В статье дается анализ Минских соглашений, их сильных и 
слабых сторон. Большое внимание уделяется политическим целям и 
инструментам ЕС по мирному урегулированию украинского конфликта. 
Предложено объяснение тому, почему европейцы не смогли взять на себя 
более заметную и эффективную роль в реализации провозглашенных ими 
целей. 

 
Ключевые      Европейский   союз,    Россия,    Украина,     Донецкая   народная   республика,          
слова              Луганская   народная   республика,     европейская    безопасность,      Минские             
 .             соглашения, Нормандский формат, «формула  Штайнмаера», миротворческая 

операция 
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I. Introduction: political context 

 
The 2014 conflict in and over Ukraine was a turning point in the Russia–West 

post-bipolar relations. Unlike the 2008 crisis in the Caucasus (Georgia), which was from 
the outset a confrontation between Russia and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), the Ukraine conflict started as a political clash between the European Union and 
the Russian Federation or, rather, as the rivalry of their regional strategies – the EU‟s 
Eastern Partnership (EaP) and Russia‟s Eurasian Union. Nearly from the moment the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) was created, Russia‟s integration efforts 
were closely watched by the West. The latter soon began to fear that a new Russian 
Empire would be restored, all the more so since Moscow started claiming that it had 
special interests in the post-Soviet space. For this reason, the European Union and the 
United States supported the centrifugal trends in the CIS as a key condition for 
democratization of these countries and a guarantee that the USSR would never be 
revived in the post-Soviet space in whatever form.1 

As American scholar Peter Schmidt has pointed out in his 2016 article, “Ukraine 
was the object of a power rivalry between the EU and Russia in which each side wanted 
to extent its influence on Ukraine. The EU was well aware of this rivalry. That is why 
those in charge rushed towards the signing of the association agreement with Ukraine 
and disregarded Russia‟s interests. The problem: this policy assumed that Putin would 
apply only methods used in the past. Possible countermoves by Russia based on a 
different set of instruments were not taken into consideration”.2 

Several landmarks of the exacerbation of the Russia-EU tensions can be 
highlighted, but the main turning point came in 2012. With Vladimir Putin‟s return to the 
presidency in 2012, Moscow switched the vector of its post-bipolar evolution from Europe 
to Eurasia, and it did not want Ukraine to be on the other side of the divide.  Ukraine has 
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been central to both strategies, and “the either/or” choice presented to Kyiv ultimately 
made a conflict inevitable. However, the reason for this confrontation goes much deeper 
than the clash of two opposing regional strategies and is rooted in the 1990s. Therefore, 
the Ukrainian conflict may be viewed as manifestation of the Russian and Western 
mutual disappointments that resulted from their mistakes made following the end of 
bipolarity. The crisis stems from the profound misunderstanding of each other‟s views 
regarding acceptable foundations of European and post-Soviet security. Continuous, 
open-ended debates on the European security were going on for years: Moscow was 
against European security centered on the EU and NATO, as Russia had no direct 
influence on NATO‟s policy-making. At the same time, the post-Soviet space was never 
discussed openly and sincerely during the post-Cold War era. These contradictions are 
still casting a long shadow over Russia‟s foreign policy. The 2008 conflict in and around 
South Ossetia (Georgia) gave rise to the Russia–NATO/U.S. differences over the 
security arrangements in the post-bipolar Europe, while the conflict in and over Ukraine 
smashed to pieces the EU–Russia “strategic partnership” that was based on four 
common spaces of cooperation. Notably, none of these spaces addressed the CIS 
issue.3 

The prospect of Ukraine‟s Association Agreement with the EU, envisaging the 
creation of a free trade zone, was met by Moscow negatively not only because of the 
clash of two regional projects, the EU‟s Eastern Partnership (EP), and Russia‟s Eurasian 
project. The Russian leadership also began to suspect that the EP was a smoke screen 
to cover up for the NATO expansion into the area of the Commonwealth of Independent 
States. In the opinion of Gerhard Schroeder, Russia took control of the Crimea because 
of the NATO enlargement: had Ukraine joined NATO, as Washington wanted it to, the 
city of Sevastopol (one of the key Russian sea ports) would be situated on the territory of 
the Western alliance.4 It has to be noted that the NATO enlargement had a big impact on 
Russia‟s perception of the EU enlargement policy, as both the EU and NATO leaderships 
repeatedly stressed that these were two mutually connected and complementary 
processes for bringing the countries of Central and Eastern Europe “back into Europe”. 
Formally, the enlargement of NATO was justified by the desires of Central and Eastern 
European countries to restore a historical injustice violated by the Cold War order. 

Although the European Union‟s Copenhagen criteria do not define the NATO 
membership as a necessary condition for joining the EU, the waves of the EU 
enlargement that involved post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
demonstrated that the correlation between the two enlargements was very strong: first, 
the candidate countries joined NATO, and then they could claim the EU membership. 
These developments changed Russia‟s initial positive attitude to the enlargement of the 
European Union and its Neighbourhood Policy and the Eastern Partnership. The Kremlin 
came to see the advance of both alliances to the post-Soviet space as a threat to the 
country‟s vital interests.  

Ukraine‟s president Viktor Yanukovych tried to keep a balance between Ukraine‟s 
relations with the EU and those with Russia. He inherited the Association Agreement 
negotiations from his predecessor Viktor Yushenko and planned to sign them at the EU–
Ukraine summit in Vilnius in November 2013. However, under the Kremlin‟s pressure he 
backed away. The so-called “Euromaidan” protests led to intensified use of force against 
the protesters in the early weeks of 2014, which culminated in the killing of dozens of 
people in the Kyiv‟s city center on February 18–20. 

Prior to the conflict, the EU policy towards Ukraine was led by the High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (Catherine Ashton) and the 
President of the European Council (Herman van Rompuy). When the crisis erupted, the 
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range of major actors changed: the “European figureheads” disappeared from the scene 
and national players took the initiative. Obviously, these national actors mistrusted the 
actors in Brussels.5 Foreign ministers from France, Germany, and Poland helped broker 
the deal in Kyiv. President Putin sent his human rights ombudsman Vladimir Lukin to 
Ukraine to help mediating the talks between the Ukrainian government and opposition. 
Ukrainian opposition leaders signed the EU-mediated peace deal with President Viktor 
Yanukovich on February 21, 2014, that aimed to end a violent standoff and open the way 
for an early presidential election this year. German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier said the deal provided for the creation of a national unity government and an 
early presidential election this year, although no date had been set.  Another European 
Union mediator, Polish Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski, described the agreement as 
a “good compromise for Ukraine”; in his Twitter post, he claimed it “gives peace a 
chance”.6 However, the Maidan opposition was not satisfied with the deal and demanded 
the immediate resignation of Viktor Yanukovich. The EU mediators accepted the will of 
the protestors, the transition deal was broken, the administration of Yanukovich 
collapsed, and Yanukovich himself fled. Vladimir Lukin was not supposed to sign the 
agreement – this fact that was later interpreted in a way that Russia did not believe it 
would work out. However, the ease with which the EU envoys accepted the Maidan 
ultimatum, suggests that they dramatically underestimated Russia's possible reaction. It 
was a trigger to Kremlin‟s decision to return the Crimea to Russia. 

A hastily organized referendum on March 16, 2014 reportedly produced a 96.77 
percent vote in favor of joining Russia. On the following day the Crimean parliament 
declared independence from Ukraine and formally called for the Crimea to be admitted 
into the Russian Federation. The request was duly granted by the Accession Treaty 
signed in the Kremlin on March 18. Pro-Russian separatist entities in Donbass (Donetsk 
and Lugansk) followed the Crimean experience: their leaders proclaimed the 
establishment of the Donetsk People‟s Republic (DNR) on April 6, 2014 and of the 
Lugansk People‟s Republic (LNR) 7  on April 27, 2014 and held snap referenda on 
separation from Ukraine on May 11, 2014. Their results were reported as 89.07 percent 
in favor of independence in Donetsk province and as 96.2 percent in Lugansk province, 
with a turnout of 74 and 75 percent, respectively.8  

The Crimea‟s incorporation into Russia and developments in Donbass resulted in 
the deepest crisis in the EU/West-Russia relations, paving the way not only to the 
sanctions war but also to real hostilities between the Donbass separatists and Ukrainian 
armed forces. Meanwhile, Kyiv did not abandon its intention to sign the Association 
Agreement with the EU. The new Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko signed the 
economic part of the Ukraine–European Union Association Agreement on June 27, 2014 
(political provisions were signed on March 21, 2014), and described this as Ukraine's 
“first but most decisive step” towards the EU membership. The agreement entered into 
force on September 1, 2017. 

While Ukraine continued its drift towards the European Union and the divide 
between Moscow and Brussels widened, the Kremlin became obsessed with the idea of 
returning Novorossiya (“New Russia” that became part of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist 
Republic within the Soviet Union since 1922), framed as “primordially Russian lands”. 
President Putin referred to Novorossiya during his annual phone-in show on April 17, 
2014: … “what was called Novorossiya back in tsarist days – Kharkov, Lugansk, 
Donetsk, Kherson, Nikolayev and Odessa – were not part of Ukraine then. These 
territories were given the Ukraine in the 1920s by the Soviet Government. Why? Who 
knows? They were won by Potemkin and Catherine the Great in a series of well-known 
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wars. The centre of that territory was Novorossiisk, so the region is called Novorossiya. 
Russia lost these territories for various reasons, but the people remained”.9  

The Kremlin aimed at keeping Ukraine within the Russian sphere of influence or, as 
a minimum, preventing it from cutting close ties to Russia and joining NATO or the 
European Union. Initially, this goal was supposed to be achieved through 
decentralization of Ukraine. As Russia‟s foreign minister Sergei Lavrov stated several 
times in the second half of March 2014, the Kremlin wanted to bring this about through 
federalization of Ukraine, namely through a constitutional reform. 

 
II. The background of negotiations 

  
On April 7, 2014, a group of pro-Russian activists seized offices of Security Service 

of Ukraine (SBU) in Donetsk and Lugansk. This was the beginning of hostilities that 
unfolded over the course of several months. Fierce battles of 2014–2015 ended with one 
third of the Donbass territory under de facto control of the forces of two pro-Russian 
rebellious regions – the self-proclaimed Donetsk and Lugansk People‟s Republics (the 
DNR and the LNR). By the end of June, the United Nations refugee agency found that 
over 110000 people had fled from Ukraine to Russia and that tens of thousands more 
were internally displaced. Of those that fled, about 9600 had filed for asylum. 10 
Escalation of hostilities since January 13, 2015 raised the total death toll to over 5000 
and almost 11000 people were wounded between mid-April 2014 and January 21, 2015, 
according to the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.11  

Being concerned about the prospect of a major armed conflict in Europe, the 
European Union initiated its multi-track diplomacy in an attempt to contribute to the 
settlement of the crisis in Ukraine. Aside from the separate tracks initiated by the EU 
member states, the EU was active in setting up the Geneva format for negotiating a 
peaceful settlement of the conflict and the stabilization of Ukraine. The representatives of 
Ukraine, Russia, the United States, and the EU first met in Geneva on April 17, 2014 and 
called for a ceasefire, disarmament, and amnesty. To support a constitutional reform, 
they also advocated “a broad national dialogue with outreach to all of Ukraine‟s regions 
and political constituencies”, aiming at a process that would “allow for the consideration 
of public comments and proposed amendments”. 12  The Geneva agreement was 
cautiously welcomed. However, there were no guarantees that Russia and Ukraine 
would fulfill their commitments, which meant that this format was doomed. 

Further steps were taken by the European leaders. Unlike the 2008 crisis in the 
Caucasus, it was not the EU leadership, but the leaders of the Franco-German tandem 
who took initiative to start peace talks with Ukraine and Russia. For many, it was not 
surprising to see that German Chancellor Angela Merkel took the initiative and also 
brought Paris into the format. The absence of the EU “hat” was regretted by certain EU 
countries and the EU institutions. Some EU member states were especially concerned 
about the fact that Germany and France went to negotiations and signed an open-ended 
deal (that was later accepted by the EU through endorsement by the EU Council). The 
same issue was raised with Frederica Mogherini, who argued that even though the EU 
was not directly involved, the leaders of France and Germany coordinated their actions 
with her.13 

On June 6, 2014, German, French, Russian, and Ukrainian officials met on the 
margins of the 70th anniversary of the D-Day allied landings in the Normandy Format. At 
times the Normandy Format meetings were expanded to include Belarus, Italy, and 
the United Kingdom. The June 6 event in itself was viewed in EU as a step forward to a 
peace process, since having the Russian and Ukrainian leaders together amid 
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heightened tensions was already seen as a partial success. However, Russia never 
admitted its direct involvement in the conflict, portraying the latter as a civil war. Early 
talks in 2014 led to the establishment of the Trilateral Contact Group on Ukraine (TCG) 
that included representatives from Ukraine, Russia, and the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). It was formed as a means to facilitate diplomatic 
resolution to the war. At Russia‟s insistence, DNR/LNR representatives joined the TCG 
on June 23, 2014. According to the Kremlin, this put them on a par with the authorities in 
Kyiv. 

Intensive diplomatic exchanges between Kyiv and Moscow continued during the 
summer of 2014, reflecting the changing situation in the war zone. President Petro 
Poroshenko (legally elected in May 2014) put forward a 15-point peace plan on June 20. 
The political sections of the plan made certain concessions to the insurgents: a partial 
amnesty, joint police patrols in the post-ceasefire conflict zone, decentralization (“by 
means of the election of executive committees, defence of the Russian language, draft 
changes to the Constitution”), pre-term local and parliamentary elections, and joint 
appointment of governors. At the same time, Poroshenko‟s plan envisaged a process 
fully controlled by his administration. Crucially, he called for a 10-kilometer buffer zone 
on the Ukraine–Russia border to stop Russia resupplying its “proxies”.14 Poroshenko‟s 
plan avoided any explicit mention of Russia‟s responsibility for the conflict – it only 
alluded to that in one of its points by proposing that anti-Ukrainian combatants go back to 
Russia.15 The last ultimatum of Kyiv, presented on August 25, suggested for the border 
buffer zone to be established by September 5 and for Russia to secure the “self-
disbandment” of the DNR/LNR by September 14. In response to this, the DNR and LNR 
units backed by the Russian volunteers regained much of the lost territory in subsequent 
days and made Poroshenko seek an immediate ceasefire. 

Between September 2014 and February 2015, Russia, Ukraine, France, and 
Germany were involved in peace negotiations on the so-called Minsk agreements. The 
talks held in the Normandy format led to the signing of the Minsk Protocol, also known as 
the Minsk-1 agreement. The Minsk Protocol was drafted by Trilateral Contact Group, with 
mediation by the leaders of France and Germany. Following exhausting talks 
in Minsk, the agreement was signed on September 5, 2014 by representatives of TCG 
and by the then-leaders of the self-proclaimed DNR and LNR (falling short of recognition 
of their status).  

Minsk-1 was a compromise that resulted from numerous previous attempts to stop 
the fighting in the region and was aimed at implementing an immediate ceasefire. This 
goal was not achieved. Both Russia and Ukraine repeatedly accused each other of 
violating the Minsk Protocol. Critics called the Minsk Protocol one-sided because it dealt 
with the Ukrainian government and separatists in the east, but not Russia.16 
  

III. The Minsk agreements 
 

The text of the Minsk Protocol (Minsk-1) included twelve focal points. It called for 
the following measures: an immediate bilateral ceasefire monitored by the OSCE; 
decentralization of power, including through the adoption of the Ukrainian law “On 
Temporary Order of Local Self-Governance in Particular Districts of Donetsk and 
Luhansk Oblasts”; the establishment of an OSCE-monitored “security zone” along the  
border regions of Ukraine and the Russian Federation; exchange of prisoners; 
withdrawal of “armed formations, military equipment and fighters and mercenaries” from 
Ukraine; early local elections in accordance with the Ukrainian law “On Temporary Order 
of Local Self-Governance in Particular Districts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts”; and 
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the economic reconstruction program for Donbass.17 Skirmishes resumed two weeks 
after the signing of the agreement.  

Talks continued in Minsk, and a follow-up to the Minsk Protocol was agreed to on 
September 19, 2014. This Memorandum clarified the implementation of the Protocol and 
introduced additional peacemaking measures. They included, first and foremost, 
withdrawal of heavy weaponry 15 kilometres (9.3 miles) back on each side of the line of 
contact, thus creating a 30-kilometre (19 miles) buffer zone.18 The memorandum was 
signed by members of the Trilateral Contact Group. This compromise looked reasonable, 
but it did not work either because from the very beginning the negotiators pursued 
differing if not opposite goals.  

The Kremlin‟s goal was to force Ukraine to return to the Russian sphere of 
influence where it had been for three and a half centuries, from the 1654 Pereyaslav 
Rada19 to the 1991 Belovezhskaya Pushcha.20 In the eyes of the Russian political elite, 
federalization of Ukraine implied that the emergence of two autonomous (Donetsk and 
Lugansk) regions would be the best guarantee of Ukraine‟s non-membership in the EU 
and NATO. Interestingly, this position reflected a widespread myth that territorial 
problems and conflicts in counties striving for the NATO membership would automatically 
disqualify them. Nothing of the sort is contained in any official NATO document, but the 
myth has played a destructive role in Russia‟s relations with the CIS countries, and vice 
versa. For instance, it encouraged president of Georgia Michael Saakashvili to try to 
resolve the territorial conflicts with breakaway regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia by 
force in 2008 and thus remove forever the obstacle for Georgia‟s would-be membership 
in NATO. Conversely, this myth has discouraged and still discourages Russia to 
contribute to peaceful resolution of the CIS conflicts. As for the Minsk-1 agreement, 
Moscow insisted on (a) adoption of a “law on special status” that would temporarily 
decentralize power in favor of the self-proclaimed Donbass republics; and (b) holding 
local elections on that basis. 

For Kyiv, the agreements were just an instrument to re-establish its sovereignty and 
territorial integrity in the following sequence: ceasefire; Russia‟s withdrawal from eastern 
Ukraine; return of the Ukraine–Russia border under the Ukrainian control; elections in the 
Donbass region; and a limited devolution of power to Russia‟s proxy regimes, which 
would be reintegrated and resubordinated to the authorities in Kyiv. In this case, Ukraine 
would be able to make its own domestic and foreign policy choices.21  

The EU leaders, especially those who represented the European Union in the 
Normandy process, were being torn apart between fear, revenge, and strife for peace. 
Henning Hoff, the executive editor of “Internationale Politik Quarterly”, noted about the 
Normandy talks: “if Putin is really serious about his extremely far-reaching demands that 
the Trans-Atlantic community could never accept, such as guaranteeing a Russian 
sphere of influence in Europe, there'll be no progress in this format”. 22  Russia‟s 
incorporation of the Crimea was viewed in Europe as a manifestation of Kremlin‟s 
imperial ambitions that in the eyes of European politicians became the biggest 
geopolitical challenge to the European Union. At the same time, more pragmatic 
considerations pushed the EU leaders to a compromise between Russia and Ukraine. 
According to Peter Schmidt, “from a strategic perspective, EU‟s policy approach was 
based on three blunders: a lack of attention to the domestic cleavages of Ukraine, a lack 
of sense for Realpolitik, and a thoughtless look at the possible consequences if Ukraine 
becomes closely associated with – or even a member of – the EU”.23 

Different orders of priority put forward by Russia, Ukraine and the EU left little hope 
for a durable ceasefire. As fighting resumed in Debaltseve, a town in the Donetsk oblast, 
in February 2015, the leaders of the Franco-German tandem – Chancellor Angela Merkel 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minsk


114 

and President François Hollande – initiated the next phase of the Minsk negotiations that 
resulted in the “Minsk package”, or Minsk-2. This document signed on February 12, 2015 
by representatives of the OSCE, Russia, Ukraine, and the DNR and LNR, formed the 
framework for subsequent attempts to end the war. Minsk-2 was a product of hasty 
drafting and attempted valiantly to paper over yawning differences between the Ukrainian 
and the Russian stances. As a result, it contained contradictory provisions and set out a 
convoluted sequence of actions. It also had a gaping hole: although signed by Russia‟s 
ambassador to Ukraine, Mikhail Zurabov, the agreement did not mention Russia – an 
omission that Moscow used to shirk responsibility for implementation and to maintain the 
fiction that it was a disinterested arbiter.24 

One of the main contradictions embedded in the Minsk package was a kind of the 
egg-chicken dilemma – a sequencing procedure for the implementation of the peace 
plan. The provisions of Minsk-2 related to the military and political aspects of its 
implementation were mixed up, which allowed for different interpretations. Ukraine 
wanted pro-Russian forces to withdraw from the occupied territories and to allow Ukraine 
to re-establish its control of the border before the proposed local elections (to be held 
according to international standards) would take place. Only after that Kyiv would be 
ready to give the rebellious territories some extra powers within its existing, limited 
decentralization program. 

Moscow‟s interpretation differed from that presented by Kyiv. The Kremlin 
proceeded from the understanding that on the first day after the withdrawal of all heavy 
weapons by both sides and with the OSCE‟s assistance in monitoring and verification of 
the ceasefire regime a dialogue was supposed “to start on modalities of conducting local 
elections in accordance with the Ukrainian legislation and the Law of Ukraine „On 
temporary Order of Local Self-Governance in Particular Districts of Donetsk and Luhansk 
Oblasts‟, and also about the future of these districts based on the above-mentioned 
law”. 25  Then without delay, no later than 30 days from the date of signing of the 
document, a resolution should be approved by the Verkhovna Rada (parliament) of 
Ukraine, indicating the territory which would fall under the special regime in accordance 
with the law “On temporary Order of Local Self-Governance in Particular Districts of 
Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts”, in accordance with the Minsk Memorandum of 
September 19, 2014 (Articles 1–4). Restoration of Ukraine‟s control of its state border 
with Russia was supposed to start on the next day following the local election and end 
after the full political settlement is in place (i. e., local elections in particular districts of 
Donetsk and Lugansk oblasts are held based on the law of Ukraine and Constitutional 
reform). This was planned for late 2015, on condition that Article 11 is implemented and 
in agreement with representatives of “particular districts of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts” 
(Ukraine‟s preferred term to denote DNR/LNR) within the framework of the Trilateral 
Contact Group.26 

While periodically reaffirming its support for the Minsk agreements, the European 
Union, however, never expressed its clear backing for any of these interpretations of the 
agreements. The European critics pointed out that political sections of Minsk-2 weighted 
heavily in Russia‟s favour. In particular, provisions on special status went way beyond a 
brief reference to it that could be found in the Minsk-1. These far-reaching provisions 
would be enshrined in a permanent law and an amended constitution.27 Critics also 
feared that, as the result of the constitutional reform envisaged in Article 11, the 
devolution of power to Donbass would encourage some other regions of Ukraine to press 
for similar powers.  

The contradictory nature of the Minsk agreements was the main obstacle for their 
implementation. While the accords prevented the forward movement of troops and 
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reduced the conflict to a low-intensity “trench war”, they did not result in a long-lasting 
peace in Ukraine. In 2016, looking for a way to break the deadlock, Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier – Germany's foreign minister at the time – proposed a simplified version of 
the Minsk agreements in order to get Ukraine and Russia to agree on the sequence of 
actions outlined in Minsk-2. The so-called Steinmeier's formula called for elections to be 
held in the separatist-held territories under Ukrainian legislation and under the 
supervision of the OSCE. If the OSCE judges the balloting to be free and fair, then a 
special self-governing status for the territories would be initiated and Ukraine would 
regain control of its eastern border with Russia. The Kremlin strongly supported the 
document and praised it as a positive step towards peace in Ukraine. The document was 
agreed and signed in Minsk on October 1, 2019 by representatives of Ukraine, Russia, 
the separatist entities of Lugansk and Donetsk, and the OSCE.  

The new president of Ukraine Volodymir Zelensky, who was elected in May 2019, 
was heavily criticized domestically for signing up to the Steinmeier formula that received 
mixed response in Ukraine. The document was rejected by some war veterans, 
opposition political parties, as well as by some civil society groups and ultranationalists 
on the grounds that it might benefit Russia. Zelensky was accused of treason by some 
far-right nationalists, although he promised that there would not be any elections held 
under the barrel of gun.28 Since then, Kyiv repeatedly confirmed Ukraine‟s commitment 
to a political and diplomatic settlement of the ongoing tensions and promised to 
contribute to more intensive work of existing negotiation formats in order to facilitate the 
peace process. 

Moscow came to the conclusion that Kyiv was playing for time, while the West, first 
and foremost the EU, was either unable, or unwilling to put pressure on Ukraine. As 
president Putin put it, the last talks on Ukraine in the Normandy format held in Berlin on 
February 10, 2022, ended without tangible results due to the unwillingness of Western 
countries to push Kyiv to implement the Minsk agreements.29 Within this logic the likely 
became inevitable. In the morning of February 24, 2022, Vladimir Putin announced a 
“special military operation” to “demilitarize and denazify” Ukraine.  
 

IV. Birth defect or missed opportunity? 
  

According to a widespread opinion in the EU‟s academic community, the Minsk 
agreements were doomed to fail by default. This, for instance, was the prevailing opinion 
among broad range of experts who participated in the survey run by “Carnegie 
Europe”.30  

As Max Bader, lecturer on Russia and Eurasia at the University of Leiden, argued, 
the Minsk agreements were destined to fail because “the separatist leaders in eastern 
Ukraine and their Russian backers never intended to implement points 4 and 9 of the 
agreement”. Point 4 stipulated that new local elections in the separatist territories must 
be held under Ukrainian legislation. Point 9 provided for the full restoration of the 
Ukrainian control over the country‟s borders. According to Ian Bond, Director of Foreign 
Policy at the Centre of European Reform, the two Minsk agreements were doomed to 
failure because (a) Russia pretended to be a mediator rather than a party to the fighting; 
(b) the parties disagreed on the meanings of a number of ambiguous points in the 
agreements; (c) the Minsk-2 agreement effectively left it to Russia to decide whether 
Ukraine changed its constitution to Russia‟s satisfaction.  

Despite all these problems, the Minsk process reduced the violence in Ukraine‟s 
east, although it did not stop it completely. Thomas De Waal, senior fellow at Carnegie 
Europe, believed that the Minsk agreements endured only because a bad peace was 
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better than no peace at all. However, the signatories of the February 2015 accord made 
promises that they could not keep. Hrant Kostanyan, researcher at the Centre for 
European Policy Studies, argued that the two Minsk agreements had to fail because of 
their design and a lack of political will to implement them. The list of critics could be 
extended further. Because of the stalemate in the implementation of the Minsk 
agreements, some experts even called for replacing these agreements with new 
formats.31 

Some academic observers tried to define a set of those conditions that could 
become a framework for resolving the crisis. In order to overcome a deadlock in the 
Minsk process, a group of Russian and American experts, including former high-ranking 
officials, initiated the “second track” diplomatic initiative, known as the Boistö process 
(named after the Finnish island where the discussions were held).32 The academics 
developed a plan of 24 points, aimed at resolving the crisis in Ukraine. The Boistö plan 
was criticized by a group of American and European experts and former officials, 
coordinated by David Kramer of “Freedom House”, who wrote a response, rejecting the 
Boistö agenda and urging Russia to end its “aggression” against Ukraine. 33 
Nevertheless, some of the Boistö points were included in the Minsk-2 agreement, 
although the most important point that envisaged the deployment a UN-authorized 
peacekeeping mission in the corridor between the warring parties in eastern Ukraine did 
not make it into the formal accords. Put simply, the idea was to create new conditions for 
the implementation of the agreements by establishing a lasting truce to resolve political 
differences.  

Initially, none of the parties was interested in the deployment of a peacekeeping 
operation, for different reasons. The Minsk-2 agreement of February 2015 did not 
envisage an armed peacekeeping contingent. Around the time when the agreement was 
discussed and signed, President Poroshenko called for the deployment of the UN 
peacekeepers or an EU police mission in Donbass, but later he gave up the idea. The 
most frequently repeated argument of the EU opponents to a peacekeeping operation in 
the east of Ukraine was that it would just freeze the conflict. However, there is nothing 
scary in frozen conflicts if they are frozen properly: in accordance with the UN mandate 
and on a multilateral basis. Such frozen conflicts (e. g., the conflict in Cyprus) are 
strongly preferable to active or “postponed” conflicts that may appear to have been 
settled, but in fact remain unresolved. The latter can be illustrated by the case of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, where the situation is potentially explosive. It should also be taken into 
account that Moscow feared that an international peacekeeping operation would reduce 
its international role, as well as its leverage over Kyiv. 

Involvement of the U.S. Government, represented by Ambassador Kurt Volker, in 
the process of negotiations on Ukraine since 2017 did not make the game easier not only 
because of the U.S.‟ tough stance on Russia, but also due to disagreements between 
Washington and its European allies. The Trump administration announced that it did not 
want to be a hostage to Minsk-2, in which the United States did not participate, and 
presented its own plan: to hold negotiations on a parallel track to lead to a new treaty on 
Ukraine, with the United States and Russia acting as guarantors. This plan faced stiff 
opposition from Angela Merkel who insisted that there was no alternative to Minsk. 

Over time, the idea of a peacekeeping operation made its way and gained 
recognition. However, two different concepts of peacekeeping – the “Kosovo model” and 
the “Cyprus model” – collided. While the West, primarily the United States, insisted on 
the Kosovo version of the peacekeeping operation, namely, on the deployment of 
peacekeepers on the territory of the Donetsk and Lugansk de facto republics, it was 
obvious that this model would not be accepted by their populations. Regarding the 
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Kosovo model, it is important that the majority of the Kosovars stood for the deployment 
of peacekeepers on their territory. Without the consent of the populations of the DNR and 
LNR, the deployment of peacekeepers on these territories would be perceived by them 
as an occupation and resisted.  

Russia was leaning towards the Cyprus settlement model. In April 2016, President 
Putin made an unexpected statement about the situation in Ukraine, framing it as a 
country that could hold the key to bringing peace to Donbass. “I recently spoke with 
[Ukrainian President] Petro Poroshenko and he suggested … that the OSCE presence 
should be strengthened to achieve a complete ceasefire”, Putin said, adding that Russia 
supported the proposal. “In particular, he [Poroshenko] suggested that armed OSCE 
officers could be deployed along the demarcation line. […] Now we need to work with our 
Western partners so that the OSCE can make such a decision, increase its staff 
substantially and, if necessary, authorize its personnel to bear firearms”.34 Instead of 
being deployed on the territory of the Donetsk and Lugansk republics, the multilateral 
contingent would be based in a corridor between the two ceasefire lines (established by 
the Minsk-1 and Minsk-2 agreements, respectively) – the lines, from which the conflicting 
parties would have to withdraw their heavy weapons.   

Deploying a full-scale peacekeeping mission under the mandate of the UN Security 
Council with the use of military contingents of OSCE countries, equipped with armored 
vehicles, artillery, helicopters, and drones, would have been the best guarantee against a 
possible escalation of the conflict. First and foremost, it would have excluded any 
external incursions. Also, by freezing hostilities such a peace operation could provide 
unlimited time to work out a compromise on political provisions. Details of such a peace 
mission, as well as the composition of its contingent, should have been the subject of 
negotiations, had a decision in favor of it been made. 
 

V. Conclusion 
 

Whatever the inherent shortfalls of the Minsk agreements, it is important to bear in 
mind that such agreements themselves form only one of the stages in a complex 
transition to peace. A ceasefire agreement is often confused with a peace treaty but 
there is a huge distance between them. A “good” ceasefire agreement, which results in a 
durable peace and excludes setbacks or a collapse of the peace process, is the 
necessary but only the first requirement for launching peace negotiations. As Jean 
Arnault, a French diplomat, rightly pointed out, “concern over the agreement‟s 
imperfections in terms of wording, feasibility or legitimacy should be weighed against the 
paramount need to maintain the momentum of the overall transition. Ambiguities, 
lacunae, even stark impossibilities are acceptable costs. Over time ambiguities will be 
lifted, lacunae will be filled, amendments will be made to take account of impossibilities 
and, most importantly, the relevance of seemingly intractable issues will erode as the 
parties gradually learn to value accommodation over confrontation. Implementation, in 
that sense, not only cannot, but should not, be expected to be a mirror image of the 
original agreement”.35 History knows many examples when politicians were forced to 
sign unfair peace agreements that looked like a defeat, but in the long run turned out to 
be a win because they saved entire nations and brought durable peace. 

As the fighting in Ukraine continues, cities are being destroyed and people are 
dying, it is worth asking whether the Minsk agreements were truly doomed to failure or 
they were the victim of short-sighted policies and ambitions. 
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Abstract  At the beginning of the Ukraine crisis in 2014, the OSCE acted unexpectedly 

promptly for an organization deeply divided for years. Although the revitalization of 
its relatively autonomous institutions and mechanisms (that did not require prior 
consensus) failed to produce uncontested evidence to inform collective decisions, 
the deployment of the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission raised the threshold for 
resuming violence. The Normandy group (France, Germany, Russia, and Ukraine) 
became the main platform for generating political solutions. The Trilateral Contact 
Group (the special representative of the OSCE Chairperson, Russia, and Ukraine) 
proved instrumental for translating these solutions into practical measures. These 
activities fueled expectations of consolidation of the peace process in spite of the 
obstacles faced by the OSCE operations, such as their limited mandate, 
restrictions to the freedom of movement, and inability to verify the withdrawal of 
weapons or enforce ceasefire and disengagement agreements. However, the 
ultimate failure of the Minsk peace process in early 2022 can hardly be attributed 
to these shortcomings. It was the increasing disagreement between Russia and 
Ukraine on a number of central issues of the peace process, such as the 
sequence of steps to implement the agreed measures or the engagement of the 
separatist regions in talks with Kiev, that undermined political process, adversely 
affected the OSCE operations, and eroded the fragile consensus. Despite the 
temporary revitalization of the political process in late 2019 and in 2020, the 
escalation of the situation around Ukraine in 2021 – early 2022 degenerated into a 
direct military intervention by Russia and resulted in the termination of all 
consensus-based OSCE operations in Ukraine. 

 
Keywords  Ukraine crisis, peace process, OSCE, Normandy group, Trilateral Contact Group, 

Special Monitoring Mission 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Название ОБСЕ, Украина и мирный процесс    
статьи              
 
Аннотация  На начало украинского кризиса в 2014 г. ОБСЕ отреагировала неожиданно 

оперативно для организации, годами находившейся в состоянии глубокого 
раскола. Хотя задействование ее относительно автономных институтов и 
механизмов, не требовавших предварительного консенсуса, не привело к 
согласию в понимании ситуации, которое могло бы быть положено в основу 
коллективных решений, развертывание Специальной мониторинговой 
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миссии ОБСЕ повысило порог для возобновления насилия. «Нормандская 
четверка» (Германия, Россия, Украина и Франция) стала основным 
форумом, в рамках которого согласовывались политические решения. 
Трехсторонняя контактная группа (специальный представитель 
Председателя ОБСЕ, Россия и Украина) стала важным инструментом для 
воплощения этих решений в практические меры. Все эти действия 
подпитывали ожидания консолидации мирного процесса, несмотря на 
проблемы, с которыми сталкивались операции ОБСЕ  (ограниченность 
мандата, препятствия для свободы передвижения, отсутствие возможностей 
верификации отвода вооружений от линии соприкосновения и обеспечения 
выполнения договоренностей о прекращении огня и разъединения 
вооруженных сил). Однако окончательный крах Минского мирного процесса в 
начале 2022 г. вряд ли можно объяснить этими проблемами. Причиной 
торможения политического процесса, осложнения практической 
деятельности ОБСЕ и эрозии хрупкого консенсуса стало, прежде всего, 
нарастание разногласий между Россией и Украиной по ряду таких 
центральных вопросов урегулирования, как очередность шагов по 
выполнению достигнутых договоренностей и включение сепаратистских 
регионов в переговоры с Киевом. Несмотря на активизацию политического 
процесса в конце 2019 г. и в 2020 г., эскалация обстановки вокруг Украины в 
2021 – начале 2022 г. привела к прямому вооруженному вмешательству 
России в конфликт и прекращению деятельности ОБСЕ на Украине, 
осуществлявшейся на основе консенсусных решений. 

 
Ключевые    украинский   кризис,   мирный   процесс,   ОБСЕ,    «нормандская   четверка»,  
слова            Трехсторонняя контактная группа, Специальная мониторинговая миссия  
   
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

 
I. Introduction 

 
The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) was involved in 

the peace process in Ukraine in multiple ways from 2014 through early 2022. In the early 
phase of the crisis “in and around” Ukraine, the organization was instrumental for 
preventing further expansion of the conflict. However, it ultimately failed to resolve it. The 
outbreak of the war in February 2022 left no room for continuing its engagement. 

Research on decision-making in international organizations (IO) suggests that the 
OSCE could hardly be expected to quickly respond to the crisis against the backdrop of 
the deep divide among the participating states that has handicapped the organization for 
the past two decades. While the engagement of the OSCE came first as a surprise, its 
facilitation of the peace process was later on impeded by the divide within the 
organization. 

This article concentrates on discussing the OSCE performance during the crisis. It 
also addresses broader issues, such as the policies of Russia and Ukraine, but only to 
the extent necessary to understand the failure of the OSCE. It begins by a brief 
introduction to the crisis and the international response to it. It continues by discussing 
the OSCE through the lens of the study of decision-making in international organizations 
(IO), seeking to explain why, despite the deepening divide, the organization became the 
primary international institution to facilitate the peace process. In the next section, the 
article examines the practical involvement of the OSCE in the peace process, its 
deliverables and limitations. It pays particular attention to the Special Monitoring Mission 
to Ukraine (SMM) in conjunction with the political efforts within the Normandy format and 
the work of the Trilateral Contact Group (TCG). In conclusion, the article assesses the 
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OSCE performance in the peace process in Ukraine and seeks to answer the question 
why it has ultimately failed. 

 
II. The crisis “in and around” Ukraine 
 
The crisis grew out of mass protests that began in Ukraine in November 2013. 

Originally motivated by the decision of the government to postpone the signing of the 
association with the European Union (EU), the protests quickly escalated into a general 
political crisis with demands that the president and the government step down. On 
February 21, 2014, the stalemate seemed resolved after President Viktor Yanukovich 
and leaders of the opposition signed an agreement brokered by foreign ministers of 
France, Germany, and Poland. The deal envisaged the reduction of the powers of the 
president, the formation of a transitional coalition government, and elections to be held 
later in 2014. However, the next day the deal collapsed. Yanukovich escaped from Kiev 
to surface in Russia leaving back a vacuum of political power. 

While the transitional government formed by the pro-European opposition sought to 
handle the political crisis by holding early presidential elections, protests started, now in 
the south and the east of the country, claiming to represent the Russian-speaking 
population concerned about the course of the new government. Following a contested 
referendum in the Crimea in March 2014 and the incorporation of the peninsula into 
Russia, militias in several cities in Ukraine’s southern and eastern regions from Kharkov 
through Odessa began seizing government buildings and claiming either independence, 
or unification with Russia. In most cases, these attempts failed, but they succeeded in 
Donetsk and Lugansk. The protesters proclaimed the Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) 
and the Lugansk People’s Republic (LNR)1 which rapidly expanded areas under their 
control. The government in Kiev responded by launching what it called an antiterrorist 
operation, thus escalating the armed conflict.2 From April 14, 2014 through 
December 31, 2021, the conflict has claimed the lives of 14200 to 14400 people, 
including 4400 Ukrainian forces, 6500 members of armed groups, and at least 3404 
civilians. Most of these casualties occurred during the active phases of fighting in the 
summer of 2014 and in early 2015.3 

The involvement of Russia in the crisis remains the most controversial part of the 
diverging narratives. Moscow denied any direct intervention and rejected claims that it 
had sent regular forces in support of the D/LNR. It asserted that the conflict was purely 
intra-Ukrainian. Still, it openly sympathized with the D/LNR. Admitting that Russian 
“volunteers” were fighting on the side of the rebels, it tried to avoid appearing as a party 
to the conflict. One way or another, the Donbass republics became Russian 
protectorates. 

Ukraine saw the conflict as a direct military engagement with Russia and rejected 
treating D/LNR as conflict parties. The West generally followed the same understanding 
and imposed sanctions on Russia but, at the same time, sought a diplomatic solution. 
The 2014 OSCE Chairperson-in-Office (CiO), the Swiss President and foreign minister 
Burkhalter actively intervened at the political level, appointed special representatives, 
and suggested establishing a high-level international contact group and a monitoring 
mission to Ukraine.4 On March 21, 2014, before the outbreak of hostilities in eastern 
Ukraine, the Special Monitoring Mission was established by a decision of the OSCE 
Permanent Council. 

On  April 17, 2014, a few days after the escalation of the conflict in eastern Ukraine, 
a ministerial meeting, hosted in Geneva and attended by Russia, the United States, and 
the EU, agreed on initial steps to de-escalate tensions, including the disarmament of all 
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illegal armed groups and launching a constitutional process in Ukraine based on a broad 
national dialogue. The SMM was invited to play a leading role in assisting in the 
implementation of these measures.5 On the eve of the meeting, Russia attempted to 
ensure the participation of representatives of the breakaway regions as other Ukrainian 
parties, but failed. 

The Geneva meeting, initially expected to become the high-level contact group 
suggested by the CiO, did not create the platform for the political process. Having 
delegated the implementation of the agreed measures to the OSCE, the United States 
withdrew from active involvement. In May 2014, the Swiss CiO presented a roadmap to 
support the implementation of the Geneva statement,6 but the ownership of the roadmap 
remained open.7 Filling the void, the German Chancellor Angela Merkel and the French 
President François Hollande arranged for a meeting with the newly elected Ukrainian 
President Petro Poroshenko and the Russian President Vladimir Putin in June 2014 at 
the margins of the annual commemoration of the landing of allied forces in Normandy. At 
that meeting, the establishment of the Trilateral Contact Group was agreed. The TCG 
included representatives of Ukraine and Russia and was chaired by the special 
representative of the CiO.8 

These developments led to the emergence of a complex international mediation 
framework. Since the summer of 2014, the quadripartite Normandy group became the 
main political platform discussing political solutions. Following the initially ad hoc 
meetings, it was institutionalized by establishing an oversight mechanism in the form of 
ministerial and senior officials’ meetings.9 

The Kiev-based Trilateral Contact Group was formally not an OSCE-funded format. 
However, being coordinated by a CiO special representative, it was acknowledged as a 
part of broader OSCE involvement in the peace process. The TCG became the central 
platform for negotiating specific measures to reduce the conflict with the parties 
concerned, including representatives of the D/LNR, in a status neutral manner.10 The 
engagement of Donetsk and Lugansk was further institutionalized in 2015 by convening 
TCG working groups in Minsk. However, progress within the TCG heavily depended on 
political impetuses from the Normandy group. 

The OSCE was important to provide political backing and support the 
implementation of concluded agreements. The implementing role of the OSCE was 
evident after, in July 2014, it followed the appeal of the foreign ministers of the Normandy 
group to deploy the OSCE observers on the Russian side of the Russia-Ukraine border 
by establishing the OSCE Observer Mission at the Russian Checkpoints Gukovo and 
Donetsk.11 

Following the Geneva meeting, the United States maintained relatively low profile, 
with the exception of a short period in 2017–2019 when its special envoy Kurt Volker 
actively engaged in the process. Generally, Washington accepted the Franco-German 
leadership and did not challenge the legitimacy of the Normandy format. At the same 
time, it supported relevant OSCE activities, such as the SMM, by providing funding and 
personnel. 

Negotiations in this complex framework resulted in a series of agreements, 
including the Minsk protocol of September 5, 2014 (Minsk-1)12 supplemented by a 
Memorandum of September 19 (which defined the line of contact between the belligerent 
parties and the disengagement area)13 and the Package of measures for the 
Implementation of the Minsk agreements (Minsk-2), signed in Minsk on February 12, 
2015.14 These accords, drafted in the TCG, envisaged a ceasefire and withdrawal of 
heavy weapons from the security zone; disarmament of illegal armed groups and 
withdrawal of foreign fighters; a constitutional reform based on decentralization; passing 
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a set of Ukrainian laws to define a special status of the “certain areas” of Donbass and 
the way in which municipal elections were to be held in these areas. These laws were to 
be agreed with the rebels. Both Minsk-1 and Minsk-2 agreements called on the OSCE to 
monitor the ceasefire, the withdrawal of weapons, and the overall situation along the part 
of the Russian-Ukrainian border not controlled by Kiev. 

 
III. The OSCE and the decision-making in international organizations 
 
Research on decision-making in IOs emphasizes the importance of the size 

(number of members), degree of homogeneity (or heterogeneity), and the decision-
making rules (consensus or unanimity versus majority voting). Empirical findings are 
inconclusive, as they discuss the effects of pooling (the surrender of states’ veto to 
majority voting), broader delegation of authority to IOs to act on behalf of the member 
states thus reducing the latter’s control, and the involvement of transnational actors 
(NGOs) in decision-making. These findings suggest that combinations of these three 
elements in the design of an IO are likely to increase its ability to act.15 

At the same time, the “IOs’ decision-making capacity is adversely affected by large 
memberships and high preference heterogeneity”, while demanding decision rules 
(particularly consensus) “aggravates the problem of preference heterogeneity”. The 
negative effect of a larger number of member states is stronger under a higher level of 
heterogeneity and a more demanding decision rule.16 In sum, large number of 
participants, a broad spectrum of preferences, and the requirement of consensus “make 
it exceedingly difficult to identify a zone of agreement”. At the same time, it is usually 
expected that the declining ability of member states to identify the possible area of 
agreement increases the demand for leadership and may lead to the delegation of 
authority either to the chairmanship of an IO or to alternative leaders to facilitate the 
generation of compromises.17 

The OSCE is a perfect example of an organization handicapped by large 
membership, growing heterogeneity, and demanding decision-making rules. The 
operation of its institutions and structures is straitjacketed by participating states’ control 
and micromanagement.18 The ongoing debate over reforming the organization is very 
much centered on the extent of autonomy its institutions could be granted, if at all, and 
on whether the principle of consensus should be tightened or could be softened.19 Since 
the incorporation of the Crimea into Russia and the escalation of hostilities in Eastern 
Ukraine, tensions within the OSCE increased to an unprecedented level.20 Against this 
background, one could hardly expect the OSCE to reach consensus, particularly on 
issues related to the Ukraine crisis. Surprisingly, it did and succeeded to ensure the 
funding for and staffing the SMM. In contrast to the extremely protracted and frustrating 
OSCE budgetary process, the funding of the mission that was kept separate from the 
unified budget was approved in good time despite its increases.21 In 2018, the Austrian 
Chairmanship succeeded in raising the SMM budget in order to equip the mission with 
advanced technology, such as remote cameras, satellite imagery, acoustic sensors, 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and an information management system for data 
fusion. 

At the beginning of the crisis, the OSCE obviously benefitted from the strong Swiss 
Chairmanship, which significantly contributed to the identification of the possible area of 
agreement. However, it would be wrong to attribute the organization’s engagement just 
to the dedicated chairmanship. This explains neither why, against the backdrop of the 
deep divide within the organization, the participating states accepted the Swiss 
leadership, nor why it was not sustained by the consecutive, not less dedicated and 
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capable chairmanships. Nor does it explain why the political leadership was already 
picked up by France and Germany in 2014. 

The alternative explanation is that, against the background of the 
internationalization of the peace process, the OSCE was seen, particularly in Russia, as 
a lesser evil as compared with the EU, which, in parallel to the OSCE, considered 
deploying an observer mission to Ukraine.22 Given the principle of consensus, Moscow at 
least would retain control over the mandate and activities of the OSCE mission. If this 
explanation is at least partially true, it would imply that the consensus on the deployment 
of the SMM and on other OSCE activities was fairly fragile. 

 
IV. The OSCE activities 
 
The OSCE’s crisis-related activities in Ukraine can be clustered in two categories: 

those that did not require prior consensus of all participating states and those that did. 
The OSCE institutions did take early action within their mandates, as did the High 
Commissioner on National Minorities (HCNM) and the Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights (ODIHR) in order to establish facts,23 without seeking prior 
consensus. Individual participating states made intensive use of the OSCE mechanisms, 
such as the confidence- and security-building measures (CSBMs).24 

However, the high degree of heterogeneity within the OSCE did not allow 
non-consensual activities to enjoy full support of the participating states, particularly of 
those reluctant to delegate the authority to the OSCE institutions. The interpretation of 
evidence collected through such activities was often contested and failed to inform 
collective decisions. As a result, some participating states decided to redirect resources 
to support the SMM instead of CSBMs.25 

Consensus-based operations, such as the SMM, the deployment of border 
observers at the Russian checkpoints, or the Kiev-based OSCE Project Coordinator, are 
more likely to enjoy cooperation of the participating states. However, support for them 
may be hard to sustain. The mandates of consensus-based operations are difficult to 
adjust to the changing circumstances and they can be terminated should the consensus 
on their extension evaporate. 

The Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine was established on March 21, 2014, 
before the outbreak of hostilities in eastern Ukraine. It was an unarmed civilian mission 
deployed in several regions of the country. Its main tasks were to observe and report on 
the situation in Ukraine and to facilitate national dialogue among all parties to the crisis, 
as anticipated by the March 2014 Geneva statement. 

Despite dramatic changes in the situation, this mandate remained unchanged until 
its expiration in 2022. At the same time, the mission was repeatedly tasked by either the 
Normandy group or by agreements reached in the TCG to monitor the ceasefire and 
withdrawal of heavy weapons. This led to a significant increase in the personnel strength 
of the mission, upgrades of its technical equipment, and the concentration of resources 
in Donbass. 

The rapid deployment of the first SMM monitors within less than 24 hours of the 
decision of the Permanent Council is often referred to as the example of the 
effectiveness of the OSCE.26 While operating in a hostile environment, the mission was 
praised for having contributed to de-escalation by regularly providing information on 
developments on the ground, facilitating dialogues, local ceasefires and disengagement 
efforts along the contact line, and easing the effects of the conflict on the civilian 
population, inter alia, by enabling the repairs of civilian infrastructure.27 At the same time, 
the SMM faced multiple obstacles to its work.28 
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The mandate of the mission was limited to monitoring and reporting. Its role in the 
verification of the ceasefire and military disengagement was never defined. As a result, 
the SMM was neither informed of the areas to which weapons were to be withdrawn, nor  
allowed access to such areas for verification purposes. It had neither the authority, nor 
the capacity to prevent or stop ceasefire violations. The freedom of movement of the 
mission was increasingly restricted by both sides. Monitoring was particularly restricted in 
the border areas with Russia. The effect of using advanced technological assets was 
limited because of blanket jamming of long-range UAVs in eastern Ukraine.29 Calls for a 
more robust and armed SMM fell on death ears in many participating states, as the 
OSCE does not deploy armed missions and has no peace enforcement mandate.30 

The operation of the OSCE Observer mission at the Russian Checkpoints Gukovo 
and Donetsk was subject to no less controversial debates. In July 2014, 16 observers 
were mandated to monitor the movements across a small, approximately one km in 
length, portion of the Russia–Ukraine border that was not controlled by Kiev. However, 
as a result of the August 2014 offensive, the DNR and LNR expanded their control of the 
border to more than 400 km, which raised the issue of extending the OSCE monitoring to 
all checkpoints along that part of the border and to areas between checkpoints. 

Moscow continuously rejected these demands, referring to the impermissibility of 
singling out one element of the Minsk agreements at the expense of other (political) 
commitments and suggesting that the agreement should be sought in direct dialogue 
with the D/LNR de facto authorities. In November 2014, it only agreed to slightly increase 
the number of observers at the two checkpoints to 22 without extending the area of 
monitoring.31 The number of observers remained unchanged until September 2021 when 
the mission was terminated,32 and this modest operation did not alleviate concerns as 
regards the ineffectiveness of the monitoring along the Russian-Ukrainian border. 

While lessons learned from the OSCE operations in Ukraine are important for 
future missions, the collapse of the peace process can hardly be attributed just to their 
shortcomings. The political process was stalled after each agreement reached due to 
diverging preferences of the parties concerned. After the 2014 Geneva meeting, 
Moscow’s expectations that the DNR and LNR would be included in the national 
constitutional dialogue did not materialize. Having signed the Minsk agreements, 
Moscow and Kiev insisted that the other side take the first step. Russia wanted Ukraine 
to offer autonomy to the D/LNR, while Ukraine wanted Russia to cease its support of the 
self-proclaimed entities and ensure that their forces disarm.33 Kiev delayed passing 
legislation on local elections and greater self-government for “certain areas” in Donbass 
until it could reestablish its full control over the border, while Moscow and the D/LNR 
insisted on the constitutional reform, greater decentralization, and on defining a special 
status for the “people’s republics” as a prerequisite for stability.34 Moscow and Kiev 
continuously diverged on the engagement of the D/LNR representatives in negotiations. 

There was little progress within the Normandy format in overcoming these 
differences. In the absence of diplomatic progress, “military dynamics filled the vacuum 
on the ground”.35 The standstill in the political process had a direct impact on the work of 
the TCG and the SMM.36 Ukraine and the D/LPR failed to implement the 
September 2016 TCG agreement on establishing first disengagement areas along the 
contact line, while seasonal ceasefires brokered by the TCG remained short-lived. By 
2017, the prevailing understanding within the OSCE was that a political settlement was 
not in the near reach and the Austrian Chairmanship decided to concentrate on easing 
the affects of the conflict on the local population. It succeeded in fostering consensus on 
the need to significantly increase the SMM budget and the number of monitors, and 
equip the mission with advanced technological assets. However, the main job of the 
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mission was reduced to measuring non-compliance instead of monitoring the ceasefire 
and verifying disengagement.37 

The election of Volodymyr Zelensky as President of Ukraine in 2019 seemed to 
open an opportunity to change these dynamics. In December 2019, for the first time 
since October 2016, a summit of the Normandy group was held in Paris to agree on a set 
of measures to stabilize the situation in the conflict area.38 The summit provided a 
political impetus to the establishment of the first disengagement areas along the line of 
contact and, in July 2020, the TCG reached an agreement on additional measures to 
strengthen the ceasefire.39 

However, later in 2020, the Minsk process got stalled again, largely over the issue 
of direct participation of the D/LNR in negotiations. After the roadmaps presented by the 
D/LNR and Ukraine to the TCG in October and November were rejected, a French-
German proposal was circulated within the Normandy group,40 but its discussion 
degenerated to Russia’s open disagreements with France and Germany. Another 
attempt to reactivate the Normandy format early in 2022 failed amid the escalation 
around Ukraine, which in late February led to the war. 

Over the years, the OSCE was increasingly becoming a target for critic from both 
Russia and Ukraine for being biased and not putting sufficient pressure on the other side. 
This critique went as far as accusing SMM personnel of espionage either for Kiev, or for 
D/LNR and Moscow.41 The erosion of the support for consensus-based OSCE activities 
ultimately resulted in the termination of mandates of all its crisis-related operations after 
Moscow decided not to extend them further. The Observer Mission at the Russian 
Checkpoints Gukovo and Donetsk was discontinued as of October 1, 2021.42 The SMM 
monitors were evacuated from eastern Ukraine in early March 2022, while the mandate 
of the mission expired on March 31, 2022.43 In May 2022, Moscow notified the OSCE 
that it saw “no chances for the mission of the OSCE Project Coordinator in Ukraine to 
continue its work after the expiration of its mandate at the end of June”.44 

 
V. Conclusion 
 
At the beginning of the crisis, the OSCE acted surprisingly fast for an organization 

with extremely heterogeneous membership and the requirement of consensus. The 
deployment of the SMM contributed to the stabilization of the situation, raising the 
threshold for the resumption of hostilities. The Normandy group became the main 
platform for generating political solutions. The TCG, engaging representatives of the 
D/LNR in a status neutral manner, worked on transforming these solutions into practical 
measures. These activities fueled expectations of consolidation of the peace process, 
despite the obstacles faced by the OSCE missions, such as a limited mandate, 
restrictions to the freedom of movement, and inability to verify the withdrawal of weapons 
and enforce a ceasefire. 

Nevertheless, the ultimate failure of the peace process can hardly be attributed to 
the shortcomings of the OSCE operations. Persisting and increasing divergence of the 
Russian and Ukrainian preferences on the sequence of steps to implement agreed 
measures and on the engagement of the D/LNR in direct negotiations impeded political 
process, adversely affected the work of the TCG and the SMM, and contributed to 
erosion of the fragile consensus. Despite the temporary reactivation of the political 
process in 2019 and 2020, the escalation of the situation around Ukraine in 2021 – early 
2022 resulted in Moscow’s formal recognition of the DNR and LNR, a direct Russian 
military intervention, and the termination of all consensus-based OSCE operations in 
Ukraine. 
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Despite the initial revival of the OSCE, the disruption of the peace process 
facilitated by this organization confirms the findings of the research on the decision-
making in IOs. This research suggests that a broad heterogeneity of preferences, 
pursued by members of an organization and combined with demanding decision-making 
rules, impedes its effectiveness as an institution. At the same time, the relatively low 
effectiveness of the engagement of the OSCE institutions and mechanisms (that did not 
require prior consensus) in the early phase of the crisis suggests that abandoning the 
principle of consensus would not necessarily solve the problem. 
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The process of peacemaking has long been a focus of study, and peacemaking in 

today’s world builds upon not only the great body of past research, but also on the ever-
evolving worldviews and values of those involved. When trying to bring conflict to a 
resolution that benefits all participating parties, the convoluted path toward peace should 
be followed carefully and with a great respect for the myriad of ways the process could 
go wrong. If one has a thorough understanding of those possible pitfalls and the other 
challenges commonly faced throughout the process, it becomes not only easier to 
understand how to best go about developing a peace agreement which works for those 
affected, but also to see what not to do along the way. For all those who study the field of 
contemporary peacemaking, the value of a comprehensive volume addressing those 
concerns cannot be overstated. With the latest edition of “Contemporary Peacemaking: 
Peace Processes, Peacebuilding and Conflict”, Roger Mac Ginty and Anthony 
Wanis-St.John have compiled a tome that thoroughly fills that niche. 

The past twenty years have brought about new ideas and techniques for achieving 
peace. The third edition of “Contemporary Peacemaking: Peace Processes, 
Peacebuilding and Conflict” offers a comprehensive view of peace processes up to the 
present. It builds upon the foundation of the first and second editions (published in 2003 
and 2008, respectively) and addresses the concerns most relevant to today’s audiences. 
The field of peacemaking is ever-expanding as the actors evolve, and Mac Ginty and 
Wanis-St.John have chosen their inclusions accordingly. A mix of old and new 
contributors, some well-established in the field and others just emerging as new voices, 
bring an interesting mix of perspectives to the volume on a variety of topics intrinsically 
linked to peacemaking and peacebuilding, ranging from the effectiveness of major 
international institutions to the impact of gender roles on peace processes. 

The editors have identified six key themes of peacemaking around which this 
volume is centered, and each theme comprises one section of the book. Beginning with 
a section on the background preparations needed for peace, the editors chose chapters 
that primarily focus on the influence of ripeness of a contested issue on the peace 
process. When issues are ripe, they can be addressed effectively; if an issue is 
addressed prematurely, there will likely be no positive outcome of starting down the road 
to peace. This section runs the gamut from initially identifying ripeness and the 
complicated process of evaluating which ripe situations would truly benefit from a peace 
process (addressed by I. William Zartman’s chapter “Understanding Ripeness: Making 
and Using Hurting Stalemates”) to critiquing reliance upon the concept of ripeness within 
peace processes (John Paul Lederach, “Cultivating Peace: A Practitioner’s View of 
Deadly Conflict and Negotiation”). The editors also included a chapter on conflict 
analysis within this section (Lisa Schirch, “Conflict Analysis: A System’s Approach”). This 
chapter addresses how different frameworks of analysis can influence a peace process 
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and influence the outcome and understanding thereof, which has an impact on the 
reader’s understanding of the remainder of the book. By opening the book with these 
three chapters, Mac Ginty and Wanis-St.John ensure the reader is equipped with the 
necessary understanding of the background of how peacemaking may begin before 
delving into more specific attributes of the process. One is left with the understanding 
that just because a situation might be ripe for a peace process does not mean that the 
process will be easy or straightforward. An immense amount of work must go into the 
process, and everyone involved must be thoroughly invested in the outcome for the 
process to have any hope of success.  

The subsequent sections of the volume deal with the myriad of problems that can, 
and almost certainly will, arise during peacemaking, address the causes of tension, and 
attempt to explain how they can be resolved. The second section of the book deals with 
those issues that affect most, if not all, aspects of peace-related processes around the 
world, focusing on solutions to problems that arise in nearly every conflict (such as the 
displacement of refugees, the struggles to craft peace agreements that are seen as 
beneficial to all, and the difficulties that can arise when peace is put to a vote). In this 
section in particular, Mac Ginty and Wanis-St.John have done an excellent job of 
ensuring that a variety of perspectives are heard. Chapters discussing the impact of 
women on peace processes (Jana Krause and Louise Olsson, “Women’s Participation in 
Peace Processes”) and the differences between the processes undertaken by 
Indigenous peoples and those largely designed and implemented by Western actors 
(Douglas P. Fry and Geneviève Souillac, “Indigenous Approaches to Peacemaking”) are 
highlighted, bringing the spotlight to perspectives far too often overlooked.  

The third section addresses negotiation and mediation, an intensely complicated 
subject that each of the four chapters within this section discusses in a slightly different 
way, from outlining the different roles mediators can play (Christopher Mitchell, 
“Mediation and the Ending of Conflicts”) to a careful analysis of the benefits and 
drawbacks of secrecy in the negotiation process (Niall Ó Dochartaigh, “Negotiating 
Peace in the Shadows”). This third section of “Contemporary Peacemaking” appears as 
the most comprehensive and well-organized one: each chapter examines a totally 
different aspect of mediation and negotiation with limited overlap, yet they are arranged 
in such a way as to reveal the more complicated facets once the basics have been 
covered.  

The fourth section of the book addresses the impact of violence on the peace 
process, beginning with a description of how violence is managed during the start of 
peace processes (Kristine Höglund and Desirée Nilsson, “Violence and Peace 
Processes”). In this and subsequent chapters, one can see how immensely complicated 
it is to halt violence long enough to establish any sort of meaningful peace. Different 
approaches toward addressing violence during a peace process affect how successful 
the peace agreement will eventually be. For instance, if not all parties involved in the 
violence are part of the negotiation process, they are unlikely to feel beholden to any 
peace accords agreed upon as a result of those processes.  

The final two sections of the book explore the structure of peace accords and the 
implementation thereof (including reconstruction throughout their implementation). These 
two sections could perhaps best be described as discussing what the population at large 
would consider “peace”: the cessation of violence and the aftermath of conflict. In the fifth 
section, the editors present an array of chapters that address how all the previously 
discussed components of peace come together during discussions of peace agreements. 
This comprehensive overview of the different trials and tribulations faced by those 
working towards peace provides the reader with an exhaustive series of cases 
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emphasizing different aspects, from the outcomes of civil war (Timothy D. Sisk, “Power 
Sharing After Civil Wars: Matching Problems to Solutions”) to how countries can be 
entirely reshaped by the outcome of peace negotiations (Laurie Nathan, “The 
Post-Conflict Constitution as a Peace Agreement”). By bringing these two chapters 
together, one can see how the previously discussed background situations can shape 
the outcome of the peace agreements. The sixth section of the book builds upon the fifth 
one, detailing how the peace agreements, once established, succeed or, in some cases, 
fail. By presenting an array of materials arguing that justice, education, and economics 
all play a role in determining the long-term outcome of peace agreements, Mac Ginty and 
Wanis-St.John conclude their edited volume with an overview of not only how peace is 
built, but also of how it can be maintained and improved through domestic politics. 
Education in particular is presented as an important component of the peace process 
from the process’s inception to the continuation of any relevant agreements (Alexander 
Cromwell, “Peace Education as a Peacemaking Tool in Conflict Zones”).  

One critique of this book pertains to the layout and organization of the chapters in 
its six different sections. While the theme-based organization is outwardly logical and 
does suggest what the reader might find within each section, the sections still seem 
slightly disjointed at times, particularly the second section, where the focus of the 
chapters jumps from a view on the impact of political institutions on peace processes to 
more human-centered elements and back. All chapters fit the theme of broadly-reaching 
issues, but when the reader suddenly goes from a chapter about the role of refugees to 
the one about the impact of careful timing and planning on the peace process, (s)he is 
left with a feeling of disconnectedness while reading the volume as a whole work. 
However, it must be noted that this certainly does not take away from the value of the 
chapters as individual works. To expand on this critique, the themes appear to be 
arranged in a vaguely chronological order, which meant the editors had to further make 
decisions about how to categorize the chapters. For example, Alpaslan Özerdem’s 
chapter “Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration of Ex-Combatants” is placed 
within the fourth section that addresses the impact of violence on peace processes, but 
could just as easily fit into the final section of the book that deals with the implementation 
of peace agreements, as demobilization typically follows the creation of such a plan. That 
chapter could also have fit into the fifth section that deals with the creation of peace 
agreements as the treatment and fate of ex-combatants are typically addressed during 
the negotiation process. Due to the nature of thematic and chronological arrangement, 
many of the volume’s chapters could fit within two or more of the sections, as 
peacemaking is a field where all parts must be considered as subsections of a larger 
whole. Despite this editorial quandary, Mac Ginty and Wanis-St.John did generally 
organize the chapters in a way that builds upon the knowledge that one gains while 
reading the book from start to finish. 

In addition to the stated themes of the volume, another theme that runs through the 
book consistently is an emphasis on the need to understand the political affairs of the 
institutions, countries, and groups involved at all levels. This theme becomes visible early 
on in the book: while discussing the role of the United Nations in matters of peace, 
Alex J. Bellamy (in his chapter “The United Nations and Peacemaking”) explains the 
confluence of peacemaking, peacebuilding, and peacekeeping, a trifecta of processes 
that have become more closely intertwined in the last twenty years, and highlights how 
the UN’s framework for assisting with peace processes has been affected by the 
approaches taken by various Secretary-Generals to the organization’s role in those 
processes. As the book continues, this theme reappears multiple times, particularly in 
many of the chapters on mediation and negotiation. Understanding political motivations 
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behind conflict and political history between the disagreeing countries and those trying to 
mediate between them is critical to those negotiations’ successes, especially when there 
are many disparate or fractured parties involved (as seen in Chester A. Crocker et al.’s 
chapter “Diffusion vs. Coherence: The Competitive Environment of Multiparty 
Mediation”). Furthermore, one can see this theme running through those chapters that 
discuss how to address violence during peace processes: if one does not understand the 
political motivations behind that violence, then one is not truly equipped to begin 
negotiating a cessation of violence, as any agreements created risk not addressing the 
underlying tensions and concerns. 

In their conclusion, Mac Ginty and Wanis-St.John form a list of eleven propositions 
derived from the information included in the book, all of which are verified by the previous 
chapters. From knowing when to potentially use the threat of violence to ensure peace to 
when to trust cultural experts over international mediators, the conclusions drawn by the 
editors all reasonably rely upon the research of the many authors who contributed to this 
volume and align with the themes along which the book is organized. They succeed in 
demonstrating to their audience that peace can be achieved through many different 
means, but the ideal outcome remains the same regardless of which method is used or 
which countries are involved.  

“Contemporary Peacemaking: Peace Processes, Peacebuilding and Conflict” offers 
the reader an exhaustive overview of the most important areas to consider when one is 
studying how peace may be achieved. Mac Ginty and Wanis-St.John clearly had the goal 
of encompassing as many different facets of the field of contemporary peacemaking as 
possible within this single volume, and they succeeded admirably, drawing logical 
conclusions from the wealth of evidence presented within this volume. The book would 
benefit those who are just beginning to study the field as well as those looking for a 
volume that combines many of the field’s best-regarded scholars in one place, and as 
such belongs on any scholarly shelf. Despite the somewhat disjointed structuring of the 
chapters within the book, Mac Ginty and Wanis-St.John did an incredibly thorough job of 
compiling a volume that looks at peace processes from nearly all angles. Hopeful, yet 
realist, “Contemporary Peacemaking” is highly recommended for anyone interested in 
understanding how peace is reached and maintained. 
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Viktoria Potapkina’s “Nation Building in Contested States: Comparative Insights from 

Kosovo, Transnistria, and Northern Cyprus” provides a selective comparative analysis of 
nationbuilding in the political phenomena known as “contested states”. Referred to by a 
variety of different names such as “quasi states”, “de facto states”, “informal states”, or 
“secessionist entities”, contested states have so far received relatively little academic 
consideration with regard to analysis of the parallel construction of “nations” and “states” in 
such polities. Relying on Deon Geldenhuys’ definition of “contested state”1 for her research, 
Potapkina analyzes the particularities of nationbuilding processes in Kosovo, Transnistria, 
and Northern Cyprus, providing a limited yet useful contribution to the literature on quasi-
state polities. The book evaluates nationbuilding in three representative contested states, 
taking into account relations with parent and patron states, a degree of international 
recognition, and institutionalization of national identity construction. Ultimately, the value of 
Potapkina’s work lies not in its qualitative rigor or novelty of her claims, but rather in the 
meticulous application of primary research methods to the study of contested states. 

Potapkina’s book is divided into four principal sections: three chapters dedicated to the 
case studies of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), the Pridnestrovian 
Moldavian Republic (PMR, or Transnistria), and the Republic of Kosovo, and one analytical 
chapter which applies a data-driven qualitative analysis to the research conducted in the 
preceding chapters. Each chapter is divided into four sub-analytical sections drawing from 
three of Raphael Utz’s four principal factors of nationbuilding: the creation of a “usable past” 
(i. e., the manufacturing of a shared history of the nation), a political culture based on the 
usable past, and the creation of institutions and traditions.2 Building upon Utz’s analytical 
framework, Potapkina also adds a “historical outline” section for each case study. For her 
analysis, she makes use of secondary and primary sources, including interviews, grade 
school textbooks, etc., making many of them available in translation into English for the first 
time. In the final analytical chapter, Potapkina compares the factors of nationbuilding in the 
three contested states and seeks to create a model of understanding nationbuilding in these 
entities. 

Potapkina’s analysis of the nationbuilding process in the TRNC focuses mainly on the 
role of Turkey as the patron state of Northern Cyprus, the relationship between the Cypriot 
and Turkish identities, and the relationship between community, nation and state in the 
polity. The development of the question of national identity in the TRNC lies in the origins of 
the Turkish presence on the island, dating from the arrival of the Ottoman Turks in the 16th 
century. Implacable tensions between Greek nationalists and Turkish Cypriots, as well as 
the demographic imbalance between both ethnic groups, have hindered efforts for peaceful 
reconciliation of the national question. Turkey, as the sole country to recognize Northern 
Cyprus, remains the contested state’s patron. Politically, economically, and culturally, the 
TRNC is existentially dependent on its northern neighbor. As such, Potapkina emphasizes 
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the principal dilemma of the tension between state and nation in the TRNC: although 
Turkish Cypriots consider Turkey their nation, they consider the TRNC to simply be the state 
of their residence. Thus, parallel processes of Turkish and Northern Cypriot nation building 
occur, as seen in Northern Cypriot national expression. Nonetheless, Potapkina argues that 
“[…] a distinction between Turkish Cypriot and Turkish residents of the TRNC is strictly 
made, pointing towards a national identification linked directly to the island” (p. 82). 

The second analytical chapter is devoted to an analysis of the Pridnestrovian 
Moldavian Republic. Potapkina identifies the tri-national character of the polity (Moldovian, 
Ukrainian, and Russian), unique relevance of Soviet historical legacy, identity construction in 
opposition to Moldova, and political-economic dependence on Russia as the principal 
variables relating to Transnistrian nationbuilding. The author explains that, although the 
PMR is a deliberately multinational entity which “[…] borders Ukraine and Moldova and 
claims to be the cradle and protector of the true Moldovan language, culture, and nation, the 
clear patron here is Russia” (p. 129). Due to the lack of official recognition by any UN 
member-state and the continued state of frozen conflict since 1992, the position of 
Transnistria remains unfavorable, at least when compared to that of the TRNC and Kosovo. 
Identity creation in the PMR focuses on the longstanding liminality and diversity of 
Transnistria, its “true” Moldovan character “untainted” by Romania, its political 
enfranchisement under both the Tsarist and Soviet rule, and its stand against perceived 
Romanian chauvinism in Moldova in the late 1980s and early 1990s (pp. 104–139). 
Nevertheless, Potapkina attests the simultaneous process of the Russian nationbuilding 
alongside that of the PMR to a shared constructed historical legacy, desire for increased 
political integration with the Russian Federation, and the institutionalization of Russo-centric 
cultural affinity (p. 139). Potapkina thus focuses her analysis on the retroactive 
historiographical construction of a “Transnistrian” identity which must simultaneously 
express direct political alignment with its Russian patron. 

Potapkina’s final case study concerns the Republic of Kosovo, the youngest and most 
internationally recognized of the three contested states. As with the previous case studies 
examined in the book, Potapkina focuses principally on the tension between community, 
nation, and state in the polity. The Republic of Kosovo hosts a majority ethnically Albanian 
Kosovar population with a Kosovar Serb minority, with both groups contending that Kosovo 
is an inextricable part of their respective nations. However, the relationship to the state of 
Kosovo is fundamentally different for Serbs and Albanians, as Potapkina explains: “While 
Kosovo Serbs do not associate with the Kosovo state on any level, Kosovo Albanians see it 
as the state they live in, while belonging to the larger Albanian nation” (p. 186). As such, 
nationbuilding in Kosovo exists dually but not in parallel. However, the role of Albania, the 
patron state, differs from that of other patron states, since it refrains from over-involvement 
in Kosovo. According to Potapkina, the nationbuilding of Serbian and Albanian Kosovars is 
exclusive to specific areas and is “dependent on the specific population, and each has its 
own patron, whose nation building exists alongside the domestic one” (p. 198). State-led 
efforts to build a nation focus on the supra-ethnic identity of Kosovo in political opposition to 
Serbia. While Kosovo may have significantly more international support and recognition than 
Northern Cyprus or Transnistria, its process of nationbuilding is caught between domestic 
ethnic tensions and its aspiration for integration in the European community of nations. 

Potapkina’s final chapter attempts to construct a data-driven model to help understand 
the nature of nationbuilding in contested states in general. Specifically, she seeks to explore 
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a unique characteristic of the nationbuilding process in all three case studies – the parallel 
nationbuilding processes in the contested state and its patron state – and how this 
phenomenon is affected by the degree of international recognition achieved and length of 
existence of the contested state. To this end, Potapkina identifies three approaches to 
nationbuilding corresponding to a numerical score – creating an original interpretation of a 
nation (2), basing nationbuilding on the patron state (1), and adopting the same 
interpretation of nation as the patron state (0), She then applies this data-scoring system to 
sub-categories of nationbuilding: national flag, anthem, currency, visas, dual citizenship, 
transformation of cultural landscapes and public spaces, museums, representation abroad, 
international recognition and foreign relations, and people’s access to political rights and 
civil liberties. However, having aggregated a score for each contested state, including five 
entities not chosen as case studies for the book, Potapkina does not make any substantive 
claims and is not able to derive any meaningful conclusions from her quantification of 
nationbuilding in contested states. 

While “Nation Building in Contested States” is rich in the quantity and novelty of 
applied primary research, the book is plagued by methodological flaws that limit its 
academic value. On the one hand, Potapkina’s analysis of the variable of nationbuilding is 
comprehensive and standardized, which makes it easy to make comparisons between case 
studies. Her extensive primary research supported by existing literature on contested states 
provides novel insight into the real, every-day nature of nationbuilding in these polities. 
Potapkina’s analysis is especially useful when it comes to the less inferable realities of 
nationbuilding, such as the contextual physical presentation of state and national symbols 
(such as flags), analysis of cultural memorials and institutions, and evaluation of civil 
societies. On the other hand, the principal issue lies in her attempt to quantitatively model 
nationbuilding on the basis of her qualitative analysis. Potapkina’s justification for the use of 
her “0, 1, 2” scoring system is weak at best: her hypothesis that nationbuilding can be 
properly quantified using such a system is not particularly tenable. Such a lens does not 
address questions of the proportionality of these variables and raises a number of 
unavoidable questions. Is each variable of analysis equally comparable to the other? Is each 
variable equally important and relevant to each contested state? Furthermore, her scoring 
system leaves room for improvement even if its basic premise is accepted. Due to the 
qualitative and subjective nature of the analyzed variables, the originality or lack thereof of 
elements of nationbuilding is not cut and dry. Thus, her quantifications, to a certain degree, 
can be disputed. Although Potapkina is able to provide a broad yet informative overview of 
the process of nationbuilding in contested states, this comes at the cost of methodological 
rigor and the ability to make any concrete claims.  

Overall, the questions addressed by Potapkina in this book are challenging and reflect 
the underdeveloped nature of the literature on nationbuilding in contested states. In her 
study, Potapkina seeks to shed light on the internal development of such entities in order to 
understand the contemporary nature of parallel construction of state and nation. As 
Potapkina herself explains, “[…] it is not the territory as such that makes a state a state; it is 
the institutionalization of this territory, the process of turning the geographical space into 
territoriality” (p. 210). The understanding of territorialization of a geographical space, i. e. the 
process of nationbuilding, requires analysis at the intersection of many fields including 
political science and international relations, nationalism studies, history, sociology, and 
cultural studies. The plethora of novel primary research conducted by Potapkina illuminates 
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many of the under-researched aspects of nationbuilding as it appears on the ground, 
providing data which could be of use for scholars in future research. However, Potapkina 
refrains from making any novel or pioneering claims, and the value of her work is limited by 
its methodological shortcomings.  

Ultimately, “Nation Building in Contested States” is valuable to both scholars of 
contested states and researchers or enthusiasts less familiar with the field. While the book's 
broad scope and inclusion of historical context are useful to those with less exposure to the 
phenomenon of contested states, the detailed evaluation of the specificities of nationbuilding 
in the TRNC, Transnistria, and Kosovo provides fresh perspective into a developing field of 
research. 
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The highly recommended “De Facto States and Land-For-Peace Agreements” is a 

precise and thorough examination of a critical and topical issue. Recently published 
(2021) and coming in at just 184 pages cover to cover, the book is a compact companion 
to a topic that continues to prove itself as misunderstood as it is crucial. 

The book is authored by University of Tartu professors Eiki Berg and Shpend 
Kursani. Berg combines academic experience with that of a political observer and former 
member of parliament and has authored dozens of publications, most of which are 
centred on the post-Soviet space. Shpend Kursani is a more recent entrant to the field, 
with a PhD from European University Institute (2020), who has published mostly on the 
topic of Kosovo. As detailed in the foreword to the text, the authors also draw on 
personal experience with territorial conflicts of this nature. “Though we may come from 
different backgrounds, both generational and geographic, coincidently, both of us 
happened to be around the same age when we witnessed the process of our own 
country‟s self-determination and independence. Both of us lived through the creation of 
parallel institutions on territories that claimed initially to be independent but were not 
recognised as such. In the end, we both gained an understanding that people should not 
suffer just because they want to preserve their „selves‟ separately from their parent 
states. We realised that compromise may be painful, but it is still better than „winner 
takes all‟ solutions to protracted conflicts”. This personal touch shines through the text, 
leaving a human glaze on what would have otherwise been a sterile academic product. 

According to the authors, the book “examines geographic solutions to resolving 
ongoing conflicts that stand between the principle of self-determination (prompted by de 
facto states) and the principle of territorial integrity (prompted by parent states)”. They 
explore the conditions under which territorial adjustments can help bring about peace 
between de facto states and their parent states. The book suggests that the comparative 
value that parties put on land to be exchanged and peace to be achieved stands at odds 
for land-for-peace agreements to be achieved. The volume brings theoretical and 
empirical insights that question “the conservative stance that the international community 
has held on territorial changes in the post-1945 international order”. The authors don‟t 
tout the most bodacious, revolutionary, game-changing claim, but it is a methodologically 
sound idea easily put to the test. 

The first three chapters of the book orient the reader with the basic terminology and 
arguments that will be expanded upon in subsequent chapters. Berg and Kursani heavily 
front load the book with a chapter titled “Sovereignty Contestations and Emergence of 
De Facto States.” Readers should not be deterred by the bookish and borderline erudite 
tone of this most pedantic and saturated of the chapters. The following chapters serve as 
an antidote to and iron out the creases induced by the first one. The next two chapters 
dive into “Territorial Aspects of Conflict Settlements and the Recognition Conundrum” 
and “Bringing Land-For-Peace in the Study of De Facto States: An Analytical 
Framework.”  
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Even readers well acquainted with territorial conflicts involving de facto states 
would be wise not to skip these opening theoretical chapters. They envelop and engage 
with Berg and Kursani‟s central argument and become a necessary reference tool in the 
selection of examples that follow. For those with a specific interest in just on the regional 
cases explored in the book, it is worth reading the first three chapters and then a 
preferred case section. This is especially true for readers interested in the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict that is discussed at length throughout the text, not just within its own 
section. 

Berg and Kursani first draw on a classic example of territorial conflict in their 
chapter entitled “Lessons From the Past: Land For Peace in the Arab-Israeli Conflict”. 
They outline the history of land-for-peace agreements in the region. After a thorough 
examination of the various agreements, none of which have brought peace to the area, 
they conclude by addressing the crucial question: “What is to be learned from partitions, 
land swaps, and land-for-peace approaches in the Arab–Israeli conflict? … [T]he results 
are mixed. The value that parties put on land that is proposed to be exchanged for peace 
and the value that parties put on the very peace itself seem to play a great role in a 
potential land-for-peace agreement.”  

The authors then explore the history of Russia-NATO tensions involved in the 
Kosovo-Serbia land swap, which is presented in a way that rings eerily familiar in the 
wake of the 2022 military operation in Ukraine (one can only hope that Berg and Kursani 
will be able to author a piece about that crisis using this same methodology). Kursani‟s 
personal expertise and experience are present here, though the presentation of the 
conflict is as unbiased as one can realistically expect for it to be. 

The Nagorno-Karabakh case, which noticeably recurs throughout the text, is also 
given proper attention in its respective chapter. Here the authors draw the grim 
conclusion that “[…] the possibility of a land-for-peace agreement between Nagorno-
Karabakh and Azerbaijan has completely vanished. Crucial conditions have never been 
even closely aligned to make such an agreement possible, except that Azerbaijan might 
have wanted to free itself from the foreign population by agreeing on „fresh cuts‟ and self-
determination claims of Karabakhi Armenians”.  

Telling the story of how a conflict can freeze itself provides a completely different 
perspective for readers, many of whom may at first assume that all the chapters are 
solution-oriented. They are not. Though Berg and Kursani often note previously made 
policy suggestions or venture into policy hypotheticals themselves, the book does not 
claim to have a solution to any of these issues. Northern Cyprus is the next region the 
authors interrogate. This chapter, perhaps, is most clearly defined in terms of the “land to 
be exchanged vs. peace to be achieved” lens articulated by the authors in the opening 
chapters. Eventually the book takes readers to the Gali region of Abkhazia, a place 
described by Berg and Kursani as a “non-starter” for negotiations. Like Nagorno-
Karabakh, Berg and Kursani also banish Abkhazia to its fate, stating, “Here as well, 
crucial conditions are not even closely aligned to make such an agreement 
possible…The land-for-peace exchange remains an intellectually stimulating theme and, 
at the same time, a non-starter for further diplomatic mediation attempts in the future”. 

Generally speaking, the book scores strongly in the areas of coherence and 
readability. Unlike many options in its field, it prioritizes its point with a high concentration 
of content, data and sources for a relatively low word count. Readers need not fear the 
meandering ramblings, veiled opinions and condescending assumptions of knowledge 
often present in monographs of this nature. Berg and Kursani‟s interpretations glide 
along a solid lake of research, implementing a number of respected, up-to-date (albeit 
Western-skewing) sources and data sets. Also included are a number of tables and 
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charts that are supremely helpful in decoding the sometimes abstruse paragraphs that 
precede them. The chapters are well-organized, and the subjects unfold in a way that 
supports the book‟s central themes and ideas. However, despite these refreshing 
qualities, the book is likely still not an ideal starting place for readers unfamiliar with 
international relations or the diplomatic history of some of the discussed areas.  

Some elements are simply excluded from the text, but the authors practice a keen 
self-awareness when it comes to these seeming gaps. In the conclusion, Berg and 
Kursani make it perfectly clear that they are aware that there are insights and 
conversations still to be had on the topic of de facto states and land-for-peace 
agreements. The first issue that they list among those that call for further research is  
“the element of a credible threat of war that may be signaled by the parent state which 
does not feature in our analysis”. Another element that the book could not address within 
its scope is the idea that “the importance that parties put on territories or peace is fixed 
neither in time nor among actors in the leadership positions in the analysed pairs”. 
Finally, the authors stress that when it comes to geographic solutions to ongoing conflicts 
where de facto states and their respective parent states are concerned, “one need not 
ignore the recently emerging wider trends which, perhaps, attempt to loosen up the 
established territorial rules of the game”. 

According to the authors, the volume is addressed to students of statebuilding, 
state formation, secessionism, political geography, and international relations. This could 
be expanded to students interested in migration, refugee services, and human 
geography. The book is published by Routledge as part of a series on “Intervention and 
Statebuilding”. If the other monographs are as tight and well-researched as this one, 
perhaps the entire series is worth the read. 
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Southeastern Ukraine Explained from Within. – 
Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018. 337 p. 

 
Disputes over the Donbass conflict between Russia and the West are grounded in 

understandings of the events and their escalation that contrast each other. In this detailed 
analysis, Anna Matveeva seeks to provide a grassroots explanation that erases several 
myths and misunderstandings commonly held in the West. Among these are the role of the 
Kremlin and Putin himself, the domestic roots of the conflict, the impact of Kiev’s Donbass 
policies over the years, and the broad motives for supporting or joining the conflict among 
volunteers from Ukraine, Russia, and beyond. Matveeva’s significant on-the-ground 
investigation and source collection result in an uncommon, effective presentation of a 
conflict with roots and motivations deeper and more complex than many realize.  

Extensive background on the identity divide in Ukraine is one of the book’s main added 
values. A sizable portion of the manuscript covers this issue and events prior to the 2014-
2015 Donbass conflict. Matveeva describes Kiev’s questionable decision to refuse greater 
autonomy for the Donbass region and its severe, restrictive policies on the Russian 
language. Western Ukraine’s monist nationalism, Matveeva contends, was elevated 
nationwide. The Donbass region is portrayed as disparaged, unappreciated, at times 
isolated, with growing links to Russia in varying forms such as labor remittances. After 
extensive travel and supporting interviews, the author’s claim that “the feeling of being 
unloved and considered inferior resonated in the region [Donbass] while the policy of 
Ukrainianisation was interpreted as a collective payback for its distinctness” appears rational 
(p. 77). Some variety of a backlash to Kiev’s approach in Donbass becomes increasingly 
understandable. A described connection between these feelings and those of anti-
establishment sentiments in Europe and the United States is also compelling for western 
readers.  

While occasional attempts are made to address both sides of the story, Matveeva’s 
conclusions do appear more favorable to Donbass and Moscow. Bias is of course 
impossible to eliminate entirely. The author has connections to both Russia and the West. A 
Russian-born scholar, with a degree from Moscow State University, Matveeva has for 
decades lived in the West and was a research fellow at King’s College London at the time of 
the book’s publication. She makes it clear in the introduction that her book “[...] does not try 
to put both sides of the argument [...] because much is written about the perspective of Kiev 
already...” (p. xv). Would Matveeva’s analysis be solidified by a more balanced perspective, 
with greater inclusion of pro-Ukrainian sources, such as from parts of Donbass that 
remained under the Ukrainian government control during the time period covered by the 
book? Perhaps, but that is not the primary goal of the piece; Matveeva seeks to provide 
what she believes is a unique perspective on the conflict that is lacking in western 
discourse, and in this objective, she has largely succeeded. Her interviews of the people of 
Donbass, including some high level rebels, in tandem with a more perceptive discussion of 
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Moscow’s reactive participation will undoubtedly make many western readers give the 
conflict a second thought and get rid of some stereotypes.  

A key impression Matveeva seeks to disprove is the commonly held belief that 
Russia’s actions in Ukraine, from the Crimea to Donbass, were carefully preconceived 
actions of dominance by the Kremlin and Putin himself. On the contrary, she suggests the 
Kremlin was reactionary and regularly surprised by the grassroots nature of events in 
Donbass. The annexation of the Crimea fits the same theme. According to Matveeva, “Putin 
can be accused of taking advantage of the situation, but it was laid out for him by the 
turbulent events within Ukraine and the existing pro-Russian sentiment” (p. 66). With a 
detailed presentation of succeeding events alongside the material from the Russian 
sources, the author’s description of a more complex reality is impressive. Pressure from 
participants in Donbass, reaction to the events in Odessa in May 2, 2014 (when pro-Russian 
activists were set on fire and some burnt alive by Ukrainian nationalists), and the diverse 
nature of foreign volunteer combatants suggest the struggle in Donbass did resonate with 
many and was not simply constructed in Moscow.  

Primary sources and research conducted by Matveeva describe a broad, pro-Russian 
demographic in the Donbass region that could foment a rebellion from the bottom up. This is 
key to her argument that the struggle’s sparks are an indigenous phenomenon. However, 
the views espoused by some interviewees closely align with what has been presented by 
Russian media and the Kremlin for years. A key example is the ongoing debate over the 
prevalence of neo-Nazi views among a segment of the Ukrainian armed forces and general 
population. On the one hand, Matveeva’s claim might be better supported by further 
examination of the media’s impact on views toward Ukraine in Donbass; on the other, she 
correctly suggests that whether the combatants were right or wrong in their perceived threat 
of Ukrainian nationalism does not impact their devout determination. I contend that if there is 
a correlation between the Russian media’s discussion of Ukrainian neo-Nazis and concern 
over this issue in Donbass, Moscow’s role in the embryonic stages of this conflict may not 
be quite as insignificant as Matveeva claims.  

Indeed, while the scrutinization of interviews and personal memory is a difficult and 
delicate task, Matveeva’s acceptance of her interviewee’s presentation of facts and events 
may lead to an authentic, but perhaps less accurate, understanding of the conflict. She does 
admit to these potential limitations, and an explanation of the interviewing technique does 
shed some light on methodology employed. One example is the impact of civilian injuries 
and deaths incurred by Ukrainian armed forces on rebel motivation. From interviews this 
appears to be a powerful catalyst for the Donbass combatants. While it is very difficult if not 
impossible to confirm or deny such claims, Matveeva could have added more analysis on 
the difference between deliberate and incidental attacks against civilians and the challenges 
of identifying actors that perpetrated collateral civilian damage. As we see in the 
contemporary conflict between Ukraine and Russia, deciphering between accidental and 
pre-meditated violence against civilians is often extremely difficult.  

With much of the world’s attention once again on the war in Ukraine, Anna Matveeva’s 
“Through Times of Trouble” is an essential read for those looking to better understand the 
Donbass conflict and origins of the current Russia-Ukraine war. Matveeva supplies us with a 
rare frame of reference, a “bottom-up” story, and excellent primary source collection that 
provides deeper awareness of the rebels and their self-identification (p. xv). The author 
successfully questions the level of the Kremlin’s involvement in the conflict’s foundations 
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and paints a more complex reality. This accomplished analysis is perhaps even more timely 
now than when it was published in 2018. Scholars of the Donbass conflict and contemporary 
war should reckon with its compelling explanations. 
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