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Ethnic Relations and Regional Problems

in Independent Ukraine

Janusz Bugajski

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the political emancipation of its con-
stituent republics, the problems of statehood and national identity have preoccupied
all the newly independent countries. These issues became particularly poignant in re-
publics such as Ukraine that have had brief interludes of sovereignty and contain siz-
able Russian or Russified populations within their borders. Problems of political de-
mocratization and economic reform became closely intertwined with the quest for
national integration and state-building. In order to understand the dynamics of eth-
nic relations among the major nationalities in post-Soviet Ukraine, it is necessary to
examine the population structure, the uneven process of nation-building, and the per-
sistent regional divisions that have threatened to polarize national allegiances, widen
ethnic cleavages, fracture the country’s territorial integrity; and even undermine its in-
dependent status.

DEMOGRAPHY AND NATION-BUILDING

According to the last Soviet census figures, released in 1989, the population of Ukraine
stood at 51,452,000.! Of this total, 72.7 percent, or 37,419,000 people, were regis-
tered as ethnic Ukrainians. Russians constituted the largest minority with 11,358,000
residents, or 22 percent of the population. The remainder, 2,675,000 people, or 5.2
percent of the population, comprised 108 different ethnic groups, including Jews,
Tatars, Poles, Belorusians, Greeks, Romanians, Moldovans, and others. Some 4.6 mil-
lion ethnic Ukrainians claimed Russian as their native language and were considered
partially or wholly Russified. Whereas 87.7 percent of Ukrainian ethnics were princi-
pally Ukrainian speakers, and 12.3 percent were Russian speakers, 98.4 percent of
Russian ethnics declared Russian as their first or exclusive language.
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The accuracy of the Soviet census and its ethnic breakdown remained in serious
doubt, particularly as it was never completed or fully interpreted and translated. Some
analysts contended that the number of residents registered as Ukrainians was either
artificially or inadvertently reduced, while the number of non-Ukrainian ethnics was
inflated.? The nationality question was self-defined in the census, as individuals sim-
ply were asked to specify their ethnicity. Reportedly, many Ukrainians declared them-
selves as Russian for fear of potential discrimination under the prevailing process of
Sovietization. About 20 percent of marriages in Ukraine were mixed, in which most
offspring identified themselves as Russian. Between 1970 and 1989, the proportion
of Ukrainians decreased by 2.5 percent, while the proportion defining themselves as
Russian increased by neatly 3 percent. Simultaneously, there was a decrease in the per-
centage of the population that considered Ukrainian as its native language, in condi-
tions where linguistic affiliation invariably shaped cthnic identity. Moreover, higher
birth rates were recorded among Russians than among Ukrainians, and the inflow of
nonindigenous ethnic groups increased. The post-1989 return of over 200,000
Crimean Tatars also had an impact on ethnic demographics.

In assessing the challenges to Ukrainian nation-building and cooperative intereth-
nic relations, one needs to consider several interrelated factors, including the impact
of statehood, the position of national and regional elites, the significance of regional-
ism and decentralization, and the extent of minority rights. Such an approach allows
a more accurate evaluation of ethnoregional divergences, divisions, and conflicts in
the young Ukrainian state.

In March 1990, Ukraine held its first multicandidate national elections and elected
a large block of deputies favoring Ukrainian statehood. In August 1991, the parlia-
ment voted to declare the country’s independence following the failed coup attempt
by pro-Soviet hardliners in Moscow. In a public referendum in December 1991, the
overwhelming majority of voters opted for independence: 84.1 percent of eligible vot-
ets took part, and 90.3 percent supported parliament’s August declaration. Only 7.6
percent voted against. Some significant regional variations were registered in the bal-
lot, however. In the west and the center of the country, over 95 percent of those who
voted, voted for independence; in the east, the figures ranged from 75 percent to 90
percent. In the Crimean peninsula, only 54 percent voted positively.? Ukrainian state-
hood thereby gained a solid base in the west and center, areas with a briefer experi-
ence of Sovietization and russification than in the east and south, where support for
independence appeared to be conditioned on the performance of the post-Soviet gov-
ernment. The election results, as one analyst pointed out, indicated that “the road
from external independence to bona fide internal unity remained rocky: much turbu-
lence lies ahead.™

At the base of the problem was a persistent sociopsychological and political legacy:
Ukrainians identified themselves as a minority in the Soviet Union and were subject
to creeping russification and de-ethnification. Upon independence they found them-
selves in the majority, but with a predominantly minority mentality that precipitated
confusion and a search for new bearings. Conversely, the Russians who were formerly
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in a majority suddenly found themselves in the minority, a situation that invariably
provoked uncertainty and a crisis of identity.> These contradictions were ripe for ma-
nipulation by nationalist and Communist politicians intent on expanding their in-
fluence as well as by interelite competition for offices and resources.

The new postindependence Ukrainian political elite primarily consisted of a sector
of the old ruling class that adopted nationalist colors. With the escalating crisis in the
USSR, they capitalized on an opportunity to retain their positions and to expand their
autonomy as controls from Moscow became progressively weakened.® The fracturing
of the Soviet Union also had a ripple effect throughout the regions of new states as lo-
cal elites and industrial managers sought greater political and economic controls. Just
as the “nationalized” Ukrainian nomenklatura preferred to be leaders of an indepen-
dent state rather than provincial bosses of a centralized federation, so also regional
elites sought to maximize their autonomy, especially in economic matrers, through
the devolution of powers to local governments rather than to become mere adminis-
trators of a new political center. This process was facilitated by the Soviet heritage, in
which Kyiv did not exert strong control over the regions because the lines of Com-
munist authority primarily emanated from Moscow. Subsequently, the unraveling of
Kremlin controls under conditions of comprehensive and sometimes chaotic decen-
tralization did not facilitate the emergence of a powerful new center, especially as
Ukraine had limited experience of integral statehood. Not surprisingly, regions with
contrasting historical, demographic, political, economic, and ethnic backgrounds de-
veloped differing levels of national consciousness and proved resistant to homoge-
nization under conditions of expanding pluralism. Regional diversification was fur-
ther encouraged by the slow pace of economic reform, the contrasting interests of the
industrial and the agricultural sectors, the curtailment of the internal Soviet marker,
and a corresponding decline in living standards. The economic malaise during the first
few years of independence tended to breed disillusionment with Kyiv and increased
Russid’s attractiveness for citizens in some regions, especially for Russified populations
exhibiting only limited and conditional loyalty toward the Ukrainian state.

Under the presidency of Leonid Kravchuk, the Ukrainian government found it dif-
ficult to promote a unified nationwide political ideology to encourage integration and
loyalty to the new state. It has proved both hesitant and hamstrung in imposing its
authority in the eastern and southern regions, which have pressed for far-reaching au-
tonomy. Indeed, any forceful centralization would have run counter to the prevailing
climate of liberalization and could have been ultimately counterproductive by alien-
ating important regional elites and buttressing public resistance toward the center.
One growing problem has been the rise in organized crime and corruption, which is
invariably tied to regionally based lobbies and interest groups that may be in economic
and political competition for resources and influence, and whose loyalty to the cen-
tral government is tenuous at best. In particular, power struggles between the Donetsk
and the Dnipropetrovsk elites led to an assassination attempt on Prime Minister Pavel
Lazarenko in July 1996. Striking an interregional balance between competing inter-
est groups has bedeviled Ukrainian political stability and its state-building program.
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Supporters of extensive regionalism have argued that economic reforms, involving
decentralization, marketization, and privatization, have to be accompanied by ad-
ministrative devolution and regional autonomy, if the contradictions between the two
tendencies are not to generate conflict. From this perspective, steps to increase re-
gional autonomy do not challenge national integrity or state independence. On the
contrary, delaying or preventing such a devolution contributes to separatist tenden-
cies as resentment grows against central state interference.” Moreover, the absence of
a coherent economic program under the Kravchuk government and the slow pace of
administrative reorganization encouraged regionalism and in some instances, sepa-
ratism. To counter such disintegrative trends, the consolidation of the state could ac-
tually be strengthened through political decentralization, by granting regions greater
powers, especially in the economic realm. Some observers have contended that greater
self-government at the city and the municipal levels would undermine separatist ten-
dencies among regional elites, in a democratic variant of “Divide and rule.”®

Integralists, or supporters of a unified state, remained wary that the varieties of ad
hoc autonomization visible in Ukraine were fracturing the new country. The govern-
ment stood accused of lacking a program and instead was simply responding to pres-
sure as local elites wrested power for themselves. Critics decried the phenomenon of
“spontaneous regionalization,” favoring instead a process of orderly decentralization
in which the central government determined the pace of devolution. The dispute be-
tween integralists and regionalists was evident in the debate between proponents of a
unitary and a federalized state. In general, Ukrainian national democrats, centrists,
and nationalists supported the maintenance of a unitary state with limited local au-
tonomy, particularly in the political realm. Politicians upholding this position invari-
ably represented Ukraine’s western and central regions. They argued that Ukraine al-
ready had a federal type of structure in which several regions, particularly Crimea and
the Donbas, were fully empowered and benefited from wide-ranging political auton-
omy. In contrast, the center-left, Communists, Socialists, some liberals, and regional
clites in southern and eastern Ukraine tended to favor a federal syscem with more pro-
nounced regional autonomy, especially in the economic arena. The disputes between
integralists and federalists became muted during the administration of Leonid
Kuchma, particularly with the passage of the new Ukrainian constitution in June
1996 that defined Ukraine as a unitary state.

The unitarist-federalist dispute had been impregnated with negative mutual per-
ceptions between westerners and easterners. West Ukrainians tend to believe thar east-
erners lack a national identity and have a “sausage mentality,” that is, that they pri-
marily focus their attention on material conditions rather than state sovereignty and
national integrity. This orientation allegedly leaves them susceptible to separatist ag-
itation. From chis perspective, support for federalization was largely a smokescreen for
ultimate secession. Western politicians believe that because the east is so comprehen-
sively Russified, it will take time to construct a Ukrainian national identity and to
build allegiance to the new state. This twofold goal will supposedly be accomplished
through public education, the adoption of Ukrainian as a state language in all gov-
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ernmental offices, and more effective Ukrainian mass media. Such a process could
take a generation to complete, but even early results could be registered without sur-
rendering the unitarist principle. Indeed, western integralists argue thart regional au-
tonomy, even in education, culture, and economic activities, could undermine this
objective by reinforcing a Russified regional identity.

Among easterners, widespread suspicions have been evident concerning the inten-
tions of westerners. Following the achievement of independence, there was a perva-
sive belief that a process of “ukrainianization” was under way for the past few years,
designed to construct a new ethnonational identity based on west Ukrainjan princi-
ples. While this trend may have been evident under President Kravchuk, the Kuchma
administration deemphasized ukrainianization, especially in the counury’s military.
Moreover, regional elites in Donbas and Crimea feared a loss of political and eco-
nomic influence if a federal solution were not implemented. They calculated that leg-
islation on local administration did not go far enough in devolving power to the
oblasts, or regions. The position of President Kuchma (elected in July 1994) on the
federal question remained unclear.? While Kuchma was overwhelmingly supported
by east Ukrainians because of his support for closer relations with Russia, he also pub-
licly expressed reservations about a federal type of arrangement that would substan-
tially weaken the center.

Soon after the elections, Kuchma moved to restrict the powers of regional govern-
ments that had been extended at the close of President Kravchuk’s tenure. After the
March 1994 parliamentary elections, the presidentially appointed local administra-
tors were replaced by elected officials. Critics contended that this process of decen-
tralization could foster the disintegration of the state, and Kuchma moved swiftly o
reassert presidential authority. In October 1994, he submitted a draft law on local gov-
ernment according to which the president would obtain the power to veto any deci-
sions by the chairmen of oblast and city councils that contradicted the Ukrainian con-
stitution and other laws.!0 Such legislarion would subordinate local bodies to the
exccutive branch. Some regional leaders were opposed to such amendments, although
there were indications that others would prefer to be answerable to the executive
rather than to patliament. The parliamentary opposition criticized the notion of
greater presidential controls over the regions, while presidential spokesmen attacked
the latter for secking the recreation of a Soviet-type system with parliament at the
apex.

In September 1994, President Kuchma signed an edict creating a Council of Re-
gions as a consultative and advisory organ. It was comprised of the chairmen of oblast
councils and the city councils of Kyiv and Sevastopol (in Crimea) and was directly an-
swerable to the presidency. Observers felt Kuchma would use the Council to coun-
terbalance parliament and push for a package of amendments to the Law on Local
Councils transforming oblast chairmen into fully fledged governors independent of
parliament, The Council would thereby bypass a potentially antireformist legislature.
The long-term aim was avowedly to transform the Council of Regions into a second
parliamentary chamber.!!
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The first independent Ukrainian government defined the country as a civic rather
than an ethnic state, in which citizenship was based on residence, not nationality.!?
The law on Ukrainian citizenship passed in October 1991 declared all people living
in Ukraine to be nationals, with no onerous residency requirements as in the Baltic
states. It declared Ukraine to be a territorial rather than an ethnic unit. Indeed, Kyiv
has tried to be accommodating on the question of minority rights and language use
by non-Ukrainian speakers. In November 1991, the Declaration of the Rights of Na-
tionalities guaranteed equal political, economic, social, and cultural rights for all in-
dividuals and nationalities. Among other provisions, it guaranteed the existence of
“national-administrative units” for the country’s small but territorially compact mi-
norities, and allowed for the language of any national group that was compactly set-
tled in an administrative-territorial unit to function alongside the state language. This
ruling clarified the July 1990 Declaration of State Sovereignty, which assured all na-
tionalities the right to “national-cultural development.”

The language issue, however, with its potent symbolism as the expression and en-
capsulation of national identity, bedeviled interethnic and interregional relations.
Soon after independence, the new government set out to restore Ukrainian as the sole
state language. The application of this policy was often hampered by inertia fostered
by decades of russification. In some southern and eastern regions, the ensconced po-
litical apparatus ignored the directives of the Department of Education. Indeed, the
government in Kyiv was charged with forcible ukrainianization.!® Such accusations
were strenuously denied by Kyiv, which offered evidence to the contrary: for exam-
ple, in the 1988-89 school year, 51.8 percent of pupils were taught in Russian, easily
exceeding the percentage of Russian ethnics in the population. Moreover, between
1988 and 1992, the proportion of children receiving instruction in Ukrainian grew
by less than 2 percent, while the figure for Russian dropped by approximately the same
amount. In addition, Russian speakers in southern and eastern Ukraine used their first
language in all official discourse and benefited from a preponderance of Russian pub-
licarions.!4

The Ukrainian language law guaranteed all citizens the right to use their mother
tongue. Nevertheless, Russian did not achieve the status of a “state language” equal
with Ukrainian despite the protestations of Russophone forces. Several Ukrainian or-
ganizations, including the Writers Union and the national democratic parties, €x-
pressed fears that amendments to the language law, which proposed to give Russian
“official status” alongside Ukrainian, would undermine the national language and sig-
nal renewed Russian dominance.!> Although such concerns appeared exaggerated,
they did signal how sensitive the language question continued to be. The new con-
stitution confirmed Ukrainian as the sole state language. However, it also permitted
oblasts to operate with two official languages in administrative affairs; in several re-
gions Russian was selected as a second language. Such measures seemed to appease
much of the Russian-speaking population.

To strengthen the state’s civic orientation, the authorities introduced enlightened
legislation furthering nondiscrimination toward ethnic minorities. For instance, in
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June 1992, parliament passed a law on national minorities in which it codified op-
portunities for cultural development and political participation. The draft of the
Ukrainian constitution confirmed the right of all citizens to preserve and protect their
national affiliation (Article 16) and to equality before the law regardless of national-
ity, language, religion, or race (Article 15); it also specified a host of civil, political,
economic, and cultural rights. It stressed the creation of a “civil society” based on equal
rights, self-organization, and self-government, and avoided any overt focus on eth-
nicity or national identity.16 Kyiv also established a fund for ethnic minorities to pro-
mote their cultural, social, and economic development. Despite evident good inten-
tions, however, because of budgetary constraints and inflationary pressures, the sums
have been of limited practical value. Given this dynamic political context, ethnic re-
lations in post-Communist Ukraine can be fruitfully examined by reviewing the sit-
uation in several key regions where ethnic identity has become politicized to varying
extents since the attainment of national independence,

DONBAS: DE-ETHNIFIED REGIONALISM

The eastern regions of Donbas and Luhansk seem to be little understood by outsiders
and sometimes deliberately misinterpreted by Ukrainian nationalists. Although there
is no strident popular commitment to Ukrainian statehood and independence, nor
any strongly developed sense of national identity, it would be too simplistic to char-
acterize the majority of inhabitants as secessionists or as seeking reintegration into
Russia or the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).!” Russian ethnics form
43.6 percent of the population in Donetsk oblast and 44.8 percent in Luhansk oblast.
Although the bulk of residents in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts employ Russian as
their first language, they do not display a strong loyalty toward Moscow and are re-
portedly not attracted to nationalist movements in Russia. Indeed, the population ex-
hibits a tangible regional identity that is neither monoethnic nor muldethnic but
rather a “de-ethnified” identity in which Russian is the major language.

National identity in the Donbas is ambiguous or multilayered, whereby people may
view themselves simultaneously as Ukrainian, Russian, and Slavic, but in which the
regional focus takes priority. Some observers have interpreted this as a “transitional
identity” that responds to current government policy and prevailing economic con-
ditions rather than ideological pressures. This flexibility stems from centuries of in-
termarriage and intermixing as well as the privileged industrial-worker status that the
region was accorded under Communist rule. Political and national allegiance is
thereby more dependent on local economic self-interest than on ethnonationalist
commitment, particularly after the collapse of Communism and the dissipation of
proletarian ideology. Since independence there has been little evidence of ethnic po-
larizarion or conflict in the region, indicating that ethnic identity is not a prime con-
cern for the majority of citizens.

Regional elites in Donbas and Luhansk, as well as moderate political forces, have
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pushed for greater autonomy, particularly in the economic realm, and have not
adopted the maximalist agenda of the separatists. Under Kyiv’s decentralization pro-
gram, during 1993 several oblasts, including Donetsk, Luhansk, Dnipropetrovsk, and
Zaporizhzhya, were given more extensive rights in managing state-controlled enter-
prises. In February 1994, President Kravchuk signed an edict granting a degree of re-
gional self-government to these four eastern oblasts, especially in the administration
of state property.!® As an indication of further pressures toward autonomy, a “con-
sultative poll” was conducted during the March 1994 parliamentary elections to test
public support for a federative regional structure, for dual language use, and for full
CIS membership. The overwhelming majority of voters, reportedly over 90 percent,
supported each proposal.!? Although the poll had no legal force, it served as a warn-
ing to Kyiv thar dissatisfaction with economic conditions was mounting and that such
frustrations could be exploited by separatist and pro-Russian forces.

Eastern elites have also demanded greater autonomy to trade and to reestablish di-
rect relations with neighboring border regions in Russia, particularly as there re-
mained a high degree of technical interdependence. Indeed, in October 1994 Kharkiv
oblast authorities signed a cooperation agreement with Moscow oblast. A large mea-
sure of hope and illusion was evident in these proposals amid claims that recreated
economic links with Russian industry would significantly revive the local economy.
They also indicated that pressures for interconnection stemmed from material rather
than political objectives. Regional leaders and directors of large enterprises looked to-
ward Russia for economic development, given the shortcomings of Kyiv’s economic
reform programs from 1991 to 1994. Such expectations appeared overtly optimistic,
as Ukraine had already lost much of its Russian market, which could not absorb a
large volume of Ukrainian products. Paradoxically, Kyiv's support for closer regional
links could tarnish some of the Russophile glitter as there is likely to be disappoint-
ment with Moscow’s unwillingness to provide Donbas with financial subsidies. On
the other hand, the pursuit of economic reform by Kyiv, with the passage of market-
oriented legislation in November 1994, also contributed to social unrest in Donbas,
given that the heavily industrialized areas shouldered the burden of state budget cuts,
plant closures, and unemployment. The danger remains that such industrial turmoil
could be manipulated by separatist forces secking reunification with Russia.

While Communists, Socialists, and regional leaders in the east have favored eco-
nomic autonomy, political devolution, and federalization, several pro-Russian group-
ings have been more outspoken on regional self-determination and integration with
Russia. The Civic Congress and the Intermovement of Donbas, with links to parts of
the old nomenklatura, have favored the restoration of a Russian-centered union, and
envisage a step-by-step approach through economic union, a customs union, a ruble
zone, a military union, and eventual political unification. They have been most vo-
ciferous in calling for regional autonomy, dual citizenship, and federalization as a step-
ping stone toward Russia. Indeed, Russophone leaders have supported regional au-
tonomy similar to that which exists in Crimea, whereby Donbas would obtain its own
legislature and executive, able to forge direct agreements with the government in Kyiv.
The positions of the Civic Congress and Intermovement are not identical with that
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of the Socialist or Communist parties or the “red directors” in industry and agricul-
ture, who generally oppose Ukrainian partition and do not envisage Donbas as a fu-
ture appendage of Russia. Moreover, conflicts have been evident even among Russo-
phones between proponents of a looser CIS-type union that would incorporate all of
Ukraine and supporters of a Greater Russian federation that would annex eastern and
southern territories following the proposed partition of Ukraine.20

Separatists and Russian nationalists have endeavored to push the Ukrainian au-
thorities into defining the state along ethnic grounds, thus provocatively alienating
the large segment of Russian-speakers. The Russophone lobby has attempted to ma-
nipulate ethnic and linguistic distinctions and has raised the specter of forceful
ukrainianization to increase popular fears, mobilize public opinion behind their poli-
cies, and increase opposition to Kyiv. The propaganda line asserted that the Ukrain-
ian administration has been dominated by nationalists who neglected the interests of
“Russian-speakers” and were intent on “ethnifying” them. In practice, such allegations
have been grossly inflated, especially as Russian schools continue to function and there
are more Russian-language publications available than simple demographic propor-
tions would warrant. Indeed, politicians in Kyiv have proved cautious in pursuing
ukrainianization in the East, contending that the imposition of a conservarive west
Ukrainian national consciousness and religious worldview would create resentment
and ultimately backfire.?!

Crimea: The Russian Factor

The Crimean peninsula has presented a more immediate problem for Kyiv, in that
the majority of inhabitants identify themselves as ethnically Russian and separatist forces
have been prominent. According to the 1989 census, 67.04 percent of the population
of 2.43 million were Russian and 25.7 percent Ukrainian. Nearly half of the Ukrainian
ethnics considered Russian their native tongue. Nonetheless, there was no public una-
nimity supporting unification with Russia, and divisions were evident within the penin-
suld’s political and economic elites. In fact, the majority of Crimeans participated in the
March 1994 Ukrainian elections despite separatist calls for a boycott.

In January 1991, Crimea achieved the status of an autonomous republic within
Ukraine after 93.3 percent of the electorate voted for such an arrangement, initially as
a “subject of the USSR and a party to the Union Treaty.” The Crimean oblast council
had ruled that Crimeans have the right to autonomous statehood while ruling that the
decree of the USSR’s Supreme Soviet in June 1945 abolishing its autonomous status was
unconstitutional. The Ukrainian parliament accepted the change of status in February
1991 and renewed Crimean autonomy “within the borders of the Ukrainian SSR.”22

In September 1991, a week after Ukraine’s declaration of independence, the
Crimean parliament declared the State Sovereignty of Crimea a constituent part of
Ukraine. Some deputies demanded an immediate declaration of separation and con-
tinued membership in the Soviet Union and later the CIS. In April 1992, Kyiv passed
a law delineating powers between state and republic; but it altered the version of the
law approved by the Crimean authorities, thus reducing the powers initially granted
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to the Crimean capital Simferopol. In retaliation, the Crimean parliament passed an
independence declaration pending a public referendum. Kyiv proclaimed this action
unconstitutional. Simferopol suspended its declaration: renewed negotiations re-
sulted in a revised law specifying the powers and responsibilities of the two political
entities. Nevertheless, this arrangement failed to stem the bitter political dispute over
Crimea’s status.

One of the major forces pushing for Crimean independence was the Republican
Movement of Crimea, whose leader Turii Meshkov was elected Crimea’s president in
March 1994, together with a largely Russophile parliament. The elections were ac-
companied by a nonbinding referendum calling for a “treaty” between Ukraine and
Crimea and for dual citizenship (Ukrainian and Russian). Some 75 percent of voters
supportted these proposals. Meshkov was propelled to office on a platform of closer
links with Russia and independence for the peninsula. After the elections, however,
Meshkov tempered his separatist rhetoric and pressed instead for greater autonomy
and more wide-ranging presidential powers. Conflicts began to mount between
Meshkov and the parliament and between various factions in the broad coalition
called the Russian Bloc. This process culminated in mutual suspensions of presiden-
tial and parliamentary functions, the effective rescinding of Meshkov’s powers, and
even appeals to Kyiv to mediate the conflict. President Kuchma adroitly capitalized
on these internal conflicts and showed no indications of surrendering Ukraine’s terri-
torial integrity. Indeed, in November 1994, the Ukrainian parliament, with Kuchma’s
evident backing, annulled a long list of laws adopted by Crimea because they openly
violated the country’s constitution. He also appointed a presidential representative in
the peninsula who upheld significant powers in the region. Some nationalist forces
even called for a dissolution of the Crimean parliament and the return of the penin-
sula to oblast status. Kuchma and a parliamentary majority opposed taking such a step,
as they were apprehensive about a major confrontation. In March 1995, however,
Kuchma abolished the Crimean presidency and annulled its separatist constirution.
The Crimean prime minister was replaced with a more accommodating figure. The
new Ukrainian constitution afforded Crimea a significant degree of autonomy and its
own regional constitution, thus further deflating the separatist lobby.

Kyiv banked on continued political infighting in Simferopol to draw Crimea away
from a separatist platform and thus avoid any escalation in ethnic divisions. It also
calculated that Crimeds lack of viability as a separate state because of its total depen-
dence on Ukraine for energy, water, and transportation links, as well as Russian wati-
ness about annexing the peninsula, would bring Simferopo! into line. Moscow’s role
in Crimea has been ambivalent. While some parliamentary factions and military lead-
ers have favored bringing the peninsula under Russian jurisdiction, Boris Yeltsin's gov-
ernment has avoided a direct conflict with Kyiv. Nonetheless, it periodically has ma-
nipulated the Crimean issue to maintain political pressure on Kyiv. In addition, the
activities of radical pro-Russian forces needed to be carefully monitored by Kyiv as the
possibility of provocations in order to draw Moscow into a confrontation with
Ukraine could not be discounted.?? The pro-annexationist statements of some promi-
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nent Russian politicians, including Moscow mayor Iurii Luzhkov and former presi-
dential candidate Aleksandr Lebed, as well as claims to Sevastopol by the Russian par-
liament, have contributed to undermining Ukrainian integricy.

Although interethnic relations in Crimea have not been overtly conflictual, Russo-
phone nationalists have sought to exploit the specter of ukrainianization and a Tatar
invasion to mobilize Russian ethnics against the Ukrainian state. Some Crimean Rus-
sians publicly have also attempted to alarm Ukrainians with the specter of Tatar sep-
aratism and thereby to embroil them in ethnic conflicts. Since 1989, over three hun-
dred thousand Tatars have been resettled in Crimea, from which they were deported
under Josef Stalin’s orders during World War II. It is projected that another hundred
twenty thousand will return over the next few years at the invitation of the Ukrain-
ian government. The Crimean authorities have remained passive in assisting the re-
settlement program and in some cases have even obstructed the process. The Tatar
leadership supported Ukrainian independence over Crimean-Russian jurisdiction,
but they have simultaneously demanded a greater role in the peninsuld’s government.
The Tatar national council (maj/is) promoted itself as a legitimate self-governing body
that should be incorporated into Crimea’s parliament as a second chamber represent-
ing “native peoples” and with a veto right over all legislation. When this proposal was
rejected, the majlis sought a third of all parliamentary seats, but eventually settled for
an allocation of fourteen deputies in the 450-sear legislature.

Although the Tatar return has been supported by the Ukrainian authorities as a
counterweight to the Russian-dominated Crimean government, Tatar numbers have
not been large enough to be critical for the peninsula’s ethnic and political balance.
Tatars have not been afforded substantial financial support from Kyiv in rebuilding
their communities. Kyivs Ministry of Nationalities and Migration was not well
equipped to respond to Tatar needs and evidently did not consider these a high pri-
ority. Ethnic Ukrainian leaders in Crimea also complained that Kyiv had contributed
litde to foster their national identity and had failed to establish a single Ukrainian lan-
guage school for over 626,000 Ukrainians by mid-1994. At the same time, Crimean
leaders accused Tatars of draining scarce resources from long-time residents and pre-
vented Tatars from reclaiming the most productive lands. Some attempts were also
made to evict Tatar families from new settlements, leading to clashes with police and
local inhabitants and raising ethnic tensions on the peninsula. It is useful to note that
the Tatar population has exhibited more pronounced political mobilization than the
larger Ukrainian ethnic community in Crimea, while leaders of the two groups have
cooperated in opposition against the Russian parties.

HALICZYNA: IMPATIENT NATIONALISM

The west Ukrainian oblasts were the first to push toward national independence. In
March 1991, the local councils authorized a question on independence as an addition
to Gorbachev’s referendum to maintain the USSR as a federation. National democrats
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clustered around the Popular Movement for Restructuring in Ukraine (Rukf) gained
important local government seats and during the December 1991 referendum sent
nearly twenty thousand activists to eastern and southern parts of the country to ad-
vocate Ukrainian independence. Rukh subsequently split into a number of parties and
factions. The center-right bloc forged a working agreement with the “national Com-
munists” around President Kravchuk in support of state independence. The more
moderate and more radical factions, including the Conservative Republicans, were
critical of the administration for unnecessarily making compromises with Moscow
and the eastern elites and for the slow pace of ukrainianization.

While Rukh has generally displayed tolerance and moderation on the ethnic ques-
tion, perceiving the danger of alienating eastern Ukrainians, the more radical local
leaders in Haliczyna (western Ukraine, historically known as Galicia), some of whom
were elected to parliament in March 1994, have been less restrained in criticizing
“Russophone” elements in eastern Ukraine. They demanded a government crack-
down against separatist tendencies in Crimea and Donbas. Such pressures have in turn
fueled charges in Donetsk and Simferopol that a policy of coercive ukrainianization
was under way and was supported by the authorities in Kyiv.

An important factor in the self-identity of western Ukrainians has been the rein-
stated Greek Catholic or Uniate Church. It served as a pillar of resistance to Soviet
and Russian rule, but has come under fire among some Orthodox congregations for
advancing a nationalist anti-Russian agenda in education, culture, and the mass me-
dia. The revival of Ukrainian Catholicism and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Ortho-
dox, and the consequent reduction in the influence of the Russian Orthodox Church,
particularly in western Ukraine, has had an important impact on national conscious-
ness and interethnic relations. Soon after the official restoration in June 1991, Cardi-
nal Ivan Lyubachivskyi, the head of the Uniate Church, declared invalid Sralin’s 1946
transfer of Church assets to the Russian Orthodox Church. Simulcaneously, there was
a dramatic rise in Orthodox congregations opting for affiliation with the Ukrainian
Autocephalous Orthodox Church or with the Ukrainian Orthodox Church—Kyiv Pa-
triarchate, which did not recognize the authority of the Moscow patriarchate.?® In
western Ukraine, the Russian church effectively lost control over religious life and was
denounced by local leaders as a tool of russification and as being out of touch with
the Ukrainian national revival.?5 Some disputes also surfaced between Greek Catholic
and Ukrainian Orthodox leaders, as the Uniates contended thar the lacter should fo-
cus their attention on the traditionally more Orthodox eastern regions.

The struggle between the three Orthodox churches has been particularly vehement
in central and eastern Ukraine, especially over territorial and property claims; it has
also had reverberations in political and regional conflicts. Observers grew concerned
that the revival of independent churches could polarize ethnoregional divisions, es-
pecially where church leaders publicly supported specific political options. Indeed, in
the March 1994 clections the Uniate and Ukrainian Orthodox hierarchy explicitly
backed centrist and national democrat candidates, while the Orthodox-Moscow Pa-
triarchate attempted to stay out of the fray for fear of besmirching leftist and pro-Rus-
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sian candidates in the public eye.?6 Observers estimated that moderate nationalists
and national democrats gained approximately eighty seats in the 1994 parliamentary
elections, although many of these deputies canvassed as “independents.” The ultra-
nationalists did not perform well in the elections, obtaining a mere dozen seats in the
450-seat parliament.?” However, their influence in parts of western Ukraine, in com-
petition with the moderate national-democratic majority, could grow in the event of
deepening socioeconomic turmoil and increasing interregional and center-regional
disputes.

TRANSCARPATHIA AND BUKOVINA

As with several other Ukrainian regions, the Transcarpathian oblast council in west-
ern Ukraine has been canvassing to turn the area into a “special economic zone.” It
calculated that this would atrract foreign investors, bypassing the Kyiv bureaucracy,
and strengthen economic ties with neighboring Hungary and Slovakia.?® Demands
for economic autonomy have in turn galvanized anti-Ruthenian sentiments among
Ukrainian nationalists. Some Slavic residents of Transcarpathia define themselves as
Ruthenian, although the majority consider themselves to be Ukrainian ethnics. Dis-
putes have raged since the collapse of the USSR on whether the Ruthenians are a sep-
arate ethnolinguistic group or merely a regional segment of the Ukrainian nation.
Economic emancipation for Transcarpathia was viewed by nationalists as anti-Ukrain-
ian separatism, particularly as it allegedly had support among “international agencies”
in Hungary and Slovakia.??

Autonomist tendencies have grown in Transcarpathia in recent years, with several
groups pressing for varying degrees of self-determination. In December 1990, even
before Ukrainian independence, the Society of Carpathian Ruthenians (SCR),
formed initially as a cultural-educational group, demanded the “return of the status
of an autonomous republic” to the Transcarpathian oblast. The SCR sought auton-
omy similar to that of semi-independent Subcarpathian Ruthenia in October 1938
following the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. Such autonomist pressures had
some resonance among the local oblast leadership, which called for full autonomy
along Crimean lines but underlined their intent to remain a constituent part of
Ukraine. They also raised the prospect of conducting public plebiscites on the ques-
tion of autonomy and “self-governing” status for the region. Indeed, in a regional ref-
erendum in December 1991, 78 percent of the population favored the creation of a
“special self-governing administrative territory” for the Transcarpathian oblast within
an independent Ukraine.?® More radical groups also have emerged in the region, in-
cluding the Subcarpathian Republican Party, which called for the transformation of
the region into an independent state. Their influence has been Jimired, however, and
their objectives were rejected by the regional government.

The Hungarian community in Transcarpathia, which accounts for 12.5 percent of
the region’s population, has also become active in campaigning for an “autonomous
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district” in the Berehiv raion containing the most compact Magyar minority. The
Democratic Union of Hungarians in Ukraine (DUHUY} organized a poll in 1992 to
provide Berehiv with a special “national district” status. Eighty-one percent of voters
approved of this measure.>! The DUHU also supported autonomy for the whole of
Transcarpathia within an independent Ukraine. The authorities in Kyiv have proved
faitly accommodating to the Hungarian minority, for example, by acceding to calls
for a “special status” for the Berehiv district. This move was positively received by the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). The Ukrainian au-
thorities did not perceive Magyars as a threat to national integrity, but as a bridge to-
ward establishing cooperative ties with Hungary and as a potential lever against the
more strident Ruthenian demands for regional autonomy.

The Bukovina tregion in southwestern Ukraine has also exhibited some au-
tonomous trends. On the one hand, a rift has developed between western, pro-Hal-
iczyna raions and eastern, conservative raions. The former favored more extensive eco-
nomic decentralization and the creation of a “free economic zone.” On the other
hand, a division has also appeared between Ukrainian majority raions and those with
a substantial Romanian and Moldavan population. Approximately 20 percent of the
total population of the oblast was registered as Romanians and Moldavans.

The minority Eminescu Society has been very active in the region and has lodged
various proposals for improving the position of the Romanian community, including
the establishment of a Romanian university in Chernivtsi and even dual Ukrainian-
Romanian citizenship. This has been interpreted by some Ukrainian spokesman as
creeping ethnoterritorial separatism aided and abetted by revisionist circles in Roma-
nia. Indeed, the more outspoken minority leaders have supported an eventual merger
of Bukovina with Romania. Under the inspiration of nationalist and separatist forces,
minority leaders called for a boycott of the December 1991 referendum on Ukrain-
ian independence, while some local village councils have reportedly raised the Ro-
manian flag and adopted other Romanian or Moldovan symbols.3? Kyiv initially
proved less accommodating to the Romanian minority than to the Hungarian, clearly
fearful that aspirations toward autonomy could snowball into a major confrontation
with Bucharest over several territories annexed from Romania at the close of World
War II, including Bukovina and the southern Danubian counties in Odessa oblast.
Nevertheless, the Romanian/Moldovan population has been granted local self-gov-
ernment in districts where it predominates.

CONCLUSION

The development of ethnic relations in an independent Ukraine hinges on several key
factors, including the impact of economic reforms, the extent of national political
consensus, and the degree of regional stability. Unless the question of regional devo-
lution is permanently resolved to the satisfaction of western, eastern, and southern
Ukrainian leaders, the danger of an escalating east-west conflict is plausible. The lines
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of confrontation may encompass a spectrum of contentious issues: economic pro-
grams, foreign policy, or questions of language use and education. Clearly, President
Kuchma has succeeded to a greater degree than his predecessor in stabilizing the sit-
uation by seeking to create a balance between centralism and regional decentraliza-
tion. Although interregional disputes remain evident, they have not focused on ques-
tions of ethnic identity and state allegiance, but largely on economic interests and
political influences.

Indeed, the ethnic question has been largely defused in Ukrainian politics; by the
close of 1997, even the Crimean issue remained relatively stable. The economic and
political turbulence in Russia during 1998 may also have contributed to undercutting
any domestic pressures for separatism or proposed reunification with Russia. Nonethe-
less, the potential for renewed ethnoregional conflicts cannot be completely dis-
counted, particularly as influential forces in Moscow continue to harbor claims o
Ukrainian territory. The shortcomings of Kyiv’s economic reform program may also
help generate social, regional, and ethnic tensions. A great deal depends on the long-
term impact of privatization and marketization on broad sectors of the population and
whether this will promote or dissipate long-term loyalty to an integral Ukrainian state.
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