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Abstract. The escalation of the Russia-Ukraine confrontation into a full-
scale war in 2022 reinforced questions about the deficiencies of the main-
stream IR theoretical paradigms in exploring and explaining the deve-
lopment in Eastern Europe. In this article, we examine the explanatory
potential that the postcolonial approach in IR can contribute to elucida-
ting Russia’s aggressive behaviour and, no less importantly, Ukraine’s des-
perate resistance to the invasion. This includes examining the coloni-
ser—colonised dichotomy within the historical context of Russia-Ukraine
relations, the Russian neocolonial agenda in independent Ukraine, and the
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applicability of the concepts of the Other and Subaltern to Russian per-
ceptions of Ukrainians. We offer substantiation of the premise that, al-
though the status of Ukrainians within the Russian Empire and the Soviet
Union differed from the experiences of overseas colonies, there are still
common features — such as predatory exploitation of human and natu-
ral resources, enslavement and forced relocations, and cultural suppres-
sion and marginalization of indigenous people — that support the applica-
tion of a postcolonial approach. The perspective highlighted with the help
of the postcolonial lens fills in the gaps inherent in other theoretical ap-
proaches, addressing the coloniser’s tendency to use power to retain he-
gemony and revealing how Russian hybrid perception of Ukrainians as the
same people to Russians, but subaltern, shaped Ukrainian culture of re-
sistance to oppression.

Keywords: international relations, postcolonialism, neocolonialism, Ukrai-
ne, Russia-Ukraine war.

Mainstream IR theories
and Russia-Ukraine war

Russia’s full-scale military intervention in Ukraine in February 2022
took scholars and politicians across the globe by surprise, even those
who had been following developments in the region and were recog-
nised as experts on Russia. And this is natural for people with rational
thinking, because, as Valeria Korablyova notes, the Russian full-scale
invasion of Ukraine “questioned a rational explanation, given that
a full-blown military assault on its face was not beneficial to Russia’s
state interests, whether geopolitical or geoeconomic” (Korablyova
2022: 40). At the same time, the inability of the international commu-
nity to foresee such a dramatic development raised questions about
the limitations of the mainstream International Relations theoretical
paradigms (Dutkiewicz & Smolenski 2023) in comprehending regional
interdependencies and local actors’ motivations, as well as in predic-
ting scenarios that go beyond rational explanations.

Decades of dominance of realism and liberalism in Internatio-
nal Relations studies fostered the reliance on explaining IR primarily
through the lenses of these two paradigms. This subsequently resul-
ted in assertions that IR had become a discipline imbued with “gen-
dered, ethnocentric, and broader socio-political concerns” (Tickner
2013: 628). Yet, for both realists and liberals, Eastern Europe, apart
from Russia, “has generally appeared as an object of projecting po-
wer and visions of governance rather than a subject in its own right
in the field of making, and making sense of, international relations”,
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as Maria Malksoo rightly points out (Milksoo 2021: 871). Realists’
preoccupation with the Cold War’s great powers’ rivalry hampered
their insightfulness in analysing specifics of Russia’s motivations and
objectives in Eastern Europe, while liberalists’ overestimation of the
potential of interdependence to bring competitors closer led to over-
looking the importance of other reasons shaping the development in
the region.

Traditionally, the realist paradigm has displayed a penchant for
“great power narcissism” (Hagstréom 2021), the origins of which can be
traced back to Thucydides’ historical chronicles where the maxim “the
strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must” (Thu-
cydides 1972: 2) is embedded. This inclination leads to the marginali-
zation of the agency of small and medium powers, which in this case
reduces Ukraine to the role of a hostage to the circumstances created
by the great powers (Mearsheimer 2014). However, such deprivation of
Ukraine of its agency is refuted by the fact that it was Ukraine’s despe-
rate resistance in the first months of the full-scale Russian invasion that
forced Western partners to reconsider their initial positions and begin
to actively support Ukraine with arms supplies. Realists also claim the
West'’s responsibility for Russia’'s aggression (Mearsheimer 2014; Walt
2022) and insist that it was the promise of the NATO membership for
Ukraine that provoked Russia (Mearsheimer 2014). However, this stance
overlooks the fact that Vladimir Putin’s revisionist speech at the 2007
Munich Security Conference was delivered before the 2008 NATO Bu-
charest Summit where Ukraine was promised membership (Nye 2022b).
Even backin 2000, the renewed Russian Foreign Policy Concept already
indicated Moscow’s claims that “the formation of new equal, mutually
beneficial, partnership relations between Russia and the outside world
did not materialise”. Among the foreign policy goals, the Concept poin-
ted to strengthening Russia’s position as “a great power and as one of
the influential centres of the modern world” (Tehekspert 2000). And
Putin was convinced that it was Ukraine that could help Russia gain the
“critical mass” for achieving this goal (Trenin 2018).

Neoliberals, on the other hand, argued that economic interde-
pendence, along with intense globalization, made wars too expensive
and inexpedient, which should deter states from aggression (Copeland
1996), and that Russia’s democratisation would be a precondition
for a transformative process that would make conflicts inexpedient
(Bouchet 2015; Gat 2005). Since Russia’s economic progress strong-
ly depended on Western technologies and trade with the European
Union as a major purchaser of its energy resources, the neoliberal
logic viewed war as an extremely unreasonable endeavour. Howe-
ver, the full-scale aggression against Ukraine has shown that rational
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economic considerations do not always prevail over other motivations
and “while economic interdependence can raise the costs of war, it
clearly does not prevent it”, as Joseph Nye points out (2022a).

An alternative perspective on the motivation of Russia’s behaviour
could derive from a constructivist standpoint interpreting power poli-
tics as a socially constructed reality rather than a naturally predefined
mode of interaction between states (Wendt 1992). This logic allows for
arguing that Russia’s perception of interest and security is interlinked
with its “alternative identities”, built around the notion of Russia “as
a supranational entity or region, understood in cultural civilisationist
terms, or in geoeconomic terms — or both at the same time” (Kazharski
2019: 190). Given that rational choice models are insufficient for ex-
plaining Russia’s behaviour, constructivists study it not as a purely ra-
tional actor, but rather as a state driven by cultural factors.

Although constructivists equip the academic discourse with in-
sightful tools to analyse Russia’s behaviour as determined by culture
and identities, the nature of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, as
well as the resoluteness of Ukraine’s desperate response, prompt the
expansion of theoretical tools and the range of IR paradigms for inter-
preting these events, their origins and preconditions. In this respect,
the ongoing discussions on the need for decolonisation of Internatio-
nal Relations (Davis A. et al. 2020; Hassan & Sajjad 2022; Tucker 2018)
inspire the renewed attempts to apply a postcolonial lens to the study
of social and political dynamics in Russia-Ukraine relations and, more
broadly, in Eastern Europe. Timothy Snyder, one of the most respected
Western historians specializing in the history of Central and Eastern
Europe, boosts this process by naming Russia’s war in Ukraine “a co-
lonial war” and Ukraine “a post-colonial country” (Snyder 2022). The
imperial nature of Russia’s war against Ukraine is also noted by a num-
ber of other scholars (Burlyuk & Musliu 2023: 606), thus marking a sig-
nificant shift in academic discourse, as Ukraine has long been “among
the most flagrantly neglected cases of Soviet colonialism due to the
allegedly insufficient applicability of the label ‘postcolonial’ to the for-
mer Soviet/Russian imperial space” (Malksoo 2023: 473). Application of
the toolkit of postcolonial studies for interpreting the dynamics in this
region can enrich the explanatory potential of IR theories.

It should be noted that in the last decades, academic discourse
representing Russia itself as an object of Western colonisation has in-
tensified, echoing the nineteenth century Slavophiles and early-twen-
tieth-century Eurasianists, widely spreading not only in Russia alone,
but also among Western left-wing groups and broader non-Western
audiences (Tolz & Hutchings 2023). Tamar Koplatadze argues that
this tendency is largely rooted in the theoretical discourse on Russia’s
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internally colonised identity vis-a-vis the West, and within this nar-
rative, the Russian Empire and subsequently the Soviet Union “are re-
garded as non-colonial powers since the Russian population allegedly
suffered more under Russo-Soviet rule than non-Russian nationalities
in the annexed territories” (Koplatadze 2022). Andrey Makarychev and
Ryhor Nizhnikau highlight that “Russia actively utilizes the Western ac-
ademic rules for its own benefit”, mimicking the major vocabularies and
redeploying dominant narratives to support the Kremlin propaganda
“through Russia-sympathetic scholars” (Makarychev & Nizhnikau 2023).
Vitaly Chernetsky considers the phenomenon of presenting Russia ra-
ther as victim of Western colonialist expansion than as a colonialist of-
fender within Russia’s practice of post-truth application, including the
postcolonial discourse (Chernetsky 2023). In some academic papers, ar-
guments of Russia’s decolonisation discourse are even used to portray
the invasion of Ukraine as “Eurasian decolonisation, rather than the first
step of Russian neo-imperial expansionism” (Kang 2020: 26).

Meanwhile, academic discourse lacks the Ukrainian perspective
on the application of postcolonial approaches, which substantiates the
argument about the “subaltern and marginalized position of Ukrain-
ian studies vis-a-vis Russian studies in the West” (Chernetsky 2003:
36-37), as well as about “the refusal to recognise the Ukrainian subject
as a legitimate knowledge generator and an agent of its own libera-
tion from Russian colonialism” (Kurylo 2023: 686). Maria Sonevytsky
notes that such epistemic imperialism leads to the domination of the
outsider narratives about what Ukraine is, “often wholly skipping the
knowledge produced in Ukraine, by Ukrainians, or by those who study
Ukraine specifically” (Sonevytsky 2023: 22). Victoria Donovan claims
that the Western decolonial discourses “reproduce the same hierar-
chies of authority and power” speaking “on behalf of” the margina-
lized others, including Ukrainians (Donovan 2023: 169). Mila O’Sullivan
and Katerina KruliSova point out that the “Western practices of exclu-
sion of those directly impacted by Russian imperial aggression” and
“speaking over Ukraine” contributed to misunderstandings about the
imperial nature of the Russian invasion (O'Sullivan & KruliSova 2023).
These arguments highlight a broader trend of objectifying the Central
and Eastern European countries in the International Relations studies
(Davis N. 2022; Dudko 2023) and “Western epistemic practices of mar-
ginalization and silencing of the CEE Subaltern/Other” referred to as
“Westsplaining” (O'Sullivan & KruliSova 2023). Aliaksei Kazharski notes
that the Western discourse on Central and Eastern Europe suffers
from “distortions caused by its deep Russo-centrism” and “assumption
that powerful players can and should talk to Moscow over the heads of
Central and Eastern European countries” (Kazharski 2022).
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Against this backdrop, a conference held at the European Hu-
manities University (Vilnius, Lithuania) in September 2023, was a rare
opportunity for scholars and practitioners from countries implicat-
ed by Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine “to delink from hegemo-
nic narratives and structures of power-knowledge imposed from the
imperial centre” and “to express perspectives embedded in their lo-
cal experiences” (Korablyova 2023). However, this event was a fairly
rare possibility against the backdrop of a still generally dominant ap-
proach of silencing local voices calling for decolonisation of education
and research in the newly independent Eastern European states that
emerged from the former Soviet Union.

In light of the aforementioned considerations, this paper explores
the pertinence of adopting a postcolonial approach to explain Russia’s
assertive behaviour and, no less importantly, Ukraine’s desperate re-
sistance. The authors seek to underscore the added value that post-
colonial studies can offer within a broader discourse on the decoloni-
sation of International Relations studies, particularly in the context of
the Eastern European region — traditionally not a prominent area of
focus for this theoretical approach.

Applying postcolonial lens
to Russia-Ukraine relations

While opponents of applying a postcolonial perspective to the Central
and Eastern European countries emphasise that “we are not dealing
here with classical colonies, which are distant and lie across the seas”,
the proponents note the relevancy of such research “to understand
how the imperial centre of authority aims to subordinate to itself or
dominate the territories desired by itself” (Korek 2007). Considering
the question of whether one can speak of postcolonialism in regard to
the post-Soviet space, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, along with other
scholars, notes: “When an alien nation-state establishes itself as ruler,
impressing its own laws and systems of education and rearranging the
mode of production for its own economic benefit, ‘coloniser’ and ‘colo-
nised’ can be used” (Spivak et al. 2006: 828).

It should be noted that there is no consensus among contempo-
rary Ukrainian scholars on the issue of Ukraine’s colonial status. Some
scholars attribute the imprint of Russia’s colonial legacy to Ukraine’s
asymmetric relations with Russia that affected the development
trajectory and identity of Ukraine (Riabchuk 2010; Riabczuk 2013).
Others argue that defining Ukraine as a colony negates its creative
role within the Russian Empire (Hrytsak 2015). As for public attitudes,
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a 2023 opinion poll indicated that a majority of 64 % Ukrainians agreed
that Ukraine was a colony of the Russian Empire, while 31% disagreed
with this definition (Hrushetskyi 2023).

For the purposes of this research, we apply the postcolonial ap-
proach that seeks alternative interpretations rooted in justice and the
adoption of alternative norms (Wilkens 2017) and challenges rationa-
list notions of power as a tool constraining self-determination (Bhabha
1994: 20; Fanon 1963: 146), asserting that power often leads to domi-
nation and varying degrees of complex hegemony (Said 1979: 5). Post-
colonialism delves into the sophisticated connection between memory,
historical experiences and politics, offering insights into the motiva-
tions behind resistance and patterns of transformation as vehicles for
emancipation. It also exposes the legacies of colonial rule and imperial
administration that inform contemporary global politics (Kii¢iik 2022:
157).

Postcolonial studies encompass both the examination of colonial
practices and neocolonial dynamics. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak as-
serts that “we live in a post-colonial, neocolonised world” (quoted in
Griffiths 2014: 144), while Homi K. Bhabha contends that postcoloniality
serves as “a salutary reminder of the persistent ‘neocolonial’ relations
within the ‘new’ world order and the multi-national division of labour”
(Bhabha 1994: 6). Criticizing the dominant powers’ understanding of
power as a tool for acquiring and sustaining hegemony is central to
this perspective. The study of colonial practices is essential for under-
standing how these practices have influenced societal responses to
domination and shaped various forms of resistance.

The application of a postcolonial lens to the study of Russia-
Ukraine relations involves examining of power projection, representa-
tion, identity markers, hybridity, and resistance against the imposition
of dominant norms. This necessitates a preliminary exploration of the
coloniser-colonised dichotomy within the historical context of Rus-
sia-Ukraine relations. Although not a novel discussion (Moore 2001,
Szeptycki 2011), this perspective is still insufficiently represented in
academic discourse. It incorporates both imperial and colonial pat-
terns in Russia’s legacy, including territorial acquisition through the
displacement of native populations, assimilation through violence,
uprooting locals and rooting settlers, and co-optation of local in-
stitutions (Kassymbekova 2022). Cultural denigration is manifested
through processes encompassing annihilation, humiliation, and the
suppression of indigenous elements, thereby eradicating their highly
esteemed connotations.

Among the significant manifestations of Russia’s dominance, re-
searchers point out attempts to manipulate and absorb Ukrainian
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historical and cultural legacy (Stepanenko 2022; Sukhov 2023; Yurchuk
2013). In tsarist times, Moscow appropriated all available Ukraini-
an historical manuscripts, including the documents of Kyivan Rus.
Some of them were annihilated, while others were rewritten by tsarist
scribes and historians in line with the Russian historical narratives,
incorporating Ukrainian historical and cultural heritage into Russian
context and denying the state-forming agency of Ukraine (Dashkevych
2014; Kostenko & Halupa 2021).

An important factor of Ukraine’s colonial status was the absence
of its own state centre. As Mykola Riabchuk notes, the mechanisms
of governance, rather than being solely performed by Russia-instilled
institutions, were imbued with creolization practices, when Rus-
sian-speaking local people were appointed to undertake low-pro-
file administrative roles (Riabchuk 2000). This practice continued
throughout the existence of the Russian Empire and was later inheri-
ted and continued by the Soviet Union, with the small exception of the
period of “indigenisation” policy of the early USSR in the 1920s, when
the Bolsheviks were trying to win the support of the local population,
including in Ukraine. Even the first decades of Ukrainian indepen-
dence after the collapse of the USSR were marked by the domination
of creole elites, who exhibited Soviet/Russian identities, evinced alle-
giance to Russia and readiness to sustain its influence in Ukraine.

Another important factor is the linguistic and cultural oppression
and marginalization of the local population. In the 17*" and 19* cen-
turies, several dozen resolutions were issued by Russian administra-
tions to restrict or ban the use of the Ukrainian language (Virchenko
2011). The most notorious examples were the Valuev and Ems decrees
of 1863 and 1876 respectively: the former forbade religious and educa-
tional publications in Ukrainian except for belles-lettres works; and
the latter banned the use of the Ukrainian language in print except for
reprinting old documents and forbade the import of Ukrainian publi-
cations and the staging of plays or lectures in Ukrainian (Dibrova 2017).

Imposing the use of terms like “Malorossiya” (Lesser Russia) in-
stead of “Ukraine” and encouraging the use of “Khokhols” as a dero-
gatory name for Ukrainians served to erase the national identity traits
of Ukrainians and to indicate the superiority of Russians over them
(Grabowicz 1995: 678). In order to climb the social ladder and become
part of the political and cultural elite, people of Ukrainian descent
were forced to renounce their Ukrainian identity in favour of loyalty to
the Russian (later Soviet) identity. The “inferior identity of ‘little Rus-
sians’ has been deeply internalised by many Ukrainians”, as they had
to “hide their Ukrainian identity from an early age”, inter alia, by not
speaking the Ukrainian language in public (Kurylo 2023: 689).
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Ukrainians also experienced a series of violent acts and policies,
including the artificial famine of 1932-1933 that brought millions of
deaths and a cultural trauma (Klymenko 2016) and is recognized as
genocide by parliaments of many countries (Holodomor Museum
2023). In 2022, the European Parliament stated in its resolution, adop-
ted by 507 votes in favour, with only 12 against and 17 abstentions, that
it “Recognises the Holodomor, the artificial famine of 1932-1933 in
Ukraine caused by a deliberate policy of the Soviet regime, as a geno-
cide against the Ukrainian people, as it was committed with the intent
to destroy a group of people” (European Parliament 2022).

There were also mass deportations of Ukrainians to other regions
of the USSR in 1944-1951 (UINM 2019) and repressions and executions
of the Ukrainian political, intellectual and cultural elite (Shkandrij &
Bertelsen 2013), accompanied by economic exploitation and resource
appropriation. In the 1930s, the Ukrainian peasants, denied ID docu-
ments, were effectively locked in rural ghettos, deprived of freedom
of movement. Since the 1950s, natural gas had been extracted with
predatory intensity in the territory of Ukraine in the interests of the
Soviet Union, thus rapidly and ruthlessly depleting Ukraine’s raw ma-
terial resources (Pavlushko 2018).

The above-mentioned practices, among other things, give reasons
to consider Russian and later Soviet domination of Ukraine as coloni-
al and imperialist, since a colonial policy can cover not only overseas
territories but also encompasses imperial borderlands and contiguous
lands (Shkandrij 2001: XI). In this context, it is worth noting that even
the early Soviet historical anti-colonialism scholars of the 1920s and
early 1930s, such as Mikhail Pokrovskii and Nikolai Ianchevskii, admit-
ted that the expansion of the Grand Duchy of Moscow and later of
the Russian Empire was based on “predatory exploitation of colonies;
eradication and enslavement of indigenous people” (quoted in Golubev
2023:195). They also exposed the practices of Russian imperial history
studies to erase the histories of indigenous people whose lands had
been colonised (quoted in Golubev 2023: 197).

Is Ukraine the Other
and/or Subaltern for Russia?

Russia’s strategy includes imposing an approach of a similar identi-
ty, considering Ukrainians not as the Other constituent to the Rus-
sian identity, but rather as essentially the same people with regional
peculiarities. Since the times of the Tsarist Russia, the attitude to-
wards Ukrainians as an ethnically similar group (Kappeler 2014) has
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led to the denial of the right to be considered a separate people, and
the Ukrainian language, along with Belarusian, was seen merely as
a dialect of the “Great Russian language” (Etkind et al. 2012: 14). This
tradition is carried on by the current Russian authorities, including
President Vladimir Putin, who consistently emphasises the narrative
of a “one people” (Putin 2021; Putin 2023).

While in the Tsarist Russia the prohibition model of identity moul-
ding prevailed, in the Soviet era it was a substitution model under
which Ukrainian national symbols were gradually replaced by imperial
ones through renaming and infusing them with imperial fundamentals
or markers (Yurchuk 2013: 153). The substitution model posed a hidden
threat causing no opposition to replacement that went on invisibly. The
central objective of this substitution was to eliminate any evidence of
Otherness. Drawing from Edward Said’s insights (Said 1979), the colo-
niser typically constructs the colonised as the Other marked by sig-
nificant racial, cultural, and linguistic distinctions. And in this sense,
the relations become constitutive. Here the question arises whether
Ukraine is the Other for Russia?

Miroslav Shkandrij substantiates that the “oriental” portrayal
of Ukraine in Russian literature bears a resemblance to the oriental
depictions of colonial territories prevalent in Western literary works
(Shkandrij 2001: 30). Ukraine perpetually performs the role of a bor-
derland, existing on the periphery and lagging behind, deprived of in-
trinsic value or purpose, thereby assuming an exoticized aura. These
attributes find resonance in the literary works of Mikhail Lermontov,
Vissarion Belinski, Alexander Pushkin and other Russian authors
(Shkandrij 2001: 121-122).

Ukraine’s image in the Russian consciousness has exhibited an in-
herent ambivalence. It emerges as both a proximate and distant land,
simultaneously possessing fraternal and antagonistic connotations,
thereby presenting a paradox between the familiar and the unknown.
This does not attribute Otherness to Ukraine that could have been
a foundation for constitutive relationships in Said’s interpretation (Said
1979: 97). Instead, it assumes the image of Ukraine as of Russia’s civili-
sationally identical part retaining distinctive regional traits.

However, not being the Other did not shield Ukraine from becom-
ing the subaltern — the one who doesn’t speak (Spivak 1988), deprived
of voice and actions, misappropriated or rendered inoperative (Cox
1983), the one who is excluded from power distribution. Inter alia, this
was manifested in the artificial elevation of the Russian language in
urban areas and extrusion of Ukrainian to rural ghettoized areas. Rus-
sia propagated an image of cultural supremacy, curtailed movement
freedoms, and imposed norms that further entrenched the discourse
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of supremacy and possession. This process not only produced the phe-
nomenon of the subaltern but also induced an inferiority syndrome.

George Grabowicz notes the deliberate “provincialization” of
Ukrainian culture under Russia’s rule “in terms of the loss of quality,
narrowing of horizons, distortion of intellectual and artistic produc-
tion” (Grabowicz 1995: 678-679). Ukrainians became unsure of their
own cultural affinities and even felt “stigmatized by [their] own lan-
guage”, stresses Vitaly Chernetsky (Chernetsky 2003: 40). According
to Frantz Fanon, it is the colonisers who artificially impose the inferio-
rity syndrome on native cultures (Fanon 1963: 53). As a consequence of
unequal relations, subordination emerges where the colonised inter-
nalizes the possessive discourse of the coloniser, resulting in self-un-
derestimation and even self-hatred (Fanon 1963: 236). This mental
subordination leads to the perception of one’s own culture as inferior,
fostering readiness to discard it in favour of the dominant culture.

The enduring impact of this subalternity-making process is evi-
dent in the formation of two models of response to the colonial heri-
tage or postcolonial policies and identity consolidation in Ukraine,
each imprinted with differing degrees of colonial memory. The first
one is a national-oriented postcolonialism with cultural and language
components at the centre, and the second one is a postmodern post-
colonialism with the focus on efficient institutions, innovative com-
petitive economy with accelerated modernization where cultural and
language issues would be complementary/hidden (Dubrovskiy et al.
2024; Zhurzhenko 2002). This complicated and multi-layered coloni-
al heritage shaped several types of national consciousness (Riabchuk
2015) with a different scale of imprinted colonial memory that compli-
cate and jeopardize the elaboration of comprehensive foreign, secu-
rity, social, and economic policies. Furthermore, it rendered Ukraine
vulnerable to external influences, which Russia has sought to exploit
in its neocolonial policies for more than thirty years of Ukraine’s in-
dependence.

Russia’s hybrid perception of Ukrainians as people similar to Rus-
sians but Russia’s subaltern withal — shaped Ukrainians’ identity traits,
in particular the culture of protest and resistance to the oppression
and subjugation that explains Ukraine’s determined response to Rus-
sia’s aggression. Opinion polls show that, contrary to Putin’s claims,
only 4% of Ukrainians consider Russians to be a fraternal nation, only
0.5% of respondents attribute themselves to Russian cultural tradi-
tions, and 4% attribute themselves to Soviet cultural traditions, while
81% identify themselves with the Ukrainian cultural tradition, and
10% — with the pan-European cultural tradition (Razumkov Centre
2023).

28 | OLENA KHYLKO & MAKSYM KHYLKO



Neocolonial agenda
in independent Ukraine

The term “neocolonialism”, introduced by Jean Paul Sartre in his work
Colonialism and Neocolonialism (Sartre 1964), highlighted France’s
continued influence in Africa and the imperative for colonised nations
to break free from their colonisers. Since then, neocolonialism has
been understood as a complex set of domination measures, such as
penetration and infiltration into financial, economic, political, and se-
curity structures. This entails altering identity formation to establish
and uphold political control while ensuring cultural subjugation. Neo-
colonialism deploys control over mass media and religion to dissemi-
nate narratives that foster loyalty to the dominant state and culture
(Nkrumah 1965; Uzoigwe 2019), often rooted in the presumption that
former colonies lack the capacity for autonomous governance (Mbem-
be 2001).

As soon as Russia recovered from the collapse of the USSR, Mos-
cow intensified the practices aimed at restoring the subordination of
Ukraine, which, inter alia, encompassed cultural, religious, and media
influences, energy dependence, economic expansion, and penetration
into Ukrainian political and security institutions. There is a number
of publications that analyse these processes in a fairly comprehensive
manner (e.g., see: Gonchar 2016; Horbulin 2017; Hurak & D’Anieri 2022;
Kuzio & D’Anieri 2018; Racz 2015). Therefore, in this article, we will only
briefly highlight some aspects that reflect the post-colonial nature of
Russia’s policy towards Ukraine in the post-Soviet period, culminating
in a full-scale invasion in 2022.

Having declared the official goals of promoting the Russian lan-
guage, heritage and culture, reconnecting the Russian diaspora with
its homeland (Russkiy Mir Foundation 2024) and strengthening Rus-
sia’s humanitarian influence in the world (Rossotrudnichestvo 2024),
the Russkiy Mir (Russian world) Foundation established by Vladimir
Putin’s decree in 2007, and the Federal Agency for the Commonwealth
of Independent States Affairs, Compatriots Living Abroad, and Inter-
national Humanitarian Cooperation (Rossotrudnichestvo) founded by
Dmitry Medvedev’s decree in 2008, played a pivotal role in orchestra-
ting cultural dominance and disseminating Russian narratives in the
“near abroad”, including Ukraine (Gorham 2019; Koval et al. 2022).

Russian-linked media ownership in Ukraine, through affiliated
oligarchs and businessmen, provided a fertile ground for dissemina-
ting narratives, fostering propaganda and disinformation, intervening
in Ukrainian political processes, and sowing divisions along linguis-
tic, religious, and political lines (Avdeeva 2021; Goloborod’ko 2020;
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Savoyska 2009; Vinnichuk 2019). The Ukrainian Orthodox Church sub-
ordinated to the Moscow Patriarchate, made a significant contribution
to keeping its adherents within the paradigm of the “Russian world”
and promoting Russia’s geopolitical agenda (Blitt 2011; Krawchuk 2022;
Ohle et al. 2021; Zdioruk & Haran 2012).

Having officially defined its fuel and energy complex as “an instru-
ment of domestic and foreign policy” (Meganorm 2003), Russia has
been widely using its energy advantage, strategic infrastructure, and
energy export to achieve its foreign and security policy goals, inclu-
ding increasing its influence on Ukraine (Balmaceda 2015; Gonchar
et al. 2015; Newnham 2011; Sukhodolia 2020). In 2013, not long before
the Russian occupation of Crimea and certain areas of Donetsk and
Luhansk regions, Ukraine was still heavily dependent on Moscow for
energy supplies and imported from Russia over 68 % of mineral fuels,
oil and petroleum products, and 50 % of fuel units for Soviet-era nucle-
ar power plants (Lytvynenko & Sinaiko 2021: 52).

By lobbying through the Russian-linked “red directors” of Ukrai-
nian heavy industry enterprises to purchase raw materials and equip-
ment that meet the Customs Union standards rather than those of
the EU, Moscow hindered Ukraine’s modernization efforts to deter it
from accessing the European market. Multiple Russian bids to acquire
Ukrainian strategic industrial enterprises, such as Motor-Sich, which
produced engines for combat helicopters, underscored Moscow’s in-
tent to control Ukrainian strategic infrastructure (Hurska 2019). The
active penetration of Russian capital into Ukraine’s financial system in
2005-2013, including through the growing presence of Russian state-
owned banks, increased the vulnerability of the Ukrainian economy to
Moscow’s pressure (Danylyshyn 2017; Muslienko & Moyiseienko 2019).
Moscow has repeatedly applied economic leverage to exert political
pressure on Kyiv, in particular to disrupt the signing of the Association
and Free Trade Agreement between Ukraine and the European Union
in 2013 (Horbulin 2017: 59-68; Lytvynenko & Sinaiko 2021: 42-60).

Russian influence on Ukraine’s political landscape was successful
in that it sowed perpetual uncertainty regarding European and Eura-
sian integration, as well as political and economic modernization, and
stagnation (Racz 2015). Victor Yanukovych, whom Moscow openly
supported during the 2010 presidential elections, attempted to im-
pose an authoritarian model of government in Ukraine similar to that
in Russia. Just two months after coming to power, Yanukovych signed
the Kharkiv Accords, which extended the stay of the Russian Black
Sea Fleet in Ukrainian Crimea until 2042. A significant manifestation
of Russia’s influence was the adoption in 2010 of the Law of Ukraine
on the Principles of Domestic and Foreign Policy, which enshrined
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Ukraine’s non-bloc status, effectively precluding its move toward
rapprochement with NATO (Verkhovna Rada Ukrayiny 2010). The re-
searchers note such forms of Russian activity as corruption of Ukrain-
ian political elites, interference in elections, utilization of Ukrainian
oligarchs as agents of influence, and other penetration tactics aimed
atinternal destabilization and undermining relations between Ukraine
and its Western partners (Watling et al. 2023: 4-12).

By 2013, Moscow’s pressure on Kyiv became so intense that even
the pro-Russian president Viktor Yanukovych complained about it to
the German chancellor Angela Merkel in a conversation caught on
camera on the margins of the 2013 Vilnius Eastern Partnership Sum-
mit: “We have huge problems with Moscow. For three and a half years
I have been one-on-one with a strong Russia” (Gordon et al. 2022).
Under political pressure and harsh trade restrictions from Russia, the
Ukrainian government refused to sign the Association and Free Trade
Agreement with the European Union, which led to people’s massive
protests and the change of power in Ukraine to a pro-Western go-
vernment. The subsequent military interventions of Russia — first in
Crimea and in the east of Ukraine, and eventually as a full-scale war —
can be interpreted within the logic of the response of the coloniser to
the resistance of the colonised (Ashcroft et al. 1989).

At the beginning of the full-scale invasion in 2022, Russian state
news agencies did not even consider it necessary to conceal the neo-
colonial goal of eliminating Ukrainian national identity, openly calling
for the “de-Ukrainization” of Ukraine and the prohibition of the very
name “Ukraine” (Sergeytsev 2022). As Oksana Dudko points out, such
calls were not just empty threats, as they are actually being imple-
mented in the Russian-occupied territories of Ukraine (Dudko 2022).

Conclusions

In this article, we have argued that the international community’s un-
preparedness for the scale and brutality of Russia’s military invasion of
Ukraine in 2022 and the desperation of the Ukrainian resistance, was
due to the fact that none of the mainstream IR theoretical paradigms
could comprehensively explicate Russian-Ukrainian relations.

While acknowledging the importance of certain realist constructs
in explaining the great powers’ rivalry in the global arena, it is im-
portant to note that insufficient consideration of domestic factors and
Russia’s strategic culture prevented realists from proper assessment of
their importance in shaping Moscow’s foreign policy decisions. At the
same time, underestimation of Ukraine’s capacity as an international

TOPOS Ne 2 (53), 2024 | 31



and security actor hindered the anticipation of its determined resis-
tance to Russia’s attempts to reassert influence over the country.

Also, despite the constructive nature of the growing interdepen-
dence of states and their mutual economic benefits within the neo-
liberal IR paradigm, post-imperial ressentiment can outweigh ratio-
nal calculations in cases where autocracies are ready to exploit these
sentiments of certain segments of the population in order to maintain
and strengthen their own power. Engaging in broad economic coope-
ration with the West did not diminish Russia’s assertiveness, but rather
provided resources for its practical implementation. Moreover, the in-
terdependence theory has revealed the vulnerability of those democ-
racies that are asymmetrically dependent on revisionist actors, with
reliance on Russian energy supplies serving as a prime example.

Within the realist and liberal paradigms, it was hard to comprehend
that the policy of accommodation and benefits from economic coope-
ration could not prevent an increasingly authoritarian Moscow from
reclaiming its lost imperial legacy. The absence of NATO membership
could not force the Ukrainian people, who were transitioning from co-
lonial trauma to postcolonial recovery, to face yet another return to the
subaltern status with a reincarnation of the Russian empire.

With these gaps in mind, the postcolonial lens offers an alternative
perspective, wherein Ukraine views the EU and NATO membership as
emancipatory and decolonising measures that enable the country to
break free from Russian domination and obtain reliable security gua-
rantees — not only in terms of hard security, but also retaining the
freedom to develop as a separate nation with its own vision of future
and its own full-fledged culture. Postcolonialism addresses the gaps
inherent in mainstream theoretical approaches, considering the co-
loniser’s use of power to acquire and maintain hegemony and impose
constraints on the self-determination of those who are subjugated.
This approach elucidates how cultural dominance and identity re-
presentation drive transformations in colonised nations, shedding
light on the pursuit of emancipatory measures. It also clarifies the ori-
gins of resistance and the search for transformative patterns.

The arguments presented in the article suggest that although the
status of Ukrainians within the Russian Empire and then the Soviet
Union differed from the practices encountered by the overseas colo-
nies, the presence of such common features as predatory exploitation
of human and natural resources, enslavement and forced relocations
of indigenous people, cultural and language suppression and margi-
nalization — substantiates the application of a postcolonial lens to the
study of Russian-Ukrainian relations, especially in the context of the
full-scale war that began in 2022.
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The discourse of decolonisation suggests that IR studies should
lessen the current overemphasis on great powers by paying more at-
tention to the medium and smaller “silent voices” on the global stage,
rethinking the centres of knowledge production beyond the centre
(Dudko 2023: 183) and perceiving local academia “as co-thinkers rather
than research subjects” (Donovan 2023: 170). In this context, Ukraine
stands out as a significant case, serving as an emblematic example of
a motivated nation striving to liberate itself from colonial grip and
to amplify its voice globally. Amid the ongoing conflict, empowering
Ukraine means not only to help it defend its people and territory, but
also to rectify past academic oversights in recognizing Ukraine’s role
as more than just Russia’s “backyard” and “sphere of influence” (Za-
yarnyuk 2022) or “area of limited statehood and contested orders”
(Stollenwerka et al., 2021).

Embracing Stephen Walt’s assertion that “all theories are simp-
lifications, no single approach to international politics can account
for everything that is taking place at any given moment” (Walt 2022),
we acknowledge that the application of the postcolonial approach in
the discourse on Russian-Ukrainian relations should be balanced and
should not be expected to provide comprehensive answers to all ques-
tions. The discussion presented in this paper invites the application
of a metatheoretical approach and urges not to reject the postcolo-
nial approach merely on the grounds that Ukraine was not an over-
seas colony and that Ukrainians were oppressed on the basis of iden-
tity markers other than race. Viewing Russia as a neocolonial power
and perceiving policies of the addressee states of Russia’s neocolonial
practices as postcolonial responses could enrich mainstream theore-
tical perspectives and fill the gaps and deal with deficiencies revealed
in the wake of Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine.
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