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The human costs of the war in the Donbas region of Ukraine are appalling. The 
death toll is nearing ten thousand.  Approximately a million people have been 
displaced. Damage to critical infrastructure is enormous.  Industrial production 
has plummeted.  Two years after it began, however, it is important to take stock 
of things that have not happened.  While there are individual confirmed cases of 
abductions, torture, and murder, the theatre of war has not seen massacres, nor 
ethnic cleansing, nor mass rapes, nor mutilation of enemy soldiers’ bodies – the 
kinds of horrifying anti-civilian tactics that became so chillingly common in 
Chechnya, Colombia, Lebanon, and elsewhere. Civilian casualties, while unusual 
for Europe, have not reached the five or six figure mark, as they did in Bosnia and 
many other in modern civil wars.  The contribution of our article is to provide a 
theoretical account of the relatively low level of civilian deaths.  
 
When a violent conflict erupts within the boundaries of a state, a rhetorical war of 
position also breaks out over how to name the conflict and its actors. In the 
Ukraine case, a controversy has been raging as to whether the war in the eastern 
region of Donbas ought to be considered a civil war or an invasion, a debate that 
hinges on the degree of military involvement of an external actor (in this case 
Russia).  The use of the word invasion is inappropriate to the war in Ukraine’s 
east not because there has been no foreign intervention per se – there has, which 
has long been the norm in civil wars – but rather that the sequencing of Russian 
military deployments in the Donbas region were subsequent to indigenous 
mobilization by Ukrainian social actors.  Timing is important for our claim: While 
“volunteers” from Russia (including from recently annexed Crimea) joined the 
battle early, the roots of the war were indigenous.  Regular Russian troops were 
not sent in until Ukraine’s civil war had been raging for three months. 
 
The sequence of events that led to civil war is contested and complex, as we shall 
see, but a simplified narrative would have to include a few components.  Mass 
violence on the streets of Kyïv in February 2014 collapsed the ruling party and 
the sudden constitutional removal of Ukraine president Viktor Yanukovych.  The 
new government kept control over the security institutions at the center. Contra 
the claims of anarchic chaos in the Russian media, there was no real state failure 
in Ukraine. Political order persevered.  The regime, not the state, collapsed.  
 
The exception was Donbas.  The evidence strongly suggests that a predominantly 
local insurgency faced no practical opposition from security organs in this region, 
after the long-standing regional political and economic elites lost their authority 
as a result of the collapse of the Donetsk-dominated Party of Regions at the 
country’s center.  The disintegration of the regime in Kyïv paralyzed state 
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institutions in the Donbas.  While the annexation of Crimea in March 2014 
resulted from Russia’s military takeover of existing state institutions on the 
peninsula, the Donbas insurgency, from the outset in April 2014, was intent on 
building parallel institutions. The record suggests that the expectation of a 
Russian intervention in Eastern Ukraine in the wake of Crimea emboldened 
insurgents, but this expectation cannot explain why the state was much weaker in 
Donbas than elsewhere. This internal factor – reflected in the well-documented 
fact that most armed combatants challenging the Ukrainian state were, and are, 
territorial Ukrainian – makes the conflict a civil war.1  Russian military support, 
and eventually its full-fledged intervention, however, transformed it into an 
atypical and relatively rare type of civil war.     
 
The Ukrainian war approaches the ideal type of what Kalyvas (2005) called a 
conventional civil war. The modal civil war since 1945 has been an irregular 
insurgency defined by the deep material asymmetry between the incumbent state 
(enjoying the benefits of international recognition, a standing army, a tax and 
media infrastructure, and much more) and insurgent groups, whose relative 
military weakness force them to avoid direct confrontation and resort to symbolic 
terrorism.  The war in Donbas, by contrast, has been strikingly symmetric from 
the beginning.  Since the early summer of 2014 fully-equipped conventional 
armies with very sophisticated weapon have faced off across fixed lines of control, 
separated by a no-man’s-land.  Artillery is the main technology used when 
fighting breaks out.  When the insurgents have the capability to neutralize air 
power, as Ukraine learned the hard way in the early months of the conflict, it is 
much easier for rebels to hold territory.  Stalemate has set in. 
 
Casualty figures suggest a stand-off between two sides that are relatively well-
matched in terms of armaments and supplies.  Since February 2015, when a 
second internationally-sponsored agreement (“Minsk II”) was signed, and 
notwithstanding constant, but low-intensity, shelling and casualties, the standoff 
has remained fairly stable.  Military command-and-control has centralized and 
both sides have taken on many characteristics of a hierarchically-organized army.  
Thousands of civilians have perished as the result of the indifference of 
combatants on both sides in shelling military positions located in or near civilian 
areas, of course, but indifference to the plight of civilians is both qualitatively and 
quantitatively distinct from targeting them.   The technology of warfare has a 
direct impact on scale and scope of civilian death.  Our argument is that rapid 
conventionalization of the Ukrainian civil war did, in fact, minimize civilian 
casualties. When all military actors can predict that disputed territory will not 
change hands, there is little strategic logic to targeting civilians with 
indiscriminate violence. 
 

																																																								
1 “Territorial Ukrainian” refers to individuals residing on Ukrainian territory prior to the 
conflict. It is more inclusive than “Ukrainian citizens,” due to the extent of family links 
across the border and the fluidity of cross-border work migration. It is also distinct from 
identity claims.  
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The same mechanism is also likely to impede conflict resolution.  Given the 
unusual conventionalization of the civil war in Ukraine, the emergent equilibrium 
in the Donbas will resemble what has elsewhere been called a frozen conflict.  The 
technology of warfighting may change to favor one side or the other, with 
formations taking advantage of the power shifts and seizing territory, though 
since both sides are supplied by great powers this strikes us as quite unlikely.   
 
The more disturbing scenario – the thought experiment that motivates this paper 
–is what we call among ourselves “irregularization.” Imagine that Russia were to 
disengage from the conflict and cease support for rebels.  The military balance 
would no longer be symmetric. Relatively strong Ukrainian counterinsurgency 
forces would then be tasked with suppressing armed dissidents hiding among the 
civilian population of Donbas.  It is easy to imagine prolonged terrorism or even 
the kinds of “cleanse-and-hold” tactics seen in the Bosnian conflict.  Since these 
possibilities are foreseeable, Russia is unlikely to remove itself from the conflict.  
In the absence of a new great power condominium dedicated to conflict 
resolution – an effort that would be opposed by important social and political 
forces within Ukrainian society –a hardening of territorial lines of control is 
likely, with Russian-backed secessionist enclaves establishing state-like 
structures analogous to Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transnistria.   
 
Our paper proceeds in five parts.  First, we develop the theoretical argument 
linking the military technology on display the Donbas conflict to the outcome the 
paper seeks to explain: civilian victimization. In the second, third, and fourth, we 
engage in process-tracing.  We emphasize two fundamental processes that 
triggered the war in Donbas — the collapse of the governing Party of Regions in 
the context of a three-month mass protest that morphed into an armed 
insurrection, and the collapse of the security institutions of the Ukrainian state in 
Donbas under the threat of Russian military intervention. In the fifth section, we 
present five speculative future trajectories of the war before a short conclusion. 
  
Part One: Technology of Warfare and Civilian Victimization 
 
A civil war occurs when “parties subject to a common authority at the outset of 
hostilities” (Kalyvas 2006: 17) use lethal means to fight over control of the state, 
or control of a territory within the state. Social scientists who work on large 
datasets have operationalized the concept by specifying a threshold of one 
thousand fatalities among combatants, including at least one hundred on the 
government side, for an episode of internal conflict to qualify as a civil war 
(Fearon and Laitin 2003).  The war in the Donbas, which has claimed between 
nine and ten thousand lives overall (combatants and civilians), meets these 
criteria.  Credible Ukrainian civil society groups have identified more than 3,000 
soldiers that have perished serving in the Ukrainian armed forces (Knyha 2016). 
A United Nations human rights report indirectly suggests that the number of 
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deaths among pro-Russian combatants is at least as significant as within the 
Ukrainian army, perhaps even slightly higher (Office 2016).2  
 
But who are these fighters and where do they come from? The dominant 
narrative in Ukraine is that the Ukrainian Army has been fighting not Donbas 
insurgents but Russian invaders.  The word invasion, in this context, is usually 
meant to be provocative -- but it is a defensible choice of words. The two major 
military setbacks suffered by Ukraine – in August 2014 and February 2015, each 
time precipitating a diplomatic summit (Minsk I and Minsk II) – resulted from 
the barely covert use of regular Russian troops.  In these two critical junctures, 
the Ukrainian Army encountered the Russian Army and was soundly defeated.   
 
The decisiveness of these military episodes, however, does not void the reality 
that the great majority of armed men in Donbas throughout the duration of the 
conflict have been territorial Ukrainian.  This is not to say that many thousands 
of “volunteers” have not poured in from across Russia (almost all with military 
experience, since army conscription has remained mandatory in the Russian 
Federation). Whether the number of active Russian soldiers that were sent into 
the theater are in the hundreds or thousands cannot be established at the present 
time, and may remain perennially contested.  What can be established is that the 
backbone of the fighting force that keeps areas of the Donbas independent is local 
residents.3  This would suggest that the great majority of deaths among pro-
Russian combatants are people who lived in Ukraine prior to the hostilities.   

																																																								
2 The report of the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, published in 
June 2016, provides a very specific total figure of all people killed in the war (9,371), but 
only an estimate for civilian deaths (“up to 2,000”) with no breakdown of deaths among 
combatants. Since the report relies on official data on casualties in the Ukrainian armed 
forces (more than 3,000), one can assume, by simple subtraction, that the UN agency 
estimates the number of deaths among pro-Russian combatants to be approximately 
4,000. Some of these deaths are active duty Russian soldiers, a fact denied by Russia, 
which holds a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council.  Disaggregating 
the casualties among combatants is therefore a practical impossibility. The report uses 
the vague formulation “members of the armed groups” to refer pro-Russia combatants. 
The insurgent authorities of the territories not controlled by the Ukrainian state do not 
produce credible data on casualties among their armed formations. Ukrainian 
government sources regularly report large numbers of Russian troops (see for instance 
Ukraine Today 2016), assertions that cannot be verified and that appear to belie the 
Russian strategy of using active duty soldiers only for critical combat operations.  
3 Many foreign journalists had observed that most insurgents that they encountered were 
locals (Chivers and Snider 2014; Reid 2014; Tavernise 2014). In August 2014, Dmytro 
Tymchuk had estimated that only 40-45% of pro-Russian fighters were from Donbas, 
though he cited no evidence (Mitrokhin 2015: 239).  The first credible statistical evidence 
that we are aware of came with the leak, on an activist pro-Ukraine website in May 2016, 
of a list that included dates of birth, passport numbers and residential addresses of 1,543 
“fighters and mercenaries recruited through military commissions on the occupied 
territories in Donetsk province” in Summer-Fall 2014 (Mirotvorets 2016). 78 percent of 
these fighters were Ukrainian citizens, mostly from Donbas.  We are grateful to Ivan 
Katchanovski for documenting this point.  
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We are aware that the simple categorization of the conflict in Donbas as a civil 
war based on quantitative indicators still encounters resistance from scholars and 
political practitioners.  One kind of discomfort over use of the term is due to it 
having been associated with the Russian government position, in which the 
conflict is entirely internal to Ukraine.  If one doubts that Russian interests are 
strictly humanitarian (aimed at protecting a vaguely defined minority under 
threat from fascists), that skepticism often extends to letting them choose the 
descriptive terms.  Another source of discomfort is that the term is perceived to 
legitimize the grievances of insurgents who are, after all, making choices to 
brazenly break the law.  States facing armed challengers encourage their agents to 
deploy language that delegitimizes their challengers as a basic component of 
warfighting.4 Yet, while scholars must be cognizant of the emotional pull of 
charged words in daily life, the use of concepts in social science cannot be 
determined by how political actors instrumentalize them.5  As long as it can be 
determined that local insurgents have agency, the concept of civil war is 
analytically useful in the Donbas. 
 
A second source of resistance to the use of “civil war” relates to the empirical fact 
of a Russian military presence in Donbas. For the community of comparatists 
that study civil war violence and settlement patterns, however, the debate about 
the extent of Russian involvement is a red herring.  A civil war does not cease to 
be a civil war just because it is internationalized.  Interventions can take many 
forms: overt or clandestine efforts by foreign countries to degrade regime 
legitimacy or state capacity; efforts by foreign governments to provide weapons, 
financing, and training to proxies; or, on some occasions, multi-national third-
party forces that insert themselves into conflicts to end the war.   One is hard-
pressed to think of an instance of a civil war in the last half-century that did not 
have an international dimension (Regan and Aydin 2006; Kim 2015). 
 
The best argument against the use of the term civil war regarding Donbas is that 
the kind of fighting that is occurring is so very different from what most political 
scientists have in mind when they use the term.  The modal civil war since 1945 
has been fought as an irregular war, pitting lightly-armed militias against a 

																																																								
4 Ukraine has called its military campaign an “Anti-Terrorist Operation” (ATO), for 
instance – an ironic label, given the near- total absence of terrorist tactics thus far.  
Pervasive Ukrainian narrative deprives local actors in Donbas of agency, presenting 
them as passive followers of external forces (Russia) or victims of occupation, corralled 
by terror.  The Ukrainian and Yanukovych/Russian narratives are mirror images of each 
other in delegitimizing their opponents. In the midst of the Maidan violence, on 18 
February 2014, the Yanukovych government launched an “Anti-Terrorist Operation,” 
using the same legal basis, against Maidan protesters. Russia has routinely called the 
protesters pawns of the West, and in particular of the United States, and “fascists.”    
5 Scholars regularly face similar problems when either analyzing or measuring concepts 
of terrorism, racism, genocide, fascism, democracy, authoritarianism and so forth. 



Arel & Driscoll – APSA Draft (Aug 28, 2016 – Please do not cite without author permission.) 

	

	 6	

ruthless state that is attempting to manage counterinsurgency.6  In recent years 
the micro-political turn in civil war studies, combined with the obvious demand 
by policy audiences for findings that might be relevant to ongoing missions or the 
War on Terror, has generated many empirical research programs that are reliant 
upon microdata collected against the backdrop of asymmetric warfare in which 
the U.S. was organizing counterinsurgency (like Iraq, Afghanistan, and the 
Philippines).7  Ukraine’s civil war, however, is clearly different.  There have been 
no roving bands of partisans harassing civilians and trying to organize the 
countryside, no guerilla tactics, and no young men strapped with explosive vests 
blowing themselves up public places. The war has been waged with tactics that 
bear a strong resemblance to “conventional” interstate war.  
 
Borrowing from the French scholar Jean-Pierre Deriennic (2001), Stathis Kalyvas 
(2005) was the political scientist who drew attention to the fact that some civil 
wars have conventional features: “Conventional warfare entails face-to-face 
confrontations between regular armies across clear frontlines” and, contra 
irregular warfare defined by an asymmetry of forces, “requires a commonly 
shared perception of a balance of power between the two sides” (Kalyvas 2005: 
90). Civil wars can begin as irregular and then become conventional over time, as 
occurred in both the Chinese and Vietnamese Civil War (92).8  The tactics and 
strategies used in the Spanish Civil War are exemplar of conventionalized war 
(Balcells 2010, 2016). 
 
Table 1: Types of Warfare in Civil War (Kalyvas 2005) 

 
  Military Capacity of the State 
 
  High   Low 

 
Military High      Conventional   
Capacity                (best for civilians) 
Of the Rebels  
 
 Low        Irregular  Symmetric Non-Conventional 
         (worst for civilians)     (no clear predictions) 
 
Kalyvas (2005: 94-95) further theorized that conventional conflicts would be 
better for civilians, on balance, than irregular wars (see Table 1).  The reason 
relates to the role of civilians in warfare, which is different in the two types of 
fighting: In conventional wars, deaths “tend to be primarily military,” and civilian 
casualties the result of “collateral damage” rather than deliberate targeting.  

																																																								
6 Kalyvas and Balcells (2010: 415), identified “irregular warfare” as “the dominant 
technology of rebellion between 1944 and 2004.” Fifty-four percent of civil wars, in their 
calculation, were irregular.  
7 See, for instance, Shapiro and Weidmann (2015), and Lyall, Blair, and Imai (2015). 
8 Both Mao Tse Tung and the Viet Minh understood this perfectly (Johnson 1968). 
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Massacres, mass-murder and systematic civilian mistreatment emerge as a 
predictable side-effect of various dilemmas associated with counterinsurgency in 
an asymmetric context (Valentino et al. 2004).  Multivariate analysis of global 
dataset of warfighting technology in civil wars, assembled by Kalyvas and Balcells 
(2014), was used to test this theory.  Kalyvas and Balcells (2010, 2014) coded the 
world’s civil wars by military technology used, dividing the world’s civil wars into 
conventional, irregular, and “symmetric non-conventional” wars (e.g., failed 
states).  They have emphasized three main findings: 1) conventional wars are less 
prevalent overall than irregular warfare as a mode of civil war fighting since 1945 
and much more common since the end of the Cold War; 2) conventional civil 
wars more intense (as measured with high numbers of military casualties per unit 
time) compared to irregular wars; and 3) conventional civil wars are less likely to 
culminate in massacres of civilians.   
 
Conventional civil wars are rare – but how rare?  The answer depends a great 
deal on how the concept is operationalized for cross-national coding.  Coding the 
relative level of conventionalization in a war is not straightforward.  It requires 
both a comparison of state and rebel military capacity at a given period of time 
(to establish symmetry or asymmetry), and a technique of comparing state 
capacity across space and time. The second problem – that the march of military 
technology has changed what it means to have “strong military capacity” – is 
salient to understanding why the situation in East Ukraine is unique.  How much 
capacity does a weak state needs to have before a conflict ought to be coded as 
irregular or conventional and not symmetric non-conventional?  The Kalyvas-
Balcells approach is to code whether the state and rebels have the capacity to 
fight using tactics that approximate interstate war (e.g., hold territory using 
snipers, trenches, artillery, anti-tank mines, and the like).  The presence of heavy 
weapons in the battle space – especially if rebels can demonstrate a capacity to 
use tanks and artillery in pitched battles and simulate tactics used in the Spanish 
Civil War – leads to the de-facto coding decision that a war is conventional.  We 
believe this approach vastly over-states the prevalence of conventional civil wars; 
at a minimum the coding rule combines many cases far from the ideal type.9   
 
Conventionalization, in our view, ought to require three characteristics, all of 
which would likely require re-coding certain observations from the Kalyvas-
Balcells data.  The first is technological and material symmetry between 
insurgents and incumbents.  Ideally, at the unit level, the armies fighting ought to 
be identical in most relevant respects.  Our favored coding rule for symmetry in 
																																																								
9Close investigation of the raw data suggests many ad hoc coding decisions.  Examples of 
civil wars taking place in very low-capacity states that were coded by Kalyvas and Balcells 
(2010) as conventional which most people (including conspicuously Kalyvas himself 
(2005: 92)) would consider to be symmetric non-conventional, for instance, include 
Chad (1980-1987), Djibouti (1991-2), Lebanon (1982-1986), Tajikistan (1992-1996), 
Afghanistan (1994-1998), and the Congo (1999). Another example salient to our analysis 
of the Ukraine case: Objective analysis of the military balance between Russia and 
various secessionist groups in the North Caucasus suggests an asymmetric balance of 
power. Kalyvas and Balcells code these conflict-years as symmetric non-conventional.   
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the modern era of warfare is that the insurgency should have sufficient anti-air 
capabilities to nullify the airpower of the incumbent state, as discussed below. 
Second, the rebel side must have a demonstrated ability to hold territory 
continuously.  This implies direct military confrontations that occur “either 
across well-defined front lines or between armed columns; clashes often take the 
form of set battles, trench warfare, and town sieges” (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010: 
419).10  Third, there must be a single, clear, unified chain of command on both 
the incumbent and the insurgent side.   This qualification operationalizes “state 
capacity” in a way that excludes military splits in weak states that yield complex 
multi-actor civil wars where some groups possess very heavy weapons, such as 
can be observed in contemporary Syria or the Congo.11 
 
To capture military capacity and symmetry, we settled on air power and rebel 
anti-air capabilities.  Using a variety of open-source intelligence estimates, we 
coded the military airpower capabilities of every state (low, medium, and high), 
as well as the relevant anti-air capabilities of every rebel group for each country-
year in which a civil war was fought since the end of the Cold War (see 
Appendix).  Since rebel anti-air capabilities neutralize an important weapon in 
the state arsenal, evidence that the capabilities had not been captured or 
destroyed by the state also indicates that territory held by rebels is well-defended.  
Our claim is not that this project cleanly distinguishes between irregular wars 
and “symmetric non-conventional” wars (though one note that failed states or 
extremely weak governments are not likely to have sophisticated air forces); the 
purpose was to generate a rule that cleanly and transparently disassociated 
conventional civil wars from wars in which the state enjoys a clear upper-hand.   
 
Coding the military balance in this way yields two binary measures of 
conventionalization, depending on the bar for “state capacity.”   The first, 
medium-airpower symmetry, includes countries armed with airplanes and 
attack helicopters and rebel groups with sufficient surface-to-air (SAM) capability 
to render those assets ineffective.  The second, high-airpower symmetry includes 
only those country-years in which the state had advanced air capabilities but were 
facing off against rebel groups that could shoot them down.12  An advantage of 
using the medium-airpower symmetry definition is that the list of cases probably 
captures the kinds of civil wars featuring conventional tactics that match the 
letter and spirit of the Kalyvas-Balcells coding project.  The more-restrictive high-
airpower symmetry coding rule isolates the small number of rebel groups with 
capacity to potentially disrupt airpower if one of the great powers were to 
intervene on the side of the incumbent regime (a capability demonstrated, for 
																																																								
10 The anti-air coding rule captures this dimension as well, since maintaining these 
battlefield-shaping forces (that the state would destroy if it could) allows us to infer that 
the rebels control territory. 
11 Following Kalyvas (2005: 92), we are not inclined to include in our definition cases in 
which many extremely well-armed militias and territorial warlords all have functional 
parity with an embattled state.  These settings are more properly symmetric non-
conventional in our view. 
12 See Appendix for more details on how “high” and “medium” were coded. 
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instance, by rebels in the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria).  We draw the distinction 
because we believe that it is useful to consider, from the perspective of a potential 
rebel insurgent, how much more difficult “fighting symmetrically” has become 
against a modern air force equipped with precision-guided munitions, drones, 
and other technologies that did not exist at the time of the Spanish Civil War.   
 
Conventional civil wars, in their ideal type, are extremely rare in our revised 
schema –rarer than the picture emerging from Kalyvas and Balcells (2010).  Our 
data only covers the post-Cold War era (post-1991), but only a few years of a few 
conflicts qualified according to our most restrictive high airpower symmetry 
standard – one year of Angola’s war against UNITA, certain years in various post-
Soviet conflicts (especially Chechnya, but also Georgia and Armenia), a year of 
the Israel-Hezbollah conflict, a year of Iran’s war against the opposition 
movement People’s Mujahedin of Iran (MEK).13  In all cases, anti-air assets were 
targeted for destruction by state forces and only strange circumstances (usually a 
combination of foreign interventions, geography, state incapacitation) allowed 
the rebels to hold off the state’s military.  Regardless of the definition used, it is 
clear from Table 2 that conventionalized civil wars are far less likely to culminate 
in massacres of civilians.  
 

[Table 2 about here] 
 
[Table 2 textbox: Our regression specifications replicate Kalyvas and Balcells 
(2014:16-18) in most important respects (e.g., the unit of analysis is the country-
conflict-year, the control variables are drawn from their list, and the dependent 
variable is an index that is meant to capture the degree of intentional civilian 
victimization (according to a three-point scale)). Column 1 exactly replicates the 
form of the Kalyvas and Balcells (2014) regression.  Column 2 uses our medium-
airpower symmetry dummy variable, and column 3 uses our (favored) high-
airpower symmetry variable.  Columns 4-6 replicate results, clustering standard 
errors by country.  Due to the small-N, only our favored measure of 
conventionalization (high-airpower symmetry) retains statistical significance.] 
 
Most wars in the contemporary world feature a hybrid mix of irregular and 
conventional fronts and phases.  As a pure case of conventionalized war, 
Ukraine’s civil war represents an extreme outlier in the universe of civil wars 
since 1945 – a deviant case (Lijphart 1971) worthy of close scrutiny.   
 
Part Two: Maidan Violence as the Genesis of the Donbas War 
																																																								
13 If we had the resources to push our coding project backwards through time, we would 
surely find more examples of civil wars fought where rebels had adequate anti-air to 
stand up to a large military force.  Notably, all of the conventional civil wars identified by 
Kalyvas in his 2005 article – Biafra, the late Vietnam War, the Chinese Civil War, and the 
Spanish Civil War – would surely be counted as either examples of high-airpower 
symmetry, since in all cases the both the government and the opposition were fighting 
with state-of-the-art equipment supplied by great powers.  This suggests that our 
conceptualization is close to his initial theory. 
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Ukraine has been in an effective state of war since late February 2014, when 
Russian troops, within days of the flight of President Viktor Yanukovych, seized 
the Crimean parliament, the main government buildings, and the transportation 
hubs (Beckhusen 2014). Three weeks later, following a voting exercise under 
military occupation, Russia formally annexed Crimea.14  Units of the Ukrainian 
military on the peninsula either stood down without a fight and withdrew, or 
defected (Schofield 2015).  In mid-April, after local insurgents captured 
government buildings in the Donbas regional capitals of Donetsk and Luhansk, a 
commando force originating from Crimea took over the headquarters of the 
security service (SBU) in the city of Sloviansk in Donetsk oblast.   Several other 
provincial towns fell to armed men in weeks.   Incapable of relying on local 
security forces, the interim Ukrainian government declared an “Anti-Terrorist 
Operation” (ATO) and sent in the army.  Undeclared war had begun. 
 
It is important to wind the clock back further, however, to the fall of 2013.  The 
unexpected announcement by Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych that he 
had designed not to sign a trade pact with the European Union (EU) stunned 
Ukrainian society  (Dragneva and Wolczuk 2015).15 Authoritarian tendencies by 
Yanukovych since his close election in 2010, and the rising concern that Ukraine 
was pivoting towards Russia had already increased social tensions.16 
Yanukovych’s sudden reversal – clearly a result of Russian pressure – signaled 
that Ukraine would explore membership in Russia’s Eurasian Economic Union 

																																																								
14 Our decision not to employ the term “referendum” is deliberate.  All media broadcasts 
from Ukraine were terminated in the lead-up to voting and individuals suspected of 
Ukrainian orientation were harassed (Coynash 2014). While the second option on the 
ballot called, with some ambiguity, for an enhanced status of Crimea as part of Ukraine 
(BBC News 2014), it would have been extremely dangerous, given the presence of 
Russian soldiers and local paramilitaries (“self-defense forces”) to voice support for any 
option except for “reunifying” with Russia.  Official results – 97 percent in favor of 
joining Russia, with a turnout of 83 percent – were decried as fraudulent.  Russia’s 
governmental Human Rights Council estimated support was around 60%, with a turnout 
likely below 50 percent (Sovet 2014). 
15 The pact, called the Ukraine-EU Association Agreement, would have committed 
Ukraine to comprehensive econ0mic and judicial reforms and standardization of its 
products in exchange for privileged access to EU markets. 
16 For critics of Yanukovych, three events exemplified the drift towards Russian-backed 
authoritarianism.  First, the twenty-five-year extension of the Russian lease of naval 
facilities in Sevastopol as a quid pro quo for lowering of the price of Russian gas imports 
(Sherr 2010).  Second, the decision of the Constitutional Court to annul constitutional 
amendments voted in 2004 that reduced presidential power and prevented him from 
securing a parliamentary majority by buying off MPs (Arel 2013: 138).  Third, the trial 
and imprisonment of opposition leader Yuliya Tymoshenko (Popova 2012). Fraud in the 
2012 parliamentary elections (Kovalov 2014), harassment of civil society institutions 
(Kuzio 2010), efforts to stifle independent media (Leshchenko 2013), and a polarizing 
language law seen as favoring Russian (Arel 2014) were also alienating to many, 
especially in Ukraine’s Western provinces. 
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(EEU).17   Many feared that the window was closing on the possibility of labor 
mobility to, and economic and cultural integration with, Western Europe. The 
announcement prompted a spontaneous demonstration in Kyiv’s central square, 
the Maidan.18 Thousands of people squatted in the square for more than a week.  
The authorities sent riot troops to clear them out, but videos of the violence 
perpetrated by the police shocked civil society and sent the hashtag #Euromaidan 
viral on social media.  For many Ukrainians the police tactics transgressed a 
major psychological barrier: Close to ninety people were wounded or maimed, 
representing the first serious injuries at a political demonstration since Ukraine 
became independent in 1991.19  
 
Within a day, hundreds of thousands of protesters converged on Maidan, 
immediately transforming it into the largest demonstration since the 2004 
Orange Revolution.  The narrow issue of the EU against the EEU was now framed 
as what eventually became known as the “Revolution of Dignity,” a broader 
affirmation that state officials must respect human and civil rights (Gorchinskaya 
2013). Protester demands were extended to include that those responsible for the 
violence be brought to justice, and that the government resign and hold early 
elections. The elected government apologized for the violence and promised to 
investigate, but did not dignify demands for resignations or early elections.  That 
evening street clashes between police and protesters reached a new peak of 
violent intensity as protesters threw projectiles at the police.20 After failing to 
retake the square forcefully in mid-December, the Yanukovych government opted 
to stonewall and wait the protesters out, relying on non-uniformed thugs 
(titushki) to threaten and harass protesters (Salem and Stack 2014). In mid-
January, Parliament passed laws banning public demonstrations and restricting 
freedom of speech (Snyder 2014). In response, radicalized Maidan protesters 
upped the ante escalated by throwing street pavements and Molotov cocktails at 
police barricades over three days of clashes. Firearms were used against the 
																																																								
17 In Summer 2013, in a clear warning to Ukraine not to sign the trade deal with the EU, 
Russia abruptly prevented most Ukrainian exports from reaching Russia (Popescu 2013). 
When Yanukovych committed to signing the agreement in September, Ukrainian Foreign 
Minister Leonid Kozhara stated that Kyïv had yielded to “Russia’s harsh economic 
pressure” (Kravtsova 2013).  Yanukovych reversed his decision in November just days 
after a secret meeting with Putin (Summit 2014).  
18 Maidan was symbolically important already as the site of month-long peaceful protests 
during the 2004 Orange Revolution (D’Anieri 2010). 
19 According to a survey conducted a few days later by the Institute of Sociology and 
Political Psychology (Yak Ukraïntsy 2013), an overwhelming 74% of the population 
disapproved of the police violence, and only 9% supported it. Even in Eastern Ukraine 
(including Donbas), a majority of survey respondents supported the decision by 
Yanukovych not to sign the EU, as 60% disapproved of the police violence and only 26% 
reported believing that police tactics were appropriate. The data suggests that a broad 
consensus against resorting to violence superseded intra-Ukrainian regional differences.  
20 Maidan spokesmen attributed the violence to “provocations” by police infiltrators, but 
it was more likely initiated by a radical Maidan group calling itself “Right Sector” (Pravyi 
sektor) (Shekhovtsov 2013, Movchan 2013), who were to become infamous in major 
street violence (discussed below). 
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police.  Three demonstrators were killed.  The movement had produced its first 
martyrs.21   
 
That the protesters resorted to violence, and even escalated matters, allowed 
commenters to claim that “the far right” hijacked the nonviolent spirit of the 
Maidan protests (Zog 2014, Ishchenko 2014).22  While it is true that many violent  
protesters claimed allegiance to far right groups that had formed on Maidan, 
what was clearly decisive, in retrospect, is that the turn to violence acquired 
popular support across a broad spectrum of Ukrainian society.23  Opposition 
political leaders, who as public figures had abjured violence, framed events as a 
tragic consequence of government policy.24  On public opinion surveys a plurality 
across Ukraine – in nearly a two-to-one ratio overall, albeit with significant 
regional variation – expressed sympathy with protesters, not the government.25  

																																																								
21 The Yanukovych and post-Maidan governments failed to investigate these deaths, 
which were widely understood in Ukraine to have been caused by the police, since the 
three victims were included in the list of the “Heavenly Hundred,” the official 
designation of those who perished during Maidan (Nebesna sotnia 2014). The Ukrainian 
documentary All Things Ablaze (2014) depicts four instances of protesters firing 
weapons at policemen.  
22 The January violence seems to have bee instigated by Pravyi sektor (Rublevskii 2014, 
Walker 2014).  They became of the most conspicuous group on Maidan, supplanting the 
“self-defense forces” of the nationalist right party Svoboda, which had obtained 
significant representation in parliament in 2012. Svoboda remained a key player, 
organizing protests in Western Ukraine capitalizing upon social dissatisfaction with the 
state-led violence in Kyïv (Ishchenko 2016). 
23 In our view, transgressions by state agents of the culture of non-violence – shared 
expectations that political violence in protests was completely outside of the realm of the 
possible, a norm that had perservered since Ukraine’s independence – had a causal role.  
Brutal police tactics were clearly a focal point for debates regarding state legitimacy and 
Ukraine’s geopolitical alignment (“This is how a regime aligned with Russia handle 
protests; this would never happen if we were in the European Union.”).  Our 
interpretation is that these sentiments gradually removed ethical inhibitions against 
violent escalation by determined participants without discrediting the movement. 
24 Vitali Klitschko, leader of UDAR and future mayor of Kyïv, in trying to talk protesters 
out of engaging in violence, was sprayed by a fire extinguisher. The following day, he 
stated that the government bore responsibility for the violence (Klychko 2014). Arseniy 
Yatseniuk, leader of Bat’kivshchyna and future Prime Minister, within hours of the 
violence condemned it as “not on plan,” insisting that “we must achieve our demands 
through peaceful means” (Yatsenyuk 2014a). Two days later, he said that since the 
authorities had remained “deaf” to the claims of Maidan, “people had acquired the rights 
to move from non-violent to violent means of protest” (Yatsenyuk 2014b). 
25 A public opinion survey, conducted just prior to the explosion of violence in February 
2014 (but released shortly after), revealed that 40% of the population across Ukraine 
sympathized with the protesters.  Only 23% for the government sympathized with the 
government.  Approximately a third supported neither nor the government nor the 
protesters, though the East-West regional divide in opinion was stark. Comparisons with 
survey data conducted in December 2013 suggest that aggregate levels of social support 
for Maidan held roughly steady before and after the January 2014 violence (Yak 
Ukraïntsy 2013, Suspil’no 2013, Kyïv International 2014b). 
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Moreover, after the violence in Kyïv, protests flared up in other parts of the 
country.26   Government buildings were temporarily occupied in Western 
Ukraine. The symbolism was powerful, signaling that the regional administrative 
capacity of the government was weakening.  
 
Political means of conflict resolution, however, remained at an impasse, despite 
some symbolic concessions.27 When the parliamentary session opened in early 
February, opposition parties, in an effort to break the logjam, demanded a vote to 
restore the 2004 Constitution and curtail presidential power. The opposition was 
confident that enough MPs from the ruling Party of Regions would support them 
in their initiative (232 Deputata 2014). The parliamentary opposition demanded 
a vote when parliament was set to reconvene on February 18 and invited Maidan 
supporters to demonstrate in front of the Rada.28 When a rumor spread that the 
Speaker was refusing to allow the vote, protesters charged the police (Higgins 
and Kramer 2014) and violence exploded, killing ten protesters and seven 
policemen. Pravyi sektor issued a public call for people to bring weapons to 
defend Maidan (Pravyi 2014). A full-scale police assault on the barricades of 
Maidan later that day resulted in nineteen more deaths (seventeen protesters and 
two policemen).  Overall, about half of the protesters and all nine policemen were 
killed by live bullets, with several dozen protesters and an unknown number of 
policemen suffering gunshot wounds (OHCHR 2016a).  
 
While it is now more clear that the conflict was evolving in the direction of an 
armed insurrection, at the time there was a widespread perception that the police 
were using inappropriate tactics and firing on protesters.29  Media images of 
these clashes sent tremors across Ukraine.  Within hours, protesters stormed 
government buildings in Western Ukraine and, by the next day, in all provinces 
of Central Ukraine. The offices of the security service were overtaken in Galicia 
and weapons caches were seized, raising the specter that guns and grenades were 
on their way to Maidan (Higgins, Kramer and Erlanger 2014).  The seizure of 

																																																								
26 Analysis of protest event data suggests that 39 percent of Maidan-inspired protests 
occurred in Western Ukraine, compared to 26% in the center, 14% in Kyïv, 9% in the 
south, and 8% in the East, with increasing frequency across the entire country after the 
January 2014 violence in Kyïv (Ishchenko 2016).  
27 Prime Minister Mykola Azarov resigned symbolically in late January, but with no 
agreement on a reform government.  Protesters agreed to withdraw from City Hall, one 
of the two buildings adjacent to Maïdan occupied since December, in return for the 
release from prison of, and amnesty for, all protesters that had been arrested.  
28 The Ukrainian parliament is officially known as the Supreme Council (Verkhovna 
Rada – or Rada as a shorthand). 
29 There was abundant visual evidence of the police and titushkis using guns 
(Gorchinskaya 2014), and reports of non-lethal weapons such as stun grenades being 
doctored to maximize injuries (Higgins and Kramer 2014).  The all-night assault on 
Maidan square – including the burning down of the adjacent Trade Union Building that 
had served as one of the protesters’ headquarters — was web-broadcast in real time.  
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organs of state power in more than half of Ukraine’s provinces was now pointing 
to government paralysis.30   
 
By the morning of February 20, Maidan protesters had been pushed to their last 
retrenchment on the square. The government had launched an “anti-terrorist 
operation” and ordered military units to redeploy to Kyiv.31  A Maidan sniper shot 
at the police from a building behind the square, provoking a wild retreat up an 
ascending street (Gorchinskaya 2016).  Hundreds of Maidan protesters pursued, 
pressing their advantage, only to be shot by government snipers. Forty-eight 
protesters were killed in this manner.32  The total number of deaths was now 
approaching a hundred, with more than six hundred seriously wounded.33 
Images of police snipers firing weapons into the crowd went viral on social media.  
The dominant narrative in Ukraine became that government forces had 
committed a massacre, setting into motion the improbable implosion of the 
Yanukovych regime. 
 
The first harbinger was political defections of MPs in the Rada. The ruling Party 
of Regions faction controlled a majority of seats along with its satellite 
Communist Party.  It had remained a monolith since the beginning of Maidan, 
with only two defections early on. Within hours of the killings, the mayor of Kyïv 
publicly announced that he was abandoning the Party of Regions.  Against the 
wishes of the Regions leadership, parliament met for a special session in early 
evening.  The defection of 35 Regions MPs made it possible to have a quorum. 
The Rada passed a resolution echoing the demands of the street: assigning all 
responsibility for deaths the government and ordering police to stand down and 
return to barracks (Pro zasudzhennia 2014).  Police officers, probably sensing 
that the regime was losing its will to fight and confronting the reality that guns 
were being used against them in the street, began to negotiate with Maidan front-
line militants for their safe withdrawal from the area (Higgins, Kramer and 
Erlanger 2014). 
 
The second harbinger was intensified international attention and pressure. In 
early evening, the European Union announced targeted sanctions against high-
level Ukrainian officials implicated in the “use of excessive force.”34 The dramatic 

																																																								
30 Ishchenko (2016) reports that by February the local councils of all 18 provinces of the 
West and Centre “became the effective centres of power in their respective territories.” 
31 The order from the Chief of the General Staff reached four brigades in Eastern and 
Southern Ukraine. It seems that only a paratrooper brigade from Dnipropetrovsk was 
actually dispatched, although it was stopped at a train station when protesters blocked 
the tracks (Ostanniy 2014, Bartkowski and Stephan 2014).   
32 At the time of this writing the identities of the perpetrators remain unclear, since the 
government, while pointing at a special detachment of riot police (Berkut), has failed to 
complete a comprehensive investigation (Council of Europe 2015, OHCHR 2016a). 
33 The final tally was 77 protesters and 13 policemen dead, and 450 protesters and 207 
policemen wounded (OHCHR 2016a). 
34 The specific sanctions were announced on March 5 for people deemed “responsible for 
the misappropriation of state funds (…) and human rights violations.” The actual charge 
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events forced Yanukovych to engage in the type of political negotiations he had 
thus far avoided. In an all-night marathon negotiating session, which included 
foreign ministers of France, Germany, Poland, and a representative from Russia, 
Yanukovych conceded to all major Maidan demands – the curtailment of his 
presidential power (by restoring the 2004 Constitution), a unity government, 
investigation of police violence — with the exception of early elections, since he 
was set to remain in his post until the end of the year (Agreement 2014). The 
agreement was signed in late afternoon on February 21st.  Ominously, Russia 
withheld its endorsement. Within an hour, with dozens of additional MPs 
declaring their defection from the Party of Regions and, without debate, the Rada 
reestablished the old constitution, sacked the Minister of the Interior, and passed 
a sweeping amnesty law for acts committed by Maidan protesters.35   
 
The regime disintegrated within hours. In front of a huge crowd on Maidan, prior 
to a mass funeral for the Maidan victims, opposition leader Klychko was shoved 
aside by an unknown Maidan combatant, in full militant gear, who announced 
that if Yanukovych had not resigned by the following morning, he would lead an 
armed assault on the presidential compound (Liudy 2014). What few realized at 
the time is that if they had attacked, there would not have been anyone to fight: 
the police had totally vanished, leaving government buildings undefended.36 The 
security forces had abandoned Yanukovych. Within two hours of the Maidan 
ultimatum, he had fled Kyïv.  Shortly thereafter Maidan forces announced that 
they controlled the entire government quarter (Parubiy 2014).   
 
The implosion of the Party of Regions initially followed the lines of Ukraine’s 
traditional regional cleavage.37 Until the February violence, Maidan was 
supported by a majority in the central and western regions, but a minority in the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
attached to each the targeted eighteen former Ukrainian state officials (including 
Yanukovych), was for the “embezzlement of state funds.” While the legal criteria of their 
sanction was corruption, it appears that what determined their inclusion on the list was a 
political determination of their responsibility for the use of “excessive force” against 
protesters (Council Regulation 2014). 
35 Unnoticed at the time, the amnesty, which applied to Maidan events between 
November 21-February 21, prevents prosecutors from charging individuals for the killing 
of policemen, raising concern in a 2016 United Nations report (OHCHR 2016a). 
36 The Rada resolution from the previous evening had ordered the withdrawal of special 
troops, but not those tasked with “the protection of state institutions.”  The agreement 
negotiated with Yanukovych likewise specifically indicated that “the government will use 
law enforcement forces exclusively for the physical protection of public buildings.” Radek 
Sikorski, the Polish Foreign Minister, declared that he found the disintegration of state 
police forces “astonishing” (Higgins, Kramer and Erlanger 2014). 
37 Consistent with a post-independence trend, the 2010 presidential election had 
returned a 78% majority for Yanukovych in the southern and eastern regions (south-
east) and a 72% majority for his challenger Yulia Tymoshenko in the central and western 
regions (center-west). Most people in the south-east prefer to speak Russian, while most 
in the center-west prefer Ukrainian. The east is more industrial, while the west was only 
annexed to the Soviet Union during World War II. Calculated from Tsentral’nyi 2010. 
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east and south (Kyïv International 2014b).38 More than three-fourths of 
protesters in Kyïv’s Maidan square and approximately ninety per cent of 
protesters who perished were from the center-west (Kyïv International 2014a, 
Nebesna sotnia 2014). The first wave of defectors from Regions MPs, allowing the 
landmark resolution against police violence to pass the Rada on February 20th, 
were mostly from the center-west, further crystallizing the divide (see figures A 
and B).39 By the time of the February 21 vote restoring the old constitution, 
however, Yanukovych’s political base in Russian-speaking regions was eroding.  
Most MPs from the south left the party’s parliamentary faction en masse.  As 
Figure C makes clear, the MPs that remained loyal to Yanukovych until the end 
were mostly either from Crimea or from his Donetsk clan.  His sudden escape had 
the effect of vaporizing his support outside of Donetsk, making possible his 
constitutional removal by the Rada the next day.40 The rump Party of Regions 
afterwards issued a statement denouncing Yanukovych for his “treason” and 
“criminal orders,” placing all responsibility for the debacle on him and his close 
entourage (Rehionaly 2014). The new Rada majority quickly annulled a language 
law adopted two years earlier, a symbolic measure  interpreted by many as 
imperiling the dominant use of Russian in the south-east.41 
 

[Figures A, B, and C About Here] 
 
The Maidan crisis had produced competing narratives at the international level. 
The Western narrative emphasized Ukraine’s “European choice” (European 
Council 2013) and assigned responsibility for the escalation of the conflict on the 
government for discarding political avenues and resorting to “excessive” police 

																																																								
38 On the eve of the February violence, support was at 80 percent in the West, 51 percent 
in the Center, 33 percent in the South and 8 percent in the East. Across Ukraine, nearly a 
third supported neither camp (Kyïv International 2014b).  
39 Many of these defectors deputies that had run as independents in the 2012 
parliamentary elections but were later brought into the Party via patronage.  
40 Yanukovych was not legally “impeached,” a lengthy procedure, but “removed” from his 
post on the grounds that he was no longer able to perform his duty, since he fled without 
official communication (the legal formulation is that he had “removed himself” 
(samousunennia) from his constitutional obligations). The constitutional majority 
required for his removal was attained with defection of Regions MPs from the major 
eastern provinces of Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv and the support of the east-based 
Communist Party. The regional dynamics of Regions defections was established through 
an examination of roll calls on the site of parliament (http://rada.gov.ua). 
41 The controversial 2012 law had largely removed incentives for Easterners to learn 
Ukrainian.  Its annulment, vetoed just days later by the interim President and new Rada 
speaker Oleksandr Turchynov, reestablished the legal status quo in which the de facto 
use of Russian in all spheres of daily life in cities of the south-east would persist (Arel 
2014, 2017). The “victor’s justice” symbolism of the measure seems to have been lost on 
the pro-Maidan majority. (Russia started using the formulation “the government of 
victors”). Unlike the constitutional votes of the previous two days, this vote followed the 
traditional east-west cleavage and passed by a bare majority.  
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force (NATO 2013, European Council 2014a).42 The Russian narrative 
emphasized Russian and Ukrainian “common roots” (Putin 2013) and assigned 
responsibility for the escalation on Western powers who “interfered” and “shut 
their eyes” on the violence used by Maidan radicals (Kravtsova 2013, Russia 
2014). While the West was mostly concerned about police violence, Russia was 
exclusively preoccupied by Maidan violence.43  With the removal of Yanukovych, 
the Western and Russian narratives now clashed over the legitimacy of the new 
Ukrainian government, the West accepting the political outcome and Russia 
calling it a “coup d’état.” A military confrontation between Russia and Ukraine 
was about to begin. 
 
Part Three: From Regime Collapse to State Incapacitation in Donbas  
 
On March 1, President Putin formally asked the Federation Council, which 
unanimously obliged with minimal discussion, to give him the authority to use 
the Russian army “on the territory of Ukraine” (President of Russia 2014a). The 
resolution cited a general “threat” caused by “extraordinary events” that had 
unfolded in Ukraine. Statements by high officials were more precise: Ukraine had 
experienced an “armed seizure of power by radical-extremists” (MID 2014a) 
described by Putin as a “coup” (perevorot), making the new government 
“illegitimate” (President of Russia 2014b) and endangering the lives of Ukrainian 
residents (MID 2014b). Russia was invoking its own “responsibility to protect” 
civilians. 
 
The Kremlin perceives mass protests as fundamentally illegitimate – and the 
outcome in Maidan only reinforced this perception.44  It was clear by February 22 
that the Maidanites had succeeded in a “tipping game” – which is to say they had 
used mass demonstrations to produce wholesale defections within the regime,  
especially in parliament and in the military and security forces – yielding a 
vacuum of political power.45  Regime change followed.46  Insurrection was 

																																																								
42 German Chancellor Angela Merkel said that “the convulsion of violence [in February 
2014] resulted from a “deliberate delaying tactic” by Yanukovych “to “avoid a 
compromise” (Myers 2014). During the January violence, the U.S. Department of State 
(2014) had made a similar point, that “[I]ncreased tensions in Ukraine are a direct 
consequence of the Ukrainian government’s failure to engage in real dialogue.” 
43 Western statements tended to deplore violence from protesters in general terms, but 
the U.S. Department of State (2014) did single out the “aggressive actions” of Pravyi 
sektor as “not acceptable.” Russia, by contrast called the police actions “absolutely 
legitimate” (MID 2014a). 
44 In 2004, despite evidence of electoral fraud (Myagkin, Ordeshook, and Shakin 2009) 
and the absence of violence, Russia declared the Orange Revolution protests illegitimate.  
45	This dynamic is described as a “tipping game” by Fearon (2004:289-91), who provides 
a formal account of how unexpected crises of regime legitimacy can render bargaining 
between state and peripheral actors not credible (and thus impossible to enforce).  	
46 As we stated above, the police quit once it was clear Yanukovych was losing his 
political support.  The new authorities to which the security services pledged their loyalty 
had substantial continuity with the old regime.  The parliamentarians who took charge 
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avoided, and many lives were probably saved, because the three main security 
bodies —the military, the police (Interior Ministry), and the secret service 
(SBU)— declared loyalty to the new government within hours.47 But the fact that 
Maidan “self-defense” forces had to guard all government buildings after the 
police withdrew cemented the official Russian position that the removal of 
Yanukovych ought to be described as a coup d’état in diplomatic discourse.48 The 
choice of words is a deliberate call-back to clandestine interventions aimed at 
toppling capitals and seizing turf in the context of Cold War competition.49  Using 
the term draws attention to the ethnic and geopolitical divergence of perceptions 
regarding the legitimacy of the post-Maidan government, the highly-irregular 
nature of the regime change, and the political support provided by Western 
embassies.  
 
The official argument by Russia to resort to military means was that the removal 
of Yanukovych had brought chaos and endangered the lives of ethnic Russians 
and “compatriots.”50 Non-Russian foreign journalists reported little in the way of 
Hobbesian anarchy and saw no such turmoil.  From the moment parliament 
passed the resolution, on February 20, ordering the police to withdraw, violence 
ceased completely, with the exception of isolated incidents of vigilantism. There 
was no looting in Kyïv or elsewhere in Ukraine. A statement by Russia’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs that armed men sent from Kyïv had attempted to storm 
Crimea’s Ministry of Internal Affairs was a fabrication (MID 2014c). The street 
violence had imploded the regime, or the type of political system developed by 

																																																																																																																																																																					
were not agents of the armed protesters, but rather a shifting coalition of the former 
political opposition in partnership with individuated defectors from the Party of Regions.   
47 Recall that in its final days, the Maidan events seemed to be evolving in the direction of 
armed insurrection, with protesters killing several policemen and seizing arms depot.  
The use of technology to engage in mass-mobilization, spread their political position 
through social media, and engage successfully in largely-peaceful revolution, combined 
with the government’s inability to use violence productively eventually “tipped” most 
social groups, including eventually even the police and military forces, to the position 
that the Maidanites were more legitimate than Yanukovych.  Only a very weak rump-
state opposed the movement by the end. Kalyvas and Balcells (2010:4) framework 
suggests that when the technological capacity of rebels is high relative to the state, what 
is observed is not a civil war, but instead a successful coup, understood as an abrupt 
change of political power. 
48 The Maidan forces provided security until a new interior minister was appointed after 
parliament removed Yanukovych. Since Yanukovych created a power vacuum by fleeing, 
the term coup d’état does not seem appropriate. In the counterfactual world in which 
Yanukovych had not fled the country, but instead remained in the presidential palace to 
be handed his resignation papers at gunpoint by the armed servants of the post-Maidan 
government, the term coup d’etat would, in our view, have much more resonance.  
49 See Soderlund (1970) and Luttwack (1971, 2016 reprint).  
50	Russia invoked the protection not only of Russian citizens living in Ukraine (of which 
there are officially few, as Ukrainian legislation does not allow dual citizenship) but also 
of “compatriots” (sootechestvenniki), an umbrella term for people outside of Russia with 
cultural, linguistic and political affinity with Russia and who form the Russkii mir.  	
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the Party of Regions, but not the state. In terms of providing law and order, there 
was no evidence that the Ukrainian state was faltering. 
 
A more plausible argument, and one which finds real resonance in the 
imaginations of many Russians, is that Maidan was the culmination of years of 
efforts by Western powers to wrest Ukraine from Russia’s sphere of influence. 51  
The abrupt change of power in Kyïv opened the possibility of NATO encirclement 
(Mearsheimer 2014).  The change in government precipitated by Maidan did 
increase the chances that NATO would, for instance, have bases in Crimea at the 
expense of the presence of the Russian Black Sea Fleet (Treisman 2016), or 
extend a theater missile defense system to within a few hundred miles of Moscow 
(Driscoll and Maliniak 2016: 22).  Still, almost no one, including among Russian 
policy makers, expected a Russian military response.52   
 
On February 27, Russian special forces seized the main government buildings 
and communication hubs in Crimea. The Crimean parliament, with Russian 
troops inside the room, nominated a Prime Minister from a far right Russian 
nationalist party and called for a referendum that eventually became a vote for 
Crimea’s annexation to Russia on March 17. Russian troops blockaded Ukrainian 
garrisons demanding their surrender. In a panic, the interim post-Maidan 
government realized that the Ukrainian military in Crimea was incapable of 
engaging in combat.53 Crimea also lacked a critical mass of “political Ukrainians” 
who could have offered some civic resistance, with the exception of Crimean 
Tatars, who were the only group to stage a demonstration prior to the military 
																																																								
51	The claim of a Western plot in Ukraine against Russia goes back to the Orange 
Revolution, when the mass protests against electoral fraud were attributed to an 
American plan, which essentially boiled down to American NGOs having funded 
democracy seminars and offered training in non-violent resistance (Wilson 2005). In the 
narrative pushed by the Russian state, Maidan rebels were assisted by Western 
intelligence agencies (and patriotic volunteerism from Western civil society) to use social 
media and technological innovations to overwhelm Ukrainian state capacity through the 
weaponization of the kinds of tactics seen in Occupy Wall Street, the Arab Spring, and 
elsewhere.   What happened in Ukraine in 2014, according by most Russians in credible 
public opinion polls, is just the latest example of Western aid and influence supporting 
“Color Revolutions” to install friendly governments, functionally check-mating Russian 
influence on the ground and forcing Russia to violate Ukrainian (or Georgian, or Kyrgyz, 
or…)  sovereignty if it wants to reverse the new status-quo (Gorenburg 2014, Soderlund 
1970: 371-2).  No evidence has leaked that Western intelligence agencies had anything to 
do with Maidan.  
52	The decision to intervene was taken by Putin and three of his confidants, all of whom 
met while in the Leningrad branch of the KGB in the 1970s, without consulting the 
Security Council, Ministry of Defense or Foreign Ministry (Myers 2014b). Putin’s public 
request to the Federation Council to use Russian troops in Ukraine was made after 
troops had already been sent.   	
53	A transcript of a 28 February meeting of the Ukrainian Security Council shows that no 
more than 2,000 Ukrainian troops based in Crimea “could execute an order involving 
the use of weapons.” Most of these troops were local conscripts. In the entirety of 
Ukraine, only 5,000 troops were deemed combat-ready (Shamanska 2016).	
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takeover. In less than a month, Crimea was entirely lost to Ukraine.  Almost no 
shots were fired.  Economic sanctions and diplomatic fallout would be in Russia’s 
future, but in March of 2014 it was clear that Article II of the UN Charter had 
been violated.54 
 
Crimea was a military takeover of state institutions with a massive defection of 
government officials to the Russian side.  At the same time, however, a parallel 
social mobilization was taking place in Donbas. On the same day as the Russian 
parliament authorized sending troops into Ukraine (March 1), pro-Russia 
protesters in Donetsk temporarily seized the regional administrative building.55 
On April 6, a “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DNR in its Russian acronym) was 
proclaimed, with insurgents claiming administrative centers and state security 
buildings. Similar seizures of government buildings took place elsewhere in the 
Donbas, including in the regional capital Luhansk where an “LNR” was 
proclaimed. The Donbas insurgency can be best understood as an indigenous 
uprising – a  rebellion not only against the post-Maidan government in Kyïv, but 
also against the local state institutions that had been dominated by the Party of 
Regions.56  With the proclamation of the DNR, a new set of anti-systemic political 
actors were beginning to build parallel institutions in the far East of Ukraine.  
 
The rapid success of anti-systemic activism was enabled by the growing 
incapacity by Kyïv to use the levers of state power in Donbas. The violence in Kyïv 
caused the implosion of the regime (the increasingly authoritarian government of 
the Party of Regions), but the political and security organs of the state 
(parliament, police) remained functional. In other words, regime collapse did not 
bring state incapacitation. In Donbas, a region where political power had passed 
seamlessly from the Communist Party to the Party of Regions and not alternated 
in living memory, there was no real distinction between the state and the 

																																																								
54	The	Kremlin	does	not	really	deny	this.		Putin’s	defense	of	his	action	rests	on	the	dual	
claims	that	a)	Western	governments	are	hypocritical	on	this	point,	as	they	have	violated	
other	states’	sovereignty	without	United	Nations	Security	Council	approval	whenever	it	
suits	them	(as	in	Iraq	and	Kosovo),	and	B)	that	the	interstate	borders	between	former	
Soviet	republics	are	based	on	arbitrary	intra-Soviet	politics.		Both	of	claims	resonate	in	
Russian	public	opinion.		Russia was removed from the G-8, isolated at the Security 
Council, and the annexation of Crimea remain diplomatically unrecognized. 	
55	The building exchanged hands a few times between protesters and local authorities in 
the course of recurrent demonstrations in the weeks ahead.  	
56	The	word	“indigenous”	is	controversial	because	the	identity of these protesters remains 
disputed. The narrative promoted by the post-Maidan government in Kyïv and its 
security service (SBU) denies local agency.  A standard claim is that the leaders were 
either “political tourists,” bussed in from Russia (Kalinina 2014), or locals paid and 
coordinated by local leading oligarch Renat Akhmetov and the Yanukovych family now 
in exile (Wilson 2014: 127, 130). There is, however, no convincing evidence that this was 
the case at this early stage of the conflict and insurgent leaders had no ties to Akhmetov 
(Kanygin 2015, Avakov 2016). The fact that Russia had invaded Crimea and announced 
that it might sent troops “on the territory of Ukraine” gave credence to the lasting belief 
that the Donbas events were staged by Russia and traditional pro-Russia elites. 	
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Yanukovych clan network.  The Party had a functional monopoly on all political 
life and positions.57 In 2004, when the court overturned Yanukovych’s 
presidential victory on the grounds of fraud, his support in Donbas remained sky-
high, as he received 93% of the vote in the repeat election.  This time, however, 
his flight from Ukraine decapitated the authority of his personalist network in 
Donbas. The local Regions officials recognized the legitimacy of the new regime 
in Kyïv, but effectively lost their ability to exercise control in Donbas, 
incapacitating the local governance apparatus.  Anti-systemic forces tested the 
political order, found that it was brittle, and moved to fill the power vacuum.58   
Borrowing from the Maidan playbook, militants seized government buildings – 
an adaptive imitation of a demonstrably successful technology of protests.59  
 
By April, they began to establish a parallel power structures completely outside 
the jurisdiction of the government in Kyïv.  And these are the power structures 
that govern life in the secessionist regions today. Contrary to Crimea, none of the 
key political institutions (regional or local councils, security forces, all dominated 
by the Party of Regions) defected to the rebels. They simply became ineffectual.  
Other state institutions continued providing public goods.  The national 
television and radio stations, public transportation, schools – all remained intact, 
as they had been in Kyïv. The palpable incapacitation of political and security 
institutions, which is what is meant here by state incapacitation, led directly to a 
breakdown of law and order in Donbas (Carroll 2014).  
 
They also appropriated from the start the official Russian narrative that Maidan 
had been a “coup d’état” enabling “fascists” to come to power.60 Well before 
Russia sent weapons and troops – and sharing an interstate border simplified the 
logistics of doing so when the time came – it was clear that the Donbas would be 
the region in Ukraine where pro-government or Ukrainian nationalist civic forces 
would be hardest pressed to resist the influence of Russia. The region’s economic 

																																																								
57	In the 1990s, the monopoly of power in Donbas was exercised by the Communist Party 
of Ukraine, headquartered in Donetsk, before the Party of Regions, also Donetsk-based, 
took over in the 2000s. In the 2012 parliamentary elections to the national Rada, every 
single MP from Donbas was from the Party of Regions, with the exception of two 
independents in Luhansk. Locally, the Party did not tolerate dissent of any kind, 
including from Ukrainian or, as it is important to note in light of recent events, Russian 
nationalists (Melnyk 2014).	
58	Mirroring the trend that had occurred in Western and Central Ukraine at the height of 
the Maidan violence, when policemen offered little resistance to the storming of 
government buildings, the police largely stood by as Donetsk protesters did the same.	
59	Donbas insurgents came from an authoritarian culture where autonomous peaceful 
protests had not occurred since labor strikes during perestroika in the late 1980s. The 
sight of government buildings being seized by demonstrators, and especially the 
storming of police stations in the West during the violence on Maidan, were defining 
moments. The abrupt change of power in Kyïv, outside normal procedures and in the 
midst of violence, unleashed forces that could not be controlled (Darden 2014).	
60	The trope that armed men from Pravyi sektor were set to descend on Donbas was 
prevalent in pro-Russian Donbas social media (Driscoll and Steinert-Threlkheld 2015).	
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dependence on Russia as the only feasible market for its rust-belt factory goods, 
especially machine-building, and the fear that EU free trade would drive out of 
business local manufacturers is well-documented (Zhukov 2016).  The more 
intangible ethnic factor cannot be discarded, however. While a (slight) majority 
of the Donbas was ethnic Ukrainian, according to census data, the Donbas was 
the area of greatest ethnic concentration of Russians in Ukraine by far (after 
Crimea).61  
 
The Donbas war are, in our view, is rooted in Donbas ethnic Russian identity.  
After Maidan, the demoralization of security forces was palpable across eastern 
and southern Ukraine.  Many feared that in the Russian-speaking half of Ukraine, 
mass uprisings in the so-called “New Russia” (Novorossiia) would detach vast 
swaths of Ukrainian territory from an illegitimate Maidan-led government.62  
This did not occur.  In most places, anti-systemic rebels attempting to replicate 
the tactics of the Donbas insurgents met a pushback by local, self-organized, pro-
Ukraine forces in provinces such as Dnipropetrovsk, Odessa and Mykolaïv.63  
Most the pro-Ukrainian militia volunteers that kept these secessionists confined 
to the Donbas were drawn from the population that the Russian state was calling 
“compatriots” (sootechestvenniki), since most residents of southeast Ukraine 
prefer to speak Ukrainian (Arel 2017), and the Kremlin assumed they would rally 
to its political cause.  A critical mass of Russian-speakers understood the stakes, 
and took up weapons to keep their country territorially intact.64 The idea of 
Novorossiia, or of the Russkii mir, as promoted by the Russian state, is premised 
on the notion that identification with the Russian language and culture would 
correlate with loyalty to the Russian state. Events in southeastern Ukraine belied 
this expectation. Russkii mir, as it turned out, only took hold where ethnic 
Russians were concentrated, not where people spoke Russian. The war that was 
breaking out would have Russian-speakers on both sides of the trenches – a civil 
																																																								
61	The first self-proclaimed leader of the Donbas protests, Pavel Gubarev, was 
unambiguous in appealing to “Us, Russians!”.  	
62 In an April televised town hall meeting, Putin referred to southeast Ukraine as 
“Novorossiia,” adding that he did not understand why Soviet authorities (“God knows 
why…”) incorporated these territories to Soviet Ukrainian Republic, explicitly 
questioning the legitimacy of current interstate borders. With respect to Putin’s claim: 
The primary criteria used in the formation of Soviet republic was nationality (ethnicity) 
and the 1926 Soviet census showed that every single of the Ukrainian southeast 
provinces had an ethnic Ukrainian majority.  Crimea was not part of Ukraine in the 
1920s and it was called the Crimean Autonomous SSR due to the presence of the 
Crimean Tatars, following the ethnicity rule. 
63	In Odesa clashes killed 48 people (Amos 2015). In Dnipropetrovsk, Ukrainian “self-
defense groups” (as they called themselves following the terminology of Maidan) 
organized by the new governor, the oligarch Ihor Kolomoyskyi, quickly neutralized pro-
Russian activities (Baczynska 2014). In Mykolaïv, at the initiative of local businessmen, 
armed militias dispersed a pro-Russia Maidan-inspired “tent village” and patrolled the 
streets (Smolar 2014b). In Kharkiv, uniformed state authorities, not militias, dislodged 
pro-Russia protesters from seized administrative buildings (Khomenko 2015).	
64	Based on the ethnic demography of these regions in the 2001 Ukrainian census, we can 
infer that these were mostly, though probably not exclusively, ethnic Ukrainians. 
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war within the territorial borders of Ukraine, but also a war internal to the 
Russkii mir.65  
 
Part Four: Conventional Warfare in Donbas 
 
A week after the takeover of government buildings in Donetsk and several other 
towns, on April 12, a well-trained commando unit, originating from Crimea, 
stormed the offices of the state security service in Sloviansk.  These soldiers 
seized weapons and, with the assistance of hundreds of locally-organized 
volunteers, established a security perimeter around the city.66 The conflict, which 
other than Crimea had been limited thus far to the symbolic occupation of 
government buildings, had entered the phase of open military confrontation, with 
fighters external to Donbas serving as vanguard.  Within a day, Kyïv sent army 
units under the auspices of an “anti-terrorist operation” (ATO).67  Initial 
encounters were humiliating for the Ukrainian side.  Confused and unprepared 
conscripts were easily surrounded (by civilians), and many surrendered their 
weapons without a fight (Smolar 2014a). The Donbas pro-Russian protesters 
expanded into armed groups, with significant help from across the border.  
Thousands of volunteers, many veterans of the Soviet/Russian army poured in 
from all parts of Russia, including Chechnya, to join the multitude of battalions 
that were forming in Donbas towns.68 
 
The presence of so many territorial Russians on the evolving battlefield led to a 
widespread perception in Ukraine and the West that armed aggression by Russia 
was now under way in Donbas.  The Russian government denied any military 
involvement.    Pains were taken to ensure that whatever material arrived did so 
by indirect means.  Ammunition was sent and volunteers were often recruited 
through military boards and tended to meet, at the Ukrainian border, in military 
facilities – but usually with many layers of plausible deniability.  Lines of 
command and control leading to Moscow were difficult to establish.  The 

																																																								
65 A residual question is why the pro-Ukraine pushback in Donbas failed.  The answer is 
that street violence in the Donbas favored secessionists.  Pro-Ukraine demonstrators 
were brutally and publically beaten (Vice News 2014, Kazanskii 2014).  After the DNR 
was proclaimed, several individuals suspected of pro-Ukraine orientation were 
threatened (Giglio 2014), kidnapped and, in some cases, murdered (Chazan 2014).  
66	The Sloviansk commando unit, of about sixty men, came directly from Crimea and was 
led by someone with links to Russian military intelligence. It appears that Strelkov acted 
on his own initiative and that he might not have the support of Russian authorities 
(Ostanin 2014).	
67 In sending troops to Donbas, the Ukrainian government resorted to the same law that 
the Yanukovych government had invoked in its final assault on Maidan in February 
2014, even though neither the Maidan protesters, nor the Donbas insurgents, engaged in 
terrorism (the indiscriminate targeting of civilians). The Ukrainian government claimed 
that an official declaration of war would have precluded economic foreign aid. The 
political consequences of categorizing insurgents as terrorists was not addressed.	
68	The Chechen fighters were not volunteers, but part of a battalion with roots in the 
Chechnya wars and links with Russian intelligence (Bigg 2014).	
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important point, for our analysis, is that the vast majority of the pro-Russian 
fighters remained territorial Ukrainians.69  While there is no doubt that 
intelligence operatives from Russia were active on the ground, there is no 
evidence that regular Russian troops were present, in stark contrast to what 
occurred in Crimea.70  
 
The embarrassment in Sloviansk led the Ukrainian army to adapt its tactics.  
Since its soldiers lacked the morale and training to engage in light-infantry 
operations against (what were perceived and declared to be) Russian special 
forces, those engagements stopped.  Since the enemy was (perceived and 
declared to be) thousands of Russian invaders, rather than insurgents, and these 
invaders had access to the arsenals of the Russian military, conventional 
strategies were employed.  Siege warfare of rebel-held cities, with long-distance 
artillery fire as the weapon of choice, allowed military units to largely avoid direct 
encounters. When the pro-Russian commando unit abandoned Sloviansk and 
fled to Donetsk, the Ukrainian military began to besiege the regional capitals of 
Donetsk and Luhansk.  The separatists adapted their tactics in weeks to begin 
using artillery as well, yielding a theatrical, real-stakes micro re-enactment of the 
Second World War.  Most civilian deaths in Ukraine’s civil war have come from 
artillery fire. The massive human displacement– the hundreds of thousands of 
civilians who became refugees or internally displaced people, leaving Donbas to 
seek temporary security in Russia or other parts of Ukraine –coincided with the 
peak of rocket and artillery explosions that landed in areas where people lived. 
 
Both geography and “airpower readiness” favored the separatists. Proximity to 
the interstate border with Russia was an indispensable asset for pro-Russian 
forces. The provinces of Donetsk and Luhansk share a border with Russia which, 
until Maidan, was treated as little more than an administrative boundary with no 
visa requirement for transit. The sudden appearance of a commando unit in 
Sloviansk was a reminder that the borders of Ukraine were porous.  As the 
conflict escalated, border checkpoints came under repeated attacks, including by 
artillery fire from within Russia’s borders (Clem 2015).  By late summer the 
Ukrainian government had functionally lost all control of its Donbas border with 
Russia – a situation that prevails at the time of this writing.  The practical effect is 
that pro-Russian forces are able to resupply themselves with heavy weapons, 
ammunition, and spare parts, including tanks, multiple rocket launchers and, 
crucially, man-portable air defense systems (“Manpads”), which neutralized 
Ukrainian air resupply.  As with the general state of its armed forces, few of 
Ukraine’s aerial carriers were combat ready so, in the early stage of the war, they 
mostly to shuttled troops and equipment.  Pro-Russian forces demonstrated 
																																																								
69	Zhukov (2016) demonstrates that the main predictor of rebel recruitment and 
mobilization is the underlying political economy of a district.  Areas whose structural 
economic characteristics involve exports that are not globally competitive were far more 
likely to adopt a pro- separatist position.	
70The Strelkov commando who seized Sloviansk in April 2014 was originally thought to 
be a Russian special operation (Rachkevych 2014), but Strelkov later claimed he acted on 
his own.	
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ability and willingness to shoot these transit vehicles down.  The Ukrainian 
military lost enough planes and helicopters in a few weeks to deter pilots from 
flying into rebel-held space. 
 
The conventionalization of the Donbas civil war was apparent by the late 
summer.  Both sides were relying on nearly identical artillery technology. Still, to 
a large extent, for its first year the Donbas war was fought primarily by extremely 
well-armed  volunteers. On the Ukrainian side, the realization that the Ukrainian 
military was in a dreadful state sparked the formation of volunteer battalions, 
some emerging from former Maidan “self-defense” groups, others created by 
businessmen. These battalions were not officially subordinated to the state at 
first, which meant that they did not coordinate tactically very well (if at all). 
Though the Ukrainian state reinstated a general draft, since its ability to forcibly 
conscript young people was extremely low those who reported were de facto 
volunteers (Mironova and Whitt 2016).  But a year later, by the summer of 2015, 
it was clear that all of these self-organized militias had subordinated their chains 
of command to the Ukrainian state (see Table 3).  The pro-Russian side also 
initially organized into battalions not subordinated to a central command, before 
undergoing what appears to be a similar process of centralization.71  Volunteers 
from Russia often joined indigenous battalions, rather than forming their own.72  
 

Table 3 About Here (Not included in APSA-Circulating paper) 
 
Pro-Ukraine combatants saw themselves as fighting Russia, though in reality 
most of the people they were shooting at were actually citizens of Ukraine. Pro-
Russia combatants  saw themselves as fighting the West, while a great many of 
those they were fighting were exactly the members of the “Russkii mir” that they 
were allegedly defending.  (Both sides imagine that the other is brainwashed by 
clever state propagandists).  But it was the conventional nature of the conflict – 
with fixed territory that only changed hands at the edges after July, a well-
defined and static “no man’s land” with snipers guarding artillery positions on 
both sides – that allowed for tens of thousands of poorly-trained volunteer 
enthusiasts to arrive in the war zone and still not have massive civilian casualties.   
There were front-line roles for all of the volunteers to play, but the risks were low 
much of the time.  Irregular warfare, such as massacres in villages or bombs in 
civilian areas – where the prize is the hearts and minds of the civilians who are 
providing intelligence to allow for accurate, selective targeting – did not occur.  
Nor did “cleanse and hold” tactics, aimed at creating refugees then preventing 

																																																								
71	Since	politics	inside	the	DNR	and	LNR	is	far	more	opaque	than	on	the	Ukrainian	side	of	
the	demarcation	lines,		these	processes	of	command	centralization	are	less	clear	to	the	
authors	at	the	time	of	this	writing.	
72	Civilian support networks also formed in a decentralized manner on both sides.  Newly 
created civic organizations in Ukraine provided food, clothing and medication to the 
volunteers (and regular troops), and emotional care to the wounded. Pro-Russian 
volunteers were similarly receiving civic aid from groups in Donbas and Russia.	
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forcibly displaced people from coming back. Many civilians fled but later 
returned home.  
 
As we argued, the social networks that support anti-Kyïv militias in Donbas have 
local roots.  At the end of the summer however, the war took on a more overtly 
international dimension. By early August 2014, there were signs that Ukraine 
might be winning the volunteer war, as its army was steadily gaining back 
territory (Kramer 2014).73 It is at this critical juncture that Russia decided to send 
regular troops, along with an enhanced  supply of heavy weapons and military 
vehicles  — while denying it (Bidder et al. 2014). Multiple sources — witnesses, 
international media reporting, geolocalized pictures — pointed to the presence of 
Russian soldiers in Donbas.74 The battle of Ilovaisk, a strategically located small 
town between Donetsk and Luhansk, in late August, was a military turning point.  
It featured, for the first time, what the Ukrainian state claimed had been 
happening all along: a direct clash between combatants from Russia and 
combatants from Ukraine. The Ukrainian army lost, and badly, with battalion 
volunteers incurring significant casualties (Rachkevych 2015). This precipitated 
the first Minsk international agreement.  Six months later, in February 2015, in a 
battle over a railway hub at a small town named Debaltseve, the Ukrainian army 
was routed again by Russian regular troops (Kramer and Herszenhorn 2015). 
This forced a second version of the Minsk Accords. It appears, however, that 
Russian troops were used only in these pivotal battles – in the first instance, to 
freeze the frontlines; in the second, to make a strategic alteration to these 
frontlines — and retreated afterwards (Sherr 2015). Russian volunteers remained 
in large numbers until at least 2015, and a constant supply of young men making 
what amounts to pilgrimages to the front lines still arrive each month. 
 
When Ukrainian officials bristle at the term “civil war” and argue that the correct 
term is “invasion,” they have a point.  The fact that during two turning points of 
the war, the Russian military tipped the scales, can hardly be disputed.  The 
problem is that the standard Ukrainian position goes much further, arguing that 
that the whole insurrection in Donbas was manufactured by Russia, refusing to 
recognize the agency of insurgents indigenous to Donbas. We think it is much 
better to examine the counterfactual responsibly.  Imagine that the Russian 
military had not intervened in any way in the late summer 2014.  Instead of the 
insurgency just fading away, one certainly anticipate a situation in which 
sufficient well-armed indigenous fighters in Donbas attempt to keep the fight 
alive for years.  What we suspect could have happened is tactical military victory 
																																																								
73 The situation was becoming so dire for pro-Russia forces that there were reports that 
Donetsk rebel leader Aleksandr Zakharchenko was offering an “unconditional cease-
fire.” Doubts remained, however, as to whether the Ukrainian army, with its strategy of 
artillery warfare, had the ability to retake large cities. 
74As with the “little green men” of Crimea, they operated without an insignia, while 
officially in training duties in Rostov, Russia’s border region with Donbas. If captured, 
they were instructed to claim that they had resigned from their commission prior to 
entering Donbas. Meanwhile, pro-Russian fighters indigenous to Donbas claimed that 
the Russian soldiers were using their “vacation” to help them out. 	
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for Ukrainian divisions, followed by the military suppression of the Donbas that 
could have entailed much higher civilian casualties.  The war could have mutated 
into an irregular contest, pitting insurgents in the east against a perceived 
“occupation force” supported by Kyïv and Western European capitals.75   
 
It is against the backdrop of these gruesome counterfactuals that the refugee 
crisis, the conventional military standoff, and the environment of ubiquitous 
misinformation, denial, alternative reality, and deliberate confusion that Russia 
has sown must be understood. Independent sources have assembled extensive 
evidence that cut against the Russian narrative that neither its troops nor its 
weapons are in Donbas,76 and yet the political consequences for Western powers 
of calling the conflict an “interstate war” have proven too high.  The presence of 
active Russian soldiers in Donbas has produced two rounds of peace talks, but 
neither further sanctions nor an official acknowledgement by the EU or the 
United States that the Russian army had crossed the Donbas border. Western 
state representatives eschew loaded terms like “invasion” or “occupation,” 
routinely deployed by Ukrainian state representatives.77  This reflects a shared 
appreciation that the alternatives  -- Western intervention or Russian non-
intervention that could have led to irregular warfare – are seen as less desirable.  
 
So, at some risk of repetition: Why not just call it an interstate war?  The problem 
is twofold: (a) Russian troops have only been used at a few critical junctures, 
while most fighters originating from Russia have been volunteers; and (b) even in 
these episodes, the bulk of the combatants are either locals or volunteers. While if 
it is true that Russian institutions facilitated volunteers’ dispatch to Donbas, and 
also true that there is de-facto chain of command that links rebel battalions to the 
Russian Army, it is difficult to ascertain the extent to which Moscow is actually 
able to control them. It is also hard to imagine that if Russia were to disengage all 
of its assets from the conflict zone the rebellion would just melt away. 
 
Part Five: Thinking A Way Out of The Donbas War: Five Pathways 
 
The fact that indigenous insurgents captured the regional apparatus of a state 
incapacitated by the violent regime turnover in Kyïv means that the war in 

																																																								
75	Had the Russian military done nothing, combatants on both sides could very well have 
resorted to acts of terrorism (e.g., improvised explosive devices or car bombs on the 
insurgent side and mutilations of captured terrorists on the counterinsurgent side). As 
we describe at length above, Kalyvas (2006) would predict that this scenario would have 
led to much more civilian victimization than we have seen, as the war gradually “de-
conventionalized” and become irregular and dirty. The suffering for civilians, caught 
between the two sides, would have been far worse.  We revisit this in the text below.	
76 The most systematic evidence has been adduced to document Russian involvement in 
the downing of the Malaysian Airlines flight in Donbas (Higgins 2016).  
77 The EU and other Western states, in their decision to impose sanctions on Russia for 
its role in Donbas, chose their words with great care: “deliberate destabilisation of a 
neighbouring sovereign country” produced by “[a]rms and fighters (…) flowing into 
Ukraine from the Russian Federation” (European Council 2014b).  
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Donbas is a civil war.   It will not end without an intra-Ukrainian political 
solution.  Russia had demonstrated a willingness to pay substantial costs – in the 
form of military casualties, diplomatic shunning, and economic sanctions –  to 
signal its desire to shape the future of Ukraine. In the service of social science and 
conflict resolution, we will conclude with a sketch of five analytically distinct 
political outcomes for Ukraine’s civil war: two polarized visions of optimal 
diplomatic solutions, conventional escalation, frozen conflict, and irregular 
escalation.  We believe that a frozen conflict is the most likely, but it is far from 
inevitable.  
 
We can call the first option “the Kremlin Fantasy.”  In this scenario, gradual 
recognition by U.S. and Western actors that there is a basic asymmetry of 
interests between the United States and Russia in this part of the globe – and the 
natural, underlying complementarity of interests between the U.S. and Russia on 
several fundamental global issues – leads to a “Reset 2.0” on Russia’s terms.  We 
would see a condominium of interests between the U.S. and Russia over Ukraine 
– essentially conceding that Ukraine will not integrate into Western economic 
and security structures and that Russia has a say in the nature of its political 
regime. The West would recognize that since Moscow can easily shape the 
battlefield in Ukraine’s east, and it has no real interests in Ukraine except as a 
conduit for Moscow’s gas, it follows that a political solution can only be reached 
on Moscow’s terms. It would require that the West distances itself from the 
dominant narrative of Maidan as a Revolution of Dignity against a corrupt 
autocracy and an overhaul of Western discourse and attitudes vis-à-vis Russia.  
This outcome is unlikely to be realized, in our view, because it would require 
compromises that neither Ukrainians nor Western governments want to make.78  
 
The second option could be called “The State Department Fantasy.”  In this 
scenario, gradual recognition by Russia that there is a power asymmetry between 
Russia and the West -- which manifests as a “reality disconnect” between the 
Russia that Putin sells to his public via state-controlled media and the Russia that 
has to compete in an increasingly multipolar world and globalized economy.  The 
result would be a “Reset 2.0” but with terms functionally dictated by the West, 
namely, the full integration of Ukraine into Western economic and security 
structures.  We would see the Kremlin conceding that the Maidan events were 
driven not a Western plot to wrest Ukraine from its sphere of influence, but 
rather that its political model, and the Eurasian Economic Union, is not a magnet 
capable of competing with Western democratic values and practices, leading to a 
withdrawal from Donbas  and a reconsideration of the final status of Crimea. We 

																																																								
78	It is not clear whether or how Western states could “steer” outcomes in the Ukrainian 
polity with indirect incentives such as foreign assistance, since Maidan demonstrated 
that social resistance by Ukrainians to a Russian pivot is a real constraint to this 
scenario.  The credibility of international law – the elite consensus that Russia’s violation 
of Ukrainian sovereignty would set a very bad precedent – is also a going concern.	
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do not consider this a likely outcome either, since it would require compromises 
that the Russian government does not want to make.79  
 
A third option is conventional escalation, a scenario that we call among ourselves 
the “New Berlin Wall” scenario.  It would play out over many years.  It is possible 
that Western domestic politics will shift in the direction of a principled stand and 
unified against Russia.  It is even possible to imagine scenarios in which Ukraine 
is invited into NATO without first settling the Crimea border issue or the 
territorial dispute in the East, setting the stage for a new Cold War-style standoff, 
with the disputed territories playing the role of East Germany.80  Five years from 
now perhaps the undeclared borders will be unchanged but the technology will 
have graduated a generation, from artillery and sniper rifles to laser-guided 
precision munitions and swarms of very small drones.  In certain respects, this is 
the most frightening scenario of all, since it entails the non-zero probability of 
escalation to the use of nuclear weapons. But so long as general deterrence holds 
and the worst-possible outcome is avoided, conventional escalation may not be 
all that bad for civilians.  If the Donbas region transforms into something more 
akin to the Berlin Wall than to Abkhazia, at least there would be the possibility of 
international monitoring through institutions where Russia has an effective veto 
(e.g., the UN Security Council and the OSCE), and the various NGOs that provide 
humanitarian relief could continue to be coordinated through the United 
Nations.  We consider this scenario somewhat unlikely, because we do not see 
evidence of an emerging Western consensus on the wisdom of isolating Russia 
over Ukraine, but on balance it is far more likely than either of the previous two. 
 
A fourth alternative is a frozen conflict.81 In this scenario, elites in Russia, the 
West, and Ukraine all come to think about conflict resolution as a medium-term 
political project that will involve re-building the Ukrainian state.  The promise is 
that, by lowering expectations about what is necessary for a final outcome – 
which would mean taking general disarmament and the Crimea issue off of the 
table – a wider bargaining space is opened. The content of the Minsk agreements, 
and the fact that they were functionally negotiated at gunpoint, suggests that they 
represent a slow process of bargaining.  The first and second-round sticking 
points are commitments about securitization of borders (credible Russian 
commitments to remove troops and weapons from the conflict) and regional 
																																																								
79	Regime	change	in	Russia	strikes	us	as	implausible	at	this	time.		Moreover,	the	idea	that	
deep-seated Russian views towards Ukraine and security concerns towards encirclement 
by the West would disappear even in the event of regime change is implausible to us.	
80 Harrison Wagner (2007: 224) has usefully described the Cold War as a stand-off 
between the West and Russia divided over the terms of Germany’s reconstruction. East 
and West Germany, in retrospect, bear an uneasy resemblance to what many will 
recognize as “frozen conflict” dynamics.   
81	Elsewhere, Driscoll (2015: 37, 181, 188-9) has a formal treatment of this strategic 
setting that he calls a “partial incorporation equilibrium,” but is typically called a frozen 
conflict: It is observed as a contested zone, functionally independent from the state 
center, where a critical mass of insurgents cannot see a future in a polity that is any more 
or politically and economically secure than what they already have.	
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autonomy (credible commitments by the government in Kyïv to policy reform to 
benefit populations residing the East).82  But this bargaining could stall for years. 
 
Consider how difficult it will be for Kyïv to credibly commit to offering leaders of 
armed groups in the Donbas positive inducements that give them more than they 
already possess.83  The de-facto leaders that govern the disputed regions already 
have many state-characteristics.  They have territory, with electrical and 
telecommunications infrastructure necessary to support a permanent population 
(though admittedly skewed towards vulnerable pensioners who cannot easily 
leave). They have de-facto military protection from a great power with a 
permanent veto-holding seat on the United Nations Security Council. They get to 
control the version of the story taught to children in elementary school.  And they 
control the border and a share of rents from smuggling and tax evasion.  From a 
certain point of view, the status quo isn’t that bad compared to forcible 
incorporation into a patronage network of oligarchs centered on Kyïv.  Since 
Russia’s policy seems to us to be to keep the Donbas areas autonomous – in an 
equilibrium where local warlords are already doing better than they could expect 
to do by subordinating their security forces to a hierarchy in Kyïv and building a 
Western-oriented future – this outcome seems the most likely to us. 
 
A fifth scenario is the “de-conventionalization” or “irregularization” of the war. 
Much like the war conventionalized rapidly, guerilla tactics could also emerge, 
and escalate, with great speed. It bears emphasizing that almost all of the nearly 
2,000 civilian deaths on Donbas have been caused by heavy weaponry, primarily 
artillery fire. Despite the presence of poorly trained volunteers on both sides, 
irregular tactics, such as intimate killings, mass rapes, the mutilation of bodies, 
the use of children to clear land mines, or the detonation of bombs targeting 
civilians, have not been used. In our view, the looming threat of Russian 
intervention has thus far played a moderating role on the Ukrainian side; cultural 
closeness, empathy, and affect between soldiers on opposite sides of the line may 
play a moderating role as well.  It is important to realize that this benign state of 
affairs could be spoiled by the actions of a few – and since the chain of command 
is so murky on both sides of the conflict, it may occur through what amounts to a 
series of tragic accidents.  A handful of frustrated people intent on disrupting the 

																																																								
82	The arrangements are failing due to a lingering disagreement over the sequence of 
these two processes.  Minsk-II commits Ukraine to holding elections in the East prior to 
military disengagement by Russia.  Ukrainians have dragged their feet, arguing 
(plausibly) that holding elections under conditions where pro-Russian forces are allowed 
to enjoy unlimited military supply from across the border, would not be credible.  
Elections keep being postponed, and heavy weaponry has not been withdrawn. 	
83	Negative inducements – conventional military coercion – could, in principle, raise the 
cost of remaining outside the Ukrainian state. The problem, in practice, is that Russia 
has demonstrated that it will not sit idly by while Kyïv bombs the pro-Russia forces into 
submission. At the peak of its military momentum, in August 2014, Kyïv gambled on 
Russia’s restraint (Kramer 2014).  Kyïv lost the bet. Gradual incorporation of Donbas 
war elites by positive inducements – bribes and side-payments – is a more realistic 
option, but it is likely to be very costly and ad-hoc – and probably take a very long time.	
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“frozen conflict” equilibrium might decide that mass-casualty terrorism in 
Ukraine, on either side of the demarcation line in Donbas, or in Russia proper 
represent the best hope to achieve their long-term strategic goal. It is also not 
difficult to construct scenarios in which either the Russian or the Ukrainian state 
come to consider it in their interest to promote irregular tactics.84  In the worst 
case scenario, the result could be tens of thousands of additional deaths and a 
spectacle of atrocity rivaling Bosnia – and probably ending with a large-scale 
Russian military intervention based on a “responsibility to protect Russians,” 
which in itself could bring even more violence. This nightmare scenario is at least 
as likely as the third scenario (conventional escalation) and more likely than 
either of the first two Fantasy scenarios. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Our paper makes two empirical contributions.   
 
The first relates broadly to the technology of civil war in the contemporary 
interstate system. What we see in Ukraine is unusual.  Territory is not changing 
hands, and civilian terrorism is minimal.  We believe this is largely because the 
rebels have sufficient anti-air capabilities to deter the government from flying air 
missions. There are hardly any war zones anywhere in the world that resemble it.   
The kind of war that is taking place Ukraine is a stark reminder of what a 
conventional civil war ought to look like.  Only a few rebel groups can be said to 
have attained anything close to the military capabilities of the Donbas rebellion.   
 
The other empirical contribution of this paper is an account of the process by 
which the Ukrainian civil war came to be.  We emphasize two linked processes – 
regime failure and state incapacitation – both of which are often conflated under 
the incorrect terminology of “the coup.”  We also demonstrate that the 
secessionist rebels in the Donbas region were not “rump Party of Regions” but are 
better understood as anti-systemic rebels supported by Russia. There is a direct 
link between Maidan and the Donbas war and the link is internal to Ukraine. 
 
  

																																																								
84	In	late	summer	2016,	Russia	claimed	that	the	Ukrainian	state	was	resorting	to	“terror	
tactics”	in	Crimea	(Walker	2016).	



TABLE 2: Civilian (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Victimization By Civil 
War Characteristics 

K-B Replication Medium Capacity 
Airpower/Anti-Air 

Symmetry 

High Capacity 
Airpower/Anti-Air 

Symmetry 

K-B Replication 
(+ Clustered SE 

by Country) 

Medium Capacity 
Airpower/Anti-Air 
Symmetry (+CSE) 

High Capacity 
Airpower/Anti-Air 
Symmetry (+CSE) 

Conventional (K&B) -0.96*   -0.96   
 (0.52)   (0.77)   
SNC (K&B) 0.92   0.92   
 (1.11)   (1.38)   
“Medium Airpower” Parity  -2.02***   -2.02  
  (0.76)   (1.45)  
“High Airpower” Parity   -3.93***   -3.93* 
   (0.98)   (2.25) 
Log of State Population 0.23 0.35** 0.51*** 0.23 0.35 0.51 
 (0.16) (0.16) (0.18) (0.25) (0.26) (0.36) 
Democracy -1.03* -0.52 -0.26 -1.03 -0.52 -0.26 
 (0.53) (0.54) (0.55) (1.12) (1.14) (1.11) 
Oil Exporter -0.66 -0.087 0.59 -0.66 -0.087 0.59 
 (0.63) (0.64) (0.66) (1.38) (1.33) (1.22) 
Ethnic Fractionalization 1.96* 3.32*** 3.97*** 1.96 3.32* 3.97* 
 (1.05) (1.13) (1.17) (1.66) (1.85) (2.13) 
Mountainous Terrain 1.25*** 1.71*** 2.25*** 1.25*** 1.71*** 2.25*** 
 (0.24) (0.33) (0.40) (0.45) (0.54) (0.84) 
Log of Per Capita GDP 2.80*** 3.21*** 3.84*** 2.80*** 3.21*** 3.84*** 
 (0.38) (0.43) (0.52) (1.01) (0.98) (1.34) 
Eastern Europe 1.18 1.05 1.12 1.18 1.05 1.12 
 (0.78) (0.74) (0.73) (1.82) (1.39) (1.17) 
Asia 4.35*** 3.28*** 3.08*** 4.35** 3.28* 3.08** 
 (0.92) (0.90) (0.88) (2.06) (1.81) (1.56) 
Sub-Saharan Africa 7.14*** 7.41*** 8.52*** 7.14** 7.41*** 8.52*** 
 (1.18) (1.18) (1.31) (2.94) (2.50) (2.97) 
Latin America -0.32 -1.18 -1.88** -0.32 -1.18 -1.88 
 (0.74) (0.79) (0.80) (1.49) (1.45) (1.33) 
Observations 336 336 336 336 336 336 
Pseudo R2 0.229 0.237 0.263 0.229 0.237 0.263 
       

Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 



Arel & Driscoll – APSA Draft (Aug 28, 2016 – Please do not cite without author permission.) 

	

	 33	

Figure A: The Party of Regions (Single Member Electoral Districts Pre-Maidan) 
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Figure B: The Party of Regions Members That Were Still Loyal After Defections on February 20 
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Figure C: The Party of Regions Members That Were Still Loyal After Resignations February 21 
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