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Foreword 

If the twentieth century marked the apogee and the ultimate demise 
of imperialism, the twentieth-first century signaled a post-imperi-
alist world. When Moscow annexed Crimea and surreptitiously in-
vaded eastern Ukraine in 2014, the world was shocked, even 
though with hindsight it should not have been such a surprise. Still 
one can sympathize with Angela Merkel, the then Chancellor of 
Germany, who intoned about Russia’s military assault on Ukraine:  

Who would’ve thought that 25 years after the fall of the wall, 
after the end of the Cold War, after the end of the division of 
Europe and the end of the world being divided in two, some-
thing like that can happen right at [the] heart of Europe? 
(Smale 2014) 

The collapse of any empire is a messy business. It creates complex 
and tangled territorial, ethnic, linguistic, and a host of other vexing 
issues, leaving anguished and often spiteful legacies everywhere 
affected by it. Today the world is coping with these issues and leg-
acies. The collapse of the Russian (Soviet) Empire in 1991 is no ex-
ception. Yet, as Edyta Bojanowska (2022) reminds us, “Russia is the 
only European state that has engaged in a reconquest of its former 
imperial dominions.” 

Jakob Hauter’s eminently readable book, Russia’s Overlooked 
Invasion, examines Russia’s attempt to reconquer Ukraine in 2014, 
focusing on Moscow’s clandestine operations in the Donbas, signif-
icant parts of which were occupied that year through Russian mili-
tary operations. The book addresses rigorously both theoretical and 
empirical issues of the invasion. This preface is intended to help 
readers comprehend the dramatic and consequential events of 2014 
in a broader, historical context.  

In the messy aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union, no 
region of the former Soviet Union was left in as contradictory, en-
igmatic, and even incomprehensible a state as the Donbas. It is im-
portant to examine why, if we are to understand how and why the 
war broke out in the Donbas in 2014. Hauter’s book defines the 
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Donbas as two oblasts in eastern Ukraine, Donetsk and Luhansk, 
bordering the Russian Federation. In 2014, together they accounted 
for approximately nine percent of Ukraine’s territory and 15 per-
cent of its population. The Donbas is a vast steppe land where the 
coal and steel industry developed in the 19th and 20th centuries. Its 
importance as an industrial dynamo was such that during the Stalin 
years it was called the “All-Union Stokehold.” Historically speak-
ing, the Donbas was a Cossack land, the “wild field,” so called be-
cause the competing political authorities that sought to dominate it, 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Muscovy, and the Ottoman 
Empire, could not really control it. The “wild field” symbolized a 
sort of political vacuum where people could seek refuge and find a 
degree of freedom. From the sixteenth century onward, those who 
fled there established military brotherhoods for the purpose of self-
defense and came to be called Cossacks (derived from a Turkic 
word signifying ‘free men’). Their center was in Zaporizhzhia, just 
to the west of the Donbas, in today’s Ukraine. While much of to-
day’s Donbas belonged to the Zaporizhzhian (Ukrainian) Cossacks, 
who were only nominally under Polish-Lithuanian control, smaller 
parts in the eastern Donbas were claimed by a different Cossack 
group, the (Russian) Don Cossacks, formed and developed at about 
the same time mainly by those who had fled autocratic Muscovite 
rule as it expanded and amplified serfdom. Much of this smaller 
area came under Muscovite rule in the seventeenth century. The 
Zaporizhzhian Cossack lands (most of today’s Donbas) came under 
Russian rule in the eighteenth century when the Russian Czar Cath-
erine II conquered and subjugated the free men and their lands to 
Russia’s autocratic rule. The vast land grab by Russia at the time 
included Crimea as well. Catherine called the newly acquired lands 
on the northern shore of the Black Sea “New Russia,” a reflection of 
nakedly imperialist hubris. 

Since the Donbas was historically a non-Russian land, the Rus-
sian government invited ethnic Russians, Germans, and many oth-
ers to settle in “New Russia.” The discovery of vast coal deposits in 
the Donbas and the subsequent rapid industrialization in the late 
19th century and the first half of the 20th century further impacted 
the ethnic composition of the Donbas. Ethnic Russians began to set-
tle in towns and mines en masse and left a strong cultural and 
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linguistic imprint on the Donbas. The lingua franca of the Donbas 
as a whole, as of most of “New Russia,” became Russian, while the 
countryside, inhabited largely by ethnic Ukrainians, generally re-
tained the Ukrainian language. Never, however, in the history of 
the Donbas did ethnic Russians constitute a majority. In the last So-
viet census of 1989, for example, ethnic Ukrainians accounted for 
just over 50 percent. Although sizeable, ethnic Russians constituted 
at most approximately 44 percent. Since Ukraine’s independence, 
the proportion of ethnic Russians has dropped below 40 percent. 

Despite changes wrought by waves of industrialization and 
brutal Soviet rule lasting from 1918 to 1991, the Donbas never really 
lost its reputation as the wild and free steppe. The industrialization 
of the Donbas in both the Czarist and Soviet periods created vast 
opportunities for all kinds of people who wanted freedom: fortune 
hunters, criminals, adventurers, the poor and desperate, and those 
who fled political, economic, and religious persecution. Even dur-
ing the period of the harshest rule under Stalin, the Donbas retained 
its reputation as a refuge for freedom-seekers. Many fleeing from 
Stalin’s collectivization and de-kulakisation (dispossession of peas-
ants) hid, both literally and figuratively, in the Donbas under-
ground, as coal miners (Kuromiya 1998). Most interestingly, after 
World War Two, Ukrainian partisans fighting a losing war against 
Soviet military forces and unable to escape to the West, were ad-
vised to go to the Donbas and hide there (Armstrong 1990, 221). 
Despite the constant threat of political persecution, the Donbas has 
remained a land of refuge and freedom through much of its modern 
history.  

The Donbas was and remains an enigma for many outsiders. 
Nearly every political party has gotten its hand burnt in the Don-
bas. That was the case in the past and remains so today. In this 
sense, the Donbas has always been a notorious political play-
ground. 

The reason for the notoriety comes down largely to the appar-
ent contradictory nature of the Donbas, representing as it does free-
dom to some, but enslavement to others, as epitomized by the dan-
gerous, hard, and exploitative labor of the coal mines (Kulchytskyi 
and Yakubova 2016, 18–20). Equally significant is the powerful prej-
udice within Ukraine against the Donbas as an “uncultured” brute 
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land. Not long ago one of the most noted contemporary Ukrainian 
intellectuals dismissed the Donbas as a non-European “proto-cul-
tural wasteland” that “easily succumbs to political manipulation in 
connection with a black-and-white view of the world,” and its peo-
ple as “medieval-feudal” or “Cro-Magnon-Neanderthal” (An-
drukhovych 2005, 3; 2006, 10–11). And while there is no question 
that wild oppression and naked exploitation existed, the Donbas 
has continued to stand for freedom, at least until very recently. The 
Donbas shares this contradiction with America, which oddly em-
bodies both freedom and oppression for many non-Whites. To the 
chagrin of all political parties, the Donbas as a whole has never ad-
hered to any particular political orientation, just like the Ukrainian 
Cossacks, whose constantly shifting alliances angered all parties 
concerned (Poles, Russians, and Ottomans). 

Yet the Donbas was and is far from an unprincipled merce-
nary force, easily manipulated by outside forces. Its seemingly cun-
ning and baffling political orientation actually was and is a well-
defined self-defense strategy, typical of border regions in general, 
to cope with competing outside political forces whom it distrusts. 
The Donbas as a “free” land never ceased to attract refugees. In-
deed, people with nowhere to go tested their luck in the Donbas. 
Such was the case, even in the late Stalin era, with the father of An-
atoly Shcharansky (today an Israeli politician), who could not work 
in Odesa because of the anti-Semitism and was told to go to the 
Donbas: “Try your luck in Stalino [today’s Donetsk]” (Kuromiya 
1998, 325). If freedom constitutes the essence of Ukrainian national 
identity, the Donbas historically embodies it. It also means that the 
Donbas has attracted, in addition to those seeking freedom, all 
kinds of intriguers and political “riff-raff” who could not operate 
elsewhere. In the years leading up to 2014, Russia almost certainly 
dispatched, unhindered, such operatives to the Donbas. 

True, the Donbas was a problem child for the powers that be. 
Yet it did not mean that, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
Donbas rejected integration into Ukraine. On the contrary, in 1991 
the Donbas population overwhelmingly supported Ukraine’s inde-
pendence, with over 80 percent of its population voting in favor. 
While Ukrainian politics ultimately disappointed the Donbas pop-
ulation, and discontent mounted, the people of the Donbas still 
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envisaged their future within the framework of an independent 
Ukraine. Before 2014, there were few signs of separatist sentiments 
or movements in the Donbas. Popular separatism emerged only af-
ter Russia’s intervention in the Donbas in 2014. Hauter is absolutely 
correct that “while separatist sentiment may cause conflict, conflict 
may also cause separatist sentiment” (see section 1.3.2.5. of this 
book). It was conflict brought from outside that introduced popular 
separatism to the Donbas in 2014. 

In the years leading up to 2014, the political integration of the 
Donbas into the Ukrainian body politic proceeded quietly. Far from 
separating from Ukraine, the Donbas politicians sought to seize 
power in the capital, Kyiv. They failed in 2004–5 due to the “Orange 
Revolution,” but they succeeded in 2010 with Viktor Yanukovych, 
a politician from the Donbas backed by Moscow, elected as 
Ukraine’s President. Through Yanukovych, Moscow sought to con-
trol Ukraine. However, as a Ukrainian politician, he was not in 
agreement with Moscow on all issues. Nevertheless, the policies 
and the governing style of Yanukovych’s administration, which 
was influenced by Moscow’s behind-the-scenes machinations, ulti-
mately led to a mass rebellion in Kyiv in 2013–14 (the “Revolution 
of Dignity” or “Maidan Revolution”). Initially, Yanukovych did not 
seem to have had the stomach for killing the protesters, but even-
tually several dozen protesters died at the hands of the security 
forces, possibly with the clandestine involvement of Russian oper-
atives. Resisting the orders of Vladimir Putin to cling to his presi-
dential powers, Yanukovych fled. Russia’s military occupation of 
Crimea ensued immediately in February 2014. Shortly thereafter, 
Russia invaded the Donbas. 

Granted, distrust of and discontent with Kyiv was palpable in 
the Donbas even during the Yanukovych era, yet popular separa-
tism was absent. The people in the Donbas may have helped to elect 
Yanukovych in 2010, yet he was known there as the “thief from 
Yenakiieve [Yanukovych’s hometown in the Donbas]” and the 
“shame of the Donbas” (Studenna-Skrukwa 2014, 284–285). Yanu-
kovych and his gang were “bandits,” but they were “our bandits” 
(emphasis added). One Donbas worker noted quite revealingly: 
“Yanukovych is a criminal… all governments are criminal” 
(Kuromiya 2019, 249). 
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As for Putin’s claims of any animosity toward ethnic Russians 
or Russian-speaking people in the Donbas, this is nothing short of 
ludicrous. Even Pavel Gubarev, who had become one of the sepa-
ratist leaders in the Donbas, openly proclaimed that “here [in the 
Donbas], there was no ethnic enmity” (Kuromiya 2019, 246). 

Lack of ethnic enmity in an ethnically mixed area meant that 
the Donbas possessed much potential for democratic and civil (as 
opposed to ethnic) nationalism. During World War Two, Yevhen 
Stakhiv worked in the Donbas as an Organization of Ukrainian Na-
tionalists (OUN) agent and found that people in the Donbas viewed 
the OUN ideologue, Dmytro Dontsov, as a “fascist.” Under the in-
fluence of the Donbas people, Stakhiv, who had once idealized 
Spain’s Franco regime, “abandoned a narrowly defined Ukrainian 
nationalism and embraced the ideal of a democratic Ukraine with-
out discrimination against its national minorities.” Until his death 
many years later, Stakhiv remained grateful to the Donbas people 
for his democratic conversion (Stakhiv 1995, 133–134, 308). Far from 
an anti-democratic bastion, the Donbas exerted a democratizing in-
fluence on the Ukrainian body politic. 

The open, free, and seemingly indeterminate nature of the 
Donbas, however, did facilitate stealth political and military inter-
vention from outside. Taking full advantage of the prejudiced 
views of the Donbas prevalent in Ukraine and beyond, Putin 
claimed absurdly that the Donbas was not and is not Ukrainian, but 
rather historically and inherently Russian, with persecution against 
ethnic Russians and Russophones prevalent. Moreover, Putin, for-
merly an intelligence officer of the Soviet (Communist) state, as-
serted facetiously that he would help Kyiv’s efforts to “de-commu-
nize” Ukraine by destroying Ukraine itself. After all, according to 
Putin, it was Vladimir I. Lenin who created the “artificial” entity 
called Ukraine and separated it from Russia; it was also Lenin who 
in 1918 opposed the separation of the Donbas and the surrounding 
regions from Ukraine and disbanded the “Donets-Krivoi Rog Re-
public” (created by a small number of Bolsheviks), incorporating it 
into Ukraine (Putin 2022a). In other words, Putin now attacks Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks as anti-Russian and pro-Ukrainian. 

Today’s Russian military forces use a two-volume textbook on 
maskirovka (camouflage), which they boast is “three times longer 
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than Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace” (Ash 2015). Disinformation, 
camouflage, conspiracy, and covert subversion are the essence of 
Putin’s political operations. He inherited them from the grand yet 
largely unexamined experience of the Soviet state. He deployed all 
of these in making his grab for “New Russia” in 2014. 

Putin’s covert operations have fooled many Western academ-
ics and observers, who still claim, even after having witnessed Rus-
sia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, that the war that en-
gulfed the Donbas in 2014 was essentially a civil war. Hauter’s me-
ticulous and methodologically rigorous analysis of the events of 
2014 makes it abundantly clear that they are wrong: The war was 
an interstate war initiated by Russia’s covert military invasion. 
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